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On April 15th, the Straus Historical Society (SHS), Leo Baeck 
Institute (LBI) and the American Jewish Historical Society 
(AJHS) hosted "From Macy's to Titanic: The Straus Family 
Legacy” at The Center for Jewish History in NYC. It not only 
celebrated the history of the Straus family, but also the 20th 
anniversary of SHS receiving nonprofit recognition.

A pop-up exhibit featured display 
cases with exhibits that included 
artifacts from: Lazarus and Hermine 
Straus Kohns; Isidor and Ida Straus; 
Nathan and Oscar Straus; L. Straus 
& Sons and Macy’s; Straus Park, as 
well as three display cases dedicated 
to Titanic history and artifacts. In 
addition, large photographs and 
posters were placed strategically 
around the Center's Great Hall, each 
complementing the display exhibits. 

A large, artistic Straus family tree 
drew crowds, both of family members 
and persons interested in the family. 
There was even an original street 
sign from Straus Park. We also were 
pleased to display, for the first time, 
a brass ashtray, created in the early 
1900s by L. Straus & Sons, which 
was donated to SHS by Dawn Margolis. 

Throughout the entire event, a film loop revealed photographs 
of family members and their activities.

At 6:30, guests were invited into the auditorium. They  were 
welcomed by LBI executive director and SHS board member, 
William Weitzer, followed by an introduction by David 
Kurzman, chairperson of the SHS board. Al Berr, board 
member both of SHS and Friends of Straus Park, gave a 
presentation about the history of Straus Park, the iconic Upper 
West Side Park dedicated to Isidor and Ida Straus.
 
Department store historian, Michael Lisicky, then gave a 
lecture about the Straus family and Macy's, and the impact the 
sinking of the Titanic had on both. Michael is an entertaining 
and knowledgeable speaker who has written ten books 
about department stores and their histories. Michael's lively 
presentation touched on the history of some of the other 
department stores. He spoke of the Straus' firm, L. Straus & 

From Macy's to Titanic: The Straus Family Legacy
The Center for Jewish History, April 15, 2019

Sons, and of how the Strauses came to know Rowland Hussey 
Macy, the founder of R. H. Macy & Company. By 1874, the 
Strauses had a china and crockery concession in the basement 
of Macy's; by 1888 they were part owners, and in 1894 they 
became full owners of the store. They also owned Abraham 
& Straus, a Brooklyn department store, along with partner 
Abraham Abraham. The 1912 Titanic disaster changed the 

family dynamic and resulted in the 
break-up of the family's mercantile 
empire. Macy's remained with 
Isidor's sons while Abraham & 
Straus and L. Straus & Sons came  
under the control of Nathan's 
sons.  Michael's talk, which was 
accompanied by fascinating slides, 
was very well received. 

The program concluded with a 
discussion panel, moderated by 
William Weitzer featuring both 

Michael Lisicky and great-grandson 
of Isidor and Ida Straus, Paul 
Kurzman. After a short discussion, 
and questions from the audience, 
guests were invited back to the pop-
up exhibition in The Great Hall where 
light refreshments were served. 

“From Macy’s to Titanic: The Straus Family Legacy” was 
attended by a sold out crowd that included many Straus 
descendants, some of whom were meeting for the first time. 
We were delighted to share out artifacts and stories with so 
many interested people and are grateful for the support and 
assistance of our co-sponsors, LBI and AJHS.

Above: Guests enjoying the photo loop and 
exhibits in The Great Hall

Below: L. Straus & Sons and Macy's display
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The Straus Historical Society, Inc. is 
dedicated to advancing the knowledge, 
understanding and appreciation of the 
Lazarus Straus family and the historical 
context in which they lived through 
research and education. You are invited 
to submit articles or ideas for articles, 
calendar events, and material relating 
to the Straus family and to their history. 

The Straus Historical Society, Inc. is a 
tax exempt organization as described 
under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal 
Revenue Service Code. Contributions to 
the Society are deductible to the extent 
provided by law. A copy of the annual 
report of the Straus  Historical Society, 
Inc. may be obtained from the Society 
or from the New York State Attorney 
General, 120 Broadway, New York, NY 
10271

What does an Historical Society do for the future of the 
greater society that surrounds it? It takes the lessons from 
its archives and interprets them for the next generation. It 
makes the stories it preserves relevant to modern readers. It 
takes action to ensure that the history being made today will 
be a source of pride and comfort to the people of tomorrow. 

These are the ideas behind the SHS Public Service Scholarship.

Many of the Strauses in America became wealthy through hard work, 
intelligence, extensive personal connections and considerable good luck. 
Although they lived well, they were also exceedingly generous with their 
money supporting artistic, cultural, nonprofit and governmental institutions 
both locally and internationally. Not all of us are in a position to emulate the 
Straus’ financial largess. But they didn’t limit their contributions to finance. 
They were equally generous with their time, effort and thought. They believed 
that being of service to their communities was just as important as sharing 
their wealth. This is the domain where all of us can follow the paths traveled 
by members of this family.

Let’s look at an example. Consider 20-year old Lee Kohns who stepped up to 
serve as the secretary of the Young Men’s Hebrew Association of the Sanitary 
Aid Society of the Tenth Ward in New York City. This organization addressed 
the “deplorable poverty, crime and filth existing in the Tenth Ward” (see SHS 
Newsletter, Vol 18, No 2, Feb 2017). He was not yet the prominent businessman 
and philanthropist he would become in later life. Any one of us could follow 
Lee’s lead and help with the administration of a local organization that benefits 
our local community.

The SHS Public Service Scholarship application, which you can view at http://
www.straushistoricalsociety.org/scholarship-application.html, highlights the 
importance of early service with Question 2: List college and high school 
activities (student government, sports, publications, school-sponsored 
community service programs, student-faculty committees, arts, music, etc.). 
Question 3 provides another opportunity for applicants to demonstrate their 
continuing personal investment in service work: List public service, government 
and community activities (homeless services, environmental protection/
conservation, advocacy activities, work with religious organizations, etc.). Do 
not repeat items listed previously. 

Just by reading the application a young person gets the message that there 
are plenty of opportunities for each of us to become involved in improving 
the world around us. This message, along with the importance of family, was 
always passed to Straus family children. The Scholarship Fund is a way to pass 
it to young people everywhere. Item 14 invites the applicant to compose an 
essay to: reflect the contribution that you anticipate making to the field of 
public service thereby facing squarely into the future.

Currently, the SHS Scholarship is only available to college graduates accepted 
in either the School of International Service at American University in 
Washington, DC, the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts 
University in Massachusetts or the School of International and Public Affairs 
at Columbia University in New York City. The Scholarship Committee looks 
forward to expanding the project as quickly as funds are available so that we 
can do even more to spread the Straus Family legacy of public service in the 
next generation.
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Straus House in Otterberg, Germany:
Contract for Sale

SHS recently received an email from Stefan Haßler (Hassler) 
whose office is in the building that used to be the Straus' home 
in Otterberg, Germany. Stefan was kind enough to send us 
several photographs of the building, which was renovated in 
2014. His email prompted me to revisit the 
Otterberg website where I found a contract 
for the sale of the house, outbuildings 
and property which once was owned 
by Salomon Straus, the father of Sara, 
Lazarus' wife. Sara, was not only Lazarus' 
wife, but also his first cousin and so, 
Salomon was Lazarus' uncle, the brother 
of his father Isaak. 

Harald Frosch is the webmaster of the 
Otterberg site. He granted permission 
to have this contract translated and its 
contents published in our newsletter. Thank 
you to Andreas Schwab who generously, 
and very quickly, did the translation.

Sales Contract between Conrad Rettig, baker and brick 
maker, and his wife Katharina GÖdel and Salomon Strauss 
[sic], merchant, and his wife Sara Mayer, for Plots 81, 82, 
83 and 84, three decimal residential buildings with barn and 
stable, a two decimal yard, a one decimal residential building 
with barn and stable, and a six decimal garden situated on 
Grossgasse in the municipality of Otterberg and bordering at 
the lower side to the property of Georg Becker the second, on 
the upper side to the property of Franz Massa and the adjacent 
garden, at the front side of the street 
and at the rear side to the municipal 
alley. Plot number 396, one decimal 
garden in the municipality of Otterberg 
adjacent to the property of Salomon 
Strauss [sic] and the street. (Note: 
One decimal is 366 square feet.) The 
sale price was three thousand guilders 
payable in three equal installments. 
The contract is dated 16 April 1874. 
Three thousand guilders is equivalent 
to approximately $34,000 in today's 
U.S. currency.

The initial contract was drawn up in 1871 but not signed and 
completed until April 16, 1874, two years after Salomon's 
death. This sale was completed by his son, Moritz, Sara's 
brother. 

Sara Mayer was Salomon's third wife. She was not the mother 
of Sara or Moritz. Salomon had twelve children with his three 
wives. Sara and Moritz were Salomon's children from his 
first marriage, to Johanna Weil. She died in 1824 and he then 
married Johanna's sister, Elizabetha. After she died in 1830, 
he married Sara Mayer. 

I was surprised to learn that this house and its property was 
owned by Salomon Straus. It had previously been identified 
as the house of Lazarus and his family and the place where 
Isidor, Hermine, Nathan and Oscar were born. 

Identified as one of the wealthiest men 
in Otterberg, perhaps Salomon always 
owned the house but it was where Lazarus 
and his family lived as part of the family 
constellation. Lazarus' father Isaak, and 
Sara's father, Salomon, were brothers. Sara 
became Lazarus' wife in 1844. Salomon 
may have given this house to the couple 
as a wedding gift, or simply permitted 
them to live in it. Lazarus' father, Isaak, 
died in 1838 when Lazarus was 29 and he 
then became the head of the family. As far 
as we know, the family lived in the house 
shown in the photograph accompanying 
this article. After Lazarus and his family, 
immigrated to the United States in 

the 1850s, and his siblings started to marry and establish 
independent homes, perhaps this is when Salomon acquired 
this property. 

In his introductory email, Stefan Haßler wrote, that the town 
of Otterberg holds a special event every two years where most 
of the historical houses in the town are illuminated. The next 
time this event will occur is November 2020. "The last two 
times it was a big event with lots of visitors, many of them 

Americans. They were very excited 
about the historical facts." Photos of 
past illumination events may be found 
on the Otterberg24.de website.

A group of family members and friends 
may find this the perfect time to visit 
Otterberg and to learn first-hand about 
the Straus' history. In September 2006, 
SHS sponsored a heritage tour to the 
places in Germany where the Straus 
family originated. An article about 
this trip may be found in the February 
2007 issue of the newsletter. For me, 

it was exciting to see the actual places I'd been researching 
for so long. And for the family members and friends who 
accompanied me on this trip, it was very moving to see the 
places where their ancestors lived, conducted business, 
worshiped and are buried. Visit the SHS website and access 
the issue from the dropdown menu on the left hand side of the 
Home Page. Or copy and paste the accompanying URL into 
your web browser. 

h t t p : / / w w w . s t r a u s h i s t o r i c a l s o c i e t y . o r g /
uploads/1/1/8/1/11810298/____________nwsltr207_2.pdf

On the right: Salomon Straus house in 
Otterberg, Germany - renovated in 2014
On the left: The office of Stefan Haßler

Early photograph of Straus home in 
Otterberg, Germany
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called Political Theory and Transitional Justice. This course 
examined three cases of transitional justice: the Nuremberg 
Trials and Eichmann Trial in the aftermath of World War II; 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa 
following Apartheid; and gacaca community courts in post-
genocide Rwanda. My interest in the topic led me to study 
abroad in South Africa to better understand the consequences 
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and transitional 
justice ultimately inspired my senior thesis, in which I explored 
two case studies of community based courts as a mechanism 
for transitional justice in ancient Athens in the aftermath of a 
brutal tyrannical regime and post-genocide Rwanda.

I joined The Peace Corps to gain experience working with 
communities at the grassroots level to design and implement 
sustainable programs. My Peace Corps service has given me a 
chance to learn to live and thrive in a diff erent culture, to build 
meaningful relationships and integrate into a local community, 

and to develop skills that will help me in my 
graduate studies and future career pursuits in 
international policy. I have conducted community 
needs assessments, designed and implemented 
projects, monitored and evaluated the success 
of programs, and written grant proposals. I have 
learned through experience that without active 
community involvement in all steps of project 
design and implementation, projects are often 
unsuccessful and almost always unsustainable. 
I have also gained valuable cross-cultural skills: 
I know how to approach challenging topics 
including gender-based violence in a culturally 
appropriate manner, and I have navigated cultural 
diff erences in the work place. In my current 

position with the IRC, I am gaining experience working with 
post-confl ict communities, particularly women and girls, and 
I have been actively involved in implementing emergency 
response programs in refugee settings.

By pursuing a Master of Arts in Law and Diplomacy from 
The Fletcher School, and with the assistance of a Straus 
Historical Society Scholarship, I will gain the specifi c skills I 
need to be an eff ective policy maker in the fi eld of transitional 
justice, confl ict resolution and public service. I believe this 
opportunity will enable me to attain my career goals and 
become a promoter of global peace and justice.

As I write this, I can hear children playing outside my 
window, a donkey braying in the distance, and the dull thud 
of freshly roasted coff ee beans being pounded. I am in my 
third year of Peace Corps service in northern Ethiopia. For my 
fi rst two years, I taught English and conducted professional 
development programs for teachers at a rural secondary 
school. Now I am working with the International Rescue 
Committee in one of their fi eld offi  ces, assisting on programs to 
prevent and respond to gender-based violence in four Eritrean 
refugee camps. My Ethiopian experience has strengthened my 
desire to pursue a career in public and international service, 
particularly on issues related to transitional justice, confl ict 
resolution and peacebuilding. I have received, and plan to 
accept, an off er of admission for a Master of Arts in Law 
and Diplomacy degree from The Fletcher School at Tufts 
University. A Straus Historical Society Scholarship will help 
me complete my graduate studies and ultimately achieve my 
career goal of working in public and international service.

The specifi c international and public service 
issues I plan to study are transitional justice 
and peacebuilding. I am interested in the period 
after negotiations and peace agreements have 
been reached, when communities need to heal 
and transition in the aftermath of mass atrocities 
and violent confl ict. While negotiated peace 
agreements often occur at the top, peace must 
be achieved and sustained at the grassroots 
level. Transitional justice refers to the processes 
that are undertaken in the aftermath of violent 
confl ict and aims to ensure peace, reconciliation, 
and above all, non-repetition. Transitional justice 
mechanisms are victim-centered approaches that 
include trials, reparations, truth commissions, and memorials.  

I hope to contribute to this fi eld by pursuing a career with a 
policy think tank or non-profi t organization that works with 
societies as they emerge from violent confl ict to develop 
policies that address their specifi c transitional needs and 
promote peace and non-repetition. I believe that every post-
confl ict environment is unique and carries its own history 
and nuances, and transitional justice measures must refl ect 
these complex realities. I also fi rmly believe that in order for 
transitional justice measures to successfully achieve long-
lasting peace, the aff ected communities must be involved in 
all steps of the processes, and must feel a sense of ownership 
and agency in their own peaceful transitions. Confl ict often 
aff ects women and children in unique ways as well, and 
their transitional justice needs must also be considered when 
developing policy recommendations and implementing 
peace programs. In addition, it is important to consider 
environmental factors during transitions, as competition over 
access to land and natural resources is increasingly a source of 
confl ict and obstacle to sustained peace.

I fi rst became interested in transitional justice in my 
sophomore year of college, when I took a Government course 

Meet Elizabeth (Beth) Marie Alexion 
The Essay Submitted by our SHS 2019 Scholarship Winner

The aim of Straus Scholarship Program is to continue 
the family legacy of commitment to public service. 
An independent panel of outside educators selected 
the awardees. This year, the award committee was 
overwhelmed with the number of high caliber applicants. 
Four Honorary Straus Scholars were selected from the pool 
of highly qualifi ed applicants. Congratulations to Honorary 
Straus Scholars for 2019: Bonnie Delaune, Columbia 
University; Nicholas Cicchinelli, Tufts University; Sophia 
Ng, Columbia University; Kelly Fagerman, Columbia 
University.
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Meet Elizabeth Parks Hutcheson 
The Essay Submitted by our SHS 2019 Scholarship Winner

For the past three years prior to beginning graduate school, 
I have had the privilege of serving with one of the most 
forward-thinking early childhood literacy efforts ever initiated 
by a public library system. As a member of the Columbus 
Metropolitan Library’s Ready to Read Corps, I learned the 
meaning of public service, and what success truly means for 
public institutions.

Columbus, Ohio is home to the second-largest Somali refugee 
community in the United States, in addition to a sizeable 
Hispanic, Middle Eastern, and North African populations. 
Many of these recent immigrant groups rely on nonprofit and 
public organizations, who provide a wide range of services, 
from English language instruction to refugee resettlement. In 
the Hilltop neighborhood on the west side of the city, it is 
possible to see all of these populations living side-by-side, in 
addition to many families who have lived there for decades, 
trapped in a cycle of generational poverty.

The mission of the Corps was to address 
the unique needs of each family in order to 
help each prepare their young children to 
enter the public school system. Our mission 
was to emphasize the importance of parent 
involvement, using a home visit model to 
help close the gap in language acquisition 
that low-income children experience, having 
heard 30 million words less than their affluent 
counterparts by the age of three. Each day, 
I prepared books and materials and drove 
to the Hilltop. I had the privilege of visiting 
the home of each family on my 30-family 
caseload on a monthly basis, serving as a partner to parents 
who were beginning the habit of reading to their young 
children on a regular basis.

I was eager to return to the Ready to Read program after my 
year on a Fulbright grant in Spain. Yet within three weeks of 
my return, the Ready to Read Corps was dissolved and our 
positions transitioned into routine programming, such as the 
traditional “Storytimes,” done at library branches across the 
city. We were told that eliminating drive time and the risk of 
visit cancellations would increase efficiency, and decrease 
liability, but in fact it became impossible to reach those very 
families that needed our help in the first place.

This change has made a profound impact on me and the way 
I view public institutions. The move to disband an initiative 
as progressive and effective as the Corps begs an important 
question: As a public organization with the intent of serving 
the community effectively, how do we measure success? In 
my experience, the most successful outcomes are not only 
those that can be measured quantitatively. Rather, they are 
also the strength of the relationships forged between trained 
professionals and the people in the community who need 
resources the most. They are small changes in bedtime routines 
to include 15 minutes of reading. They are young children 

who quickly go from never having held a pencil to making 
symbols on a page. These changes may seem insignificant, but 
to the individuals who receive this unique form of long-term 
support, it can make an impressive difference in predicting 
successful outcomes as their children enter school.

These events have opened my eyes to the challenges that 
public service institutions face in defining their mission and 
achieving their goals. My conviction is that the success of any
public institution is made up of, certainly, measurable 
outcomes, but also intangible ones that can only be observed 
on a personal level. Public institutions, from local libraries to 
the federal government, exist to serve people, and individual 
success stories must be central to their vision, and remain in 
focus in every step of the process of finding creative solutions 
to the problems they seek to address.

This requires maintaining an ongoing dialogue between the 
organization’s upper administration and those 
who work directly in the field. It involves 
facilitating meetings across multiple levels 
of the organization, listening to ideas and 
concerns, and maintaining a culture of open 
communication. Doing so will increase 
efficiency, as administrations gain a better 
picture of how to direct resources to be 
most effective. Caseworkers, teachers, and 
researchers understand that an essential part 
of closing the achievement gap between 
wealthy and poor American students requires 
organizations intent on uplifting their families 
to provide early developmental intervention 

for their children. Federal, state, and local governments must 
be prepared to fund their efforts. When federal programs take 
notice, and direct funding not only to Head Start programs, 
but also to those programs seeking to equip parents with the 
resources they need to prepare their children for academic 
success from birth, the entire nation reaps the benefits. The rate 
of return for every dollar invested in early learning programs 
for low-income children ranges between four and nine dollars 
(Center for the Developing Child- Harvard University).

As a lifelong learner intent on a public service career focused 
on global refugee issues, I intend to use the insights I have 
gained from working in a state funded organization to inform
my understanding of what comprises effective policy. At 
American University, I am currently exploring the ethical 
implications of policy, and continuing to deepen my 
understanding of how effective organizations function. This 
includes how they find innovative solutions to the challenges 
they face, as well as how they combine their goals and 
objectives with resources management, without losing sight 
of the individuals they seek to serve.

The SHS Scholarship Program is funded entirely through 
your generous, tax deductible, contributions. Your support 
helps us continue, and even expand, this exciting program.
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Nathan Straus, Jr and the Creation of Hillside Homes
In the mid-1800s, the Lazarus Straus family relocated to the 
United States from southwestern Germany. Lazarus travelled 
to rural western Georgia, and then to New York City after 
the Civil War, where he started over at the age of 56. He and 
his sons became owners of the World’s Largest Department 
Store, R. H. Macy & Company, and contributed greatly to 
the well-being of millions through their public service and 
philanthropy. Succeeding generations have carried on the 
family traditions of public service and philanthropy. But not 
all of them followed in their father’s footsteps and went into 
merchandising. 

Isidor’s sons, Jesse, Percy and Herbert took over 
the everyday operation of Macy’s, Abraham & 
Straus and L. Straus & Sons. When Nathan’s 
two sons, Hugh Grant and Nathan Jr., came 
of age, neither were interested in joining their 
much older cousins in the family business as 
junior partners. Nathan Jr, especially, wanted to 
find his own way.

Charles Webster Straus, later known as Nathan 
Jr., was born May 27, 1889 to Nathan and Lina 
Gutherz Straus. He was named for a Macy’s 
partner and was their fifth child of six. Only 
three survived: Sissie, Charles Webster and 
Hugh Grant, named for a NYC mayor. 

Charlie attended Princeton University but 
was dissatisfied with the program. In 1907 
he went to Germany where he attended 
Heidelberg University. At the time, his parents had set up 
a milk pasteurization laboratory there and were trying to 
get municipalities all over Europe to accept pasteurization. 
Charlie was the college roommate of Otto Frank, who later 
became the father of Anne Frank, the 
famous diarist. Charlie and Otto were 
lifelong friends. After two years abroad, 
Charlie returned to Princeton where he 
graduated in 1910. 

Upon graduation, and his 21st birthday, 
he legally changed his name to Nathan 
Straus Jr. His father was well-known, 
and revered around the world for 
his philanthropic activities. Nathan 
Jr. knew that, no matter what he did 
professionally, he would benefit from 
that name recognition. He gave everyone 
three months to learn to call him Nathan. 
Only two people did not: Otto Frank, his 
college friend, who continued to call him 
Charlie throughout his lifetime; and his sister-in-law Flora 
Stieglitz Straus, the wife of his brother Hugh Grant. She told 
me, with much delight, that she called him Charlie, simply to 
annoy him.
                

After his graduation from Princeton, Nathan Jr secured a 
position at The Globe, a New York newspaper. He credited 
his interest in the newspaper business to a family friend, 
Arthur Brisbane, an editor with Hearst Publications. But his 
father’s bereavement following the Titanic disaster and the 
loss of his beloved brother and sister-in-law, caused Nathan 
Jr. to leave The Globe and to help out at Macy’s. His job was 
to sign checks. But his casual attitude toward this role must 
have annoyed his older cousins Jesse, Percy and Herbert, 
because it wasn’t long before friction developed. Isidor and 
Nathan’s sons had a falling out. It was decided that Macy’s 
would remain in the hands of Isidor’s sons; Jesse, Percy and 

Herbert, while L. Straus & Sons and Abraham 
& Straus would go to Nathan’s sons, Hugh 
Grant and Nathan Jr. It was a clean break - but 
not a happy one.

After his brief stint at Macy’s Nathan Jr. 
realized he was not interested in a career in 
merchandising. In 1913, he bought Puck, a 
humorous periodical similar to The New Yorker. 
In 1914, while on a trip to Europe to purchase 
art for his magazine, he became stranded in 
Europe when World War I broke out. While 
stranded, he met Helen Sachs whom he married 
in 1915. He expressed to her in the following 
years that he didn’t know what he wanted to do 
with his life. But he knew he didn’t want to go 
into the family business and had learned that 
publishing wasn’t for him either.

He sold Puck to Hearst Publications in 1917, acknowledging 
that his lack of business experience and his unwillingness to 
settle down and actually run the publication were the prime 
factors in its failure.

When World War I was raging in 
Europe, Nathan Jr was a married man 
with a young son, Nathan Straus III. 
Nathan Jr.'s father helped him obtain a 
commission in the US Navy when the 
U.S. entered the war. Poor eyesight 
prevented him from joining in the actual 
fighting but he was assigned a desk job 
in the cable censorship department for 
the duration of the war.

In 1920 Nathan Jr. decided to run 
for office in the Fifteenth Senatorial 
District. He was elected, and served in 
the NY State Senate from 1920 through 
1926. His support initially came from 

people who knew his father’s record. Nathan Jr. announced 
that he intended to wage a relentless war on the high price of 
milk. When he was elected, the first bill he sponsored in the 
Senate was a measure to add two new sections to the NYC 
charter relative to the care of the poor by the Commissioner 

Nathan Straus, Jr.
About 1907
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of Public Welfare. It was approved. Nathan Jr. would continue 
to concern himself with the plight, not only of the poor, but 
of working people. In 1922, he introduced a bill to limit the 
number of hours, women and children could be forced to 
work. He also introduced legislation providing compensation 
for persons injured, (or the family of those killed,) in car 
accidents. In 1924, he introduced a bill calling for the issuing 
of bonds for the acquisition of parklands by the State and for 
the improvement of existing parks. In 1932, he was awarded a 
blue ribbon for his voting record in the public interest. When 
expansion of the Washington Heights and B.M.T. subway line 
was proposed, he voted against it because he felt it would 
cause permanent and irreparable damage to Central Park. 
The same year, he proposed seven bills for the protection of 
immigrants in NYC.

In 1926, with a wife and four young sons to support, Nathan 
Jr. reluctantly left public life to help his brother Grant and 
cousin Lee Kohns run the family businesses -- Abraham & 
Straus and L. Straus & Sons -- neither of which were doing 
well. In a letter to his wife, however, he expressed his desire 
to turn his back on business and concentrate on public life. 
She responded, supportively noting that he did not seem either 
happy or successful in business.

In 1927 Nathan Jr. became 
president of the Parks and 
Playgrounds Association, an 
organization of which he had 
been a director for several years. 
He expressed his intention to 
continue to wage a battle against 
encroachments on the city’s park 
system and for the promotion of 
interest in playgrounds and other 
recreational sites. He opposed the 
widening of vehicular lanes in 
Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx 
because it would take land way 
from the recreational areas. In addition, he proposed a survey 
be done to ascertain how undeveloped lands in NYC were 
being used and how they could become parklands. After three 
years in office, he observed that the city had added 2,954 acres 
to its recreational space. In 1929, he reported that NYC spent 
more money on street cleaning than any other city and had 
accomplished the least in keeping the city clean.

Around this time, Nathan Jr. became interested in what was 
being done in Europe to alleviate slum living conditions. He 
also asserted that NYC had much to learn from European cities 
regarding parks. He wrote that European parks had large play 
areas where people could get exercise, beautiful swimming 
pools, like miniature lakes, with landscaped banks; areas for 
hiking apart from car traffic; and open-air restaurants where 
people could enjoy refreshment and music at a low cost.

In 1931 Nathan Straus Sr. passed away. He left a modest 
estate because he had believed so strongly in philanthropy and 
had  given away much of his fortune. It’s my understanding 
that the Strauses didn’t invest in stocks or bonds but rather 

bought real estate whenever they had extra money. In 1877, 
Lazarus Straus, Nathan Jr.’s grandfather, had bought a 24 
acre parcel of land on the Boston Post Road in what was then 
a remote part of the Bronx. It had been a farm but had lain 
vacant for many years. The land was bequeathed to his son 
Nathan upon his passing. Nathan Jr. became its owner after 
his father passed away. As executor of his father’s estate, he 
reasoned that his brother, Hugh Grant, and his sister, Sissie 
Straus Lehman, would appreciate the monetary bequests left 
by his father more than he would. And so he took his share of 
his inheritance in land. 

Shortly thereafter, an article written by Andrew J. Eken 
of Starrett Brothers and Eken, builders, in The Sun, a New 
York newspaper, caught Nathan Jr.’s eye. Eken said the real 
future of construction was in housing. He offered to buy large 
tracts of land at relatively low cost at the outskirts of the city 
where low income housing could be constructed. Nathan Jr. 
wrote to Eken offering his land on Boston Post Road. He took 
stock in the limited-dividend corporation, Hillside Housing 
Corporation, at a rate well below the market value of the site 
and became one of the corporation’s directors. He retained ten 
acres on the periphery of the property upon which he intended 
to build stores.

In her book, The Bronx, author 
Evelyn Gonzales wrote, “From 
the 1920s on, the government 
policies encouraged the building 
of apartments for the middle class. 
The state legislature provided 
tax exemptions for residential 
construction. Qualified landlords 
agreed to limit their dividends or 
profits. These laws also promoted 
the building of limited dividend 
and cooperative apartment 
complexes in the far reaches of 
the borough.” 

Kristin Larsen wrote, in Planning and Public-Private 
Partnerships: Essential Links in Early Federal Housing 
Policy, “In July 1932, Congress passed the Emergency 
Relief and Construction Act making it possible for the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) which had 
been formed in January, to make loans to limited dividend 
corporations for the construction or reconstruction of low-
income housing.  Approval and oversight of these loans fell to 
state and municipal housing boards rather than private entities 
such as banks.” Hillside Homes was one such project. RFC, 
later the Public Works Administration, supervised. These 
projects were estimated to rent monthly at between 11 and 12 
dollars per room.

In his 1944 book, The Seven Myths of Housing, Nathan Jr. 
wrote, “The difference between governmental aid to housing 
in London, Paris, Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Stockholm, 
Zurich, Vienna, Leeds, Manchester, Edinburgh and Glasgow, 
and governmental aid to housing to New York City was that in 
the cities abroad, government subsidy was utilized to produce 

Aerial view of Hillside Homes, Bronx, NY - 1935
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good low rental homes for the people. In this country the 
subsidy, in the form of tax exemptions, was used instead to 
line the pockets of speculative builders, who disfigured great 
portions of New York City by erecting shoddy, ill-designed 
rows of buildings, without central plans, without adequate 
space for recreation, and with no thought to anything except 
personal profit. It is probable that more success may be 
anticipated from building open, low-density housing projects 
which will make urban living conditions attractive than by re-
creating the conditions of overcrowding.” 

In 1952 in Two-Thirds of a Nation, he wrote, “Housing affords 
the best single opportunity for that very important blending of 
private enterprise, local initiative and forward-looking public 
endeavor at all levels of government which is the unique 
hallmark of the dynamic American economy. No housing 
program can be complete unless it provides opportunities for 
an active and satisfying use of leisure. An adequate housing 
program should envisage the whole life of the individual, 
inside the house as well as outside. The home should provide 
the setting for his development as an emotionally balanced 
and mature human being. Good 
housing should include quiet parks 
for adults as well as playgrounds, 
the noisier the better, for youth. 
There should be community 
rooms for dances and parties and 
for meetings where neighbors may 
practice the art of debate which 
lies at the very root of democratic 
government. Not least important, 
there should be space for hobbies.”

In June 1933, President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt signed into law the 
National Industrial Recovery Act 
(NIRA). Part of the act authorized 
a comprehensive program of public works including low cost 
housing and slum clearance. April 19, 1934, Bronx Borough 
President James J. Lyons prepared the ground for the Hillside 
Homes housing development with a silver pickaxe and then 
New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia, using a silver 
shovel, dug the first shovelful of dirt. 

Hillside Homes, today called Eastchester Heights, covers 
five blocks on the west side of the Boston Post Road from 
Eastchester to Wilson Avenue. Clarence Stein, one of 
America’s most famous architects, designed Hillside Homes. 
His goal was to create communities. His work on Hillside 
Homes, “complements the landscaping with large interior 
spaces across a series of four and six story brick buildings 
that rise with the hilly landscape. The streets act as terraces. 
Plush interconnected courtyards that include playgrounds, 
common rooms for workshops and clubs and a nursery school 
harmoniously co-exist with dark red brick buildings accented 
by arched passageways and sidewalks serving as paths". Only 
34 percent of the existing land was used for housing with the 
rest going to green space and play areas. The aforementioned 
Andrew J. Eken was the builder and the project provided 
steady employment for 1,200 men and 8,000 jobs for suppliers. 

Hillside Homes was lauded because it not only provided 
well-constructed and pleasant low cost housing, but also 
offered needed employment during the Great Depression to 
a great many workers in the stagnant construction sector. 
Once completed, there were 1,416 apartments for rent. The 
complex was dedicated in June 1935 by Governor Herbert 
Lehman (whose brother Irving was married to Nathan Jr’s 
sister Sissie). Lehman said, “I had expected much before I 
came here, but the reality of your splendid project exceeds my 
expectations. I have always considered good homes as being 
the soil in which good citizenship is rooted. Light and fresh 
air bring happiness and contentment and this project, with its 
maximum of open space, is ideal.” 

Lehman congratulated Nathan Jr. for the sale of the land on 
which the project was built at the lowest price ever paid for 
a project of this nature (70 cents per square foot). Governor 
Lehman continued, “Building projects similar to Hillside 
Homes was a useful and gainful expenditure of public funds 
since such construction work gives employment to many 
people. And such projects, operated under the limited-dividend 

system of the state, afford little or 
no burden to the taxpayers, because 
they are largely self-supporting.” 
The building mortgage loan from 
the Public Works Administration 
(PWA) was almost four million 
dollars, two thirds of the amount 
required. Nathan Jr. agreed to 
put up the rest of the money. 
However, protestors claimed there 
were sufficient housing units in 
the Bronx already and that the 
project would not alleviate slum 
conditions since no such buildings 
would be eradicated. 

Nathan Jr. asserted that the right of every citizen to a descent 
home is at least as important as the right of every citizen to 
an education. He urged the destruction of every “Old Law” 
tenement house in the city and the construction of low-cost 
housing projects such as Hillside Homes, where rents were 
controlled by the Federal Housing Authority and by the State 
Housing Board.  

The Anne Hutchinson School, Public School 78 is across 
the street from the housing complex. In 1935, its students 
anxiously awaited the development’s opening. For more than a 
year, classroom activities of all grades centered on the Hillside 
building project. The preparations took the form of intensive 
student study and research about the housing development 
and included the areas of mathematics, (the computation 
of materials used, men employed, capitalization required), 
geography and history. They learned about the sources of 
the building supplies and wrote about various stages of the 
construction project. Drawing classes made pictures of the 
men at work. Information about wages and the role of trade 
unions was obtained first hand from the men employed there. 
Moreover, during the year, two books containing the results 
of their investigations were produced by the children. Further, 

Hillside Homes today 
 with its grassy open spaces and low rise buildings
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it was anticipated that more than 1,000 new students would 
enter the school as the apartments became occupied.
 
In August 1935, two months after its opening, the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) 
opened an exhibit of artwork 
in Hillside Home’s auditorium. 
The display included the work 
of both children and adults, 
most of whom had no previous 
art training. It was one of the 
number of exhibitions and 
lectures planned by the Hillside 
model-tenement builders for their 
tenants. The development had a 
nursery school, workshops, clubs 
and community centers thereby 
enhancing the tenants' collective 
sense of community.

In 1929, the New York Board 
of Transportation proposed 
an expansion of the existing 
subway system. One of the new 
lines would involve the extension of 
the Concourse Line that crosses Bronx 
Park and traveled along Burke Avenue 
and Boston Post Road into the northeast 
Bronx. The development was spurred 
by the growth of NYC's population 
and its movement from concentrated 
areas adjacent to downtown to the city's 
farthest reaches. Nathan Jr. wrote that 
the construction of the subway would 
make new land along its route available 
for new construction and new business. 
Nevertheless, there were a wide range of 
political, economic and logistical factors 
that affected the project and it wasn't until 
after World War II that it actually got off 
the ground. The Hillside Homes area was 
finally served by a subway line by 1952.

As a result of his involvement in the 
Hillside Homes project, Nathan Jr. 
became absorbed in housing both in the 
US and abroad. He persuaded Mayor LaGuardia to appoint 
him as a special representative of the City of New York to 
study recent housing developments throughout Europe. The 
report he generated upon his return was well-received. People 
in the U.S. knew little about modern housing techniques as 
practiced in many European countries. Nathan Jr. believed 
that, as a result of his report, when a vacancy opened up in 
the NYC Housing Authority in January 1936, he was offered 
the position. In fact, LaGuardia insisted upon it. Nathan Jr. 
assumed the post in March and held it until November when 
he became administrator of the US Housing Authority with a 
lending power of $500 million dollars, a position he held until 
January 1942.

During his tenure as administrator of the US Housing 
Authority, Nathan Jr. was effective in getting many housing 
projects built, always with a view to providing either slum 
clearance or low cost housing for low income people. Each 

project not only had to include 
decent housing, but recreation 
areas and open spaces as well. 

Although not directly serving 
under Secretary of the Interior, 
Harold Ickes, Nathan Jr.'s agency 
was in that department. And the 
two men did not get along. Ickes 
wanted to control Nathan Jr.’s 
activities, and spending, and 
Nathan was not inclined to allow 
that. When he resigned in January 
1942, Nathan Jr. reported that he 
had not learned how to “play the 
game.” Roosevelt reluctantly 
accepted his resignation.

During his time in NYC’s 
Housing Authority, Nathan Jr. 

was very active. With the support of 
other housing minded people all over 
the country, he championed the Wagner-
Steagall Bill, which provided for subsidies 
to be paid from the U.S. government to 
local public housing agencies to improve 
living conditions for low-income families. 
Backed by President Roosevelt, it became 
law in the summer of 1937. Congress was 
gradually being educated to see housing as 
a perpetual social obligation and by 1940, 
the country celebrated the completion of 
the 100,000th unit of public housing that 
had been built under its auspices.

Nathan Jr. wrote two books: The Seven 
Myths of Housing in 1944 and Two-Thirds 
of a Nation in 1952. Both clearly show 
that his interest in public housing did not 
wane upon his resignation as Housing 
Administrator. He also was an avid 
Zionist, serving in official positions in 

several Zionist organizations. Shortly after resigning from his 
position at the Housing Authority, Nathan Jr. bought WMCA 
radio and was its owner and chairman until his death in 1961.

Although not nearly as well-known as his philanthropist 
father, Nathan Straus Jr. made considerable contributions to 
the welfare of his fellow man through his advocacy of housing 
for low income families. It was a cause he continued to be 
concerned with throughout his lifetime. It took several years 
before Nathan Jr. found his calling. But once he did, like his 
illustrious forbearers, he served with distinction.

Nathan Straus, Jr.
1889-1961

Nathan Straus, Jr. with Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia
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The Straus Historical Society is the grateful recipient of 
three artifacts donated to our archives.

Dawn Margolis of Sag Harbor, NY, an antique dealer, 
purchased a brass object several years ago. It had the L. Straus 
& Sons logo on its base but she was unaware of its function. 
Internet research revealed that it is a brass ashtray and 
matchbox holder created in the early 1900s. We were pleased 
to display this artifact at our April 15th event at The Center for 
Jewish History and to add it to our archival collection.

Helene Bernicoff of Brooklyn, NY sent us a photograph 
of the Ida Straus Nursery. The photograph belonged to her 
grandmother Ettie (Frost) Bernicoff. It was taken in about 
1926 in Los Angeles. Helene's 96 year old aunt, Mildred 
Pelton, believes she is the first child in the bottom row on the 
left.

Vicky Bijur and her cousin Polly Bijur donated the menu from 
their grandparents, Eugenie Blum and Nathan Bijur's wedding 
luncheon. It was held at the home of Lazarus and Hermine 
Straus Kohns, 23 West 56th Street, NY. The luncheon was 
catered by Delmonico's restaurant. 

Hermine became the matriarch of the family after her mother, 
Sara died in 1876. Her father, Lazarus, lived with her until his 
passing in 1898. Hermine hosted Sunday lunch for all family 
members who were available and seems to have been the glue 
that helped promote the family's staying together. Eugenie 
Blum was the daughter of Rosa Maas and Leopold Blum and 
the granddaughter of Abraham Maas and Barbara (Babette) 
Straus, Sara's sister.

Thank you to Dawn, 
Helene, Vicky and Polly 
for thinking of us. Their 
contributions to our archive 
gives us new insights into 
the products of L. Straus 
& Sons, to the manner 
in which Ida Straus was 
honored and reminds us 
about the closeness of the 
family members. 

Presentation

On May 15th, Joan gave a presentation to the East Bronx 
History Forum about Nathan Straus, Jr. and his contribution 
to the building of Hillside Homes in the Bronx.  A group of 
about 60 local historians attended the lecture, which was 
accompanied by slides. It was interesting for me to create 
this presentation as I had not given a talk on this topic before, 
and knew very little about Nathan Jr.'s professional life. It 
was a real learning opportunity. I was awarded a Certificate 
of Appreciation at the end of my talk by Richard F. Vitacco, 
president of the Forum. 

The article on pages 6-9 is an abbreviated version of that talk. 
It is accompanied by some of the images used in the talk. 

Interviews and Documentaries

Although 2019 is not a special anniversary year that 
commemorates the sinking of Titanic, there seem to be an 
unusual number of documentaries and projects currently 
being produced on that topic.

Paul Kurzman has been granting interviews to documentary 
film crews from Japan and Vancouver. Jake Billingham, an 
administrator of the Titanic Book Club Facebook page (and 
journalist of their newsletter) has requested an interview with 
Paul. For our April 15th anniversary event, Paul graciously 
allowed SHS to display the locket found on Isidor's body 
when it was recovered at sea. It is his most prized possession.

I was interviewed in the office and have shared some of our 
documents and photographs with the film crews. They've 
licensed the use of several images for use in their projects.  
National Geographic is producing a documentary about 
Titanic and has licensed the use of some of our photographs 
for their film. The public's fascination with Titanic never ends!

This and That
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Friends of Straus Park
by Al Berr

Photographs by Joe Arbo

Another mid-April date on which to mark two anniversaries 
important to Friends of Straus Park occurred this year on 
Saturday, April 13th.  The earlier anniversary date is April 15, 
1912, when the Titanic sank with Isidor and Ida Straus aboard.  
The latter anniversary date is April 15, 1915, when the City of 
New York dedicated Straus Park in honor of Isidor and Ida.

Traditionally, we choose the Saturday closest to April 15th to 
commemorate the dates.  Ours is a display more than an event, 
a display of photographs and artifacts relating to Straus Park, 
the Strauses, and the Titanic.  One photo, of several that we 
have of the 1915 dedication, is of particular interest because 
it shows the park full of celebrants and, at the very bottom of 
the photo, on what looks like the sidewalk, a small orchestra.  
The photo also gives some glimpses of the nearby Broadway 
neighborhood on that memorable day.

Our photographs of the Straus residence at Broadway and 105th 
Street usually draw the interest of passersby.  The house, built 
during the late nineteenth century, was a three-story Victorian 
mansion with a cupola at the top.  The house occupied most 
of the block bound by Broadway, 105th Street, and West End 
Avenue, and was quite grand; -- one of the last such to occupy 
the neighborhood.   A few months after the Titanic tragedy, 
Isidor and Ida’s children sold the property to a realtor, who 
built a twelve-story apartment house named the Clebourne.  
It still stands, and features a porte-cochere at the 105th Street 
entrance and old-style street lamps on the sidewalk fronting 
the building.

Also on display, through the courtesy of Friends of Straus Park 
board member Ian Robertson, were items from his extensive 
maritime collection, some specifically relating to the Titanic.   
And, Ian doesn’t require much encouragement to discuss his 
collection.  On this occasion, he gave a stirring account of the 
Titanic’s last hours.   It never fails to get appreciative applause.

We were in the park for a few hours in the early afternoon 
in, thankfully, pleasant weather, and were pleased to have a 
number of visitors during that time.   We are looking forward 
to our forthcoming annual all-day event, which is scheduled 
for Saturday, October 5th.

ART  IN  THE  PARK:
A  CELEBRATION  OF  

ART  AND  MUSIC  

SATURDAY,  OCTOBER 5,  2019
10 am to 5 pm

Above: Heart-shaped arrangement of flowers 
Below: Lovely peony in the garden

Below: Friends of Straus Park president Virl Andrick 
speaking with the younger generation about Straus Park
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Available from the 
Straus Historical Society, Inc.
www.straushistoricalsociety.org/publications

Strauses and the Arts, a collection of articles about family 
members who are artists, patrons of the arts, musicians, 
dancers, or involved in the arts in some other manner. Personal 
interviews with the artists reveal details about their creative 
process and their philosophy of the arts. Images of the artists' 
work are included at the end of each article. Available from the 
SHS website as an eBook ($4.99) or paperback ($25). 

Under Four Administrations: From Cleveland to Taft, the 
autobiography of Oscar S. Straus. This recently re-published 
autobiography includes a new suppliment with articles about 
Oscar S. Straus from past issues of the Society's newsletters 
and new photographs. Hard cover with dust jacket - $40.00

Disease in Milk: The Remedy Pasteurization by Lina Gutherz 
Straus, a loving tribute to the life's work of Nathan Straus, 
greatly expanded in 2016 including the addition of many 
photographs and articles. Hard cover - $40.00

For the Sake of the Children: The Letters Between Otto 
Frank and Nathan Straus Jr. by Joan Adler published in 
2013. When Otto Frank realized he had to get his family out of 
Europe in April, 1941, he wrote to his Heidelberg University 
roommate and lifelong friend Nathan Straus Jr. for help. This 
book describes their struggle to find a way to save the Frank 
family. Hard cover with dust jacket - $30.00

The Autobiography of Isidor Straus privately published by 
Sara Straus Hess in 1955, greatly expanded and updated by 
SHS in 2011, including the addition of many photographs and 
articles. Hard cover with dust jacket - $30.00

The History of the Jews of Otterberg by Dr. Hans Steinebrei, 
translated by Frank and Sue Kahn and Dr. Andreas J. Schwab. 
This publication contains a large section about the Straus family. 
Many photographs complement the text. Published in English 
by the Straus Historical Society. Hard cover - $35.00  

My Family: I Could Write a Book by Edith Maas Mendel. A 
must read for all those interested in family history. Even if the 
people in this book are not your direct relatives, their appeal is 
universal. My Family is amply enriched with photographs of 
the people and places mentioned. Hard cover - $25.00

Additional items are available for sale on the SHS website. 
www.straushistoricalsociety.org/publications. Contact Joan 
Adler by phone: 631-724-4487  or e.mail: info@straushistory.
org if you have questions about ordering.

The Straus Historical Society collection contains many 
photographs, articles and other items that are also available. 
Contact Joan Adler if you want to learn more about the SHS 
collections or if there is a specific photograph or article you 
wish to purchase.  

AmazonSmile is a simple and automatic way for you to 
support SHS every time you shop on Amazon -- at absolutely 
no cost to you. You’ll find the exact same low prices, vast 
selection and convenient shopping experience as Amazon.
com, with the added bonus that Amazon will donate 0.5% of 
the purchase price to the Straus Historical Society once it is 
designated for this benefit. This money comes from Amazon's 
Foundation and is not added to your purchase price. 

You must first select Straus Historical Society as your 
charitable organization by going to smile.amazon.com. You 
will be prompted to select a charitable organization from 
almost one million eligible organizations. After your selection, 
SHS will continue to automatically receive this added bonus 
for each purchase at no cost to you. After you register, you 
simply sign onto smile.amazon.com every time you shop in 
order for SHS to receive this benefit. 

We've received several donation checks from AmazonSmile! 
Keep on shopping!

Did You Know?
Jesse Isidor Straus, Jr. was born January 13, 1900 to Jesse 
Isidor and Irma Nathan Straus. He was their second child, 
their first son. 

In order that the name of Isidor Straus be perpetuated, on 
July 5, 1912, three months after his grandfather's death in the 
Titanic disaster,  Jesse Isidor Straus, Jr. petitioned the court to 
change his name to Isidor Straus.
 
The twelve year old's petition read "I am desirous of changing 
my name to Isidor Straus because my father is the oldest son 
of the late Isidor Straus and I am the oldest grandson. The 
members of the family of the late Isidor Straus are desirous 
that the name of Isidor Straus be perpetuated and continued 
in the family and be borne by the eldest grandson. Your 
petitioner believes that the change will substantially promote 
his interests because the said Jesse Isidor Straus, Jr., holds the 
memory of his dead grandfather in such reverence that the 
fact that he bears such name should prove an incentive to him 
throughout his life to keep that name stainless and honorable."

The formal petition to the court was made on his behalf by his 
father, Jesse Isidor Straus, his guardian and best friend. When 
Isidor Straus was 21, he again changed his name; this time to 
Jack Isidor Straus.


