
CHAPTER 4· THE FOUNDING AND 

FINANCING OF RIETS 

,;fa-i~,J..::_--~t The beginnings of the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theo
~~ ~1 logical Seminary have been long forgotten, buried with 
~~~tm "' the founders of the school. The recollection of their 

descendants has been distorted by the passage of time and 
obscured by events more important in their own lives. There are no 
records extant of the Seminary ·from its inception in 1897 to its 
merger with Yeshivat Etz Chaim in 1915. Only the Certificate of 
Incorporation, scattered newspaper accounts, one or two contem
porary citations and passing references in the memoir literature of 
the time remain as silent witnesses to the great vision and deter
mination of a few men, who in poverty, without a founding board, 
congregational union, or experienced leadership, created the first 
Orthodox rabbinical seminary in America. 

The articulation of the need for an Orthodox rabbinical school on 
American soil in the tradition of the Jews of Russia and Poland 
marked the coming of age for the Orthodox East European immi
grant community. To the East European immigrant this was signifi
cant because at this time two other distinct Orthodox communities 
existed in the United States: the German Orthodox Jews, who showed 
little warmth and friendship to their East European brethren, and a 
native American Orthodox group led by ministers like Dr. Henry 
Pereira Mendes and Rabbi Bernard Drathman. These two Ortho
dox groups constituted, in part, what the East Siders called the 
"Uptown Jews," and were among the supporters of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America. Both exhibited a paternal phil
anthropic and condescending interest in the East European immi
grants and were active with other Jews in sponsoring an Ameri
canization program for them. 

The East European Jewish immigrants represented the third 
Orthodox segment in America. They were, by turns, patronized 
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THE FOUNDING AND FINANCING OF RIETS 4 9 
and condoned, derided and condemned, uplifted and improved as 
they became established on the East Side.1 It was time for them to 
assert their individuality by creating the institutions which were 
indigenous to the area and representative of their interests. The 
formation of RIETS marked a bold beginning in this direction, as 
well as a determined attack at the lines of benevolence and depend
ence that stretched from the "Uptown Jews" to the lower East Side. 
It was the new immigrants' declaration of independence from the 
German and the early Polish Jewish settlers in America. 

Formation of RIETS 

RIETS was incorporated in r897. A lone newspaper article an
nouncing the formation of the school is the earliest published docu
ment about the event. It reads, in part: 

Congregation Anshei Emes of Mariampol at 44 East Broadway, 
announces that just as the Yeshiva Etz Chaim and the Machzikei 
Talmud Torah were organized in this Synagogue years ago so, 
too, the Yeshiva of the great "Gaon," Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, may 
his memory be a blessing, is being organized now. The purpose of 
the Yeshiva is [to enroll] children who can study a page of Talmud 
with Tosafot. A daily "shiur" will be taught by a Rosh Yeshiva 
[teacher of advanced Talmudic subjects] and a teacher will give 
instructions in the language of the land. The founder of theY eshiva 
is Rabbi Y ehuda David Bernstein, the founder of Y eshivat Etz 
Chaim.2 

The name of Mr. David Abramowitz, bearing the title Secretary, is 
signed to the announcement. A decade later, a short historical article 
revealing the names of two other founders, points out: "RIETS was 
founded by three lovers of Torah-Rabbi Moses Mayer Matlin, 
Rabbi Y ehuda David Bernstein, and Mr. David Abramowitz."8 

These three "founders," and eight other men who signed the 
Certificate of Incorporation of RIETS (Samuel Schatzkin, Jehuda 
Solomon, Asher L. Germansky, Max Lewis, Mendel Zuckerman, 
Julius Braunstein, Samuel Silberstein and Moses H. Bernstein), rep
resented the founding board of the college. 
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9 4 THE STORY OF YESHIVA UNIVERSITY 

The Tageblatt devoted a great deal of space to this "crisis in the 
synagogue"2 pointing out that "the richer Jews who built the 
synagogues have moved from the East Side" and as for those who 
remained, their "religious spirit is high but the finances are low."3 

Among the unfortunate congregations affected was the Mariampol 
Synagogue, which had been the spiritual source of the Machzikei 
Talmud Torah, the Yeshivat Etz Chaim, and RIETS. In December, 
1908, succumbing to the paralyzing effects of a migrating member
ship and dwindling finances, its building was offered for sale in 
order to avoid foreclosure.4 The Tageblatt announced a similar 
crisis in the Machzikei Talmud Torah. In an editorial the paper 
reported that "the first Talmud Torah in New York may have to 
close some of its classes."5 

RIETS, like other immigrant institutions, did not escape the 
shattering impact of the depression. The purchase of its own building 
had made RIETS even more vulnerable to fluctuations in the financial 
conditions of its supporters. Ownership of the building added over
night the heavy burden of a mortgage commitment as well as 
maintenance responsibility. Neither of these items had appeared in 
earlier budgets of RIETS, and they did not produce any direct 
compensating income in return for their expenditure. 

Signs of RIETS's faltering began to manifest themselves as soon 
as the Henry Street building was occupied. In November, 1904, 
RIETS openly called for "help."6 A year later, a new cause for 
worry developed as the mortgage payment fell due/ and by 1907 
the debt owed on the building was $7,000; there was an imminent 
threat that the building would be sold at auction and the doors of 
the Yeshiva closed forever.8 

The Explosion 

Against this painful background of economic worries and a Board 
of Directors "already tired of carrying the heavy load on their weak 
backs,"9 a great student strike exploded that rocked RIETS to its 
very depths. Under the pressure of a heated student body and aroused 

THE BIG STRIKE IN RIETS 9 5 
public opinion, RIETS underwent the beginnings of a reorganiza
tion, which in another decade took form in the pattern of Dr. 
Bernard Revel's long-sought synthesis of religious and secular educa
tion. No one really knows how the strike began or what caused it. 
Its eruption, however, had been foreordained in the bitter struggle 
over secular education that had been raging within the institution 
from the turn of the century. There was no letup in this Kulturkampf 
and, from time to time, there were minor altercations involving the 

students and directors. 
In January, 1906, the smoldering unrest had come to one of the 

rancorous climaxes that characterized the period. At that time the 
directors circularized a document calling upon the advanced students 
to forswear all secular education and to promise devotion to their 
Talmudic studies exclusively. The penalty for violation of this pledge 
would be forfeiture of all stipends and support. The students were 
naturally incensed by this highhanded threat, but they were even 
more shocked by what they termed the fanaticism of the directors 
and their blindness to the needs of the students. The matter came to 
an ugly head when stipends for the entire upper division were 
suspended because a number of students either had not signed the 
required pledge or had been apprehended violating its conditions. 
The students, who found no receptive ear among the directors, felt 
they had no alternative other than to place their case before the 
public. Consequently, the following statement was issued to both the 
Jiidisches Tageblatt and the Judische Gazetten, which were undoubt
edly most happy to publish it.10 The uninhibited statement, despite 
its bitter tone, gives a very vivid picture of the students' position: 

We the students of RIETS have for a long time hidden our wounds 
in order that no desecration should take place. But since it has 
come to this final step we must publicize the following statement. 

It is known that there is a yeshiva in New York known as Y eshivat 
Rabbeinu Yitzchak Elchanan .... The Yeshiva was founded in 
order to produce great rabbinic scholars who would be acceptable 
to the people and know the language of the land. Unfortunately, 
however, the Yeshiva does not fulfill its purpose. It is true that 
we have scholars who are brilliant Torah students who are suit-
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able to lead Orthodox synagogues, but we possess no secular edu
cation. When a young man comes to the Yeshiva, he is assured 
that he will be given the best teachers, but after the young man is 
there for several months he realizes that he lacks the opportunity 
to improve himself, and he begins to seek ways to leave the Yeshiva. 
The Yeshiva has already had the best of young men who were 
suitable to fill pulpits, but they were lost. They drifted with the 
stream because the Yeshiva did not give them the opportunity to 
study the English language. A young man will not and cannot 
accept a position when he is ignorant and cannot even speak the 
language of the land. 

We bore all this as long as we did not have to engage in battle 
with fanatics .... Most of us found ways of acquiring our neces
sary studies in the preparatory schools. But these fanatics, who 
make up the Board of Directors and [Officers] ... issued a decree 
against all secular studies. They demanded that we sign a docu
ment binding us to a strict discipline, and failing that discipline, 
subjecting us to the penalty of losing our support. They were as 
good as their word. They have already refused us our stipends for 
two weeks. 

The directors are divided into two groups. One is strictly Orth
odox and will permit no study other than Talmud and Codes, and 
the other, the more liberal, thinks that an elementary school edu
cation is good enough. Therefore, since we have no other recourse, 
we must turn to the people who support this institution and place 
these questions before them: 
r. Should benighted people be directors of such an institution? 
2. Should the Yeshiva provide more than an elementary school 

education? 
3· Should the young men who are great Talmudic scholars be 

swallowed up in the stream and lost to our Torah ?11 

No one could deny the validity of the position adopted by the 
students, who were patient and long suffering as they awaited libera
tion from what they considered a scholarly serfdom. As might be 
expected, the Yiddish press championed their cause. In a foreword 
to the published statement, both the T age blatt and the Gazetten 
went to the very root of RIETS's raison d'etre as a justification for the 
inclusion of secular subjects. If RIETS were not to be the fountain
head of _both Jewish and worldly knowledge, then what indeed was 
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its purpose? The editorial writers formulated their support for the 

student body in the following analysis: 

Three types of rabbis are being prepared in America. The students 
at Cincinnati are one type. The second type are the students at 
the New York [Jewish Theological] Seminary and the third type 
are the students of RIETS. 
What was the contribution of RIETS? We needed a Yeshiva 
where our good students, our excellent young men, those who 
come here with the scholarship and the qualities of the old genera
tion and the old world, could become Americanized, cultured and 
developed in order that they might become rabbis possessing both 
important qualifications: Jewish scholarship and secular knowl
edge .... This need created RIETS. RIETS is necessary only if it 
prepares for us 9ld country scholars with American attainments.

12 

The issue of secular education was the major one upon which 
the entire student position was based. However, the lackadaisical, 
unbusinesslike character of the directors was a contributing factor 
to the deterioration of student-administration relations. 

Following the presentation of their grievances, a series of demands 
signed by "all the Students of the Yeshiva" was issued which evi-

denced clear and constructive thinking: 

We demand that there should be a systematized curriculum. The 
proper things should be taught at the right time. 

[We demand] the opportunities to study Hebrew, Jewish culture 

and Jewish history. 
There should be a curriculum in the native language and general 

knowledge. 
There should be instruction in the art of public speaking. 

Our material needs should be so taken care of that we should not 
have a "to do" every time that we need something. 

And the last and most important thing is that such a Board of 
Directors of fine religious Jews be elected that we will be able to 

hold in esteem and respect. 
We pray all Jews to whom the Torah and Judaism is dear to come 

to our help.13 
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Putting aside the Cincinnati reform factory [sic!], there remains 
the competition between Schechter's rabbinical school and RIETS. 
Schechter's Seminary, according to the intent of the founders and 
supporters of RIETS is Jewish but not religious. And here we 
come to the conflict of the Yeshiva students and the leaders of 
RIETS. "We want," claim the students, "to know Talmud and 
Codes better than the students of Schechter's Seminary. We want 
to know all the material that the rabbis of Russia do. But we want 
to have as much secular education as the students of Schechter's 
Seminary. We cannot be satisfied with the bit of English that the 
Administration permits us to study." 

And the Administration thinks this way: "A rabbi is neither obli
gated to study nor requires too much secular knowledge. Too 
much secular learning conflicts with Judaism. . . . It is quite 
sufficient for a rabbi to be able to talk English and be able to 
answer ... in English ... " 

The institution that wants to compete with the rabbinical school 
of Prof. Schechter cannot win by giving its students less training. 
... The Yeshiva may be Jewish, religious, orthodox, but that does 
not imply that the students must be backwards .... Being back
ward is not an essential of Judaism. It is also not necessary that a 
rabbinical school should not have a clear program of studies .... 
Judaism has no fear of the light of culture. The defenders of 
Judaism were never ignorant. Maimonides and his philosophical 
knowledge, Judah Halevi and his philosophy and medicine, the 
Vilna Gaon and his science and mathematics-these were the 
representatives of Judaism. Open the windows, give more light 
to those whom you wish to place at the head of American Jewry. 

Those who are behind the times can never stand at the head of a 
movement. They will never be leaders !28 

These impassioned lines painted the picture of the strife in all 
blacks and whites with no intermediate shading. For the Tageblatt 
and the Gazetten, the directors were of a malevolent cast and the 
students of a purely idealistic mold. The editorial writers for these 
papers could only conclude that "The Battle of the Students in 
RIETS" was a battle for principle, "for Torah and Haskalah."24 In 
contrast, by implication,· the directors were for Torah as against 
Haskalah (worldly knowledge). 

The}ewish Morning Journal, generally more restrained in its 
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treatment of RIETS than the Sarasohn papers, hurled an editorial 
bombshell into the fray by challenging the veracity of the directors' 
claim that RIETS was undergoing a financial crisis. On the contrary, 
the Jewish Morning Journal claimed, RIETS had collected $2o,ooo 
during the year, "as much as had been collected in the best years."25 

What was taking place was a "lockout, not a strike."26 

The newspaper did not, however, clearly explain the reason for the 
alleged duplicity, except that it might be an excuse for eliminating 
the unwanted students. Disregarding any specific reference to the 
question of secular training, the Jewish Morning Journal suggested 
that the directors had failed in their duty to prepare European 
scholars for the American rabbinate, for which "noble purpose" the 
Yeshiva was founded; that they were expelling the advanced students 
and retaining the younger ones who had not even begun to master 
Jewish scholarship and were reducing RIETS to an elementary 
school.27 If the directors did not improve their attitude, said the 
paper, "new troubles could be expected in a few weeks or in a few 
months."28 

Among the newspapers, Ha-Yehudi adopted the most reasonable 
attitude. It admitted that all was not as it should be at RIETS, but 
refused to accept the Sarasohn papers' pat simplification. Implying 
that the problems of RIETS were basically financial, its correspond
ent sided with the directors, stating, "Alas, a goodly gem is hung 
around the neck of the Jewish community of New York and it does 
not know how to take care of it."29 

On the matter of general education, however, Ha-Yehudi saw no 
great divergence between the students and the directors. Even Rabbi 
Margolies, it reported, 80 was for Haskalah and not against secular 
education. The central issue was not over whether or not to include 
secular training in the curriculum, but how much should be included 
and where should the emphasis lie. It would be sufficient, ventured 
Ha-Y ehudi, for a rabbi to have the equivalent training of four classes 
of the European gymnasia, which was roughly equivalent to a similar 
number of high school classes and a knowledge of English. Certainly, 
Ha-Yehudi concluded, a rabbi "does not have to know Homer and 
V . '1 "31 1rg1 . 

If, indeed, this was a battle between the Jewish Theological Semi-

, . 



268 Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkc.ff 

I also suggested that the transportation facilities be looked into, the nearest 
subway station being at St. Nicholas Avenue and 181st Street. 

Looking forward to seeing you on Sunday, I am, 

11 

Faithfully yours, 
Cyrus Adler 

Adler to Marshall, April 1, 1926 (Marshall Papers). 

Dear Mr. Marshall: 

Shortly after our last meeting of the Board of Directors of the Seminary, 
Rabbi Drobn wrote me a letter which he regarded as personal. I saw him 
afterwards and told him that I did not feel that I could withhold from you 
anything concerning the Seminary. He has therefore authorized me to send 
you a copy of this letter. . 

Meanwhile, I have had no further word from Rabbi Levinthal as to an 
interview. I spoke to him on the telephone and he told me that he had not 
been able to consult with his friends in New York. 

Believe me, with kindest regards, 

Enclosure 

Dear Dr. Adler: 

COPY 

Very faithfully yours, 
Cyrus Adler 

March 15, 1926 

At the meeting yesterday I did not care to explain in detail my reasons for 
being absolutely convinced that the proposed union between the Seminary 
and the Yeshiva will never be consummated. I therefore consider it my duty 
to point out to you those things which will make impossible the union of the 
two institutions. 

I happen to be in constant touch with the leaders of the Yeshiva group, 
and things are said to me which are never presented ·either to you, Mr. Mar· 
shall, or Judge Rosalsky. Let me enumerate these difficulties: 

23 
Max Drol> (1887-1959) was a 1911 graduate of the Seminary. He served as pres
ident of the Rabbinical Assembly of America from 1925 to 1927, and Chairman of its 
Bet Din from 1923 to 1941. 
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1. Curriculum. The Yeshiva group would insist upon a curriculum which 
would grant the Hatarath Haroah. [Traditional ordination granted for pro
ficiency in the Codes and the ability to decide ritual questions.] to each 
graduate. Such a curriculum would mean that in the future men of the type 
of Jacob Kohn,"• Israel Goldstein,"' Norman Salit,"6 and Elias Solomon27 wiJI 
be kept out of the ministry. Personally with all my desire to see an American 
clergy that is able to decide ritual questions, I would any day prefer Jacob 
Kohn to T.S. 28 

2. The Yeshiva group not only objects to our present curriculum, but to 
the method of instruction. It is unalterably opposed to the historical method 
in teaching the Talmud and to any critical mefhod of interpreting the Bible. 
Even Professor Hoschander's29 conservative view is trefah to them. I do not 
know how we can recede from our conviction on this point. 

3. The Yeshiva group is :unalterably opposed to sending Rabbis to any 
but strictly orthodox congregations. This would mean the breaking of relations 
wifh those synagogues which are today the backbone of the United Synagogue. 

4. The Yeshiva group considers the Teachers' Institute the citadel of 
atheism because it is headed by Professor Kaplan. Under no condition will 
they countenance a union with the Seminary as long as he is retained on the 
faculty. I have spoken to the most liberal minded of the group and they tell 
me that this is the crux of the entire problem. Can we afford to have Kaplan 
again brought up for discussion, and are we ready to eliminate him? 

24 Jacob Kahn (188!-1968), a 1907 Seminary graduate, served congregations in New 
York and California. He was also dean of the graduate school and professor of 
theology at Los Angeles' University of Judaism. 

20 Israel Goldstein (1896- ), a 1918 Seminary graduate, was rabbi of the prominent 
Congregation B'nai Jeshurun in New York. An ardent Zionist, in 1961 Goldstein 
moved to Jerusalem and became world chairman of the Keren· Hayesod-United 
Jewish Appeal. 

ze Norman Salit (1896-1960), a 1920 Seminary graduate, was also a lawyer. He com
bined his legal and rabbinical professions and also served on the board of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary. 

27 Elias Solomon (1879-1956), a 1904 Seminary graduate, was the infl;,.ential rabbi of 
New Yotk's Sha'arei. Zedek congregation from 1921 to 1956. He also served as the 
president of the United Synagogue of America from 1918 to 1924. 

28 T. S. was a European trained Talmudist who graduated from the Seminary. 
29 Jacob Hoschander (1874-1933) was a biblical scholar who lectured at Dropsie 

College and the Jewish Theological SemTnary. He was very conservative in his out
look and highly critical of the Wellhausen school of biblical criticism. 
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There will also be opposition from tliose who are opposed to women as 
teachers. 

Granting that these objections can be met, knowing as I do the calibre of 
the group, I am convinced that even if the union is effected a theological 
school will still be conducted by the discontented. The result will therefore be 
that. we will be saddled with the burden of the Yeshiva, without eliminating 
the competition of a rival schooL 

As to the Yeshiva itself, there are very serious financial problems. In the 
first place, the funds for the building were obtained on the understanding that 
a college course will be given. To abandon this college course would neces
sitate, if they desire to be honest, the offer to return all money subscribed 
on that understanding. Secondly, I consider it absolutely wrong to board and 
lodge boys who want to receive a high sch9ol training. The community should 
not be saddled with the burden of maintaining boys who intend to enter law, 
medicine, or some profession other than the ministry. I therefore do not see 
why we should undertake the continuance of their budget for the high school. 

I shall be only too happy to meet you at any time to give you a more de
tailed explanation of the points I have touched on, and especially the views 
of the Yeshiva group on the question of a faculty for this combined theolo· 
gical school. 

Cordially yours, 
Max Drab 

P.S. I need not tell you that I fully realize that the Seminary is in no position 
to refuse to discuss an offer of consolidation. I merely wish to give my reasons 
why I place no faith in the ·outcome of these negotiations. 

12 

Rabbi M.S. Margolies to Levy, April 29, 1926 (Revel Archives). 

Dear Mr. Levy: 

For the reasons I have discussed with you, a conference seemed to serve no 
purpose. Rabbi Levinthal confirms this impression after the informal talk 
with Dr. Adler, President of the Seminary, that was suggested at your house, 
by stating that there is neither a desire on their part, nor a common basis 
upon which amalgamation of the two institutions could be discussed. Such 
a conference which cannot lead to any results, will on the other hand, not 
make the present relations between the two institutions more friendly. 
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If however, you, as Chairman of the Campaign Committee, still feel that 
there may be some purpose or advantage in a conference, Rabbi Revel, Rabbi 
Levinthal and I are ready to meet the gentlemen suggested, at· my house, 
any time you may wish after May 8th. 

It will be inconvenient for us to meet sooner, for all three· of us are officers 
of the Union of Orthodox Rabbi of America, the annual meeting of which 
will be held next Monday. Nor should the meeting be set for Saturday even
ing; as Rabbi Levin thai must .come from Philadelphia. 

With kind regards and best personal wishes, 
Sincerely, 

Rabbi Moses S. Margolies 

13 

Marshall to Gustavus A;. Rogers,S0 May 8, 1926 (Revel Archives). 

My dear Mr. Rogers: 

I am in receipt of yours of the 7th instant, in which you are asking for 
subscriptions for what you describe to be "the first Jewish College to be built 
in America." I have read your remarks made recently at a dinner dealing 
with the same subject. 

I have on frequent occasions expressed my disapproval of the creation of a 
Jewish College in the sense in which that term is used by you. It would do 
tremendous injury to the Jews of this country. It would tend to give an excuse 
to those who may look askance at their attendance at other universities and 
colleges, for their action. It would not give to our young men the education 
which they need. It would keep them out of touch with those of other religious 
faiths and racial stocks and deprive them of that familiarity with American 
Institutions and traditions which is essential to good citizenship. They would 
not even have the opportunity of learning how to speak English with accur
acy. Such a college would be nothing more than a Ghetto institution. 

Under the circumstances I would not be willing to do anything which 
would favor the creation of such a College. 

You will, of course, understand, that what I have said has no bearing at 
all upon that part of the work of the Yeshivah which deals with religious 

30 Gustavus A. Rogers was a New York attorney who was active in the Yeshiva cam" 
paign. 
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Samuel Belkin and the Legacy of the 50s 

By Sheldon Rudoff 

Within six months of the beginning of the 50s, the United States 
was once again at war. Having hardly recovered from World War II and 
its aftermath, the Korean War began in June, 1950 and the United States 
found itself embroiled in the conflict. Students in colleges around the 
country pursued their studies mindful of the fact that upon graduation 
they would face the prospect of military service, a consideration that 
strongly influenced their choice of college and career. 

At Yeshiva, it was a time of increased enrollment and the continuation 
of the remarkable growth that had commenced just five years earlier 
when it achieved university status. Since 1945, several graduate schools 
were established, and in 1950 Yeshiva attained its crowning achievement 
- the granting of a charter for the establishment of a medical and dental 
school, which, in 1953, became the Albert Einstein School of Medicine. 

The person most responsible for this growth and the dominant figure 
at Yeshiva in the 50s was R. Dr. Samuel Belkin. His was an infrequently seen 
but prevailing presence. The institution was small enough to be subject to 
his one-man rule, which he exercised quietly but decisively. It had been 
ten years since Dr. Belkin assumed the leadership of Yeshiva upon the 
sudden demise of Dr. Bernard Revel, and seven years after his assumption 
of the presidency, when at the age of thirty-two he became America's 

Mr. Sheldon Rudoff, YUHS '50, YC '54, RIETS '57, was editor of The Commentator in 
1953-54 and is a Senior Partner at Labaton, Sucharow and Rudoff, LLP. Mr. Rudoff has served 
as President of the Orthodox Union and the Beth Din of America and has been active in many 
areas of Jewish communal life. He is a 'recipient of the Bernard Revel Memorial Award for 
Community Service (1989). 
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youngest college president. Since 1935, he had been a RIETS rash yeshiva 
and instructor in Greek at the College. At age twenty-four, he was the 
youngest rash yeshiva in Yeshiva's history, admired and respected by his 
students and colleagues. His new responsibilities as president compelled 
him to leave the classroom and his role as a much-beloved rebbe. It was 
obvious to us that his contacts and relationships with students was a role 
he sorely missed. Accordingly, we took full advantage of his open door 
policy, which gave student representatives and student leaders access to 
him and his office, which was conveniently located alongside the building's 
entrance on the ground floor. When we brought our complaints about 
faculty and administration to him, he knowingly and sagaciously smiled 
and, more often than not, sided with the students. 

Dr. Belkin served as a member of the Va'ad ha-Semikhah, together 
with R. Moshe Shatzkes and R. Joseph Ber Soloveitchik, until the oral 
semikhah examinations were discontinued in the late 50s. Anyone who 
experienced a semikhah behinah conducted by those three Torah giants 
came away with a greater appreciation of Dr. Belkin's gadlut in Torah. 
Often, R. Shatzkes and R. Soloveitchik would engage in their own 
discussion of the particular sugya, frequently leaving the candidate far 
behind. Then they would suddenly turn to the befuddled examinee and 
ask (in Yiddish): "And what do you have to say?" It was at this point 
that Dr. Belkin would intervene and repeat and explain the question in 
a way that not only clarified the issue but hinted at, if not gave away, the 
answer. 

A significant but not much-noted event took place in January 
of 1954, when at the behest of R. Nahman Bulman, then director of 
Residence Halls, Dr. Belkin agreed to meet with the dormitory students 
in an open forum. It turned out to be a challenging discussion with him. 
Practically every aspect of Yeshiva and Dr. Belkin's philosophy for the 
University was questioned - the establishment of the medical school, 
with its inherent halakhic problems, the sanctioning of sending out rabbis 
to officiate in non-mehitzah synagogues, the policy of Yeshiva with respect 
to minyan attendance, the nature of "synthesis," and the philosophical 
basis of an institution which seeks to combine yeshiva and secular studies 
under the same roof and in the same individual. 

Some of Dr. Belkin's responses remain vivid in my mind and valid to 
this day. "Minyan," he declared, "is not a matter of policy but of Shulhan 
Arukh." Or "the trouble with Jewry in America is not mixed pews, but 



260 My Yeshiva College: 75 Years o(Memories 

mixed minds." And "if not for the medical school, the doors of Yeshiva 
could not remain open today." Despite Yeshiva's rapid growth and his 
dedication to its continued expansion, "The Yeshiva inust be in the 
center." Finally, "synthesis" does not mean "Chemistry ala Gemara," but is 
something that must be achieved within the personality of the individual 
rather than in the subject matter. 

Most students left that evening believing that Yeshiva's president 
and Rosh ha-Yeshiva had acquitted himself very well. Dr. Belkin, however, 
confided that he felt he was under attack, and to my knowledge, never 
exposed himself to that type of forum again. 

That Dr. Belkin focused his activities during this decade beyond 
the walls of the Yeshiva was undoubtedly due to his feeling that the 
Yeshiva was in good hands. His predecessor, Dr. Revel, valiantly tried 
to "import" outstanding European roshei yeshiva to Yeshiva. Thus, in 
1922, the Maichater Illui, R. Shlomo Polachek, and in 1929, R. Moshe 
Soloveichik were brought to RIETS. Ironically, the Nazi persecution both 
before and during World War II brought to these shores and enabled 
Drs. Revel and Belkin to bring to Yeshiva outstanding European rebbeim 
such as R. Joseph Arnest, R. Avigdor Cyperstein, R. Henoch Fishman, 
R. Yerucham Gorelick, R. Dovid Lifshitz, R. Yaakov Moshe Lessin, R. 
Moshe Shatzkes, R. Shmuel Yolk and R. Mendel Zaks (son-in-law of the 
Hafetz Hayim). They enhanced the existing distinguished faculty of which 
R. Joseph Soloveitchik was the acknowledged head. R. Soloveitchik was 
at the height of his intellectual and oratorical powers. By this time, his 
Yahrzeit Shi'iur in memory of his father, R. Moshe, was the singular annual 
event in the yeshiva world and Torah community. Talmidim, rabbanim 
and laymen literally filled Lamport Auditorium to the rafters to listen to 
four to five hours of impassioned explications of halakhah and aggadah. In 
these shi'urim, R. Soloveitchik revealed to his regular Talmud students yet 
another dimension of his unique persona; that of darshan extraordinaire, 
whose rhetorical depth and breadth was unequaled. To have studied with 
him was a privilege which we appreciated even more, both in and out of 
Yeshiva, as the years went by. 

It was R. Soloveitchik, in his moving eulogy for Dr. Belkin on Hal ha
Moed Pesah, 1976, who delivered, in his inimitable manner, an insightful 
portrayal of the forces that drove this "wandering, restless yeshiva bahur." 
Samuel Belkin, the product of the European yeshiva world between the 
wars, knew very well of the limited opportunities that were open to yeshiva-
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leit. They either remained in the yeshiva, entered the rabbinate or hinukh 
or married well, and occasionally engaged in the world of commerce. It 
was only in rare instances that professional opportunities were open to 
them. In America, Dr. Belkin discovered a land of opportunity. It was his 
goal that no door to any professional or graduate school be left closed to 
Yeshiva graduates.· This commitment was also probably a reflection of 
his life experience; his father was murdered in a pogrom when he was a 
young child. His teenage years at Yeshivot Mir and Radin were marked 
by extreme poverty. Ordained by the Hafetz Hayim and by R. Shimon 
Shkop at age seventeen, he arrived in the United States in 1928 without 
funds, friends, family, or the ability to read or speak English. He never 
attended high school or college but was nonetheless admitted to Brown 
University in 1931, where he was elected to Phi Beta Kappa and received 
a PhD degree. He matriculated at Harvard in 1933-34 before returning 

to Yeshiva in 1935. 
Thus, at Yeshiva he created a graduate school of education and 

social work, a science center, a medical school, and a law school. The 
establishment of these schools not only served Yeshiva College graduates 
but opened up to them admission to top-drawer universities. Enrollment 
at Harvard, Yale, and Columbia Law Schools was no longer aberrational. 
In the 50s, pre-med became a prominent major at Yeshiva. Medical 
schools around the country were accepting Yeshiva College graduates. 
The proliferation of Yeshiva graduates in medicine, law, accounting and 
every aspect of professional, commercial and communal life that exists 
today is surely a realization of Dr. Belkin's Great American Dream. 

Dr. Belkin's vision included a role for the American Jewish 
community as well. On the occasion of that community's three-hundredth 
anniversary, he stated: "An ideal Jewish community in a non-Jewish world 
is one which endeavors to integrate itself in the larger community, which 
renders service to the community at large, enjoys all the privileges and 
bears all the responsibilities entailed, but at the same time is aware of its 
separateness and distinctiveness in the spiritual and intellectual fields." 

Fifty years later, that message remains cogent and meaningful. 
The incoming college class of September 1950 was far different from 

what we experience at Yeshiva today. In the fifties, the feeder schools 
for Yeshiva College, besides Talmudical Academy, were Torah Vodaath, 
Chaim Berlin, Ner Yisrael, Rabbi Jacob Joseph School, and other metivtas 
from around the country. It was from these institutions that the likes of 


