THE SCRIBE
THE JOURNAL OF THE JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

Featured in this issue

Focus on the Furniture Industry
Books in Review

THE SCRIBE
THE JOURNAL OF THE JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

FOCUS ON THE
FURNITURE INDUSTRY

Volume XXXIII • 2013

This issue of The Scribe has been generously supported by:
The Betty Averbach Foundation.

Editor: Cynthia Ramsay
Publications Committee: Gary Averbach, Betty Nitkin, Harley Rothstein,
Perry Seidelman and archivist Jennifer Yuhasz, with appreciation to
Josie Tonio McCarthy, Marcy Babins and Michael Schwartz
Layout: Western Sky Communications Ltd.
Statements of fact or opinion appearing in The Scribe are made on the
responsibility of the authors alone and do not imply the endorsements of
the editor or the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia.
Please address all submissions and communications on editorial and
circulation matters to:
THE SCRIBE
Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia
6184 Ash Street, Vancouver, B.C., V5Z 3G9
604-257-5199 • info@jewishmuseum.ca • http://www.jewishmuseum.ca
Membership Rates:
Households – $54; Institutions/Organizations – $75
Includes one copy of each issue of The Scribe and The Chronicle
Back issues and extra copies – $20 plus postage
ISSN 0824 6048
© The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia/Jewish Museum and Archives
of British Columbia is a nonprofit organization. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored or transmitted without the written permission of the publisher,
with the following exception: JMABC grants permission to individuals to download
or print single copies of articles for personal use. A person may reproduce excerpts
from articles in the journal for any purpose that respects the moral rights of the
authors, on the condition that the source is fully acknowledged. Permission does
not extend to other kinds of copying, such as copying for general distribution, promotional purposes, new collective works or resale.
Printed on 100-percent post-consumer recycled paper with vegetable-based inks.

Cover Photos: See photo sources throughout the publication.

THE JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES
OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) was
founded on January 25, 1971, under the direction of historian Cyril
Leonoff, with assistance from the National Council of Jewish Women
and Canadian Jewish Congress, Pacific Region. By 2002, the
JHSBC’s collection had become so extensive that it became
apparent that a formal archives was needed to house their records.
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia ( JMABC),
administered by the historical society, officially opened to the public
on March 25, 2007.
The JMABC is the preeminent and authoritative body for the
gathering and sharing of community memory of Jewish life in
British Columbia. Through its publications, education programs,
public events and the operation of the archives, the JMABC collects,
researches, preserves, exhibits and interprets archival material
and artifacts related to the history of the Jewish people in
British Columbia.
The archives’ holdings comprise records from 70 organizations,
families and individuals, and cover the years 1860-2013, with
predominant dates of 1920-2005. As of publication, the archives
holds 300 linear metres of textual files, 300,000 photographs and 700
oral history interviews.
The Scribe is the annual journal published by the JMABC. As an
anthology, often with peer-reviewed articles, it seeks to cover
all aspects of the Jewish experience in British Columbia and
Western Canada, including history, culture, art, literature, religion,
communal activities and contributions to the development and
progress of Canada.

THE SCRIBE
Volume XXXIII • 2013
CONTENTS
I. Editor’s Introduction 7
II. Focus on the Furniture Industry 29
From the JMABC Collection: Oral History Excerpts – The Furniture Industry 29
From the JMABC Collection: Images of the Furniture Industry 145
Addendum: Not (Yet) in the JMABC Collection 157
Comparison Shopping 193

III. Recent Publications 203
IV. Archivist’s Report 209

7

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION
To say that the stories in this issue of The Scribe captured my
imagination would not only be cliché but an understatement. This is
my fifth year editing the annual Jewish Museum and Archives of
British Columbia ( JMABC) journal and, while I’ve found every edition interesting, this one was different somehow – this became clear
to me a few weeks into the month it took to prepare the first draft. I
was driving my cousin home and, as I sat in my car at the stoplight at
the corner of Hastings and Burrard, looking at the Marine Building
dwarfed by the tall glass structures that comprise so much of
Vancouver architecture nowadays, I had the sensation of having
been transported into the future. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized
how much I had been mentally living in the downtown of the
1930s-1960s.
Far from being broken, the spell was enhanced. I have lived in this city
for more than 20 years and, since I arrived, the downtown landscape
has changed completely. I can’t even count the number of skyscrapers
that have been built over those years. And yet, the hours I’ve spent
looking at archival photos (and videos), the number of times I read
and re-read the oral histories while editing them, the weeks I’ve spent
squinting at city directories from the 1880s to the 1980s, the number
of internet searches I’ve conducted – what I have discovered has completely changed my perspective. As much as Vancouver has grown,
there are so many tangible reminders of its past: a new awning covers
the original tile inlay that still runs underneath; a shop has tripled in
size, it has upper windows that weren’t visible in the 1950s, yet the
vents and supporting pillars show it to be the same store; the interior
has been gutted and modernized, yet the preserved façade goes back
some 100 years.
Not only do I look at the city differently, but I have a new appreciation
for my day job. As the owner/publisher of the Jewish Independent (for-
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PUBLIC DOMAIN; CITY OF VANCOUVER ARCHIVES 145-1

Images like this one of a National
Furniture billboard seen looking south
from the north end of the second
Granville Bridge, circa 1948, had me
watching a three-part series from the
Vancouver Public Library’s online
archives on the building of the current
Granville Street Bridge. The one
pictured here was built in 1909,
replacing the bridge before it; the
current bridge was built to the west of
this one from 1951-54, running
tightly up against the still-extant (for
now) Continental Hotel on the left,
whose bottom floors no longer get
any sun.

merly the Jewish Western
Bulletin), I have always understood the responsibility the
community newspaper has to
document history as it happens. But never have I benefitted from it so much as a
resource, as I worked to determine – mainly for the furniture dealers included in this
issue’s Addendum, but also for
parts of the oral history
excerpts – whether the person
was Jewish, whether they were
related to someone else with the same last name, whether they had
passed away, etc. Thanks to the initiative of the JMABC a few years
back, Multicultural Canada scanned all of the surviving hard copies of
the JWB/JI from 1928-2005 and put them online. While the search
function leaves a lot to be desired – the optical character recognition
software must have been relatively new at the time – it does find valuable information. Every article, birth, wedding, meeting and other
social announcement, every obituary, every advertisement, every item
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offers a glimpse into someone’s life, and this edition of The Scribe
would be much less robust without this resource.
The idea to focus on the furniture industry in its heyday first arose in
2003. At that time, much was done by the JMABC (then called the
Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia) to secure interviews
with the people who had taken part in it, or their children, if they had
already passed away: 11 of the 18 interviews herein were conducted
then, and the gathering process for images and other information
began. As things often happen in life, the idea went no further at that
time, but, in large part due to Gary Averbach, who has a personal
interest in the subject, having been part of this historic period, it
resurfaced – and I am very happy and honoured to have been one of
the many people who have brought it to fruition.
In addition to the 2003 interviews, there were seven others (one from
1983, one from 2012 and five from 2013) – all 18 were conducted by
volunteers. Volunteers also transcribed them all: in their entirety, these
interviews comprise more than 235,000 words. Approximately 35,000
of those words, or some 15%, form the oral history section and the
first part of the Addendum of this journal. Slightly more than half of
the topic-related photos available in the JMABC were used in the
From the JMABC Collection sections of this issue, with photographs
from the City of Vancouver Archives and Vancouver Public Library
supplementing the Editor’s Introduction and Addendum sections. All
this is to say that the JMABC and its compatriots are an incredible
resource and this edition of The Scribe is but a small sample of what
they have in their collections.
This edition is also an example of what the JMABC could have
among its holdings if more members of the community supported the
work that it does: financially, through donations and/or by volunteering. The additional information gleaned from the JWB, the city directories for Vancouver, the B.C. Archives’ online genealogy database,
various internet searches and in-person City of Vancouver Archives
visits helped fill in gaps, some of which would not have existed had it
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been possible to schedule one more interview or if one more photo or
document had been donated.
That said, much of the research for this edition was done to fulfill my
own curiosity. Having read their oral history interviews, I wanted to
know more about the people featured here, their families, their businesses. I wanted to know what it was like to be a part of the generation that helped build Vancouver and who survived and (mostly)
thrived through its economic ups and downs, the intense competition,
different municipal and provincial government policies and plans,
society’s ever-changing tastes, and other developments. I also have,
since owning the JI, often flipped through its pages and wondered
what it would have been like to be part of the generation that built
this Jewish community and its institutions.
So, the focus of this edition of The Scribe spoke to me in many ways,
and I have never spent so much of my free time hunched over my
computer. After having chosen the photos and edited the oral histories for the From the JMABC Collection sections, I tried to gain an
overall picture of Vancouver from its beginnings to the 1980s, to
place our furniture dealers in the context of the city’s history.
In each of the city directories, which were published from 1860 to
1996, there is an introduction that was updated slightly from year to
year, and also a page of statistics. In the Vancouver directories, which
start in 1887, these statistics include a range of relatively random
markers of progress, from population figures, to average rain- and
snowfall, to the number of telephones in service, the number of
hotels, apartments, churches, theatres, banks, parks, schools, etc., to
exports and imports, to the percentage of houses owned, to the cost
of electricity and per capita purchasing power.
The 1887 directory has lots of now-fun facts in it. For example, the
Oppenheimer brothers – among the most well-known of Jewish community and Vancouver “founders” – placed third in a ranking of principal property owners, with an assessed value of some $125,000, about
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$2.8 million today.1 Ahead of them were only the Canadian Pacific
Railway Co. ($1 million in 1887 dollars) and Hastings Saw Mill Co.
($250,000 in 1887 dollars). Related to the topic of this Scribe, there
were four furniture manufacturers listed, none of whom were Jewish;
though the two cigar factories likely were Jewish-owned, given their
names: Kurtz & Co., and Jack Levy.
Mainly using the Vancouver directories and the city’s business licence
registers (which the City of Vancouver Archives has for most of the
years from 1886-19392), I tried to figure out who might have been the
first Jewish furniture dealer with a storefront that sold furniture (either
used/new), not just “second-hand goods,” as this term could comprise
almost anything and, in the early years, usually not furniture. Leads
often resulted in the second-hand dealer selling clothing, crockery, or
things other than furniture. Another complicating factor was that “furnishings” in older times meant clothing, as in “gentlemen’s furnishings.”
Zebulun Franks was one of Vancouver’s first Jewish residents. While
he ultimately owned a second-hand store, he started out in fruit, then
went into fruits and tobacco, then groceries, then hardware, then
finally a second-hand junk store in the 1896 city directory. In 1897,
he’s listed under his name as being in second-hand furniture, at 44
Water Street, but doesn’t appear in the business classifieds.
A. Goldstein is listed in the 1888 directory as owning a second-hand
store on Cordova Street. His 1898 marriage licence reveals his first
name to be Adolph, a name not yet unpopular, and it states his profession as “manufacturer’s agent.” The 1894 Mercantile Guide to Cities and
Suburbs of the United States of America: California and Northwest Edition
describes him as being in “clothing and general merchandise,” which
could have included furniture, but it’s not clear whether it did.
The city directories put an end to hopes that Harry Greenburg
(Greenberg, Greenburgh, Greenbarg or Greenbarge, depending on
who was writing/typing the name) bought his 1887 second-hand
licence for furniture sales – turns out, he was a “clothier.” The busi-
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nesses licences for K. Levi and S. Grossman were also for clothing.
Joseph Brown may have been Jewish, but he, too, was a “secondhand clothier.”
Jacob Izen appears in the 1903 business licence register. In the city
directories, he is first listed in 1891, in “fruit, groceries, tobacco, etc.,”
and is similarly listed until 1895, when he is in second-hand goods. In
the 1897 directory, his name listing becomes quite prominent and
mentions furniture:

In the business classifieds that year, Izen is listed both under Furniture
and Second-hand Goods. In none of the three listings does his store
address appear but it is in the 1898 directory, as 77 Cordova.
So, it’s likely that Franks or Izen, either or both, were the first Jewish
furniture dealers in Vancouver. On the hawkers, pedlars, second-hand
dealers and furniture pages of the business licence registers, there are
countless Jewish-sounding names, however. Flipping through the pages
of these huge, leather-bound, handwritten accounting books at the
archives, it is exciting as names like Jossem, Newman, Omansky, Wosk
begin to appear, as well as those of so many others who are included in
this journal. Examining the pages further yields even more names to be
researched one day, such as that of Joseph Morris paying the $50 fee for
his second-hand store at 1117 Granville Street: his presence in the JWB
suggests that he probably was Jewish, and his store is listed as Hudson
Furniture in the city directory.
Going from the specific to the general, to get an idea of the furniture
industry as a whole, online searches led to a diverse assortment of
publications and data. None of these finds was particularly helpful;
however, some were interesting. Four are worth mentioning briefly,
starting with one of the most frustrating dead ends: Firm Name List for
British Columbia: Ninth Census of Canada, 1951.3 Only conducted in
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Part of a page from the 1934 Vancouver business licence register, housed at the City of
Vancouver Archives. Notice George Newman’s name for three payments for Dominion
Furniture, once for Newman Furniture. On either side of him are two of the larger
competitors at the time, the Hudson’s Bay Co. and William Worrall.

1951, Table 1 on the next page gives the numbers of employees for the
Jewish-owned furniture companies that were included in the census
that year. This information for other years would have been useful.
The next find was a 1980s annotated bibliography4 of research on the
furniture industry that proved to me what I had already figured out by
then – there is barely any academic (or other) research on the topic,
and what little existed 30-plus years ago does not seem to have been
supplemented much. Most of the extant sources listed focus on
Ontario or Quebec, and even those seem to examine the styles or
manufacturing aspects of furniture, rather than the economics of the
industry or furniture retailers.
A 2006 article in the Canadian Encyclopedia5 also focuses on the
manufacturing side, though it acknowledges that there are three levels to the industry: manufacturing, distribution and retail. It notes,
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Table 1: Number of Employees by Firm, 1951
Firm Name

Number of Employees

Alberta Furniture Co. Ltd.

7

Belmont Furniture Co.

9

Dominion Furniture Stores Ltd.

28

Franks Y.

13

National Furniture Stores Ltd.

27

Pelzman & Son

12

Sears Ltd.

2

Standard Electric & Furniture Ltd.

12

Stork Craft Ltd. (manufacturing)

14

Stork Craft (furniture retail)

1

United Upholstery Co.

12

Source: Firm Name List for British Columbia: Ninth Census of Canada 1951. The
publication is stamped Bank of Canada Library, but no publisher is indicated.

“The first Canadian furniture company was established in Berlin
[Kitchener], Ontario, in 1830; the next, in Toronto in 1834. The
industry developed considerably in the last half of the 19th century,
mainly in Ontario. There were a few factories in Quebec before
1900, but the industry, particularly in the medium to low price
ranges, developed there primarily after WWII.
“Furniture is considered, in economic terms, an ‘elastic commodity,’
and is very sensitive to economic changes,” the article continues.
“This sensitivity was obvious in the 1930s, when production fell by
two-thirds between 1930 and 1933. It is an export-oriented industry,
with 53 percent of production being shipped outside of Canada, and
95 percent of exports going to the U.S.”
Canada was “the fifth largest exporter of furniture in the world” at the
time the article was published, the Canadian industry comprising
“household furniture, including mattresses (38.5 percent), office and
institutional furniture (40.8 percent), wood kitchen cabinets and
counter tops (17.9 percent), and blinds and shades (2.8 percent).”
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The comment on furniture being an “elastic commodity” is supported
by data in a chapter of the 1983 publication Historical Statistics of
Canada.6 While hard to decipher, and the copious explanatory text for
the data tables doesn’t say whether the dollar figures are adjusted for
inflation, the data show the general economic ups and downs over the
45-year period that covers much of the time in which the furniture
dealers in this issue of The Scribe were doing business.
From 1923 to 1929, retail sales of furniture and household goods consistently increased in Canada. The pursuant negative growth lasted to
the mid-1930s, when positive growth began anew and continued
through to 1955. The latter half of the 1950s saw a decline, then furniture stores’ retail sales picked up again. The first half of the 1970s
experienced a higher growth rate than almost all of the previous fiveyear periods (except the early 1950s, according to one table).
While such data tell a part of the macro picture, the oral histories in
these pages allow readers to share a glimpse into how the economic
conditions affected retailers on an individual level. They also allow us
to draw some conclusions about the factors influencing the local
industry’s rise and decline.
When deciding that this year’s Scribe would focus on the furniture
industry, there were four main suppositions, based on our general
knowledge of the topic. First, “the golden age” was the 1950s, perhaps
into the 1960s; second, many, if not most, of the stores’ founders were
first-generation immigrants to Canada; third, most of these first-generation businessmen began their careers as pedlars or junk dealers;
and, fourth, that most of the businesses were in the family for only
one or two generations.
There have been so many Jews involved in the furniture, or a furniturerelated, business that it is nearly impossible to study them all. To test
the first supposition (when the “golden age” occurred), it was decided to
focus on Granville Street, despite other areas – notably West Hastings,
Gastown, Main Street – having many furniture and junk/salvage stores.
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To streamline the process, I examined only four blocks on Granville
Street: from the 900 block through the 1200 block, the stretch of the
street between Smithe and Drake. From the oral histories, our publication meetings (in which the names of some store owners for whom
we did not have oral histories came up) and the city directories, I
determined when each of the known Jewish-owned stores was located on that strip of Granville.
Starting with the directory street listings for 1940, 1945, 1950 and 1955
because these years had the highest numbers of known Jewish-owned
stores, all of the furniture stores in the four-block area were highlighted. Identifying the other owners was a relatively easy task, as the city
directory name listings include each company’s owners. I then searched
the JWB and the B.C. Archives’ genealogy database for those names.
Table 2 shows the approximate years that the Jewish furniture dealers
featured in this issue were on the area of Granville being studied.
In 1945, there were an estimated 22 furniture stores on Granville
Street between Smithe and Drake – 17 of which turned out to be
Jewish-owned. This was the year in which there was both the largest
number of furniture stores in this four-block area, as well as the
largest number of Jewish-owned stores. (See Map 1.) However, when
the search was expanded to include more five-year increments, it was
discovered that the number of Jewish-owned furniture stores as a percent of all furniture stores in this part of Granville peaked in 1965,
when some 12 of 13 stores were Jewish-owned. In 1965, as in other
years, there were multiple locations of the same store on these four
blocks; in this instance, there were two Shelly’s at Belmont, three
Donner’s, Parker’s and Parker J, and two West furniture stores.
Rounding out the Jewish-owned stores in 1965 were the Vogue,
James and Lionel furniture stores; the only non-Jewish store was
Wolfe & Dobson.
So, our assumption of when the “golden age” of the Jewish furniture
business was somewhat correct, as the 1950s and 1960s had the highest percentages of Jewish-owned furniture stores along this part of
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Table 2: The Approximate Years that the Jewish-owned
Furniture Stores Featured in this Issue of The Scribe were on
Granville Street between Smithe and Davie, as Listed in
the Vancouver City Directories*
Pioneer

1919-1958

Newman / Dominion

1922-1963

Wosk’s
Apex
Alberta / Crescent
A1
Granville

1932-1943, 1946-1961
1933-1948
1933-1950, 1953-1957
1934-1951
1934-1938, 1940-1942

Stanley

1934-1957

Cut Rate / Belmont / Whitewood

1935-1962

Kurtz

1940-1941

Parker’s / Parker J

1940-1956

National

1941-1958

Artcraft Fixtures

1942-1944

Lionel

1942-1966

Forsts

1944-1950, 1959-1961

Donner’s

1945-1970

Hope’s

1945-1962

Crescent / Kiddies Arcade

1945-1955

Peerless

1945-1948

Quality

1945-1949

West / J West

1949-1985

James**

1959-1982

Shelly’s at Belmont

1963-1977

* These are best estimates of when these stores would have been located on this strip
of Granville Street. It is not meant to be a comprehensive list, and it is important to note
that sometimes the same owner(s) had more than one store located on this part of
Granville during the years indicated. As well, the city directories contain errors, and
dates are often a year or two out because of the lag tim e between when an event actually happened and when the directory was able to publish that information. The upside
is that all of the listings would be out by approximately the same amount of time.
** Because this list only includes furniture dealers, James Furniture is listed only from
1959. Before then, James Furniture was called James Radio and it did not sell furniture;
however, it was along Granv ille from 1931-1958, albeit with a spell in the 800 block. The
House of Drapes is not listed, even though it was on Granville, as it did not sell furniture;
as well, it was located outside of the catchment area by a block.
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Map 1: Granville Street 1945
– Retail Furniture Dealers

Granville. However, in raw numbers, the street’s furniture industry
peaked in 1945 and the number of stores was already decreasing by
1950. (See Table 3.)
With regard to the other three suppositions with which we headed
into producing this issue of The Scribe, the second and the fourth of
them still hold.
Between the oral histories and the other information discovered about
these stores’ founders, it was confirmed that the majority were immigrants to Canada. Looking at the principal founding owners whose
birthplace could be determined, more than three-quarters of them

Editor’s Introduction

19

Table 3: Furniture Stores on Granville Street between Smithe and
Davie, 1925-1985, as Listed in the Vancouver City Directories*
Year

Total number
of stores

Jewish-owned

Not Jewish-owned,
or Don’t Know if
Owner(s) Jewish

1925

8

6

2

1930

9

5

4

1935

21

13

8

1940

18

14

4

1945

22

17

5

1950

18

15

3

1955

15

13

2

1960

16

13

3

1965

13

12

1

1970

9

7

2

1975

5

3

2

1980

4

2

2

1985

4

1

3

* These are best estimates of the number of stores located in this four-block strip of Granville
Street. It is important to note that, in many instances, the same owner(s) had more than one
store on these blocks.

were born in another country, mainly Poland and Russia. The rest were
born in Canada to parents who were first-generation immigrants.
Of the stores for which the generations of ownership are clear, about
two-thirds of them lasted only one or two generations. There were a
handful that lasted more than two generations and, of course, some are
still ongoing, such as Paramount Furniture and Dales Manufacturing,
both of which are currently in their second generation.
The third supposition, however, about how these furniture owners got
their start, remains unproven. Almost half of them appear in the city
directory for their first time as the owner of a store, which is sometimes
categorized as second-hand, but often simply as a furniture store. It
seems that at least seven of the owners began as pedlars or salvagers
without a fixed business address, and about the same number began as
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salesmen (almost all
in a family- or Jewishowned furniture store)
before heading out on
their
own.
The
remaining handful
worked at various jobs
before getting into the
manufacture or sale of
furniture.
More
research would have
to be conducted to Though now home to Tom Lee Music, James Furniture
was located at 939 Granville Street for almost 30 years.
determine the most
common career path followed by Jews in the furniture business.

The stories of how these furniture dealers (and manufacturers) came
to Canada and/or got started in the business, how they struggled to
make a living, how they dedicated themselves to their stores, and how
they remember those days, or how their family remembers them,
make for incredibly interesting – and educational – reading. What’s
particularly interesting is that, independently of each other, the interviewees corroborated each other’s stories on the factors that contributed to the rise and fall of the industry along Granville Street.
Jewish furniture retailers as a group enjoyed great success for a period
of at least 30 years, from the mid-1930s through the 1960s, even the
early 1970s. Some of the common reasons given for this success were:
• The owners were immigrants (or the children of immigrants) themselves, so they spoke many languages and could communicate better
with their customers than could other store owners.
• Because the owners were immigrants (or the children of immigrants), they weren’t adverse to giving credit to members of the growing immigrant population, something other stores were hesitant to
do, at least on easy terms.
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When Forsts first went out to East Hastings in the 1920s, they took over the 2400 block
store by store. Eventually, they took over the 2500 block, knocking down the houses and
building what the Vancouver Sun called the “largest suburban store in Vancouver” when
it opened in 1940. This photo of the store was taken in April 1941.

• These stores thrived during the postwar period, when the economy
(consumerism) and the population were growing.
• In the face of stiff competition, these owners used every type of
media to advertise, they continually offered special deals, they kept
abreast of the trends and changed the stock to fit the day’s tastes, even
changed their store’s structure when necessary (going from used to
new furniture, from retail to wholesale, for example).
By the mid-1970s, however, most of the Jewish-owned furniture stores
had closed, or at least moved off Granville Street. The reasons for
doing so were both positive and negative. Explanations from the oral
history interviewees included that:
• They (or their family) took advantage of the city’s relative newness
and bought real estate, which then appreciated enormously, allowing
them to get out of the furniture business.
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• Increasing suburbanization took more and more potential customers
into outlying areas, negatively affecting the overall downtown area,
not just the furniture dealers.
• The advent and subsequent popularity of the warehouse concept
(big box stores) made it harder for the smaller independent stores
to compete.
• Faced with tigher economic circumstances and more supply from
Asia, consumers became more concerned with affordability and
(immediate) availability than with quality.
• The decision to create the Granville Mall took car and pedestrian
traffic off the street, and the building of the Eaton’s downtown and
then Pacific Centre took even more potential shoppers off the street.
• Either the first/second generation involved did not want their children to go into the business, or the second/third generation wasn’t
interested in taking over the family business.
Such observations illustrate the complexities of the topic. While the
oral histories and the research they inspired for this edition of The
Scribe offer answers to many questions, such as the main factors
underlying the industry’s “golden era” and what contributed to its
decline, several others remain. For example, why was this industry so
dominated by Jews, and how did being in the retail business impact
family life? Nonetheless, I hope that the addition of some context and
analysis makes this issue of The Scribe an even more compelling read
than it would have been on the incredible value of the oral histories
and the images from the JMABC collection alone. In that vein, nowthen comparisons for a few of the Jewish-owned furniture stores are
featured on the next several pages.
No doubt, there are Granville furniture families that have been missed,
but time did not permit further investigation. As the journal’s editor, I
take full responsibility for any mistakes and apologize in advance for
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them and any omissions. Much to my chagrin, I will never be able to
travel backward and actually meet the people who started these furniture businesses, nor will I be able to experience the city as they did.
Time travel, alas, remains possible only in our imaginations.

ENDNOTES
1. This is a very rough estimate using the Bank of Canada’s inflation calculator
and a ratio based on U.S. data to determine what an 1890 dollar might buy in 2013,
as the Canadian calculator only goes back to 1914.
2. The city’s business licence registers can be found in its City Permits and
Licences Department fonds, series 383.
3. Stamped as part of the collection of the Bank of Canada Library, the survey
was only conducted in that one year, according to an e-mail from library staff.
4. Compiled by W. John McIntyre, a retired professor at Seneca College, the bibliography can be found at http://journals.hil.unb.ca/index.php/MCR/article/
view/17053/23022.
5. Written by Lise Buisson, the article can be found at http://thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/furniture-industry.
6. Catalogue No. 11-516-XWE, published by the Social Science Federation of
Canada and Statistics Canada in 1983. The chapter “Section V: Internal Trade” was
written by Mel. S. Moyer, then a professor at York University. It contains data from
1923-1975 on retail sales, including those of furniture stores.

(RE)SOURCES USED THROUGHOUT THE JOURNAL
Jewish Western Bulletin online archives, 1928-2005, is available at multiculturalcanada.ca/contentdm_search.
B.C. Archives’ genealogy database has access online to births (1854-1903), marriages
(1872-1936), deaths (1872-1992), colonial marriages (1859-1872) and baptisms
(1836-1888) at search-collections.royalbcmuseum.bc.ca/Genealogy/BasicSearch.
Vancouver city directories, 1887-1987, published by B.C. Directories (1951-1987);
Green, Rowlans E. (1899-1900); Henderson Directory Co. (1890-91, 1897-1923);
Hodgson & Co. (1896); Picken, M. (1887); Sun Directories Ltd. (1934-1950);
Williams, R.T. (1888-1895 and 1899); Wrigley Directories Ltd. (1924-1933). Online
access is available to directories from 1860-1955 at vpl.ca/bccd/index.php. Access to
directories from 1956-1996 can be made at the City of Vancouver Archives.
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VANCOUVER PUBLIC LIBRARY 5855

Though taken from different ends of the block, these two images show the east side the
1000 block of Granville Street. In the 2013 shot above, what used to be Belmont
Furniture is now a couple of different stores, one of which is Samesun Backpackers Lodge.
In the photo from 1938, that building is the near the far end of the block, the building next
to the Hotel Belmont, from which the store took its name. Dominion Furniture is the first
larger building in the 1938 image, the one after the Hotel Regal in the 2013 photo.

CYNTHIA RAMSAY

Editor’s Introduction

The Forsts building in the 2500 block of East Hastings contains multiple stores
nowadays, but the centre doorway still gives its origins away, even when compared to
a grainy photo from the July 11, 1941, Vancouver Sun story announcing its opening.
In addition to comparing the building’s centre in both images, check out the map – it
goes east-west (i.e. south on top), rather than the more usual map order of west-east
(north on top).
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This ad illustrates the many Wosk’s Ltd. stores that existed in the Lower Mainland at one
point. While some of the buildings have been demolished, such as the one at 2422 Main
Street, some are extant. On the facing page are photos of the 1037 Granville and 700
Kingsway locations in 2013, as they compare to their artist renderings back in the day.
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Though the addresses
and size are different,
the left-hand third of
this (very ugly pastel
green and yellow)
building at 1067
Granville Street in
2013 was once Hope’s
Furniture, the photo of
which on the left was
taken on December 29,
1949. You can tell by
the two vents at the
far left in both images,
and the shape of the
overhang. The jut in
the “new” building
where the 1067 is
written is the vertical
section of the 1949
building, where
“Kroehler Authorized
Dealer...” is written in
the centre.
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FROM THE JMABC COLLECTION:
ORAL HISTORY EXCERPTS –
THE FURNITURE INDUSTRY
In this section are excerpts from oral histories conducted by various
volunteers. They were also transcribed by volunteers, entailing dozens
of hours of work, as several of the interviews were tens of thousands
of words long. For their presentation here, the interviews have been
condensed, parts have been summarized and additional information
from the annual Vancouver city directories (1887-1987) has been
added by journal editor Cynthia Ramsay. For the most part, the
chronological order of the interviews has been maintained. With a
few exceptions, the interviews appear in alphabetical order by the surname of the interviewee.

Louis Averbach, with son Gary Averbach in attendance
Interviewed by Debby Freiman, March 29 and April 6, 2003, Vancouver,
B.C.; 20.03-04
COURTESY OF GARY AVERBACH

Louis and Betty Averbach, December 5, 1993.

Louis Averbach was born
August 14, 1914, in Ternovka,
Ukraine (now Russia). His
(older) siblings were Fritzi
[Frieda] and Rose.
Louis thought that his father,
Berl, who was perhaps born in
1881, made a living by selling
leather by the piece, for shoes,
etc.; Louis was too young at
the time to help him at
work. Berl passed away in
Vancouver in September 1967,
said Gary Averbach.

30

T H E

S C R I B E

At his uncle’s urging, Louis’ family left Ternovka in 1920/21 because
the situation in Russia was so dangerous for Jews at that time. They
fled at night in winter, when it was 25-30 degrees Celsius below zero.
Led by a hired guide, they travelled via Bessarabia/Romania, which is
now Moldava. His aunt was pregnant – her daughter would become
Louis’ wife.
While in Romania, a young man from New York fell in love with
Rose, who was 16 or 17 years old; he (“Golden was his name”)
procured a passport for her and brought her to New York. The rest of
the family remained in Romania. Eventually, Rose sent her family the
necessary papers, about two years later, but, by then there was no
further immigration being allowed into the United States from
Europe, so the family went to Canada, entering in Halifax after a
30-day journey by boat.
JIAS, Jewish Immigrant Aid Society, met them in Halifax. Many of
the new arrivals were to go to Vancouver, many to London, Ont., and
Louis said his family was picked to go to London. About that plan,
Louis said his parents “had no choice, there was no choice, [they were
just] glad that we were alive and we were able to go to there ... and we
came to London, Ont., and people met us there, too, and they treated us very nicely but we were immigrants and what could my dad do?
Can’t speak their language, can’t do anything beyond that, so we didn’t have any money and all we had with us was one dollar bill....
“So, they got us a little house. I remember the house was nine dollars
a month, imagine in those days – that was in 1923 – nine dollars a
month, but in those days you had a heater, the heat was a stove instead
of a furnace, and you heated with coal and, at that time, I don’t think
there was any gas, so you used coal and wood and it was during the
winter time, so we had to buy some. I think they gave us some money,
about eight or 10 dollars to get started with or something, and my
mother [Nellie] went to buy some coal. So, she can’t speak the language but she’s walking down the street and she sees a truck and coal
... and she walks in there and talks her language, ‘Half a ton of coal.’
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A delivery truck for Brooks Bros. Coal business in London, Ont., circa 1920-23. On her
way to get coal in 1923, Louis Averbach’s mother passed one of the Brooks’ trucks.
Arriving at the shop, not understanding English, she gave her name as Brooks. The
family went by that name for about five years.

And he says, ‘What is your name?’ She looks at him and he said,
‘Brooks?’ She said, ‘Yes, Brooks,’ because their name was Brooks Coal
Shop, and we went under Brooks for about five years without even
changing it, so it was Brooks.”
After those years, while still in London, the family went back to
Averbach, as that was their real name. According to Gary, the reversal came at that time because “when their papers came through as
Canadians, they were registered as Averbach, so the official records
showed them as Averbach. They were unofficially in London as
Brooks but officially the immigration papers showed Averbach.”
The Averbachs lived in London from 1923-1940. Louis’ uncle (his
mother’s brother) and his family had ended up in Vancouver. Louis
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noted that his uncle “wanted far, far away from Russia and he got
closer to Russia [laughter] when he went to Vancouver.”
In London, Louis’ father worked at a junkyard. To get items to sell,
Louis explained, “Well, all you do is [yell], ‘Junk, junk, junk!’ And the
people come out and ... they have a couple of tires or they have batteries, old batteries, or a radiator – all those things are sellable and
useable to a junk dealer. Now, a junk dealer buys it from a pedlar....
Newspaper at that time, let me give you an example, was around three
dollars a ton, old newspaper ... right now, it’s maybe 50 or 60 dollars
a ton. And, as a little boy, [as] I was walking on the street coming from
school, I’d pick up a piece of newspaper and put it in my pocket so my
dad would have more newspaper. But you can just imagine, it was just
three dollars a ton it was worth nothing but I figured I’ll donate something to the family.”
Louis was around 11 at the time. He was in school, and went as far as
finishing Grade 8. While he spoke Yiddish at home, his own kids do
not understand it, he said. Louis was, when younger, able to speak
Russian and Romanian, but was not fluent when he was older.
He went to cheder, and was involved in the London Jewish community, but really wanted to earn money for his family. One night, in
1931, his mother sent him for coal. The truck next to him was getting
gasoline, and Louis saw that it was “full of fruit and vegetables, they
had strawberries and bananas and carrots and beets and lettuce and
tomatoes and cucumbers....” The vendor told Louis that he was making so much money, he didn’t know what to do with it and Louis reasoned that he must be selling the produce, otherwise it would be
going bad. “So, I decided, it was during summer, there was no school
... to go down to the market. They had a big market, and I took a little wagon and I had a crate of strawberries and I made 75 cents and
it didn’t take me very long and I bought another crate of strawberries,
went back and sold that and I made a dollar on that so, I says, I’ll
charge a little bit more, which I did, and, instead of making 75 cents,
I made a dollar for that next crate.”
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This is how Louis got started in the fruit business. He bought a truck,
and established a route. Among his customers were a boarding house
and university students. “I was a cute kid, so they used to give me a
chance and buy something and then, next time, finally I got in and I
sold them a lot ... because they needed a lot of stuff to have students,
or for their living because they were paying board and room.”
Louis shared some of his other selling experiences, including taking
turnips by truck to Miami, Fla., to sell there. He would sell green
beans, etc., from Florida, which he would buy from local importers.
Visitors to London included his nephew, Sidney Golden, from New
York. And his cousin from Vancouver, Betty, in 1937/38, to see her
aunt and uncle, Louis’ parents. Said Louis, “... when I met her, when
I came in the house and I took a look at her ... I says, ‘Betty, go
upstairs and take a bath.’ I didn’t want her to listen, so I got on the
phone and started calling my boy friends to cancel all the dates
[laughter].” Louis and Betty were married five or six months later, in
1938, in London; her mother came to the ceremony.
In 1940, Louis went to Vancouver to visit his aunt and uncle (mother-in-law and father-in-law) Mary and Morris Omansky. On that
trip, Morris took Louis to his store: Cut Rate Furniture Co. at 1126
Granville Street, which sold second-hand furniture.
“What do I see there? Old round tables, oak tables and chairs and buffets and sofas and other things, irons, hand irons, different things.... So,

In the December 20, 1940, edition of
the local Jewish community newspaper,
the Jewish Western Bulletin ( JWB),
the Social Notes column carried the
announcement of a welcome tea for
Betty Averbach (née Omansky).
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he tells me ... [in Yiddish], ‘You stay here and I’ll go and get a cup of
coffee.’ I said, ‘Sure,’ so he leaves me with the whole store.... And, he
never told me ... any price or anything, and so a man comes along and
he says, ‘How much do you want for this wringer?’”
Louis had seen wringers before, when helping his father in the junk
business, “and they used to throw them away,” so Louis told the man
75 cents, and accepted the counter offer of 50 cents. When his fatherin-law returned and asked whether he had sold anything, Louis
shared what had happened – Morris had bought the ringer for $1.25.
Louis apologized. The next day, said Louis, “He left me again and he
went for a coffee and apple pie and he comes back and says, ‘Well, did
you sell anything today?’ I says [in Yiddish], ‘I sold this thing in here
with the chairs.’ [In Yiddish,] ‘How much did you get for that?’ I said
... ‘A hundred and a quarter?’ He says, ‘My God, you’re my boy!’
[laughter].”
“He only paid 35 for it,” said Gary.
“He only paid 35 and the most he would get is 50 dollars ... and here
I sold it for $125 dollars. The wringer I sold for 50 cents, but I’d had
a lesson already, you see, and the price I didn’t know, the wringer
meant nothing to me; the table and chairs meant something to me
but, still, that was the style ... in those days, nice chairs, leather seats
with a round table and ... you’d open up the table and there were two
leaves there, and there was a buffet.... In those days, that was
the thing.”
Morris would get the furniture from people who had moved,
explained Louis. When Morris said he liked Louis, it didn’t take very
long for the move to Vancouver to happen. Louis said, “I told Betty
to crate all the stuff and ship it and to come, I’m going to stay here
because it’s the first time, when I came here, that I didn’t wear a hat.”
It was so much warmer in Vancouver, said Louis, “it was just like
going to California. Years ago, not your time but my time,
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Vancouver was the California of Canada because – take a look, it’s
green, it’s growing out there. You go to London and ... it’s still
snowing there, or go anyplace else. We had a little bit of snow, see
it’s gone, so this is the California of Canada.”
Arnold Klein, who was married to Betty’s sister, Birdy (probably
from the Yiddish Faygellah, which means “little bird”), was
partners with Morris. Explained Louis, “When Arnold married their
daughter, their oldest daughter, she was a very pretty girl and he
married her, Arnold was selling eggs ... he had a basket and knocked
[on] doors.” For Cut Rate, “Arnold would get the furniture, he would
go to auctions and Mr. Omansky would go to auctions and bid for
that and bid for that, all used furniture he would buy, then put it into
that store, you see.”
When asked whether he, too, would like to be a partner, Louis needed to tell his father- and brother-in-law how much money he had to
invest: “So, I says I’ve got $4,900, my own money. So, I says, ‘How
much furniture have you both got in here?’ They took the furniture
they both had for about $1,600, that’s what they had.”
Given that their combined investment was $1,600, or $800 each,
Louis put in $800 and became the third partner, once he and his wife
(and daughter Bonnie) settled in Vancouver. To make the move, Louis
sold his fruit truck and gave his route to the couple of boys who were
working for him, “two brothers, [they] bought it and they both made
a good living and they came to Vancouver to visit me but they sold the
business after.”
Initially staying with his in-laws, Louis and his family would live in
various places in the city. Gary was born in Vancouver in October
1942; Bonnie had been born in London in 1940.
Louis suggested that Cut Rate start dealing in new furniture as well:
“When I bought in there, I started to tell him, ‘Dad, why don’t we
expand, why don’t we put in a couple of pieces of new furniture,
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maybe we can sell some new furniture?’ ‘Agh, new is dreck ... it’s nothing. This, I buy it for 10 dollars, I sell it for 30 dollars, that’s good.
New furniture you can’t do that,’ which you can’t.”
As “a young fellow,” said Louis, “I wanted to show that we can go further. This would never get us that, used furniture ... and we can’t all
make a living, because I bought a house already, things had got higher, we all needed more money to live on and we just couldn’t exist really on the used furniture alone. There was no sign of breaking up or
anything like that but we decided that we would sell the furniture
store, sell the store and we’ll go in on new furniture.”
This was in 1945. The city directory lists Louis as treasurer of Cut
Rate Furniture in 1944. In 1945, he is “of Whitewood Furniture,” he
and his partners listed as proprietors of the store at 1115 Granville
Street; there is also Belmont Furniture Co. at 1016 Granville, A. Klein
as manager. In 1946, all three men’s names appear under Belmont
Furniture, “high-grade furniture and electric household appliances,”
and Whitewood.
“He [Morris] got used to it and he knew that if he bought [at auction]
a stove or a carpet or a chair, let’s say four chairs – he paid five dollars,
for he knew he could get six, seven dollars ... but [with] new furniture,
there was too much competition.... Now, what Arnold and I were
doing when he was still into the old furniture, we used to look in the
newspaper [for] ‘Furniture for Sale.’ People would move and sell their
furniture. Well, I had my car and we used that. Arnold used to love to
drive the car.... So, we used to look in the paper as soon as the paper
came out, Mrs. Jones, this, this, there, and we’d write down the
addresses. I get lost where to find things but Arnold knew his way
very fast so we went ... let’s say, Dundas Street, and [I say,] ‘Madam,
I understand you’ve got a chesterfield for sale, can we see it?’ ‘Yes,’ she
[says and] shows us the chesterfield. It doesn’t look too bad ... and she
has some other stuff, we may not like that. I’ll say that I’m buying it
for myself not the store because people don’t like to sell to stores.... So,
I said to Arnold, ‘I don’t know whether Betty would like that.’ So, she
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Belmont Furniture, 1006-1044 Granville Street, Vancouver, B.C., 1981.

says, ‘That’s very, very nice.’ ‘Well, I don’t know whether we like it, but
we can’t afford any more.’... So, we bought it for the price that we
offered her, which we knew was a good price.”
Given Morris’ qualms about going into new furniture, Arnold told
Louis that he would stay with Morris, and that Louis could do what
he wanted. Having bought 1016 Granville Street, Louis thought,
“They’re not kicking me out. I’ll try ... to go into new furniture.”
In the meantime, however, “we sold the main furniture, Cut Rate
Furniture. We had Whitewood Furniture, all unpainted furniture,
beautiful furniture, but all unpainted, chests of drawers, beds, anything that you want and unpainted. So, we had that and we had the
used furniture, all attached to each other, there was a 50-foot building
and a 25-foot building, and the 25-foot [one] was for the unpainted
furniture. So, we decided that we’re going to sell the main store and
there was people around that doubted us, they’ve all passed away now.
So, the mother [Fanny Donner] was the queen and whatever she said,
the three sons, they did ... they came to our store and they were want-
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ing to buy, so we sold the whole store with the furniture and everything else and they saw what it was, and they were in the furniture
business and they were from [Kenora].”
Gary and Louis were unsure of the date of sale, whether it was 1945
or 1946. The deed in the Jewish Museum and Archives of British
Columbia adds to the confusion, as it is dated April 19, 1948. The
property being purchased for $20,000 by the Donners (Fanny and her
three sons) at 1127 Granville Street is described as lot 32, block 92,
district lot 541, plan 210, which a Google search cannot find exactly,
but is almost the description of 1123 Granville Street, called the
Clifton Hotel in a 2010 real estate listing. In the photo in this journal of the three Donner sons in front of their family’s store, the writing “Clifton Hotel” is visible above the door.
Cut Rate is listed in the 1944 city directory as being at 1123-27-33
Granville, with Clifton Hotel at 1125. In 1945, there is no 1123 or
1133 Granville, but Donner’s Furniture is at 1127, and the Donner
family involved in the store is listed as Fanny, with her sons, Sam,
Isador and Frederick; Whitewood remains at 1115 Granville and
Belmont at 1016.
In 1945, when he was starting with his new store, Louis said it “was
very, very hard to get furniture new because the furniture factories
could sell 10 times over what they could make, [but] they were on a
ration, too, like upholstered goods. They had velour, tapestry, different stuff they had to buy that ... to make chesterfields, chairs, so
everything was scarce; from that, to stoves, fridges and all that, they
were just starting to come in but they were very, very scarce. So, I went
around to the wholesalers, to this and that.”
As an example, Louis said, “There was a wholesale called Mc & Mc
[McLennan, McFeely & Prior Ltd.], big, big wholesale, I don’t know
what they became after, it was a long time ago, so we went in there....
Mc & Mc was a wholesale of everything. They had furniture, they
had stoves, they had everything there, so we’d buy from them and we
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Mc & Mc, wholesale hardware, 99 East Cordova Street, Vancouver, B.C., 1920. While
not Jewish-owned, it was one of the main suppliers in its day.

couldn’t make a big living out of it because they took the juice out
of it, they took a profit on it, see, they were really a wholesale but to
be able to be successful you’ve got to buy direct.”
Louis tried to buy directly from the manufacturer as much as possible. “So, I went around different places and I got together a carpet at
this [business], and at different wholesales, and then two-bedroom
suites – a bed, chest of drawer and a vanity – and all that, displayed
that in the store.”
This was at Belmont Furniture, the name of which, Louis explained,
was taken from that of the Belmont Hotel, which was on the same
block. Whitewood “was the biggest in Vancouver,” according to
Louis, because “some people would handle whitewood furniture,
just a little bit of something, [but] we had everything that you want-
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ed – you wanted cribs, you wanted this, it was all there, and we had
a factory man, Jubilee [Manufacturing Co.] furniture.”
Whitewood furniture was relatively rare and, on Belmont’s first day,
they sold some $2,800 – a man wanted three bedroom suites, which
was more than they had in the store. He needed it for his family, who
was joining him in five months. Like other war veterans of the time,
said Louis, he “had money coming from the government, and the only
way they can get that money is by buying furniture for themselves
wherever they are going to settle. So, that gentleman had a certificate.” He gave Louis a $500 deposit.
Louis had sold the man $2,300 or $2,600 of furniture that opening
Saturday – “I was talking about [it] to Arnold later on, they couldn’t
believe it,” said Louis, noting that Arnold pointed out “you haven’t
got 2,600 dollars’ worth in the store.” Then there was the other furniture that was sold on that day, and on the Monday and Tuesday.
However, people generally did not expect to take home their purchases on the same day, so Louis had time to procure what he needed from
his suppliers. Stores were closed on Sunday and Wednesday was a
half-day back then, said Gary.
Louis shared a story about visiting Max Minster after having bought
out Morris and Arnold in the business. Max’s United Upholstery also
made furniture and, on one trip, “Arnold came along and ... he told
the guy there that I won’t last ... five weeks.... So, he didn’t have confidence enough in me. And maybe I was lucky, too, but I got from
United ... he made beautiful stuff, chesterfield suites. In fact, he made
something for us ... for the home, and sofa beds, and have you heard
of mohair? This is mohair right here.”
He added, “And then there’s velour, which is cut velour, then there’s
tapestry and different things. There was some beautiful stuff there and
... I got in nice with Max, and Max, he was selling wholesale.
Whatever he made, I’d say, ‘I’ll take it,’ and I got to pay him when I
got paid; two days later, he got a cheque.”
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Customers paid for their purchases with cash, or bought on terms,
Louis explained. “They could buy on terms and, if we could finance
it, we did; if we couldn’t, there’s finance companies.” Belmont would
take “the good paper,” meaning “that you were good for it, you had a
good job ... you didn’t owe money to anybody.... Then, you call a
credit bureau, and we belonged to the credit bureau immediately, it
was very cheap, it was 50 cents a person. You belonged to the credit
bureau and you’d call [and say,] ‘Mrs. Jones, Mrs. So-and-so, how’s
her credit?’ In 20 minutes, you’d get it back – good, not good, fair –
and that’s how you sold them, but most of the people, a lot of people, bought on credit.”
To promote the store, noting that it was on “Furniture Row,” a few
blocks that were mainly furniture stores, Louis said, “I believed in
advertising, although advertising is very costly, even at that time it was
about a thousand dollars a page, now it’s probably 10,000 dollars a
page to advertise, but I believe in advertisement.”
The business partnership between Louis, Arnold and Morris dissolved in the first part of the 1950s, and Louis brought his nephew,
Sidney, into Belmont Furniture in 1952. “Sid Golden came in with
the whitewood furniture,” explained Louis. “He came in and then Mr.
Omansky married one of his daughters again.... Sid Golden from
New York married Dora, but he worked for us, for Mr. Omansky, Mr.
Klein and myself, we took him in. We weren’t drawing very much, we
were drawing, I think, 50 dollars a week, that’s all we were drawing,
that’s all he got, then as we divided up ... where does Sidney stand?
He hasn’t got any money ... he’s not a partner ... so, I says, ‘Sid, you’ve
been with me, you’ve gone along with me every Wednesday to see
about furniture and everything else’ ... and I took him in as a partner.... I can swear ... although he’d swear differently, we never
exchanged money at all.”
The last city directory listing for Belmont Furniture is in 1960. In
1961, it is listed in the classifieds as ABC Belmont Furniture &
Appliances, but as simply Belmont in the street listings in 1962 and
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as Shelly’s at Belmont Furniture from 1963. In 1961, Louis is listed
as being “of Duke Apts”; other property-related associations follow in
subsequent years.
Louis shared some stories about how he managed to grow Belmont
Furniture. One idea came up during a coffee with the Belmont
salesman of Coolerator refrigerator at Peter Pan Café, which was a
couple doors down from the furniture store. As an incentive to buy
their products, Belmont would include a cup and saucer with the
purchase. Louis took the idea further. At the time, “you had to pay
a third down on anything you buy,” he said. So, if a refrigerator was
$500, then you needed to put down about $165. Of that, explained
Gary, $125 was tax, but his father could accept a trade-in, an old
fridge or icebox, for example – he accepted the cup and saucer as the
tax portion so all a buyer would have to pay down was the $40
($165-$125), while they had to pay the full $165 at other stores. As
for the remainder owing, Louis said people had two or three years
over which they could stretch their payments.
“I remember coming in the store when I was just a kid and they had
cups strung up all over, and next door to there was a china shop –
business was never so good,” said Gary.
Louis said they gave away other gifts with various purchases. At one
time, they gave away a bucket of ice cream once a deposit was made,
so that the customer would have to get home before the ice cream
melted and not comparison shop down Granville.
The items that sold the fastest, said Louis, were things like tea kettles
(not profitable) and floor polishers (people didn’t have much carpeting in those days, so the polisher sales were profitable). Louis
described his main clientele as newcomers to the city, an influx coming after the war. Most of the customers paid by credit, paying it off
over two to three years, as previously mentioned.
“If they wanted two or three things together,” said Louis, “they would
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buy them all together
or, let’s say, for example, they bought a
refrigerator ... we liked
for them to buy it on
terms because they
were coming in often
to the store to make
payments and ... the
salesmen would recognize the customer that
they sold the stuff to
and they would try to
approach them if they
needed anything else.
I’ll stop at this and tell
you a little story about
a customer coming in
and asking the salesman, who would recognize that certain customer and say, ‘Mrs.
Jones, how do you like
your refrigerator?’ Oh,
she says, ‘I love it so
much, thank you very
much, but the trouble
is I’m running out of
towels’ – and this is a
true story. He says,
‘Running out of tow- Among Belmont Furniture Co.’s many promotions was
els? We don’t under- a turkey giveaway for Christmas, as this newspaper ad
stand that.’ ‘Yes,’ she from December 8, 1950, shows.
says, ‘the water’s coming down the bottom as it defrosts and I’m putting in a towel and, as
it gets wet, I change it and put it in there.’ So, I says, ‘It’s impossible,
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we don’t sell refrigerators like that.’ She says, ‘You’ve got to come
down and see it.’ The refrigerator was like this, there was a door that
high and, on the bottom, there was [supposed to be] a bin ... but the
factory forgot to put a water collector ... but she didn’t know what it
was and we didn’t know that the factory made a mistake and forgot to
put that in there so, instead of the water going into the collector and
emptying out, it wasn’t going out, so she would put towels in there.
And she loved it because she never had a fridge before so she didn’t
know whether that was the proper [way] for a fridge to react or not. I
think that was very, very funny. We went out and we changed the
fridge immediately and we apologized.”
For appliances sold at Belmont Furniture, such as refrigerators and
ovens, everything was guaranteed for one year, “or five years for almost
impossible things to happen,” said Louis. For minor problems, customers had to pay for service after the one year. Exchanges were made
if a customer bought something and then wanted to return it for reasons of preference; otherwise, a serviceman would be sent out to remedy the problem. Furniture didn’t require as much service.
Prompted by Gary, Louis shared a story illustrating just how stiff was
the competition of the day. If Belmont, for example, tried to sell a
$79.50 Sealy or Beauty Rest mattress for less, the other stores – even
the department stores – would notice, and they would call the distributor. In one instance, after having received complaints about
Belmont’s pricing, a distributor assured his other clients that it wouldn’t happen again. The distributor refused to sell Louis any of his brand
of mattress. “They sold it to the other stores and they wouldn’t sell it
to me because they were against me cutting the price and they
thought I would cut the price and I promised them that I wouldn’t cut
the price but he didn’t want to take my word for it.”
To “teach them a lesson,” Louis figured out how to bypass the distributor. He made a deal with another furniture seller who had trouble
getting his hands on items “like tea kettles, different things that were
gimmicks ... that would draw [customers in]. A tea kettle was $9.95
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and if you want to get the people to come down, you advertised [it]
for $7.95. You don’t make anything but they’ll come down and they
know it’s a good buy. So, he would ask me to ... get them again
because they wouldn’t sell it to him, just like they wouldn’t sell me the
mattresses.... I made a deal with him that I will supply him with all he
wants of tea kettles at my cost as long as he supplies me.... I couldn’t
advertise them unless I really had them so it would take me maybe
three or four weeks to accumulate about 25 mattresses or 24, all different sizes, full size, three-quarter and single, and I would advertise
them, instead of [at] $79.50, at $59.50.”
This, of course, elicited an angry reaction. One distributor showed up
at Belmont on a Saturday morning, as soon as the store opened, “with
six or seven hoodlums, I don’t know who they are ... and they got after
some of our salesmen.... ‘Show me your mattress that you’re selling for
$59.50.’ They thought I was fooling the people. They came down,
here’s the mattress, so they start tearing the cover – they are wrapped
around with a paper cover when they’re delivered you see – to see who
gave them to me.... But they couldn’t do it because I always tore off
the name before I advertised them, so I really drove them nuts and
they ... jumped on me and they hurt my neck ... and I rang to the
office and I says call the police because those hoodlums went downstairs, that’s where we kept the mattresses, and they jumped on another nephew of mine which, he has passed away, they jumped on him
and hurt him and he went to the hospital after....”
Eventually, the distributor apologized, offering to sell Louis any mattresses he wanted, and even paying some damages to Louis’ nephew,
though Louis was unsure of that detail. Louis said he didn’t cut prices
after that, “after I won what I wanted to do.”
There wasn’t only competition between stores, however. All the salesmen “made the same amount, they were all four percent on sales.... If
they weren’t any good, I would fire them.... I would choose [salesmen
for] the people that were coming into the store, ‘Jim, you’d better take
them,’ Clayton, [or] different ones. I would kind of know which cus-
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tomer would suit. When they couldn’t ... make the sale, they just
wouldn’t let the customer go. They’d say, ‘Pardon me,’ and they’d go to
the back and I’d know that ... they wanted to see me and say, ‘Look, I
can’t make it, see what you can do. I offered them so much, and all
that.’ Well, they’d take me over and introduce me to them and they’d
say, ‘This is our manager, maybe he can do something better for you,’
so then I would take over that customer and I would, say, 65 out of 100
I would sell, where they would have walked out.... I have that knack.”
With respect to sales staff, Louis shared the story of an incident
involving the commission for a sale that was started by a salesman one
day but completed by another salesman on another day – a fist fight
ensued. In talking to his staff about it, Louis said, “‘The only way we
will all get together is that, at the end of the month, I’ll take the sales
from each one of you, and put it all together, and then divide it
amongst six of you.’ There were six in that store, so it just worked out
marvellous. There was harmony, one worked for the other, there was
no fighting or anything else because they’d say, ‘Oh, this is your customer.’... You were asking if we had any trouble with salesmen, that’s
about the only trouble we had, and I straightened it out and I think
Wosk did it after us, because salesmen are ... only human, and they see
that he’s made a thousand-dollar sale this morning and, here, this one
didn’t make any, so ... there’s some jealousy there.”
All the sales staff were men, with the exception of his wife, Betty, who
came in on Saturdays; the office staff were women. Delivery workers
were men, as well – Belmont had two or three trucks of their own, and
would hire Salmon’s Transfer trucks when necessary.
Belmont’s bank was the Bank of Montreal for some 40 years. There
was a constant need for cash because the store had to pay the entire
cost of the merchandise, even if customers bought it on terms. The
amounts were often large and, when the Bank of Montreal could not
meet Belmont’s needs, the company switched to TD. “We got a certificate ... you haven’t been in the office since then,” Gary said to
Louis. “We got a certificate from the Toronto Dominion Bank as one
of their oldest customers.”
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By the late 1950s, Louis and Sid were buying land and building properties. (Morris and Arnold had been in construction since their partnership with Louis broke up in the early 1950s.)
The Louis was the first building that Louis and Sid built. They sold
it, “and then we started to build [others], so we started and, as we were
building, we named them all after our children.... Our children, there
was Leanne, Bonnie my daughter down in Newfoundland, there was
Sid’s Neil and Robert and Wendy.... We ran out of children, so we
named [the buildings] some other names ... this little one here ... on
11th Avenue [is] Leanne. And my wife, she paints ... so she painted
[a picture] and I said I’m putting that in the hall.... So, [when] somebody was giving us an offer [on the building], we were happy with it,
under condition that we give that picture, which was Betty’s painting
... we made a deal to put the picture with it.”
Among the suites built were “about 600 suites in Kerrisdale but now
we’ve got about less than 200, this one here across the street and one
on Larch and one over here,” explained Gary. “So, what you missed
was talking about some of the building, first ABC and then....”
ABC was the company that bought Belmont. The “Belmont Sells
Out” sale, said Louis, “was very successful for them, but there were two
brothers and I guess they didn’t get along, and they broke up in just a
year and we were still in the store because we had accounts, a lot of
accounts, so we kept our office there and then they stayed, we had an
agreement with them ... when they sold the furniture, they’d pay us.”
“They were leasing the store, Dad still owned the building and they
were renting the store,” clarified Gary.
“Well, we owned the building but rent[ed] the store [out], so they
broke up, one went the other way, one went this way, and then there
was no more ABC furniture, so we still had our office there, and who
took it over?” said Louis.
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“[Hy and Esther] Kopelow,” said Gary.
Explained Louis, “They had a little used furniture store on Main
Street and I had a sign in the store ... ‘Store for Rent,’ so he phones
me up one day and he says, ‘Hey, I see you have your store for rent
there, how much do you want for it?’... [After visiting his store, which
sold junk and used furniture,] I says, ‘Come on down to our store,’ so
he came down and he had a look through it.... ‘How much do you
want for it?’ [he asked.] I said, ‘I want $1,200 a month.’... [Hy balked
at the amount.]... He says, ‘I’ve never handled anything like that.’ I
says, ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll help you get furniture for the store
here and we have some TVs left in here, I’ll give you a place and then
you can sell them and you’ll make money on them and you’ll pay us
when you sell them.’ So, he says, ‘Well, that’s a lot of money.’... [Louis
then asked how much Hy took in at his Main Street store, and the
response was $8,000.]... I says, ‘If you don’t take in, in this store here
... without any advertising, just open up the doors, we’ll take off the
sign, if you don’t take in $20,000, don’t pay me any rent.’... He took
me up on that and ... he was a hardworking man.”
From there, said Louis, Hy went on to rent “a warehouse ... and he
made a warehouse sale and, again, it was so successful that he started
to make warehouse sales plus keeping the store [Shelly’s at Belmont
Furniture, Shelly (Sheldon) being one of Hy and Esther’s two sons].
Then they bought a great big building [on Homer Street] ... and I
helped him arrange it ... and he bought that place there, called [it] the
Warehouse, that was the name ... and it was so successful.”
(Louis Averbach passed away in 2004.)
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Gary Averbach
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, June 26, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-08

About Granville Street
specifically, he said that it
and Hastings downtown
were “the two real shopping
streets
in
Vancouver
then....” Areas such as
Kerrisdale were like outposts: “It was considered a
very fine place to live but it

COURTESY OF JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

Gary described the 1950s as
“the golden years of the furniture business.” He said,
“Except for the department
stores, from what I can tell,
I don’t think there was any
major furniture store in
Vancouver that wasn’t
Jewish-owned. That’s why
it’s such an amazing story.”

COURTESY OF GARY AVERBACH

The purpose of this interview was to
go through a list of potential oral
history interviewees who would provide content for a special issue of The
Scribe, and perhaps an exhibit, “featuring the Jewish furniture moguls of
the 1950s and ’60s.” There had been
a meeting hosted by the Jewish
Historical Society of British
Columbia a few months prior to
Gary Averbach’s conversation with Gary Averbach, circa 2008.
Leora Raivich.

The poster advertising the meeting of Jewish
furniture dealers and manufacturers in Vancouver
to 1965, mainly those who operated on Granville
Street.
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was almost like living in Coquitlam or Burnaby or something.”
The competition among the Granville stores was lively. “And you can
see all the ads for all the furniture stores. You know, they would compete with these others and try and outdo the other one.…” If you look
at the ads in the Sun and the Province, the News Herald was also
around then, “it will show you how competitive that they were.... And
they would start a thing, like Belmont Furniture … ‘Nobody undersells Belmont.’ And Wosk’s would say, ‘We undersell everybody!’.... It
was a battle and the ads were a battle because if you put in, like I said,
a bedroom set for $99 and Wosk found out that you put [it] in …
they’d put in a better set for $95.” Each company had its own ad
agent, “these guys would come in and take on the odd copy. Now, that
agent was your agent. He could not work for … he could not go to
Wosk and also work for Wosk because, you know ... he knew what the
ad was going to go in. So every one of them had their own advertising agents.”
In addition to the competition between stores, there were also regulations with which to deal, and Gary explained that one of the major
challenges was when the provincial government became concerned
with the amount of debt people were accruing, “everybody was running around buying houses and putting down … five percent ... and
taking these huge mortgages and buying stuff and the debt … so they
passed a law saying that you couldn’t buy anything without paying at
least one-third down.”
Most of the stores liked credit, said Gary, and “they would finance [it]
themselves. They liked financing it themselves because the people
would come in every month to make a payment and every month
they’d see some new furniture. But if they [storeowners] didn’t feel too
comfortable, they’d sell the paper, so that $295 ... they’d sell it for a
discount and … household finance or the banks would buy that paper.
But they’d only get … all people would do is put down $5. And my
father didn’t care … one way or the other, they’d get the money. Either
they’d sell the paper or they’d get it on terms.”
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This was in a time when people were earning maybe $40 a week, “and
they had a house and were raising a family … and the wife didn’t
work,” Gary said. Maybe even they had a car, “they had to live on
credit. They had huge debt.” So, the government changed the law, but
“that sent a chill through, not just the furniture business but ... [the]
car business ... housing.... And it did slow things down, because people couldn’t come up with that third down. So … I don’t know how
exactly … my father tells the story … he was sitting in a coffee shop
and they started to think … well, you know, it says a third down but
what does the third down really mean?”
This is how the cup and saucer idea arose. “Let people bring a cup and
saucer and we’ll count that as, you know, one-third down. And … put
an ad in, you know, Belmont would say … ‘We’ll take your cup and
saucer and give you one-third down on any furniture you buy.’”
Other stores complained about the promotion and an inspector was
sent out. “You know, they sat there and monitored everything [to]
make sure everything was done [right].... Of course, the guy [was
there] forever and it was making them nervous ... he looked at every
little thing. That story my father tells about how the inspector was
making him nervous and he finally bribed the inspector ... to leave
him alone. But … it broke the back of the law. Suddenly, they realized that the law was broken.”
Eventually, almost all the people that were in the furniture business
moved into real estate, said Gary, giving as examples the Grobermans,
Wosks and Donners. “I remember with my father in the last few years,
he’d come home so depressed,” shared Gary about the state of things
in the early 1960s, “the business wasn’t what it used it to be.”
“And he had, during that time, he had started fiddling with building
apartment blocks. And they built an apartment block [The Louis]....
They didn’t even have to do anything, they had a contractor come and
look at it ... by the time they sell the apartment block, [it is] for more
money than they made in a whole year in the furniture store. And
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they said … what are we doing with this? So, basically, he … gave
away the business.”
Selling furniture “wasn’t a cash generator. My father just wanted out
because you know … he … found it boring afterwards. The thrill went
out of it, so he moved on.... These were not furniture men, they were
entrepreneurs and … most of them are still ... very well off.... But it
started with the furniture … and it started even before that in most
cases. Most of the families had started out with a ... guy [who] came …
from a struggling Europe, came to Canada, didn’t speak any English ...
read little and what could he do? He had maybe a few dollars, he
bought a wagon, a horse, and he learned to say junk, and he learned to
say … numbers ... and he went through the lanes. Did you ever see the
movie Lies My Father Told Me?”
The pedlar would sell the items he collected. “And then, eventually,
they’d have so much junk in the back of the truck, well, what could
they do with it? So they rented a store. That’s how they moved up.
Then, he added, it was usually the next generation who moved the
business from junk and used furniture and other items into new furniture, and not without some resistance from their parent(s), who
were concerned about what might happen if you couldn’t sell what
you had bought.
Stocking was certainly an issue. If you had the one display bedroom
set, but sold 10, the retailer would have to find 10, “and sometimes
they couldn’t,” said Gary, because it took a long time for factories “to
turn over from war production to civilian production. So, until the
early ’50s, there was still a shortage of stock....” If the seller couldn’t
get it to the customer on delivery day, he said, “They’d try to delay
the person or say, ‘I’m sorry, the train had an accident,’ ‘The truck
went off ... [the road] and it was all lost.’ Whatever they did, they
did what they could, but you hoped, you always hoped you could
get it.”
It was such a boom period, explained Gary, and supply couldn’t keep
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up with the demand. It was postwar, there were lots of immigrants
from Europe, “new families and new people and they were.... It was
such a growth period that … you couldn’t help but make money in the
business. The only way you wouldn’t make money in the business is if
you were just a terrible businessman and these people were not terrible businessmen.”
But in the 1960s, business changed, said Gary. Stores needed to
become bigger. “People [would] come in and they want to see a lot of
stuff and they wanted to take it home right then,” he said, noting
that this was about the time that the warehouse concept started to
become popular.
At the end of the
interview, Leora asked
Gary whether there
was any lasting hostility between various
furniture
dealers/
manufacturers as a
result of their competition in business. He
likened it to a sports
team: “There was
maybe some anger
sometimes that fed
the anger but, you
know, you’ll see a
hockey game ... the

This 1950s Belmont
newspaper ad reflects at least
a couple signs of the times:
high demand for product and
“easy credit terms.”
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two guys who’ll kill each other in a game … one of them is traded and
[then] they are on the same team playing [with] each other. They
understand, this is the game.”

Harvey Dales and Bill McCaskill
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, August 19, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.;
20.03-26
COURTESY OF HARVEY DALES

Harvey Dales was born August 12, 1965, in
Vancouver. He has no siblings. His father’s
parents were both killed during the
Holocaust, in Poland. His mother (Betty
née Hartog) and her family were from
London, England; they had a confectionary
store there.

Harvey’s father, Leon Dales, was born in
Poland. The family owned a retail shoe
store, explained Harvey, and Leon and his
Harvey Dales, 2009.
siblings all worked there. Leon had maybe
one year of high school education, and was 13 when he left Poland.
Harvey said he has “the best memories” of his father. “The most
important thing to him was family and I even recall Saturday
mornings, he would always go and see a variety of customers, like
[Arnold] Silber at Stacey’s, the Donners, and he would always
take me with him and we’d go for like two hours and then we’d
always go to, I remember when the White Spot brought out the
Pirate Pack.”
His father would “spend basically all Saturday and sometimes even
Sunday” with him, and not just doing work trips, but going to the
Stanley Park Zoo, and the like. Harvey remembers his father’s stories,
including ones about incidents in Poland when the Germans and
Russians invaded, and how his father, two of his uncles and his grand-
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father were arrested “because they went to complain to the Russian
commandant about the thefts from their store and they were accused
of insulting the Russian army, and they were all to be shot at dawn.
The prison guard, to my father’s recollection, had a size 15 foot and
was unable to find boots to get him through the winter, and so my
father was released from the jail to go back to the store to bring this
man a pair of boots ... [within] basically half an hour before he would
report the whole family missing from the prison. And when they were
escaping from the prison, they were hiding in the bushes, [and] my
father was captured by the Russians, which at that time he thought
was the worst, and he was sent to Siberia. But when you look back in
hindsight, it was only because of that that he was saved; the rest of his
family obviously went to concentration camps. So, I guess, in some
ways … misfortune, what you deem as misfortune at one time, turns
into fortune.”
Both of Harvey’s parents came to Canada soon after the war. They
met in Vancouver and, while Harvey didn’t recall the details, he said,
“Another survivor who was here with my father was dating my mother’s cousin and she introduced them.”
Betty was an accountant (“she was the first employee of a firm called
D+H Group, which is now, I guess, one of the top 20 firms in
Vancouver,” said Harvey) and an English teacher. “I know that my
father used to work, was working 12-, 14-hour days and, every night
when he would come home, my mother would teach him English,
and they used to read together, etc. Just a few years after they married,
my father basically had an English accent rather than a heavy
European accent.”
Leon originally got a job pumping gas, but didn’t last long, maybe
not even the “full first day because they fired him because he couldn’t speak English. And then a lot of people at that point said to him,
you know, why don’t you come and get a job, Jack Diamond was giving everybody jobs at the slaughterhouse, and quite high-paying
jobs compared to what one could earn. But my father didn’t feel
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there was any real future in that and managed to get a job from a
man by the name of Jack Pelzman who had, I don’t know if there
were others, but he had a furniture manufacturing plant in
Vancouver, so my father worked for him for a number of years learning how to make furniture.”
The family lived off his father’s wages and saved his mother’s wages,
explained Harvey, “and then they went ahead and bought a quadruplex somewhere on the east side, where they lived in the basement and
rented out the other three suites.”
With the rental income, they paid off the mortgage, said Harvey. “And
then my parents decided somehow that they should go into business on
their own, and they sold the quadruplex and used the money to ... buy
equipment and start up a furniture manufacturing plant. And, basically, my father would work here all day; my mother maintained her job in
accounting. My mother finished her job, I guess, at six o’clock at the
accounting firm and then she would come here and help my father.”
Earlier in the oral history interview, Harvey had explained that his
parents were in business together, with his mother, having a strong
financial background, handling the finances, “and it was because of
her income-earning ability, being an accountant, that my father was
able to start up the furniture business,” he said. They did so in 1956:
the 1957 city directory lists the business as Dales Chrome Furniture,
but it eventually appears as Dales Furniture Manufacturing Co. Ltd.,
which is how Harvey referred to it. He said they made tables and
chairs, coffee tables, end tables, china cabinets; plywood with an
arborite melamine top.
Harvey said, “Well, back in those days, there were about five other
manufacturers making ... suites, coffee tables, etc., here in Vancouver.
Eventually, they all went by the wayside except for Dales Furniture.”
Some of the dealers on Granville Street, such as Donner’s and
Belmont, would buy dinettes from Dales Furniture. The “scope of
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designs wasn’t as plentiful as
... what it is today,” said
Harvey. “And my father was, I
guess, fortunate at one point
that, when he first started, he
went down to Los Angeles
and there was a large dinette
manufacturer; I don’t know
what his company was called
but the man’s name was Al As many businesses have over the years, the
Dales put holiday greetings into the JWB.
Levine.... And he was a This one appeared in the September 1957
Jewish fellow,” and he “took a Rosh Hashanah edition.
liking to my father and basically provided him with designs ... he had special production tops,
etc., that he gave exclusively to my father for Canada.”
About how the Jewish furniture businesses interacted, Bill McCaskill
said, “It was more of a friendship type of thing, where you came to
know them, with Leon and Betty [Averbach] … through the Jewish
community and … a long-term working relationship.”
“I remember as a child going out on the Donners’ yacht fishing and so
... it was more than just business, they were friends,” agreed Harvey.
“And, you know, I don’t recall many stories, for example, about Belmont
or Donner’s to any great extent, but I can tell you that the Wosks, when
my father started, were very, very supportive ... and I’m talking ... up
until the early ’80s, when they had stores across Western Canada.”
Many of the employees at Dales have been (and still are) long term.
“Most of them stayed here with the company, you know, until they
retired,” said Bill, who later said he joined the company in about 1964.
“The great majority of the employees from the factory level were immigrants, as well, to Canada, came over from Europe ... were skilled trades
people, whether it was on the millwork side or the metal side,” Harvey
pointed out, “and my parents, I think, overall had a philosophy where,
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I mean, it was more a family environment to them rather than people
just being employees to them. So, unless somebody left to go and start
up their own business, they were here until they retired, and my parents
believed at the end of the year in profit sharing ... because it was more
of a family environment to them in the end.”
Leon’s philosophy, added Bill, included “look[ing] after the small
independent dealers the same way you look after the majors because,
then, they were the backbone of the business....”
“First of all, you have to realize my parents were looking for some financial stability before they brought a child into the world; that’s one of the
reasons,” said Harvey. “So, the company started in ’56 and they had me
in ’65, so the company was already financially stable and they already
had employees. In the early days, my father was working 18, 19 hours a
day and so, by the time they had me, there was already stability.”
When Harvey was growing up, he said his parents “used to have discussions at the dinner table every night and, like I said, Saturdays I used to
go with my father, whether it was to Wosk’s or Stacey’s, while he saw
customers for a couple of hours. And then, I think when I was 12 ...
they got a Workmen’s Compensation Board dispensation that I could
actually work upstairs in the factory. So, half of my summers from the
time I was like 12 to probably 18 or 19, I was working upstairs.”
Back in the 1950s, there was limited choice in the colours of dinettes
– three shades of brown, said Harvey, but Levine (from California)
got his parents a maple leaf vinyl, something that had leaves on it. Bill
explained, “Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.... With the vinyl matched
laminate on the table top and it was engraved with blue and yellow. It
was gorgeous; you still see them at some of the old second-hand shops
… and chairs, and they’re remaking them now as a replica.”
Harvey’s parents had the exclusive on these for Canada. He said, “And
I think that was also what pushed them into this facility [where they
were at the time of the oral history interview in 2003] because I think
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that was the set.... They’d always been doing little bits of business with
Woodward’s but I think Woodward’s gave them an order on the first
one of that set. I believe that was … for over 2,000 dinettes. Then they
just had the problem of producing it.”
Bill put the timing of this in the mid-1950s, “because I was buying for
the Bay then, and that’s how I got to know Harvey’s mom and dad,
and we were doing a great business with them.”
Bill pointed to the immigration coming into Greater Vancouver as
one of the reasons for the business climate in the 1950s and ’60s.
Harvey added, “I think I recall my parents telling me there was also a
pretty strong after-war mentality, where people would literally buy two
dinettes – one for their kitchen and one to keep in the basement in case
it was needed because, you know, bombing started up again. So, there
was an after-war mentality and, for whatever reason, there was also
great consumerism because I remember ... the general merchandise
manager for Woodward’s when they ran this dinette with the thousands
of sets.... They paid something like 50 dollars and they put it on for
$59.95 and they would just have all the sales slips pre-written, the
Woodward’s salespeople, and there’d be thousands of people lined up
out the Hastings Street store just waiting to come in and pay. And they
would just put the name on the top and people would leave.”
Of that era, Harvey said, “The furniture manufacturing industry in
North America is, or at least was, say, until a decade ago, pretty dominantly owned by Jewish people just because, I don’t know if you know
this, when they came over after the war, they were tailors, they were
shoemakers, so they had experience, you know, if you could make a
suit, you could make a sofa. And most of the … manufacturers in the
’60s, they weren’t really running factories, they were running ‘printing
presses’ because just as quickly as they could produce the merchandise
somebody, some retailer, would take it and sell it.”
This was problematic for smaller firms. Harvey explained that
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“although there were competitors in Vancouver who were smaller factories just like Dales was in the early days ... you go back to a time
where, literally, the department stores controlled probably at least 75
percent of all retail. So, by the time the department stores were finished placing orders, the smaller retailers, like the [Better] Values, the
Donner’s and the Belmonts, really had trouble in some ways getting
product. I mean ... for somebody to come in [and say,] ‘Oh, I want two
dinettes’ ... they were small businesses, too ... they didn’t want to buy
50 dinettes ... so there was the opportunity for the local manufacturers to get that business.”
Dales was strictly a manufacturing firm from 1956 to 2002. Harvey
said that his father never wanted him to be in the furniture industry,
but he had grown up with the business and he wanted it to continue
on. He moved back to Vancouver (from Arizona, where he went to
university) in 1987, the year his mother passed away, and started
working in sales. He focused his energy on imports; the late 1980s
was when the Asian countries started manufacturing furniture, said
Harvey. “Prior to that, there really was no competition in the furniture
market; everything was domestically produced and, even when there
were bad years, people still needed furniture and it was basically available from Canadian sources.... I started spending my time overseas
and that’s when we ... expanded and we got into ... coffee tables that
weren’t laminate – what they could do with veneers and woods over
there – and marble coffee tables and wrought iron, and moved into
manufacturing leather sofas offshore, and dining room suites and
bedroom suites ... and away from metal dinettes. And, obviously,
there was also all this other type of furniture that came on line from
Asia and they could produce ... furniture at a fraction of the price of
what domestic producers or even U.S. producers were coming at....
[It] really started to destroy the domestic metal manufacturers, both
in Canada and the United States ... there were some huge companies
that were operating at a million- or 800,000-square-foot facilities
that went bankrupt through the ’80s just because the buying wasn’t
there for that product any longer.”
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He later explained,
“There was also a big
change that probably
happened in the ’80s
after the recession with
the furniture industry.”
Prior to that, “the vast
majority, if not all, of
the furniture stores had
their own on-site staff
repair people. So, as a
manufacturer, no matter
what the product was,
you shipped them
something that had a
little nick, they would
put it together before
they were going to
deliver it to the consumer’s home.... With
the recession, everyone Harvey Dales explained that, “you go back to a time
where, literally, the department stores controlled probably
was looking to cut costs, at least 75 percent of all retail. So, by the time the
and so most stores got department stores were finished placing orders, the
rid of these ... staff repair smaller retailers ... really had trouble in some ways
people and so every- getting product.” Woodward’s was one of the largest such
stores in Vancouver. They advertised regularly in the city
thing shifted back to the directory, which is where this ad appeared in 1954.
manufacturer, and that
was, I think, a major change, and so it just came to the consumer’s home
in the box. At the same time, the store didn’t want to assemble it anymore and, of course, now when the consumer’s assembling and looking
at it, they find every little imperfection.”
About how customer service and expectations changed in the years
leading up to the 1980s, Harvey said, “I wasn’t here at that point ... but
I recall my father telling me stories ... within many of those years, especially the ’60s, there was a shortage of merchandise.... I remember my
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father telling me stories when Arnold Silber first started Stacey’s or
maybe it was still [Better] Value then, from his father coming in here
and saying, oh, you know I need six brown dinettes, and my father saying I only have green, and Arnold said I don’t want green and my father
said then don’t take them, and he took the green ones. And it was just,
we didn’t have a build up of dead goods ... what you had people just
seemed to take ... and the reason why most of these small furniture
stores on Granville Street couldn’t grow [was that] the product wasn’t
out there by the time the Bay and Eaton’s and Sears and Woodward’s
[had it]. And then you got into ... your larger independents ... like the
Wosks and Leon’s Furniture ... by the time they finished buying furniture from the big guys, there was nothing left. And, really, I know I’m
moving forward, that’s where the ’80s … Asia is what enabled some of
the smaller dealers to grow into large independents, like Stacey’s
became, because all of a sudden they could get a supply of furniture and
they could compete with the department stores....
“One of the reasons why I sold the company slightly over a year ago
was because it became too much business ... some of the Jewish furniture stores, like Stacey’s, had closed down and the … Warehouse
[Sheldon Kopelow] had closed down and we lost our independence
here. And we were doing more business than we’d ever done here but
it just wasn’t fun anymore because it was always, you know, majors and
no one had time for lunch ... the relationships seemed, in so many
ways, to be gone. Even today, a lot of the national department stores,
they don’t want relationships established; they’ll take their furniture
buyer and change them every 18 months in case they became friends
with the supplier. I just view it in many ways now; there definitely was
a change because, like I said, in the early days, my father was friends
outside of the business ... with all of these people ... whether it was the
employees or whether it was people he did business with. I remember
my mother used to tell me ... when [someone] had a baby, they were
invited and they were part of the family on both sides, whether it was
employee-employer or customer-supplier.”
Bill agreed with Harvey “wholeheartedly.” He said, “I go back [to]
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when I started travelling on the road. You formed a relationship with
your [clients and suppliers] … whether they were friends or not but
… Dawson Creek, the Kootenays, the Island, and then, over the
years, it got to be just strictly business.”
Harvey explained the change as being related to the recession of the
1980s. Manufacturers prior to that had the upper hand in that retailers took what they could get from them, he said, “not to say that Dales
didn’t provide service and everything. We were a general manufacturer, that’s the way it is, you know what our quality level [is] and we
would expect them to have their own touch-up people and service
people. And after the recession … for example, Wosk’s went into
receivership and others were struggling. The first reaction, especially
of the department stores who had always, in many ways, once they set
up a program with a supplier, it had been a pleasure to deal them, they
dealt with their own customers, they took care of their own customers, [but] they had to offload a lot of their costs and so that, combined ... with the influx of Asian goods just became like, threw everything back on the manufacturer and back on the supplier.... And so, I
think, it changed dramatically that way and when you go further down
the line to a lot of the independent furniture stores, their consumers
started to expect a lot more because the fact of the matter is ... whether
it was in the ’80s with Eaton’s or the ’90s with Costco, you could go and
buy a sofa, use it for a year and return it: I don’t like it. And there
became sort of a lack of, on all levels ... respect between suppliers and
consumers, whether it was on the retail or the wholesale level, and, consequently, I think that’s why a lot of the independents closed up. They
just didn’t want to have to deal with that type of environment anymore.
They were financially stable [but had] longer, harder working hours
when, in the old days, they probably didn’t even open up on Sundays.
And their children had no interest in the business because now they
were [thinking,] what do I want to work seven days a week for and 12
hours a day to have some small furniture store.”
(Bill McCaskill passed away in 2005.)
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Joanne Emerman
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, July 29, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-17
COURTESY OF JOANNE EMERMAN

Joanne Emerman was born on September
28, 1942, in Kenora, Ont. She has two siblings: Martin and Beverley. She also has a
living aunt of her dad’s generation, which
owned Donner’s furniture, and Clare Prasow
has written Clare’s Legacy, which outlines the
history of the Donner family. Excerpts from
Clare’s oral history interview follow Joanne’s.

Joanne’s grandmother, Fanny Donner, was Joanne Emerman, 2004.
“really the matriarch of the Donner family
because her husband died at a very young age, I believe he was 36,”
said Joanne. “He established Donner’s furniture in Kenora, Ont., in
1911, and he died in 1922, and she took over. And she had three
young sons and ... [my] Auntie Clare wasn’t even born [yet] when he
died, [my grandmother] was pregnant with her.... When they moved
to Vancouver, she [Fanny] was really the matriarch and my bubba,
[Fanny’s] mother, came with her to Vancouver and didn’t pass on until
I was 13 years of age.... They’re from southern Russia, the river Don,
which is apparently how they got the last name Donner. And my
bubba [great-grandmother] and her husband brought the kids out of
Russia when my grandmother was a young girl during the pogroms in
the early 1900s. And I think there were two sisters, two or three sisters, and when they bought the passports, of course illegally, they were
all made out to boys, and so they had to disguise the young girls as
boys in order to ... escape from Russia. And why they came to Canada
instead of, for example, New York ... I really have no idea.... But, anyways, they came to Canada and ... they ended up in Winnipeg. And
half the family remained in Winnipeg ... [but] my dad was born in
Kenora, as were his brothers and his sister.”
Joanne’s father’s name was Isador but they always called him Ed, or
E, she said. Years later, she added, “he officially changed it, actually

From the JMABC Collection: Oral History Excerpts – The Furniture Industry

65

just before he passed away, he passed away at a very young age, at
53....” Ed’s brothers were Sam and Fred.
Fanny certainly knew Yiddish, and “she could read and write English
but she didn’t have a formal education.”
Joanne believes that her mother’s parents, Clare and Samuel
(Solomon) Israels, came from Romania, “at least one of them did.
And I don’t remember exactly ... when they came over. I do know
that, when they came over, my grandfather, James Donner, was a merchant and started in the furniture business but my [maternal] grandfather Solomon Israel, he worked on the railway [Canadian Pacific
Railway].” Clare “married a man, Sol Prasow, who also worked on the
railway and, apparently, those families knew each other, you know,
way back when. Of course, the Jewish community, I imagine, wasn’t
too large.”
Both families settled in Winnipeg, where Joanne’s mother was born
and grew up. But James and Fanny moved to Kenora, where they
started Donner’s Furniture.
When James died in 1922, Fanny took charge of the company. “As her
sons grew older, one by one they assumed positions of responsibility in
the firm. And ... with Sam ... the oldest of the brothers, my uncle, in
charge of sales. And Ed, my dad, running the office end. And Fred, the
younger brother, handling stocks and supplies.”
Fanny lived until she was in her 90s and she was the head of the business, explained Joanne. “She was the boss, and her sons, until she died,
listened to her. And, of course, my dad was deceased before she was.”
A December 22, 1944, fire that decimated their Kenora store is what
brought the Donners to Vancouver. They considered rebuilding there,
but decided against it. Looking at a December 1946 Province newspaper article by W.B. McKinley headlined “Donner Furniture Family
Has Dramatic History,” Joanne read, “‘Stock was a total loss and many
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Donner’s Furniture Store, 1127 Granville Street, Vancouver, B.C., 1955. While the
Donners only arrived in Vancouver in 1946, they had been in the furniture business
since 1911, in Kenora, Ont., a fact that they advertised on their Vancouver storefront.

of their personal possessions,’ they lived, you see, above the store, ‘and
many of the personal possessions of the family also went up in flames.
Lost, too, were hundreds of dollars’ worth of toys – necessitating the
return of many deposits. In 30-below weather, the Donners contemplated sadly the ruin of their 34-year-old establishment.’”
Joanne showed Leora Raivich the bill of sale from when Donner’s
Furniture bought the Granville store from the Averbachs. Given the
year of the Donners’ arrival in Vancouver (1946) and that on the sale
document (1948), Joanne postulated, “Now, they rented when they
first came here in 1946.... They bought it ... they actually purchased it
in ’48. This is from Morris [Omansky], Lou Averbach’s father-in-law
and Arnold Klein’s father-in-law ... and we bought it for $20,000.”
Joanne also had a letter written by Fanny dated March 12, 1923. Fanny
was writing “to the bank begging for them not to call in the loans and
to give her a chance,” said Joanne. She then read some of the letter:
“‘It is with regret I have learned from the Trade Trust Co. of
Winnipeg, who are acting for the creditors, that you have not signed
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... [what I have] sent to you. I am taking the liberty, and kindly ask
you to sign the enclosed document and forward same to the Traders
Trust Company. After the terrible shock of losing Mr. Donner and
big expense, I could not stop in the business with liabilities over
$10,000, as most of the wholesalers tell me if I have someone to help
me along, they will then try and make an adjustment so I can keep
on the business.... I was left with 4 children and I am trying to make
a living for them and myself.... [There was a meeting and most of
the creditors agreed to a settlement] ... and everyone signed with the
exception of your firm, so they have written me [that] they can’t distribute the monies unless everyone’s signed. Now kindly take into
consideration and don’t delay your signature. I am struggling to
make a living for my family, and,’ I’m going to cry [ Joanne pauses
then continues reading], ‘and if you will not sign ... I will probably
have to give up this business. I trust you will not delay, and I will try
and give you all my business in your line. We have been dealing with
you for years, and hope to do so in the future, and trust you will help
me now. Trusting to hear from you by return mail. Yours truly,
Mrs. J. Donner.’”
Joanne explained that the Vancouver Donner’s “was a three-piece store”:
there was unpainted furniture, the main furniture store, and a hardware
and toy store. She said that, compared to Belmont, Hope’s and Wosk’s –
she wasn’t sure about National – Donner’s had lower-end furniture and
catered to the middle-class buyer.
In addition to the furniture stores, Joanne said that the family “eventually bought hotels and property. There was a hotel in Donner’s
Furniture, up here, called the Clifton. It was one of those hotels that
was very busy every couple hours, people came and went. We bought
that. And then we bought a second furniture store, right across the
street from Hope’s and Wosk’s in the next block, 1044 Granville
Street, a few years later, that was quite a few years later.” The first listing in the city directory at 1044 Granville Street for Donner’s – with
the star indicating ownership – is 1959. The Donners bought other
buildings, as well.
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Joanne remembers playing
in the store when she was 10
or 11 years old. “I mean, it
was all safe, it was all beautiful, it was all elegant. In
addition to, I was going to
say, in addition to the furniture merchants, there were
an awful lot of [other]
Jewish merchants there.”
She worked at Donner’s “in
the unpainted [furniture Fanny Donner sitting at a desk at Donner’s
store], I sold everything. I Furniture store, 1127 Granville Street,
Vancouver, B.C., 1955.
could sell, I worked there
until, probably, I got my first job at Woodward’s in my mid-teens, 16,
17; otherwise I, every summer and every weekend, I was at Donner’s
selling furniture.”
Overseeing everything was her grandmother. “She told all the salespeople how to act, how to sell, how to do everything,” said Joanne.
When her grandmother wasn’t in the store, “one of us kids would sit
there [at the cash register] and we’d take care of the change and ... we
were bright kids and could sell anything.”
As was the case for many of the other shop owners along Granville
– and Vancouverites in general – one of Joanne’s favourite places to
eat was Peter Pan Café, which was next door to the second
Donner’s store.
Joanne described her family’s staff as “wonderful and loyal, and they
were with [us] forever.” She mentioned a few names of people she
remembered, noting, “We went to their kids’ weddings and ... we just,
we were a family.”
Joanne’s father worked on Friday nights. “And Saturdays he worked.
That was the busiest day of the week. Took Wednesdays off, but Rosh
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Hashanah, Yom Kippur ... he would be at the BI [Beth Israel
Synagogue].” While the Donners knew most of the people in the Jewish
community, Joanne said, “As a matter of fact, we catered to a non-Jewish
population because, you see, in those days, the Jewish population was
very small in Vancouver and very well-to-do, and so the Jewish population basically bought their furniture at Wosk’s and Hope’s.”
Joanne recalls her parents being friendly with everyone, mentioning
Morrie and Dena Wosk; she remembers going to Arnold and Birdy
Klein’s kids’ birthday parties; and even dating Gary Averbach a couple of times when she was a teenager. She praised the business savvy
of the three men that owned Belmont, saying, “my parents, they just
made a living and they were open store hours and they never thought,
they ... didn’t have the initiative or the imagination of the Averbachs
and the Kleins and the Omanskys. They were ... fabulous merchants.
They really, we all admired them immensely.” Joanne gave the
example of the midnight sales Belmont would have. “So, Donner’s,
they didn’t know from anything, but they would stay open too.
I mean, after all, they might as well catch the overflow [laughter].”
In 1964, Joanne’s dad became ill, and he died in 1967 at the age of 53.
Her mother took his place in the business, as she was a partner in the
furniture stores, as well in the hotels. Joanne’s generation of the
Donner family was the last to work in the furniture industry, though
none of them chose it as a career.
About whether her parents asked her to stay on, Joanne said, “Never.
They didn’t want us to be in the business. They wanted to be able to
support us, to educate us, to get out in the world, be professionals.
They did not want Donner’s Furniture to continue.”
The last city directory listing for Donner’s Furniture is in 1970 –
though the 1971 listing has Fanny as being “of Donner’s,” there is no
separate listing for the store. Sam is listed as “of Clifton Hotel” and
Fred “of Regal Hotel.”
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Clare Prasow, with niece Joanne Emerman in attendance
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, August 11, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.;
20.03-22
COURTESY OF JOANNE EMERMAN

Clare Prasow was born on September 6,
1922, in Kenora, Ont. She had three older
brothers: the oldest was Samuel and then
Edward and then Fredrick. Sam was married to Hazel Karen from St. Paul, Minn.,
Ed was married to Sylvia Israels in
Winnipeg and Fred was married to Min
Shapiro from Winnipeg. Clare married
Saul Prasow from Medicine Hat, Alta., in
1946, in Vancouver.
Clare Prasow, 2012.

Her father, James Donner, was one of many
children, Clare explained, adding, “the Donners were an educated family and they attended high Russian institutes of learning.... Conditions
in the Crimea weren’t very good for the Jews, so my grandfather [Aaron
Donner], who was quite well to do ... they decided that the family
should move to Palestine, and he took a couple of his sons and he went
to Palestine.” This was circa 1900, but they opted to move to Canada
instead. They went to Winnipeg with her grandmother Manya’s brother and another family.
Clare doesn’t remember the Donner grandparents at all, as they died
around the 1920s, she thinks. However, she does remember her
maternal grandparents, the Ostrovskys, and there is more about them
in Clare’s Legacy, a copy of which has been given to the Jewish
Museum and Archives of British Columbia.
“In Winnipeg, my grandfather opened up a little store and my mother had a whale of a time. She was a young person and she was a very
beautiful person and very vivacious. Lovely, lovely woman. And that’s
where she met my father.” James Donner and Fanny Ostrovsky were
married in Winnipeg in 1910, moving to Kenora and opening a fur-
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niture store there in 1911. The documents that her niece, Joanne
Emerman, read in her oral history interview were found in 1999, in “a
safe that had easily been in Kenora that had come to Vancouver and
there was a section of this safe that nobody had looked at before.”
Clare was not sure why her parents went into furniture, “maybe they
had a few pieces of furniture that they could sell.… I don’t really
know. Because they started with nothing.”
About the languages spoken in the home, Clare said, “we never spoke
Jewish in the house because usually when Jewish is spoken in the
house, it’s spoken between the mother and the father but in our house
with … my father gone, we only spoke English. And my mother had
to speak English in the store.” Her mother, however, did speak
Yiddish and Russian.
The Kenora store was at 207 Main Street. “Two doors away, there was
a raw fur store,” said Clare. “They don’t deal in raw furs [nowadays]....
And that caught on fire and the fire department came, put out the fire
and left, but it was smouldering underneath all these piles of raw fur.
And then … about midnight and even a bit later, and it was 30 below
outside, and the fire went from up the walls in the raw furs store and
missed the barber shop that was in between and hit the top of our
suite. And that’s how the fire started.”
Several stores were destroyed, an estimated $75,000 in damage to the
business section, said Joanne Emerman, reading from an article in the
Kenora Daily Minor & News. She also pointed to a May 1945 newspaper announcement that Fanny placed: “To all our friends and customers ... on behalf of my family and myself, I wish to extend to you
all our sincere thanks for the courtesy … you have shown to us in
business and friendship for the past 34 years. We are sorry to leave
Kenora for the present and we wish to say goodbye – until we met
again. Mrs. James Donner and family.”
“[Two of the] boys decided that they would go to see where they could
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Newspaper
clipping, “Donner
Furniture Family
Has Dramatic
History,” by W.B.
McKinley,
December 1946.
The article tells
how the Donners
ended up coming
to Vancouver and
setting up shop.

establish a [new] store,” said Clare. “And they got on the train ... coming from Kenora, where it’s 30 below. They had on their rubber shoes
and their big, heavy coats and their scarves and their gloves and their
hats. They got on the train and they go to Calgary and ... then they
came to Vancouver. So, these boys, in all these Kenora clothes ... the
train came in and it was a beautiful day. It was in January ... a beautiful day.”
Her brothers, Ed and Fred, “went to the White Spot, which at our
time was a car service, and they got these hamburgers taken to their
car, which was unheard of in Kenora, and the weather was so lovely.
So, they phoned home and they said, ‘We’re not coming back.’ And
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they looked around [and] in less than a week, they found this store
and it was owned by a family by the name of Omanksy....
“And they sold the store to Ed and Fred. Ed and Fred go home to
Kenora … [and say,] ‘We bought a store.’ And my brother Sam and
my mother couldn’t believe these two Kenora boys in Vancouver buying a store within a week. So, they bought the store and right away
they started to work on it, the two boys, and my brother Sam went
down east to do some buying so that they had a few things to sell in
the store. And that’s how the store started.”
Her mother was very involved in the business, and her three brothers
worked very, very hard, said Clare. “And I remember in this store, in
Vancouver, the cash register, which had come from Kenora, but all
that ice.... [They had to] fix it up.... And I can remember my mother
sitting on the platform with the cash register ... the four of them
worked the store. And I didn’t live here. I got married in ’46 and
moved to Medicine Hat.”
Joanne said her father “was interested in expanding, and purchasing
hotels, rather than ... [in] the furniture business.... He learned in ...
1964 ... that he had cancer, and he was very interested in getting out
of the furniture business so that our family and other families could
have something to rely on besides the furniture business.”
Clare added, “Three families were earning a living from it, so he went
into the hotel business.”
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Ida Feldstein
Interviewed by Irene Dodek, August 20, 2012, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.12-08
Ida Feldstein was married to Morris Feldstein. They bought Stork
Craft in 1945, and it is still in business.
Ida was asked how they got into furniture. She answered, “every time ...
we took the streetcar downtown, we’d stop at 4th and Granville to
transfer or something, I don’t know how we happened to be there a couple of times. And every time he’d look and see what they were making.
And he loved woodwork and he loved manufacturing....
“So, what do we see in the papers? ‘Stork Craft for Sale.’ So, he says,
‘I’m going to go down there and see.’ And he went down. I says, ‘But
what do you know about, you know, manufacturing cribs?’ Anyway, he
talked to the guys and it was three guys, that it was really a hobby with
them.... And they said, ‘One will stay on with you to help you out’ or
[something like that]. They were very nice. He says, ‘OK, I’ll take
it.’… And that was it. And, within a very short time, this other guy
wanted out and we were very happy that he did.”
Ida was the bookkeeper. “I also helped sell in the retail. And took
[our daughter] Linda, put her in the crib there and she was part of
the scene. And that’s how we started out, and developed this

STORKCRAFTDIRECT.COM

Morris Feldstein (far right in photo of people around crib) started hand-making baby
furniture in 1945, and Stork Craft is still running strong.
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Granville Street looking northwest, Vancouver, B.C., 1950. Stork Craft Ltd., 1511 West
4th Avenue, is on the corner.

business until [our son] David came into it when he graduated
from university.”
Stork Craft’s website explains that Morris started hand-making baby
furniture in 1945, moving from his basement to the 4th Avenue
shop. Company milestones include the opening of its factory on
Commercial Drive in 1950 (which was expanded in 1970), developing the first-ever drop-side crib in 1953, being the first in Canada
with plastic rails (in 1954) and opening a Richmond, B.C., factory
in 1979. Also according to the website, Joseph Segal purchased
Stork Craft in 2001, and the company began international expansion
in 2002.
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Graham Forst
Interviewed by Betty Nitkin, August 6, 2013, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.13-14

COURTESY OF GRAHAM FORST

Graham Forst’s grandfather, Nichol Firkser,
married Fanya (Fanny) Perplowski in
Glasgow before the turn of the century:
“They were both escaping the pogroms in the
Pale and they were from Riga, that is to say,
Nichol was from Riga and Fanny was from
Bialystok, and they had met in Glasgow,
where they had both gone, and where many
people went, to U.K. ports when they were
escaping Russian antisemitism, and ... Nichol
had a relative in Montreal so they were able to
Graham Forst, 2013.
emigrate from Scotland to Montreal.”

They went in 1901 and Graham’s father and his siblings were all born
in Montreal: Alex (uncle), Edward (father), Mary (aunt) and William
(uncle), “whom some readers will remember was the managing editor
of the Vancouver Province for many, many years.... From Montreal, the
family moved to Winnipeg, [but] Grandpa Forst was unable to secure
longstanding employment in Winnipeg, he was a tinker [tinsmith].”
So, they moved to Vancouver, where they had a relative, in 1909.
Nichol started off as a bricklayer and then became a fishmonger, said
Graham. During the First World War, he saved enough money to
eventually buy a small bicycle sales and repair shop on Powell Street
at Columbia. “He saw quite correctly, because of the interest in
Stanley Park, that there was going to be an increasing business in
bicycles.... When Dad and Uncle Alex moved to the big store they
built on East Hastings, which was a three-storey with a basement, a
very successful business, they made it a commitment to have a large
bicycle repair department in honour of their dad and in the middle of
this big damn department store on East Hastings was this bicycle
repair shop, and I still remember I used to go in there all the time and
it used to be fascinating watching them take these bicycles apart.”
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The city directory lists Nichol as a tinsmith from 1912-19; there is no
listing for a few years, but then he is listed again, with the bike business from 1923-25.
Graham explained that Nichol contracted tuberculosis at the end of
the 1920s, but wasn’t sure when his grandfather had died, guessing it
might have been in 1930 or ’31. When Nichol got sick, he and Fanny
went to a place in the Interior, where the air was dry, and, said
Graham, “I don’t know about Alex ... Alex was older than my dad, but
Dad got left in a Catholic orphanage....” He was 14 at the time.
Alex and Ed took over the bike shop. “The way Dad tells the story is
that a representative of Philips Radio came in there with a cathedral
radio ... and it was brought in there on consignment and they put it
in the front window and it sold, and they made five dollars.” That represented a lot of repaired bicycles, and “the Philips guy left two in
there and, the next time, they both sold, so Alex then realized that
appliances really is more viable than bicycles, so they began to put
more and more Philips appliances in there and then they realized that
they had to get out of that little bicycle store so they bought a store
on East Hastings [just west of Nanaimo], small ... and they sold furniture and appliances from that store throughout the late ’30s.”
Alex and Ed first appear in the city directory in 1924, Alex as a clerk
and Ed as a mechanic. In 1925, Alex is listed as a printer (though
paperboys could have fallen into that category) with the Province,
while Ed remains labelled as a mechanic. The next year, all the men
in the family are listed, while Mary is listed for the first time in 1928,
as a stenographer. By the 1929 directory, Fanny appears, as a widow,
Alex has taken over the hardware and cycle shop at 2432 East
Hastings, and Ed is a salesman. In 1930, Alex and Ed are Forst &
Forst hardware, which becomes simply Forst’s Hardware the next
year, now even larger though, taking up 2432-36 East Hastings.
The brothers “did very well in this little store and they saved their
money and, what’s more important, they made good credit contacts,”
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Jubilee Parade
Forst’s Float,
Vancouver, B.C.,
July 1, 1946.

said Graham. So, in the late 1930s, they started thinking about expansion, and “got a deal on a block with only old houses on it, 2550 East
Hastings.... It’s actually a double block ... and they called it Forst in a
big vertical sign. The name Forst was either given to Nichol or – no
it wasn’t. Nichol chose the name when he emigrated because the original name Firkser in Latvian, I believe, has something to do with
forestry and he wanted, because all Latvians spoke German and Forst
is a German word ... so they were influenced by that. And he left the
‘e’ out. Dad was always grateful for that because, as he said, it saved
him $700 because they didn’t have to the put the ‘e’ in the name when
they put this huge neon sign up there [laughter]. So it became Forsts
Ltd. [by leaving out the apostrophe, another $700 was saved on the
sign, Graham later added], and that store was opened a week before
the day of my birth, which was the 11th of July 1940, and it immediately became a very successful business. My dad explained why they
were able to be successful in a time when the big merchandisers in
Vancouver were Hudson’s Bay and a company called Spencer’s ...
Spencer’s became Eaton’s, and then Woodward’s was big.”
About what his dad told him about Forsts’ success, Graham said,
“Well, Ed and Alex, being as they were children of immigrants in a
way that nobody at Spencer’s or Woodward’s or Hudson’s Bay could
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claim, knew – and this is the way my dad explained it to me – knew
to trust immigrants on credit payments.... When they bought things
on credit, which is how you were beginning to buy things, that if it
was a three-dollars-a-week payment, that they would be down there
with their three dollars in their hand and they were so trustworthy....
Hudson’s Bay, for example, Dad used to tell me, wouldn’t take things
on credit themselves, they outsourced to a company which you might
remember: Household Finance, HFC.... Dad and Alex didn’t outsource and the immigrants appreciated that, and so they were able to
build up a tremendous loyalty among the immigrant society of East
Vancouver and Alex was the business head and Ed, my dad, was the
personal and [laughter] to tell you the truth, it was quite funny. I used
to go down with Dad.... Dad would come home for dinner and then
he’d go back to the store, it was open till nine o’clock, and we’d drive
back to East Hastings, listen to Foster Hewitt announcing the
Toronto Maple Leaf games ... and so then Dad would take up a position at the front door of the store and shake the hand of every single
person that went in the store, with this big smile on his face and a nice
suit, ‘How are you?’ And he knew most of their names.”
The “store had three storeys and they sold everything in there, clothing, appliances, hardware, toys, ice cream – that we all knew very well,
we used to raid the ice cream department. He sold the east end out to
Super Value in latter years and got income from that and then an offer
was made on the store in 1954 by a British company called Great
Universal Stores, or GUS as they were known, and they were run by
the financier Louis Wolfson and they saw a future in Forsts, there
were seven stores at one point.”
According to a 1955 advertisement, there was the main store on East
Hastings, as well as one in North Vancouver, one in New Westminster,
a trade-in store at 2561 East Hastings and three locations in Vancouver:
on West Boulevard, Main Street and West Broadway.
Graham discovered as an adult that his father was Jewish. “So, I said
to Morris [Wosk] how I found out that Dad was Jewish and Morris
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In 1947, Forsts had five stores. This ad from the city’s Classified Business Directory
shows the range of products that were available.

said, ‘Well, I knew you were Jewish,’ and I said, well, ‘How did you
know?’ He said, and this is the story, ‘We owe our origins to Forsts,’
and I said, ‘Wosk’s owes their origins to Forsts? Explain that to me.’
And he said, ‘Yes, my brother and I used to drive down the lane of the
2500 block of East Hastings and Forsts were very big on electrical
appliances, and they used to take trade-ins on electric ranges and they
used to give people five dollars’ trade-in value for their wood-burning
stoves or their sawdust burning stoves.’ So, he said, these wood burners and sawdust burners used to end up down in the shipping bay at
the back of the store where Grandma Forst, Granny, used to sit there
knitting, and so, he said, ‘We went by there one day and we saw all
these stoves, so we went up and introduced ourselves to your dad and
said, ‘Mr. Forst, how much would you take for all those stoves down
there?’ and Dad said, ‘No, you can take them, go ahead and take
them,’ because the five dollars was just a gimmick to get people to buy
there. So, they took those and they worked and worked on them and
they shined up the brass and they cleaned them up and they resold
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them at their first store ... and they made a profit reselling the resold,
and so they got talking to Grandma Forst and Grandma Forst spoke
Yiddish....” As did the Wosks, of course, said Graham.
Later in the interview, Graham spoke more about the sale of Forsts.
He said that the “newspaper report for the sale price [of Forsts] was
wrong, it was sold for 2.5 million, it says one million in the newspaper but it was 2.5 and, in 1954 dollars, that’s [a lot]....
“So, Dad and Alex shared that, cut it down the middle. Ed’s and Alex’s
thinking was, as it turned out, quite correct, and that is that, [by] 1954,
Park Royal had opened and Brentwood had opened and Oakridge was
about to open and they could see that the future was for people who
could afford to be in these places, you know, these prices that Hudson’s
Bay and Woodward’s could afford, and that the mall was going to
become the place where people shopped ... one-stop shopping, right.
So, he says, where’s that going to leave us? Spread out all around the
city and the suburban areas, that’s going to leave us very vulnerable,
and so Dad and Alex sold the business, subsequently they sold the
name for $6,000 ... so that they could keep the name Forsts, and they
did for two years and then they changed it to Fedco, I believe.”
In response to a question about whether he had any curious stories
that he could remember, things that they did for advertising perhaps,
Graham said, “No. Alex was the advertising guru and Alex had the ...
knowledge of how to make ads jump out at you and he would choose
these huge type fonts, they were like ‘SALE,’ but they were what they
called questionable ‘loss leaders,’ you know, and they’d suck people
into the store. Well, Uncle Alex was the master of the loss leader and
he’d suck people into the store with these great advertisements and
then, once the people were in the store, they were right where you
want[ed] them right [laughter] and that’s how he got people in the
store. I can tell you that Ed and Alex were very likeable people ... and,
as a result, their vast stack of salespeople were enormously loyal to
them. They used to have every year a staff picnic at Belcarra Park, the
Forsts’ Picnic, and I remember I always used to go....”

82

T H E

S C R I B E

Marjorie Groberman
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, August 22, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-30
JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA L.20264

Marjorie Groberman, née Frome, was born
September 24, 1919, in Edmonton; her
younger brother was Alan. The family moved
to Vancouver in 1937. “I finished high school
in Alberta, then I came here and I didn’t go
to university,” said Marjorie. “It was a tough
time for my parents and, instead of going to
university, I went to work.”

She worked as a fur model for awhile, and
then worked at “National Furniture Store,
who had a ladies ready-to-wear department. Marjorie Groberman at a
Hadassah-WIZO event,
Then I worked at a fur shop [on Granville Vancouver, B.C., circa 1993.
Street] until I got married. I used to model fur
coats when customers came in to look at them. I’m fairly tall, so it
was fine.”
Marjorie married Cecil Groberman in 1941. “I wanted to work,” she
said, “but my father-in-law thought it wasn’t nice [for women to do
so]. He didn’t want us to work because he thought it wouldn’t be a
good image for the family. It was completely different than it is today.”
Marjorie knew Cecil from Young Judea in Edmonton. “He came from
Calgary. His family had moved out to Vancouver a year before us, so
I had already met him earlier.... Cecil was the baby of the family and
the last to get married.... They originally came from Russia, but they
were temporarily living in Manchester, England, when they decided to
come to Canada.”
When the couple were married, Cecil “was working in their furniture
store. His father had a couple of stores in Calgary and decided that,
with five sons, that he’d open up some other branches. That’s why
they decided to come to Vancouver. All five sons were in the business.”
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In Calgary, the company was called Dominion Furniture; in Vancouver,
it was called National Furniture. Their first store here was on “Hastings
Street ... later, they opened another store on Granville and Helmcken.”
Marjorie thought the Hastings store opened in 1935/36. The first city
directory listing appears in 1937, and includes furniture and men’s
clothing in the store’s description, as does that of the 2558 Granville
Street location, which is first listed in 1938. Ten years later, there are
three West Hastings addresses, as well as 1090 Granville; the locations
and the numbers of stores change throughout the years.
Marjorie described the furniture that National sold as “popular-priced
furniture with credit terms. They’d give features, like a set of dishes
with a kitchen set, or a mattress with a bedroom set. Big promotions
with credit. That was in the early days of credit. In the Granville store,
they carried very fine lines of furniture.” Most of the furniture came
from Ontario, “although there were a couple of local firms. Also, a few
were from the States.”
While she never worked in the store, Cecil did. “All five brothers were
in the business and used to go together. One would pick up the others
in the morning and drop them off at each store. So, they were all
involved.” The store’s busiest day, she thought, was probably Saturday.
Anita Marks’ company in Vancouver was called Dominion Furniture.
“That was competition. Then, there was another group of stores called
the Belmont, that was [Louis] Averbach and [Sid] Golden. And then,
the department stores. There weren’t many independent furniture
stores then.”
Marjorie said, “It was very difficult when you’ve got five brothers
and five opinions. And then, of course, there was the father, who was
there for years and years. He really was the head of the business. In
the end, they answered to him. And then, when he died, they sold
the business. They couldn’t get out of it fast enough. They all hated
the business. I think it was in the seventies [it actually seems to have
been in 1962, according to the directory listings]. And they all
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became independent. They sold it to a
couple of employees, as a matter of fact,
and they all moved on to other things.”
In the 1963 city directory, the brothers
are all still listed as being with National
Furniture in various capacities under the
Groberman listing, but only Sid
Groberman is connected to the store
under the National listing, as president,
and there is also National Furniture
(1962) Ltd. listed, with G. Genser as
president. In 1964, National Furniture
(1962) Ltd. is at 138 West Hastings
(where the Groberman enterprise was
located) and it remains there, with a
warehouse at 136, until 1969/70.
As did the other stores, the Grobermans’
National had clearance and other sales, as
well as product giveaways. They carried
furniture and appliances. “I also remem- Somehow, even though the
ber the first television set in 1949. We had Grobermans didn’t open a store in
all the neighbours in to see our wonderful Vancouver until 1935/36, a 1933
article in the JWB proclaims its
television. We were among the first to arrival.
have a television because we were in the
business. It was a 10-inch. We thought it was wonderful!”
National advertised in both the Sun and the Province. “Advertising
was quite cheap then. They used to do a lot of groups –
bedroom/kitchen/dining room, bundled into one price with so much
down, then pay one or two dollars a week. That was a big deal! They
also did some radio advertising.”
Each store had “departments: dining room sets, bedrooms, appliances,
etc. Four floors. Granville was three floors. Things were grouped
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Pedestrians and businesses on the south side of West Hastings Street, Vancouver, B.C.,
1949. Not only was National Furniture advertising chesterfield and bedroom sets on
the day this photo was taken, but they were giving away a Mercury Sedan and other
“valuable prizes.”

together, depending what you came to see. The main floor had mostly living room and casual (for a den), that’s what most people were
looking for. The dining room was always upstairs....
“They would try to dress the windows with their most enticing type
of stuff. If it were a bedroom set, they had a department that made
bedspreads and cushions, so they’d put in a unique design. National
Furniture was known for satin bedspreads and very ornate things.
There was a woman that made them. They had flowers added to them
and ruffles and whatever else she could think of and were very decorative. They were really quite attractive.”
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Things really started to get good with business after the war, “people
were moving, businesses were beginning to boom and a trend started,”
said Marjorie.
About the differences in National’s different stores, she explained,
“Well, Hastings was always a lower-priced street than Granville.
Granville was supposed to be the better shops. Hastings had
Woodward’s, the Army and Navy, and Spencer’s (which became
Eaton’s). The only department store on Granville was the Bay. The
furniture stores were there, too. Woodward’s used to have $1.49 Day,
and most stores would gear their windows and promotions to those
days because $1.49 Day brought down a tremendous number of people. The smaller stores would do better business on those days, closer
to a Saturday.”
Marjorie described the ’60s and ’70s as being good for the furniture
business in general, “but afterwards there got to be much more
competition and, as the business expanded, the boys really weren’t
interested in expanding anymore. Their father was interested in what
he’d set up, but they weren’t really interested in staying in the furniture business.”
(Marjorie Groberman passed away in 2011.)

Sheldon Kopelow
Interviewed by Gary Averbach, August 9, 2013, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.13-15
Sheldon Kopelow’s father, Hymie (Hy), was a butcher in Winnipeg,
and when he first came to Vancouver. (The city directory lists him as
a butcher from 1948-50, then in 1951 as manager of Kopelow’s Super
Market, owned by Harry Kopelow.) Sheldon’s mother, Esther, was
also from Winnipeg originally; she had three sisters and a brother,
said Sheldon, “Al Diamond, who was always in the background willing to lend a hand when they needed funds to open up new ventures.
Al always had money and they even formed a finance company called
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Diamond Finance when my parents used to carry their own
finance paper, when they moved
[their store] to Granville Street....
They used to finance ‘unfinanceables,’” referring to customers
who “couldn’t get credit in the
regular manner.”

87

As a kid, explained Sheldon, “I
went from being ... a juvenile
delinquent to nose to the grind- Sheldon Kopelow, left, with his brother
stone in a very, very short period Martin Kopelow, 2012.
of time. My dad was always away
on the road so I was running around wild, and my mother was working so I didn’t have any supervision.... I was getting into minor mischief in today’s matters but when my dad and I had a big brouhaha, I
left home, and that was when I was very young, and I think I got
thrown in the clink for a night and he came and we talked, and ... he
smoked and he didn’t want me to smoke, [but] he gave me a smoke
and we kind of did the blood meld. I realized there’s only one set of
parents and we just became like two peas in a pod. We ended up going
to furniture shows together, we were working, his work ethics were:
you work even harder than I did … he didn’t know about stopping, he
just kept going and going and going, and what finally demised him
was he just, he killed himself working.” He died in the furniture store.
Hy began in salvage in 1952. “Him and another guy named Frank
were partners ... they had a falling out and my dad went on his own
but in the beginning ... it was called H & F Salvage.” Hy “got himself
a big truck ... and he would go on big road trips from Vancouver all
the way to Fort St. John, Kitimat, those areas, picking up salvage,
whether it be batteries, steel plate, copper wire and whatever. He
would bring it back to Vancouver and dismantle it and sell it to ...
Dave Berman at Active Trading.”

88

T H E

S C R I B E

Often, he would pick up old stoves. “So, he got the idea to open up a
store on Main Street, I think it was 612 Main, and in that store they
brought the old stoves and rebuilt them.... At that time, even Wosk’s
was rebuilding stoves and Y. Franks, and that’s how they all kind of
started.... Because he was doing salvage, he got access to Crown assets
... the government always has surplus product ... and you bid on it and
you buy it, and he bought everything.... They opened a store with used
furniture across the street at 641 Main.... And these were old wooden
buildings with ... rats running around. My mother would open the
door in the morning, she’d take a broom and bang it on the floor to
scurry the rats.
“So, one side of the street was Shelly’s Furniture, because they named
it after me, and the other was Shelly’s Stoves [in the directories, it’s
listed as Shelly’s Ranges]. And this went on for quite awhile; in those
days, I think the store at 641 Main, one of the stores, backed on to
False Creek.... And there was nothing about environmental then; my
father would bring copper wire that he bought in bulk from dismantled factories or whatever, and they would burn the cooper wire right
at the back of the store ... throw gasoline on it and burn it, burn the
plastic off. Nobody knew anything about environmental, as evidenced
by the pollution of False Creek at that time. They would go to the
dump and take 45-gallon barrels that he had on the back of his truck
that were filled with ... car batteries ... and with guys from the
Salvation Army and the missions, they’d ... break the batteries open,
take out the lead either with rubber gloves or sometimes even with
their hands, and put it into other barrels and take it to salvage yards
and sell the lead.... From that interaction with all these chemicals and
battery acids he developed lead poisoning ... nobody knew why my
dad would get tired; he was very, very tough but he would get tired.
Nobody could ... figure it out here.
“In the salvage business, everything was cash so there was always a big
wad of cash in my mother’s purse and in my dad’s pocket because you
had to pay everything with cash; nobody took cheques in those days
for salvage. One day, my dad’s just not feeling great ... as I recall, as
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my mother tells me ... she said, you know what, the doctors can’t figure out what the hell’s wrong with you ... [and] she put a big roll of
money on the bed and said, get your ass on a plane and go to the
Mayo Clinic [in Rochester, N.Y.]... He got on a plane, checked himself into the Mayo Clinic and went for a full physical. And they found
he wasn’t anaemic, he had lead poisoning, and they said get out of the
salvage business, this is killing you. Well, they decided, and at that
particular time, as I best recall, the Averbachs and Goldens had leased
out the building at 1016 Granville ... [to a guy who] brought over a
company called ABC Furniture that was on Kingsway and it became
ABC Belmont ... [but he] ended up going bankrupt and the store was
empty....” It became Shelly’s at Belmont.
The last listing of H & F Salvage in the city directory is 1962, with
Hy as president. From 1953-59, Esther is proprietor of Shelly’s
Ranges, then of Shelly’s Reconditioned Stoves & Furniture from
1960-62. From 1963, both Hy (president) and Esther (secretary) are
listed with Shelly’s at Belmont.
Granville “was the living retail street of Western Canada, thriving and
aggressive. It was a street that you could walk down at night time and,
even though there was hookers and pimps and street people, you were
safe. In the late ’60s, early ’70s, the mayor in the city was Art Phillips
[1972-77], may he rest in peace.... [He was] in some place ... they had
a boardwalk, in the middle of January, and saw that there were no cars
in an area and there was a lot of street traffic. People were sitting and
walking and [he thought] it was a great idea to take vehicle traffic off
of Granville Street.... At that time, it was the summer and everything
was active and people were coming down ... everything was great.
Winter rolls along and, all of a sudden, things started to slow off
because people were used to driving to wherever they were going
whether it was … Peter Pan Café, dropping somebody off ... going to
the movies and whatever. At that time, our lease was coming up at
Belmont and ... my dad said, you know what, let’s just go year to year;
let’s not do a long-term lease.”
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Hy was looking for a warehouse because Belmont was used as a store,
and “it had low ceilings and basements that were hard to get into and
it was just old-time retail.” Hy had been warehousing down on Water
Street near Army & Navy, but it “was a pretty precarious operation
there, with no heat in the building so furniture would crack, and it just
wasn’t the right operation.” He found a building on Homer Street
owned by the Grobermans, four or five floors, and he rented it.
When in Los Angeles, Hy came across the Warehouse, and “cloned
that idea and brought it to Canada,” said Sheldon. He opened up his
Warehouse to the public two or three days a month and it was successful, but the Grobermans either sold the building or “we were renting it from somebody else and they bought the building, but either
way the rent ... went from one rate to ... some enormous figure and
my dad decided, you know what, I’m moving out. So he ran a going
out of business sale almost before he had a real grand opening sale,
and it was like mob city. It was unbelievable the traffic, the response.
He reduced the mark-up to below what the stores on Granville Street
and everybody else was selling goods at, and the place turned into an
overnight success.” There were no Costcos or the like back then, said
Sheldon, “it was the first.”
Hy ended up buying a building across the street, still on Homer, “and he
starts running it as the Warehouse in conjunction with having Belmont
Furniture on Granville Street. Well, times changed and the warehouse
concept was embraced by the public.”
Gary Averbach recalled the fire at Belmont. That’s when he remembers meeting Hy, “and, just to add my own little thing, I was looking
for a summer job so he hired me as a cleaner, to sweep the floors and
stuff, just to do a favour to my father, and I found I had a talent for
selling furniture and, before I knew it, I was like number two or three
furniture salesman,” said Gary.
Noting that, in those days, you couldn’t open in the evenings – “my dad
was the first guy to bring Friday night shopping into the retail business”
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– Sheldon said his dad would “go to Rubin’s to have dinner, or the
Skillet. I would stay in the store and I would rearrange the floor. I’d
move the sofas here, move them there; my dad had everything lined up
in rows. I’d put the coffee tables and the end tables with the sofas and
the loveseats and made a little different display, maybe plugged in a
lamp or two. My dad would come back, ‘What the hell did you do that
for? We can’t get as much furniture on the floor now, we’ve got three
sofas left over with no place to put [them].’ I said, ‘Yeah, but they look
a lot better.’ So, I loved the business, he loved the business, the business
grew. Unfortunately, I think there was an electrical short or a fire that
started ... we also had a little annex [to 1020 Granville] ... which was
accessed through ... a big hole in the wall with sliding fire doors ... and
I think it was there in the basement where a fire started and ... did some
pretty serious damage, but the stuff was, there was still stuff that was
saleable ... and, in those days, you put the word ‘fire sale’ in the newspaper ad, [and] people came like mice to cheese.”

Fire at
Belmont
Furniture,
Vancouver,
B.C., May 8,
1964.
PROVINCE NEWSPAPER; PHOTOGRAPHER: DAVID C. PATERSON;
VANCOUVER PUBLIC LIBRARY 42089
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Sheldon was making $75 a week in 1964/65. Business was good and
“we opened up another store at the other end of the street, 1076
Granville, and that became a carpet store and a clearance store.” He
worked a lot in the carpet part of the business – he also had a stint managing another carpet store when he and his father “had a big fight” but
he came back when he “heard that there was merchandise moving out
the back door at our new building at 996 Homer, and I ... told my dad
we got shrinkage in a major manner, which is a fancy word for theft,
and I moved back to the operation.” Sheldon also shared a story about
cutting open carpet bags and slicing his finger with “a big, hookedblade, linoleum knife,” from which he still has a scar.
Belmont ended up becoming a clearance centre for the Warehouse.
Eventually, the decision was made to close Belmont. That seems to
have happened in 1977; the Warehouse is listed at 1016 Granville
Street in that year, rather than Shelly’s at Belmont, then that address
is listed as vacant in 1978.
“By that time the street had got seedier,” said Sheldon. “Previously,
there was always hookers .. and drug addicts on the street, but because
there was cars moving and there was a lot of activity, it was like a river.
But as soon as the traffic stopped, it became like a swamp and ... it got
[so] terrible that you wouldn’t walk down there at nine o’clock at
night window shopping – because that was the big pastime in those
days, you’d take your girlfriend on a date and after the movies you’d
window shop because the stores were closed, you know, and then
you’d go to a restaurant, whether it be Mr. Mike’s or the Skillet or
Rubin’s or the Blackstone....”
“Or Peter Pan,” said Gary.
“Or Peter Pan Café,” agreed Sheldon. “The street was alive. You
know, there was characters. There was Basil Pantages, there was Peter
Pantages, Alfonso Pantages, there was Carl Stein, Ben Tessler that
owned House of Stein [stereos], there was Mickey Carr from Carr’s
Electric, there was Sam Donner, there was my dad, there was the
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Belzbergs, the Grobermans; everyone was there. Leo James, Lionel
Furniture [owned by Lionel Goodman] ... and everybody knew everybody, everybody was in competition but it was where you wanted to
be. Wosk had another store down on Hastings but the major action
was from the Granville Street Bridge to the Bay; that’s where the
action was. And, unfortunately, it’s taken a long time for Granville
Street to even come back and it’s still not back to where it was. People
I know, like Arnold Silber, had some properties down there, figuring
it was coming back; I don’t know if he still has.”
Back in those days, “my dad started putting billboards out in the city,
and they were quite controversial; in fact, we had to take them down
because one of them ... had a side profile of a shag carpet with the
word ‘shag’ the Warehouse. And shag, of course, had a sexual connotation ... and he was made to take it down. He did anything he could
to bring traffic to the store. There was a famous radio announcer
named Alan Hassen [in the late 1960s] and he had bagpipes, and he
hired him to walk down Granville Street with bagpipes and lead to
996 Homer, where we were having a remote radio broadcast. And, in
those days, remote radio broadcasts with Jack Cullen and, I think,
[Bob] Hutton and Monty McFarlane drew people, and Red
Robinson, drew people to the area.... Well, we were advertising with
a radio station, CKNW, the top dog ... and there was a salesman
named Irv Switzer, and Irv Switzer was a real go-getter ... he came up
with the idea of bringing in a guy from back east to mark down the
inventory, and he came up with the name Harry Hammer, like hammering down the prices.”
There actually was a Harry Hammer, and Gary said he gave his permission for his name to be used for a Hammer character. The “first
Harry Hammer [character] was a guy named Len Edwards ... and
Len was a tall, good-looking guy with dark glasses and ... the newspaper ad showed him with a clipboard and a grease pencil and marking down prices,” said Sheldon. However, it was Bernie Corbin who
literally became Hammer: “Because Bernie’s voice was so distinctive
when he did radio commercials and said ‘noin noin six Homer,’ it
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became just synonymous with furniture.” Corbin eventually changed
his name “to Harry Hammer because the persona became real.”
The business situation evolved, and Richmond became a viable retail
area. “By that time, Wosk’s had moved. They opened up a giant operation there called Furniture City, Arnold Silber around the corner
opened up Stacey’s Furniture World, and things started changing.”
Everywhere other than Vancouver, “places seemed to be able to open
seven days a week,” he said of the latter half of the 1970s. But leasing
“can be done seven days a week ... so at that time there was a very, very
astute lawyer ... and somehow we got hooked up with him and he said
... what you’ll do on Sunday is you’ll lease the furniture for a hundred
years with one balloon payment up front and that’s how you could get
around being open on Sunday.”
When Harry Hammer died, said Sheldon, “we decided, I think in a
moment of error, to change the name, close the company and change
the name. We had somebody that was working for us and [they] came
up with … said, you know, Harry Hammer was really a rock, so we
changed the name of the business to the Rock.”
The Kopelow brothers (Sheldon and Martin) opened up several
stores: Abbotsford, Surrey, Coquitlam. When there “was a very, very
slow period of retail about 13-14 years ago ... we had a chance to get
out of the furniture business, and we did,” said Sheldon, who is
involved with various other business ventures nowadays.
“Eaton’s, Woodward’s, the Bay is still in furniture once in awhile, but
the days of the big department stores are gone. In the United States,
because I don’t sell product in the United States, but I work in the
United States selling product to Canadians, there’s really only Macy’s
that is a big furniture brand.... In Canada, basically there’s one company now: it’s Leon’s that owns the Brick. The days of a consumer buying a sofa and wanting it to last their lifetime, and then reupholstering
it and giving it to their grandchildren are gone. Those days are gone;
the world has changed.... We changed it. We may have shot ourselves
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in the foot by going offshore to make product but it’s kind of like the
Danes, who made Danish furniture in Denmark [and] were bringing
teak from Thailand. Then one smart Dane said, well, why are we
trucking it all the way from Thailand, the teak, why don’t we just open
our factory in Thailand and make the teak furniture where the teak is
grown? So, all of a sudden, Asia started becoming a manufacturing
area for furniture; now it’s all made there.”

Martin Kopelow, with Sheldon Kopelow in attendance
Interviewed by Gary Averbach on August 23, 2013, Vancouver, B.C.;
20.13-18
COURTESY OF MARTIN KOPELOW

Martin Kopelow is eight years younger
than his brother Sheldon. Their dad
died on December 2, 1971, at age 55.
Saying the memory of that day was
burned into his psyche, Martin said, “I
remember Shelly coming to the high
school that I was attending ... and I
was bragging to my friends how, ‘Hey
look at my brother’s cool car.’ And I
remember the moment I got in and sat
down and looked at him, the look on
Martin Kopelow, 2013.
his face told me what he was about to
tell me. And I remember asking him if it was about Dad and he said,
‘Yes.’ And I said, ‘Did he die?’ And Shelley said, ‘Yes.’ And I remember going home and our mom was just distraught.... So that’s one part
that I want to, I just, want to add, too.”
Martin worked at the Warehouse. He started “with a guy by the name
of Ken Cook. They’d work Thursday nights and Friday nights doing
customer pick-ups ... and Shelly would take us up to the floor and say
... ‘I want this moved over there and this over here, and I want you to
display this like this, and this like that.’ And then he would leave and
we would do all that.... We also did stock transfers from the
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Warehouse, bringing furniture because Belmont was still running.”
Martin helped with deliveries. “We had an Econoline Van we called
‘the Little Blue Van,’” said Sheldon.
It was a 1972 van, recalled Martin. “So I was about 16 when I was
working in the Warehouse. Prior to that, I was the only guy that would
go down to the bottom of the elevator shaft to clean up the lost invoices and dust and crap and dead rats and stuff like that. I was just trying
to prove myself. So, anyway, what happened was I went, I got my driver’s licence and, just before I got my driver’s licence, I was a swamper
... the helper to the truck driver. And a guy by the name of Mike Coffee
... just when I turned 16 ... taught me how to drive the truck.... By 16
and a half, 17, I was making deliveries and I had my own swamper. And
I’m telling you ... you got to appreciate how hard those delivery guys
work in this day and age when you see them hump that furniture up
flights of stairs and stuff like that … it’s brutal. But then, when I was
17, I went skydiving and I had an accident. I broke my leg, so I went
from the warehouse ... upstairs to the accounting department. And this
is before computers and stuff. I remember, the only thing that I can
remember, is balancing salesmen’s figures all the way down these
columns and then all the way across, and they had to be the same. And
I can certainly have appreciation for accountants because they are never
the same. So, then I got into sales after that.... I had the gift of the gab
back then and so I was a pretty decent salesperson. And then, from
there, I went into management, where I was working with Art
Gilbert.... I was his ‘wingman’ from about the time I was 25 to 44.”
Martin also worked in the advertising part of the business, “probably
from 1983/84, until we closed ... besides the other responsibilities that
I had.… Customer service, I did that for seven years. So, I really did
every portion of the business. The only part that I never got involved
in was the floor covering [carpet]. And that’s the part that Shelly was
brought up through.”
Martin, Sheldon and Gary Averbach recalled a salesman, Ted Baron,
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who would own Vogue Furniture. (It appears that Vogue lasted five
years, as it is listed in the directories at 932 Granville from 1965-69.)
Martin called Baron iconic, “and there’s phrases that ... we both use to
this day. And one of them is the term ‘pride of ownership.’ He would
talk to a customer about the furniture that he was selling and he
would say to them, ‘You know what this furniture is going to give you?
This furniture is going to give you pride of ownership.’”
Baron “was very good,” agreed Sheldon. “He came up with some good
ideas, one of them we had: the Miracle on Granville Street, which was
a sale that we had.” He also brought the Kopelows the “three-room
group,” or “step-ups.”
Sheldon explained the concept. When customers walked into the
store, there was a display window on the left and one on the right and
a long hall. “On one side, we had the starter group, $299.... So, the first
step-up was you had to step-up to a box spring. Then you stepped
them up to a smooth-top mattress. Then you stepped them from the
smooth top to a quilt top. Then you stepped them up from an armless
davenport to one with arms and then to one with padded arms. And
the chair was an armless hostess chair. The first step-up was wooden
arms. The second step was [something else] so you could take that
$299 group and get it to $700 with all the steps.... The table top, you
want it with a leaf? It was 10 bucks more.... So, they wanted it with a
wood grain top rather than orange glitter? It was 10 bucks more.” The
master of step-up was Sears, said Sheldon.
“Somebody coined the phrase ‘go big or go home.’ I don’t know who
that was. Wasn’t us,” said Martin.
“And, in those days, we could not, because Wosk’s was the king,” said
Sheldon, adding, “We couldn’t get first-tier brands, so we had secondtier brands.”
Nonetheless, the Kopelows managed to bridge “the glory of Granville
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Street days to, right to the point of, the big box stores,” Gary noted.
And, to remain on good terms with the competition. Arnold Silber
had called Sheldon the day before. “Because even though we were the
fiercest of competitors in our heyday,” said Sheldon, “we actually rented a building from Arnold for what, 20 years, 15 years?” The
Kopelows’ warehouse operation rented a store on Southwest Marine.
“You’re talking about the same thing that was with my father,” said Gary.
“I mean, there was the Grobermans, there was the Wosks, there was the
Averbachs, there was the Donners. They were fierce competitors on
Granville Street, but basically they socialized....”
“After work,” said Sheldon.
At what was then Gleaneagles, which became Richmond Country
Club, Gary said. “They were, you know, all social buddies but when it
came to business, cutthroat.”
“Well, they were competitors,” Sheldon noted.
“But the one interesting thing is,” added Martin, “if you were out of
stock of something, even though you were fierce competitors and you
had the same product, you could phone the other store and say, ‘Look,
I’m out of this. I need it to complete a....’”
Sheldon agreed, “Moe Samuel borrowed something from me and I
borrowed something, and I did the same thing with Arnold.”
“But it was a gentleman’s agreement,” said Martin, “that if you had it
and they needed it....”
Agreeing, Gary noted, “There are just a few people left in it because
really what happened was, how often the same thing, I guess it’s the
Jewish story ... you have the first generation was a pedlar, then a junk
dealer. The second generation goes into ... the new goods store ... but
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the kids, because the family decides, they want to go into something
else and the business dies.”
“Like three generations is it,” said Martin.
“Yeah,” said Gary, “that’s it, three steps....”
“Well, I mean, look,” said Sheldon, “it even happened with
Woodward’s.”
Anita Marks
Interviewed by Leora Raivich on August 18, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.;
20.03-25

JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA L.09825

The Newman family came to Canada
from Poland. Anita Marks, née
Newman, and her two sisters came
with her parents in 1920. Three of her
father’s brothers were here (of a total
of six brothers and two sisters), “and
the brothers had changed their name
to Newman because they were new
here. They came between 1910 and
’20, so my father [Emanuel] had to
change his name and we were naturalized in 1925 to Newman ... so that was
my name until I got married in 1941 Marjorie Groberman, left, with
to Marks. I married a musician from Anita Marks at Anita’s 94th birthday, Vancouver, B.C., 2004.
Calgary, a violinist, Joseph Marks.”

Anita’s mother, Fannie, had six sisters and two brothers, and they lived
in Moscow. She went to university in Poland and became a midwife.
It was in Poland that Emanuel, who was manager of a textile factory,
met Fannie, and they were married there in 1907.
Emanuel “was well read,” said Anita, and “there were pogroms in
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Poland, [and he thought] that’s no place to bring up a family, a Jewish
family, so he decided to come out, because he was doing well there.”
He had a sister in New Jersey, but the “three brothers here, so he felt
that’s where he wanted to come.”
Anita was part of the second generation to run the family business.
Gabriel and Bernard Newman first appear in the city directory in
1917 as Newman Bros. at 2178 West 4th Avenue. By the next year,
they have three stores, new and second-hand furniture, with Bernard
(Boruch) running two and Gabriel (George) one. While Bernard died
on December 22, 1924, he is listed in the directory until 1925.
In 1921, Emanuel shows up as part of Geo. Newman & Co., which it
seems he co-ran with his brother. Their Dominion Furniture Co.
appears in 1924 – oddly enough, there’s another Dominion Furniture
Co., dealing in second-hand goods, that exists concurrently with theirs,
until about 1929 (its last listing). By 1930, when Gabriel died, his family’s Dominion had four locations and a warehouse in the directory.
Emanuel died in 1940, and Anita and her sister Bel (Nemetz) ran their
father’s business until 1963. “We had five furniture stores here, a factory, we upholstered those kinds of furniture, we had a big warehouse.”
(The third sister, Eve, got married in 1940 and moved to Seattle.)
When Anita’s family arrived in Vancouver, her father had “no English,
no money, with three small kids and a wife and, in 20 years, he built
up a furniture empire.... He was very well educated and he was never
without a dictionary in his pocket. So, when anyone said something
he didn’t understand, he got the dictionary out. So, he learned. My
mother wasn’t so quick to learn the language, but my father picked it
up. And he also had spoken German and Polish and Russian, he had
a good smattering of Hungarian. So, when the refugees came here
from different countries, and would come into the store, he could talk
to them in their language.”
Dominion Furniture had several locations and stores over its lifetime,
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including a factory and a warehouse. “We
must have had ... about 50, 60 employees. I’ll
tell you one thing – that my father was the
first one to unionize his factory. He came,
and that’s when they were starting. And he
felt that everyone was entitled to have a fair wage.... I
remember him, when the
postal workers were out on
strike, and they were lined
up in front of the post
office, we went out and
bought chocolate bars and
cigarettes and walked up
and down the line and gave
it to them. That’s the kind
of a man he was.”
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A write-up appeared in
the JWB when Gabriel
Newman died, as well
as when Emanuel died
10 years later.

When their father died, she
and her sister “just stepped
in,” said Anita. “I was working there [bookkeeping] ... long before
then.... I just went through high school, I didn’t go to university.”
The store sold “first-class furniture ... a lot of lines that other stores
couldn’t get; we had exclusive lines,” she said, giving the example of
Sealy mattresses (from Edmonton). “And we had ... all those furniture
stores, the factories in Kitchener. We did business with them all.”
She wasn’t impressed with current-day furniture stores. “To me, they
look like junk stores. You buy something, you don’t have to pay for
three years? It wasn’t like that in our time. In our time, I remember, if
a person bought something, they signed a contract and the following
month they got a notice for their payment. And, if they didn’t make
the payment, somebody went out to see whether they were still there.
This business, that you don’t pay for three, four years, I never heard of
it. Different, different life.”
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The Dominion Furniture sign at Granville Street near 3rd Avenue, Vancouver, B.C., 1932.

She said Dominion stood behind its products, “good service and good
merchandise.... Whatever we sold, we guaranteed and, if anything
went wrong, we were there behind it.”
When she and Bel decided to sell the business in 1963, Anita discussed it with her two sons, “I said, ‘If you want the business, I’ll
hang on to it.’ They said, ‘No.’”
Looking back to the beginning of her career in the industry, Anita
said about the early 1940s, “It was never great. The way business got
here, you know, with the computer age, how many [became dot-com]
millionaires, it was never like that. Things were sort of on an even
keel. One couple months it was good, and a couple months wasn’t....
There were no terrific ups and downs, and no big millionaires and
nobody went broke the way they did [with dot-coms]. Everything was
more stable. But life was not very interesting. I mean, we were all on
tenterhooks. Everybody had family that ... went away to the war. You
know, and you never know. Look how it is now. I don’t know what’s
doing with the Americans [in Afghanistan]; that they’re losing so
many lives and the war’s supposed to be over.”
On a lighter note, Anita said about marketing the business, “We used
to have, I wish I had the ad. We used to advertise a three-room spe-
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cial for $295. So, that’d be a breakfast table and four chairs, and a
tablecloth we imported from Belgium, and a chesterfield with a chair,
and I think we threw in some dishes ... for $295.” While Dominion
didn’t sell household goods, such as dishes, “It was the odd time.... If
we needed it sometimes for display and, at that time, June used to be
the Bride Sale.... We’d get a dummy in the window and a bride’s dress
for that month ... a lot of people got married in June.... And it was a
good month for furniture.”
In response to a question about whether business picked up after the
war, Anita said, “A little bit, not much. We wouldn’t have sold if we were
making a lot of money.... I wasn’t too well. My blood pressure was going
up, my sister wasn’t well. She never worked full time and I thought, if
I’m going to live, I’ve got to get away from that responsibility. So, we
talked it over and we sold the business. We couldn’t get a buyer for it.
We just sold it right out. Closed the stores and sold out from the main
office. And we sold to the bare walls. In 1963.”
(Anita Marks passed away in 2007.)

Moe Samuel
Interviewed by Irene Dodek on July 23, 2013, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.13-12
COURTESY OF OREN SAMUEL

Moe Samuel came to Vancouver
from Montreal when he was about
21 years old. It was 1944 and, with
the war ending, he had gotten laid
off from his job at an aircraft factory.
So, when his sister and brother-inlaw (and Moe’s then two-year-old
niece), who wanted to leave the East
Coast, asked him to join them, he
did. They drove across Canada,
landed in Vancouver and stayed at
the Montgomery Hotel. “It was full Moe Samuel, 2013.
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of drunks and drug addicts and that’s where we made our first stop,”
he recalled. He “couldn’t wait to get out of here.”
Moe’s father was born in Austria and his mother in Romania. His
father owned Samuel’s Banana Importers, which was the largest in
Montreal, and he became known as the “Banana King.”
In Montreal, Moe went to the end of public school, and then went to
work for a grocery chain when he was about 16. He said that his
father was sick at the time “and we were five children, we all ... tried
to support the house. And, eventually, we couldn’t keep it up and the
mortgage company repossessed it.”
Moe is the youngest of the five; his sister, Ida Feldstein, whose oral
history is also excerpted in this issue of The Scribe, is 98. Moe said that
he hadn’t intended on staying in Vancouver when he arrived, “but
then my brother-in-law Morris Feldstein got pneumonia and was
very, very sick and he had his wife and baby ... so I stuck around until
they got settled and, thank G-d, he recovered.”
Morris owned Stork Craft at the time, and Moe worked for the company for 25 years. When there was “a bit of a misunderstanding with
Morris ... I said it’s time we parted ways and I went on my own. At
that point, I had an Israeli wife [Rachel] and three children [Oren,
Elie and Ava] and I had enough confidence in myself [that], at 50
years old, I could start my own business.”
Moe started Paramount Furniture in 1971, and the company’s website notes that it has been serving the Vancouver area since 1972. He
rented a small “place on Arbutus and 10th and started importing
American-made furniture, which nobody was doing.” He was bringing in tables, bedroom and dining room furniture, and wholesaling to
the retailers in Vancouver and into Alberta.
He found manufacturers by looking in directories, phoning up factories, and “got very well connected with these people. I had limited
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Sharing a table at a pre-event of the 1965 United Jewish Appeal Campaign are members
of campaign chair Morris Feldstein’s family, who joined in supporting UJA: from left to
right, Issie (Isaac) and Freda Feldstein, Rachel Feldstein, and Moe and Rachel Samuel.

funds,” he said. “I mortgaged my house for $25,000 and I used that to
start my business, so I was relying on the credit of a lot of these factories and they were very good to me.”
His wife did the paperwork and he did the selling. “I used to load the
back of my ... old car, take samples right into Alberta, show them,”
he said.
When Paramount started growing, Moe rented a larger space right
across the street, where a drapery operation had moved out.
The customs duty then, said Moe, was “about 20%, but we had a 10%
advantage on the Canadian dollar. Our dollar was worth a dollar ten.”
Some of Moe’s business came from stores that were buying from him
– they would refer some of their customers to him. “Then, as we went
along, I was getting a lot of that business.... The ones that were buying from me were smaller companies, and what I had learned, they
were using me as a banker, and I had very limited financial funds, and
then they would, a lot of them would go into receivership and I would
lose the money that was there. So, I started scratching my head and
saying, you know, if they are starting a furniture store with one
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COURTESY OF OREN SAMUEL

Paramount Furniture, Richmond, B.C., circa 2013.

month’s rent, I might as well do the same thing and open a retail store.
So, after about three or four years, I opened my own retail store in
Richmond.” This would have been in about 1978, and he has been on
Minoru Boulevard ever since.
Moe said Paramount was able to grow because “we were straightforward with our customers and, if they’re not happy, we let them return
the merchandise and we don’t charge them any restocking charge, and
we built up quite a reputation by doing that.”
And the service was personalized. “I was involved initially with just
about every sale,” said Moe.
Over the years, said Moe, the quality of his furniture has improved.
“Well, to begin with, it was very low end, selling to the lower-end
retailer. But, as I started growing in my own retail business, I started
upgrading to the point now where we’re really way, way up on top of
the scale.” He gave examples of designers: “Marge Carson, Bernhardt,

From the JMABC Collection: Oral History Excerpts – The Furniture Industry

107

we were carrying Henredon a short while ago and, what’s the other
one, Century Furniture.”
About the location of Paramount in Richmond which was, back then,
pretty much of a farm community, Moe said, “Right, yes. We were off
the beaten track. Wosk was on No. 3 Road with a large furniture store.”
Moe started with an “about 5,000-square-foot store on Minoru
Boulevard and ... [through] word of mouth [got customers] and I
started adding better and better lines. We built a reputation.”
His clients are mostly Vancouverites. Among them, Moe furnished
Hillel House: The Diamond Foundation Centre for Jewish Campus
Life at the University of British Columbia, which opened in 2010.
The responsibility to keep the store running has fallen to Moe’s son,
Oren, who is a lawyer. “He came to me and said, you know, he was
very successful in one of the largest firms ... and he had a good position ... but he came to me and said ... ‘Dad, I would like to join you in
the business.’”
Moe warned Oren: “‘OK, you know, but you’re not going to make anywhere near the money, I can’t afford to pay you that.’ He said, ‘I just
want to be associated with you and see you every day at work.’”
Moe’s other son, Elie, has a store in the United States, called Samuel’s.
“In the small town of Ferndale, just across the border. When he came
out of university, he was about 23 and I opened a 50,000-square-foot
store. Everybody thought I was nuts, with a population of 5,000 people. And I put him in there and worked with him and we’ve got a very
successful operation there,” including a lot of Canadians shopping there
– “we deliver with our trucks right to their home here.”
Moe estimated, that, of his customers, about “80% are word-ofmouth and previous customers.”
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In addition to the two stores, he said, “When I was still on Arbutus,
a young gentleman came to me that worked for a furniture store in
Penticton and he had a falling out with his partner. He came and
asked me if I had a job for him, and he used to come pick up furniture at my place for the store there when we were wholesalers. So,
I told him ... I just moved out of that old barn, I was only paying
300 [dollars] a month and I took on [this] larger premises across
the street. So, I stood up there and said, ‘Do you see that barn?’ I
said, ‘If you want to go in there, I’ll finance you and supply you with
a product and put you in the retail business. Try it for six months
and, if we work out, I’ll make you a partner.’” After three months,
“he was doing well, he painted the place and he worked day and
night ... and I could see he’s a great partner, so I went to a lawyer
and made him a partner.” And the two, therefore, are partners in
Sandy’s Furniture, which has a location in Victoria and one in
Coquitlam.
Moe was optimistic about the possibility of his grandchildren coming
into the business. Referring to Oren, he said, “My son hopes. He
wants to keep it up, and he enjoys it immensely.... Excellent staff, you
know, they’re all like one family.”

Rosaline Segal, with daughter Margaret Segal in attendance
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, August 4, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.;
20.03-19
Rosaline Segal was born on April 8, 1914, in Calgary. Of three brothers and two sisters, she was the third oldest. Their grandparents lived
in Poland, and Rosaline never knew them, nor was she told much
about them by her parents, just that it “was a very bad time in the history of the Jewish people; there were pogroms and, at that time, I
think Poland was under Russian rule.”
Her father’s name was Benjamin Weston. He was born in Poland, and
died in February 1969. Initially training to be a rabbi, he didn’t pur-
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sue it. In the early 1900s, said Rosaline, “He went to New York and
then went back [to Poland] and married my mother and then brought
her over. And, from New York, they went to Calgary,” him first, his
wife following. Rosaline’s oldest sister was born in Poland, but the rest
of the children were born in Calgary, she said.
Her father was self-taught, and fluent in several languages – “all the
Slavic ones, and Russian, Hungarian, Polish, of course, and Yiddish,
and I think ... Lithuanian, I know he spoke several of the Slavic languages because he did a lot of translating for people.”
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Vancouver
Business
newspaper
clipping on
Segal
Furniture,
“The Family
Firm:
Different
Game –
Different
Rules,” by
Julie Markus,
circa 1970s.
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In Calgary, he had a general store. When they moved from Calgary to
Cranbrook, he became a raw fur trader, and he was in the fur business
for many years. The family came to Vancouver in 1928.
Her mother was Regina (née Wex); she was four years younger than
her husband, and also born in Poland. She died in March 1962.
Rosaline was not sure of her mother’s level of education, but knew
that she read a lot, and spoke most of the same languages as her
father, “and, of course, they were all used when they didn’t want the
kids to know what they were talking about.” Her mother worked in
the store, Weston Fur, on the 800 block of Granville Street in the
1930s through the 1950s. (The store is last listed in the city directory in 1966.)
Rosaline started university but, not quite a year into her studies, she
said, “Then I had to drop out for financial reasons, and I took a business course and completed it in a very short period of time: two and a
half months for a nine-month course. And there was no alternative:
there was not much money ... and, after that, I did accounting and
general office work.”
Her husband, Allen Segal (born November 1, 1907), started making
occasional furniture (tables, coffee tables, etc.) in the early 1940s.
They had been married in 1938. In 1949, she said, “I went in with
him there ... into the office to do his payroll and, from there, I went
into sales and production.”
The first mention of Allen (Rosaline) Segal in the city directories is
in 1941. In 1942, Allen is of Artcraft Fixtures & Furniture, with J.R.
Bezanson, at 1256 Granville Street. In 1943-44, Artcraft just has
Allen as the manager, and Rosaline is a stenographer at a place called
Carol Ann.
In addition to making furniture, Rosaline said, “in 1943, he [Allen]
had devised a method of moulding plywood [to bend it], and the
RCAF [Royal Canadian Air Force] at that time found out about it
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and asked him to make the nose cones for the Mosquito bombers.”
Rosaline described her husband’s furniture work as “a completely different line of furniture that was very modern compared to what had
been done before, and he was manufacturing on Railway Avenue with
a partner, which was a disaster insofar as his treatment by his partner,
and then he went out on his own. He was first out in 1949 and he had
a factory at 212 East 17th, 17th and Main.”
In the city listings, Allen is managing director of Allen-Segal Ltd.
furniture manufacturer’s at 422 Railway from 1945-1949, then
Segal’s Studio custom-built furniture opens at 212 East 17th
Avenue. The listing name changes in 1953 to Segal’s Furniture, and
there are three shops.
The major department stores – such as Eaton’s, Woodward’s and the
Bay – said “whatever you build we’ll buy because his designs, his
method of operation was so different and so exceptionally well done,
and his crew that had worked for him on Railway Avenue, each one
of them, as he was able to hire them, they came to work for us at 17th
and Main. And, within a very short period of time, there was another small factory on Triumph Street that just made the coffee tables
and end tables; on Main Street, we made the bedroom and dining
room [furniture]. And, from there, it went, there was another plant
out in Marpole that was doing the veneering and, in ’51, ’52, we located in Richmond and built the plant there. And we were supplying, we
were a basic supplier to the department stores....
“Everything was manufactured under, he would design a suite, a different suite for each one of the department stores, and they would be sold
under the name of Woodsonia, Eaton’s brand name, Baycrest, and we
worked that way with them all through the years.”
Allen went on several missions. For example, he went on a government
mission to Europe in 1963 and on a technical wood products mission to
the United States in 1965. He also went to Taiwan in the early 1960s.
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“He was responsible for getting the Taiwanese government an interestfree loan from the Canadian government to build a furniture factory in
Taiwan, primarily to create jobs ... for the retired servicemen of the
Chiang Kai-shek regime. And he was also instrumental in creating the
furniture industry in Japan and in Korea.”
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Allen was sent to Taiwan, and about 20 Taiwanese visited the Segals’
“factory here in Richmond to teach them the different methods and
everything. He did spend a great deal of time in the factory that was
built in Taichung, which is the free trade zone in Taiwan. In Japan,
this was in the early ’60s, and they were looking for ways and means
of creating jobs and industry in Japan, and he spent time, a great
deal of time, there showing them different things: what machinery
they needed, what requirements they needed, and he would break
down furniture from
our plant here, send
it over [there] in
pieces so that they
could see how to
make a chair, what
components were
needed for that.”
Rosaline said that
one of the unique

First page of a letter to
Alen Segal, president of
Segal Furniture, from
Mitchell Sharp,
Department of Trade
and Commerce, May
10, 1963.
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products that Allen manufactured (in 1947-48) was Blonde Magic for
Hope’s Furniture, which was owned by Sam Berg.
“Ordinarily, the way it was done was [that] a furniture designer would
design a piece of furniture and pass it on to a factory, and then the factory had to start buying machinery to manufacture what had been
designed. Well, we were in a position where it had to be something
that was designed to be built by the equipment that we already had
because financing was very, very tight. But he did design Blonde
Magic, which was a complete change from any furniture that was
being made at that time....
“He had also designed the handles, the hardware to go on it, which
was specific for that suite, and he had it made at one of the factories
in the United States. Now, when he had the separation from the factory on Railway Avenue, that was where this Blonde Magic had been
made, and when we went to our ... factory on 17th and Main, he was
offered by just about every other furniture store in the city more
money for this suite, for him to make the suite, but he was the type of
person that wouldn’t do that; his integrity just didn’t allow him to do
it. He could have made that suite for anybody and, insofar as Belmont
Furniture is concerned, they were the ones who offered [to buy it
from] him, and I was there when he would have made an extra 50 dollars a suite to supply them with it, but he wouldn’t do it. He left it
alone and that’s how Hope’s Furniture really made their money.”
This was an exception because, as Rosaline explained, “When everything we made was taken up by the department stores, there would be
the odd overrun that we would change a little and give to some of the
other stores [such as Belmont, Hope’s and Wosk’s], but we were at the
stage in Richmond where we were running three crews, and everything that we produced was being taken by ... the department stores....
I used to work with the buyers, and this is a 1959 order schedule from
Eaton’s, say, from June until January of the following year, and this
was all their furniture that they would be ordering at that time. And
... our business was set up in such a way that, if I gave my word or my
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husband gave his word, well, this is your suite and this is when you’re
going to get it, we didn’t need a signed order. There wasn’t a factory
in Canada at that time that would produce anything without a signed
order from the buyers. And this particular [order] ... I worked with
the buyer ... and we discussed all this and never once was there a cancellation, ever, in all the years that I worked with them.”
When their plant burnt down in 1960, the Segals leased some space
in a building nearby and, within two weeks, were manufacturing again
– another manufacturer offered equipment they could use until they
got rebuilt, and customers, like Sam Berg from Hope’s, assured them
that they’d be waiting for them until they were up and running again.
Rosaline said, “The only thing we had to change was our finish
because our finishing room, we weren’t able to set up lacquer in the
other place that we were renting so he devised an oil finish for all the
furniture we were making. And we rebuilt, on our own property that
had burnt down, and built, instead of a one-storey plant, we built a
two-storey plant and our own men worked on it that had been
employed at Segal Furniture. We built a complete new plant.”
Among the firsts for Segal Furniture, “the first display house that was
ever done in Vancouver for furniture was done by Woodward’s and
our furniture was in it; it was over in West Vancouver,” said Rosaline,
showing Leora Raivich a picture of a basic dining room set. She
described it as “what they call the modern look; it was like a bleached
oak ... coming away from the heavy, heavy dark walnut look that had
been in existence for so long that people had forgotten what modern
wood could look like.”
Segal Furniture also donated the bedroom furniture for the Jewish
seniors home when it was on 57th and Oak. “And for Camp
Hatikvah, it must have been in 1949, well, 1950, I guess, he supplied all
of the tables and the benches for Camp Hatikvah at that time. And
then, when the community centre was being built [at Oak and 41st] he
supplied, donated all of the wood panelling ... on the entrance, and also
some of the desks and the panelling for some of the offices at that time.”
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Margaret is the eldest of the Segals’
three children, her
siblings being David
and Lois. “They
never discussed business at home, so I
knew nothing about
the furniture business,” she said of
her parents.
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While Segal’s was
almost strictly manufacturing
until
1972, in the mid1950s, they had a
retail store called
Modern Interiors, on
West Broadway. “It
became Switzer’s,
William Switzer’s
store after that,” said
Margaret Segal.
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Segal Furniture designed the furniture for Woodward’s
House of Ideas, circa 1949. The dining room set was lighter
in look than such sets had been in the past.

“That was one of the
things that we had
decided on and, fortunately, it was a very wise decision,” said Rosaline.
“Once I left the house, it was Segal Furniture and, once I left Segal
Furniture, it was the house.”
But the kids did come out to the factory. “My brother worked out
there in the summers [during his teens],” said Margaret.
“He would do different things but he worked summers out there
along with one of his friends,” added Rosaline. “But he was never real-
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ly interested in the furniture factory as a future for himself.”
About the Granville Street dealers, Margaret said, a lot of them “were
immigrants, and they were fighting for their lives, weren’t they mother, they were creating an industry?”
“Well, they did create an industry,” agreed Rosaline. “Lionel
Furniture, he was a small operator but he did have a solid following.
As I say, James Furniture started out as a small plant/shop and then
took over this William Worral, which was a huge store. [William
Worral’s was at 939 Granville Street from 1934-58; James Furniture
was there from 1959-82, when the store closed.] Belmont Furniture
was Mr. Omansky and then his sons-in-law, he brought them in....
That’s the Averbach, Golden and Klein group. And Dominion
Furniture was the Newmans; it was two brothers, it ended up though
with one.”
Rosaline described the competitive atmosphere between the Granville
Street furniture retailers as “dog eat dog. I wouldn’t have wanted any
part of it.”
About that competition, she postulated, “and to be able to get hold of
something a little different was always an asset. But also, there was
another small store, too, David Sears, and it was called Sears and he
was, well, he was a brother of Lil Wosk, so he was related to the
Wosks.”
In 1941, David Sears is listed as a manager at Wosk’s – prior to that,
he went by the name of David Levi (Lil’s maiden name is Levi). He
first shows up in the directory in 1936, as a salesman for a couple of
years, then is hired at Wosk’s Ranges. After those few years at Wosk’s,
David is president of Sears Ltd. in 1942, and has three locations by
1950. By 1957, however, Sears Ltd. is no longer listed.
Returning to the Woodward’s House of Ideas pamphlet, Rosaline
dated it to be around 1949. She said that the land in West Vancouver
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at that time would have been $900 and up. She noted the prices of the
furniture, “A nine-piece dining room set for $795. So, that would be
your table, your buffet, your china ... and it probably cost them maybe
350 [or] 400 dollars from the manufacturer.” She put the general
mark-up rate at about 100%.
Segal Furniture “shipped as far east as Winnipeg because that’s where
the breakpoint [is], that’s when we were shipping for the department
stores. But when he came out with his first line of modern furniture
[in the late 1940s], he went straight through to Toronto and Montreal
and sold out completely there. They took to it right away before they
did out here.”
“And you sold on Vancouver Island and up in the Interior,” added
Margaret.
Rosaline worked right up until they sold Segal Furniture in 1996. At
that time, Margaret was opening up an Ethan Allen store in
Coquitlam, she said.
About Segal’s, Margaret said, the building in Richmond was “going to
be landlocked; they were putting in another access to the airport and
we were going to be landlocked. The whole industry was changing
and you either had to be really, really big or you had to be boutique
and really, really different, and it was very, very hard work. I mean, I
wouldn’t be in that business again for anything and I don’t feel like I’m
in that business anymore. We had so many different suppliers and
everybody’s fighting to get stuff and everybody’s undercutting everybody else’s price, and we had hundreds of suppliers and accounts
payable; it was a nightmare, plus we had an upholstery factory, a casegoods factory and 30,000-square-feet of retail space. It was just too
much, too much.”
“We went retail in 1972,” noted Rosaline because, until then, with the
exception of Modern Interiors, Segal’s had been a manufacturer only.
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Margaret said of her mother, “If she believes in something, she believes
in it a hundred and fifty percent.... She would not always make the most
beneficial decision, but she would make the one that was morally correct
and feel very comfortable with that. I don’t know. She’s very loyal. She
would kill if somebody tried to hurt us. She’s 89 and she’s....”
“I don’t know,” interrupted Rosaline. “My staff call me their second
mother sort of thing, some of them. But the staff are much more surpris[ing] in many instances with showing respect and an affection
which I wasn’t aware of.”
“On one of her birthdays, they filled up the whole front parking lot
with pink flamingos,” said Margaret. It was Rosaline’s 80th.
“The furniture business is a nice business. I always enjoyed it and I
enjoyed the manufacturing end of it, the dealing with the different
types of people that we did,” said Rosaline. “We were fortunate inasmuch as our buyers had respect for us and our product, and then when
we came to selling ... retail, selling to the public, it was an entirely different thing, but nevertheless, if you carry that same part of your personality into that, it also is successful.... When we had our closing-out
sale at Segal Furniture, much to our amazement and surprise, we had
people coming in, there must have been several hundred that came in
just to say goodbye and thank you.”
(Rosaline Segal passed away in 2006.)
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Arnold Silber
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, July 23, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-16
Arnold Silber was born on February 18,
1938, in Vancouver. His siblings are
Jeanette (Greenhut), two years older; and
Herb, seven years younger.

COURTESY OF ARNOLD SILBER

Their father, Fred Silber, was born
January 5, 1910, and came to Canada
from Poland, from Galicia, in 1926, at the
age of 16, making his way to Vancouver in
1928. “My mother [Ann] came approximately the same period from Russia and
they met in Vancouver and got married in
1934. My grandfather was in Poland and
he died in 1937, and the rest of the fami- Arnold Silber, March 2013.
ly was killed during the war. And my
mother was an orphan but she had two uncles here: one was Jake
Berman.... The Bermans were in the junk business.”
Active Trading Co. has Jacob Berman and A. Fitzpatrick listed as
partners from 1927-30, and Jacob alone from 1931-54. In 1955, Jacob
and David A. Berman are described as purchasing agents for the company, which is last listed in 1960. While David is still listed with
Active Trading as an agent in 1958, Jacob owns Commercial Scrap
Iron & Metal, which becomes Commercial Steel & Metals Co. Ltd.,
and David eventually joins him.
Arnold’s father attained Grade 7 or 8 education, he could read and
understand English, and read Hebrew; he knew Russian and Polish,
and spoke Yiddish until the kids could understand it. Arnold was
unsure of what his father did for a living when he was in Winnipeg, but
“when he came to Vancouver, he began peddling junk and what that
means is that he, and I’m not sure if he had a horse and buggy, I don’t
think he did, but he’d go and pick up scrap and sell it to a larger person,
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and I remember I used to go with him, I mean, since I was two years
old, I went with him. He used to go into the Fraser Valley and pick up
sacks and bottles. When I was five years old, I learned how to pack
5,000 bottles into one case ... just amazing memory of what he did.”
At that time, there were “two or three large Jewish ... junk people who
would accumulate this junk and then sell it, cut it or whatever they
did, and sell it to wherever they sold it to. With bottles, for instance,
they would sell it ... back to the bottling plant. And, after the war ...
his customers came to him and ... they said, you know, Fred, you’re a
great guy, but Johnny, who fought for our country, is back and he’s
picking up junk, and because he fought for our country, I think we’ll
give the product to Johnny.”
In addition to something political being at play, Arnold believed
“there was also some[thing] antisemitic, there’s no question in my
mind that there was a lot ... it never went away and, although it slowly was coming out what Germany did to the Jews, a lot of people
never believed it.”
Once Arnold’s dad “saw the writing on the wall ... he decided, he
knew some people who were in the furniture business, and he decided he was going to go into the furniture business.”
This was 1948, and his father had $500. Because he could speak
German, Fred opened a small store, called Better Value Furniture, in
Chilliwack. He would pick up the furniture and appliances in Vancouver.
Because there was a shortage of goods, explained Arnold, his dad
“used to buy from an outfit called Coleman Furniture.... You couldn’t
just go in and buy, you had to get it allocated, and my dad somehow
had a way of getting allocated.... I don’t know what he did but he had
the goods and, once you had the goods … you were able to sell them
and, of course, you made a profit and that’s how it all turned around.
So, he would start on Monday and he would stay overnight in
Chilliwack on Monday night and that Tuesday night, Wednesday the
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stores were closed and that’s when he would go ahead and pick up
some more goods, and then Thursday he’d go to Chilliwack. In the
early years, he would stay over Friday night and come back Saturday.
And, of course, there was goods that were shipped in … by common
carrier from Vancouver and other places. But he was always very clear,
very honourable, paid his bills, didn’t fool around ... tough businessman, he would not negotiate price. He taught me one thing: ‘It’s not
on the sell, Arnold, you have to buy right; if you buy right, you never
have a problem.’ So, at that time, I was 10 years old, and I was indoctrinated into the furniture business. On summer holidays and other
school holidays, when I was 13 years old, I was … [a] salesperson; I
was good, I was really good.”
Arnold once asked his father why he never went to Vancouver: “He
was afraid of competition, which is really unfortunate because he
would have done well in Vancouver. But he got connected through a
guy by the name of Andy Anderson who sold refrigerators.... And he
got connected with Sid Golden … [of ] Belmont Furniture.”
Arnold recalled driving the truck – when he was 14 – to pick up goods
from Belmont. He described their warehouse sales as “crazy ... with
the goods stacked up. You’d walk in, I mean, I never saw anything like
it; it was just action galore.”
In addition to the Chilliwack store, which Arnold thinks his father
maintained until about 1968, there was a store in Prince George,
which his father opened for Arnold’s brother-in-law.
Arnold’s “dad had a great accounting system: accounts receivable went
in one pocket and accounts payable went in the other pocket, and
that’s how he did business. Again, this was after the war, where people started to have money and they wanted to buy product, and there
wasn’t enough product being manufactured to supply the needs of
the public.”
While Arnold’s father didn’t sell expensive merchandise, he did sell
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new furniture. “He bought from manufacturers and, in the early ’50s,
which is interesting, I remember he used to buy dinette sets from
Leon Dales who had a place on, I think it was Franklin Avenue.”
Better Value sold furniture and appliances. “You have to understand,
in the last 50 years, the development of TVs, stereos, microwave
ovens, dishwashers. When you think of the development of products
that have come into the market just in the last 50 years, for young
people, it’s like, oh, everyone has a dishwasher; not everybody had a
dishwasher, not everybody had a microwave; microwaves came in the
’70s … quite interesting.”
Eventually, his father had two stores in Chilliwack; the smaller first
one, “and then he built another store that had three floors; it had a little elevator and that’s what he did.” The first store “became a secondhand store for trade-ins because they were big on trade-ins. You’d
trade in your old sofa and they would give you a certain amount of
money for it against the purchase of a new item and that’s how they
did it.”
Some of the people in the area had farms and received wheat cheques
from the government. But they “didn’t seem to want to deposit them in
the banks and they would come to my dad; he cashed them for them
just as a courtesy, because my dad, in his business, had a fair amount of
cash, and when we did business, it wasn’t credit cards then ... people
didn’t use cheques as much, it was cash.”
One of the things in short supply in the 1950s was appliances because
manufacturers hadn’t caught up with the pent-up demand, said
Arnold. “Freezers were a relatively new item and people were clamouring for them because, this way, they could save on their food and,
again, my dad was well connected in terms of being able to get product where other people [couldn’t], and that was his strength. His
strength was to be able to get goods and he didn’t have to [do much],
he would just talk to the person and they loved him; all the tradespeople loved him.”
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One of Arnold Silber’s first jobs was at
Standard Electric & Radio Ltd., which was
one of the first to advertise in the JWB. In
the hand-drawn ad (left) that was published
in January 1929, the company was called
Electric Lighting and Supply Co. By
December 1934, the paper was printing
more sophisticated ads (below). It looks like
Standard Electric was in business until
around 1954.

Weaned on the
furniture industry,
Arnold – at age 11
– was working
“weekends for Dave Nemetz, who had ... a furniture and appliance
store called Standard [Electric & Radio Ltd.] on Hastings and,
because my dad knew them, I was cleaning stoves.”
When he was 15, Arnold said, “I used to hitchhike after school to
Chilliwack to go to work and then come in with my father. And
then the road changed and ... I was 16 or 17 and so I used to drive
out....” Arnold had his driver’s licence by then and “fancy cars ...
because, in those days, a car was, the first convertible I bought was
like thirty-three hundred dollars. I would be capable of making on a
weekend three or four hundred dollars just as a commissioned person, same as everybody else, and, by that time, my dad had about
four different sales helpers … he had a little office, so things [had]
started getting a little better.”
During that time, the Silbers had a place at Cultus Lake. “We had
that for the summertime. My mother would move out there so my
dad didn’t have that far to go. And, as a kid, we used to, this was later
actually, we took trips to California, driving trips, to Las Vegas once I
remember. But we didn’t have, my dad did not have a lot of time.
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Sundays, every Sunday, we’d be going to Stanley Park or to Horseshoe
Bay in the summer, those kind of trips, those kind of things. But my
dad was very involved with me, you know, playing baseball....”
Somewhere around 1958, his father had “a very small store in
Abbotsford, which was a burgeoning community. And so we sold the
store in Prince George and my brother-in-law [Harry Greenhut]
came to Abbotsford and ran the store in Abbotsford.”
Arnold graduated from university in 1955. His father wanted him to
become a chartered account, said Arnold, “and I had taken the
accounting option and they were paying at that time $75 a month.
And I was married, I married in 1959 [first wife, Sylvia], and I had a
child when I graduated.”
But Arnold enjoyed the furniture business, so, after he graduated, he
went to Chilliwack, but “it didn’t work out because at that time I really needed my independence and I realized that, being married, [with]
a child … I just needed my independence, so I came back to
Vancouver and worked as an accountant for a machinery outfit.”
Arnold worked as an accountant in 1960-61. In spring/summer 1962,
his dad called him up and encouraged him to be his own boss, told
him that he wouldn’t get anywhere working for someone else. (Arnold
and his wife were expecting their second child at the time.) His father
told him there was a furniture store for sale on Fraser Street. When
Arnold said he didn’t have any money, his dad told him he didn’t have
to worry about money. Explained Arnold, “He says, well, you and I’ll
go partners; I says, OK. So, we bought this store called Household
Appliances, and I’ll never forget: my dad walked into a bank on 46th
and Fraser and now, here, I’m the expert supposedly, and he walked
into the bank and he said to the bank, the bank manager didn’t know
him but he knew who he was, and he says, ‘Yes, Fred.’ He says, ‘Yeah,
we’re buying this store and we need $200,000.’ And the guy says,
‘OK.’ He opened up a drawer, he said, ‘Here, sign here, sign here, sign
here....’ So, we started in this little store, a little tiny store.”
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They closed out Household and changed the name to Better Value.
“I did everything. I delivered, I was the accountant, I was the manager, I was the salesperson.... When we took them over, that year they
were doing about $200,000 [of ] business; the next year, I did
$700,000 [of ] business.... I was a born salesman and everything else.
So, two years later, this store became too small, so we decided to build
a store just down the street. We built a store and my dad wasn’t afraid,
so he said we’ll put on some apartments, and I says OK, we’ll put
some apartments there. So, we build this store with 16 apartments on
top, and we had the store until 1968, and every time someone would
flush the toilet, the water would come on to the sofa down below. I
mean, that’s how it was, but it was fine.”
In 1968, Arnold bought “property on Marine Drive and built another store with a warehouse and, during that period, I bought a store and
sold a store and whatnot.... But, in 1972, my dad and I split the business; by that time we had accumulated some property.”
Arnold expanded the business in 1977, opening Stacey’s Furniture in
Richmond initially, then in Vancouver, Surrey and Port Coquitlam.
In the 1970s, said Arnold, “we were doing about eight million dollars
in sales” from Better Value. He also had other stores: Southwest
Furniture Barn, King’s Carpets. “I had everything going,” he said. “I
was an entrepreneurial wild person.”
The 1970s was when most of the expansion took place, with some in
the 1980s. Most of the other Jewish furniture sellers “went into property,” said Arnold. “See, the problem was that the second generation
didn’t want it anymore. I was one of the few second generations who
stayed into it.”
In the industry, “the stores became bigger, investments became
larger, people became more sophisticated, the buyers became a lot
more demanding ... there was a change in the ethnic population so
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... you were dealing with
Europeans and Asians;
the whole thing became
changed.”
He said about why many
of the other Jewish-owned
stores are not around
today, “It was hard.... And
then ... you’ve got to really
understand as well, in the
’50s, you had people that
were probably 35 to 40
years old, so now they’re
up to 60 years old, and
they’re tired of it. Retail is
a very difficult business, a
very tiring business,
although I was very good
at it ... I often think what Better Value was one of the few Jewish-owned
else would I have done.” furniture businesses to regularly put a display ad
in the city’s Classified Business Directory. This
one appeared in 1974.

His father retired from the
furniture business in 1975, said Arnold, but they “partnered up into
property.”
In “the golden age of the ’50s, you were working for yourself, you were
making a good living, but they were able to take that money and this is
what was important, they were able to take what they earned and put it
into investments, and that’s what happened. And then they saw how …
because Vancouver, you didn’t have to be bright to invest, if you bought
a building for $10,000, five years later it was worth 50,000.... And so,
they decided it was easier to make money in investments in real estate
than it was in the furniture business.”
As for Arnold, he has three children, and none is in the furniture busi-
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ness. “They weren’t [interested],” he said. “You know, a lot of families,
again, in my case it happened in the third generation, a lot of parents
would like to pass the [business on] ... to their kids but....”
Sylvia (aka Pixie, Stevie) Steiner
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, July 8, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-12

JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA L.08451

Max Minster had two children, twins Sylvia (Pixie) and
Trevor (Tevy). Born in Russia
on July 24, 1908, Max died on
August 3, 1974. He immigrated to Canada in the early
1920s with his mother (his
father had died) and siblings
(a brother and two sisters).
He had at least elementary
school education, Pixie
thinks, and he was “very well
self-taught” – “Well, he certainly ... knew all his mathematics.” And his English was
excellent, she said. “When he
came here, he was ... in his Wedding of Pixie and George Steiner,
Vancouver, B.C., 1965.
middle teens, late teens,
15/16. He always had an accent, which I was only aware ... of it when
he got tired, and he’d say, ‘I’m wery tired,’ instead of ... ‘very.’”
When he first came to Canada, “he lived with my great-uncle, my
grandma’s brother, in Alberta. And then they came to Vancouver, and
I don’t know what he did, I think he ... learned the trade of ...
mak[ing] furniture.... What do you call it? Upholsterer.”
According to the city directory, in the decade prior to opening his own
business, Max worked as an upholsterer at A.P. Tynan,
then Universal Upholstery, then Paramount Furniture before he start-
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ed United Upholstering Co.
in the late 1930s on Water
Street in Gastown. (The
opening of the store was
announced in the December
8, 1939, JWB.) Eventually,
United moved to 1135
Seymour Street and, when
Pixie was 11 or 12 years old,
Max had a heart attack – he
was in his mid-40s – “and so In the early years, Max Minster was joined briefly
he then went into the drap- by a partner in United Upholstery Co. This ad
ery business, it was called appeared in the JWB on March 1, 1940.
House of Drapes.”
The first listing of United Upholstering Co. Ltd., is in 1940, at 26
Water Street, M. Minster president. The 1941 listing is the same,
however, in 1942, while the business is still at 26 Water, M. Minster
and D.E. Hope are listed as directors through to 1944; in 1945, there
is only M. Minster listed again. (In the 1939 JWB ad mentioned
above, Hope is listed with Max as an owner.) By 1946, United is at 44
Water Street, and it remains there until 1950/51: it is first listed on
Seymour in 1951.
Pixie would often visit United Upholstery. “I [used] to watch them
build the furniture,” some of which her father designed. “And I’d
watch customers come in and sit on everything [laughter].” She
remembers the chairs and chesterfield sets; there may have been bedroom sets as well, because he had mattresses in the store.
“When he was on Seymour Street, we went there a lot because my
mother went shopping [and] it wasn’t far, it was just a walk down
from Granville. So, every week, we were there, I don’t know, two,
three times or whatever, a lot.”
House of Drapes was actually on Granville Street (from 1953 in the
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directory listings). Pixie recalled that her father had a parking spot at
the back of Harry Herman’s cleaning establishment (Aristocrat
Cleaners & Tailors). “And all up and down Granville Street there were
a lot of Jewish merchants,” she said, later adding, “And they used to
meet for lunch all the time, shmooze.”
She remembered, “I used to go in their stores and buy their clothes
[laughter]. I used to go up and down Granville Street and be just
treated like a princess.... He had a poker game, too. He had a
Thursday night poker game. Most of the men were businessmen.”
They’d meet at various homes, talk business, tell jokes. While she
wasn’t allowed to stay while they were playing, she said she’d listen
when she brought in food for them. “They’d talk business. They
decided on things. If they needed help, I remember someone wasn’t
doing well, who needed help.... Or plan things. They’d go into, I don’t
know, probably business ventures together. Stuff like that.”
Another memory Pixie has is that her father was one of the first to
start up the upholsterers union here. However, “he had a small business and at that time [the mid-1950s] they wanted to unionize. And
my father understood that, and he formed part of ... the upholsterers
union. But he couldn’t afford their prices and their demands of a huge
increase, and he told them that, he just couldn’t afford it. But they
were adamant.... And he says, ‘Well, then, I guess I have to shut you
down.’ And he had to shut the store. And he said, ‘It’s ironic, here I
was a union member and now I can’t afford the union, these union
dues, the union demands.’ And I remember it was a very tense time
for him.”
He didn’t close permanently, perhaps for about a month, “but he was
really uncomfortable with it.” Most of the workers returned to work
for him. “He paid very good wages, but he couldn’t afford their
[demands].”
Pixie said she witnessed her father at work. “I watched him deal with
the customers. I watched him deal with his staff. He was terrific. I
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mean, I watched him ... how he sold, what he would say.... I was always
coming into the store. Sometimes to ask for money [laughter], ‘Dad, I
need this or that.’ But ... I also worked for him some summers.”
She worked “in the back rolling the material and stuff like that ...
nothing special. And just to give me a job. Casual labour. He had no
thoughts of me ever taking over his business. No, that wasn’t for a
woman to do.”
In the upstairs of the building, they did all the manufacturing of the
furniture, downstairs was where it was sold. “And he would,” said
Pixie, “I remember him at the beginning going to various homes
and going knocking on doors and people would [inaudible] to selling but they’d call him and they wanted him to custom-make.
Then, later on, he sent salesmen. He had, I don’t remember how
many employees.”
Pixie didn’t recall whether any of the employees from the upholstery
shop followed her father into the drapery business, but she did remember a story about United’s early days when her father, at least briefly,
had at least one partner, the aforementioned D.E. Hope.
When her father and mother got married, her father “was in partnership with a fellow called Doug Hope, whom I vaguely recall ... they had
a fight ... or a disagreement and, when my father left and went on his
honeymoon with my mother, my mother was horrifically embarrassed
because they got a telegram ... [that] read, ‘All is forgiven. Hope.’ So,
obviously, Hope could be a woman’s name, could it not? And so, my
mother was very embarrassed that this happened. I recall that.”
Pixie also remembered watching the workmen put together the
chesterfields. One in particular has stayed in her memory since she
was 10 or 11 years old, “a beautiful – because it was my favourite
colour – a powder-blue chesterfield. It was very comfortable ... and I
loved to sit there because I was little and it was so big, you know how
comfortable that would be. And powder blue with some kind of
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flower design on it.”
When Pixie worked in the
summers for her father,
one stretch of those
months involved her
father setting up a booth at
the Pacific National
Exhibition (PNE), “a family member and myself,
we’d be there to hand out
pamphlets and the other
person would be there to
talk about the furniture.”
While he might have had
a booth for United
Upholstering, Pixie just
remembers being at the
PNE for the House of Max Minster (United Upholstery Co. Ltd.)
promoted his (almost) new venture, House of
Drapes.
Drapes, in the JWB on April 2, 1954.
Her father always advertised his business. “Newspapers in those days,”
she said, “and then, I think I remember him advertising the House of
Drapes ... when it first started off, advertising on TV.” Customers
would come in having seen a particular piece in an ad, or her father
would “throw in this or that, he’d ... [offer] installation for free or
something, this or that.”
Her husband George (who had already passed away by the time of this
oral history interview) never worked for Pixie’s father, “although my dad
offered him [the store]. When my father decided to sell out, he said,
‘Do you want to take over the business?’ And my husband said, ‘No.’”
The last directory listing of United Upholstery Co. Ltd. is in 1961, and
then M. Minster is listed as being in foam in 1962 (which seems like a
mistake) before being connected to the House of Drapes. The House
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of Drapes first appears in the 1953 city directory – as the House of
Chairs and Drapes, a name that only lasts that year – owned by Max,
as advertised in the JWB in 1954, but managed by different women in
the first years, at least. It moves more than once on Granville, the last
listing seeming to be at 860 Granville in 1973.

Ben Wosk
Interviewed by Irene Dodek, April 21, 1983, Vancouver, B.C.; 19.83-01
JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF
BRITISH COLUMBIA L.15661

Ben Wosk was born
in a town near Odessa
(Ukraine/Russia) on
March 19, 1913.
Morris, his only sibling, was three and a
half years younger.
Their parents were
Joseph and Malka.
Joseph had nine
brothers and four sisters. Ben explained
that his grandfather Ben Wosk, Vancouver, B.C., 1975.
was a soldier for some
25 years, so could own land (where other Jews couldn’t) and he rented out many places. Joseph had the rights to buy wheat and cattle for
the government, said Ben, and hired 30-50 people during the market;
they were paid $3, which was enough for the week.
Ben’s parents spoke Russian, Ukrainian and Yiddish. Ben could speak
German, he also studied Hebrew. He finished high school.
Ben came to Canada in 1929 at age 15 and a half, with his parents and
Morris (Morrie), and a little girl who was a relative. Ben said that her
parents came separately (as a domestic and as a farm worker or something like that) six weeks/two months later. The Wosks left Russia
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because of the antisemitism at the time, and Ben related a story of soldiers taking his father off in the middle of the night, along with some
14 others. While his father returned – Ben thinks he was tortured –
“The rest of them, nobody ever knew what happened to them.”
Ben’s cousins Abrasha (Abe) and his wife Chava had come to Canada
about three years earlier, first to Winnipeg for about a year then to
Vancouver. Chava was a Nemetz. They sponsored/guaranteed Ben’s
family to come, as they were in the electrical business, and Charlie
Nemetz, the oldest one, was quite wealthy, one of the wealthiest over
here, according to Ben.
Ben got a job painting signs for $6/week. He worked “until one
o’clock every day. We were supposed to be there eight o’clock, I was
there seven in the morning. And I would sweep up the floor and so
on [although] it wasn’t my job at all. I want[ed] to keep the job.”
Ben’s parents “rented a room at Chava’s place for the whole family,” at
1901 Parker Street. “One room, $16 a month. And we had a small, little gas plate. They were nice.... The whole family, the four of us, slept
in one room.”
They stayed at Chava’s for maybe nine months, until Ben’s dad got a
job at the meat-packing plant on Pender. “He got $15 a week,” said
Ben, so his wages plus Ben’s were “more than enough.”
In 1929, only Abe and Ben (listed as a helper at Electric Sign Co.)
appear in the directory. In 1930, Joseph is a junkman, apparently, and,
in 1931, he’s still a pedlar but there is also a Joseph who’s a labourer
(same person?). Ben, meanwhile, is listed as the proprietor of
Vancouver Fish & Poultry Market, where Morrie (Maurice) is listed
as a salesman.
Ben said he ended up quitting the sign shop after six to seven months,
when someone else took credit for one of his creations for a bike store:
a bicycle with a fellow riding on it, and the wheels would move. After
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that, he worked for a broom and brush factory that he didn’t name,
earning $10/week making corn brooms.
Morrie was going to school at the time, said Ben. He “went for three
years and then, by that time, I was already in business and [he said],
‘I don’t want anymore.’” So Ben took him in.
To start his business, Ben had saved up $150 and gone to the
Achduth (Benevolent) Society. He explained, “People, new immigrants and so on.... Whatever you put in, they loaned you three times
as much. Actually, it was twice of their money. So, I put in 150 and
borrowed ... 300 of their money. And I said, ‘Well, I think I’m gonna
go into business. I’m gonna take a few weeks and look around.’ So,
even then, I took an option for one week in a bicycle shop, and I didn’t like it, it was on Victoria Drive. Afterwards, I took an option on
a gas station at [the] corner of Campbell and Hastings, and I didn’t
like that. Then there was an auction house on ... Commercial Drive,
a fellow by the name of Bevan, a Jewish fellow.” (In the 1931 city
directory, Bernard Bevan is proprietor of Bevan & Co. auctioneers,
at 1029 Commercial Drive.)
Bevan had told Ben that he wanted to sell the company. “So, I
watched a few times or so, what was going on, and I came in and discussed, talked to him, and he wanted 2,000 [dollars]. I dropped it to
$1,800.... And then, [he said], ‘Well, let’s not figure as far as the [selling] of the business.’ So, and I still only have $450, I ain’t got nothing
more. So, [he] said, ‘As far as the inventory, when you sell it, you’ll collect it....’ And I said, ‘Well, I’ll buy 50% for $450 because that’s all I
have. And, within six months, I’ll buy the other 50%.’”
After about a year and a half, said Ben, “I could see that Mr. Bevan
was always nice as far as … we’d come to their home and they would
come to our home but I was partners with him and he got kind of
tired of that. So, one day, he came in and he says to me ... ‘Ben, you
know, it’s really not fair, I’m married and I’ve got two children. You’re
single.’ And we [had] started to make money, at that time there was
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money, there was not big money, but we might have made $100
between the two of us a week. So, about 35 we took out each and the
balance was left over. So, I remember buying some houses and he
bought some houses. A complete house and furniture for $100, $125.”
Bevan wanted more. Ben said he would have been OK with that if it
had been agreed upon in the beginning, but not at this point because
he was contributing just as much to the business, regardless of how
many dependents he had. Ben suggested that they both go to the bank
manager and each tell their story.
Ben said that the bank manager made the partners sit for about an
hour and that he was familiar with their books and knew how much
the business was worth but, before telling them, the manager asked
them to each give him a cheque, and he would fill in the amounts. “So
that’s what he did,” said Ben. “And so, he said to, it was something like
$1,850 each [that he figured was the inventory’s worth] ... and he figured it out without taking stocks or anything else. And we agreed that
that was fair enough. And he [asked] Bevan, he said, ‘Because you
were in the business first, you have the first opportunity. You have the
first opportunity then I’ll give your cheque to Ben. If not, if you don’t
want to take it, then Ben takes it.’”
Bevan took the cheque, but only stayed in business a few more months,
said Ben, who had already paid back the interest-free loan from the
Achduth Society by that time. Indeed, the last directory listing for
Bevan & Co. is in 1932, and there is no Bernard Bevan listed in 1933.
(Bevan died in April 1952; a short obituary appears in the JWB.)
After leaving Bevan & Co., Ben said he opened a second-hand store
at 1263 Granville, negotiating with the building’s owner a rent of
$65/month – the landlord had wanted $400/month but came down
when Ben pointed out that the building had been vacant for a few
years. In the 1932-34 city directories, however, it is Joseph listed as
the proprietor of Wosk Furniture Mart with Ben listed as a labourer
and Morrie (Morris) as a pedlar in 1932-33 and a salesman in 1934.
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In 1935, Ben is listed as the furniture store’s proprietor, Joseph as a
labourer and Morrie as a salesman, both at Wosk Furniture. By 1938,
Ben would have four Furniture Mart locations listed.
Ben explained, “By that time, I knew all the auctioneers ... and I
would go and buy in the auction, then I would go to the pedlars and
buy an old stove and fix it up.”
When Morrie decided that he’d rather be in business than school, Ben
said he gave him 20% and his father 29%. Joseph “came in, just watching”; Morrie helped out with customers. Before his father joined the
store, Ben said, “he was working, then he peddled a little.” (According
to Ben, his father hadn’t needed to go to the Benevolent Society; he’d
had enough money to buy his own horse and wagon.)
“And then a fellow, Chernov [Isaac Chernov of Front Street Furniture
& Plumbing Supplies perhaps?], [we] used to buy from him his old
stoves and heaters and beds. I learned at that time, it was just coming
in, the brown-coloured beds, [cinnamon] brown. So, I used to buy
[an] iron bed [frame] for 50 cents, bid on, and get $3.”
Soon into the business venture, Joseph “was getting kind of older and
so on,” said Ben, and he wanted to give his shares back. So, Ben suggested to his father that the shares be split evenly, but his father said,
according to Ben, “‘That’s not the way I brought you up, you’re both
dear to me and you should both be the same.... I don’t want you to be
mad or anything but I’d like to give it all to Morrie so you’ll be both
the same.’ Because the profit was supposed to be 50-50, although in
voting I had 51. But the profit was same for both.” Ben said he was
“alright” with his father’s decision: “There was never, never [a belief ]
that I must have more or anything else.”
Joseph is listed as retired in 1936; Morrie is listed as a salesman or
helper until the 1939 directory, when Wosk’s Furniture Mart is
described as being owned by both brothers – with five locations.
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In the February 2, 1933, issue of the JWB (top right),
there was a small Wosk Furniture Mart ad. In the
November 13, 1936, issue, the ad was much larger.
There is even a short article about the company’s
“remarkable expansion,” with the headline “Wosk Co.
opens third store.”

Ben met his wife, Lil
(Lillian née Levi),
through her brother
Dave (Levi/Sears).
He came in and
asked for a job,
explained Ben. “He
was in the AZA
[Aleph Zadik Aleph
Jewish youth group]
too. I gave him a job
in our place. And he
always used to talk ...
[that] he [had] beautiful sisters.... Then
... one day, Lil and
her mother come
into the store, to
1263 Granville, and
they’re asking, [they]
want to see a bedroom suite. By that
time, we had a store
already, I had a store
about three times as
big. And so, I show
her one bedroom and
another one ... I don’t
believe that they
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wanted to buy a bedroom in the first place.” He said, laughing, “It was
a cover to look me over!”
Later, Ben was driving and saw Lil “mailing a letter on the corner [of ]
8th and Granville. And I don’t know why, but I blew the horn. And
she was there and she looked cute and I blew the horn and I went
away. I come home, telephone rings, [she] said, ‘Did you want to tell
me something?’” Ben and Lil were married in 1937. They had five
children: Carol, Larry, Judy, Sharon and Stanley.
(Ben Wosk passed away in 1995.)

Carol Leiran
Interviewed by Leora Raivich, July 18, 2003, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.03-14
Carol Leiran was born on July 28, 1943, in Vancouver. She is the oldest of Ben and Lil Wosk’s children.
Lil was born in Winnipeg, said Carol. Lil spoke Russian, Yiddish and
English, and her “family [was] well off for most of life, but at sometime there was a downturn, late 1930s, possibly, [they] moved from
Winnipeg to Prince Albert and ran a dry-cleaning store there.” Lil
graduated from high school, but more than that, Carol could not say.
“And my father’s side, I believe that my father’s father, he came from
a large family, and I think ... that he bought and sold grains, I think
but I’m not entirely sure, it was something like that.”
Lil had a job when she met Ben. “My dad used to say that when he
first was dating her, she used to work at like a five and dime store
called Woolworth’s [which had eight locations in the Lower
Mainland in 1937] and he said, in those days, there was no such thing
as just having an eight-hour shift or a 10-hour shift or whatever.
What they did was, there were a whole bunch of people hired but if
there were no customers on the floor, you didn’t get paid, you stayed
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in the back and you were called out only when there were people to
serve and that’s when you got paid.”
Carol added, “I know at one time, Dad used to joke about Mother
having ... [that she had] always wanted to open a dress store and it
only stayed open for a few months because she kept giving things
away to her friends and he said ... he thought it was just so funny
because she just couldn’t....”
“She was just too sweet,” offered Leora Raivich.
“That’s it,” agreed Carol. “So that was her business experience. While
we were growing up, she was always a volunteer at the school for
doing school lunches and things like that and she used to drive us ...
and, of course, do Friday night dinners and all the holidays with all
the family.”
In the 1937 city directory, which, given publication dates, likely
reflected Lil’s employment status in 1936, she is listed as a saleswoman. From the 1938 directory onwards, after she has married Ben, she
appears as part of his listing. (It seems that the directory was organized mainly by employment status, though there are students listed,
retirees, widows; so, a woman who didn’t have paid work would be
listed in the entry for her husband.)
Carol used to work at the furniture store when she was growing up.
“When I was very young, I used to dust; when I was a little older, I
used to help sell things at Christmas. I remember that we used to
bring in certain toys at Christmas and one of them, which I wish I
had now but we never got to take home, was a monkey that used to
smash cymbals or something. But, of course, I did never ring up a cash
register, but I would help people to find things on what we called the
small appliance side, at 62 West Hastings. I used to be down there
all the time. As I got older, I learned to write contracts, credit contracts.... I learned how to operate the switchboard, which was an oldfashioned switchboard, even then it was an old-fashioned switchboard

140 T H E

S C R I B E

... [like] Lily Tomlin [used in her TV skits,] that kind of switchboard.
I did filing, wrote contracts, worked the switchboard, all that stuff.”
Carol recalled the store’s origins. “I know he [her father] told me that
how he started was he would go down to the railway station, the CPR
tracks, and ... they used to deliver the appliances, [stores] ordered
appliances because nothing really was made here. If anything was
damaged, freight damaged, I guess, they weren’t received by the people that had ordered them. So, he would buy something that was
damaged and fix it. I know he told me that he went to UBC [the
University of British Columbia] and took some sort of electrical
course there to learn how to do these things and then, once he fixed
them, he would sell them. So, I think that the first store was on
Granville Street.... And then the store I knew, that I grew up in, was
at 62 West Hastings. I was very familiar with that area because I used
to be there all the time.”
She was about nine years old when she first started working there.
“They used to have a ... freight elevator that you sometimes see now
in the movies or on TV, where you pull the door [closed] to come
down. I would go in there, we had, I remember when I was quite
young, my dad took me there on a Sunday to do something.... So I
must have been quite young if all I was doing was dusting, probably
around nine or 10....
“I used to get a pay envelope. Everybody got paid in a little tiny ...
envelope that I guess the money or the cheque came in. We’d get paid
for helping.” Later in the oral history interview, Carol said of her siblings, “I think all of us had a turn at some time in our life of working
at the store.”
The customers were almost all recurring ones. “They used to come in
and look for their salesperson. We had great, really nice salespeople
there.... I remember we used to have these radios, what they called
‘radio revolts.’ We used to do something where somebody would sit in
the store [and broadcast]. I loved those, I thought they were great. I

thought these guys
were all stars, you
know, it was on the
radio.... One of them, I
can’t remember who it
was, it might have even
been [local radio personality] Jack Cullen,
gave me a record to
take home. I thought
that was terrific, I was
very impressed.”
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Wosk’s advertised on
the radio and in newspapers. “At one time,”
said Carol, “Wosk’s was Morris, left, and Ben Wosk holding plans for a Wosk’s
store, Vancouver, B.C., undated.
probably one of the
largest buyers of advertising space in the Vancouver Sun and Province,
News Herald ... when it was around.”
Carol didn’t work directly with her father when she was young, but
she did more so later in life. “I wasn’t involved in anything until I was
in my late 30s,” she estimated. “But, by that time, there were also
hotels and properties around.”
Carol attended “several store openings but that was probably after the
period of time that you’re looking at [the ‘golden age’ of the furniture
industry]. The company went public and I was on the board of directors.... Wosk’s Ltd. – it was public for some years. We opened stores
in Kamloops and Winnipeg and Calgary and in Kelowna. I went to
all the openings but when I was younger, we also opened a store in
New Westminster that I worked out in for awhile, and Richmond,
and I think there were about seven stores in the Lower Mainland at
one time.” The furniture in the stores was manufactured elsewhere
and imported, she said.
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One prominent feature of the Granville store (and others) was the
sign. “That block had all kinds of great neon signs and we had a marvellous sign in front of our store which I loved. It was a revolving,
spinning thing in front of the store ... on top of the first floor, which
was one of the retail levels, there were two levels of the store. And it
had a stove, a fridge, and I guess a washer in it because I don’t think
it would have been a dryer.... Spinning around, it was called Wosk’s
Ltd.: House of Quality.”
Work was always on her father’s mind, said Carol. “By the time I was
in my teens, he was also doing construction, building things, which
he loved. He just, you know, it was part of his life, it just was the way
he was.”
But he kept business separate from the home. The “only thing that ever
happened in those days would be that he might get phone calls at home
when he was not there, to approve credit for somebody.”
About Ben’s business dealings and dealing with the competition,
Carol said, “As I recall, the things that he thought were most
important were buying at the right price and good advertising. I
think he was very, very proud of the advertising that they did and
very proud of the reputation that the store had and people had, and
[was] very focused on purchasing the right product at the right
price from the suppliers.”
At the 62 West Hastings location, in that neighbourhood, “everybody
was friends down there. Let’s see, my cousin on my father’s side,
Sonny Wosk and his father Abrasha Wosk had Save-On Meats in the
next block [43 West Hastings]....
“Saul and Anne Shaffer, who were very best friends of my parents
until they passed away, had B.C. Jewellers, right by Victory Square.
We used to go in there to visit them. The Cooperbands [ Jack and
Goldie] had a café [Skipper’s Sea Foods] just down the end of our
block that we used to go to all the time. Who else used to be there?
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Wosk’s Ltd.: The House of Quality at 62 West Hastings Street, south side, Vancouver,
B.C., 1981. One thing Carol Leiran remembers clearly is the sign in front of some of
the stores, with a revolving appliance below the store name.

Everybody knew everybody ... it was a very friendly place to be.”
Her father would take her out for lunch, generally to the closest
restaurant “so that he could get right back to work.” She mentioned
Chris’ in particular, and there was a Chris’ Sea Food Grill at 56 West
Hastings. “There was a period of time,” she said of her father, “when
his doctor told him that he had to put on weight, [so] if he had time,
he’d come with me to Chris’ and he’d have, they would make him a
milkshake with an egg in it. That was the thing to do at that time.”
The last memory of Wosk’s that Carol shared in her interview was of
the basic set-up of the 62 West Hastings location. “There were several people there, it was not just a one-person office, it was a big area ...
with lots of desks and people doing work there. Now, on the second
floor, there was somebody who did the advertising layouts ... and there
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was more furniture upstairs, and then our shipping was right behind
us out to the lane ... it was a pretty big operation for that store. And
one thing I do remember is that we were very excited at PNE time,
because we would all go – and anybody who had kids could bring
them – to watch the PNE Parade from the second floor. So, that was
up one storey and the parade used to go down Hastings and it was just
so great. We could all sit up there and watch everybody walking
beneath us, that was really terrific, that was the terrific part of having
a store down on Hastings Street.”

From the JMABC Collection: Images of the Furniture Industry
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FROM THE JMABC COLLECTION:
IMAGES OF THE FURNITURE
INDUSTRY
JMABC A.2003.013.002

Letter from
Mrs. J. (Fanny)
Donner of J.
Donner’s
Furniture, Kenora,
Ont., to the Trade
Trust Co. of
Winnipeg; March
12, 1923.
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Interior office, Marine Building (355 Burrard Street), Vancouver, B.C., 1930.

Fireplace
mantel at
Seaforth
Armoury
lounge,
Vancouver,
B.C., 1936.
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JMABC L.00190

Alberta Furniture Co., 1403 Commerical Drive, owned by Joseph and David Cohen,
Vancouver, B.C., 1938.

JMABC L.21684

Wosk’s: The House of Quality display at the Pacific National Exhibition, Vancouver,
B.C., circa 1950.
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Deed of land sale in the
amount of $20,000 from
Omansky et al. (Morris
Omansky, Louis Averbach,
Arnold Klein), merchants of
1123 Granville Street, to
Donner et al. (Fanny
Donner, Samuel J. Donner,
Edward J. Donner, Fred J.
Donner), merchants of
1127 Granville Street,
April 19, 1948.

JMABC A.2003.013.001
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LEONARD FRANK PHOTOS STUDIO FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER OTTO LANDAUER; JMABC LF.39660

Photograph of living room for Alaska Pine Sales Ltd.,
Vancouver, B.C., 1948.

LEONARD FRANK PHOTOS STUDIO FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER OTTO LANDAUER; JMABC LF.39731

Canadian Forest Products Ltd. and Pacific Veneer and
Plywood Division exhibition display, Vancouver, B.C., 1949.
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LEONARD FRANK PHOTOS STUDIO FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER OTTO LANDAUER; JMABC LF.39732

Canadian Forest Products Ltd. and Pacific Veneer and Plywood Division exhibition
display, Vancouver, B.C., 1949.
JMABC L.18459

National Furniture store opening specials, Vancouver, B.C., circa 1950.

From the JMABC Collection: Images of the Furniture Industry

151

National
Furniture,
Vancouver,
B.C.,
circa
1950s.

JMABC L.16269

COURTESY OF HILDY BARNETT

Sam Donner and Martin with a new
truck in front of Donner’s Furniture
Store, 1127 Granville Street, Vancouver,
B.C., 1952.

JMABC L.16270

Ed, Fred and Sam Donner
standing in front of
Donner’s Furniture Store,
1127 Granville Street,
Vancouver, B.C., 1955.
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Portrait of Max
Minster, age 38,
Vancouver, B.C.,
1955.

JMABC A.2011.018

JMABC L.08456

Standard Electric & Furniture Ltd., letterhead,
circa 1950-60.

COURTESY OF GARY AVERBACH

Belmont Furniture
letterhead.

JMABC A.2003.009.003

From the JMABC Collection: Images of the Furniture Industry

153

Pamphlet for the Canadian
Furniture Industry Study Mission to
England, Denmark, Sweden,
Germany and Italy, for the
Department of Trade and Commerce
(Ottawa). Allen Segal, president of
Segal Furniture Ltd., was a member
of the mission, June 7-July 6, 1963.
JMABC A.2003.009.009

Newspaper clipping
from the Jewish
Western Bulletin:
“Allen Segal Leaves
on Technical
Mission,” 1960s.
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JMABC A.2003.009.006

JMABC L.08449

“House of Ideas” brochure “furnished and decorated by Woodward’s,” who bought
furniture from Allen Segal’s company, circa 1960s.

House of Drapes
(owned by Max
Minster) on
Granville Street,
Vancouver, B.C.,
circa 1960.

From the JMABC Collection: Images of the Furniture Industry

COURTESY OF SHELDON AND MARTIN KOPELOW

Hy Kopelow,
Vancouver,
B.C., circa
1960s.
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JMABC L.08444

Max Minster meeting
representatives from
radio station CKWX
(Minster advertised on
the radio for his store
House of Drapes),
Vancouver, B.C.,
1965.
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JMABC A.2003.009.001

Letter to Allen Segal, Segal Furniture Ltd., from Grace
McCarthy, minister without portfolio, November 29, 1971.
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ADDENDUM: NOT (YET) IN THE
JMABC COLLECTION
There have been so many members of the local Jewish community
involved in the furniture industry that it is impossible to include
them all in one edition of The Scribe. Thus, the decision was made
to narrow the focus to furniture dealers on Granville Street. Yet,
even looking at a mere four blocks of Granville downtown (the 900
block through the 1200 block), there were as many as 17 Jewishowned furniture retailers in 1945 (out of a total of 22 such retailers).
Looking at the years on either side of that peak means trying to
obtain information on many family members and multiple generations from the time when each store opened to when it closed or
moved off this stretch of Granville.
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia has collected
hundreds of oral histories, and excerpts from the histories of community members who either owned a store on Granville during this “golden age of Jewish furniture dealers,” as Gary Averbach refers to it, or did
business with them, form the bulk of this issue of The Scribe. However,
in addition to all of the information provided by those histories, this
Addendum will illustrate how much more information there is still to
collect – in just this area, let alone on the community in general. If you
and/or your family were involved in furniture and you are not mentioned here, we apologize for the omission, and ask that you please
contact the JMABC (archives@jewishmuseum.ca, 604-257-5199) to
talk about preserving this information in the archives.

Karen James, Bryan James and Don Freeman
Interviewed by Cynthia Ramsay, July 17, 2013, Vancouver, B.C.
When James Furniture closed its doors at 939 Granville Street in the
early 1980s, it had been in business – and on Granville – for more
than 50 years. While the JMABC unfortunately was unable to sit

158 T H E

S C R I B E

PHOTOGRAPHER: STEFFENS-COLMER STUDIOS LTD.;
COURTESY OF KAREN JAMES AND FAMILY

down and interview
the business’ founder,
Ernest James, who
passed away in 1977, or
his son, Leo James, who
died in 1989, siblings
Karen and Bryan James
and their cousin, Don
Freeman, provided a
host of information,
photographs and newspaper clippings, and the
following section is
based on a lively discus- Ernest James, left, who founded James Radio, and his
sion about those items son, Leo, who joined him in the business, likely in
Vancouver, B.C., circa 1944-1951. (The photo is not
and their recollections of dated but, according to the City of Vancouver Archives,
their father/uncle and Don Coltman was a local photographer who operated
grandfather, and of under the company name Steffens-Colmer Ltd. only
working in the store. from 1944-1951.)
This section also contains information from the Vancouver city directories, the City of Vancouver Archives’ website and the Jewish Western
Bulletin (called the Jewish Independent since 2005).

To place the interviewees, Leo James, son of Ernest and Hilda Annie
James, had four children with his wife, Mary: Barbara, Karen, Peter and
Bryan. Leo’s sister, Beulah, married Dave Freeman, and Don is their
son, and his brother is Mike; Beulah died in March 1992, Dave in
August 2009. The conversation with Karen, Bryan and Don started with
how and when Ernest came to Vancouver. The main source of the details
was Ernest’s obituary in the June 9, 1977, Jewish Western Bulletin (JWB).
He was 87 years old when he died; he was survived by Leo and Beulah,
as well as a brother, Abraham (in Phoenix), and six grandchildren.
Ernest was born in Jaslo, Poland. He came to British Columbia in
1914 from Toronto, settling for a couple of years in Prince George
(called Fort St. George in the obituary) before coming to Vancouver
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in 1916 and becoming, among other things, a founder of the
Vancouver Jewish Community Centre, a member of B’nai B’rith and
Congregation Beth Israel, reads the obituary. He and Hilda Annie –
who was born in Lviv, Ukraine, and had immigrated to Canada with
her family (Beck) – were married in 1914 in Toronto.
Abraham (Abe) and Nathan came to British Columbia with Ernest
as well; sadly, Nathan drowned here in about 1920. There was another brother who stayed in Poland, and Karen said, “The youngest
brother, Ignacio, wrote a postcard to my aunt Beulah in 1941 from
Auschwitz. In the postcard, he says that he is there with his wife and
daughter, and that he is no longer able to care for his father. That is
the first I knew of my grandfather’s other brother and that my grandfather’s father was still alive until that point. None of them survived.”
Bryan explained why the family went up north first. “It’s there in the
picture somewhere, they’re on a boardwalk,” he said, recalling a photo
that was not among those at the table. “It’s all muddy, the streets of
Prince George. There was a railway that was supposed to go through
there, and I think Grandpa lost a lot of money there.”
While they couldn’t recall definitely, the siblings thought that their
grandmother, Hilda Annie, pregnant with Beulah, returned to
Toronto from Prince George for the birth, so she was born there,
while Leo was born in Vancouver, said Karen. “I know Dad was born
in St Paul’s [Hospital],” said Bryan.
Ernest and his family came to Vancouver having lost everything in
Prince George, according to his grandchildren. There had been a fire,
his general store had burnt down, and he had not had any insurance.
When he first came to the city, Ernest went into the tire business with
his brother-in-law, Ralph Beck. According to the city directory, which
is always a year, or even two, behind when events actually took place,
Ernest first appears in the listings in 1918, working at Vancouver
Metal Co., but from 1919-1928, he is listed as president of
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For some 20 years, 1934-54,
James Radio was located at
909 Granville Street. This
photo is undated, but for an
idea of the time period, note
the front of the car visible in
the bottom right-hand corner.

PHOTOGRAPHER: JACK LINDSAY PHOTOGRAPHERS LTD.; COURTESY OF
KAREN JAMES AND FAMILY

Consumers
Tire
Supply Co. He’s still
listed as a tire dealer
in 1930, even though
he started James
Radio in 1929. (Abe
appears to have also
gone into the auto
industry; he’s listed in
1916 as the co-owner
of Vancouver AutoWrecking Co., with
B. Shapiro., but that’s The latest new appliances would be displayed in the storea story for another front, of course. This one places the photograph as having
edition of The Scribe.) been taken in 1950/51.
The first directory listing for James Radio & Electric Co., at 1109
Granville Street, appears in 1931. While the store is listed at 905
Granville for 1933, James Radio Ltd. is at 909 Granville from 19341954. The 1949 listing describes its products: “Home Appliances:
General Electric, Westinghouse, Gurney, Stromberg-Carlson,
Philips, Bendix Washers”
In 1955, James Radio becomes listed at 891 Granville Street, before it
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moves to 939 Granville Street
four years later, where it
remains until 1982; 939
Granville is vacant in 1983/84.
While the store remains in
that building for more than 20
years, its name changes, as do
its products. It becomes James
Furniture, first listed as such in
1962, a few years after the transition had taken place.

161

From the beginning, stores like James Radio
offered “easy terms” to encourage people to make
their purchases at their store. This ad appeared
in the October 1, 1930, JWB.

As to whether Ernest or Leo owned any property, as did several of the
Jewish furniture dealers, Karen said about Ernest, “Well, he owned
where, Smithe and Granville, where James Radio was [891
Granville], he owned that corner and the store, where McDonald’s is
now ... and sold it in the ’70s.”
Ernest, and then Leo, rented 939 Granville for the furniture store,
rather than buying the building. The siblings recalled some legal troubles when Leo needed to break the lease, and Karen referred to some
documents she had been given. “There was a time when it was hard to
rent on Granville, it was quite rundown,” explained Bryan. “They had a
really good deal with my dad there because the buildings beside him
were empty. It was really in disrepair back then, so when he wanted out,
I think there was three years left [of the lease] or something like that.”
But decades before that, there was much excitement about James
Radio. When it moved into 891 Granville Street, both the Vancouver
Sun and the Province ran stories on September 23, 1955. The caption
for the Province photo reads, “BIG NEON SIGN will flash a welcome to hundreds of Vancouver shoppers while James Radio holds
open house tonight at its new store....” The article talks about James
Radio as “one of Vancouver’s pioneer radio and appliances firms” and
its new store being a display of “its faith in the future.” Both the Sun
and Province articles point not only to Ernest’s founding of the busi-
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ness but to Leo’s 20 years in the business,
“except for the five years overseas with the
air force,” notes the Sun, adding, “The
daughter, Mrs. [D.]A. Freeman, is secretary-treasurer and accountant” of the
store, highlighting that it is a family business. A May 1, 1942, article in the JWB
offers brief details about Leo as he heads
off to serve in the Royal Canadian Air
Force.
“He went in 1941,” said Karen, “and was in
the air force and came back when the war
ended, and went into the business again.”
Don remembered working in the office,
“learning that the store made all its profits
from the accounts receivable – it was the
credit, that’s where all the profit was.”
People would “buy on time, just like that
TV for 299 or 250 a week,” he said, pointing to one of the ads.

From 1935 until it closed in the
1980s, Leo James worked at and
then ran James Radio/
Furniture, except for when he
served in the Royal Canadian
Air Force. His departure was
noted in the May 1, 1942, JWB.

Don also worked in the basement, in the store’s warehouse. This was
his summer job, he said later in the conversation, remembering how it
was hard sometimes being in university (and living the life that
entails) to go to work. “I want[ed] to go to the fourth floor where the
good bedding is. I was really tired.”
That would have been in the mid-1960s, Don referred specifically at
one point to 1966. Bryan said he worked at the store a few summers,
starting in 1969, when he “was 13, $1.75 an hour” – “I remember working in the office. I did some simple accounting stuff and then a little bit
in the warehouse,” he said. All the siblings worked at the store at some
point. Karen said, “I worked there typing letters thanking customers for
their business”; this would have been when she was around 12.
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“I remember the first time I went to the office,” said Don. “Grandpa
gave me money for lunch and then he took it off my wages [laughter].”
Bryan recalled that his dad used to send scouts out to places such as
Woodward’s, Eaton’s, Belmont and the Warehouse. And James
Furniture would advertise in newspapers and on radio. “And television, 1960, 1970 ... CBC North,” added Bryan, a pilot, who said he
used to work up in the arctic and he’d sometimes have the TV on and
then there, in Resolute Bay, “suddenly an ad comes on for James
Furniture ... satellite feed from B.C.”
About the possibility of the third generation taking over the business,
Bryan said, “Grandpa talked to me about that, but Dad never wanted
us in it.... I know that Grandpa wanted something like that, somebody to take interest.”
“I thought when Dad was going to close out, both you and Peter
stepped up to say you were going to do it?” said Karen.
CITY OF VANCOUVER ARCHIVES 780-53

View of the 900 block of Granville Street, Vancouver, B.C., 1967. Don Freeman and all
the James siblings had stints working at James Furniture when they were younger.
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“Well, I thought about it,” admitted Bryan. “I was laid off from the
airline at the time, so I thought about it....”
“But you didn’t want to though?” said Karen.
“No,” concluded Bryan.
It is unclear exactly when their father closed the business. There is an
undated Province article in the James’ collection that refers to Monday
as being “the last day of business.” In it, Leo is described as “a slender,
dapper guy with an old man’s wonky heart, [who] has the kind of class
it takes to blame himself for going broke in the furniture business.”
But Leo did not go broke. In fact, the article notes, “It was the tag end
of a big-discount closing sale in which they’ve moved about $1 million worth of furniture. Maynard’s will auction what’s left on Friday
and Saturday.” Nine staff, including the operator of the store’s OtisFensom elevator, would have to find other employment.
About the closure, a November 4, 1982, ad in either the Sun or the
Province reads, in a mix of capital and small letters, “After 53 years on
Granville Street, James Furniture closes its doors forever! Everything
must go!” The sale went from Monday to Saturday, so the ad doesn’t
help place the above article, or the final closing date of the store.
As noted earlier, the 1983/84 city directory has 939 Granville Street
listed as vacant, but it’s not always a reliable source. There are many
typos, people missed some years and other mistakes. For example,
while the 1983/84 has James Furniture gone from its street listings,
Leo is still listed as the manager of James Furniture Ltd., which could
indicate that he did, indeed, still have the company after the store
itself closed. However, in that same directory and for at least one after,
Ernest shows up again, as president of James Piano & Organ, which
the store was never called, even when he was alive.
It was for health reasons that Leo closed the store – “In the fall of ’82,
he had a double bypass and valve operation,” explained Bryan about
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his father’s “wonky heart.” Nonetheless, there were several financial
pressures facing furniture (and other) retailers along Granville at that
time. There was the recession, the city’s decision to “put an end to
street-level parking on this part of Granville 10 years ago” and its
encouragement of “retailers to go underground in the Pacific Centre,”
according to the Province article. And Leo reportedly said, “I missed
the boat years ago when I should have moved to the suburbs.”
Contemplating the reasons why Leo might have decided to not move
out to the suburbs, his children and nephew thought that he knew
where the trend was heading and just didn’t want to do it, “because
that’s when the demographics in Vancouver changed, and when all
these outlet stores opened up out in Richmond and further up the valley, where it was much cheaper.... It started in the ’70s, the early ’70s,
and then they were open late on Thursdays. He hated staying late on
Fridays, and then he had to open Saturdays, and everything used to
be closed then. And he resented that, he didn’t like staying open on
Saturdays but, in order to stay competitive, he had to.”
It was a stressful time, they said. In addition to suburbanization in
general, they pointed to then city mayor Art Phillips’ decision to close
that part of Granville to any car traffic as contributing to the street’s
downfall. They also noted, “The Eaton’s really killed a lot of downtown. It was a great big hunk of building with no stores on it, so it
killed all street traffic for the two blocks of Robson and Granville.”
As for the recession, Bryan recalled that, while working for CP Air in
1979, he and a couple of other pilots also worked for his dad. “It was
really boom time here in B.C. It was really busy, you couldn’t get stuff
ordered fast enough [to meet demand].” So busy was it that his father
had to sublet the vacant building next to James Furniture to store all
the extra inventory. “That’s actually what hurt the most,” said Bryan.
“They [many retailers] had all this inventory on order, and then the
recession came with such a hit.”
Most of the suppliers were from the United States and from back
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Furniture fairs and exhibition displays were part of the marketing of new products. In
this undated photograph of a cooking demonstration, Leo James is in the centre.

east. Karen recalled a furniture fair that her dad went to every year
in Chicago, as well as trips to Winnipeg, Toronto and other places.
There were five floors to the building at 939 Granville. The memory
was that the fourth floor was the bargain level, one floor was beds,
another floor was all sofas and chairs, and the main floor was displays.
At one point in the 1980s, once that part of Granville was closed to
traffic and the area became more rundown, the police rented the
store’s top floor as kind of a neighbourhood monitoring station.
“One thing I remember is that there was a three-bedroom suite, really cheap, for sale, for $399 or some ridiculous price, and they were
selling so many of them,” said Don. “And your dad was cursing, how
can anyone buy this cheap stuff? I’d be down in the basement, OK,
we’ve got another one of these three-bedroom suites to go, and they
were like really flimsy....” This would have been in the mid-1960s.
“But I think this should have been the writing on the wall,” said
Bryan, who noted the growing popularity of stores like IKEA, which
sold lower-quality but nice-looking furniture that was cheaper. “You
know, that’s where the money was.”
“Yeah, people were broke, that’s what they could afford,” agreed Don.
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While James Furniture did sell some cheaper furniture, there were
also “some pretty high-end” brands. Leo really liked Danish-style furniture, for instance. A September 17, 1959, article in the Vancouver
Sun begins, “Most popular style in furniture today is Danish modern,
with early American gaining much support.” But “the two don’t go
well together,” Leo is quoted as saying, pointing out that the Danish
style is “slim and thin,” while the early American is more bulky. The
larger new store at 939 Granville was big enough though, said Leo, to
set up complete sets of both.
A 1972 advertising feature in the Sun dated October 30 highlights “a
strong trend developing towards the richness and heaviness of the old
world furniture,” but notes that, with “the emphasis on the Orient,
tastes these days seem to be running to such things as Chinese coffee
tables, lamp tables, chests of drawers or bronze lamps, etc.” Longtime
James employee Mae Giovinasso is pictured showing off a bedroom
suite in “French country style,” Leo a dark-coloured wood and glass
dining room buffet.
Maple was really big up to the time that the store closed, said his family, and the Lazy-Boys. Leo ordered all the furniture for the store, they
said. In stock, he had “lots of mattresses, lots of bedroom suites. He
always knew which would sell, so he had [them on hand].... There was
the whole basement, it was full. During the boom times there, in the
late ’70s, that’s when he had to lease the building beside us and it was
just loaded with crates.”
Deliveries would be twice a week, with a few shipping companies
that his dad used all the time, said Bryan. The trucks would pull into
the alley, up to the warehouse door, and the merchandise offloaded
and taken to the freight elevator. “All the mattresses went up to the
fifth floor, the stiflingly hot fifth floor.” The mattresses all came
wrapped in a crepe paper, and “the tough guys would spit in each
hand, and they’d carry the mattress,” each of which was stood up
and leaned against the walls. For inventory, all the suites would have
to be labelled with cardboard, and the cardboard label/code placed
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As customers left James Furniture, they would see above the door the request, “We thank
you for your patronage – if pleased recommend us.” This photo is undated.

in front of each set that was in boxes, also leaning, with other boxes,
against the walls. In the mid-80s, there was consideration of computerization, but it never happened.
In a few different moments sprinkled throughout the conversation,
there were fond memories of going for lunch in the neighbourhood
with their dad.
“He would take me for lunch,” said Karen. “He would take me to Mr.
Mike’s or to Rubin’s, or something like that. It was always a big treat
to go down there and have him take me to lunch.”
Leo passed away a day short of his 73rd birthday, in February 1990,
and their mother died two and a half months later.
When Leo passed away, Karen said they found forms he had filled in
to take a real-estate course at the University of British Columbia. “He
never got to go to university,” she said. “He always wanted to [but] ...
he got co-opted to be [in] the business.”
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GRANVILLE’S OTHER JEWISH FURNITURE DEALERS
To determine how many of the furniture dealers on the four blocks of
Granville between Smithe and Davie were Jewish-owned during the
peak years, all of the furniture stores listed on this part of the street in
1940, 1945, 1950 and 1955 were highlighted. Many of these Jewishowned stores are represented by the oral history interviewees featured
in this issue. The names of the owners of the remaining stores were
found using the Vancouver city directories, and those names were
searched for mention in the Jewish Western Bulletin (JWB) archives; the
B.C. Archives’ genealogy resource was also used and various Google
searches conducted. Of the remaining stores, more than 12 principal
owners were Jewish (if you include various business partners, that number increases). What follows is some of what could be found about these
other Jewish furniture dealers, some of whom were already known by
the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia, but many of
whom were not. The information is listed in alphabetical order of the
main owner’s surname.

Joseph Aceman – West Furniture, initially
In the city directories prior to 1949, only Jack Aceman appears, and
not with any furniture-related profession. In 1949, Joseph Aceman
appears for first time, listed as proprietor of West Furniture Co. at
1262 Granville Street; it expands and/or moves into the premises next
door (1263 Granville) for some of its decades in that area.
West Furniture is listed from 1949-73, then its name changes to J
West Furniture 1974-85, with Joseph being joined in the ownership
listing by Ray Aceman in 1976. The store becomes JR West Furniture
Repairs and moves off Granville in 1986, though Joseph and Ray
remain listed as presidents of J West Furniture Ltd. A search of the
JWB shows Ray to be Joseph’s wife.
Joseph’s brother Jack seems to have been more involved in the organ-
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ized Jewish community than Joseph. In Jack’s obituary in the JWB,
their parents’ names are given as Avraham and Sarah Aizanman. Jack
was born in Poland, went to Calgary in 1926 and married Diane
Singer there in 1934. The couple moved to Vancouver in 1943, where
Jack opened a development company. The obituary relates that Jack’s
parents and two brothers died in the Holocaust, that he was predeceased by another brother and three sisters, and that he was survived
by his siblings Joseph and Mildred (Nesbit).
A Google search found Joseph’s obituary that ran in the Vancouver Sun
and/or Province July 25, 2008. Joseph, too, was born in Poland, in
Radom, in 1921; he died in 2008. “Having survived the Holocaust,”
reads the obituary, “he immigrated to Canada in 1947 to reunite with
two brothers and four sisters residing in Calgary and Vancouver.
Predeceased by his wife Ray of 48 years in 2004, he is survived by his
children ... and grandchildren....”
Joseph ( Joe) is mentioned in the JWB several times, for his bowling
scores on at least one occasion, but mainly for milestones announcements, notably his engagement to Ray, the youngest daughter of “Mr.
and Mrs. Louis Rosman”; Joe was described as “son of the late Mr.
and Mrs. Max Aceman.” The births of their children, their son’s bar
mitzvah and the engagements of their daughters are all announced in
the paper. His sister Mildred’s obituary also was published, in October
2000; she had been a Vancouver Talmud Torah teacher for 30 years.
Also born in Radom, in 1913, she left in 1928 for Calgary and, in
1941, came to Vancouver with Jack and Diane Aceman, where she
met and married Sam Nesbit, who died in 1950. She was also predeceased by her daughter Roberta, and 10 brothers and sisters; she was
survived by her daughter and son-in-law, grandchildren and a greatgranddaughter, as well as her brother Joe and sister-in-law Diane.

Addendum: Not (Yet) in the JMABC Collection

171

Gordon Angel – Stanley Furniture
In the July 27, 1933, JWB,
there is an ad announcing the
opening at 1082 Granville
Street of Stanley Furniture
Co., under the management
of Sam Golcman, Gordon
Angel and Alter Silverson,
who also own and operate
Continental Upholstery (at
7th and Granville). An article Stanley Furniture Co. announced its opening
ran in the same issue: the in the July 27, 1933, edition of the JWB.
“three well-known Vancouver
Jewish residents” were opening their “fine new store” on Saturday,
“commencing business with an entire new stock of home furnishings
and cordially invit[ing] the inspection of their many Jewish friends.”
Continental Upholstery first appears in the 1933 directory, with
Sam and Gordon, as well an Eric (not Alter) Silverson, as its proprietors. Stanley Furniture is listed at 1082 Granville Street from
1934-44. From 1945-58, it is listed at 1055 Granville, as is
Continental Upholstery’s office until 1957 (the store itself is not
listed after 1940).
By 1940, only Sam and Gordon are listed with Stanley Furniture,
their third partner having moved on to Williard’s Ladies Wear and
Harper’s Ladies Wear. In 1941, Gordon is a partner with A.R.
MacKenzie, and Sam has no profession listed in 1941-1942, but is “of
Dependable Upholstery” on Fraser Street in 1943, which he co-owns
with Hymie Golcman.
Stanley Furniture appears in the JWB on at least a few donors lists
over the years (1933, 1937, 1939). Following Gordon and Eva Angel
in the paper, they were involved in the community in various groups,
and ran family greetings in some of the holiday issues.
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Gordon’s obituary ran in the JWB in 1968; he had passed away the
week earlier, at the age of 75. The “longtime resident and noted communal worker” was born in Russia in 1893, and came to Canada when
he was 18, settling in Winnipeg. He moved to Vancouver in 1923,
says the obituary (but Eva’s obituary contradicts that, noting that the
couple lived in Nanaimo initially). Gordon owned Stanley Furniture
until 1958 and served for “years on the executive of B’nai B’rith until
ill health necessitated his retirement from business and communal
endeavours. Mr. Angel was instrumental in founding the Hillel
Foundation at U.B.C. campus and was an ardent supporter of
Congregation Beth Israel.” He and Eva had two sons.
Eva passed away in 1990, at 92. Her obituary in the JWB is brief, stating that she was born in Winnipeg, married Gordon there in 1923
and moved to Nanaimo soon afterward, arriving in Vancouver in
1930. She had moved to Calgary in 1980, but returned to Vancouver
in 1986, and died here. She was a member of B’nai B’rith Women,
and served on the sisterhoods of Beth Israel Synagogue in Vancouver
and Calgary’s Beth Israel.

Ben Baru – Quality Furniture
Ben Baru is listed as the proprietor of Quality Furniture on
Commercial Drive in 1939; his brother Frank as the proprietor of
Quality House Furnishings in North Vancouver from 1938. For a few
years prior to that, Ben is listed as a student (1935-37, nothing for
1938) and Frank is listed as a driver in 1937.
Ben’s Quality Furniture takes over Stanley Furniture’s place at 1082
Granville Street in the 1945 city directory, and remains there for three
years. In 1949, it moves to 1115 Granville, but Quality is no longer
listed in 1950, and Ben is just listed as a furniture dealer from 195052. For 1953-54, Ben is listed as a salesman with Standard Electric &
Furniture, but just as a salesman in 1955. Throughout this period,
Frank is still running his North Vancouver furniture store.
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In 1954-55, in addition to Ben and
Frank, Doris Baru, a stenographer at
Peterson Electric, appears, as does Esther,
listed as a widow, even though the listings
never had her name before and there is no
mention of any other Baru to whom she
could have been married.
The city directories to 1955 are available
online and, while a few trips to the City of
Vancouver Archives were made in compiling this edition of The Scribe, time did not
permit another visit to find out what happened to the Baru family after 1955.
However, the B.C. Archives’ online genealogy database offered the following:

Quality Furniture Co. was
one of many businesses
congratulating Junior B’nai
B’rith on its 13th annual Tolo
Dance in the December 27,
1946, edition of the JWB.

• Ben Baru died in 1986, at age 76. He was born in 1909 in Russia,
the son of Israel and Esther Baru. He was single and retired (it doesn’t say from what business) at his time of death. His brother, Frank,
signed the death certificate.
• Esther died in 1956 at age 82. She had been in Canada 55 years, in
Vancouver for 22. She was born in Russia in 1873 to Lazor and
Miriam Ferdman. She was a housewife, the widow of Israel Baru,
when she died. Ben Baru signed her form.
• Israel Baru was born in Russia in 1874 to Ben Zion and Dora Baru.
He died in Vancouver in 1953, a month shy of his 79th birthday. He
had been in Canada 40 years, in Vancouver for 18. He was married to
Esther, née Ferdman. He was a retired farmer. (R. Nemetz signed the
form, the relationship given was daughter.)
Nothing could be found on Frank, and there is little in the JWB
about the Baru family. There is an ad in the December 27, 1946,
issue, offering Quality Furniture Store’s congratulations on the 13th
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annual Junior B’nai B’rith Tolo Dance (whatever that was) and, for
some reason, Ben and Frank’s sister’s obituary was published in
October 1974, which is how the fact that they were brothers was
determined. Born in Russia, and a resident of Vancouver since 1945,
Clara Trademan, née Baru, ventured to Saskatchewan in 1913, marrying there in 1924. “She later moved to Edmonton before coming to
Vancouver.” She was predeceased by her husband, Abe, and survived
by a son, her brothers and a sister – Doris, the stenographer listed in
the city directory.
A Google search for Frank’s Quality House Furnishings found the
store mentioned in the minutes of a 1968 city council meeting. Under
correspondence, the second item is a letter from several businesses,
including Frank’s, opposing the institution of a business tax, the bylaw
for which, by the way, was passed.

Sam Berg – Hope’s Furniture
Sam Berg first appears in the directories in 1937, as a salesman with
National Furniture. He’s there for about six years, when he joins
Forsts (1943) then Crescent Furniture (1944). From 1945, he is the
proprietor of Hope’s Furniture, which begins its life at 1043 Granville.
Hope’s moves to 1073 Granville four years later (1949) and it seems
like Sam may have bought the building, as the listing is starred in
1960, which means that, to the directory publishers’ best knowledge,
the company/person listed in the building owns the premises.
By 1963, however, Hope’s had left Granville Street and is a warehouse
store on Woodland Drive. The Bergs (Sam and Doris) also have ValuMart at 1500 Venables Street. The 1964-81 directory listings don’t
give a clear picture of the Bergs’ business ventures, as Hope’s seems to
continue, but a Northwest Wholesale Furniture Ltd. also appears
intermittently, for at least once where Valu-Mart was located and
more than once on Woodland.
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In 1967, Jonathan Berg – who
is, according to the JWB, one
of the Bergs’ sons – is listed as
a salesman; in 1968, he’s a
salesman at Hope’s Furniture
Warehouse.
The last listing with Sam isn’t
until 1976, though he died in
1974; in that listing, Doris is
still involved in the business,
as is Jonathan. From 1977-85,
Doris is listed variously as
retired and as being with
Hope’s or Northwest. In
1978, Jonathan and Evelyn
Berg are presidents of Hope’s
(and Northwest, when it is
listed). In 1987, the couple is
running A&W Automotive.
Hope’s Furniture donated
items as prizes to at least a
couple of community events,
“Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Berg Hope’s Furniture had to be as competitive as its
many furniture-dealing neighbours, as this ad
and sons” ran holiday greetings from one of the city’s daily papers shows.
in the JWB every so often
through the 1950s, and different members of the family are connected with various community organizations over the years. Sam’s death
announcement appears in June 1974, and the JWB published the obituary of Geoffrey Berg, who drowned at age 27, in 1978; he was one
of Sam and Dora’s three sons (along with David and Jonathan). A
1982 article on the then new chapel at Congregation Beth Israel notes
that the Berg family was one of the donors of the chapel’s vaulted
windows: “Mrs. S. Berg and family, in memory of Sam Berg, David
and Geoffrey Berg,” meaning that David, too, had passed away by
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then. Doris’ death announcement appears in the JWB in 1992.

Joseph, David and Faye, and Albert Cohen – Alberta Furniture and
Crescent Furniture
In the 1928 city directory, Joseph Cohen is listed as the proprietor of
the other (so to speak) Dominion Furniture store that existed for
several years, some of those concurrently with the longer-lasting
Newman brothers’ Dominion Furniture company. (He was not the
sole owner of the store during its history.) It is also in this year’s directory that David Cohen first appears, as a salesman at Joseph’s
Dominion Furniture.
In 1929, David is listed as a clerk at Joseph’s store, which is on Main
Street, and, in 1930-32, he is listed as the manager of that store. In
1933, however, David is proprietor of Alberta Furniture Exchange at
1224 Granville Street. Over 15-plus years, he is joined in 1934 by
Joseph as a proprietor at one, then two, then one store on Granville,
then one store on Granville and another on Richards Street.
From 1951-1953, Alberta Furniture is listed at 555 Richards only. In
1951, Albert Cohen (later identified as David’s son) first appears, as a
bookkeeper; he’s a salesman in 1952.
In 1953, David still owns Alberta Furniture, while Albert and Faye
Cohen (“A. and Mrs. F.”) own Crescent Furniture at 1208 Granville.
In 1954-55, Alberta Furniture is gone from the listings, but Albert
(“A.”) is listed as president of Crescent, with David and Faye as directors. Crescent Furniture is listed until 1957, with 1208 Granville
Street vacant in 1958.
The Cohen family advertised regularly in the JWB from 1938, and
Alberta Furniture appeared in various donations listings over the
years. To pick an article relatively at random (May 5), David Cohen
was elected president of the Vancouver Optimists’ Club in 1949: “Mr.
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Dave Cohen is also the president of the Canadian Hebrew Active
Club and a member of the Vancouver Board of Trade. The board of
trade presented him with its weekly John Brown’s Rose Award for his
election as head of the Optimists’ Club. The Optimists devote their
efforts to the welfare of underprivileged boys.”
Another article from the same month talks of David as being “in danger of having his bailiwick (Alberta Furniture on Richards Street) cut
in half by a court order which declares another man to be the owner
of half the store. Far be it from us to attempt to influence the situation while the case is being appealed before the courts but we do feel
justified in saying that as one of the outstanding public-spirited citizens in this community, Dave Cohen certainly doesn’t deserve to have
anything like this perpetrated against him.” The case’s resolution
doesn’t seem to have been published in the JWB.
David died in 1994, at 85 years old. His obituary in the JWB notes
that he was born in Montreal and “grew up on a farm in Rumsey, Alta.
His father, Joseph Cohen, helped to build a shul in the Alberta town.
Mr. Cohen moved to Vancouver in 1927 and married the former Faye
Pelzman on April 21, 1929, in Victoria. [Their registration of marriage can be found in the B.C. Archives’ online genealogy database.]
He owned and operated Alberta Furniture in Vancouver for many
years before moving to Palm Springs in 1957.” He ran a furniture
store there, too, and received numerous awards for his work, according to the obituary. He returned to Vancouver in 1987.
David was predeceased by his son Albert in 1976 and his wife Faye in
1985. Louis was his brother, and he and their two sisters had also died
by that time. David was survived by his daughter and daughter-inlaw, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
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Lionel (and Bessie) Goodman, and Elias Goodman – Lionel Furniture
and Kiddies Arcade, and Peerless Furniture
From 1932-1939, various Goodmans are listed in the Vancouver city
directory, some in second-hand goods, some in importing, others in
sales. Lionel first appears in 1940, as a salesman at National Furniture;
an Elias Goodman is also a salesman at National; a Louis Goodman
is in second-hand goods (from 1933). In 1941, Lionel and Elias are
still at National, while Louis either has no profession listed or is an
electrician (there is more than one Louis Goodman listed).
Lionel Furniture first appears in 1942 at 910 Granville Street, and
Elias is now a salesman there. This is the situation until 1945, when
Bessie Goodman (who, from the JWB, was Lionel’s first wife) is listed as owning Crescent Furniture at 980 Granville and Elias is proprietor of Peerless Furniture at 1126 Granville. Three years later, Bessie
is listed as the owner of Kiddies Arcade at 980 Granville – Kiddies is
described as selling furniture, toys and clothing in one of the directories – and Lionel’s has moved to 968 Granville.
In 1949, Elias goes into luggage instead. A few years after that, from
1952-55, Lionel is listed as the proprietor of both Kiddies Arcade and
Lionel’s. While Kiddies Arcade is gone by 1956, Lionel’s remains at
968 Granville for another decade; in 1965-66, there is also a warehouse listed at 1090 Homer.
While, in 1967, Lionel is still president of Lionel Furniture, there is
no company listing; Arnold’s Loan Ltd. pawnbrokers is now at 968
Granville. From 1968-72, Lionel Furniture Warehouse Sales is on
Water Street; from 1973-81, Lionel Furniture Warehouse Ltd. is on
Homer Street. From 1982, there is no listing for Lionel Goodman or
Lionel Furniture; the last Lionel Goodman listing is actually in 1979,
but the furniture listing goes to 1981.
Lionel passed away in 1996, at age 83. The obituary in the JWB reads,
“Lionel enjoyed life and his many friends through his business, Lionel
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Furniture on Granville Street,
learning to fly, four years as president of the Aero Club of B.C.
and his years developing the
Jewish Community Centre
Orchestra. He was one of the
founding members of the
Vancouver
Seniors
Golf
Association for over 30 years. A Between his business and his family, Lionel
fine violinist, he loved quarteting Goodman advertised many times in the
with friends. The last 25 years of JWB, sometimes with holiday greetings, as
in this Rosh Hashanah ad from 1948.
his life, his greatest joy was his
participation as scholarship chairman at the Vancouver Academy of
Music, where he raised millions of dollars to help develop the school to
become an accredited institute.” He was predeceased by Bessie, and his
son, Arthur, but survived by his wife Lillian, his daughter and two sons,
grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
Lionel was also involved in other community groups and Congregation
Beth Israel, and donated to various causes. He advertised Lionel
Furniture more than a dozen times in the JWB from 1945-1957, and
regularly ran holiday greetings from his family in the latter half of the
1950s. He was in the paper often for his musical concerts.
There is not much to be found on Louis or Elias Goodman in the
JWB, though they appear on occasion; Louis on a donor list, with a
family holiday greeting and the announcement of his death in 1959,
and Elias involved with B’nai B’rith, playing a bridge match to benefit Hadassah, in a couple of social announcements, and the announcement of his death in 1972. In the city directories, they are both married to Sarahs.
Louis’ death certificate lists him as having been a second-hand dealer
for 30 years; last practising his trade in 1945. He was born in 1881 in
Russia, his parents were Abraham and Borhah Goodman, also
Russian. He had lived in Vancouver for 51 years, meaning that he
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came in about 1908. Louis’ Sarah was also from Russia, her parents’
surnames unknown; she died in 1974, at the age of 94.
Elias’ death certificate indicates that he was retired at the time of his
death, at age 71. He was born in England, and had been in Vancouver
for 33 years. His wife, Sarah, daughter of Abraham and Hannah
Bloom, was born in Lithuania, and died in Vancouver in 1967, 26
years after having emigrated.

Jacob Jossem – Pioneer Furniture
The publishers of the city directory had some trouble with Jacob
Jossem’s name. His surname is misspelled when he first appears, as
Jossim, in 1914, where he’s listed as a labourer. It initially seemed that
he had disappeared for the next many years, but it was just that his
surname is completely wrong from 1914-1920: for six of those years,
it is listed as Joseph; for one, it is Jossef. The constant is his residence
address, which allows identification of him as a second-hand dealer
for 1916-17 and as a labourer at the Canadian National Railway in
1918 (it’s not clear what he did in 1915). From 1921, he’s finally consistently listed as Jacob Jossem.
In 1919, Jacob has a second-hand goods store at 1204 Granville
Street, the year later at 1216 Granville, and two years later, at 1234
Granville. He’s at that business address from 1922-25 and, in 1924,
Annie Jossem is also a clerk there, and Morris Jossem is in sales; they
all live at 933 Princess Street.
Still at the same location, the second-hand store becomes Pioneer
Furniture in 1926. It moves to 1132 Granville in 1928, and Morris is
also working there. ( Jennie and Emma Jossem also appear in the
directory eventually, starting whatever working careers they will have
as stenographers.) Pioneer remains at 1132 Granville until 1958.
That the Jossem family was Jewish was confirmed in the JWB. Jacob
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and Annie’s daughters, Emma and Jennie, are often in the paper in
the first half of the 1930s, involved in numerous activities and social
engagements – including their weddings, Emma in June 1935 and
Jennie in August 1935. There is occasional mention of Mr. and Mrs.
Jossem, and reference to a J. Jossem, which could be Jacob or Jennie.
There is nothing in the paper, it seems, for Pioneer Furniture.
Annie died in 1959. “Vancouver lost another of its pioneer citizens
when Mrs. Annie Jossem, 73, passed away on February 3,” reads the
obituary. “Born in Russia, Mrs. Jossem emigrated to the United
States, living for a time in New Jersey. She came to Vancouver 46
years ago.” Annie was survived by Jacob, their daughters and their son,
the aforementioned Morris, as well as two brothers.
Jacob passed away in 1961, at age 71. He is also referred to as a “pioneer resident,” but not much other information about his background
is given, other than he “was born in Lithuania and came to Vancouver
48 years ago.”

Ida and Frank Kurtz – Kurtz Stove and Furniture Exchange
Mrs. Frank (Ida) Kurtz owned Kurtz Stove and Furniture Exchange,
which is listed in the city directory on Granville Street for two years
(1940-41). Her husband, Frank, is listed as a pedlar throughout the
1930s (from 1932), and there are other Kurtzes who were pedlars in
those years, Sulky (1935-37) and, notably, Calel (who, it seems, also
went by Charles).
Calel/Charles first appears in 1938, and is listed as being a pedlar, a
junk dealer or in second-hand goods (and sometimes not listed)
through 1948. In 1949, he and his wife, Sarah, are listed as proprietors
of Kurtz Furniture on Main Street, which is still in the directory as of
1955. However, they were never located on Granville Street. It was
Frank, or rather Mrs. Frank, who was proprietor of the Kurtz store at
1228A Granville Street for those two years in the early 1940s, after
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Kurtz Furniture on Main Street appeared in a special advertisement section featuring
Mount Pleasant merchants in the October 14, 1948, issue of the JWB. It is one of many
examples of how the city directory listings are at least a year out, as the store listing
doesn’t appear in the directory until 1949.

which she is listed a couple more times as being in second-hand goods
with no store name attached and, from 1945-46, as owning a Kurtz
Furniture store on Main.
A search of the JWB for Frank Kurtz yields only a few results and, for
Ida, just a couple. The engagement of their son was announced in
1953, and Mr. and Mrs. Frank Kurtz placed holiday greetings that
year, as well. Frank and Kurtz Furniture were among the donors to the
Schara Tzedeck Chapel in 1944. Ida was involved with Pioneer
Women and the group put in a card of sympathy when she passed
away in 1957; Frank died in 1971.
According to his death certificate, Frank was born in Poland to Joseph
and Breena Kurtz in 1893, and he came to Vancouver 42 years prior
to his death, so around 1929. Ida’s death certificate lists her as a
housewife (Frank was listed as retired). She, too, was born in Poland,
on July 6, 1902. Her parents were William and Devira (née Levin)
Halperin. She had been in Vancouver for 29 years prior to her death,
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at age 55, so she came to Canada in approximately 1928.
Calel/Charles was Frank’s brother. He was also born in Poland, in
1905, and died here, in 1989. He was very involved in the Louis Brier
Home and Hospital synagogue in the last decade of his life, according to the JWB, and Sarah, too, was involved in the community, in
something called the Hanita Club, as well as in Hadassah. Calel and
Sarah were married in 1936, and their daughter’s birth announcement
appeared in the JWB in 1938. Sarah died in 1971, at age 60.

Joseph, Sam and Izzy Parker – Parker’s Furniture Exchange, Furniture
Mart and Parker’s Mattress
The Parker brothers did other things prior to opening Parker’s
Furniture Exchange, though there is more than one Sam Parker, so it
is hard to say what he was doing earlier, but Joseph is a pedlar in the
listings from 1934-36, although he, too, likely did other things prior
to marrying Rose (when his listing becomes distinguishable from that
of another Joseph Parker).
Parker’s Furniture Exchange appears in the city directory for the first
time in 1937, with Sam as proprietor and Joseph still listed as being
in junk, though in the businesses listing, both brothers are listed as
owning Parker’s Furniture Exchange, second-hand goods, at 607
Main Street. They’re on Main Street from 1937-39, then are listed at
1132 Granville starting in 1940.
From 1941-44, the furniture store expands to three locations, two on
Granville, and still the one on Main. Briefly, in 1941, Joseph and Sam
are joined by William (Bill) Parker at the store. By 1945, there is only
one listing for the store, at 1138 Granville. In 1946, Joseph and Sam
(and William for just that year) are of Parker’s Furniture at 1272
Granville, the “Exchange” part of the name having been dropped,
apparently. They stay at this location for about six years (until 1952),
but, during this time, a Parker J used furniture store opens at 1126
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Granville in 1949, when
Peerless Furniture moves (and
becomes a luggage store elsewhere on the street). The ownership of the used furniture
store is not listed.
In 1951, Izzy first appears, as a
Parker family members wished the Jewish
salesman (no company listed) community a happy new year in the
and, two years later, he’s the pro- September 30, 1948, issue of the JWB.
prietor of Grandview Furniture
on Commercial Drive. Also, by 1953, Parker’s Furniture is gone,
while Parker J used furniture is still at 1126 Granville, and remains
listed until 1956.
In 1954, Sam is not listed, Joseph is listed in used furniture at 1272
Granville (but this is likely a mistake, one that carries through one
more year) and Izzy is of Reliable Furniture at 625 Main Street with
P.J. (Peter J.) Parker.
In 1955, Izzy is the sole proprietor of Furniture Mart at 1044
Granville, which is only in the directory for that year.
Joseph appears in the JWB from 1941 for a variety of social engagement-type announcements, including a photo of their son, Albert,
marrying Rose Becker (daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Isadore Becker),
later there are grandchildren born. In 1963, there is a card of thanks
from Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Parker for condolences received over the
loss of their father, Pinchas Parker, as well as cards of thanks after
hospital stays for Rose (1965) and Joseph (1966). Parker’s Furniture
also advertised at least once in the paper.
Joseph passed away in late 1968, at 58 years old. “A resident of
Vancouver for the past 41 years, Mr. Parker was born in Lagow,
Poland, in 1910,” reads his obituary in the JWB. “He emigrated to
Canada in 1927 and settled here. He was owner of Parker Furniture
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stores in the city.” He was a
member of Schara Tzedeck
Synagogue and affiliated with
B’nai B’rith. He was survived
Rose, his two sons, Albert and
Saul, five brothers (Sam, Jack,
Bill and Ben in Toronto and
Izzy in Vancouver), a sister (living in Chicago) and three
grandchildren.
There are several mentions of
Sam Parker, or Mr. and Mrs.
Sam Parker, in the JWB from
1929 through 1975, but it is
impossible to determine from
the information contained within them whether any of them
pertain to Joseph’s brother Sam.
Izzy and his wife, Helen, were
quite involved in the Jewish
community and, therefore, were
in the JWB quite often, including supporting the paper with Izzy and Helen (née Brail) Parker’s
family holiday greetings ads. wedding was in the June 17, 1955, JWB.
According to a 1997 article in
the JWB (about Jewish Family Service Agency’s gratitude for their
donations), Izzy and Helen, proprietors of Parker’s Mattress Factory,
“started out in the ’40s with a ‘general run-of-the-mill furniture store’
and in the ’70s started specializing in discount mattresses.” Parker’s
Discount Mattress is still in business, and is still in the family.
Izzy died in 2003, at age 70. “Born in Vancouver in 1932, he was the
only member of his family not born in Poland,” reads his obituary.
“The youngest of seven children born to Pinchas and Gittel Parker,
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he was predeceased by his brothers, Sam, Joe and Jack.
“Izzy was the founder of Parker’s Mattress Factory Stores Inc. and
spent most of his adult life working six days a week building the business. Upon retirement, his attention turned to becoming more
involved in the community.”
Among other activities, Izzy was a board member of the Jewish
Historical Society of British Columbia, the Beth Israel Men’s Club,
the Vancouver Yiddish Reading Group, the JFSA’s Seniors Lunch
Program, the Vancouver Prostate Support and Awareness Group, and
he volunteered with Kosher Meals on Wheels and at VanDusen
Garden. He was survived by Helen, his two sons, grandchildren,
brothers (Bill and Ben) and sister (Sally).

Louis, Harry and Jack (John) Pelzman – Granville Furniture, and
Pelzman and Son
From 1921-29, there are Pelzmans listed in the city directory. Louis
Pelzman shows up in 1930, doing stove repair, and as proprietor of
City, a second-hand store on Main Street. For the next few years,
Louis either does not appear in the directory, or there is no profession
attached to him. Harry appears in 1932, doing a non-furniture-related job, and is a salesman in 1933. The next year, he is proprietor of
Granville Furniture at 1184 Granville Street and Louis is listed as a
junk pedlar.
While Harry’s listing remains unchanged for the next few years,
Louis’ listing alternates between pedlar and stove repair, then a John
Pelzman shows up in 1939 as a helper at Alberta Furniture. (At this
time, Alberta Furniture is owned by David Cohen, who is married to
the “former Faye Pelzman,” Harry and Jack’s sister.) By 1940, Harry
is the proprietor of Granville Second-hand Store (stoves) at 1234
Granville Street. He is joined in 1941 by Jack as a salesman – it is not
clear if Jack is used interchangeably with John, or if this is another
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As the Pelzman
family grew, so did
the content of their
ads in the JWB. In
1955, it was just
Jack and Louis; in
1977, Louis has
passed away, but all
of Jack’s immediate
family is included.

Pelzman, but the former seems to make more sense. In 1942, both
Harry and Jack are listed as proprietors, but 1234 Granville is vacant
by the next year, and the listings are unhelpful in determining what
the Pelzmans were doing workwise from 1943 to 1944.
In 1945, Louis is proprietor of Stove Repairs Shop at East Georgia
Street and Harry is with B.C. Tel; Jack reappears in 1946 as a helper
at Louis’ store. From 1948-55, with Louis and Jack as owners,
Pelzman and Son Ltd. metal furniture manufacturers is at 615 East
Georgia Street. In 1957, they have two locations, which is back down
to one, on Franklin Street, in the 1967 directory. In 1981, its last listing in the directory, the company is still on Franklin.
A search in the JWB for Louis Pelzman reveals only four results, one
in 1950 of his wife (Goldie) hosting an event, and a few Pelzman and
Son ads. His death certificate shows that he was born in 1880 in
Poland to Herschel Pelzman (mother unknown). When he died at the
age of 79 in October 1959, he was widowed, and his trade/profession
was listed as furniture manufacturer. He had been in Vancouver for 43
years, so from about 1916. His son, Jack, signed the form. (Goldie,
also from Poland, was born in 1887 and died in June 1959, only
months prior to Louis. Jack also signed her form.)
According to his death certificate, Harry Pelzman died at age 66 in
1978; he was born in 1912, to Louis and Golda (Goldie, née Kopyt),
in Poland. He was retired when he died.
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Only one result comes up for Harry Pelzman in the JWB, from
August 1931: “Mr. and Mrs. David Cohen, and young son, Albert, are
enjoying a holiday at Horseshoe Bay. They have with them Mrs.
Cohen’s brother, Harry Pelzman.”
It is quite a different story for Jack Pelzman, who is mentioned in the
paper dozens of times, including many advertisements, from 1951
through the 1980s. His obituary was published in November 1994; he
had passed away October 30, at age 73. “Mr. Pelzman’s father immigrated to Vancouver in 1914 [the information on his death certificate
would make it a couple of years later] from Lutzk, Poland. His mother and two siblings arrived in Vancouver in 1920. Mr. Pelzman was
born here April 13, 1921.”
Upon returning to Vancouver after having served in the Canadian
Armed Forces, “Mr. Pelzman and his father began a furniture manufacturing business.” Jack married Dorothy Brown in 1947, and the
family moved to White Rock in 1973.
Jack was a member of B’nai B’rith, Congregation Beth Israel and
White Rock/South Surrey Jewish Community Centre. “He was a
founding member of both Menorah and Or Israel social clubs in
Surrey ... a supporter of numerous Jewish organizations. He donated
all [the] dining room furniture to the former Jewish Old Folks Home
at 55th and Oak.”
He was survived by his wife, two sons, daughter and four grandchildren.

David Vandt – A1 Furniture Exchange
David and Solomon (sometimes listed as Samuel) Vandt first appear
in the city directory in 1923, with Solomon being relatively more consistent for the first decade (i.e. David isn’t always listed), but with a
varying, or not listed, profession. Mainly though, Solomon seems to
have been a junk dealer, and doesn’t seem to have owned a store. In

Addendum: Not (Yet) in the JMABC Collection

189

1934, A1 Furniture Exchange appears at 1262 Granville Street, with
David as its owner.
Initial JWB searches for David were confusing. There was a reference
in 1930 to David Vandt being in a synagogue choir and participating
in a Vancouver Talmud Torah annual Chanukah feast; a 1932 listing
had a David Vandt recently becoming a bar mitzvah; a 1934 reference
had a David Vandt involved with the AZA youth group, but also getting married. This last item, plus several mentions in the 1950s to a
David Vandt, optometrist, just didn’t make sense. Clearing up the
confusion was Saul’s (Solomon’s) obituary in 1946, which was published in the JWB: “Surviving are his wife, one son, David, and a
brother, David, all of Vancouver, and relatives in England.”
Further confirming who was who was a wedding announcement in
the JWB, when David (senior) married “Miss Lena Angel” in 1934
and, in the 1935 city directory, Lena is, indeed, listed as his wife. In
that year, Louis Cohen (part of the Alberta Furniture Cohen clan, it
seems, which owned for a time the Dominion Furniture that wasn’t
owned by the Newman brothers) and David are listed as co-owners of
A1, but, in 1936, David is on his own again and Louis is listed as the
proprietor of Edmonton Furniture on Main Street.
A1 Furniture is at 1262 Granville until 1941, then at 1247 Granville
from 1942-51. From 1952-54, “David (Lena)” Vandt has no profession attached to his listing, and A1 is gone from the directory. In
1955, there is no “David (Lena)” listed, only David the optometrist,
his nephew.
A particularly interesting article that comes up in a search for David
Vandt is one from 1971, with the headline in capital letters, “Happy?
Yes! Fifty years – brother, sister reunited.” “Born in London, England,
brother and sister, David and Rose Vandt, separated in 1920 when
David arrived in Vancouver,” reads the first line. “Last fall, the now Mrs.
Rose Stein, saw her brother for the first time since they parted, when
she visited him here.... Mr. Vandt noted his joy: ‘Words cannot describe
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the great happiness, excitement and pleasure we had. My sister and I
will never forget it. Rose wrote me that Canada is in her blood and she
hopes to come back soon.’ The London visitors were given a comprehensive tour by Mr. Vandt’s sister-in-law, Mrs. Freda Vandt, and his
nephew, David Vandt. They also visited in Victoria and Seattle.”
In the 1960s, there are holiday greeting ads from “Mr. and Mrs. David
Vandt,” and the memorial services listing in September 1983 includes
David, who had died the previous year. According to his death certificate, David was born in London, England, in 1900, to Yitzchak and
Rivka Vandt (Rivka’s maiden name isn’t clearly legible). He was
retired when he passed away. His wedding certificate to Lena lists his
occupation as merchant, and gives the birthplace of both his parents
as Poland (and his mother’s surname as unknown); Lena was also
born in Poland.

Max Vernon – Apex Furniture
Apex Furniture has more than one owner at least twice in its lifetime,
but Max Vernon is the constant. The store first appears in the city
directory in 1933, with William Appelbaum and Max as proprietors,
at 1267 Granville Street (there is no William or Max in the directory
before that year). They were partners for at least a couple of years, but,
by the 1936 directory, Max is the sole owner. (In 1936, William has
no profession listed, but then, in 1937, he is the proprietor of Crescent
Furniture Co. at 1275 Granville, which he seems to have until 1941;
in 1942, that address is Wosk’s Furniture storage, and William has no
profession; for the next two years, William is a labourer.)
Apex has moved to 1210 Granville in the 1939 directory, and the listing remains unchanged until 1945, when Louis Gerber shows up for
the first time in the directory, as Max’s partner in Apex; the next year
(and the few following at least), Louis is a salesman at Cristall Norge
on West Pender (Alex Cristall owner).
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In 1949, Apex Furniture has “S. Love” as the owner at 1208 Granville,
and Max has no profession. In 1950, there is no Apex Furniture anymore, and “Max (Esther)” is listed as retired.
In the late 1930s, Apex appears in the JWB as a donor to the Welfare
(1938) and War Chest (1939) drives. Max ran greetings in the paper
over the years. Apparently, he was a talented bridge player, as the May
18, 1961, Academic Bridge Column by Prof. N. Divinsky in the JWB
states: “Max Vernon, well-known bon vivant of Vancouver, is considered by many as one of the top few superstars in our magnificent city.
He deserves this because he does not play out-of habit, and tries to
think out each hand....”
Max died in 1972, at age 65, “a resident of Vancouver since 1930.”
Born and raised at the Hirsch Colony in Saskatchewan, he was a
member of Schara Tzedeck Synagogue, affiliated with B’nai B’rith
and Richmond Golf Club, and “a life master of the American
Contract Bridge League and past president of the Montefiore club.”
He was survived by his wife, Esther, son and daughter, brother and
four grandchildren.
Max’s death certificate places him in Vancouver in 1927, having lived
here for 45 years (and being retired) when he died. His father and
mother are both listed as being from Poland, though his mother’s
name and surname are filled in as unknown; his father was registered
as Shia Vernon. Max and Esther’s wedding certificate, however, indicates that Max was a furniture dealer when they got married, and that
both of his parents were born in Russia – on this document, his mother’s name is recorded as Fanny Bikowsky.
Esther died in 1993. A “life member of Hadassah-WIZO and an active
businesswoman, Esther Vernon will be remembered for volunteering
much of her time to the community,” reads her obituary in the JWB.
She was also involved, “through Canadian Jewish Congress, in assisting
Hungarian refugees who came to Canada after the 1956 revolution,”
and in National Council of Jewish Women.
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Born in Winnipeg in 1910,
Esther (née Poesner, according to the JWB; Posner on her
marriage certificate) moved
to Vancouver in 1935 and
married Max in 1936. “Mrs.
Vernon worked side-by-side
with her husband in their
business, Apex Furniture.
After the Granville and
Davie Street store closed in
1950, Mrs. Vernon opened
two sportswear boutiques, the
Vernon Shoppes ... she successfully operated the stores
until their closure in the mid1960s.”
While Esther was born in
Winnipeg, her parents –
Nathan and Dora (née Katz)
Posner – were both Russian
according to her marriage
certificate. Morris Wosk (of
Wosk’s Furniture, and many
other business ventures) was
the witness.

There was a time when the JWB
ran lists of donors to certain campaigns, such as this November 24,
1939, War Chest Drive list on
which appears Apex Furniture.
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COMPARISON SHOPPING
Newspaper advertising was a big part of stores’ marketing until relatively recently. The competition was always stiff, and the ads show
that. Interestingly, while both Jewish and non-Jewish businesses
advertised in the Jewish Western Bulletin (JWB), neither tended to be
as flashy in the Jewish community paper as in the general press, i.e.
they generally didn’t promote their sales or the like, but rather offered
holiday greetings or general information on what they sold and how
people could find them – although there are exceptions, of course.
What follows is a selection of ads that ran in the JWB, Vancouver Sun
and the Province, and which feature deals, deals and more deals.
1930

In 2013 dollars,
Dominion’s four-piece
suite is the equivalent
of just under $941;
Sterling’s four-piece
and Stanley’s 14-piece,
about $1,685 and
$1,464, respectively.

1933

1936
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1940

This Genuine Walnut
Bedroom Suite package
would have been just
over $1,085 in 2013,
at the price being
offered by Dominion
in 1940.

At $295, National’s
nine-piece set would
have cost about
$4,022 in 2013.

1944

Comparison Shopping

1955 (or thereabouts)

If you took advantage of Belmont’s
Monday Specials in 2013 – without
adjusting for how the prices of
technology have come down – you
would be paying between $1,119
and $3,016 for a TV set; from
$1,417 for a new fridge; $449 to
$674 for a five-piece dining room
suite; $1,726 for a sofa bed.

In 2013 dollars,
Cristall’s “special price”
of $349 is just over
$3,015.

195
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1955

In 2013, Wosk’s “beautiful new Leonard electric range” would have set you back almost
$1,382; the “luxurious foam rubber three-piece sectional suite” $2,156; the “luxury lined
oak or walnut veneer bedroom suite” $1,551; and the McClary fridge, $2,328.
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In 2013, Forsts’ deals would have included the “Tynan ‘Kant Sag’ with
luxurious covering” for $2,064 (or $21.60 weekly) and the “beautiful new
‘Chalet’ suite” at $1,546 (or $15.12 weekly).
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1960
Forty-three years later,
Forsts’ “Lowest Price Ever!”
translates into $1,555 for the
Crosley 30-inch
automatic range, $1,875
(with trade) for the 12cubic-foot automatic defrost
refrigerator-freezer, $1,243
for the “Regentone” radiophonograph combination by
Westinghouse, $227 for the
pocket-size six-transitor
radio by Fleetwood and
$1,875 for Fleetwood’s “Big
23” Deluxe Consolette”
(with trade).

On the facing page:
In 2013, the TV sets for sale
in 1960 by James (might be
1961), National and Mc &
Mc would have cost $2,259
plus trade for the 23”
Fleetwood console at James,
$2,321 for the RCA 21”
TV at National (where you
could use your old television
as a down payment) and
$3,122 for the 23”
Fleetwood at Mc & Mc,
where the price seems much
higher, but they advertise a
“liberal trade-in allowance.”
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Sales, Trade-ins, Easy Terms

1931

1936

1937

Comparison Shopping
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1950/51

1950

Undated
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1966
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RECENT PUBLICATIONS
Part of the Jews in Space and Time series –
which “brings together some of the best
scholars in their respective fields to explore
the histories of Jewish communities in different geographical areas and historical eras,
deepening our understanding of Jews and the
relationships that they forged within their
host countries” – Canada’s Jews: In Time, Space
and Spirit, edited by Concordia University’s
Prof. Ira Robinson, was published by
Academic Studies Press this year.
“Canada is home to one of the world’s largest and most culturally creative Jewish communities, one of the few in the Diaspora that continues to grow demographically,” reads the book’s description. “With its
ability to mirror trends found in Jewish communities elsewhere (particularly in the United States) while simultaneously functioning as a
distinct society, Canada’s Jewish community holds great interest for
scholars, exercising a measurable influence on the culture and politics
of world Jewry. Consisting of a series of essays written by experts in
their respective fields, Canada’s Jews is a topical encyclopedia covering
a wide variety of topics from history and religion to the intellectual
and cultural contributions of Canada’s Jews.”
Local contributors to the volume are Jewish Historical Society of
British Columbia historian emeritus and Canadian editor of Western
States Jewish History Cyril Leonoff, who co-wrote the chapter on
Vancouver with Jewish Independent publisher and The Scribe editor
Cynthia Ramsay; University of British Columbia Prof. Alex Hart,
who wrote Jews in English Literature; and UBC Prof. Richard
Menkis, who wrote two chapters: Reform Judaism in Canada, and
Conservative Judaism and its Challengers from the Left
(Reconstructionism and Renewal) and Right.
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For more information on this and other ASP publications, visit
academicstudiespress.com/jewish.aspx.

Joe Salsberg: A Life of Commitment, by
Prof. Gerald Tulchinsky of Queen’s
University, “follows the life and intellectual
journey of Joseph Baruch Salsberg, a PolishJewish immigrant who became a major figure
of the Ontario left, a leading voice for human
rights in the Ontario legislature, and an
important journalist in the Jewish community. His life trajectory mirrored many of the
most significant transformations in Canadian
political and social life in the 20th century.”
In it, Tulchinsky “traces Salsberg’s personal and professional journey –
from his entrance into Toronto’s oppressive garment industry at age
14, which led to his becoming active in emerging trade unions, to his
rise through the ranks of the Communist Party of Canada and the
Workers’ Unity League. Detailing Salsberg’s time as an influential
Toronto alderman and member of the Ontario legislature, the book
also examines his dramatic break with communism and his embrace
of a new career in journalism.”
For more from University of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing
Division, visit utppublishing.com.

Toronto-based Now and Then Books published several items this year.
A History of the Jewish Community of London
Ontario by Bill Gladstone “begins with the first
documented Jews in the 1850s, highlighting the
waves of immigrants in each era, the communal
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challenges, and the many success stories in business, medicine, law
and the arts. The book also presents dozens of family histories and
traces the rise of synagogues and other communal organizations.” It
features “hundreds of photographs from private and archival sources,”
and was commissioned by the Rubinoff family.
Only Yesterday: Collected Pieces on the Jews
of Toronto by Benjamin Kayfetz and
Stephen A. Speisman features 18 pieces
recalling Toronto’s old Jewish neighbourhoods centred in the Ward and on
Spadina Avenue. “Collected here for the
first time,” reads the book’s description,
are Kayfetz’s and Speisman’s “colourful
stories of the Jewish community and its
daily concerns, synagogues and social
institutions, Yiddish theatres and newspapers, and an assortment of memorable characters from mayor
Nathan Phillips to anarchist Emma Goldman.”
Kayfetz explains the names of Toronto synagogues in an article
from the Globe and Mail in 1955, and “reminisces about the city’s
once-formidable Jewish press. He also provides a biographical
sketch of the legendary J. B. Salsberg, remembers the Spadina
Avenue and Kensington Market of yesteryear, and revisits the days
when discrimination against minorities in home sales, hotels,
department stores, private clubs and the professions was both legal
and socially acceptable.”
Speisman’s contributions to the collection include an “essay on the
vanished downtown neighbourhood of St. John’s Ward, where thousands of Jewish families settled upon first arriving in the city of a century ago. He also sketches the history of the once-vibrant local
Yiddish theatre and offers a profile of Benjamin Brown, Toronto’s
first Jewish architect, who designed the Henry Street Synagogue,
Balfour Building and other landmarks.
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“The text is enhanced with 144 photographs and illustrations, including dozens of photographs of former Toronto synagogues that have
since been demolished or converted to other uses. Many were taken
by Speisman and have not been published before. Additional photos
came from the City of Toronto Archives, Ontario Jewish Archives,
Archives of Ontario and various private collections.”
Last on the year’s list is The Story of Beth Lida
Forest Hill Congregation (1912-2012).
According to the publisher, the small
Toronto congregation has a “long and
colourful history that is outlined in this 44page full-colour illustrated book, commissioned on the congregation’s 100th anniversary in 2012. Researched and written by Bill
Gladstone, the tale begins in the LithuanianBelarussian town of Lida, where many of
the original members were born. The narrative describes the congregation’s earliest days in Toronto’s old ‘Ward’
neighbourhood, its three decades on Augusta Avenue in Kensington
Market and its modern incarnation on Gilgorm Road, Forest Hill.”
The publication includes genealogical sketches of some of the congregation’s founding families.
For more information, visit nowandthenbookstoronto.com.

The First Jews in North America: The Extraordinary
Story of the Hart Family (1760-1860) by Denis
Vaugeois (translated by Kathe Roth) came out in
2012. Says Baraka Books about this publication:
“Filled with original documents and vintage illustrations, this history chronicles the lives of the
Hart family – a Jewish family who settled in predominantly Catholic Trois-Rivières, Que., in
1761. Following Aaron Hart and his descendants
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for a century, this account not only bares the Jewish struggle for
equality and freedom, but also delineates the contributions made by
the various family members – including the passing of the Jewish
Emancipation Act in 1832 and the creation of the Hart Memorial
Trophy for the National Hockey League’s most valuable player.”
Baraka Books can be found online at barakabooks.com.

Part of the McGill-Queen’s Studies in
Ethnic History Series, Jewish Roots,
Canadian Soil: Yiddish Cultural Life in
Montreal, 1905-1945 by University of
Ottawa Prof. Rebecca Margolis (McGillQueen’s University Press, 2011) explores
Montreal’s Jewish community during the
first half of the 20th century.
“In 1931, 99 percent of Montreal’s 60,000
Jews reported that Yiddish was their mother tongue. In the succeeding decades,
Yiddish culture has continued to have a prominent place in
Montreal’s social landscape. In Jewish Roots, Canadian Soil,” writes the
publisher, “Rebecca Margolis shows that the city’s vibrant Yiddish
culture is the legacy of a driven group of the city’s Jews who devoted
themselves to the revitalization of the Jewish community, creating a
long-lasting infrastructure and institutions that have bolstered
Yiddish identity.” She does so by examining “the lives and works of
activists, writers, scholars, performers and organizations that fuelled a
still-thriving community. She also considers the foundations and
development of Yiddish cultural life in Montreal in its interaction
with broader issues of diasporic Jewish culture.”
For more information on this and other MQUP publications,
see mqup.ca.
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The 25th annual Helen and Stan Vine Canadian Jewish Book Awards,
celebrating excellence in Canadian writing on Jewish themes and subjects, were presented on June 6, 2013, at the Bram and Bluma Appel
Salon at the Toronto Reference Library. The 2013 winners were:
• Biography: Aili and Andres McConnon, Road to Valour: A True Story
of World War II Italy, the Nazis and the Cyclist Who Inspired a Nation
(Doubleday)
• Fiction: Nancy Richler, The Imposter Bride (Harper Collins)
• History: Matti Friedman, The Aleppo Codex: A True Story of
Obsession, Faith and the Pursuit of an Ancient Bible (Algonquin Books)
• Holocaust literature: Julija Sukys, Epistolophilia: Writing the Life of
Ona Simaite (University of Nebraska Press)
• Poetry: Isa Milman, Something Small to Carry Home (Quattro
Books)
• Scholarship: L. Ruth Klein, Nazi Germany, Canadian Responses:
Confronting Antisemitism in the Shadow of War (McGill-Queen’s
University Press)
• Yiddish: Pierre Anctil, Jacob-Isaac Segal 1869-1954: Un poète Yiddish
de Montréal et son milieu (Presses de l’Universite Laval)
• Children and youth literature: Sharon E. McKay, Enemy Territory
(Annick Press)
Details on all the winners can be found at kofflerarts.org.
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ARCHIVIST’S REPORT
I hope you enjoyed the 2013 edition of The Scribe. It was truly a labour
of love, and a decade in the making.
A big thank you to the foresight of Gary Averbach, who was the
impetus behind this special edition, which the Jewish Museum and
Archives of British Columbia began researching back in 2003. At that
time, we applied for and received funding through Young Canada
Works to hire a student to record oral history interviews and that student, Leora Raivich, recorded 10 interviews with people related to the
furniture business.
Unfortunately, due to many factors, the subject of furniture dealers
was put on hiatus until it was revived in 2012. Since then, we have
been working tirelessly to collect more information and more archival
material, to record more oral history interviews and to acquire more
research related to this subject. Apart from some photographs from
the City of Vancouver Archives and the Vancouver Public Library,
this edition of The Scribe is compiled of information and material
taken entirely from the JMABC archives; there were no outside articles submitted. This edition is a wonderful representation of the kind
of project that can be accomplished using the rich material housed by
the JMABC. However, it also shows gaps in the archives. If you want
to see your family/business/organization represented, please contact
the JMABC to discuss how to leave a lasting legacy (archives@jewishmuseum.ca, 604-257-5199).
We could not have done this without our editor, Cynthia Ramsay.
Cynthia did countless hours of painstaking research at the JMABC
and the City of Vancouver Archives, and on the VPL Special
Collections and other online resources. Thank you, Cynthia, for all of
your hard work and dedication. Your involvement is truly appreciated.
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Archives Update
This past year proved to be another busy and exciting one for the
Nemetz Jewish Community Archives of the JMABC. In 2013, the
archives received a significant number of new donations, received and
assisted researchers with various research topics, continued the Oral
History Program, and continued digitizing photographs and updating
its website. All of these developments further increase public awareness and interest in the museum and archives, and allow the JMABC
to continue to grow and to provide outreach and access to more communities and individuals throughout British Columbia.
New Acquisitions
This past year also proved to be another successful year for donations.
Both large collections and small items were donated by generous
individuals, organizations and synagogues. In total, 22 new acquisitions were received. A few examples include:
• NCJW: an accrual of 24 boxes of textual records and photographs;
this doubles the size of the National Council of Jewish Women
collection already housed in the JMABC archives.
• John Keenlyside: Act to Incorporate the Israelite Congregation
named “The Emanuel of Victoria, Vancouver Island” (1864).
• Larry Wosk: two black and white photographs showing a Wosk’s
Ltd. display at PNE exhibitions (circa 1947-1950); a copy of a
Vancouver Sun or Province ad for Wosk’s Ltd. (circa 1940); a certificate
of appreciation for Ben Wosk from GSW (General Steel Wares) Inc.
(1986); a certificate of award to Ben Wosk from Yeshiva University
(1966); and four glasses from Wosk’s Ltd.’s 50th anniversary (1982).
• David Bogoch: material from Abraham (Al) and Margaret
Mullinger-Bogoch.
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The archives is extremely grateful to all its donors. Their generosity
allows us to develop and continue to be a valuable resource for
researchers around the world. In order to preserve the history and
memory of the Jewish experience in British Columbia, we welcome
and collect material from people of all walks of life, with different
backgrounds and experiences. Please contact the archives if you wish
to make a donation.
Research
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia provides
research services. We respond to e-mail, mail and phone requests, as
well as accommodate in-house researchers. Our users include professional writers, the media, students, genealogists, fellow archival institutions and members of the Jewish and general communities. In 2013,
the Nemetz Jewish Community Archives served 575 research requests
from around the world.
Many users of the JMABC’s resources are genealogists. At the
JMABC, we understand the significance of this kind of research and,
therefore, we provide free access to two genealogical databases:
ancestry.ca and findmypast.com.
Oral History Program
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia (now the
JMABC) has been interviewing community members since 1968 and,
to date, has recorded approximately 700 interviews. Today, the
JMABC continues to record new interviews and transcribe previously conducted interviews. In 2013, 22 new oral histories were recorded. A special thank you to Galina Sanaeva and Ella Levit for arranging and interviewing four Russian speaking individuals.
Interviewees for 2013 included – in chronological order – Olga
Mishurovski, Avrum Soudack, Yuriy Rubin, Rabbi Shmuel Birnham,
Leon Broitman, Niusia Karatshun, Natalya Likholatnikova, Elliot
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Belkin, Harriet Hayes, Marion Poliakoff, Harry Hammer, Moe
Samuel, Bea Goldberg, Graham Forst, Sheldon Kopelow, Efrem
Rappaport, Cissie Eppel, Martin Kopelow, Leslie and Nicky Raphael,
Dr. Arthur Hayes, Irene Dodek, and Vera and David Bakonyi.
Archival Processing and Digitization
In 2013, we were fortunate enough to receive grant funding for two
new projects:
• Processing of the Congregation Emanu-El fonds, received from
Young Canada Works.
• Dr. Irving and Phyliss Snider fonds photograph digitization,
received from Young Canada Works.
We also completed two large projects this year:
• Hadassah-WIZO Council of Vancouver fonds photograph digitization, received from the B.C. History Digitization Program.
• Processing of the Congregation Beth Israel fonds, received from an
anonymous donor.
Finding aids for JMABC archival collections can be found at
MemoryBC (memorybc.ca) and digitized photographs are available
on the JMABC website (jewishmuseum.ca).
The Nemetz Jewish Community Archives could not do all of this
work without the generosity of its volunteers. This year, archives
volunteers logged 1,052.5 hours. Thank you to all of the volunteers for
all of their hard work.
Jennifer Yuhasz, Archivist
Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia
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CALL FOR PAPERS
The Scribe
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia’s journal,
The Scribe, has been in existence since 1979. In 2009, it became an
annually published journal with occasional peer-reviewed articles.
The JMABC is seeking submissions for the upcoming 2014 issue of
The Scribe. Contributions may include scholarly essays, oral history
interviews, commentary, and book and exhibit reviews. All scholarly essays and oral histories should in some way pertain to Jewish
life in British Columbia. The essays may fall into the disciplines of
history, art or literary criticism, or the social sciences.
Back issues of The Scribe from 1979-2004 and 2008-2011 are published online at http://www.jewishmuseum.ca/Scribe.

Submissions
Submissions to be considered for peer review should be in editable
text format (MS Word preferred) and prepared using the Chicago
Manual of Style. The preferred length for articles is 5,000-10,000
words, but shorter or longer submissions will be considered and
reviewed. Proposals should be ready for peer review, with the author’s
name, contact information and article title on a separate page. A first
page of the article should include the title and a 150-word abstract.
Proposals are only accepted electronically as e-mail attachments,
and please indicate “The Scribe – Call for Papers” in the subject line.
Book reviews and other material not requiring peer review also should
be submitted as an e-mail attachment in MS Word or another
editable text format. All submissions should be sent to the editor at
scribe.editor@gmail.com.

Call for Papers
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By submitting a work, you are guaranteeing that it is your own, that
you alone own the copyright to it, and that its content and the material accompanying it (e.g. photographs, maps, etc.) do not infringe
upon any existing copyright. By submitting a work, you agree to grant
the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia the right to
publish that work in The Scribe journal for no payment. Future online
publication of your work is included in your granting of publication
rights to the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia.
For more information on submitting articles please contact:
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia

604-257-5199
http://www.jewishmuseum.ca/submissions

THE JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

