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The story of mass Jewish migration 
from eastern Europe to the United States 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries has been recounted in great 
detail from numerous perspectives, 
including economic dislocation, cultural 
disorientation, separation from family, 
and loss of status. Among the immigrants 
were a small number of staunch adherents 
of the Hebrew movement whose adjust-
ment to America took a specific path. 
Such individuals, influenced by the ide-
als of the Russian Haskalah movement, 
were dedicated to the strengthening 
of Jewish culture in Yiddish, Russian, 
and especially Hebrew. Devoted to the 
goals of the Hibbat Zion (Love of Zion) 
movement, they looked toward Palestine 
to realize their dreams, but only a small 

number of them succeeded in immigrating there. Many, because of politics, 
money, opportunity, or family ties, relocated to the United States. A unique 
window into the challenges of such immigrants can be found in the life of one 
of these individuals, Aron Shimon Shpall.2

Already in eastern Europe, Shpall belonged to this small group of Hebraists 
that saw itself as a cultural elite dedicated to promoting the Hebrew language 
as part of its broader devotion to the national-cultural revival of the Jewish 
people in Palestine. As a result of increasing impoverishment, violence, and 
government discrimination, many of these Jews left eastern Europe, particularly 
just before and after World War I. Some migrated not to Palestine, but to the 
United States, bringing with them a strong sense of mission and commitment 
to the dissemination of Hebrew culture, language, literature, and education. 
They debated whether or not they constituted a “movement” or whether the 
group should consist of elite writers and educators or should strive to influence 
the American Jewish population at large. But they came together in New York 
in 1917 to establish the Histadrut Ivrit of America, an organization dedicated 
to encouraging the knowledge and use of the Hebrew language, the publication 
of Hebrew books and periodicals, and an interest in Hebrew culture.3 

Aron Shimon Shpall, n.d.
(Courtesy Peggy K. Pearlstein)
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Not all Hebraist immigrants lived in New York. 
Some traveled the country in search of employment, 
and many ended up in small towns and cities as 
teachers in Talmud Torahs. These independent 
educational institutions, based on the eastern 
European heder metukkan (improved heder), offered 
intensive supplementary education on Sundays 
and on weekdays after public school. Dedicated to 
educating children who would be fully at home in 
both American and Hebrew culture, these schools 
became the normative form of Jewish education in 
the first four decades of the twentieth century. The 
Hebraists introduced the ivrit be-’ ivrit (Hebrew in 
Hebrew) method, i.e., the translating of the Hebrew 
of the Pentateuch or the Hebrew textbook into other 
Hebrew words rather than into Yiddish or English. 
In this way, they—to use the phrase coined by scholar of American Hebraism 
Alan Mintz—“kidnapped” Jewish education in the service of the Hebrew 
movement. Suffering from isolation and loneliness as they attempted to convey 
their love of the Hebrew language to uninterested children of immigrants, these 
far-flung American Hebraists saw themselves working in the trenches to enrich 
the Jewish cultural lives of the younger generation of American Jews.4

Settling in New Orleans in 1922, Shpall was one such individual. In 
addition to his work as a Jewish educator, Shpall over several years authored 
numerous letters and other papers.5 Thanks to this correspondence—most of 
which was written in a beautiful, literary Hebrew—the reader gains an intimate 
view of how one individual consciously worked to make Hebrew not only a 
dynamic force in Jewish life but also, as Mintz has described it, “the living tissue 
of daily life.” Through Shpall’s writings, one gains insight into how he fortified 
his passion for Hebrew despite the challenges and personal disappointments 
of living in the United States instead of Palestine; settling in New Orleans, a 
community far from the center of Jewish life in America, in a city where only 
10,000 of 400,000 residents were Jews; and serving as a teacher after having 
been a high school principal in Russia.6 

Aron Shimon Shpall was born in Belozerka, Russia, on 18 February 1875. 
According to the family genealogy scroll that he updated, he was “educated in 
Torah and Hasidut,” and his father was a poor teacher. By the age of fifteen 
or sixteen, Shpall was forced to leave home to support himself, and like many 
yeshiva boys, he found work teaching in various villages. He notes that he 
enjoyed his work in each community, and this early, positive experience no 
doubt influenced him to pursue a career as an educator. Eventually, Shpall 

Shulamith Shpall, n.d.
(Courtesy Peggy K. Pearlstein)
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found work in a progressive Jewish school. As an adult, he lived in the town of 
Kremenets, married Shulamith Guber, and reared four children.7 

Before World War I, Kremenets was a town of about thirty thousand 
people, of which more than one-third were Jews. Since the non-Jewish residents 
lived mostly in the outskirts of town and in the mountains, Jewish residents 
of the town and its suburbs felt it to be predominantly Jewish. Kremenets had 
long been associated with the ideals of the Haskalah, for Isaac Baer Levinsohn 
(1788–1860), one of the founders of the Russian Haskalah, was born in 
Kremenets and returned to live there from 1823 until his death in 1860. In 
1907, a co-ed heder metukkan opened in town. It provided a more modern 
Jewish education, and its students soon became the most active members of 
the local Zionist movement.8 

Shpall earned a living first as a Hebrew tutor, teaching Torah to students 
privately and in small groups. He eventually became the principal of a Russian 
gymnasium9 for Jews. Among the well-known intellectuals in the town who 
promoted cultural Zionism and aliyah, Shpall spoke and wrote in Yiddish and 
Russian as well as in Hebrew. But he was most passionate about the revival 
of the Hebrew language and, according to the Kremenets memorial volume, 
Aron Shimon Shpall’s home “was the first in which Hebrew was the spoken 
language.” Shpall spoke Hebrew to his three daughters and son. Although 
Shulamith shared her husband’s interest in Hebrew, she spoke and wrote in 
Yiddish, thus ensuring that her children would know both languages well.10	

Polish passport of Aron Shimon Shpall, issued 2 June 1921
(Courtesy Shuly Rubin Schwartz)
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When Poland governed the area after World War I, it outlawed Zionist 
organizations, yet Zionist activity continued undiminished underground. 
During this period, several Zionist leaders were subjected to sudden arrests.11 
According to family lore, Shpall was among them. Although he was freed, he 
surely anticipated another arrest and feared that he might not gain release a 
second time. As he explained, he decided to leave because of “persecutions by the 
Bolsheviks and the Poles, and other terrible disasters that befell us in our town 
of Kremenets.”12 Shpall’s brother and sisters, who had left previously and settled 
in Denver, Colorado, sent him the necessary travel expenses and affidavits, and 
Shpall and his family received Polish passports on 21 June 1921.13

For reasons that are unclear, the family did not leave immediately, and 
Shpall had to request that his visa be ratified again by the American consul in 
Poland. He wrote in Hebrew and included an English translation, for, as he 
explained, he wanted to write the letter himself and to his great regret was not 
fluent enough to compose a letter in English.14 In his request, Shpall mounted 
a series of arguments to promote his case. He invoked Talmudic logic, noting 
that his visa had already been approved on 2 June and, according to “our Jewish 
laws,” “‘What is resolved can’t be revolved.’”15 He explained that, “I am going 
to Colorado, a province not populated very much, and my settlement there will 
have no bad influence upon the material life of the inhabitants.” Clearly aware 
that immigrants to the United States needed to demonstrate that they would 
be productive members of society, Shpall further reassured the consul that his 
family is “very well educated” and will certainly be “valuable citizens” in time. 
Finally, he noted that as an experienced teacher with the status of a “privileged 
person,” he hoped that he would be granted permission to immigrate with  
his family.

Despite this formal appeal, Shpall felt conflicted about leaving Kremenets, 
an emotion that he later captured in a letter to his children: 

Our homeland is dear to us. Even dearer to us is the city that we were born 
in and that we spent years of our lives in. We have extra affection for our 
family, and the home of our parents is the dearest of all. However, all the 
time that we live in our homeland and among our family, we don’t recognize 
their worth. We look at all that is happening and it seems natural.… But it is 
different if things change, and we need to separate from our native land, and 
our birthplace and our father’s house.16 Then feelings of affection are awakened 
within us. . . We do not have longings for our motherland, because the land 
where we were born was like a mean stepmother to us. She embittered our 
lives and saddened our souls. If not for the 3 million of our brothers who live 
there, it could be overturned along with Sodom and Gomorrah17 and the world 
would have lost nothing. But beneath this, we have longings for the city of 
our birth, but not the whole city, rather just the Jews who live there.18 
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Saddened at the thought of separating from the Jewish community where he 
spent “the best years of life,”19 Shpall experienced further emotional turmoil 
as a passionate Zionist forced, by circumstance, to immigrate not to Palestine 
but to the United States. As he described in his diary:

Yes! I dreamt sometimes of leaving this country, but for the sake of an entirely 
different country; of that country, to which I am bound historically, love for 
which I had sucked in with my mother’s milk, for the restoration of which I 
have worked all my life. 

I dreamt of leaving this country for the sake of that country, which although I 
never was there, every corner of it is well known to me and loved by me; each 
name, as of those places, that are mentioned in the Bible, so of the new colo-
nies there, sounds so sweet in my ears. “Hebron,” “Jerusalem,” “Bethlehem,” 
“Petach Tikva,” “Rishon l’sion,” “Merhabiah.”20 How beautiful, how charming 
are these names! There, to Palestine, had my heart always attracted me.… 
And suddenly, America! What does the name say to my soul? What relation 
to me has Denver, Colorado, where I am going to?21

Shpall described the two groups of emigrants that he encountered on the 
first leg of their journey: the pioneers en route to Palestine and those immigrat-
ing to the United States. “And I belong to the second category! To the small 
one. I become insignificant in my own eyes.”22 But listening to others, Shpall 
realized that “many of the ‘Americans,’ like me, longed for Palestine, but for 
various reasons they could not attain their desire. On the other hand among 
the ‘Palestinians’ were such as would willingly go to America, but that being 
impossible, they go to Palestine.” Speaking to his fellow travelers gave Shpall 
needed perspective: 

It became clear to me that everybody would rather remain at his old home. 
Nobody desired to go, but everybody had to go. We all run, or, to speak more 
correctly, we flee. And when somebody flees, there is no question: “Where 
to?” Where your feet carry you! Where you have the possibility! “Save, who 
can!”

Yet there was a marked difference between the two categories. The Palestine 
pioneers were happy, joyful. The peace of God  seemed to radiate from 
their countenances. Each of them had worked in his own way for the Zionist 
ideal, and now when it is destined that they be driven from their home, they 
go to Palestine to realize with their work, with their life, that ideal. An end to 
the diaspora! They depart from slavery to freedom. 

The “Americans,” on the contrary, go from one slavery to another, from 
one diaspora to another. This is perhaps the reason, why they are so 
depressed!… 

מעבדות לחרות
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At last we all began to deplore the dreadful position of the Jews in Russia and 
Ukraine, the ruin of the greatest and best part of Jewry, upon which all Jews 
of the world put their hope, as upon the vanguard of our revival in Palestine. 
We came to the following conclusion: The last events in Russia and Ukraine, 
that had ruined in a terrible manner the largest part of the Jewish people, must 
open the eyes of all the Jews in the world to understand that (only then) we can 
be secured in the future from such ruin, when we will have our own land. 

All our hopes now should be turned to Palestine and America. As in the 
first, so in the second we need pioneers. In the first—to build up the land, 
in the second—to wake up our American brethren to give material for the 
building. 

Thus we made up a compromise: Everybody’s voyage is not in vain. We all 
will be engaged in furthering our national aspiration. In different ways, we 
will work for one purpose. 

Our good humor awoke. Our faces cleared up. We promised each another 
[sic] not to haul down our national flag.… 

And with the song “Hope” [Ha-Tikvah] we arrived at Warsaw. There we bade 
each other a hearty farewell. The Palestine pioneers went to the Palestine 
office, and we, as American pioneers, to the “HIAS.”23

Shpall’s thinking evolves during his journey, as he copes with the anger, 
disappointment, envy, and pain caused by both emigration and the reality 
of immigrating to the United States. Shpall comes to terms with his lot by 
recognizing that in extreme times, one goes where one can and makes the best 
of life’s circumstances. Rationalizing that some pioneers would work the land 
in Palestine, Shpall would work the mind and the spirit in the United States, 
influencing American Jews to support the Jewish national-cultural ideal.

Upon arrival in the United States on 6 May 1922, Shpall and his family 
went directly to their sponsors, his brother and sisters in Denver, Colorado. 
Given Shpall’s aspirations, he soon grew restless in Denver. Shpall traveled to 
New York, where he met the Hebrew poet, Ephraim E. Lisitzky, principal of 
the New Orleans Communal Hebrew School. Lisitzky invited Shpall to teach 
in his school, and, accepting his offer, Shpall moved his family to New Orleans. 
He served first as teacher and later as assistant principal of the school until his 
death in 1935.24

Jews first settled in New Orleans in the early nineteenth century—a genera-
tion earlier than in Denver—and the first synagogue was organized in the 1820s. 
By the interwar period, despite its relatively small number of Jews, the city had 
a full complement of Jewish charitable, benevolent, and social organizations for 
men and women; about half a dozen synagogues; a Jewish hospital, the Touro 
Infirmary; and a weekly paper, The Jewish Ledger, which began publication in 
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1895. The communal Hebrew school was organized in 1910, but its early years 
were marked by frequent changes in personnel and sponsorship.25 

Despite these Jewish amenities, cultural life in New Orleans was meager, 
and Shpall’s decision to settle there no doubt rested primarily on the chance 
to work with Lisitzky in promoting Hebrew culture. Lisitzky, a noted Hebrew 
poet and educator, was born in Minsk in 1885 and immigrated to the United 
States at age fifteen. After trying out various learning environments and trades, 
he became principal of the Milwaukee Talmud Torah in 1916. Two years later, 
he moved to New Orleans to serve as principal of the New Orleans Communal 
Hebrew School. One of a core group of Hebrew poets in America at that time, 
Lisitzky remained in New Orleans for the rest of his life. Under his direction, 
the school developed the reputation of being one of the best of its kind in the 
United States.26 

In an article27 on Hebrew education in New Orleans, Shpall described 
Lisitzky as a well-known Hebrew poet and distinguished teacher. Shpall notes 
that Lisitzky introduced the ivrit be-’ ivrit method of teaching28 to the school 
and “achieved results in New Orleans that no one believed possible.” In New 
Orleans, which Shpall described as being “in a remote corner far away from 
the center of Jewish life,” Lisitzky and his teachers educated American-born 
children to speak, read, and write Hebrew fluently. The rigorous high school 
curriculum included instruction in the Hebrew language, grammar, language 
usage and style, Bible, Prophets, history, Aggada, rabbinics, and Hebrew litera-
ture. Students took both written and oral exams. According to Shpall, Lisitzky 
and his faculty succeeded because they saw education “not as a source of income 
but as sacred work.”29 They did not limit their work to teaching in the school; 
they dedicated themselves to education broadly. They offered adult education 
classes in the evenings, established a Young Judaea chapter to enhance the Zionist 
cultural education of the children, and encouraged the students to be involved 
in the Young Israel synagogue located next door to the school.30 

What emerges from careful consideration of the curriculum is a school 
dedicated to an enlightened, traditional education. Students studied sacred 
Jewish texts, and Lisitzky tied the school to a synagogue, thus rooting it in 
traditional Jewish living. In Shpall’s article one feels both his personal pride in 
the school and its accomplishments and his regional pride that this school put 
his city on the map Jewishly: “Thanks to this school, New Orleans has become 
the Jewish national spiritual center of the south.” An exaggerated assessment, 
perhaps, but one that surely reflects Shpall’s understanding of his work as being 
part of a larger project: the flowering of the nationalist-cultural movement in the 
United States, a movement that reached it height during the interwar period. 
This also helped Shpall justify his decision to work in the school and make a 
life in New Orleans, Louisiana.31 

Despite his pride in and devotion to the school, Shpall, like Lisitzky, 
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furthered his national-cultural passions by remaining involved in the larger 
Hebrew and Zionist movements of the day. He kept up with Zionist affairs 
and continued to serve as a Hebrew correspondent even after he emigrated, 
contributing to Ha-Zefirah from the United States.32 Shpall cultivated a group 
of friends who shared his Zionist longings. His wife, Shulamith, became 
involved in Hadassah.33 Acting on sentiments expressed in his diary, Shpall 
helped raise money for Keren Kayemet (Jewish National Fund). Frustrated at 
the inertia of his brethren in the year after the 1929 Arab riots in Palestine, he 
explained: “Every one of our people in America must now get organized for holy 
work, to collect money for Keren Kayemet. The redemption of the land must 
now stand before the eyes of every Jew, every day, at every time and in every 
hour! Will the people fulfill the sacred obligation that is thrust upon them in  
this emergency?”34

Shpall also kept up with the political climate in the British Mandate in 
Palestine. For example, in the aftermath of the Arab riots, he worried about 
the waning British support for a Jewish state and expressed continuing support 
for Chaim Weizmann: 35 

Right now, there is no calm for Zionism. MacDonald36 betrayed us and 
Weizmann is our leader. And he not only betrayed us, rather he slapped our 
cheeks in disgrace. In Parliament, it was openly declared that the Balfour 
Declaration remains valid, and that the government of England will do all that 
is in her power to make it a reality. This is the interpretation. But the actions 
are the complete opposite of the interpretation.37 He took back 3,300 licenses 
that the government gave in Israel for the immigration of 3,300 pioneers. 
His actions angered the entire Jewish world. In all of the communities of our 
brethren, the Jewish people, they are organizing protest meetings against the 
betraying, cunning English Government. In the land of Israel on Thursday, 
a general strike of workers was organized as a protest against the villainy 
that England committed. Polish Zionists are demanding the dismissal of 
Weizmann. This knowledge made a great impression on me. The riots that 
were organized in the land of Israel last August [1929] did not disturb our 
calm as much as this abomination of MacDonald now.… But even so, there is 
no reason to lose hope. Whether the English do or don’t want it, Eretz Yisrael 
is ours. “Because to you and your seed, I will give this land.”38 That is God’s 
promise to Abraham, and God will fulfill His promise.39 

Agitated that the British were making it harder for Jews to realize their national-
ist dreams, Shpall found comfort by recalling God’s biblical promise. Perhaps 
he identified with the patriarch Abraham—a pioneer in a new land sent by God 
to win over others to the nationalist cause. 

Shpall and his friends continually dreamt about Palestine, discussing the 
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possibility of purchasing land and eventually settling there themselves. One 
Passover, in the home of family friends, 

we spent time in conversation until minha time.… [W]e spoke on the matter of 
traveling to Eretz Yisrael. Dr. Cohen is thinking of buying land in Eretz Yisrael 
and planting an orchard. Palter is also thinking about doing this. And after 4 
or 5 years, they will travel there happy. On the last day of Pesah, Mr. Lisitzky, 
his wife, and their daughter came over, also Milikovsky and Bloch,40 and we 
all spent time together until 4 o’clock. And again we spoke about the matter 
of travelling to Eretz Yisrael. Lisitzky also wants to buy land in “Netanya,”41 (a 
moshava named for Nathan Straus42) and plant an orchard and make aliyah. 
In general, a movement arose among us to travel to Eretz Yisrael.… But we 
can’t think about this matter, for a simple reason, that we have no money. 
Milikowsky[’s]… full desire is that we should make aliyah. “A family like 
this”—he said—“must live in the Land,” and America is not a place for us. But 

where will we 
find the money? 
Your mother is 
a l s o  prepa r-
ing to buy an 
orchard, and in 
five or six years, 
she wants all of 
us to go to Eretz 
Yisrael. 43

Shpa l l  a l so 
poured tremen-
dous energy into 
his own family—
rearing children 
who spoke Hebrew 
and who were com-
mitted to further-
ing the nationalist 
movement in their 
own adult lives. 
This commitment 
motivated him to 
begin a regular 

regimen of writing, first to his daughter Edith and her husband Jacob Pearlstein44 
from the time of their wedding and move to New York in 1930, and subsequently 
to his daughter Deborah and her husband Samuel Citron, who also settled in 
New York.45 Shpall wrote to them almost daily (except for the Sabbath), three 

Letter from Aron Shimon Shpall to Jacob and Edith Pearlstein,  
11 March 1930
(Courtesy Shuly Rubin Schwartz)
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times a week in Hebrew and at other times in Yiddish,46 and he encouraged 
them to write to him in Hebrew as well. 

Shpall tried to ensure that Edith and Jacob would further nationalist ideals 
in their home not only by speaking Hebrew but also by participating in the 
activities of the New York Hebraist circle. Shpall and other Hebraists around 
the country maintained their connections to each other primarily by devour-
ing the weekly editions of the Hebrew newspaper Hadoar,47 which brought 
news about American Jewish life in general and the activities of the Histadrut 
Ivrit in specific. It also published poetry, stories, and literary criticism, while 
including event and life cycle notices of interest to its readers. Shpall knew that 
by living in New York, Edith and Jacob would be able to socialize in person 
with other Hebraists, and he was determined to make that happen. First and 
foremost, he urged them to call upon Menachem Ribalow48and his family. 
Ribalow was a leader of Histadrut Ivrit of America and editor of Hadoar. As 
Shpall recounted:

We were so happy to hear that you spent a full hour in the company of Mr. 
Ribalow, who welcomed you warmly. This is a good beginning for your future 
life. Alas, this is my hope and desire, that you will befriend the writers and 
learned ones of New York, and so that the home that you build, God willing 
soon, will be a gathering place for intellectuals. People like this, people of high 
spirit, dear values; and you must get to know their friends. Therefore take 
advantage of their invitation and visit their home on the intermediate days 
of Passover. According to the words of Lisitzky, Mr. Ribalow’s wife is herself 
an intellectual, good hearted and comfortable with people. And my strong 
desire is that you will get to know women like this and join their group.49 
And when the time comes and you move to your own home, invite them to 
you.… Mr. Lisitzky, his joy upon hearing that you visited Mr. Ribalow and 
spent an hour in conversation with him in Hebrew—surpassed all measure. 
“We have nothing to be ashamed of with our students”—he called out with 
enthusiasm. “Look New York at the fruits of our labors.” And when I told 
him that you too, Jacob, my dear one, were also there and participated in the 
conversation, his eyes lit up with joy. What a wonderful couple! He cried out 
in merriment. They will build a national Hebrew home.50

Because of Shpall’s broad interests and contacts, he also encouraged his children 
to connect to Yiddish writers as well as Hebrew ones. 

Go to a social gathering with Peretz Wiernik.51 And even though I don’t yet 
have details about this gathering, I am certain that you won’t be lacking 
spiritual nourishment there either; rather you will meet respected people 
of a different kind. I gather that in this gathering, only writers in Yiddish 
newspapers participate. These writers, even though they write in Yiddish, 
are all learned, and know Hebrew well; they write in these newspapers only 
because that is how they make their living. The Hebrew language, to our 
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regret, cannot feed a hungry belly. As of now, she is a sacred tongue that is 
used only for the sake of spiritual enjoyments, a bit of Sabbath pleasure like in 
Tel Aviv. And for the sake of making a living, a lot of our more outstanding 
writers… must use the weekday language. Hebrew is the language of the soul; 
Yiddish is the language of the body. In my opinion, the former provides food 
for the soul, the latter, for the body. But when Yiddish writers get together, 
they too occupy themselves with spiritual matters.… From the evaluation 
that you send me on this gathering, we’ll argue about whether I am right.… 
I am certain that at the meeting of the Histadrut that you were invited to, 
even though the participants will be Hebrew writers, that is, masters of the 
spiritual language, despite this, they will speak there about practical matters, 
day-to-day matters. Because the situation of the “Hebraists” is very bad, 
and when they get together, they will talk about money. And that’s how the 
positions become reversed.52

Conceding that Yiddishists could be intellectuals, and cognizant of how hard it 
was to make a living as a Hebrew writer, Shpall nevertheless made his preference 
for Hebrew apparent at every turn: 

The Hebrew language is different from all other languages; what is especially 
different is our relationship to it. In every other language that we write in, 
we aren’t so careful about the beauty of the language; and if, on occasion, 
we will commit an error in grammar or style, it’s of no matter. This is not 
the case with our language. It is called the sacred language. And our ties to 
it are like they are to everything sacred. Everything that we write or that 
we prepare to write, is with reverent awe. Even I, for whom the language 
flows freely from my mouth, and especially from my pen, even so, I use the 
language only in serious times, and even the secular subjects that I write 
about in this language are pulled by a thread of holiness. And if I want to 
recount “What’s new?” matters or things that don’t require close attention, 
I use Yiddish. In this language, I’m not careful; sooner or later, I rely on my 
pen. In the hours that are in Hebrew, I watch my pen, so that nothing goes 
out that is not corrected.53 

Shpall relentlessly encouraged his children to improve their Hebrew, some-
times playing the role of cruel taskmaster and, at other times, overflowing with 
compliments about how amazing their achievements were. Since letters from 
the children to Shpall were not preserved, one can glean the impact he had on 
them only from his letters to them. Anecdotal evidence abounds about what 
his children actually did in their homes or how much they cared about Jewish 
learning and Hebrew culture in their own right. From Shpall’s letters, one sees 
primarily the effort they expended trying to please him.54 They made sure to 
tell about actions they took to advance their Jewish knowledge and facility with 
Hebrew. For example, he writes to them: “Good for you for reviewing the Scroll 
of Esther together on Purim eve. This is a good start. My advice is that you 
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review the weekly Torah portion each and every week, not with cantillation 
but with some commentary.… Review Torah together. Also learn the rest of 
the Bible and read Hebrew books.”55 Shpall would offer hearty praise and fierce 
advice in the same breath: “You have done well, reading the newspaper that you 
got, ‘Hadoar,’ together. Take it upon yourself as an obligation to do this every 
week.”56 And, “When will you start writing letters in Hebrew?… Yehudit’s57 
spelling is a little defective, but she excels in knowledge of the language; her 
language is rich and vivid. Help each other, and what one lacks, the other will 
supply.”58 Again, it is not clear to what extent they succeeded, but Edith and 
Jacob reported to Shpall that they had begun reading Abraham Mapu’s “Ahavat 
Zion” together.59 They surely knew how happy he would be to learn this, and, 
in fact, he was overjoyed: “I am happy to hear that you are busy with Torah, 
that is in reading Hebrew books; from reading you will move on to writing, 
and you will occasionally write Hebrew letters, and in this way you will inherit 
broad knowledge of the Hebrew language.”60 Though Shpall encouraged his 
children to further their Jewish learning on all levels, his devotion to Hebrew 
culture, his “Torah,” rose above all other interests. 

Shpall was unrelenting in his insistence that his daughter and son-in-law 
strive to respond to his letters in Hebrew. The stubbornness and iron will that 
he believed necessary to revive the Hebrew language and the urgency and 
importance of the task comes through loudly in his exhortations: 

Concerning Jacob’s asking my advice on how you can overcome the slovenli-
ness that has clung to you with regard to writing letters in Hebrew, I can 
answer with only one word: will. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. You just 
have to decide, that once a week or once every other week, you must write a 
letter in Hebrew, to take it upon yourselves, to extract a promise.… I write 
to you three times a week: On Monday, Wednesday and Friday. And there 
were times when welcome and unwelcome visitors showed up at our house 
occasionally for visits and interfered with my letter writing, or other matters 
came up that could not wait for me to deal with—but I live up to my rules. 
I am writing my letter in its time, on Friday, in Hebrew. Look at me and do 
the same. You both write a beautiful Hebrew. I save Jacob’s letters still, and I 
enjoy them. And Edith excels in the art of writing. Nothing is lacking except 
for will. Fortify your will, and then everything will turn out well. And the 
essential part is to set aside a day. On such and such a day, you must write 
Hebrew. And this needs to be a rule that cannot be breached.61 

Edith and Jacob strove to emulate Shpall’s example, choosing to speak Hebrew 
to their newborn daughter, Gilla. Shpall was overjoyed, but again offered 
unsolicited advice:
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I was so happy to hear that you have already started to speak Hebrew to her. 
Well done! But I want to know your method. Are you speaking to her only 
in this language, or are you mixing up the languages and sometimes using 
the Holy tongue and sometimes English? If so, you’ll have nothing to show 
for your efforts. You will be confused, and the little one will be confused. 
You must make speaking Hebrew to her mandatory and not optional, fixed 
and not temporary. And then the little one will grow up and the language 
will be with her.62

Later, he reinforced this message: “My joy is doubled in knowing that you have 
gotten accustomed to turning to her only in Hebrew, and her ears absorb only the 
sounds of our language. Continue on this path, and you will be successful.”63

Shpall’s daughter Deborah married Samuel Citron in December 1934. 
Citron, a trained attorney, was also a Hebraist and later a Jewish educator. They 
too lived in New York City, and Shpall’s letter-writing regimen expanded to 
include them. Shpall believed that the lives that his children led in New York 
vindicated his life’s work, for they illustrated the success of both his school and 
his commitment to Hebrew in the home. (Eventually all four of his children 
would make their homes in New York.64) They were living proof to him that 
Hebrew could flourish in the United States, and in this way, his children fulfilled 
his hopes that he too would succeed as a Jewish nationalist pioneer despite having 
made his home in the American South and not in the Middle East. 

An insatiable writer, Shpall dashed off postcards when unable to write longer 
letters. On his way home from his son Leo’s 11 August wedding, Shpall mailed 
postcards from each stop. On 25 August 1935, he wrote from Baltimore that 
they would arrive early in Washington, DC; he joked that he felt shortchanged 
and ought to get a refund! On a card postmarked 10:00 AM on 26 August from 
Atlanta, Georgia, Shpall reported that they slept, ate, and were enjoying the 
trip. Later that afternoon, he sent another card from Montgomery, Alabama, 
noting a delay, but concluding that it was of no import.65 Four days later, on 
30 August, Shpall died of a heart attack at the age of sixty.66 

Along with his fellow Hebraists, Shpall was buried in the Ahiever Society67 
section of Old Montefiore Cemetery in New York. Though he lived only thir-
teen years in the United States, spending the vast majority of that time in New 
Orleans, he nevertheless contributed to the flowering of the national Hebrew 
movement through his work in the school, his writings, and especially his own 
children. He lived to see his daughter build a life in New York filled with the 
values, friends, home life, and passions that he held dear. Though the Hebraist 
flowering in America never reached the heights that its leaders hoped it would, 
for a brief period of time, this movement enriched the lives of individuals like 
Aron Shimon Shpall, who, though living in remote Jewish communities in the 
United States, managed to build and sustain rich Jewish lives in the service of 
the Hebrew movement. 
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