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"As we understand more about our past, we 
understand more about our future. What our 
role is. How we must live our lives in light of 
what has happened."

Justin Pine
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Straus is the German word for ostrich

Announcing the Publication of
Disease in Milk: The Remedy Pasteurization

The Straus Historical Society is pleased to announce the 
republication of Lina Gutherz Straus’ 1917 book, Disease in 
Milk: The Remedy Pasteurization: The Life Work of Nathan 
Straus. This new volume of Disease 
in Milk is an enhanced version. All 
of the original text is completely 
preserved and faithful to the 1917 
edition. New material, in the form 
of photographs and articles from 
the Society’s archives, is now 
included in a Supplement to the 
text.

Nathan and Lina’s great grandson, 
Hugh Grant Straus III, wrote in 
the Preface to this new Third 
Edition, “I have always been 
aware that my great grandparents 
were extraordinary people. I 
know that my own family had 
the most respect for them. But 
I really didn’t know, as a child, 
that Nathan and Lina Straus were 
known around the world or that 
their accomplishments were held 
in high esteem.”

Nathan Straus worked tirelessly 
and passionately to save the lives 
of millions of children at a time 
when many were dying because 
of impure milk. Nathan is believed 
to have coined the term pasteurization after learning that 
the famous 19th century French scientist Louis Pasteur had 
developed a process for killing bacteria using heat. It was 
not Pasteur but Nathan Straus who applied the process of 
pasteurization to milk. Once he was convinced of its efficacy, 
Nathan built laboratories where raw milk could be processed 
in such a way as to bring safe, lifesaving nutrition to babies. 
He established milk depots in the United States and abroad 
where pasteurized milk would be provided free, or at very low 
cost, all of which he personally financed.

“Lina Gutherz Straus, my great grandmother, wrote Disease 
in Milk: The Remedy Pasteurization not only to publicize the 
life work of her beloved husband, Nathan, but also to honor 

a man she knew was fighting for what is right. … My great 
grandfather said, “Give until it feels good.' The republication 
of Disease in Milk now allows a whole new generation of 

readers to learn about the important 
work of my great grandparents. 
But it also illustrates that doing 
the right thing, even in the face of 
enormous opposition, is worth the 
fight. It feels good.”

Part of the mission of the Straus 
Historical Society is to disseminate 
information about the Straus 
family and its accomplishments. 
Since the inception of the Society 
in 1990, our publications have 
enabled more people to learn about 
the family and about how their 
lives impacted the United States 
and world history. 

The publication of this new edition 
of Disease in Milk: The Remedy 
Pasteurization: The Life Work of 
Nathan Straus (with a Supplement 
containing additional material) 
is one way we accomplish our 
mission. This updated edition will 
give the reader a more complete 
understanding of the life's work 
of both Nathan and Lina Gutherz 
Straus.

To purchase this book, go to 
www.straushistoricalsociety.org/publications
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THE MOST REMARKABLE 
OF MEN:  NATHAN STRAUS 

By SHS Board Member
Paul A. Kurzman

As featured in this issue, this year marks the 
publication of a new, revised and expanded third 
edition of Lina Gutherz Straus’ original text, 
Disease in Milk: The Remedy Pasteurization, 
appropriately subtitled, The Life Work of Nathan 
Straus.  We are profoundly grateful to Straus 
Historical Society Executive Director Joan Adler 
and Assistant Executive Director Catherine 

Smith for their creativity and perseverance in preparing this new edition, 
which provides public acknowledgement and homage to a distinguished public 
servant, and noted patriarch of the Lazarus and Sara Straus family.  With the 
recent issuance of a revised and expanded edition of the Autobiography of Isidor 
Straus, and a forthcoming new edition of Oscar Straus’ seminal text, Under 
Four Administrations: From Cleveland to Taft, the Straus Historical Society 
will have accomplished the dedicated task and monumental achievement of 
having re-published the most important work of all three Straus brothers – 
Isidor, Nathan and Oscar – who gave so much to the nation that welcomed 
them -- as leaders of commerce, philanthropy and public service.

Much has been written both about Nathan, and his accomplished and devoted 
wife, Lina, in prior issues of the SHS Newsletter [see the issues of February and 
August, 1998; August, 2014; and February, 2015]. We know that Lina Straus, 
Disease in Milk’s original author, not only was the doting mother of their six 
children, but a constant and supportive partner to Nathan in all his endeavors 
and world travels.  Indeed, one of Lina’s most precious gifts to her beloved life 
partner was to assemble, document, edit and publish this original book as a 
tribute to her husband’s remarkable accomplishments, and to the world-wide 
recognition which he had received from luminaries, both here and abroad.  

While Nathan Straus served in New York City as Health Commissioner 
and Parks Commissioner in the 1890s, he perhaps is best known, in that 
decade and beyond, for the promotion of an astonishing discovery: That the 
pasteurization of milk could prevent the then all to prevalent occurrence of 
tuberculosis, diphtheria, and typhoid among infants.  While he opened the 
Tuberculosis Preventorium for Children in New Jersey (ironically, with my 
maternal grandfather, Dr. Alfred Hess), which served to keep healthy children 
from contracting tuberculosis, Nathan primarily focused on ensuring that, 
from this time forward, all milk in this country would be sterilized so that 
such common (and life threatening) illness would no longer be a cause for 
high rates of infant mortality in America.  And then he took his ideas abroad.

As the U.S. entered into World War I, Nathan sold his half interest in R. H. 
Macy’s to the sons of his older brother Isidor (my great grandfather) and his 
yacht to the U.S. Coast Guard.  And from that point forward, he chose to 
devote his life to philanthropy.  While Nathan became an outspoken Zionist 
in spirit and conviction, he did not choose to settle in Palestine, but rather to 
devote the majority of his considerable fortune to the support of the British 
Mandate which, after World War II, would emerge as the nation of Israel. 
With his energy and his funds, Nathan opened a Pasteur Institute, child 
health stations, a domestic science school for girls, and what has become the 
prestigious Hadassah Medical Center in Jerusalem.  When he died, at age 82, 
his achievements were legion, and his public stature well known, therefore the 
issuance of this new and enlarged 2016 edition of Disease in Milk surely is as 
timely today as it was upon its original publication, almost 100 years ago. 
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In the November 23rd letter, Roosevelt mentioned the 
Cleveland Commission of Investigation in the Venezuelan 
matter. He was referring to a boundary dispute, beginning in 
1841, when the Venezuelan Government protested an alleged 
British encroachment on Venezuelan territory. The dispute 
became a crisis. The key issue was Britain’s refusal to include 
in the proposed international arbitration the territory east of 
the “Schomburgk Line,” which a surveyor had drawn half 
a century earlier as a boundary between Venezuela and the 

former Dutch territory of British Guiana. The 
conflict came to a head in 1895 when the newly 
appointed Secretary of State Richard Olney 
wanted to invoke the Monroe Doctrine. This 
doctrine was a U.S. foreign policy regarding 
domination of the Americas adopted in 1823. It 
stated that further efforts by European nations to 
colonize land, or interfere with states in North 
or South America, would be viewed as acts of 
aggression, requiring U.S. intervention. Olney 
sent a strongly worded note to the British Prime 
Minister demanding that Britain submit to 
binding arbitration in the boundary dispute. 

In 1895 President Grover Cleveland authorized 
Congress to appoint a boundary commission. 
He further proposed that the commission’s 
findings be enforced by every means. British 
Lord Salisbury’s government submitted the 
Venezuelan dispute to the American boundary 
commission. The ruling rejected Great Britain’s 
boundary claims and preserved a former 
boundary claim which disappointed Venezuela. 
But both parties accepted the commission’s 
findings, thereby validating for the first time a 
more outward-looking American foreign policy. 
This incident marked the United States as a 
world power.

In 1914, Oscar Straus met with the German Ambassador 
to the United States, Count von Bernstorff. They were old 
acquaintances, having both served in Turkey during Oscar’s 
first appointment as Minister to Constantinople in 1888. 
(Bernstorff was attaché of the German embassy at that time.)  
In 1914, Bernstorff was the German Ambassador to the U.S. 
when they were the guests of James Speyer, an American 
banker based in New York. The discussion turned to whether 
Germany would accept international arbitration. 

Oscar reported in his autobiography, Under Four 
Administrations: From Cleveland to Taft, “Bernstorff voiced 
the usual claim of the Germans, that they did not want war, 
and that the Kaiser and the German Government stood for 
peace. … I asked Bernstorff whether his Government would 
entertain a proposition for mediation. Bernstorff asserted they 
would."

The Straus Historical Society’s archive continues to grow 
as more and more people realize the importance of such a 
depository and donate their personal collections. We recently 
received an album of letters - - written by Theodore Roosevelt, 
Edith Kermit Roosevelt and TR’s secretary - - spanning the 
years 1913 thru 1919. The letters were written to Oscar S. 
Straus or to his son Roger Williams Straus. Oscar was a 
great friend of TR. He supported Roosevelt when he ran for 
Governor of New York State on the Republican ticket in 1898. 
Oscar also served in the Cabinet during TR's 
second term as President. Oscar was Secretary of 
Commerce and Labor from 1906 -1909. 

Many of the letters in this album (all written 
after Roosevelt had completed his two terms as 
President) are friendly notes of a personal nature 
but there are several that are important enough to 
quote at length.

On November 23, 1914 Theodore Roosevelt 
wrote to Oscar Straus, “The future as regards to 
the war seems to me also gloomy. To my mind the 
one indispensable thing is reparation for Belgium 
and a guarantee against repetition of such conduct 
as that of Germany toward Belgium. From the 
stand-point of humanity and taking into account 
the future as well as the past, it would be better 
that the war should continue indefinitely than 
that this point should be reached. I am sorry 
to say, my dear Oscar, that I cannot agree with 
you about these Bryan arbitration treaties. The 
Cleveland Commission of Investigation in the 
Venezuelan matter was proper but there are 
other matters in which such a commission would 
be grossly improper. It depends entirely upon 
the case. If Germany bought St. Thomas from 
Denmark or Mexico sold Magdalena Bay to 
Japan, in my judgement we should instantly stop 
the transfer and I would regard it as sheer criminality on the 
part of this government to hold an investigation about it. Taft 
and Knox made a poor couple in foreign affairs but Wilson 
and Bryan are the very most contemptible figures without 
exception whatever that have ever had to deal with the foreign 
affairs of this country.”

By referring to the Bryan arbitration treaties, Roosevelt was 
writing about William Jennings Bryan, who was Secretary of 
State under President Woodrow Wilson from March 5, 1913 to 
June 9, 1915. Before the war broke out, Bryan was responsible 
for negotiating many treaties that promised arbitration of 
disputes between signatory countries and the United States. 
His attempts to negotiate a treaty with Germany before World 
War I were not successful. Bryan, a pacifist, resigned in 
1915 over differences within Wilson’s strong demands upon 
Germany after the torpedoing of the RMS Lusitania.

The Children of the Crucible:
Letters by Theodore Roosevelt to 

Oscar S. and Roger Williams Straus 1913-1919

Oscar S. Straus

Theodore Roosevelt
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By 1917 Oscar wrote, “At about that time the impression was 
current that the Jews of America were anti-Ally, a fact that has 
a prejudicial effect in France and England. It probably grew 
out of the fact that three of the largest Jewish banking houses 
of the country were of German origin...”

On August 30, 1917, J. Morton, Secretary to Theodore 
Roosevelt, wrote to Oscar, “Colonel Roosevelt, believing that 
it is of the highest importance at this time for Americans of 
foreign blood, especially those of other than Anglo-Saxon 
origin, to affirm their support of the cause for which the Allies 
and the United States are fighting and to re-affirm their faith 
in the working of the American crucible, has asked me to 

send you a copy of a statement which he 
hopes that you, as one of the “children of 
the crucible” may be willing to sign. May 
I ask you to let Colonel Roosevelt know by 
return mail whether you will allow the use 
of your name.”

SHS Board member Richard Gerstman 
found a copy of the 1917 statement: 
“The Children of the Crucible” in the 
book, America At War: A Handbook of 
Patriotic Education References, edited by 
Albert Bushnell Hart for the Committee 
on Patriotism through Education of the 
National Security League. The statement 
was drafted by Theodore Roosevelt and 
signed by Oscar S. Straus “and Many 
Other Persons of Foreign Descent.” “We 
Americans are the children of the crucible. 
It has been our boast that out of the crucible, 
the melting pot of life in this free land, all 
the men and women of all nations who come 
hither emerge as Americans and as nothing 
else; Americans who proudly challenge as 
a right, not as a favor, that they “belong” 
just exactly as much as any other Americans 
and that they stand on a full and complete 
equality with them; Americans therefore, 
who must, even more strongly, insist 
that they have renounced completely and 
without reserve, all allegiance to the lands 
from which they or their forefathers came, 
and that it is a binding duty on every citizen 
of this county in every important crisis to 
act solidly with all his fellow Americans, 
having regard only to the honor and interest 
of America and treating every other nation 
purely on its conduct in that crisis, without 
reference to his ancestral predilections or 
antipathies. If he does not so act, he is false 
to the teachings and the lives of Washington 
and Lincoln, he is not entitled to any part 
or lot in our country, and he should be sent 
out of it.” 

Further, Roosevelt advocated for swift decisive action. “The 
professional pacifists have, during the last three years, proved 

 Oscar immediately traveled to Washington where he met with 
Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan and relayed the 
conversation. Bryan then presented the subject to President 
Woodrow Wilson who was pleased with the possibility of a 
favorable outcome. It was decided that Oscar would meet 
with the British and French Ambassadors to discuss the 
option of mediation with the German Government to defray 
the possibility of war. There was concern, however, that an 
Ambassador could not speak for his government without 
consultation. 

On September 8, 1914, Secretary Bryan anticipated Germany’s 
refusal to accept mediation. He wrote, “The British and 
French ambassadors fear that Germany will 
not accept any reasonable terms, but even 
a failure to agree will not rob an attempt at 
mediation of all its advantages because the 
different nations would be able to explain 
to the world their attitude, the reasons for 
continuing the war, the end to be hoped for 
and the terms upon which peace is possible. 
This would locate the responsibility for the 
continuance of the war and help to mould  
public opinion.”

In his autobiography, Oscar stated that 
on September 26, 1914 Sir Edward Grey, 
British Secretary of Foreign Affairs in 
London, wrote: “He [Bernstorff] ought 
to make it clear to President Wilson that 
he is authorized to speak on behalf of his 
Government; and state to the President 
that Germany does wish to make peace. In 
that case, President Wilson could approach 
all the others who are engaged in this war 
and bring them into consultation with one 
another and with him. But, at present, we 
have no indication that Germany wishes 
to have peace, and no indication that she 
would agree to any terms that would give 
reparation to Belgium and security to the 
rest of Europe that the peace would be 
durable.”

Oscar Straus and Theodore Roosevelt 
continued their great friendship throughout 
this period. They frequently met to discuss 
world affairs. Roosevelt was critical of 
the manner in which Wilson was handling 
diplomacy, especially with regard to the 
Germans. He thought that Wilson was 
not taking a strong enough stand against 
German aggression, especially after the 
sinking of the Lusitania. Roosevelt was 
reluctant to express his views directly to the 
sitting president without being invited to do 
so. Oscar felt strongly that Roosevelt had 
much to offer Wilson and proposed to intervene, suggesting 
he could write a note to Wilson offering that both former 
presidents, Roosevelt and Taft, might be of some service.

Roger W. Straus
First Lieutenant, afterwards 

Captain, on the Staff of General 
W.S. Graves, American 

Expeditionary Force in Siberia.  
Now Major in the Reserve Corps.

Oscar S. Straus
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On August 18th he wrote: “Three cheers! I 
am as pleased as punch that you are now to 
have active service. I enclose the letter you 
request.” 

“To Whom It May Concern; This letter will 
be presented by Lieutenant Roger Williams 
Straus, of the United States Army. His father 
was a member of my Cabinet when I was 
President. The boy is a great friend of my 
son Kermit, and is a graduate of Princeton 
University. Both Lieutenant Straus and his 
family represent what is best in our American 
life. Faithfully yours, Theodore Roosevelt.”

We are pleased to have in our archive this 
album with its collection of letters by the 
Roosevelts to Oscar and Roger Williams 
Straus. Not only do they give us an important 
glimpse into American history before and 
during World War I, from a very personal 
perspective, they also provide us with 

new information of the great friendship between Theodore 
Roosevelt and Oscar S. and Roger Williams Straus. 

themselves the evil enemies of this country. 
They now advocate an inconclusive peace. 
… We ask that good Americans … uphold 
the hands of the Government at every point 
efficiently and resolutely against our foreign 
and domestic foes, and that they constantly 
spur the Government to speedier and more 
effective action.” 

In his November 23, 1917 letter to Oscar 
S. Straus, Roosevelt stated: “Wilson and 
Bryan are the very most contemptible figures 
without exception whatever that have ever 
had to deal with the foreign affairs of this 
country.” Surely he is referring to Wilson’s 
failure to act strongly and decisively, and to 
Bryan’s pacifism.

Theodore Roosevelt wrote to Oscar's 
son, Roger Williams Straus, at the War 
Department, Washington, D.C. on March 
12th, 1918: “You are doing your full duty. 
Serve wherever Colonel Van Daman thinks you can serve 
best. I am very proud of you, Roger.” 

Three Generations:
Oscar S. Straus, 

son Roger Williams Straus 
and grandson Oscar S. Straus II

about 1915

Percy Straus Play School
P. S. 113 in New York City

We have long known about public schools in New York 
City named to honor members of the Straus family. After 
the sinking of RMS Titanic a school is Brooklyn was named 
to honor Isidor and Ida. Straus Junior High School (Public 
School 109) was located on Dumont Street in Brooklyn, NY. 
It was dedicated on April 14, 1916. This school named the 
boys department for Isidor and the girls 
department for Ida. In addition, Isidor 
and Ida Straus School (Public School 
198) on Third Avenue at 96th Street, New 
York, NY was dedicated in 1958 to honor 
the Straus' philanthropy. Nathan Straus 
Preparatory School (Public School 140) 
on Ridge Street, New York, NY was 
dedicated in 1959. And the Jesse Isidor 
Straus School (Public School 199) on 
West 70th Street, New York was dedicated 
in 1964.

We have only recently become aware that 
New York City honored an additional 
family member by naming a summer 
play school program for Percy Straus. 

Percy, the middle of Isidor and Ida's three 
sons, was an integral part of the planning 
and implementation of the 1939/40 
World’s Fair that was held in New York City. It appears that 
the World’s Fair model included the conceptualization of the 
School of Tomorrow and of Play Schools. As a result, New 

York City opened a summer Play School at Public School 
113 at 113th Street and Seventh Avenue. It was operated 
cooperatively by the Play Schools Association and the Board 
of Education’s Department of Community Education. The 
children attended the school five days a week during the 
summer months, from 9:00 am to 4:30 pm. The program 

included a wide range of activities 
including music, drama, handcrafts and 
periodic trips, all supervised by city 
teachers. Lunches and afternoon snacks 
were served daily and afternoon naps 
and rest period were also part of the 
daily routine. Each year the City sought 
sponsorship of the program, and in 1948 
Donald and Beth Straus made possible 
the re-opening of the summer program 
with a contribution honoring the memory 
of Don's late father, Percy Straus. It was 
announced at that time that the school 
would be called the Percy Straus Play 
School. Mrs. Sara Straus Hess, Percy's 
sister, was vice-chairman of the American 
Women’s Voluntary Services, which had 
sponsored the program in 1947.

We’ve been unable to learn when the 
Percy Straus Play School discontinued its 

program. Public School 113 was closed by the NYC Board of 
Education in 1999.
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He rode with them only as far as Kaiserslautern, about 
eight kilometers away, while the rest of the family rode in a 
carriage. Then, Sara's half-brother Jacob boarded a train with 
them. The group traveled as far as Ferbach, a French frontier 
town, where they stayed the night. The following day they 
rode the train to Paris where they remained until August 29th. 
From Paris they traveled to Le Havre where they boarded the 
“St. Louis” and set sail for 
New York.

In his autobiography Isidor 
wrote, “Before the steamer 
had fastened to the dock 
my mother recognized my 
father impatiently pacing 
up and down and I clearly 
recall the lengthened 
minutes, which seemed like 
hours that elapsed between 
his first recognition and 
the time when we could be 
embraced in his arms.”

It is interesting to note that both Isidor’s first and last trip was 
aboard the maiden voyage of a ship; the “St. Louis” and then 
the “Titanic.”

October 19, 1915

Nathan Straus delivered 
a speech: “War and War 
Preparedness: What Shall 
Patriotic Men Do?” at the 
Second Annual Convention 
of the Layman’s Efficiency 
League, Synod Hall, Cathedral 
of St. John the Divine, New 
York City on October 19, 
1915. “I am glad to stand in 
the Synod Hall of this city’s 
great Cathedral to speak for 
peace. I am glad to stand here 
as a Jew and do reverence to 
the personality and teaching 
of that great Jew whom all the 
world recognizes as the Prince 
of Peace. … Of late years 

many, officially and otherwise, have joined the campaign for 
the prevention of disease and death. But how empty seem the 
efforts of individuals to save life, when the great organized 
nations are devoting all their energies to destroying life. How 
useless it seems to save the lives of the children, if they are to 
grow up merely to be made food for cannon, to lie mutilated 
in agony on the battlefield. I thank you, gentlemen of the 
Layman’s Efficiency League, for inviting me to say whatever 
is in my mind, without restriction or limitation. And I believe 
that what I will say as to the topic of the evening will be most 
strictly Christian as well as most truly Jewish. For the cardinal 

At the May 5, 2016 SHS board meeting it was suggested 
that our readers might find it interesting to learn about the 
anniversary of events relating to the Strauses. Taking this 
suggestion to heart, we’ve created an Excel spreadsheet with 
the anniversaries of events. Check out our Facebook page 
where we will post information about the events on their 
actual anniversary dates. 

Since the newsletter is published twice a year, and the number 
of anniversaries is great, we will present small vignettes 
about some of these events in each issue. We begin with an 
anniversary in September, and will proceed to present other 
stories, one for each month, through February. The next issue 
of the newsletter then will contain stories about some of the 
anniversary events that occurred in the six months from March 
through August. 

September 13, 1854

On September 13, 1854 Sara Straus, her four children 
Isidor, Hermine, Nathan and Oscar and a nursemaid arrived 
in New York Harbor aboard the “S.S. St. Louis.” This mail 
steamer was on its maiden voyage. Lazarus, Sara’s husband,  
emigrated to the United States two years earlier, during the 
summer of 1852. Although we don’t have the manifest from 
his trip, we know from his autobiography that his ship docked 
in Philadelphia, then the center of German immigration. After 
being advised that there would be better opportunities for him 
in the South, Lazarus traveled to rural Oglethorpe, GA where 
the Kaufman brothers, already in the dry goods business, set 
him up with a peddler’s cart and route. In his travels throughout 
the area, Lazarus arrived in Talbotton, the Talbot County seat, 
on Court Day. He said it was the first civilized place he’d seen. 
He decided to settle there and opened a dry goods store in 
the barber shop of Captain Curly. Once determining he could 
make a good living, he sent for his family.

Sara, who had suffered a stroke two years earlier, made the 
journey from the family home in Otterberg, Germany to 
New York with the four young children; ages four thru nine, 
accompanied by only the one nursemaid. She left Otterberg 
on August 24, 1854, with her father, who rode horseback. 

Anniversaries in Straus Family History

Sara Straus

Nathan Straus

"S. S. St. Louis"
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doctrine of the Christian religion is exactly the same as the 
doctrine of the religion out of which Christianity sprang. ... 
Peace does not mean that nations must weakly yield rather 
than fight. Peace means that the great nations must organize 
as a community and refuse to permit war, just as every 
community in the civilized world organizes and refuses to 
permit fist fights or duels or lawless acts of private vengeance 
or private aggression. It requires strength to enforce peace”

November 8, 1902

The new building of R. H. Macy 
& Company, on 34th Street at 
Herald Square in New York 
City was opened for business 
on November 8, 1902. The 
original Macy's building had 
been located at 14th Street and 
Sixth Avenue. Rowland Hussey 
Macy had founded the store in 
1858, after the failure of several 
other attempts to succeed in 
the dry goods business in New 
England. His first day’s sales 
totaled $11.06. In 1874, the 
Strauses opened a 25 x 100 foot 
concession in the basement of 
Macy’s 14th Street store to sell 
L. Straus & Sons merchandise: 
china, glass, pottery and 
majolica. It soon became the most popular department in the 
store. For the first time, dry goods and home furnishings were 
sold under one roof. It was on this distinction that Macy’s 
claimed to be the “original department store.”

In 1877 Macy died in Paris while on a business trip with 
Nathan Straus. Macy had no heirs who could take over the 
business and so a succession of extended family members 
became partners until 1888 when the Strauses became part 
owners. By 1894 they had become sole owners of R. H. Macy 
& Company.

Business was good under the Strauses stewardship and the 
original store kept expanding. Finally, there was no more 
room to expand on either 14th Street or Sixth Avenue. The 
Strauses knew there was going to be a northern expansion of 
the elevated train (what we now call the subway), and that a 

crosstown bus route was about to be created on 34th Street. 
The center of commerce up until that point was at 14th Street 
but they reasoned that the new transportation possibilities 
would bring people uptown to shop. They quietly bought up 
all the land on 34th Street between Herald Square and Seventh 
Avenue. There they built a modern emporium for shoppers. 
Isidor’s oldest son, Jesse, spent the summer of 1902 in Europe 
learning about advancements that had been made abroad. The 
new store had escalators, electric lights and turbines on the 
roof to generate electricity. Once the building was ready, the 
Strauses moved their merchandise at night using their delivery 
horses and carts. For eight nights they ran a steady stream of 
merchandise uptown to their new location. On November 8, 
1902 R. H. Macy’s & Company opened for business at Herald 
Square.

December 17, 1906

On December 17, 1906, Oscar S. Straus was named Secretary 
of Commerce and Labor under President Theodore Roosevelt. 
He became the first Jewish Cabinet Secretary in American 
history. Oscar, a Democrat, served under four presidents, 
both Democratic and Republican. He was named Minister 
to Constantinople from 1887 to 1889 by President Grover 
Cleveland and served again from 1898 to 1899. Once it 
became an ambassadorial post he also was Ambassador 
to Turkey from 1909 to 1910. Oscar was a great friend of 
Theodore Roosevelt and was instrumental in gaining the 
nomination for Governor of New York State for Roosevelt in 
1899. On becoming Secretary of Commerce and Labor, Oscar 
was in charge of the United States Bureau of Immigration. 
During his tenure, he ordered immigration inspectors to work 
closely with local police and the United States Secret Service 
to find, arrest and deport immigrants with anarchist political 
beliefs under the terms of the Anarchist Exclusion Act.

January 9, 1884

Isidor and Ida were married July 12, 1871 at the home of 
her father, Nathan Blun, at 28 West 38th Street in New York 
City. In the 1880 New York census, Isidor, Ida, Jesse, Percy, 
Sara, and Minnie were living at 28 East 55th Street. (Children 
Herbert and Vivian was born after 1880.) Both Isidor and Ida 
were concerned about the health of their growing family and 
felt the air in congested midtown was filled with pollutants 
that could cause health problems for their children. So, on 
February 24, 1879 they entered into a contract to buy a home 

R. H. Macy & Company
14th Street & Sixth Avenue

New York City

The Roosevelt Cabinet
Left to right: The President, Root, Straus, Garfield, 
Metcalf, Cortelyou, Taft, Meyer, Wilson, Bonaparte

1902 Sketch of Macy's new building



Page 8 STRAUS HISTORICAL SOCIETY NEWSLETTER August 2016

In October 1990 Robert K. (Bob) Straus (Jesse's son) called 
me (Joan Adler) and the Straus Family Project was initiated.

Bob had, for some years, been 
the unofficial family historian. 
In October, Bob called and 
explained that his family had 
owned Macy’s for almost 100 
years, but in 1986 were bought 
out in a very bitter leveraged 
buy-out. They were promised 
their family’s personal 
papers once the buy-out was 
completed but that promise 
was not kept. And there was 
no contract, just a handshake, to prove the commitment. Since 
1986, Bob had been hiring people to try to get the family’s 
papers out of Macy’s but none had succeeded. He asked if I 
thought I could do it. Eight months later I had copied more 
than 100,000 pieces of paper in Macy's archive. 

My next job was to read through the papers, organize them 
and have the Old German text translated into English. Some 
of these papers dated from the beginning of the 19th century. 
I transcribed the letters and began writing an item by item 
bibliography.

By 1993, Bob thought we should share our project with 
some of his relatives. We met at the apartment of his cousin 
John H. Straus. It was decided that I should start writing a 
newsletter detailing the work we were doing. We also decided 
to try to find living Straus descendants. As time went on, Bob 
became concerned that, if he should die (he was already at an 
advanced age), the project would die with him. So we formed 
a committee of relatives to oversee the project. It consisted 
of two members from each of the four branches: the Isidor, 
Hermine, Nathan and Oscar families. 

By 1998 we applied for not-for-profit 501(c)(3) status from 
the IRS. The advance ruling period began in October 1998 
with final approval granted January 2003. I can’t help wonder 
what Bob Straus would think of our very active and expanding 
Straus Historical Society today. I’m sure he would be pleased. 
And every year, especially in October, I am grateful for his 
initial call.

green, in order that others may be inspired to similar lives, 
some memorial will have to be erected.” Straus Square on the 
Lower East Side contains no statue or special memorial other 
than a plaque at one end of the Park, with a history of Nathan 
,and the reason why this Park was dedicated to him. Straus 
Square was rededicated by New York City’s Department of 
Parks and Recreation, and by the Straus Historical Society, 
on June 18, 1998. An article about the Rededication of 
Straus Square appeared in the August 1998 issue of the 
SHS newsletter. It can be found on the SHS website under 
Archives/Newsletters. 

on Bottom Road in the northernmost section of Manhattan, 
in an area known as Inwood. It was on a piece of land said 
to be the highest point in Manhattan. Once they moved to 
Inwood Ida felt the location was too isolated and that Isidor's 
trip to his office each day would be too long. On January 9, 
1884 they bought a house at 2745 Broadway, between West 
105th and 106th Street. An article about this house and the 
Strauses lives in it appeared in the August 2006 issue of the 
SHS newsletter. It can be found on the SHS website under 
Archives/Newsletters. 

February 3, 1931

Less than a month after the death 
of Nathan Straus, a resolution 
was passed on February 3, 
1931 by the New York City 
Board of Alderman to name a 
small triangular piece of land in 
Manhattan Straus Square. The 
plot was at the intersection of 
Essex Street, East Broadway and 
Rutgers Street. This location was 
selected because it was the site 
of Nathan’s last milk depot. The 
Board of Alderman’s declaration 
read, “… the designation of 
Straus Square pays tribute to the 
memory of a beloved son of New 
York who distinguished himself 
as a citizen, philanthropist and 
patriot.” The original proposal 
was for a monument to be 
erected in Central Park because 

this was the place where children of the whole city gathered 
to play. Nathan’s son, Nathan Straus Jr. opposed the idea. 
He stated that such a monument would have scandalized his 
father’s innate sense of modesty and that his father found joy 
in helping others. Nathan Jr suggested his father would have 
said, “Give the money to some charity.” He continued, “And 
yet, because the memory of good men should always be kept 

2745 Broadway, New York City

Rededication of Straus 
Square - NYC Parks & 

Recreation Commisioner 
Henry Stern unveiled the 

new plaque

Bonus Anniversary Story
October, 1990

Joan Adler
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In 1998, Craig E. Carlson, an expert on L. Straus & Sons 
American brilliant cut glass, sent SHS many articles he had 
written about the family firm and the people who founded 
it. Among them was a series of biographical notes taken 
from various trade journals and newspapers. One article 
that appeared in the Crockery and Glass Journal on April 5, 
1894 contained information about Lazarus Straus that has 
not previously been published in the SHS newsletter. It is 
presented here with Craig’s kind permission.

As background for what follows: Lazarus Straus, the family 
patriarch, was born on Otterberg, Germany on April 25, 1809. 
His father traded in grains, mainly wheat, clover and barley 
(and that of his neighbors) in the nearby markets. In 1838, 
Lazarus’ father died and Lazarus, the oldest of fourteen, became 
the head of the family. His farming operations were successful, 
and he was in comparatively prosperous circumstances until 
the Revolution of 1848. Following the failed 
Revolution and difficult economic times, 
Lazarus decided to immigrate to America in 
1852. He settled in Talbotton, GA and then 
moved to the larger nearby city of Columbus 
in 1863. 

“During the war, in common with many 
others, Mr. Straus had varied experiences. 
He was conducting a dry goods business and 
handled some crockery. While the blockade 
was in force there was much difficulty in 
getting goods. Occasionally some vessel 
would succeed in breaking through and 
landing a cargo. Hearing of the arrival, Mr. 
Straus would immediately proceed to the 
port to purchase such goods as he could get. 
The owners could and would exact enormous 
prices. Ginghams were bought by Mr. Straus at a dollar a yard 
sometimes. He mentions an instance of having paid a dollar a 
yard on goods he sold for two dollars a yard, and then lost half 
a dollar owing to the rise in the price of gold. He bought coffee 
and paid a dollar a pound in gold. This was for his own use, and 
so rare at that time in those parts that his neighbors esteemed 
it a great favor to be invited in to drink a cup of coffee."

“It was in 1865 that he came to New York. He was led to the 
crockery business from the fact that he had always found it 
hard to get stock of crockery for his Southern store. He had 
bought the most of his line of these goods in Philadelphia 
prior to the war, and the rule was to put the order in and 
await the good pleasure of the shipper. So he hired the store 
165 Chambers street, and bought about 400 crates of English 
goods. The business was a moderate one. Staple goods were 
first dealt in, and gradually fancy goods were introduced, and 
more wareroom space was added. In 1873 the firm, which had 
originally consisted of L. Straus and his son Isidor, under the 
style of L. Straus & Son, was changed to L. Straus & Sons on 
the admission of Nathan Straus (his second son) and his son-
in-law Lazarus Kohns." 

"In 1870, Mr. Straus paid a visit to his old home in Germany. 
His mother, age eighty-six, was still living, and he found but 
few changes. While there the war in France broke out, and he 
could not  get back to New York had he wished to; but as the 
government had quartered troops in his native town, and a 
dozen had been billeted at his mother’s house, he promised 
her that he would remain until the soldiers were removed."

“He celebrated his eight-fourth birthday a short time ago, but 
he still remains head of the firm and the family. He comes 
down to the store on Warren street nearly every day, and takes 
an active part in the conduct of the business. He is a man who 
has read a great deal, and is especially well versed in Hebrew 
literature. Very few of the most learned rabbis have pursued 
the study of Hebrew and the Hebrew people more thoroughly 
than he has. He is actively connected with Temple Beth-el on 
Fifth avenue, and has been a member of it for twenty years. 

He is a director of its Sunday school, and 
devotes much attention to this. His personal 
appearance is very striking. For a man of his 
age he is very handsome and active, He is very 
popular in the big business district in which 
his firm is located and his failure to appear 
at his store is always followed by a host of 
inquiries from neighboring merchants. 
Persons who have read Mr. Wheatley’s article 
in the Century on ‘The Jews of New York,’ will 
remember an illustration showing an old man 
in the act of applying a torch to the Everlasting 
Light in the Temple Beth-El. That was Mr. 
Straus. While thus attentive to his religious 
duties, he was not failed to keep abreast 
in other matters and is always a supporter 
of liberal movements. … His charities are 
many, and are liberally dispensed. He has a 

perfect host of pensioners who are recipients of his bounty, 
and the sick, the crippled, and for the helpless, as well as 
the institutions which care for them and for the orphan, are 
liberally remembered."

“Mr. Straus has a fund of humor always at his command, and 
he enlivens the family circle with many amusing anecdotes 
drawn from literature and from his varied experience. He 
is continually encouraging his sons to take an active part in 
public affairs, and impressed upon them the duty so at all 
times fulfilling the obligations that rest upon a public-spirited 
citizen. Few men evince a more ardent love of country than 
he does.”

Lazarus Straus died in 1898, just four short years after this 
article was written. And, although I have studied the history 
of this amazing man and his family for more than twenty five 
years, this article presents new facets of Lazarus’ personality 
that I did not realize. In future newsletters I plan to write about 
some of the other interesting new information presented by 
Craig in these articles.

Lazarus Straus - A New Look

Lazarus Straus (1809-1898)
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Recent SHS Presentations
Guides Association of New York City

March 2nd

On Wednesday, March 2nd, Joan Adler presented a program 
about the Straus family and the monuments dedicated to them 
in New York City. This program was hosted by the Guides 
Association of New York City (GANYC) and was held during 
their Monthly Membership Meeting. The presentation took 
place in the Chapel of St. James in The Cathedral of St. John 
the Divine and was attended by well over 60 members. The 
presentation was followed by a very lively Q&A. Thank you to 
Dave Gardner and Nina Mende for inviting us to speak and for 
helping to make this presentation such a success!

Suffolk “Y” JCC
March 28th

On Monday, March 28th, Joan presented a program on the 
history of the Straus family to the Women's Club of the Suffolk 
“Y” JCC in Commack, Long Island. Beginning at 2 pm, Joan 
and Catherine set up tables filled with photographs and 
other information about the Straus family. The presentation 
was attended by more than 40 ladies and was followed by an 
interesting Q&A session. Thank you to Myra Rosenthal for 
making this presentation possible. This was Joan’s second 
presentation at the Suffolk “Y” JCC and we hope to return in 
the future.

The Anne Frank Center USA
March 29th

On Tuesday, March 29th, Joan gave a presentation about her 
book, For the Sake of the Children: The Letters Between Otto 
Frank and Nathan Straus Jr. at The Anne Frank Center USA 
in New York City. The presentation began at 6:30 pm and 
was followed by a Q&A.  Thank you to Rebecca Faulkner, the 
Deputy Director of the Anne Frank Center, for inviting us and 
for coordinating this event. Joan's book is available for sale on 
the SHS website: www.straushistoricalsociety.org/publications

Temple Beth Torah
May 6th

On Friday, May 6th, Joan gave a presentation about her book, 
For the Sake of the Children: The Letters Between Otto Frank 
and Nathan Straus Jr., at Temple Beth Torah in Melville, Long 
Island. The presentation, which was held after Yom Hashoah 
and Shabbat Services was attended by more than 70 guests, 
following a catered dinner. The Q&A after Joan’s talk was 
lively with many interesting questions and comments. We are 
thankful to George Borsuk who invited us to his synagogue 
and to all those who attended.

International Association of Jewish Genealogical Societies
August 7th-12th

On Friday, August 12th, at 10 am in Seattle, WA, Joan gave a 
presentation entitled, “My Family: I Could Write a Book.” The 
title of this talk came from a compilation of vignettes written 
by Edith Maas Mendel about her family and published by SHS. 
(It is a available for purchase on the SHS website) This talk is 
specifically designed for the IAJGS conference as it illuminates 
the western branches of the family and their very different and 
often humorous activities. 

Georgia
November 4th-8th

Joan and Catherine have been invited to attend Mike and 
Debbie Buckner’s annual Harvest Days in Old Talbot Festival. 
The Festival will be held the first weekend in November on the 
5th and 6th from 10 am to 5 pm. 

GANYC

Temple Beth Torah

Suffolk "Y" JCC
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News From
Friends of Straus Park

by Al Berr
photos by Joe Arbo

As friends and followers of Friends of Straus Park know, the 
original dedication of the park was held on April 15, 1915.  
To commemorate the 101st anniversary of that notable event, 
we offered a display of Titanic memorabilia in the park on the 
Saturday closest to the date – April 16, 2016.

The display was chiefly from the collection of Ian Robertson, 
a good friend of the Friends, whose Titanic knowledge 
is encyclopedic and available at the drop of a query.  He 
brought photos, some of which we had not seen, facsimiles of 
newspaper accounts of the period, and copies of song sheets 
inspired by the event.  Most interesting was a small-scale 
reproduction of a Titanic lifeboat, down to the fine details – a 
grim reminder of the scarcity of actual lifeboats on the ship.  At 
one point in the afternoon, a walking tour came by and stopped 
to learn even more than had been promised them about the 
park’s history.  Obviously, the park is a prominent feature of 
walking tours of the neighborhood.   (Ian Robertson’s email, 
for those who may be interested, is www.oceanlinerrow.com).  
It was a satisfying event.   

It has been a tradition for Friends of Straus Park to present 
at least two events annually, one in early summer and one in 
early autumn.  Last year, our autumn event was rained out, 
so that it was incumbent on us to schedule the summer event.  

This year, on Saturday, June 25, we presented a concert by 
the popular Blue Vipers of Brooklyn.  We have engaged them 
for previous events, and always to enthusiastic response, as 
it was again.  The Vipers are four young men who are drawn 
mostly to the songs of the twenties, thirties, and forties – a 
repertory that is familiar and yet played with a contemporary 
feel.  Their instruments are guitar, saxophone, bass, and 
percussion.  The guitarist is the vocalist, and the percussion 
consists of a washboard with a cymbal attached to each side.  
Very effective.

It was a lovely summer day and those who attended were most 
appreciative.  Of course, we always want as much participation 
as we can get.  Our gardener, Joe Arbo, made sure, as he 
always does, that the park was looking bloomingly splendid.    
The Friends’ president, Virl Andrick, supplied a portable tent 
which afforded welcome shade for some of the audience, and 
later, for the band.  All in all, it was a very pleasant afternoon 
and we were pleased.

Our next event, Art in the Park: A Day Long 
Celebration of Art, Music and Food, is scheduled 
for Saturday, October 1. The hours will be 10:00 to 5:00.  
Most likely, there will be no rain date.Please mark it in your 
calendars, and, of course, wish us good weather.

Lovely spring flowers at the Park

Above: 101st Titanic commemoration event at the Park
Below: Blue Vipers of Brooklyn
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Available from the 
Straus Historical Society, Inc.

www.straushistoricalsociety.org/publications

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- $40.00

The History of the Jews of Otterberg by Dr. Hans Steinebrei, 
translated by Frank and Sue Kahn and Dr. Andreas J. Schwab. 
This excellent publication contains a large section dedicated 
to the Straus family. Many photographs complement the text. 
Published in English by the Straus Historical Society, Inc. 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

A Titanic Love Story: Ida and Isidor Straus by June Hall 
McCash. Extensively researched and beautifully written, 
author June Hall McCash honors Ida and Isidor Straus' lives 
in her biography of this remarkable couple. Hard cover with 
dust jacket - $30.00

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.

You Are Invited

The Board of Directors of the Straus Historical Society, Inc. 
invites you to attend a meeting of the board. Attendance need 
not be in person. The next meeting will be held October 5th, 2016 
in New York City at 6 PM.  Participants may join by conference 
call. There is no obligation to join the board or to contribute 
to the Society. This invitation is extended so that all those 
interested in SHS may have an opportunity to participate and 
to share their views. Please contact Joan Adler by phone at 631-
724-4487, or at info@straushistory.org for further information.

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 two donation checks from AmazonSmile! 
Keep on shopping!

Did You Know ….

    The S.S. Manhattan was set to sail from Southampton, 
England on August 31, 1939. Ralph I. Straus, son of Percy 
and Edith and grandson of Isidor and Ida, along with his 
wife Matilda, had just spent the summer in Europe and were 
booked to sail home to New York aboard the Manhattan.  
Ralph received a cable from the United States Lines that read, 
“We regret to advise that according to information received 
this morning, the departure of the S.S. Manhattan from Havre 
has been delayed…We ask your kind indulgence during our 
difficulties created by the present emergency situation in 
Europe.” The following day, September 1, 1939, Germany 
invaded Poland, marking the beginning of World War II. 
         The Manhattan was granted special diplomatic certification 
to accommodate approximately 450 passengers more than 
her capacity. According to an article in the New York Tribune 
from September 8th, “more than 500 were quite happy to 
sleep on army cots and extra beds in the public rooms…
describing their cramped quarters as actually being as gay as 
a school dormitory.” Most of the overflow passengers were 
Americans. Ship’s officers and crew gave up their own quarters 
to the passengers, half of whom left behind some of their own 
baggage, as there was not enough room on the ship. The ship 
was at sea when war was officially declared on September 3rd. 
The 1,573 passengers, including Ralph and Matilda Straus, 
were certainly overcrowded on this voyage, but were happy to 
be transported home to the United States.


