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If you want to come to grips with the way race, injustice 
and real estate intertwine in America today, a good 
place to start is on Corning Street, a few hundred feet 
away from the 10 Freeway on the edge of the Westside 
of Los Angeles.

Corning Street looks and feels like it hasn’t changed 
since the 1950s. Boxy apartment buildings with 
names like Desert Sands. Humble Spanish-style 
bungalows with stained-glass bay windows. An 
alley behind them claimed as a pedestrian thoroughfare 
by working moms. A tamale cart, competing fruit 
stands, and an omnipresent produce truck that jingles 
“La Cucaracha” as it rounds the corner.

When I signed a lease on an apartment on Corning in 
2018, I couldn’t believe my luck. The location couldn’t 
be beaten — 15 minutes from the beach, 20 from 
Downtown, a stone’s throw from Beverly Hills — yet I 
could afford it on a writer’s salary. Moreover, at a 
moment when I felt ambivalent about Orthodox 
Judaism, I could observe as I pleased. Most of the 
block’s residents were of Mexican descent, as was my 
new roommate, a stranger who had posted on 
Craigslist. But the neighborhood was adjacent to the 
heavily Orthodox Pico-Robertson area where I grew up, 
and I could walk to my parents’ for Shabbat dinner.

What I did not then understand was that the 
neighborhood, the very block, had changed a lot over 
the past 60-plus years. My good fortune had actually 
come at the tail end of a decades-long process of race-
based discrimination. The Jewish revival of La Cienega 
Heights, as the neighborhood has been known since 
2003, has not quite happened at the expense of Black 
life. But the trajectory of these 18 square blocks 
underscores the subtle ways in which American Jews, 
including myself, often benefit from structural anti-
Black racism without realizing it.

First as vacant land not bound by race covenants, then 

as a pocket of affordable homes on the city’s upscale 
Westside, and now as an oasis of rent-controlled units 
near enough to synagogues and kosher restaurants, La 
Cienega Heights has always been a source of economic 
optimism for its residents.

But while it has served as a launchpad for upwardly 
mobile Jews and Latinos, the neighborhood was a 
spiteful trap for Blacks. In 1987, a policing experiment 
whose constitutionality has been challenged, the now-
ubiquitous civil gang injunction, designated this 
neighborhood a “safety zone,” effectively making Black 
men subject to an oppressive regime within its 
boundaries. What lurks behind the buoyant, bustling 
community I joined two years ago is the legacy of that 
injunction, a signature tool of racial profiling and a 
singular menace to communities of color all over the 
country.

Jews from across the United States flocked to the area 
after the Great Depression, and over the following 
decades became filmmakers, real-estate developers, 
and business owners — the Westside’s upper-middle 
class. La Cienega Heights stayed predominantly white 
and Jewish through the 1950s. Then, in 1967, came the 
first seeds of integration. That was the year the original 
cohort of Black students from South Los Angeles was 
bused to Alexander Hamilton High School, a mile from 
Corning Street. By 1972, half the school’s students were 
Black; by the 1980 census, 60% of La Cienega Heights 
residents were Black. Many of the area’s white 
residents, including most of its Jewish population, had 
moved out.

La Cienega Heights was not spared the introduction of 
rock cocaine into Black communities or the emergence 
of street gangs during the 1980s. Wrought-iron window 
bars and barbed wire went up around the neighborhood 
as a homegrown gang, the Playboy Gangster Crips, sold 
crack on Corning Street and controlled the surrounding

A police crackdown in a Black neighborhood 
paved the way for a Jewish resurgence
By Louis Keene
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blocks. The 1987 injunction developed to stop that 
gang, the first of its kind in the country, was the first of 
a series of crackdowns on crime in the neighborhood; 
what followed over the next 30 years was a gradual 
outflow of the neighborhood’s Black residents and an 
influx of Latino immigrants who took their place.

Today, but a fraction of the once majority-Black 
population remains in La Cienega Heights and Jews, 
pushed beyond the boundaries of Pico-Robertson by 
steep rents and a housing shortage, have begun to 
resettle there. The American Community Survey found 
that between 2014 and 2018, La Cienega Heights — the 
area bound by Robertson and La Cienega boulevards, 
between Sawyer Street and Cadillac Avenue, and to be 
clear, a place with no heights to speak of — is now 
roughly 20% Black and 50% Latino.

“I think what we’ve seen historically is arresting people 
and pushing people out does not create safety,” said 
Josh Green, an attorney who is director of criminal 
justice programs at the Urban Peace Institute. “At least 
not for the community that was there.”

The departure of Black residents from La Cienega 
Heights reflects a broader trend of Black migration out 
of L.A.’s core. But the suppressive policing strategy that 
originated here, as exemplified by injunctions, gang 
databases and sentencing enhancement, has also left a 
particular, indelible mark on this place. Barbed wire still 
wraps some fencing. Some alleys are still padlocked. 
Cops still patrol the one behind my apartment.

The 1987 injunction started with a few dozen people, 
but its legacy includes the California gang database, 
which contains the names of nearly 80,000 state 
residents, most of them people of color, and many with 
no knowledge of their inclusion. On July 14, amid a 
growing scandal around false gang identifications by 
cops from the Los Angeles Police Department, state 
attorney general Xavier Becerra revoked access to 
CalGang records created by LAPD, essentially 
invalidating them. The decision, which affects about a 
quarter of the database, granted a victory that criminal-
justice reform advocates had sought for decades. 
Meanwhile, La Cienega Heights has sprouted a kollel
(an institution that supports full-time Torah scholars), 
more sukkahs crop up every fall, and I see as many 

yarmulkes as pet dogs on the walk to shul. The Black 
community does not seem likely to return to its 
previous numbers.

From Jewish to Black

Louis Thompson moved to Corning Street with his 
roommate in 1978 for the same reason Esperanza 
Ramirez did in 2001 and Gina Cardarella the year after 
that. “It was just about what I could afford,” Thompson, 
82, said, speaking through the iron-grated front door of 
his Spanish-style house. (A pandemic was raging 
outside, and he was playing it safe.) Back then, 
Thompson recalled, the houses on Corning were mostly 
occupied by white Jewish homeowners, the apartment 
buildings by Black renters. But Thompson had a 
mortgage on the corner house.

If housing affordability is the story of post-redlining 
migration in Los Angeles, La Cienega Heights offers a 
fine case study. It took shape in the 1940s and 1950s, 
when an influx of upwardly mobile Jews from other L.A. 
neighborhoods and out of town moved into small 
houses on previously undeveloped parcels. Across the 
street from Thompson’s house, now the site of a 
shopping plaza with a Dollar Tree and a Coffee Bean, 
was a dairy farm.

In her 2015 book “Police, Power, and the Production of 
Racial Boundaries,” which contains a historical 
ethnography of La Cienega Heights, Ana Muñiz, a 
professor of criminology, law and society at the 
University of California-Irvine, writes that one resident 
estimated the neighborhood was 80% Jewish in the 
1950s. As they found professional success, those Jews 
sent their children to Hamilton, one of the top public 
high schools in the city. They got zoning laws changed 
so they could put up apartments in their backyards.

Then came busing.

The desegregation of public schools after the landmark 
1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of 
Education set in motion a demographic shift 
throughout the city. When a pilot program in the Los 
Angeles Unified School District designated 10 public 
high schools for voluntary busing in 1967, Hamilton 
enrolled 75 Black students. Soon, upwardly mobile 
Black families looking for housing on the Westside 
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found the area around the school more affordable, 
especially La Cienega Heights, and moved here en
masse. Thompson was one of them.

Six years after the pilot program began, Hamilton had 
800 Black students, only 40 of whom were bused from 
outside the neighborhood.

Jewish groups — and Hamilton’s Jewish students — had 
supported desegregation, even joining a hunger strike 
with the Congress of Racial Equality outside a Board of 
Education meeting in 1963. But Jewish families fled La 
Cienega Heights to the adjacent Jewish neighborhoods 
following the high school’s integration. La Cienega 
Heights went from 98% white in 1970 to 25% white and 
60% Black in 1980. The areas surrounding it —
Beverlywood, Pico-Robertson, and Crestview —
remained predominantly white, Jewish, and upper-
middle-class, Muñiz writes, as La Cienega Heights 
“became an increasingly working-class, African-
American island.”

Jews had not only left La Cienega Heights; they had 
also sold their buildings to property-management 
companies, which filled units with Section 8 tenants 
and lowered rents across the board. Toward the end of 
the decade, the passage of California Proposition 13, 
which froze property taxes at 1976 assessed values, 
throttled state and municipal revenue streams, causing 
a decline in public services and employment and 
pushing industries that employed working-class people 
out of state. The resulting collapse of opportunity, 
coupled with the introduction of crack cocaine into the 
inner city, fueled the rise of gang-related crime.

‘We need to abate the gang’

That’s when things got rough.

The Playboy Gangster Crips, a Black street gang, was 
born in 1979 in the alley behind my apartment, initially 
as a merger of rival break-dancing groups. As crack 
cocaine hit the drug market in the 1980s, the 
gang used Corning — nicknamed ‘C Street’ — to sell the 
drug, often to clients from the affluent, predominantly 
white adjacent areas. The distribution system involved 
pagers, hand signals, and lookouts posted on bicycles 
and perched on rooftops. When the cops showed up, 

the crews would disappear into the alleys to evade 
arrest.

Thompson remembers teenagers from the gang dealing 
in broad daylight from beneath a tree on his front lawn. 
He never called the cops. “I guess, the fear,” he 
explained. Intimidation of residents was a major factor.

“Nobody could go outside, literally,” said Robert Ferber, 
a deputy city attorney at the time.

Ferber was tasked with stopping crime in La Cienega 
Heights in 1986, around the time Jeremy Steven 
Heading, a white 16-year-old, was killed on C Street in a 
drug deal gone wrong. The neighborhood, known back 
then as “Cadillac-Corning” for its most dangerous 
corner, was not the worst in Los Angeles at the time —
violent-crime statistics were much higher in several 
pockets of South Central. But its proximity to white, 
upper-class areas garnered Cadillac-Corning special 
attention.

Members of the Playboy Gangster Crips
Image by StreetTV.net
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When Ferber first took the case, the gang, whose name 
was shorthanded as the PBGs, had taken over the 
neighborhood. A gas station on Cadillac and La Cienega 
was robbed so many times it closed. Landlords had 
ceased collecting rent entirely. Even police officers had 
to call into the station before driving down Corning. And 
while most of the drug trade occurred on C Street, 
home break-ins, car theft and muggings were 
commonplace on the surrounding blocks.

“This was a neighborhood version of organized crime,” 
Ferber recalled in a recent interview. At the same time, 
services were lacking — trash collection, he said, was 
erratic, the parks weren’t safe, and graffiti in public 
spaces seldom got painted over.

No matter how many gang leaders were thrown in jail, 
there was always another person ready to take their 
place. Ferber had faced a similar conundrum in the vice 
unit, where he was charged with cracking down on 
street prostitution. The only way he’d managed to 
make a dent was by filing nuisance abatements against 
the motels where sex workers brought clientele.

“We jokingly talked about, what we need to do is abate 
the gang,” Ferber said. “We ended up filing a lawsuit 
that was considered the wackiest thing in the court 
system.”

Ferber sued on behalf of community members, claiming 
the PBGs were a public nuisance and asking the court 
to stop the gang from doing things that helped it 
operate. People identified by residents and police as 
gang members (a dozen or so on the original list, which 
eventually grew to about 40) were summarily banned 
from a range of activities — carrying pagers, wearing 
blue, standing on rooftops, approaching vehicles, and 
congregating in public in groups of two or more.

Instead of handing out hefty sentences for dealing 
drugs, the longest jail sentence one could get for 
violating the injunction was five days, Ferber said. Still, 
if your name was on the list, you could go to jail for 
carrying a pager in Cadillac-Corning.

The American Civil Liberties Union challenged the 
injunction and won the removal of some terms, such as 
a curfew after 7 p.m. But Ferber’s project eventually 
made it through the courts, and later injunctions used 
the original as a template.

The early results surpassed the community’s wildest 
expectations. Gang members weren’t running from the 

cops — they were running from process servers, Ferber 
recalled. “We had literally pushed the gang out of the 
neighborhood,” he said. “They couldn’t get to the point 
of consummating a sale.” Ferber would tip off local 
stations before police roundups, and the injunction’s 
apparent success became a national news story. Los 
Angeles City Attorney James Hahn and Police Chief 
Daryl Gates rushed to expand its use.

But Ferber admitted the injunction failed to keep the 
crime or the gang out of Cadillac-Corning for long. A 
case-study available online shows another police 
crackdown on the Playboy Gangster Crips in the 
neighborhood beginning in 1997. Gina Cardarella said 
that when she moved to Corning Street in 2001, a driver 
delivering her pizza would not leave his car to drop off 
her order. Another resident recalled drive-by shootings 
on Corning in the same period.

According to Green, the Urban Peace Institute attorney, 
gang injunctions failed to stop crime because they 
punished symptoms of disenfranchisement rather than 
address them. “The root causes of the violence were 
not that law enforcement didn’t have enough weapons 
or tools at its disposal,” he said. “The root causes were 
the disinvestment from the communities.”

‘A Terrifying Tool For Abuse’

The Cadillac-Corning injunction, the first served to an 
entire gang, opened a Pandora’s box of surveillance, 
policing, and criminalization. Injunctions were spirited 
through courts, and became bigger, broader, and more 
punitive. The Cadillac-Corning injunction spanned 26 
square blocks. A 2011 injunction east of Downtown Los 
Angeles spanned 16 square miles — more than 60 times 
the size of the original. Whereas residents worked with 
law enforcement to identify the gang members on 
Ferber’s injunction, later injunctions listed John Does, 
enabling cops to decide afterward who warranted the 
restrictions. From 2000 to 2018, the city of L.A. added 
8,900 people from 79 gangs to injunctions, according to 
the city attorney’s office.

Gang injunctions have been used almost exclusively in 
neighborhoods whose populations are overwhelmingly 
nonwhite. And while these injunctions never discuss 
race explicitly, “the actual application of the document 
is clearly racialized,” said Green.

Injunctions have offered a pretext for thousands of 
Black men to be added to the CalGang database 
without knowing it and with little recourse. Factor in
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laws that escalate penalties for identified gang 
members, and a regime aimed at crime suppression has 
been a potent accelerant of mass incarceration. The 
American prison system now has more than 2 million 
Black people behind bars.

Ferber, who left the gang unit in 1993, defended his 
injunction’s intent. But he worried as he saw it sweep 
the nation. “I started to see, anybody who is walking 
with a gang member is now a gang member,” he said. “I 
thought, ‘My baby is turning into a terrible tool for 
abuse.’”

The Black residents of La Cienega Heights attest to that 
abuse. Esperanza Ramirez, who raised two Black sons 
on Corning Street after moving there in 2001, does not 
live in fear of gang violence. But she does not live in 
peace, either. She described her eldest, Donovan, being 
thrown against a wall and searched by police officers 
on their street a few years ago. More recently Benjamin, 
her teenager, was detained for jaywalking on his way 
out of basketball practice.

Crime in the neighborhood has diminished in recent 
years, she said, but zealous policing has not. “If you 
have a kid who’s a minority, that trauma doesn’t go 
away,” Ramirez said. “Your mind can’t relax because 
you always have that worry. It’s like, ‘When am I going 
to be happy?’”

Home sweet home, for some

There’s a way in which the Latino spirit of La Cienega 
Heights can give it the feeling of an old Jewish shtetl: 
the melody of everyday life, the primacy of walking; 
front-yard birthday parties, kids chasing the ice-cream 
truck. The pushcart, a bygone symbol of Jewish hustle, 
now represents entrepreneurship for immigrant 
Angelenos; in La Cienega Heights, they dish out elotes, 
tamales, and snow cones. But it seems like only a 
matter of time before this place stops feeling like an old 
Jewish shtetl and starts feeling like a new one.

Corning Street got its first luxury housing this year, on 
the same corner where Jeremy Steven Heading was 
shot in 1986. A few blocks west, but still in the 
neighborhood boundaries, luxury condos rent for 
$9,500 a month. The kollel’s resident scholars have 
moved into an older building a block over. One real-
estate agent told me he expects most of the 
neighborhood to flip Jewish in the next decade. Only 
rent control on these old apartment buildings will make 
it take that long.

So for the moment it remains predominantly Latino, 
reflecting a decades-long trend of L.A.’s Black 
neighborhoods turning brown. Latinos — many of them 
immigrants — now make up the overwhelming majority 
of residents in South Los Angeles, the historic core of 
Black life in Southern California, and about half of the 
population of La Cienega Heights. Blacks, seeking areas 
with lower crime and more affordable housing, have 
spread to outer suburbs like Palmdale and Lancaster, 
some 40 miles from the city center.

But while Latinos can still feel the brunt of aggressive 
policing, most Jewish people could move to an area 
under a gang injunction and never be the wiser. In the 
case of La Cienega Heights, they can rush out of a 
neighborhood when Blacks move in and trickle back 
after Black residents are pushed or priced out. Where a 
gang injunction criminalizes geography for people of 
color, it does just the opposite for whites, enhancing 
their mobility, enabling them to move into new 
neighborhoods. And in my neighborhood today, Jews 
are among the beneficiaries.

While there is no longer a gang injunction over La 
Cienega Heights, scores of injunctions remain across 
Los Angeles County, elsewhere in California, and in 
communities of color all over the United States. The 
shadow of oppressive policing that stretches from this 
neighborhood is impossible to measure.

Being white and Jewish in La Cienega Heights means 
that shadow will never affect me. It means that I’ll 
never be stalked by a patrol car, or asked to show my 
ID going from a walk at night. It means I can ride a bike, 
or stand on a roof, or hang with my friends without 
drawing suspicion. My presence in this neighborhood 
won’t make adjacent areas uncomfortable. Nearly two 
years into living here, Corning Street feels like home. I 
banter with the driver as I buy produce from the La 
Cucaracha truck. An old shul nearby is experiencing a 
revival, and new kosher restaurants have opened 
alongside it.

But I think I will struggle with the history of the place as 
long as I live here. Every time a new family moves in —
presumably for the same reason Louis Thompson did in 
1978, the same reason I did in 2018 — it will be coasting 
on those errant facts of life, almost certainly without 
knowing it. A woman will cry tamale into the twilight air. 
Teenagers headed to after-school jobs will bike down 
the alleys. And when they no longer do, I’ll know it’s 
time for me to leave.
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Samuel Willenberg normally 
worked on the fences. His job did 
not routinely bring him near the 
thousands of women who 
disembarked at Treblinka every 
day. One day, however, he was 
pulled aside by guards and forced 
to work as a “barber” cutting the 
hair of women on their way to the 
gas chambers. There he had an 
experience that would stay with 
him the rest of his life, one he would later express in art 
that cries out to our present.

Willenberg worked as ordered that day, cutting 
women’s hair as fast as he could and staying, for the 
most part, silent as they sat down in front of him and 
bombarded him with questions. It was common for 
women arriving at Treblinka to talk to the barbers: The 
prisoner forced to do that job was the first fellow Jew 
they had a chance speak to for any amount of time 
since their arrival at the camp. They were all scared and 
seeking information or some form of hope.

Abraham Bomba, another man forced to work as a 
barber at the camp, recalled a young woman who 
simply asked him how long death would take. How long 
would she suffer in the gas chamber?

Most who came to Treblinka did not know what awaited 
them beyond the haircut. Many believed the lies they’d 
been told about showers, disinfected clothes, and 
transport to the east for work.

Just as the woman who spoke to Bomba knew what 
awaited her, Ruth Dorfman knew better. When Ruth sat 
down, she calmly asked Willenberg whether it would 
hurt. She knew she would die soon. She knew she 
would be gassed. She only worried about the pain that 
might come next.

Softly, against all orders to be silent, Willenberg did 
what he could to assure her it would be fast, and it 
would not hurt too much.

After surviving the ghetto, the humiliating and 
exhausting train to the camp, and being stripped nude 
before the haircut, Ruth Dorfman and the thousands of 
others like her had endured all the dehumanizing 
horrors the Nazi regime could throw at her. The loss of 
their hair in the final moments of life, immortalized by 
Willenberg in sculpture, was just the last of many 
indignities on the road to genocide.

The hair of Jewish women sent to their deaths at 
Auschwitz, Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka did not enrich 
the Third Reich to any significant degree. Gathered in 
bales and bundles totaling in the tons, this “raw 
material” may have gone to make personal items for U-
Boat crews, to the manufacture of soft goods, or to 
whatever else the frozen-hearted bureaucrats of 
Hitler’s Germany could conceive.

Whatever became of it, two things are certain: It could 
not and did not provide the means to prolong the war 
or bring any financial gain of importance. Profit was not 
the motive. The point was cruelty itself, a final stab at 
the self-conception of women destined to die. Just one 
more horrible thing that absolute power and absolute 
hatred combined to produce.

Last week, we learned that China is selling the hair of 
Uyghur peoples trapped in its over 1,200 camps spread 
across the northwest of that country. To be sure, the 
Chinese state must be reeling from the combined 
effects of a world economic downturn and the 
coronavirus pandemic. Yet just as in Nazi Germany, this 
hair — this product of hate and total control — will not 
solve China’s problems. Nor, of course, would that be 
any excuse for either regime even if it could.

The point for Chinese authorities is, as it once was for

China is perpetrating genocide. We’ve seen 
this before.
By Chad Gibbs

Opinion

Ruth Dorfman, immortalized 
by Samuel Willingber
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the Nazis, the cruelty itself, robbing victims of their 
image of self even as they are robbed of all else, 
stripped of their freedom, and “reeducated” at the 
hands of a genocidal state.

What China does to Uyghurs today, from the theft of 
hair to forced sterilization, the destruction of families 
and lives, is genocide. That it has taken on yet another 
trapping of Nazi torture is just one more reason the 
world must finally act.

Shaving the heads of prisoners and selling their hair 
on the open market is not a small thing, but rather a 
sign. This action is a demonstration of how far China 
will go in its treatment of the Uyghur minority.

It again shows how officials of the Chinese 
Communist Party view their victims not as fellow 
humans but as problems to be dealt with and as a 
source for commodities to be extracted from.

What comes after this kind of wanton dehumanization 
is always worse.

We are unfortunately not without extensive historical 
precedent in this regard. Uyghur men and women are 
being treated quite literally as livestock to be shorn 
and profited from.

If “Never Again” is to mean anything today we must 
look to the past, heed its warnings, and for once act 
before it is again too late.

-

Chad Gibbs is a PhD candidate in History at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison and a George L. 
Mosse Graduate Exchange Fellow to the Hebrew 
University. His research focuses on Jewish resistance 
at the extermination camp Treblinka.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Forward.

In the two months since George Floyd was killed by 
Minneapolis police, American Jewish day schools have 
begun to rethink how they teach students about the 
brutal legacy of American racism.

Among the subjects they’ll have to examine? Their 
own history.

As the day school movement has expanded, it’s 
created a deep passion about the need for institutions 
that, in a secularized America, affirm and enrich 
Jewish identity. For day school communities, it’s 
impossible to imagine that the educational model that 
dominated the first half of the 20th century — in which 
Jewish students attended public schools and received 
supplemental Jewish education — might be a sufficient 
incubator of religious and cultural character.

But the origins of some day schools, particularly 
those founded in and after the 1970s, are connected 
to a dark narrative of 20th century American history: 
That of the backlash among white families against the 
racial integration of public schools. And as day 
schools reconsider how they teach students about 
the realities of American racism, they face questions 
about how those realities intersect with their own 
institutional heritage.

“The Jewish day school movement was founded when 
the U.S. public schools integrated,” said Ilana 
Kaufman, executive director of the Jews of Color 
Initiative, in a June 21 conversation hosted by Temple 
Emanuel’s Streicker Center, “because there was white 
flight from U.S. public schools.”

The actual story, say historians, is a little more 
complicated. (Kaufman did not respond to requests 
for comment.) As European immigration expanded the 
American Jewish population around the turn of the 

Will Jewish schools 
finally address their 
segregationist past?
By Talya Zax

Culture
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19th century, said Jonathan Sarna, a professor of Jewish 
history at Brandeis University, American Jews 
developed the sense “that the public school was crucial 
to the making of Americans, that it was truly un-
American not to send your children to public school.” 
For decades, attending public school was something 
Jewish immigrants and their children saw as a matter of 
principle. “Jews were very proud that in America the 
schools accepted Jews, there were no quotas, 
everybody studied together,” Sarna said.

In the late interwar period, that began to change. “The 
day school movement starts in the 20s and the 30s,” 
said Jonathan Krasner, a Brandeis professor currently 
writing a history of Jewish day schools. That, according 
to Krasner, was the first of several discrete periods in 
the evolution of the day school system. Next came “a 
really big push in the post-war era,” primarily from the 
Orthodox community. “There were a lot of refugees 
that came here just before or after the war, and they 
didn’t have the same allegiance to public schools,” 
Krasner said. “They were influenced more by things like 
the Holocaust and the creation of the state of Israel,” 
events that, for some, prompted a renewed interest in 
ensuring that new generations would cultivate a strong 
Jewish identity.

But the day school movement didn’t blossom until the 
1960s and 70s, an era that proved particularly fruitful 
for community schools, non-Orthodox institutions 
catering to students who, while discontented with the 
public school system, were unlikely to attend rigorously 
religious alternatives.

What lay behind that discontent? One major and 
frequently forgotten factor, Sarna said, was the mass 
flight of Evangelicals into private schools after Supreme 
Court decisions in 1962 and 1963 effectively banned 
prayer from public schools. That exodus, Sarna said, 
dealt a serious blow to the Jewish belief in public 
schools: How could they truly be said to be essential to 
the American character, if so many of their students 
were abandoning them?

At the same time, much of American Jewry was on the 
economic ascent, entering class ranks in which private 
schools were increasingly considered the norm. “The 

fear was, if we don’t have Jewish schools, Jews will 
simply go to those private schools run by Protestants,” 
Sarna said. And, in the late ’60s, the country was 
transfixed by incidents like the Ocean Hill-Brownsville 
conflict, in which a predominantly Black school district 
in Brooklyn terminated the contracts of a number of 
white, Jewish teachers, drawing allegations of anti-
Semitism and prompting a two-month-long teacher 
strike. “Those very, very well publicized incidents 
suggested to Jews that the public schools were no 
longer friendly to Jews,” Sarna said.

But in many communities — particularly urban ones, 
according to Krasner — the decisive moment for day 
schools came in the early 1970s, as the Supreme Court 
issued a series of decisions mandating that school 
districts use busing to integrate schools. (Brown v. 
Board of Education, the 1954 case establishing that 
school segregation was unconstitutional, didn’t address 
the de facto school segregation that resulted from 
Black and white people living in largely different 
neighborhoods.) The impact of those decisions was 
particularly visible in Los Angeles, said Sara Smith, 
Assistant Dean at the Graduate Center for Jewish 
Education of American Jewish University.

“Before busing, there were two Conservative 
elementary day schools in L.A.,” Smith said. “After, 
there were five. Before busing, there was one Reform 
elementary day school in L.A. After busing, there were 
two.” The increased number of schools wasn’t the only 
indicator that Jewish parents were fleeing the public 
school system for the day school system: Enrollments 
skyrocketed, too.

“There was really a sense — community rabbis certainly 
spoke about this — that on the one hand we as Jews 
should be supporting integration, because that’s a 
value that we hold,” Smith said. But, she said, there was 
“a real fear and paranoia from parents who didn’t want 
to send their kids to be bused across the city to go to 
schools that were going to be populated by non-
whites.” Between 1966 and 1980, Smith wrote in her 
2017 NYU doctoral dissertation, the number of white 
students enrolled in Los Angeles’ public school system 
decreased by 269,373. That reduction was 
accompanied by a rise in the number of local private
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schools. Jewish students, and Jewish schools, were 
clearly identifiable participants in that change.

To date, Smith’s dissertation is the only intensive work 
of scholarship on the intersection between the 
desegregation of public schools and the rise of Jewish 
day schools. But Rivka Press Schwartz, a research 
fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute of North 
America and associate principal at Riverdale’s SAR High 
School, is sure that the pattern Smith identified in L.A. 
was replicated across the country. “There is a great 
deal of evidence of people moving to the suburbs, 
pulling their kids out of public schools and putting them 
in private schools,” Schwartz said. “It is 100% true that 
Jewish parents, then and now, cared about their kids’ 
Jewish education, and sacrificed to afford their kids a 
meaningful Jewish education. But it can also be true 
that if your neighborhood public school was all of a 
sudden about to be subject to busing, then sending 
your kid to a Jewish school might appeal more.”

“We’re adults,” she said, “and more than one thing can 
be true at the same time.”

How should the day school system reckon with this 
history? First, said Krasner, it’s important to note the 
scale of the issue, which largely doesn’t involve 
Orthodox schools; the Orthodox “commitment to day 
schools,” he said, “is more fundamental than any 
change that took place within American society.” A 
2013-2014 survey by the Avi Chai Foundation, Krasner 
said, suggested that about 13% of Jewish day school 
students in the U.S. attend non-Orthodox schools. A 
fair proportion of those schools were founded before 
the start of desegregation efforts, meaning that the 
number of schools whose history was genuinely 
informed by a rejection of desegregation may be 
comparatively small.

For those schools, what comes next? “The legacy is the 
legacy, and that’s the way that it happened. And, these 
institutions have done many great things for Jewish 
identity for many people,” Smith said. To meaningfully 
grapple with their history when it comes to race, she 
said, schools have to start “thinking about real 
intentional ways to build bonds that don’t just feel like 
service.” Too often, she said, day schools fail to place 

value on cultivating student relationships with those 
from other communities. In her view, it’s time for that 
value to become central to day school curriculums.

“What do we do with complicated, painful parts of our 
history?” Schwartz asked. While she’s worked to 
incorporate a more comprehensive education about 
structural racism into SAR’s curriculum, she’s long had 
the sense that turning the conversation to the origins 
of the day school system would be unproductive. 
“Pirkei Avot says, don’t say something that can’t be 
heard,” she said. “I did have the sense this was 
something that couldn’t be heard.”

But in the last three months, Schwartz said, those 
around her have suddenly become more interested in 
the issue of day school origins. So far, she said, 
discussions around that subject have been preliminary; 
the educators in her sphere, preoccupied with the 
difficult educational conditions imposed by the 
coronavirus pandemic, have yet to begin planning 
around whether and how to incorporate that history in 
their teaching. “There are certain things that make it 
hard for the Jewish community to come into this 
conversation,” she said. “It’s not just you’re racist, or 
you’re clueless, or you’re living out your lives as upper 
middle class white people. There genuinely are things 
that make it very difficult, which the people who want 
to make this conversation happen have to also think 
about.”

Smith says that as she wrote her dissertation, she 
spoke with the founders of several of the Los Angeles 
schools whose histories she was researching. They 
weren’t surprised by what she was uncovering, she 
said, but they also weren’t particularly interested in it. “I 
think people understood that these schools are able to 
exist and thrive because of busing, and that was just 
the way that it was,” she said. “Now I think we’re 
turning back, and trying to understand, ok, how did we 
get here?”

-

Talya Zax is the Forward’s deputy culture editor. 
Contact her at zax@forward.com or on Twitter, 
@TalyaZax.

Will Jewish schools finally address their segregationist past?



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

Hidden in an ordinary armchair, an extraordinary story of Nazi evil 11

Neo-Nazi visitors to the site of the Nazi Party Rally 
Grounds in Nuremberg are a perpetual problem for the 
city’s authorities. On a hot September day in 2016, I 
visited the Zeppelintribüne, the colossal concrete 
grandstand from which Hitler once addressed the 
roaring crowds. The sweltering heat ensured that at the 
time of my arrival, I was the only visitor to the 
crumbling site.

As I began to leave, I noticed a group of four shaven-
headed men in black leather jackets, making their way 
up the rotting steps. They took turns making Nazi-style 
salutes from Hitler’s podium, while another man with a 
shaved head stood below taking photographs. As a 
Jewish historian who had spent years researching the 
Holocaust, this was my first experience of stumbling 
onto a group of neo-Nazis.

I was still shaken the following morning, when I set out 
to meet Barbara Schlegel, the daughter of a low-
ranking Nazi official and Holocaust perpetrator, Robert 
Griesinger. Griesinger’s name means nothing to even 
the most enthusiastic scholar of the Third Reich, so 
why, then, was I in Nuremberg, about to meet his 
daughter?

Griesinger entered my life unexpectedly. In 2011, an 
upholsterer in Amsterdam found a bundle of swastika-
covered documents inside the cushion of an armchair 
he was repairing. The papers all belonged to a Dr. 
Robert Griesinger. Jana, the armchair’s Czech owner, 
did not know Griesinger. She had purchased the chair 
from a thrift store while a student in Prague in the 
1960s, and it was one of the few objects she brought 
with her to the Netherlands in the 1980s, when she 
obtained permission for her family to leave Communist 
Czechoslovakia. As a historian of the Second World 
War, who happened to be at the same university as 
Jana’s daughter, I was asked by the family to 
investigate the mystery of the hidden papers.

I immediately set out to uncover more about this Dr. 
Griesinger, who was not mentioned in any books on 

occupied Prague or anywhere online. Did he survive the 
war? And, of course, how did his most precious 
documents end up hidden inside a chair, hundreds of 
miles from Prague and Stuttgart? Despite the vast 
number of people caught up in Nazism before and 
during World War II, most of us can, today, name only a 
handful of Nazis, almost always those who formed part 
of Hitler’s inner circle. The very ordinariness of this man 
who, like thousands of ordinary Nazis had vanished 
from the historical record, made him all the more
intriguing to me. I was determined to find out who this 
man was, and what his role had been in the Third Reich. 
The results of the search became my new book “The SS 
Officer’s Armchair.”

My quest to learn more about Griesinger lasted five 
years. It led me to German provincial towns where the 
man had studied and worked and to archives and 
libraries across Europe and, even America. I discovered 
early on that Griesinger was not as German as I had 
thought. His father, born in New Orleans, came from a 
family that owned enslaved people in Louisiana, and 
moved to Imperial Germany during the Long 
Depression of the 1870s. I also learned that he gained 
access to the elite of Nazi society, becoming an SS 
Officer in 1933. During the mid-1930s, Griesinger
worked as a lawyer at the Stuttgart Gestapo. I 
eventually tracked down his two surviving daughters 
who were eager for details that might help them build 
up a picture of a father whose actions in the Third Reich 
had been shrouded in the shame and silence of post-
war Germany. I even read his mother’s diary.

One thing I had not reckoned on, due to Griesinger’s
conservative and anti-Semitic family background, was 
that he had ever lived among Jews, especially in a city 
like Stuttgart which had a small Jewish population of 
4,500. After his marriage in early 1936, Robert and his 
new bride, Gisela, rented a house on Schottstrasse, an 
affluent street in northwest Stuttgart. When the 
Griesingers moved in, their next-door neighbors were a 
Jewish couple: Fritz and Helene Rothschild. It seemed 

Hidden in an ordinary armchair, an extraordinary 
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incredible that Dr Robert Griesinger, SS officer and 
Gestapo employee, had Jewish neighbors, and so on 
a trip to Stuttgart I visited the street where both 
families lived.

The Rothschilds were far from the only Jews who lived 
in this pocket of Stuttgart. Today Stuttgart has 
hundreds of Stolpersteine (literally stumbling blocks), 
small metal plaques on the pavement outside a 
residence in which a Jewish family lived, before being 
deported. The shiny blocks record the names of the 
houses’ former Jewish residents, the date they were 
deported and the location of their extermination. 89 
Stolpersteine commemorate the deported Jewish 
residents in Griesinger’s immediate area of Stuttgart 
alone. Before I reached Griesinger’s marital house, I 
counted half a dozen within a stone’s throw of his 
front door.

When I stood at the entrance, I discovered that the 
Griesingers and the Rothschilds lived in a single 
building that contained three separate residences. The 
building was among the last multi-family row houses 
constructed in Stuttgart. Multi-family houses with 
communal facilities, popular in the 1920s, did not sit 
well with the ideology of the Third Reich that sought 
instead to promote single-family dwellings that 
encouraged privacy. The Griesingers and the 
Rothschilds lived in close proximity, with only a wall 
between them. After passing the communal front lawn 
and terrace, the two families accessed their private 
quarters by individual front doors that were barely five 
metres away from one another.

I slowly pieced back together Fritz and Helene’s life. I 
tracked down their granddaughter, who told me that 
the Rothschilds were active figures on Stuttgart’s social 
scene, mixing with and hosting Jewish and non-Jewish 
friends alike. She told me that they had a mezuzah 
attached to their front door, something the Griesingers
would have noticed. Archival documents reveal how the 
Rothschilds attempted to weather the Nazi storm after 
Fritz’s arrest by the Stuttgart Gestapo during 
Kristallnacht. Fritz and Helene fled to Paris with 
their son.

Remarkably, they were exempt from wearing the 
yellow star because Fritz worked as a negotiator at the 
Reich Commissar for the Unilever Konzern (Sodeco). 
This privilege was extremely rare. Only 26 Jews in the 
whole of occupied France received exemptions. Shortly 
after this protection ran out in February 1944, Fritz and 

Helene were rounded up and sent to the Drancy 
internment camp in northern Paris. In May 1944, they 
were deported to Auschwitz. Fritz was sent to the gas 
chambers upon arrival. But an SS doctor made the 
split-second decision that Helene appeared healthy and 
younger than her actual age of 49. She survived.

Over the years, I was constantly amazed at how finding 
and pulling the right threads opened up new, 
unexpected avenues of research, which made me 
question what I thought I knew about our relationship 
with the past. Researching Robert Griesinger led me to, 
among other things, the slave trade in pre-abolition 
New Orleans and Fritz Rothschild’s exceptional status 
in occupied Paris. It also led me to develop strong 
relationships with the children of Holocaust 
perpetrators, and even the discovery of relatives I had 
previously thought to have been murdered during 
Griesinger’s participation in the invasion of the USSR.

The picture that emerged of Griesinger, his choices, 
and even his family during the Third Reich, appeared in 
stark contrast to the documents hidden in the cushion, 
which portrayed him as an unspectacular civil servant. 
As I followed his trail, I thought often about how this 
committed Nazi would have reacted to the knowledge 
that his most precious documents, the only surviving 
records of everything he had been most proud, were 
now in the possession of a British Jew, whose relatives 
he would certainly have murdered. Returning texture 
and agency to one such perpetrator renders Griesinger
a stand-in for the thousands of anonymous 
ordinary Nazis.

His story offers a chilling reminder of how ordinary 
people, not monsters, made the Nazi regime and its 
heinous crimes. Griesinger, and countless others like 
him, effortlessly switched from warm, kind and gentle 
husbands, fathers and co-workers to accomplices of a 
ruthlessly murderous and cold-blooded regime. 
Through the lens of a single object, I was able to shed 
new light on a period of history we think we know so 
well, exposing how ordinary Nazis became active 
participants in Nazi terror: actions that devastated 
millions of lives, yet remain appealing for Neo-Nazis 
today.

–

Daniel Lee is the author of “The S.S. Officer’s Armchair.”
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Dear Bintel,

My grandparents recently died, and their apartment is 
now sitting unoccupied, still full of family heirlooms and 
old photos until we get around to dealing with it, which 
is not our highest priority right now.

The issue is that one cousin has been using the space 
as her personal event venue, even during the pandemic, 
hosting parties and big meals there. She keeps saying 
she doesn’t really drink and there won’t be any 
damage, but the pictures on Facebook include people 
posing with the books and art still in the apartment, 
plus plenty of booze — while she may not be drinking, 
her guests are.

Even if nothing gets damaged, it feels disrespectful 
(especially mid-pandemic). But I guess the apartment 
isn’t being used otherwise, her state is open and I don’t 
think anyone in the family has been dreaming about 
inheriting the old china. Do I just need to get over 
myself?

— Dazed and Confused

Dear Dazed,

I’m trying to think of a polite way to say WTF???!

Please tell your cousin that the party is over. I’m not 
sure what the difference is between her drinking or all 
of her friends drinking (in a pandemic! When we are 
meant to be 6 feet apart! And outdoors!), but either 
way, it is unkosher, disrespectful and out of line for her 
to be carrying on this way. Chutzpah overdrive. Not to 
mention, dangerous — if any state is completely “open”, 
I would refer all party-goers to the most recent data 
from the CDC about trends in COVID-19 cases. It’s not a 
pretty picture.

Now, in terms of you saying something to her or 
“getting over yourself,” just imagine if you will, your 
grandparents’ couch soaked in beer or some of those 
irreplaceable photos dipped in salsa. If you don’t say 

something, this is exactly what you can expect. The 
fact that your cousin is posting evidence online proves 
that she has no concept of how irresponsible her 
behavior is; she should at least have the sense to hide 
her activities from any family member who doesn’t 
want to scroll by a drunk stranger posing with great 
aunt Fayge’s portrait.

You can also play a little game called WWBS — What 
Would Bubbe Say?

Just imagine your grandmother actually witnessing this 
madness. I know mine would have some choice words 
for this cousin of yours. Maybe your Bubbe was more of 
a silent sufferer, or she loved throwing keggers in her 
apartment (is there such a Bubbe? In that case, I could 
understand you staying quiet until now) but no Jewish 
grandmother I know would feel neutral about someone 
else using her space without permission.

That being said, don’t come down too hard on your 
cousin. We all process grief differently; maybe yours is 
coming out in the form of righteous anger, and maybe 
hers is expressed through, um, sharing her loved ones’ 
space with others.

Still, this cousin has no right taking over the family’s 
sacred space as her private sorority house. Even if it is 
a fitting tribute to Bubbe’s memory to party hard, each 
member of the family has their own attachments to the 
space. And decisions at this point are more about the 
surviving family’s feelings than about the deceased’s. 
Your cousin is a member of that family, but only one, 
and this should be a joint decision. I can’t imagine 
you’re the only one upset.

So Dazed, I say ask your cousin to get out of there 
today, before you and the ghosts of your grandparents 
show up to the next soiree and shut it down.

-

Abby Sher is a writer living in Maplewood, New Jersey. 
Got a question? Send it to bintel@forward.com.
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