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1.
This is my life. My parents told me that on a wintry
day in March, 1918, I first saw the light and yelled out
in a loud voice, already in the key of “F”. However,
here I am now born. Naturally my mother Becky, my
father Harry and my “Bubbe” Raizela were very happy.
They looked at me and took each other around and
said,” it’s a boy, it’s a boy, thank G-D.
Now in the days before Television or Radio, the
“Victrola” was the middle class family’s only
instrument of enjoyment. My father Harry bought the
various recordings of the famous singers of the era.
Because he loved Chazunish, he purchased the
recordings of the great Cantors of the early 1900s.These
cantors hailed from both Russia and the United States.
Among them was the great cantor Yossele Rosenblatt.
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My parents told me that by the age of four, I stood
before the “Victrola” and I repeated certain words. that
I didn’t understand, and made sounds and made up
words and sang. Somehow they realized that I had a
vibrant sound and one of my parent’s said “you know,
he sounds like a real singer.” And that was the end of it.
Our family consisted of my sister Yetta, the eldest
child born in 1916, my brother Sidney, born in 1921
and my brother Theodore (Teddy), born in 1924. Both
Sidney and Teddy served their country in World War 2.
Sidney was part of Martin’s Marauders Bomber Unit
where he served as a Master Sergeant specialist. Teddy
served in the Burma Theater.
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2.
In 1925, I turned 7 years old. Our family resided at
869 Hopkinson Avenue in the borough of Brooklyn,
New York. I was singing I guess with the windows
open. A man passing by our house stopped and listened.
He stood awhile and then knocked on our door. My
mother responded” evellen ich helfen.” “yes, may I help
you? The man looked at her and laughed. He didn’t
answer her. My mother repeated what she had said
before. She said “you knocked on my door and I repeat
“yi vil ach helfen and Yi zuch a gornish.” He replied “
Ich bin Yossele Rosenblatt, I am Yossele Rosenblatt.”
According to my mama, she almost passed out. Mama
looked at him and said,”Oh my G-D, my Harry just
bought a lot of records and he bought four of your
recordings. Being very happy to meet the great
Rosenblatt, she inquired again as to why he had rung
her bell.He replied that he always passes by our house
6
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on the way to his choir director, Morris Platt, to
rehearse with his choir.He heard me singing and wanted
to know if it was OK with my parents if I could
audition for his choir. Mama called” Avremele, kim a
hare”. I was a shy little boy, hiding in the bathroom.
“Somebody wants to hear you sing,”, Mama said. I
yelled back, “ No I don’t want to come out!” I started
to cry. Mama comforted me and said that no one is
going to hurt me. “I want you should sing for this
man.” I came out and he put his hands on my head
because I wasn’t wearing a yamulke. He told me to put
one on, which I did and I started to sing “Sholom
Aleichem.” I’m not sure if I chose the correct key.
Cantor Rosenblatt looked at me and said to my mother,
“I want you to bring your son to rehearsal tonight.”
My mother asked, “What rehearsal.” ,in Yiddish of
course. “Ich vil if a hearen. My choir leader, Mr. Platt
will like him. He is an alto and we need a soloist.”
That night, my mother took me to Lott Ave. There was
a big choir, big voices, and little voices. I looked in and
still being shy, I didn’t want to go in. My mother took
7
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me by the arm and repeated softly, reassuring, “mein
kind, no one is going to hurt you.” Mr. Platt asked me
to sing. I sang “Sholom Aleichem.” Mr. Platt looked at
me with great satisfaction and said to my mother, “Oy,
a zey der a chazzan, a solost.” He told my mother to
leave me with him and he will train me properly. My
mother told Mr Platt that she was a poor woman and
she couldn’t afford to give me voice lessons. Mr. Platt
reassured my mother that it wouldn’t cost her anything;
as a matter of fact, I would be paid the princely sum of
$60 a year. It took a year until I knew my solos by
heart. The High Holidays came in 1926. Mama made
sure that I rested and slept the entire day before the
Slichot service prior to the High Holidays. I sang my
solos to the recognition and appreciation of the rabbi,
cantor, choir leader and congregation. I now felt secure
as a member of the choir. Mr Platt taught me to read
music and I enjoyed singing in Shul.
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3.
As much as I wanted to sing for the rest of my life, I
realized with my parent’s encouragement that school
came first. I attended P.S. 165 on Hopkinson and Lott
Avenues in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. I
graduated from there in 1931. I wanted to either
become a doctor(because I was good in science ) or a
singer. We lived near the Ayzarivitche Shul a few
houses from us. The cantor trained me to sing the
hymn, “Remale” on Shabbos. I got paid 50 cents a
Shabbos. I was able to give Mama and Papa $2 to $ 3 a
month. When there was a Auf Ruf , the Shamos told me
to walk over to the groom or the groom’s father, put out
my right hand and say,” Ich bin der kind.” They gave
me a tip
Unfortunately, my voice started to change and my
career as a child soloist didn’t last long. In 1931, I
9
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turned 13 and began to prepare for my Bar Mitzvah.
Because of my changing voice , I was afraid to “daven
at the Umid”(pray at the altar.) This was a requirement
of all Jewish boys at Bar Mitzvah. My Shul put out an
advertisement which read, in Yiddish “yung Amerikane
wunderkind vil zingin at is Bar Mitzvah, 50 cents
entren.”(young American wonder will sing at his Bar
Mitzvah, 50 cents to enter.) My Grandma was very
upset when she heard this. She was a “ganzer
macher”(important person) in the Shul My uncle Harry,
who later on built the Ocean Parkway Jewish Center,
said that he will make a donation to cover the entrance
fees and that everyone should enter free of charge. I
was terrified. My choir leader at the time, Yoshua
Waller came to the service. He was a good baritone and
was singing with Cantor Shmuel Kovetsky’s choir at
the time. Kovetsky was one of the great Cantors of his
and any era. I started to sing and toward the middle of
the Musaf service, I hit a high note and my voice
quivered a cracked a little. “Oh my G-D”, the women
said to Mama sitting behind the Mechitza.(curtain
10
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separating the men from the women.) “Avremela hapt a
kalt”(has a cold.) Mama replied,”Nechten hapt gevein
a kind, heint is zer a man.”(he is no longer a child, he is
a man.) Following the service, my mother and all my
aunts prepared a wonderful kiddush complete with
herrings chickens, gefilte fish, challah, cakes, schnaps,
you name it. I became a personality.
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4.
In 1931, I found myself attending Thomas Jefferson
High School. Times were bad Everyone was basically
trying to survive the Great Depression and found it
difficult to get back on their feet economically. I myself
remember how the depression affected me
personally.My family lived on Riverdale and Rockaway
Avenues in Brownsville, Brooklyn. Carfare in those
days was nickel except if one lived in a two fare zone.
Then it became a dime and believe me, you worked
hard to earn that dime. I tried to save my carfare by
walking two stations to Pennsylvania Avenue where my
school was located. As young and strong as I was, the
walk, especially in the winter cold was difficult. I
graduated from Jefferson and two things that I pride
myself on while in High School was the fact that I was
never late nor absent. These achievements were
recognized at graduation.
12
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While at Jefferson, I joined the Glee Club. It was
directed by Mr. Louis West, whom I consider a genius.
He heard me singing and asked that I remain after to
confer with him privately. He wanted me to perform a
solo during our Spring Concert, which doubled as a
fund raiser for the school.
Jefferson was located in a wonderful working
middle class neighborhood in the East New York
section of Brooklyn. The neighborhood consisted of a
well balanced ethnic population. Some of my
classmates later made names for themselves in the
entertainment field, including Murray Janofsky(Jan
Murray), Daniel Kaminsky(Danny Kaye) and a
beautiful blond girl, Shirley Schrif(Shelly Winters.)
Another classmate of mine, Morton Hammermish, a
chemistry major later worked as a scientist on the
Manhattan Project which developed the atomic bomb.
Quite an accomplished student body.
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We were good kids who liked to have fun. In those
days, the Dean of Boys and the Dean of Girls did not
have equally as rough a job as they have today. Our
boys Dean, who suspended Danny Kaye because he
made noise in the class, was my mother’s first cousin,
Sewell Moldorf, anglicanized from Zavel Moldovsky.
Mr. Moldorf recognized my talent and he encouraged
me to sing. He didn’t want me singing with Danny
because he felt Danny was too much of a comedian and
not serious about his musical talent. Mr. Moldorf took
Danny back after suspending him and they later became
good friends. I guess Danny’s musical and comedic
talents paid dividends. Danny and Sylvia Kaye, through
their wonderful work with UNICEF have a theater
named for them at Hunter College as well as world
wide recognition. Later on, I got to sing with Danny at
the Red Mill Inn located in the Catskill Mountains. That
wondeful experience expanded my singing talents
beyond the cantorial realm. I became a full-fledged
entertainer, and that was wondeful.
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5.
In June of 1933, times were really bad financially in
the country. For me personally, it was a double
hardship because I lost the man whom I considered my
second father, Cantor Yossele Rosenblatt. Upon
learning of his death, I cried like a baby. It took me
awhile to get over it but I knew that one can’t
perpetually mourn. I recovered and got on with my life.
I had to make a decision. Do I remain a singer or follow
the traditional route of most Jewish boys and attend
college.
After graduating Jefferson in 1935, I began
Brooklyn College, attending in the evenings and
working during the day. I hoped that if I tried my best
and got excellent grades, maybe there was a chance of
getting into medical school. It was rough for Jewish
boys back in the 30’s to be accepted to medical school
15
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and many of them had to leave the country and attend
foreign medical schools. It was doubly difficult because
the courses were taught in the native language of the
country where the school was located. The foreign
students had to learn the language as well as the course
work. Anti-Semitism was always rearing its ugly head.
I wrote letters to Tulane University in New Orleans.
They rejected me saying all seats were filled. I asked
my Uncle Harry, who was a successful entrepreneur
whether I should continue to apply to medical school
after being rejected. He advised me to stop pursuing
medical school. He said that I was helping support my
parents and should continue to do so. I felt the rejection
but I was strong enough to recover emotionally and
continue. I continued going to college at night. Working
hard during the day tired me out and I fell asleep during
some classes. I finished 60 credits over six years but I
never graduated. It is one of my life’s disappointments.
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6.
I remember the summer of 1939 as an unusually hot
one. I was part of a group of 10 boys, both
neighborhood and high school friends. We rented a
room in Arverne next to the boardwalk, in the
Rockaways and spent our weekends there, continuing to
work at our jobs during the week. The room cost us
$150 for the summer. Like any other red blooded
American youth, we were hoping to meet nice
girls.Little did I know at the time that my life will be
forever changed by the young lady that I was about to
meet.
It was a rainy day and this beautiful young girl
walks out, dressed in overalls from head to foot.I
thought that she helped out the lady living downstairs.
It turned out that they were her and her sister. Her sister
noticed that I was dressed better than my friends. This
17

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

was due to the fact that I was a salesman in the pleating
line and had a flair for nice clothes both dressy and
casual. We all looked at her and wanted to be
introduced. One of my friends said, “I got a pretty good
job. I thing I’ll ask her out on a date.” I retorted,
“Gentlemen, don’t waste your time. I’m going to marry
her.” That’s how smitten I was by her. My friends
became hysterical with laughter.” Big shot, he works in
the pleating line, makes $40 dollars a week a rich man
and he’s going to marry her.” They couldn’t get over
my brazenness and bravado. To my friend’s
amazement, I walked over to her and asked,”can I
speak to you?.”She responded, “one moment, my
sister’s calling me. I think the baby’s crying.” One of
my friend’s ribbed me and said, “sure, she must be the
baby’s nanny.” I asked for her name . She hesitated and
finally said, “Louise. My name is Louise.” I asked her
if she would like to walk with me on the boardwalk.
The rain had stopped and it was turning out to be a
beautiful day, but on the windy side.. My friend,
Hymie, who also had eyes for her began walking with
18
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her. He began to remove his jacket to put it over her to
protect her from the wind. I beckoned Hymie over to
me. He was bigger and stronger than I was and
probably could have beaten the hell out of me. Yet I
bravely said to him,” if you dare to have romantic
designs on Louise, there will be a war between us.
That’s how determined I was to win Louise’s
affections. Being the good friend that he was, Hymie
backed off and left me a clear playing field.
I walked with Louise on the boardwalk that day.
She told me her surname was Steinhaus. After I walked
her back to her house and said goodbye, I realized that
my mother told me of friends of hers named Steinhaus.
When I came home, I told my mother that I met a girl
on Rockaway Beach. I told her that her named was
Louise Steinhaus, that I loved her and I wanted to
marry her.
“Marry her, what are you crazy?”, my mother
asked. “Is she Jewish? “Ma, she’s beautiful,” I replied.
19
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Nothing more was said. My sister, Yetta was getting
married that year and I believe, deep down that my
mother secretly wished that I, being the oldest son
would remain single and support the house.
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7.
Time passed by. I continued to see Louise. She
lived in the East New York section of Brooklyn. I
began seeing her every night. Being the honorable girl
that she was, she wanted to become engaged. In those
days when a man or woman were serious with each
other, they became engaged. Louise being the girl that
she was wanted the same for herself. I told my mother
that this is what I wanted. Mama asked me what her
father’s name was. I said that his name was Joe
Steinhaus.My mother nearly fainted. She said in
Yiddish,”Ye chalt nish ois. I used to know a Joe
Steinhaus when I was single. Maybe it’s him.” I told
her that we would meet Louise and her parents on the
Boardwalk next Sunday.
In those days, going to Rockaway from where I
lived on Riverdale Ave. in Brownsville was quite a
schlep.You took a trolley and then had to change for
21
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another trolley to go to Berriman Street, where you then
changed for a train. We took the train to Crossbay
Boulevard and then changed for another train to
Arverne.In the summertime, I don’t have to tell you
how hot it was. No air conditioning in those days. You
were lucky if a window was open and you felt a breeze.
We finally got to the Boardwalk much to my mother’s
relief. I introduced my parents to Louise’s parents. Mr.
Steinhaus looks at my mother and says,” Becky?” My
mother looks and says,” Joe?” Instead of me grabbing
my gorgeous Louise and hugging her, my mother and
her father were hugging each other. What’s going on, I
wondered. Her father explained that years ago, a
maidle(girl) was never left alone. He and Louise’s
mother were already married. My mother was a
fashionable dress maker and was single at the time. She
was partners in business with another woman, who was
Louise’s maternal aunt. At the finish of business every
day, the two women were escorted home by my future
father-in-law, Joe. Thus the acquaintanceship from
years back.
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8.
Louise and I were married exactly one year later in
1940. That year began a whole new chapter in my life.
Looking back, there were good memories, some not so
good and some that were horrible. The good story is
that we were married and we received our honeymoon
as a gift from one of my father-in law’s cousins, Becky
Silverman. She owned a gorgeous hotel, The Pines in
Lakewood, New Jersey, a very fashionable place at the
time. We also were fortunate that we received very nice
wedding gifts and we were able to buy some very fine
clothes to wear while away as well as household
accessories. As much as we tried to save some of it,
being the young kids that we were, we spent it all. Oh
well, easy come, easy go. On the first day of our
honeymoon, Louise was afraid to go down for
breakfast. Being the ultra modest person that she was,
she said,” they all knew we were married last night. I’m
embarrassed.” I told her she had nothing to be
23
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embarrassed about, we were married. I was finally able
to coax her into coming down for breakfast. All the
guests wished us mazel tov and everything turned out
fine. We went out for a walk on what turned out to be a
beautiful October day. We passed a riding stable and
Louise asked me if I ever rode a horse. Not wanting to
look puny in my new wife’s eyes, I said,” sure I rode a
horse, many times.” In reality, the smell of a horse
nauseated me, but I must look like a hero to Louise. I
got on the horse. I didn’t know what to do. I held the
reins. I pulled right, the horse turned left, I pulled left,
the horse turned right. I dug my heels into the horse and
he took off in a trot. The people at the next hotel started
moving their chairs as the horse went right up the steps
onto the porch. Louise yelled,” my husband, my
husband.” The owners of the stable ran after me. They
finally caught the horse and got me off of it. So much
for my riding experience. We were the talk of the hotel
for the rest of our honeymoon. Knowing how smart my
wife was, she must have realized that I was showing off
and really didn’t know what I was doing. Oh well, what
24
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some of us will do in order to look good in our spouse’s
eyes.
9.
Our honeymoon over, we settled down and lived in
a room in my father-in –law’s house, 552 Snediker
Ave. in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. My
father-in –law was a quiet man who at one time was a
very successful real estate entrepreneur. However, the
Depression humbled many people , including him. He
lost everything and was forced to become an operator
for ladies dresses in order to make a living. He was
President of the Walter Street Schul. This schul was in
part responsible for me becoming a Cantor. My father
in law knew I could sing but he didn’t realize the depth
at which I knew Chazunish. He actually never heard
me.
I got my draft notice. Being already married with a
child on the way and not yet at war, I got a job in a
defense plant. I worked for awhile for Brewster
Aircraft, located in Long Island City. They were
25
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building the flying boats, the PBY’s. Being that I had a
college education, I didn’t have to become a riveter. I
became an inspector. My job was to inspect all work
before the product left the factory. It was a very
responsible job in which human lives depended upon
the success or failure of the workmanship. I took my
responsibilities very seriously. When the plant moved
to Newark New Jersey, I went along making more
money, but having to work nights.
During this time, my eldest daughter, Eunice was
born. Need I say, she was a beautiful baby and we all
kvelled with delight. The year after, Louise gave birth
to our second daughter, Barbara and we were a growing
family.
Just around that time, the Army called me again.
Being married with two children, they recognized that it
was a hardship. With the fact that I had 60 college
credits and experience at Brewster Aircraft, they
persuaded me to take a job as a warrant officer and train
26
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for what may turn out to be a permanent job. Our
household was already in turmoil, what with two
children and Louise’s two brothers and my two brothers
already overseas.
I was assigned to the Sikorsy Aircraft plant in
Bridgeport Connecticut. Being at that time that there
was no available space to bring my family, I reluctantly
took a room at a nearby rooming house, where I
remained during the week. My family lived on Malta
Street, Brooklyn, opposite the Malta Street Schul.
Missing them as I did, I returned mostly every
weekend. Believe me when I tell you that it was lonely
being up there all by myself.
When I came home erev Shabbos, my father in law
asked me to daven on Shabbos morning at the Schul. I
began davening Shachris. I started to remember my
singing as a child chazzan. Of course, my voice had
changed. It was a lyric baritone. The rabbi, Lipman
Levine, a very knowledgeable man, said to my father in
27
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law,” is kendis nisht farsthain. Eyn eygen ist a oise
gedult a chazzan.” This made my father in law very
happy. I think he could see my future developing before
his eyes. Yet, he was heartsick. When we came home,
while eating our Shabbos lunch, he asked me
pointedly” mein kind, why do you have to become a
chazzan? They will push you around from shul to
shul.They’ll talk about you behind your back.” I
replied, “Papa, I have a talent. I make ninety cents per
hour. What am I going to do? Sell shoes?

28
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10.
In 1944,things began to change. Sikorsky Aircraft
finally gave me a house on 830 Pearl Harbor Street in
Stratford. I was able to move my family and we settled
down and lived there for the rest of the war. We shared
the house with another family. Living in the suburbs did
not make it easy to report to work on time. When you
live by yourself, that’s one thing. You only have to take
care of yourself. When your family is with you, you
have other responsibilities. Our daughters were small
and I tried to help Louise whenever I could. Schedules
can be thrown off at a moment’s notice.
As much as I wanted to be a hands on father, I had
to make sure to appear at work on time. I was given the
responsibilities of final inspection of the aircraft before
it was put to use in the war effort. Human lives
depended upon my thoroughness and I wasn’t about to
shirk my responsibilities. My immediate superior, the
29
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pilot Captain Jackson Bagley, from Alabama relied on
my good judgment to make sure that the aircraft was in
ship shape and adhered to all safety standards. They
also had me going up in the aircraft with the pilot to test
it out airborne. I wondered why they chose me? There
were many men senior to me working at the Sikorsy
factory. I was told by executives of the company that
they admired my interest in my job, my diligence in
completing the tasks before me and my knowledge of
the aircraft. This made me feel good about myself and
proud that I was contributing in some small way in
helping to win this terrible war. It also came with a
raise in pay, which always helps.
Louise exhibited a fine patriotic spirit, being the
sister and sister in law of four veterans serving
overseas. She cultivated a victory garden in the
backyard of our house. She planted tomatoes,
cucumbers that she later pickled, which were delicious.
Sikorsky used to give me time off for the High Holy
Day season. The family went back to Brooklyn to
30
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celebrate the holidays with my in laws and parents. As
to davening at the Umed, that was put aside until after
the war. What with my brothers Sidney and Teddy and
my two brothers in law, Abe and Irving being overseas,
I was lucky to be where I was.
One day I came to final assembly at Sikorsky when
suddenly, I didn’t like what I saw. I went over to the
lead man. I told him that three or four rivets that I
checked go right through with nothing on the other side
to anchor them. He saw what I was talking about and
together we proceeded to check the craft over
completely. If we didn’t catch this error, the rotor
blades would have fallen off the aircraft and a major
accident would have occurred with probable loss of life.
We checked the crew roster to see who was working on
the aircraft. We turned the roster over to Major
Bostwick, the military person in charge of production.
Through further investigation, they discovered the
name of a young foreign national, who originally gave a
false name when beginning work at the company.
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Further interrogation revealed that he had eastern
European origins and supported pro Nazi causes. It
turned out that he was a saboteur. He was arrested and
turned over to the authorities.
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11.
I continued to work at Sikorsky until the end of
World War Two. With the end of the war, my services
were no longer required at Sikorsky and I was in need
of a job. I went to work for Miles Shoes at their store in
Bridgeport. My family enjoyed a wonderful lifestyle in
Connecticut. We made friends with wonderful Gentile
neighbors. We practiced what is considered true
ecumenism; sharing each other’s holiday customs
without breaking our own kashruth and mitzvot. Living
in Stratford, Connecticut was not easy for keeping the
kashruth. Louise and I had to travel three miles each
way to the kosher butcher to buy our meats and poultry.
But this is a small sacrifice when I consider the
blessings that Ha’Shem bestowed upon me. We were a
happy family, Louise, Eunice, Barbara and I. In
November, 1946, our family had a new addition with
the arrival of our son, Mark.
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I saw an ad in the local paper that said,”singers
wanted for the New England People’s Chorus.” I
auditioned and was accepted as a member. It was a very
unique experience. Men and women of all nationalities
and walks of life sharing a love of music and singing,
rehearsing together to give concerts. The concerts took
place at what was labled,”the White Schul” located in
the Jewish section of Bridgeport, Connecticut. I was
given solos in the various productions and the director,
Maurice Goldman told me that I should definitely
pursue a musical career, given his opinion that I possess
natural musical abilities. My voice was that of a spinto
tenor, beginning in a baritone key with a range to a high
G flat. I also had a tear in my voice which greatly lends
itself to the cantorial nusach. I had a good feeling of
where I wanted to go, given Mr. Goldman’s advice.
Knowing that I eventually would be moving back to
Brooklyn, he told me to seek out his brother, Samuel
Goldman, who would give me the proper training and
grounding in Chazunish.
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Unfortunately, anti-Semitism was not eradicated
with the defeat of Nazi Germany. It was alive and well
and living in Stratford, Connecticut. To both Louise’s
and my consternation, our daughter Eunice was the one
who was exposed to it. She played with a Polish girl
who lived down the street from us. All of the neighbors
watched each other’s children. Around the time of
Chanukah and Christmas, we left Eunice in the care of
the girl’s parents and went shopping. Upon our return,
another neighbor informed us that Eunice was bleeding
from the mouth and we better get over there. Louise
and I rushed over there immediately. We found out that
the little girl hit her. When asked why, she answered,”
because she killed Christ.” We repeated,” why did you
hit her.” She repeated,” because my mother said so.” I
confronted the girl’s mother and she closed the door in
my face. I saw that I had trouble. I waited for the
husband to come home. I said to him that I would like
to know what is going on and to give me a good reason
why his daughter should hit my daughter when no
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provocation existed. I told him that I was a fair man,
but I would not tolerate anti-Semitism or
anti Catholicism or anti any religion for that matter. I
also would not tolerate the physical or mental abuse of
my child or anyone else’s child, especially over
religion. The father gave what I considered to be a lame
excuse. I took the matter further. I appeared in
Magistrate’s Court and had them compel the parents to
appear. The judge, Samuel Friedman listened to the
evidence and proceeded to scold the parents severely
for tolerating anti-Semitism in their house. Both Louise
and I saw the handwriting on the wall and knew it was
time to move back to New York and be closer to our
family and our roots. The year was 1949. We moved
back to my in laws’ house on Snediker Ave.
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12.
Needing a job upon my return to Brooklyn, I was
hired as a salesman by Miles Shoes at one of their
Brooklyn stores. This lasted for awhile until a better
opportunity came along at Abraham and Straus
Department stores. Having been a shoe salesman at
Miles, A&S had me selling shoes at their store located
on Fulton Street in downtown Brooklyn. A&S not only
afforded me the opportunity to make a good living but
gave me the opportunity to join their magnificent choral
group. The group was made up of employees of every
race and nationality who shared a love of singing and
concertizing. The concerts took place at the Bossert
Hotel in downtown Brooklyn, near the more popular St.
George Hotel.
I was introduced to a man named Ernest Glucksman
who was in charge of the auditions. After listening to
me, he commented that I had a cantorial voice very
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much in the style of Richard Tucker and Jan Peerce.
Mr. Glucksman commented that I had a voice very
different from that of a choral variety. Mine was more
of the operatic type, in the mold of Tagliavini and
Chomli. I had more of a soloist voice and he wanted to
use it as such. Yet, the music he was planning was more
of an American variety rather than grand opera. The
production Mr. Glucksman planned was “Carmen
Jones.” My role was that of Escamillio, the toreador.
This was the lead baritone role made famous on the Met
Opera stage by the likes of Titto Ruffo, Laurence
Tibbet and presently by a young Robert Merrill. In this
production, Carmen was played by a gorgeous mulatto
singer named Delores Swan, who possessed a
magnificent mezzo soprano voice.
My career as a salesman at A.&S. was also going
well. Earning $100-$120 a week was considered a very
good living in 1949. My manager, Mr. Friedenberg told
me that I was an excellent salesman possessing great
people ability. Even though I didn’t want to be a
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salesman all my life, while I worked at it I wanted to do
the best job I knew how. Another bonus working there
was that I was able to buy my children their clothes at
wholesale.
The next production performed by the company was
The Student Prince, by Sigmund Romberg. The
production turned out to be one of my best
performances ever. The music was perfect for my type
of voice. I guess I was in good company. Even though
he didn’t play the role in the movie, the great tenor
Mario Lanza was the voice of the Prince in the entire
movie’s musical numbers.
My career at A.&S. lasted for quite awhile.
However successful I was as a salesman, I felt that my
life was not being fulfilled completely. Yes, I had a
beautiful wife and a wonderful growing family but
something was missing. I wanted to be a successful
cantor as well, with my own following. I wanted a job
singing for the High Holidays.
39

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

13.
I was buying some shirts on Pitkin Ave. near where
I lived. The salesman, Joseph Cohen led a number of
different choirs. He auditioned me and gave me a job as
a tenor soloist in his choir. The job was in a schul in
Newark,New Jersey. The year was 1950. Louise and I
were already married ten years and we had our three
children. The extra money I got for the High Holidays
certainly came in handy. However, because of the
holiday I was forced to stay overnight and I couldn’t
bring my family with me. Needless to say, I was lonely
without them but I had to “mach a leben(make a
living.” Louise and children remained at home with her
parents.
The cantor at the Newark schul was a very fine
rabbi, Rabbi Herschel Cohen. He was a Bal’Tvila,
davened beautifully but had a very small voice. He was
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extremely knowledgeable and loved to listen to a good
cantor whenever he could.
As I listened to him daven the Hineni,the Malchyot
and Shoferot, I knew that he was out of his league and
not really a Chazzan at all. I realized that I had to get
fully trained and become what I knew I could be, a
Chazzan.
I went to Abraham Abramowitz, a renowned
cantorial teacher and composer and told him what I
wanted to do. He listened to my voice and agreed that
he should train me for my chosen profession. He taught
me the Nusach(tune) for all of the High Holiday
services as well as Shabbos and Festival services. It was
a long drawn out process but well worth it once the
finished product was achieved. He took a raw recruit
and turned him into a true Chazzan in the European
tradition, complete with a repertoire. He treated me like
a professional, calling me Cantor, not Abe. He paid me
the highest compliment, saying that I sounded like
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Yossele Rosenblatt, which is the greatest compliment
that any Chazzan could be paid. Mr. Abramowitz also
advised be to seek out cantorial positions in
Conservative rather than Orthodox synagogues. He felt
that Orthodox schuls paid their cantors poorly and often
took advantage of them. Conservative synagogues, in
his opinion had much better reputations in the way their
clergy was treated.
Financially, it was a sacrifice, but thanks to my
darling Louise, who was a wonderful manager of
money, we survived. She was determined that I achieve
my dream. I will always be grateful to her for it.
One of the first things I did starting out as a new
cantor was to join The Cantors Fellowship Guild. This
was a group composed of all young cantors who later
gained great reputations as the finest in their field. They
included Chatskele Ritter, Sidney Schickoff(father of
the great tenor Neil Schickoff), Jonah Binder, Samuel
Goldman, Pesele Karris, Eleazer Schulman, and Irving
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Rogoff.. We were all young cantors at the time destined
for great futures. Our wives formed the Women’s
Auxillary of the Fellowship Guild. The Guild served a
dual purpose of not only being a professional
organization dedicated to helping members find
cantorial positions, but also serving as a social network.
Many friendships were formed, lasting a lifetime in
many cases.
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14.
The year was 1951 and we were living on Snediker
Ave. in Brooklyn. A neighbor of mine, Jack Feldman
commented on the fact that he had heard me sing and
complimented me on my voice. Jack mentioned that he
was going up to Brickman’s Hotel in the Catskills. He
invited me to join him, offering to put Louise and me
up for the weekend. He said that Brickman’s put on a
show every weekend and that believed I could be
discovered.I agreed to join Jack and his wife for the
weekend. I had nothing to lose and everything to gain. I
went to Pitkin Ave. to buy a new blue blazer and slacks
which is what many entertainers wore on stage.
However my father in law said that he had a brand new
jacket which would fit me perfectly. I agreed and we
were all set to go. We drove up Friday afternoon in
order to be up there before Shabbos. We spent a
delightful Friday and Saturday at the hotel. The show
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was Sunday night. Jack introduced me to the Master of
Ceremonies, whose name escapes me. I told him what
number I had prepared. He gave me a beautiful
introduction. When I got to the stage, I thanked the MC
for the lovely introduction. Since he announced that I
was a prodigy of the great cantor Yossele Rosenblatt I
then told the audience that I would give a rendition of a
number that he made famous, K’eli,K’eli. The band
leader looked at me and said “ what key.” I told him
“F” and we began. Little did I know how it would turn
out. What I finished, the audience gave me a
thunderous applause. The feeling inside me was
indescribable. Tears of joy flowed into my eyes and I
had to camouflage them by making believe that I was
wiping my brow with my handkerchief. When I got
back to my table, Joe took me around, hugged me and
said “Abie, you’ve got to continue this.”
When I went down to the Cantor’s Fellowship
Guild after performing at Brickman’s, I asked my
fellow guild members if there were any High Holiday
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jobs opening up. They asked me my experience and I
told them about Newark and singing at Brickman’s.
One of my colleagues, Cantor Jonah Binder told me
that he was the Cantor at Brown’s Hotel in the
Catskills. Due to the fact that he was hired full time by
his schul, he could not continue at Brown’s. He would
recommend me for the job.
I was very enthused when I got home. Louise was
excited as well We always loved the mountains and this
would be a great opportunity not only for me but for my
family as well.
Cantor Binder made a call to Rose Kaufman at
Brown’s Hotel. Shortly thereafter, I received a call from
her assistant, Lillie Kogurt.She asked whether I had any
experience. When I told her about myself and my
experience she then invited me to come for an audition
weekend.
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My father in law accompanied me to Brown’s for
my audition. We stayed at our mishpocha, Bertha and
Abe Berman, who lived not far from the hotel. They
supplied the meats to most of the hotels in the area.
When we arrived at the hotel, we were invited by
the management for lunch. All through the meal, my
excitement grew. I hoped to finally realize my dream.
I met Lillian Kogurt with whom I spoke on the
phone. She was sent to listen to me. Generally Lillian
Brown herself heard the auditions, but she was caring
for her husband Charley, who recently suffered a mild
heart attack.
I was supposed to appear in the Brown Derby, the
night club at the time. I waited and waited. I was never
called. The management apologized at offered that we
stay overnight. I was very upset. I considered myself a
professional and wanted to be treated as such, not as a
nebish. I conveyed my feelings to Lillian Kogurt. I
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rejected the offer to stay overnight, but I told Lillian
Kogurt that I had to know very soon because my agent
had to place me and he had to know. The truth was that
I had no agent, but no one was the wiser for it. A little
fib goes a long way. I had to protect myself because
there were sharks out there and I couldn’t appear weak.
In the morning, Lillian Kogurt met with me and
asked if I had a choir. I responded that I did and also
told her that I had a very fine composer and arranger. I
was referring to Abraham Abromowitz.
When I got back to Brooklyn, I immediately went to
see Abe Abramowitz. He told me that if I get the
position, he will write a score for Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur. He proceeded to write a magnificent
score, which will stand out for all time.
On July 2, 1952 I received the call that I was
waiting for. I remember it as clearly as if it was
yesterday. The phone rings and a woman with a
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beautiful speaking voice said “ hello, may I speak to
Cantor Abraham Wolkin?” I replied “this is Cantor
Wolkin, how may I help you?” She asked “how much
do you charge for your services for Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur with a choir?” I replied “to whom am I
speaking.” She replied “Lillian Brown.” I became so
excited that my hands started to shake. I am realizing
my dream. I told her that I had a very excellent choir,
men and women. She said that that was what she is
looking for. I told her that the choir consisted of four
women and two men. She replied that that would be
fine. We agreed upon my remuneration out of which I
would pay the choir and my choir director.
I hired my choral director, Mr. Nelson Parker and
assigned him the task of finding and auditioning the
singers. I knew Nelson (Pletzer) from an album of
cantorial pieces that I recorded the year before. He was
a musician par excellence whom I knew would fit in
beautifully in my plan. Nelson however could not
rehearse my choir due to previous commitments. I hired
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Max Epstein, who was Cantor Binder’s director to
rehearse my choir. We rehearsed on East Houston
Street, near The Little Hungary Restaurant After all, we
do get hungry and what better place to eat than The
Little Hungary.
Max Epstein hired some of Cantor Binder’s former
singers who needed a job. I really must say that
between Nelson and Max, I had a phenomenal choir.
Their voices blended to perfection and each member
was a soloist in their own right.
Now the question of the hour was “where do I get a
Rabbi.” You had to supply your own rabbi. It was a
packaged deal. Someone I knew recommended a young
single man. I hired him and when we made the trek up,
we went by hack. Six people in a Cadillac complete
with jump seats, the luggage on the roof making our
journey to the mountains. The rabbi even brought along
his own chickens from the butcher on S.4th street in
Williamsburg, just in case Brown’s kashruth standards
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didn’t meet with his approval. This didn’t sit well with
our driver who had to keep these fersthinkineh chickens
next to him. Somewhere between Monroe and
Middletown, the driver said that either the chickens go
or we would. We got rid of the chickens. Of course
there was the Wurtsboro Hill where you hope your
overloaded car made it over the hill. In remembering
this incident, I must add that Lillian Brown liked the
Rabbi. He later went on to a successful rabbinate in
Burlington, Maine. I always felt that I lent a hand in his
future success, including performing his wedding
ceremony at the Gold Manor in Williamsburg,
Brooklyn.
When arriving at Brown’s, we unpacked, met our
choir members and immediately began rehearsing
“Mairiv”. Max said to me “you’re going to kill them.”
That’s how impressed he was at the way I sounded,
accompanied by the choir. The choir’s voices blended
magnificently. On “Hashkivenu” I myself was
astounded by how we sounded.
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The next day was even better. The crowd was so
impressed and I hoped Lillian Brown recognized this. I
still had yet to meet Charles and Lillian Brown. After
Yom Kippur ended, Lillian Kogurt gave me my check
and told me how beautiful the services were. They also
showed their appreciation by sending me home loaded
with food that you could feed an army with. I hope my
driver wasn’t angry. Oh well, I can’t worry about that
now.
The seed went into my mind about Pesach. Will I be
rehired. I guess there was always some doubt. I knew I
was good but did the management at Browns was the
one who counted. I knew I impressed the guests. So
many of them came up to me and personally
complimented me on my performance. But still I was
filled with doubt. And let me tell you it is a gut
wrenching feeling. I wanted so much to be rehired. I
truly loved doing what I was doing.
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14.
In those days, Brown’s was only open until the end
of October. They did not feature winter activities at that
time. The next time they would open would be Pesach
of the following year, 1953.
Around November of the previous year, the phone
rings. It was along distance call from California where
Charles and Lillian Brown spent the winters. On the
other end of the line was Lillian Brown. She asked me
how much would I charge to be the cantor at Brown’s
year round. If she could have seen my face light up at
the other end of the line. She asked me if I knew how to
perform a seder. Of course, I answered in the
affirmative. She also wanted me to hire a choir of at
least eight voices . I said I would. After I got off the
phone, I told Louise. She was thrilled. She also asked
me openly “do you think you are capable?”. She wanted
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me to be sure. When I answered “mamele, not only do I
think I am capable, but I know I will do a good job.
This is what I always dreamed about.”
Brown’s advertised in The New York Post and
other papers “Young American Cantor with a golden
voice for the Passover Holidays. at the Charles and
Lillian Brown’s Country Club.” Again Abe
Abramowitz wrote a beautiful score and the choir
performed magnificently. But the best part of all was
that I was able to bring my family and have them share
in both the service and my new found success.
I began the Passover davening “M’aariv”. Because
this service does not feature many cantorial
masterpieces, Mr. Abramowitz composed the
Hashkivenu to enhance the services. When I sang it, I
couldn’t believe how beautiful it was. From what my
choir leader, Nelson Parker told me, it was one of the
most beautiful renditions he had ever heard.
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After Maariv, we moved to the dining room where
the choir and I led the seder. The highlight of the seder
was the Shehechiyanu which I still do at my seders to
this day. When I sang the Kiddush, everyone applauded
and banged on the plates yelling for more. You cannot
realize how good this made me feel. The choir was
outstanding as well.
Mr. Abramowitz also wrote a new Ani Mamim with
which the audience was hushed and emotionally
moved. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house. My wife
and children were crying. This was the hymn which the
Holocaust victims sang on their way to the gas
chambers. Being this was 1953, the wound was new
and raw. It brought out the serious side of the seder and
how important it is for all of us to teach our young and
remember our martyrs who died “al kiddush
Ha’Shem.” The seder was so beautiful that at the end of
it, Lillian Brown came over to me and advised me to
save my voice because we had to perform another seder
tomorrow.
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In the lobby following the seder, guests came over
to me and told me how much they admired my singing
and leading the services. Charlie Brown came over to
me and told me “go get some sleep, no tumeling.” He
had a wonderful sense of humor. Another guest grabbed
me around and told me that he used to go to
Grossingers but that it could not compare to what he
heard tonight. He said that he anxiously awaited
Shachris and Musaf tomorrow. After hearing all these
accolades, I felt that I had better come back down to
earth lest I get a swell head.
The services and seder the next day was equally as
good as the first. In some ways it was better. Once you
get over the initial nervousness, things go smoother the
second time around. Following the second day Pesach,
Louise, the kids and I spent a lovely rest of the holiday
at Browns enjoying the beautiful spring weather and the
company of our fellow guests. We ate good, relaxed
and enjoyed ourselves. I conducted services the seventh
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and eighth days along with the choir. They also turned
out spectacular as I was finding my comfort level and
improvising new nusachim into the service. Without
hesitating, Lillian Brown booked my choir and me for
Shavous.
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15.
Being successful means that you never forget where
you came from and especially never forget the people
who helped you become a success. Of course, Louise
and my father in law played a big role. But the biggest
role of all was played by Abraham Abramowitz and the
magnificent High Holiday and Passover scores that he
wrote for me. Without those scores, I might not have
been the success that I became. When I was hired by
brown’s I gave him one half of my 1st year’s stipend. It
was worth every penny. At first he didn’t want to take
that much. He told me about his having a hard life but
he considered me like a son and said that through me he
would gain a lot of students. He wasn’t wrong. After a
year or two, he had more pupils than he could handle.
Without mentioning names, Mr. Abramowitz trained
cantors that became internationally famous, gaining
pulpits in Israel, Europe and South America. They were
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cantors of international renown. But what makes me
most proud is that they were referred to as pupils of
Abe Abramowitz. His reputation is sterling.
16.
Shavous at Browns those years was wonderful. Not
only was the services beautiful but the weather was
spectacular. And need not I tell you that the food was
outstanding. You know that the many comedians
appearing in the Catskills built their routines around the
cuisine. The old joke was that the waiter came to the
table and introduced all of the dishes, after which the
customer told him to bring 5 appetizers, 6 main courses,
14 desserts, coffee with sweet and low(complaining that
the coffee made him nauseous. He then exercised by
moving from one chair to the other, played Simon Sez,
belched and was ready for lunch. Oh the memories of
the famous Catskill mountain hotels. I will be getting in
to some memorable anecdotes as the book progresses.
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17.
Rosh Hashanah, 1953 brought not only a great
performance but something else that made me feel more
secure in my position. The highlight of the
performance was the Hineni which was a mixture of
Abramowitz and Rosenblatt. Following the service,
Lillian Brown called me into her office and offered me
a three year contract. She also wanted me to expand my
choir to at least 10 members. I was in shock. I didn’t
remember where the door to her office was. Imagine
me, Abe Wolkin, selling shoes in A&S to be given this
honor. The one person who knew this could happen was
my Louise whose confidence in me never wavered. She
always told me “Abe, never sell yourself short.”
I also hired another Rabbi, Bernard Pressler who
remained with me for a number of years. His son,
David(Dovi) is a chazzan with a wondeful reputation.
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As a matter of fact, he davened a number of times at
The Jericho Jewish Center, where today my family and
I are members.
Having gotten this three year contract raised my
stature in the eyes of my fellow cantors. At a meeting of
the Cantorial Association, Moshe Koussevitsky and
Oscar Julius, among others came over to me and
congratulated me upon my newfound success. This
meant an awful lot to me as I looked up to many of
them with the utmost respect.
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18.
During my early years at Brown’s, I’ll never forget
one Chol Hamoed Peasch. During Chol Hamoed,
Lillian Brown put on shows in the nightclub. One of
these shows featured a young comedian, Aaron
Chawat(Red Buttons). He and I hit it off immediately. I
was in the audience when he introduced me as
“Abraham Walker”, the Irish cantor. After bantering
with him back and forth to the delight of the audience,
he brings me onstage and together we do a routine of
me teaching him Chazunish and him, being a lousy
student, screwing it up at every turn. Well, needless to
say, it was a hit with the audience. Red later went on to
win an Academy Award for best supporting actor in the
film Sayonara and continued to be one of the most
sought after comics for the rest of his life. He was a
warm and caring man in whose company I always felt
welcome.
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Another one of my favorite people at Brown’s was
the comedian Morty Gunty. We loved to talk about
Brooklyn and Morty, coming from an Orthodox Jewish
home like myself, talked about dating Shiksas(gentile
girls). He said that one reason he dated them was that at
least his house was never dark on a Friday night and his
parents saved on electricity. The girl could turn the
lights on and off without violating the sanctity of
Shabbos. She stayed overnight. It was like having a live
in Shabbos Goy. People asked his grandfather “Papa,
why does Morty need a shiksa?” To which his
grandfather replied “a shiksa vie chabban fa
Shabbos(we have for the Sabbath.” )It loses the punch
line in the translation.
The one who really cracked us up was a young
rabbi from Chicago named Jackie Mason. He had us in
stitches. If he caught a person walking out he called to
them “Mister, where are you going.?” The person
replied that he was going to his room. To which Jackie
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replied “what are you worried about, stay and enjoy the
show. While I’m entertaining you here, my partner is
out robbing your room.” A lady cried out “Oy, my
jewelry. Her husband yelled out “I told you to put it in
the safe.” The audience was hysterical. Jackie is still
playing to sold out audiences to this day.
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19.
Pesach, 1954 was one for the books. The weather
was much colder than normal and the Jerry Lewis
Theater was not built as yet. Until it was built, the
shows were held in the Brown Derby which was not
winterized at that time. The only place to hold the show
was in the dining room during dinner. We were all
wondering who Lillian Brown hired for the evening.
None other than Molly Picon, star of stage and screen.
She came out dressed like a waitress tumeling and
singing Yiddish ditties, including “Yiddle mit ein
Fiddle.” She brought the house down. It was one of the
most memorable nights we ever spent.
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20.
In 1956, Brown’s signed me to a five year contract.
In 1957, I was invited to appear on radio station WEVD
the Jewish station, during their feature program “Music
Month.” The host of the show was Mitchell Levitsky.
The show’s sponsor was Sweetouchne Tea. The show
featured famous singers and other Jewish personalities.
I was featured before one of the holidays and was billed
as the Young American Cantor with the golden voice,
the cantor of Brown’s Hotel. I sang the recitative hymn
“Arto Yitzarte.” It was wonderfully received by the
people in the studio as well as the station’s listening
audience. My voice was in its prime. It became a spinto
tenor and I was able to hit notes that even I didn’t
realize I could hit.W.E.V.D. invited me back on a
regular basis. The show was hosted by Tzvi Schuler, a
famous actor in the Yiddish theater. It was an honor to
be invited as I kept the company of many renown
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Chazanim, including the great Moshe Ganchoff, known
to all as the “Chazzan’s Chazzan.” Being a regular
guest on the station increased my stature amongst my
colleagues. I was the featured commentator on cantorial
recordings by the great Metropolitan Opera Star,
Richard Tucker whose voice I admired greatly.
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21.
In 1960, The Cantor’s Association invited 250 of
the world’s greatest cantors to appear at a concert in the
old Madison Square Garden, located on Eighth Avenue
and 50th Street. The greatest of the great Cantors
appeared that night including the Koussevitsky
brothers, Pierre Pinchick, Labele Waldman, Arele
Diamond, Herman Malamoud, Jack Barkan, Arthur
Pores, among others. I was honored to be included in a
featured Quartet. The main soloists were Avraham
Dubow, David Koussevitsky, and Pierre Pinchick,
among others. The entire assembly functioned as a
choir for the soloists. We were led by the renown
cantor, Oscar Julius. A group picture was taken of all of
us and as I gaze at it from time to time, it brings back
such fervent memories. Each one of us was given a
plaque with our picture to hang in a place of honor
where our pulpits were located. Mine hung at Brown’s
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until the hotel’s closing in 1992. But most outstanding
was the camaraderie of all the cantors. We were a very
unique group.
22.
Being a cantor in New York State allows one to
earn extra income as a marriage performer. Even if you
are not in the employ of a synagogue, New York City
had numerous catering halls that employed cantors on a
part time basis. I was the cantor at the Chateau Door
and Israel Manor, both located in Brooklyn. One of my
most lasting memories occurred at the Chateau Dor in
1966. I was at my desk writing a Kesubah (marriage
contract) when who should come walking in but the
great Moishe Koussevitsky. After greeting him, I
inquired as to why he was there. He told me that he was
hired by a member of his schul to perform a wedding.
Not being told about it, I said that I would decline in
deference to him. He insisted that we perform the
ceremony together and that I would officiate as Rabbi.
What an honor. At the beginning of the ceremony, we
entered together, arm in arm. He said that his voice was
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tired and that I should shoulder the major portion of the
singing. He would perform the Sheva Bruchas. The
ceremony was just beautiful. As we walked back during
the recessional, I held him and through his robes, I
could feel that he was skin and bones. His secret was
well kept. He was dying of cancer and passed away
three weeks later. I always believed in things being
Beshert,(pre destined.) I was destined to sing with the
great Moishe Koussevitsky that day. For the times that I
met him, I felt that I was in the presence of a true
Chazzan, a man of deep piety and humility. His
magnificent voice rings true to this day.
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23.
Being a cantor allowed Louise and I to become
friends with my fellow colleagues and their families.
We counted as our friends some of the great cantors of
all time, including Sidney Schickoff(father of the great
tenor Neil Schickoff), Irving Dubow, Chatskele Ritter,
and Eliezer Schulman. We were all members of the
Jewish Minister’s Association of the USA and Canada,
known in Yiddish as the Chazanahfabund . We had our
headquarters on Second Avenue. Louise was active in
the group’s Ladies Auxillary I had a part time job at the
time selling linoleum tiles. I always believed in giving
and donating. I donated the linoleum floor that
decorated our meeting hall on Second Avenue in
Manhattan. I felt great joy in doing this and I know my
colleagues appreciated it. They honored me with a
dinner in Gluckstern’s on Delancy Street. That dinner
featured many of us singing and entertaining. The
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headliner was borscht belt comic Lou Mason. He was
an early forerunner of a style of comedy made popular
by Don Rickles, insults for laughs. He skewered all of
us that night. It was a really enjoyable evening.
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24.
All through the 1950’s through 1961 we continued
to live on Snediker Ave. in Brooklyn. It began to get
crowded as the girl’s and Mark got older. Teenagers
require more space. Eunice was college bound studying
to be a teacher. Barbara planned to enter the business
world after high school. Mark was in high school at the
time. Louise and I felt that now was the time to buy a
house. We finally bought a beautiful house on East 58th
Street between Ave. H and Ave. I. where we remained
for over 40 years until Louise became ill and it was
necessary to move. We joined the local Schul where
Louise became very active in the sisterhood and other
Jewish ladies groups. I continued to supplement my
cantorial income with various jobs including being a
linoleum inspector for Sandura Linoleum and working
as a loan officer in a bank. These jobs worked out fine
because I had enough time to pursue my career as a
Cantor and spend more time with my family. We even
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leased a bungalow in the Rockaways to spend our
summers.
25.
My career as a marriage performer continued to
grow. The president of my schul, the Glenwood Jewish
Center petitioned the state for articles of incorporation
which allowed me to perform marriages. The state
granted his request and issued me a license as a
marriage performer. It granted me the title of Reverend.
I asked my mentor and composer Abe Abramowitz to
compose special Kedushim and Sheva Brachot which
he graciously agreed to do. I often wonder how my
career would have out if not for his efforts. I owe him
an awful lot and I continue to appreciate and cherish his
memory to this day. I also perfected a technique of
offering a short sermon to the bride and groom during
the ceremony. This was popular not only with the new
couple but with their parents. They appreciated the
extra effort and it made people feel special. It also took
away the nervous edge that accompanies all wedding
days. After all, this was their special day.
74

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

My title as Reverend also allowed me to officiate at
funerals. Performing these services is a lucrative
profession and very much in demand. Mr. Abramowitz
helped me here by composing a special El Molei
Rachamim, the last rite performed at a burial service.
This greatly enhanced my income.
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26.
One of the joys of buying a house is that you try to
fill it with children. Louise and I were blessed with
three wonderful children and they continued to grow
and prosper. Then one day Louise complained that she
didn’t feel well. I immediately took her our doctor, Dr.
Rubenstein, a wonderful man. who gave us wonderful
news. She was pregnant. Our son Mark was thirteen at
the time. It has been quite awhile since diapers and
night feedings. Also Louise was forty years old. It was
considered somewhat dangerous to bear children at this
age.
We enjoyed a special bond with Dr. Rubenstein. He
delivered our three children, all born at Unity Hospital
in Brooklyn. Needless to say we were very excited at
becoming parents again. But the shock was still there.
Louise asked “what will the children say?” Dr
Rubenstein came over to the house to visit with the
children and share the good news with them. Eunice,
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nineteen at the time was incredulous. She wondered
how something like this could happen. “Very easy”, Dr.
Rubenstein explained. “When a husband and wife live
together, anything is possible.”
The following June, Louise gave birth to our son
David. What a boy. He was not only a beautiful baby,
but he grew up to have a most kind and wonderful
disposition. My eldest son Mark couldn’t get over his
baby brother. Normally athletic and loving the
outdoors, he changed when David was born. He
hovered over him, wanting to protect him and smother
him with love. He only wanted to hold David, be by the
crib and look at him. We all spoiled David. Eunice and
Barbara treated him like their own son, helping Louise
care for him. It was wonderful to see. The following
Rosh Hashanah, Louise stayed home with and David
while Eunice, Barbara and Mark accompanied me to
Brown’s. Eunice was singing in my choir. She had a
magnificent soprano voice and greatly enhanced the
performances. The following Pesach, we decided to
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bring David. Well, needless to say, our room was a bit
crowded. Barbara, Eunice and Mark slept on cots while
David had a crib. But we managed. The wonderful
thing about it was how the guests kvelled about our new
baby boy. He was truly a joy.
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27.
With a growing family, as busy as I was, I felt that I
still needed to supplement my income. Someone
recommended that I try a bank. The hours were good;
nine to three five days a week, weekends off, etc. That
suited me fine. I heard that Manufacturer’s Hanover
was looking for a clerk. When I went for the interview,
the bank officers realized that I was more suited with
my people skills to become a loan officer. They sent me
for training and it worked out fine. I was now an
assistant loan officer at MHT. My boss, was a young
man named Kevin. We took a liking to each other. He
showed me the ropes and I learned fast. This lead MHT
to send me to their Rockaway Parkway branch near to
where I live. I moved up from assistant to loan officer.
The area was developing and the bank felt that this area
was in the midst of taking off. It did. Houses were
springing up all over, schools and Shuls were being
built and people were coming to the bank for loans. The
job worked out really well and was an excellent source
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of income to go along with my other jobs. But more
rewarding was the fact that I was able to help people
improve upon their lives. This gave me the greatest
amount of satisfaction.
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28.
Our David continued to grow and we were a very
happy, busy family. In 1962,when he was about two
years old, Louise complained to me once again that she
didn’t feel good. So I took her to the doctor. On the way
to the doctor’s office, Louise remarked to me “if it’s the
same thing, I’ll kill you”(figure of speech, of course.)
Well, it was. She was pregnant again. I said to myself
“oh my G-D.” On the car ride home, we didn’t even
look at each other. I can’t repeat what she said to me
when we got into the house because it would change
this book from rated G to rated X. After everything
quieted down, we all spoke and my mother in law
wisely said “it is the will of HaShem that this should be
and we must accept it. In February of 1963, Louise
gave birth to two beautiful twin girls, Debbie and
Temma. When I reached Eunice and Barbara at home
and told them they had twin sisters, the scream was so
loud that it nearly melted the telephone wire. They had
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to tell our neighbor who was knitting a sweater for the
new baby that she had to knit two of them.
Debbie(Deborah) was the more outgoing of the
twins and Temma was very sweet and gentle. Our
family was now complete and may I kvell and say, we
were a beautiful family. We divided the children into
the first group(Eunice, Barbara and Mark) and the
second group(David, Debbie and Temma.) I called
Brown’s and told Lillian’s daughter that we now
needed accommodations for eight people. They were
ecstatic
There was no way that Louise was going to schlep
the babies the following Pesach. She remained at home
with David and the twins while Eunice, Barbara and
Mark accompanied me to Brown’s. Being a proud
father once again raised the feeling of my davening to a
new height. I thanked Ha’Shem for giving me my
beautiful wife and children and that I should be able to
sing his praises always. All the guests at Brown’s
wished us Mazel Tov and continued good wishes. It
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was wonderful. The following Rosh Hashanah, the
entire family made the trip with me to Brown’s where
Louise and I were able to share our Nachas in person
with everyone. I had to buy a station wagon to fit the
entire family in. But we didn’t care. We were so happy.
We were the talk of the entire Catskill Mountains. The
Brown family was very kind and generous to us and we
appreciated that. We were like family to them.
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29.
Charles and Lillian Brown were kind, wonderful
people. They were brilliant business people who were
visionaries and built a very successful hotel enterprise.
They also were menschlectkight who recognized and
rewarded people who worked hard for their
organization. Charles was a very dapper individual who
dressed and carried himself in the mold of Cary Grant.
Lillian was the “hostess with the mostess” very much in
the tradition of her colleague and fellow hotel owner,
Jennie Grossinger. She was the outside face of the
business as well as the shrewd businesswoman who had
the final say over everything that went on at the hotel.
The Browns spent their winters in California as well as
the Catskills when the hotel stayed open year round.
They loved my family and we loved them as well. The
relationship between Lillian Brown and Louise was as
close as two sisters could be. They shared many
wonderful times together. Louise always respected the
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business relationship between Lillian Brown and me
and never interfered in it. Lillian Brown loved her for
that as well as many other reasons too numerous to
detail here.
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30.
By the mid 1960’s my two eldest daughters Eunice
and Barbara were grown young ladies, independently
pursuing careers. Eunice was a teacher specializing in
speech pathology and Barbara worked in the private
sector. They decided to take a vacation together in
Europe. While in Paris, they met two young gentlemen
and began to strike up a conversation. The girls came
home and said that they had a wonderful time. The
young man who met Eunice came from Helsinki,
Finland and was raised Orthodox by his parents. He
also fell in love with Eunice. They began to write each
other and that lead to him asking her to come to Finland
to meet his parents. Louise and I were apprehensive to
say the least not knowing him or his parents. It was a
long journey to Finland, approximately twelve hours.
Yet we consented to her going and off she went. I went
with her to the airport. I was excited for her, she being
my first born. I thought of the scene from Fiddler On
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The Roof where Tevye and Huddle were waiting for the
train to take her to Siberia to meet her intended,
Perchik. Of course these circumstances were a lot
different but still as a parent you worry. I brought an
8mm movie camera to record the event. I must tell you
that I was not mechanically inclined. Louise was the
handy person in the family. I had two left hands. I
prayed that the pictures would come out. When I took
the film in to be developed, the man said to me that
they didn’t come out because I forgot to take the lens
cap off the lens. Go know. I should stick to singing and
leave the picture taking to my wife or a professional
photographer.
I have to say that the trip was a success because
Eunice came back and announced that she and Sol, her
intended were going to be married. We made wedding
arrangements and Sol was coming to the States a week
before the wedding.
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During all this, I recorded an album called Echo of
Prayers. This album was sent to Israel where it received
high acclaim. I also sent the album to Helsinki as a gift
to Sol’s parents. They were very grateful to receive it
and it cemented what turned out to be a very nice, if
distant relationship. I now was known internationally.
When Louise and I visited Helsinki, I davened in the
Schul that Sol’s parents were members of. This Schul
was built around the turn of the century and when it
opened, my teacher, Cantor Yossele Rosenblatt was
invited to daven. I felt proud and humble at the same
time. Ha’Shem was holding my family and me in His
favor and I thank him for it.
When Sol came in just before the wedding, we
invited him to stay at our house. We were in the middle
of a terrific heat wave with the temperatures hitting
near 100 degrees. The bedrooms in the house weren’t
air conditioned at the time. We gave him my son
Mark’s room. Coming from Finland, Sol wasn’t used to
the heat. I had to go out and buy an air conditioner.
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Upon hearing this, Mark jokingly complained that all
these years he lived with the hot weather without an air
conditioner. I had to soft soap my own son. Here we
were making a wedding and we had to keep the
prospective groom comfortable. Such are the things we
have to do. But it was all worth it. Sol was a lovely
young man, a gutte neshuma as we say. Louise and I
were very happy.
We had the wedding at The Chateau D’Or where I
officiated. Eunice was a gorgeous bride and my Louise
looked the picture of elegance and beauty. All my
children were in the wedding party including the three
year old twins who were flower girls. We invited all our
family and friends including Charles and Lillian Brown.
Everyone thoroughly enjoyed themselves singing,
dancing and of course eating. My voice was particularly
good that day and I truly enjoyed my daughter’s
wedding. The young couple then went to California on
their honeymoon.
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My daughter Barbara was successful working in the
business world. She was a beautiful girl very much in
the image of her mother. She also was a popular girl
whose looks and charm attracted many eligible young
men. One day she came home and said that she was
introduced to a young man, Dennis Smiler. He was tall,
dignified and handsome. They began dating and in
1970, they became serious. Dennis came from a fine
family and naturally Louise and I were very happy for
Barbara. Dennis came to me and asked me for
Barbara’s hand in marriage. This was 1971 and yet
Dennis showed Louise and I the proper respect which
was common in the days prior to the 60”s generation
where youngsters moved in with each other without
getting married. We raised our children to respect the
proper customs and they always did. Dennis was raised
the same way and this, as well as other traits that he
possesses, is what I admire about him.
Dennis worked as a salesman for Campbell’s Soup
and his parents were part of Smiler’s, the retail grocery
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chain, located in Manhattan. The way he proposed to
Barbara was very quaint. He mentioned that he left
something in the glove box of his car. He came back
with a Snickers Bar, in whose package contained
Barbara’s engagement ring. He proposed by getting on
his knees. We were hysterical. He is old fashioned with
impeccable manners and these traits are to be admired
in today’s world. We met his parents and had them over
for dinner to meet our family. They reciprocated by
inviting us to Lou G. Siegel”s to meet their family
where we all became acquainted. I met Dennis’s
grandmother, Sara Smiler who founded the family
business. We instantly liked each other and that made
for good relations between the families throughout the
years. The wedding took place January of 1971 and
once again I officiated at the Chateau D’Or, again with
our rabbi, Rabbi Datkowitz from our Schul.
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31.
Life was going great for my family in the 1970’s.
My younger son, David was practicing for his Bar
Mitzvah. Both Louise and I decided to have the Bar
Mitzvah at the Kotel in Israel. The older children had
their own families, so they didn’t accompany us. Just
David, Debbie and Temma went with us . Needless to
say, the trip was memorable. David chanted his Torah
and Haftorah portion with beautiful reverence. I was
able to daven musaf at the Umid. One of our guests was
Rabbi Samuel Chils, the headmaster of the Kingsway
Jewish Center Day School, where David, Temma and
Debbie were educated. He was in Israel at the same
time we were. It gave the Bar Mitzvah extra meaning
because it included the man who contributed to David’s
learning what it means to be a Jew. Because Rabbi
Chils was so gracious to attend David’s Bar Mitzvah,
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Louise and I donated a classroom at the school in his
honor upon our return.
During the trip, I also was invited to sing at the
Grand Hotel in Jerusalem. Our trip to Israel included
touring the different sights and cities of the country. On
our visit to Haifa, I was invited to sing at the Karmel
Synagogue. What an honor. It is a unique experience
that a Jew gets when he or she visits their homeland. It
stays with you for the rest of your life. Simcha upon
simcha followed. The trip left so many indelible
memories, Most were happy, some were not. Our tour
bus took us Si Boker, where former Prime Minister
David Ben Gurion had a home and a farm, to Acre and
to Kiriat Shimona. Kiriat Shimona, was bombed the
day before by the Palestinians, using Russian made
Katyushka rockets. The rockets were aimed at the
public school and high school. Luckily, the school was
closed and none of the children were there. The
physical damage to the buildings however was
substantial. When our bus arrived, the children were
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outside, helping to patch up holes. Our daughter Debbie
spoke to them in Hebrew, which she studied at
Kingsway and ascertained what took place.
We returned from Israel to a grand reception at the
Malta Street shul. I davened, David read his Haftorah
and my mother in law sponsored the kiddush. Our older
son Mark, who served his country stateside during the
Vietnam War was married in 1974. In addition to
David’s Bar Mitzvah and Mark’s wedding, Louise and I
were blessed with the arrival of two grandsons, Jason to
Eunice and Sol(a baby brother for our first grandchild,
Senya, born in 1970.) and Scott to Barbara and Dennis.
Barbara and Dennis added to their family when Todd
was born in 1977. Boy did the comedians at Brown’s
do a number on me. Two "brits" in one week. A Bar
Mitzvah. “Where does he get his energy from?”, they
wondered. These events made the 1970’s a very happy
decade for our family. It made true what my Louise
always said to me, “you must believe in yourself.
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32.
The 1980’s brought good fortune again to our
family. Mark and his wife, Pearl were blessed with two
daughters, Jennifer and Erin . They lived in Rego Park
and eventually moved to the The Five Towns. In 1987,
our daughter Debbie got married. She later added to our
family with her son, Blake and daughter, Taylor born in
the 1990’s. Our son David adopted two beautiful boys
and moved to Florida.
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33.
My career at Brown’s continued to flourish well
into the 1980’s. The crowds were warm and
appreciative of the Pesach and Shavuous services as
well as the High Holiday services. People from all
walks of life complimented me and told me how much
their lives were enriched by my singing. I was brought
to the attention of a Mr. Danny Lempkin who opened
up another door in my career by introducing me to the
great radio and TV personality, Joe Franklin.
Danny Lempkin was a regular guest at the Concord
Hotel in Kiamesha Lake. A friend recommended that he
come one day during the Holidays to hear me. After he
heard me, he mentioned that he admired my singing
very much and that he would like to introduce me to his
friend, Joe Franklin, the famous radio personality. He
felt that I had a persona that would fit in very well with
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the type of show that Mr. Franklin hosted; that of
nostalgia and interesting personalities.
During Rosh Hashanah in 1982, my father told me
that Danny Lempkin wanted to speak to me. Mr.
Lempkin, who incidentally owned Fuller Brush
company came from an area in Poland that was famous
for producing some of the world’s greatest cantors. His
reason for wanting to meet me was that he said after
hearing me sing, I reminded him of those great cantors.
My teacher, Abe Abramowitz taught me the Ukrainian
nusach which was the same as the greatest cantors in
the world including Rosenblatt, Kwartin and Hershman.
Upon meeting me, Mr. Lempkin said that he was so
impressed with my singing and that he was going to
recommend me to be a guest on Joe Franklin’s
program. I thanked him for the recommending me and I
thought that that was the end of it.
Later in the month, I get a call from none other than
Joe Franklin himself. Needless to say I was very
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surprised. He told me that he was involved in a concert
in the Bronx off the Grand Concourse. It was sponsored
at a local shul by some of the judges serving on the
Supreme Court of The State of New York. Mr. Franklin
said that he was inviting Cantor Herman Malamud from
the Concord Hotel as well as myself. I was thrilled to be
asked and to be performing with my dear friend
Herman whom I held in such high esteem. I asked Mr.
Franklin what I should prepare to sing. Mr. Franklin
said that I should prepare a cantorial number because
that was what Mr. Lempkin recommended that I do. I
picked up my father and we went to the Bronx. I felt
that my father brought me the good fortune in that he
was the go between Danny Lempkin and me.
We got to the Bronx. I was reunited with Herman
and I met Joe Franklin for the first time. He said to me
that he looked forward to hearing me and I told him that
I would give it my all. We liked each other
immediately.
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I asked Herman what number he picked. He told me
that he was singing Vesti La Guiba from I Pagliacci by
Leoncavallo. He tore the house down. They loved him.
I sang Haskivenu by the great cantor, David Reutman.
At the end of the number, Herman got up on the Bimah
and personally congratulated me. He told the audience
that they were privileged to listen to a true Chazzan.
Needless to say, I was overwhelmed by this tribute
coming from one of my closest friends. I was too
choked up to respond, but I thanked him, Joe Franklin
and all the judges for inviting me to appear.
Joe told me that he absolutely wanted me as a regular
on his program. I became a regular performer on his
show and got to interview many of the guests among
them one of the funniest men in show business, flip
Wilson. He was so funny in his getups, especially the
character, Geraldine, who became a trademark of his.
We lost him much too soon. We could use his humor
today. He was never vulgar, unlike some of today’s
comics who must use vulgarisms to get laughs.
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Another wonderful guest of his was Sally Kellerman,
star of stage and screen. She was very warm and
charming as well as being a truly beautiful woman.
Being on the Franklin show was a wonderful
experience. It lasted four years from 1982-1986.
34.
I already mentioned Jackie Mason’s routines earlier.
However, one thing that comes to mind is that he had a
beautiful voice. He used to close his shows with a
rendition of “September Song” made famous by the
great actor, Walter Huston. In order to feel comfortable,
Jackie had the band take the key down. Walter Huston’s
voice was very high. The next night, comedian Jack
Wakefield commented on Jackie Mason’s rendition
with “You all heard Jackie Mason sing last night.
Wasn’t he wonderful? I found out that he is now
working for a piano company introducing the right key
to September Song.” The audience was hysterical.
Jackie Wakefield was one of the most underrated
comedians ever. He had a wonderful sense of humor
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and great timing. He was always a favorite of the
Catskill Hotels, including Brown’s. When I was in the
audience, he loved to make me part of his routine. He
said “ Cantor Wolkin was walking on the lower east
Side when a robber appeared and said ‘give me all your
money or I’ll kill you.’ Cantor Wolkin reaches into his
pocket and whips out a tuning fork. What kind of
weapon is this? All of a sudden, he strikes the bandit on
his head hard and yells out in the key of F, GEVALT!He
had to be sure he was in the right key when he yelled
for help. The crook got mad and said ‘you’re singing it
in my key. Goodbye’ and walked away.” “I also found
out that his wife, Louise gave birth to twin girls. Every
time he hits a high C, pow out come babies.” He was a
very funny man.
Another one of my favorite entertainers was Shecky
Greene. All he had to do was walk out on stage, give
that look and people began to laugh. He looked the part
of a man in need of some fashion tips. He dresses on
the schlumpy side, with shoes that needed a shine. The
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pants are over his heels. With a thick Yiddish accent, he
said “I got a problem. I go to my father and said ‘Pa, I
met a beautiful American Indian by the name of
Hiawatha. But before I married her, I had reservations
about her. But I didn’t care. I loved her.’ So I said to
my father ‘Papa, I married a girl Hiawatha.’ My father
replied ‘why not a Jewish girl?’ Alright, you’re
married. You can’t help it.’ But if you should have a
baby, you want to give that child a Jewish name.’ As
luck would have it, we had a little boy. I called my
father and said ‘Papa, mazel tov, you’re a grandfather.
Hiawatha had a little boy. I’m giving him a name. My
father replied ‘what’s his name.?’ I said ‘I want his
name to be Moishe. However, Hiawatha wants to give
him an Indian name. She wants to call him ‘Running
Water.’ What should I do? My father replied ‘Perfect.
Call him Moishe Pischer.”
I loved comedian Freddy Roman as my own son.
Today, he is famous as one of the stars of the hit
Broadway show, Catskills on Broadway(along with
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Mal Lawrence and Dick Capri.) He was a real
gutteneshuma and very friendly toward my family and
me. He was one of the hardest working entertainers that
the Catskills ever produced. Remember, he had to live
up to the standards set by some of the greatest
comedians of their time(Milton Berle, Myron Cohen,
Red Buttons, and Henny Youngman, among others.)
Nobody worked harder than Freddy, always perfecting
his craft. I am reminded of one of his favorite stories.
He talks about sending his son to the Wharton School
of Business. The tuition was outrageous. Freddy
inquires of his son whether he got a job upon
graduation. One month goes by, then two. Finally his
son calls from Florida. He says “Papa, I got a job at the
racetrack.” “Racetrack? You graduated the Wharton
School.” “But Papa”, replies his son. “I’m cleaning up.”
“Cleaning up”, his father retorts. “How?” “By
following the horses”, the son replies. “I’m cleaning up
after them.” “So much for my graduate of the Wharton
School.”
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Another favorite was Menasche Skolnick. Dressed
in a fedora with ill fitting pants and a jacket too long,
singing his aria and saying “I don’t sing from the top, I
don’t sing from the bottom, but what I do from the
middle” while pointing to his stomach. The audience
loved him.
George Burns was a personal friend. Short in height
with poor eyesight, he was originally the straight man
for his very funny wife, Gracie Allen After her death in
1964, he developed one of the most successful solo
careers ever. With his trademark cigar and always
roving eye for female beauty, he lived to be 100 years
old. He was not only a marvelous comedian, but a
terrific actor as well. Playing opposite Walter Matthau
in the Sunshine Boys, he delivered a masterful
performance. His appearances playing G-D in the
movie series OH G-D also were wonderful. I used to
kid him all the time when saying to him “you must
know everything” and he retorting “Why shouldn’t I,
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I’m G-D(kidding of course.) He was a wonderful, warm
man.
I had the honor of meeting the great comedian, Bob
Hope. He was not only funny but warm and sincere. He
was a true gentleman as well as very charitable.. He
donated his fee to some of Charles and Lillian Brown’s
favorite charities. And believe me, without mentioning
the amount, it was quite substantial.
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35.
Being a well known Cantor definitely has its perks.
One of them is making recorded music. In my early
years, I recorded my music on 78RPM records. I am
fortunate to have a number of those albums still in my
possession. When the recording industry became more
sophisticated, technology led to longer and larger
recordings on 33-1/3 12 inch disks. These were
followed by cassette tapes and finally CD’s. Although I
didn’t record as prodigiously as some of my colleagues,
these recordings gained me world wide recognition and
I am grateful for that.
My recordings also led to a wonderful reunion with
a colleague of mine whom I hadn’t seen since my days
as a young cantor. During David’s Bar Mitzvah, I
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davened not only at the wall but also the Hake Shlomo
synagogue next to the King David Hotel in Jerusalem.
The Schul leadership had heard of me because of my
recordings. They asked me to daven from the Amid.
When I inquired of their cantor, they told me it was
Cantor Asher Balaban, originally from Argentina. I met
him years back on Pitkin Avenue in Brooklyn through a
mutual friend, Joseph Cohen. I walked in as he was
getting ready to daven. What a wonderful reunion. He
was such a warm, pious man. He was thrilled to see me
and he said that he was going to do something extra
because of me and wanted me to join him on the
Bimah. Well, I don’t have to say that it was wonderful
because it was wonderful. When I got back to the states,
I sent him one of my albums. He wrote back to me
saying that he will always cherish it as well as our
friendship.
At this time, I must mention my colleague, Jan
Peerce. A world renown tenor with the Metropolitan
Opera, Jan entertained all over the world. He and his
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wife loved to go to the Catskill Mountains, preferably
Grossingers. Jan and Jennie Grossinger was close
friends and Jan enjoyed the hotel and its famous
hospitality. It must have been a slow time at Brown’s. I
called up Grossinger’s and made a reservation to spend
the weekend. Wouldn’t you know it that that was the
same weekend that Jan and his wife were up there.
Well, I don’t have to tell you that when he and I
reminisced about the past, we were together and time
played no part. The stories, anecdotes and jokes flew
back and forth. The wives realizing this went off by
themselves, knowing that they would never get a word
in edgewise what Jan and I talked. We reminisced about
Dunhill’s restaurant where all the Met singers used to
have coffee and wait for the reviews. One of the
subjects of our discussion was a mutual friend, Dr. Leo
Braun. Dr. Braun was a magnificent voice teacher who
was consulted regularly by opera singers and cantors
on vocal techniques. Everyone who consulted him
swore by him. After hearing me, he commented on the
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smoothness of my voice, saying that I possessed a
spinto tenor voice.
Also, that weekend, Jan entertained and I don’t have
to tell you what that was like. He was magnificent.
Besides operatic arias, Jan sung Yiddish favorites and
of course ended the performance with his signature
piece The Bluebird of Happiness. It was a weekend well
spent.
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36.
Through my daughter Barbara and son in law
Dennis, I seemed to gravitate toward their schul, the
Jericho Jewish Center. Louise and I began to spend our
Passover and High Holiday seasons at Barbara’s house
once I retired from Brown’s. Barbara and Dennis
hosted the entire family during these holidays, with all
of us sleeping over. We came up with the name “The
Smiler Hotel and Country Club.”. I have to give my
daughter the credit she deserves. She is the hostess with
the mostess. How she planned for 19-25 people
sleeping and eating for days at a time is a credit to her. I
thank her for it always.
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The Jericho Jewish Center is a wonderful traditional
schul. When I first began to daven there after Brown’s
closed, both Rabbi Steinhart and Cantor Israel
Goldstein welcomed Louise and I warmly.
Rabbi Stanley Steinhart was a man blessed with the
gift of a great orator. His sermons were moving, well
researched, timely and always on message. He was the
temple’s first Rabbi and he was the moving force in
building both the Jericho Jewish Center and the Jericho
Jewish community as a whole. He was a fierce
protector of religious principles and a fighter against all
forms of anti Semitism. He was the singular influence
in bringing the Solomon Schecter School to Jericho. He
was respected by his members as well as his religious
colleagues of all persuasions. I enjoyed a wonderful
friendship with Rabbi Steinhart. He had an affinity for
Chazunish and possessed a magnificent high baritone
voice. He was a frustrated cantor and loved to daven at
the Amid. He loved when I told anecdotes about the
great cantors of the 20th century. When he retired from
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his pulpit and moved with his wife Esther to Israel in
1999, he was succeeded by our current rabbi, Marvin
Richardson. Rabbi Richardson is forging his own
identity as a dynamic leader and is taking the Jericho
Jewish Center in new directions.
My relationship with Cantor Israel Goldstein of the
Jericho Jewish Center was one of warmth, good
fellowship and mutual respect. Possessed with a
magnificent tenor voice and a keen musical ear as well
as being a phenomenal sight reader, he ranks with the
best cantors of this or any other era. The son of the
famous Cantor of Vilna Lithuania and London England,
Jacob Goldstein. Israel Goldstein became the teacher of
cantors at Hebrew Union College’s School of Sacred
Music, where he holds the position of dean. Trained by
Israel Alter and Moishe Ganchoff, Cantor Goldstein is
considered by his colleagues to be “the cantor’s cantor.
He is held in high esteem by his congregants and
colleagues alike. When he retired from his pulpit, he
was succeeded by a young dynamic cantor, Barry
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Black, who in the span of two short years as the Cantor
of The Jericho Jewish Center is carving a wonderful
reputation as a young, warm inspirational cantor who
holds the promise of true greatness.
37.
After Brown’s hotel closed permanently in 1992,
Louise and I spent both the High Holidays and Pesach
by our daughter, Barbara. Being with our entire family
under one roof was a wonderful, if challenging
experience in itself. The sleeping as well as eating
arrangements was a challenge that any army general
would have found difficult. But leave it to Barbara who
not only met the challenge, but surmounted it. Any
caterer as well as hotel manager would have loved to
have Barbara on his or her team.
It also afforded me the opportunity to daven from
the Amid at the Jericho Jewish Center on Pesach.
Cantor Goldstein spent Pesach away with his entire
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family . He hired me to substitute for him. It was an
unforgettable experience. With Rabbi Steinhart at the
pulpit, the services retained their traditional flavor and I
was able to contribute to its success. It gave me such a
love of this schul that I joined it when I moved from
Brooklyn to Jericho.
38.
Being a member of the Chazunafabond (the
Cantors’ Association) brought me into contact with
many great cantors. We used to meet regularly,
exchange anecdotes as well as compare musical pieces.
Each member was great in his own right and many
members achieved worldwide fame. Two who stand out
among others are Pierre Pinchik and Ben Zion Kapov
Kagen. These two men were looked upon with respect
and awe by their colleagues. Their styles of Chazunish
as well as their rock solid knowledge made them
outstanding of their, as well as, any other era.
Cantor Mordechai Hershman was another cantor
whose reputation preceded him. Cantor of The Great
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Synagogue of Vilna, Lithuania before coming to
America, he was blessed with a golden voice and
unique cantorial style. I remember as a young married
man walking from my house on Snediker Avenue to the
schul on Vermont Street and Sutter Avenue to listen to
Cantor Hershman daven on Shabbos. It was an
unforgettable day as I sat amongst the crowd with my
eyes on my siddur and my ears attuned to Cantor
Hershman. He truly made Shabbos such a beautiful
experience. Not only was his voice magnificent, but his
Shabbat attire was outstanding. He wore a cutaway coat
and spats, while sporting a beautiful Van Dyke beard.
When I met him years later at the Edgewood Hotel in
the Catskills where he went for as he termed it “a
wacation”, I introduced myself as the cantor at Brown’s
Hotel and told him that I possessed many of his
recordings including the famous “Mikita, Mikita”. He
thanked me for it and inquired about my family as well
as myself. He was a truly humble man, easily
approachable with no airs of arrogance. Listening to
him daven makes one feel humble and closer to
115

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

Ha Shem.

38.
My children have diverse interests and I guess that
heredity and environment have played a role in shaping
their futures to some extent. My oldest child, Eunice
Margot. Her Hebrew name, Etta Minna reflected the
name that Louise and I chose for her. We chose the
name Eunice after a famous dancer, Eunice Healy,
popular at that time. Rather than choosing Eva or Edith,
we gave her the name Eunice. Thinking that Eunice was
original, I patted myself on the back for choosing it.
Yet, later on when she was teased about it, I had second
thoughts but to avoid more conflict, I didn’t want to go
back and change it.
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Eunice was the picture of fair skinned beauty with
blonde hair and blue eyes. Should I take credit for her
having a beautiful voice? I guess to some extent I
should although I always say that those who possess
magnificent singing voices inherit them from HaShem
Himself. Eunice has a magnificent voice handed down
to her through my grandfather, my father and I guess
myself as well. She showed a lot of talent at an early
age. When I became the cantor at Brown’s, she was 11
years old and joined my choir where she was a soprano
soloist. She performed in it for many years and was
always a source of joy to Louise and me. Because of
her fair complexion, blonde hair and blue eyes, many of
the guests at the hotel inquired of the shiksa singing
with our choir. Playing along for laughs, I said “you
want to know who she is? Don’t tell anyone but I sleep
with her mother.” Shocked at first, the guest
immediately realized that she’s my daughter and we
both enjoyed a good laugh. Eunice was a brilliant
student. She graduated with a Bachelor’s and Master’s
Degree from the Manhattan School of Music. Eunice
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had a desire to become an opera singer. However as
parents, Louise and I felt that she should pursue a more
stable career instead. Thus we encouraged her to teach.
and she entered the New York City Public School
System as a music teacher. Eunice pursued post
graduate study in the field of speech therapy. She is
now a certified speech therapist, engaged in private
practice.
Our second child, Barbara Ellen reminds me so
much of Louise, not only in looks(she is the image of
her mother) but also temperament and nishuma(nature).
She was given the Hebrew name Esther Breina, after
one of our cousins. When we called the daughter of the
person for whom we were naming Barbara, she said “
this girl is going to be something else. Naming her after
my mother who was considered the head of her family,
I predict that she will assume my mother’s
characteristics.” She was right. Barbara is the rock of
our family. Not only a wonderful wife, mother,
daughter and sister, she is the family member who
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assumes the role of family leader in good times and
bad. She organizes and caters all of the holidays that the
family spends together at her house. She was the family
member we all leaned on during Louise’s and our
daughter Temma’s final illnesses.
Barbara assumed these characteristics early in life.
Born with the looks of a beautiful china doll, she
possessed poise and grace from early childhood. She
was the daughter who helped Louise raise our three
youngest children. She entered the business world and
proved quite successful prior to her getting married to
Dennis. Active in both her schul and Hadassah, she is a
born take charge person to this day and a wise
counselor to our family. Always possessed with
extreme modesty, Barbara downplays her role in our
lives. I always tell her never to sell herself short. She
and Dennis, through their contacts were the people
responsible for facilitating Louise’s acceptance into the
Gurwein Geriatric Institute, where she spent her final
years. She is her mother’s child in every way, shape
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and form. She stands ready to assist anyone who is in
need. A truly remarkable woman.
Our son Mark, born in 1946, completed what we
Wolkins refer to a “Group A.” We lived downstairs
from my in-laws, who were Orthodox. We celebrated
all the holidays as well as Shabbat with them. Friday
evenings were especially memorable. We would have
Shabbat dinner together and then the children would
entertain us. Eunice would sing and Barbara would
recite poetry. I don’t remember exactly what Mark did
but I remember him forming a special bond with my
father in law. My father in law recognized a maturity
and caring nature in Mark that most boys his age did
not have. He was to say “wise beyond his years.”
One of the things that endeared Mark to us was the
fact that if he saw an elderly neighbor carrying
groceries from the supermarket, he always assisted
them to their homes. He also used help his mother by
shopping at the supermarket. The cashier at the
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supermarket always remembered Mark as being very
mature and independent. Mark also played hard at
sports and incurred several arm injuries associated with
boys being aggressive at sports. I remember on more
than one occasion rushing him to Dr. Rubenstein’s
office.
Mark was an excellent student. He brought home a
plethora of “A’s” on his report cards. Yet however,
Louise was called to school for discipline conferences
because Mark had a habit of “grinning down the
teacher.” Mark would sit and grin at the teacher until
she became unnerved. When questioned why he did
that, he said that he didn’t want to be disrespectful but
she taught the lesson yesterday and he was ready to
move on to the next lesson.
When he was small and with us at Brown’s, he
appointed himself “elevator operator”. He went up and
down the elevator and when the doors closed, he
wouldn’t let anyone on even if there was room and the
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people were waiting. Charlie Brown himself cornered
Mark and jokingly asked who gave him permission to
close the doors on the guests. Not knowing Charlie
Brown at first, Mark responded “my father is the boss
of this hotel and I’m the boss of the elevator.” Needless
to say, Louise and I were embarrassed, but knowing
how kind and generous Charlie Brown was, he
understood that boys will be boys and believe me, Mark
proved that saying true. Charlie Brown even wanted to
buy him a uniform. As long as he was pressing buttons,
he might as well look official. He reminded us of the
midget in the Phillip Morris commercial. Or another
time when I was davening Pesach services and Mark
was outside walking along the edge of the pool like a
tightrope walker. I never finished a Malachu Hayom so
fast. The pool had no water in it and he was by the deep
end. Talk about parents losing years worrying about
their children. But I must say, Mark exceeded all
expectations. He is a wonderful son, husband and
father.
122

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

My children grew up loving and keeping all of the
customs they learned from us and their grandparents.
Mark, to this day is the most observant of all my
children. It was especially difficult during his military
days. Out in the field, he had to eat K rations or starve.
He got kosher food while on base, but often through
mistakes, the base was without the provisions promised
him and he was forced to improvise. When he came
home on leave, Louise let out a shriek as to how thin he
became and swore that she would fatten him up before
he had to return to duty.
I have to say that the birth of our son David came at
a time when many people have already stopped having
children. We already celebrated Mark’s Bar Mitzvah
two years ago(1959), our daughters were well into their
teenage years and most people concentrated on
preparing for their children going to college, getting
married, etc. Now David comes along. You would think
that most parents would say “what am I going to do”.
Yet, Ha Shem works his will in many different ways.
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We accept whatever He gives and are grateful for it.
Also our daughter Barbara was like a second mother to
David, watching him and nurturing him along with
Louise. Barbara took David with her wherever she
went. Mark was the big brother in every sense of the
word, looking out for his baby brother, being his
protector and setting a wonderful example for him to
follow.
Growing up, David showed a talent in cooking and
food preparation. In his adolescent years, he managed a
bagel store on Central Ave. in the five towns area of
Long Island.
With the birth of the twins, Temma and Debbie, the
family was complete. We were the talk of the Catskill
mountains and the High Holidays and Pesach took on
new meaning. Until Eunice, Barbara and Mark went out
on their own and started their own families, the
Wolkins were a family unit par excellence. We did for
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each other, looked after on another and enjoyed the
blessings that Ha Shem bestowed upon us.
Life can display some idiosyncrasies. I was working
very hard and needed a rest. Louise and I took a
wintertime trip to Miami Beach, Florida. There for ten
days or two weeks, we could recharge out batteries, so
to speak. My mother in law stayed with the children,
who except for David were all grown and pretty much
on their own. Lo and behold, we get a call saying it’s
snowing like the dickens back in New York. We were
sunning ourselves at the pool. For a moment we felt
very guilty and said that we should shorten our say and
get back. Louise then thought “the kids are fine, there in
good hands, they’re warm and cozy in our house, and
grandma is with them. Are we crazy or what. We’ll
remain here and finish our vacation. We more than
earned it.” She was right. She was always right. I thank
her to this day for always keeping things in perspective
and on a proper keel.
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39.
One has to say that I was destined to be a cantor.
However, through sheer fate, I might have ended up as
an opera singer. In 1939, while working in the pleating
line as a salesman and I was walking along Broadway,
visiting customers and potential customers. I passed the
old Metropolitan Opera House on Broadway and West
39th Street. There was a sign saying “experienced
singers wanted.” What did I have to lose. I was single
and even though Louise and I were dating, I felt this
was an opportunity that I couldn’t pass up. I was an
avid fan of the opera, my voice was well trained and I
had experience as a boy cantor. I went in, filled out an
application and was directed to see the chorus master.
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He asked me if I could read music and I said I could.I
sang “Sholom Aleichem”. He liked what he heard and
directed me to a tenor named Charles Albert McLean.
He hailed from Canada. He said he could use me in the
chorus. We rehearsed in the off evenings and gave
concerts on Sundays. The above average ones appeared
as soloists in these concerts, accompanied by the rest of
us. They later were promoted to the main company,
who appeared on the stage at the opera house.
I met and became friends with many people
involved with the Met, including Jan Peerce and my
choral director, Richard Doren. I had to go rent a
tuxedo right away to wear at performances. It cost the
princely sum of $2.50, expensive for 1939. I must say
that it was a wonderful experience, concretizing with
some of the best singers in the world. I also had the
good fortune to become friends with a wonderful
female singer, Doris Doree, who was the backup singer
to the great Wagnerian soprano, Kirsten Flagstad. Doris
later sang soprano in my choir at Brown’s. A truly
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remarkable woman with a magnificent voice, she
became a friend of the family and “adopted” my son
Mark, as she called him “my little boy.”
Being a member of the Metropolitan Opera Chorus
did contain some unique privileges. One of them gave
me access to roam backstage and listen to the stars as
they rehearsed. One day, backstage, I hear a
magnificent tenor voice singing “Butterfly, Butterfly.”
It was none other than the great Jan Peerce in the prime
of his operatic career. He allowed me to stay and listen
to him vocalize and this was the beginning of a warm
and lasting friendship that continued for the rest of our
lives. I learned an awful lot from Jan about vocalization
and breathing. His wonderful sound always came from
the gut, never nasal. He also was extremely funny. We
went to Dunhill’s restaurant across the street from the
Opera House where Jan regaled me with stories. He
also was a cantor by profession and his father was a
caterer. He had a wonderful sense of humor. He began
the story “Here I was, Captain Pinkerton, a naval
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officer. I had an occasion to be in Tokyo and I met this
beautiful girl.” I played the straight man. I said “So
what happened?” He said “she stabbed herself.” I asked
“why?” He said “I made her pregnant. She expected me
to come back to her and I didn’t. As I was parking the
boat, I sang “Butterfly, Butterfly. While I was singing,
she had the nerve to stab herself. I didn’t do anything,
did I?” I replied “you miserable so and so. A shonder.”
It was like a routine reminiscent of Abbot and Costello.
We couldn’t swallow our coffee we were laughing so
hard. Whenever we were together, we did this routine.
Our wives knew that when we started, they had to go to
a different room because they knew that we told the
same stories and laughed just as hard every time we
told them.
When I sang at Brown’s I had the pleasure of
meeting the great Met baritone, Robert Merrill. Lillian
Brown who, as I mentioned, hired top notch
entertainment for her hotel, often engaged Robert
Merrill as a headliner. Bob Merrill, being the nice guy
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that he always was(I never saw him put on airs.) called
my room and asked me what I thought he should sing
that night. I told him to open up with the Largo al
Factotum from the Barber of Seville by Rossini. Also, I
told him to include Old Man River from Porgy and
Bess by George Gershwin. He brought the house down.
After the show, we went for coffee in the coffee shop
and retired to one of the couches in the lobby where we
spent our time till the wee hours of the morning talking
about the Metropolitan Opera. Very few people in the
world knew that Bob sometimes stammered when he
spoke. He covered it beautifully and of course when he
sang, no one would have believed it, his voice was so
magnificent. What I really liked about him was the fact
that he was a truly humble person, a rare quality found
in the opera world.
I was introduced to the great tenor, Richard Tucker
by a mutual acquaintance, Mr. Henry Schultz. Henry
took me to Richard and Sara’s home in Great Neck
New York. Sara greeted us at the door and ushered us
in. Richard was vocalizing upstairs, getting ready for a
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performance. He came down in a smoking jacket and
slacks and greeted me by saying “so you’re the man
who Lillian Brown says reminds her of me.” He did say
that he heard some of my recordings and admired my
quality and technique. Coming from someone like him
was a true compliment. He died in 1975 at the young
age of 62, while on tour with his close friend, Robert
Merrill. Richard Tucker was given the distinct honor of
having his funeral at the Metropolitan Opera House.
His successor as cantor of The Concord Hotel, my
friend, Herman Malamood sang the prayer for the
deceased, K’ael Molei Rachamim. A statue to his
memory stands across the street from the Met in what is
named Richard Tucker Square.
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40.
I would be remiss if I didn’t mention my work with
the Brotherhood Synagogue. I got a call from my
daughter Eunice who was expecting a visit from her
sister in law, Rachel. She was singing with a choral
group who was presently touring various cities in the
United States. The group consisted of men and women
with unusually beautiful voices. When Eunice heard
about it, she naturally called me because she knew that
I would be interested in hearing them perform.
They were performing at the Brotherhood
Synagogue, a beautiful conservative synagogue located
in the Gramercy Park section of Manhattan. Louise and
132

Shalom Aleichem

My Life As A Cantor
By
Cantor Abraham H. Wolkin as told to Robert S.. Hordos

I went with Eunice and Sol to hear them perform. We
found seats in the upstairs section of the synagogue. A
good portion of the members were physicians who
worked at the nearby hospitals and lived in the area. I
happened to be acquainted with the synagogue
president, Dr. Friedman who knew me from my days at
Brown’s Hotel.
The synagogue was unique in the respect that
anyone including converts of all nationalities were
members. There were Jews of the African American
persuasion, Chinese persuasion, etc. It was a true
representation of Judaism around the world, a mosaic if
you would like to refer to it as that. If I am not
mistaken, only in Israel would you find something
similar.
The concert was a huge success. It consisted of
songs in Yiddish, Hebrew, as well as the native
languages of the choir members. Also, the concert
included numbers performed in the Yiddish theater
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from hit shows. You couldn’t help leaving the
synagogue without a warm feeling of true brotherhood
at its best. The biggest surprise of the night came when
the rabbi introduced me to the audience. Needless to
say I felt tremendously honored that he would do that.
Many members of the audience recognized me from
Brown’s and applauded warmly. It was a truly heartfelt
experience.
That week, I got a call from the rabbi of the
Brotherhood Synagogue asking me what I would
charge for my choir and I to daven there on a Shabbos
weekend. I called my choir director, James Javore and
alerted him to start rehearsing for the performance. The
synagogue put the choir, Louise and myself up at the
Gramercy Park Hotel, complete with room service. It
was a memorable weekend. Not only was my voice in
rare form, but the warmth generated by the congregants
reception for us was magnificent. I improvised different
melodies for the service and brought back tonal
expressions that I remember hearing Cantor Rosenblatt
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do when I was young. James Javore got the choir to
perform background tones that were magnificent. I
must say that I reached a self plateau that weekend that
I don’t think I could ever surpass. I do believe that
HaShem wanted me to be as good as I can be and gave
me that little extra that made it possible.
My choir consisted of performers who in their own
right could be and were solo performers. The soprano
section were amazing. Doris Doree, who understudied
Kirsten Flagstad at the Met had a marvelous voice. My
tenor section was unmatched anywhere. Emil Phillipe, a
refugee from Argentina had a voice comparable to the
top leading tenors of the Met. He was a soloist par
excellence.
One of the most memorable events of that weekend
occurred at the end of the service when Dr. Friedman,
the president presented Louise and I with honorary
membership in the Brotherhood Synagogue as a token
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of esteem gratitude for my performance. As I think of it
to this day, tears of joy well up in my eyes.
Being an honorary member of the Brotherhood
Synagogue entitled Louise and I to participate in schul
functions and outings. One of the outings was a boat
cruise up and down the East River. The entertainment
for that trip was the renown comedian, Henny
Youngman. I knew him from Brown’s. When I saw
him, he asked “where’s Louise?” To which I replied
“she wasn’t invited this time. I’m working this one
alone.” He said “I asked them to take my wife, please.
They refused. So I’m working this one alone too.” The
two of us entertained the guests with songs and jokes. It
was wonderful. When we passed the Statue of Liberty,
Henny remarked “this is a lady. My wife, she’s my wife
but THIS IS A LADY.” We roared with laughter.
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41.
Radio station WHN in New York City used to
feature National Music Month once a year. During one
of those celebrations, they invited me to appear as a
guest host and commentator featuring a documentary
about the Brotherhood Synagogue. Their regular cantor
was Cantor Herman Diamond and the show featured the
nusach styles and recordings of Cantor Yossele
Rosenblatt. It was a give and take commentary by both
Cantor Diamond and myself on what made Rosenblatt
the renown cantor that he was. It was very well
received and got excellent reviews in the various
newspapers.
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42.
In 1989 things began to change. Brown’s was hit
with a labor dispute and could not open for the High
Holidays. What was I to do? My father Harry, living in
Woodmere rushed to the rescue. He helped secure a
contract for me to sing at the Tamarac Jewish Center in
Tamarac, Florida for the holiday. Louise and I spent a
lovely Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur in Florida. I
even was offered a lucrative contract to move down
there and take a permanent position. Louise however
did not want to be so far away from our family where
she would only be able to see them on a limited basis.
We both realized that New York was our home. I sent
the schul my sincere thank you but officially turned
them down. Money should not be the sole determiner of
your life’s decisions.
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During Passover, I stayed with my daughter Barbara
Smiler and davened from the Amid at the Jericho
Jewish Center for the first two days, filling in for
Cantor Goldstein. But I could see that the handwriting
was on the wall.
When you have a good thing going, so to say, you
would like it to last forever. Unfortunately this is not
the case. Year by year, beginning in the 1980’s, the
hotels in the Catskill Mountains began to lose
customers for a variety of reasons. My children’s
generation and their children began to travel to distant
destinations like the Caribbean islands for a vacation.
Las Vegas and Atlantic City began to build huge
gambling meccas that attracted tourists from all over
the world. The little paradise that we refer to fondly as
“the Mountains” could not compete. Grossingers, The
Concord, The Raleigh, The Pines,etc eventually closed
their doors. Brown’s was no exception. In 1992, my
career was sadly but officially terminated as Brown’s
closed its operation and sold the hotel. The new owner,
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Mr. Max Margolies offered me a contract but I decided
that I should not continue because starting to work for a
new owner would leave me with a feeling of insecurity,
like starting a new job. At my age, I could not and
should not have to worry about a livelihood.
It was a sad parting. Charles was deceased and
Lillian Brown did not want to continue further. They
were my family and parting with them left an aching in
both Louise’s and my heart. I was 74 years old and I
asked myself “what do I do now?” Fortunately, The
Jericho Jewish Center helped fill part of the void.
Through the generosity of Rabbi Steinhart and Cantor
Goldstein, I davened from the Amid for the next seven
years during the Pesach and sometimes the Shavout and
Succoth holidays. Being a chazzan is my true love and
it never left me. Staying at my daughter Barbara’s
house during the holidays brought me even closer with
my children, grandchildren and now great
grandchildren. HaShem has been good to me and
granted me gluck and parnosse.
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43.
What do you do when you retire and why do they
call it “The Golden Years”? For some people, it can be
very difficult to leave the workforce. Some feel like an
old horse put out to pasture. They feel useless, a burden
on their children. A friend of mine told me that he feels
that life is like a card game and you play the hand that
Ha Shem dealt you to the best of your ability.
I had some interim jobs at various shuls, filling in
for cantors where needed. But Louise and I discussed
what I was doing and she said to me “Abe, enough is
enough. Retire and enjoy yourself. We have each other,
our children and grandchildren. We’re comfortable,
what more do we need?”
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I have to say that I married the smartest woman on
the face of the earth. She always made sense and she
was always my best fan and supporter. I decided that
my working days were behind me.
Louise was active with National Council For Jewish
Women for many years, teaching a yoga class on a
regular basis. We traveled together and spent more
time with our children. Our grandchildren grew up
before our eyes and we shared their joy at their
weddings, which took place in various parts of the
country and internationally. The biggest dividend of all
was to see the arrival of our great grandchildren. When
one is blessed with long life to see this occur, it is a true
blessing.
Life unfortunately has its downside as well and
none of us are spared. My wonderful wife was stricken
with Parkinson’s disease in 2001 and thus began the
long decline of her physical faculties. We had to sell
our beautiful home in Brooklyn and move to smaller
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quarters because we needed all the rooms on one level.
Eventually, she needed assistance on a daily basis and I
had to hire live in help. It was terrible because Louise
was such a fighter and a tremendously proud person
who always gave help to others but wanted none back
in return. To see her lose her strength before my eyes
and require assistance for all her necessities was the
most heart wrenching experience I ever had to face. I
prayed to Ha Shem for comfort and guidance. Barbara
and Dennis, through their contacts, were able to secure
a bed at Gurwein Geriatric Center on Long Island.
Louise spent her final years there. I took a small
apartment near Barbara and Dennis in Jericho so that I
could visit Louise on a daily basis.
Just this past year, our daughter Temma, who was
not a well girl to start with, came down with a severe
infection and passed away suddenly after only being in
the hospital a short time. While sitting Shiva at
Barbara’s house two days later, we got the call that
Louise went into a coma and quietly passed away. I
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firmly believe to this day that deep down, Louise knew
of Temma’s passing and went with her to care for her
under Ha Shem’s sheltering presence. This was always
Louise, a wonderful wife, a dear and loving mother, a
doting grandmother and great grandmother and a dear
and cherished friend to all who knew her.
Where do I go from here? Jews must not mourn
perpetually. We mourn, remember and move on. I will
always cherish my life with Louise and the beautiful
memories with her. I must carry on! The Jericho Jewish
Center is the center of my days. I daven in the mornings
as well as Shabbat. The Shul serves as a place of
comfort and renewal. The clergy, Rabbi and Maureen
Richardson as well as Cantors Goldstein and Black treat
me with the utmost respect and affection. The Schul has
so many warm and wonderful members that they are
too numerous to mention. Ha Shem has truly blessed
me with a wonderful life and I thank him for it.
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Epilogue
The Wolkin family gathered last Sunday for
Lillian(Louise)’s and Temma’s unveiling. The whole
family was represented including some of the great
grandchildren. Rabbi Richardson presided and all of the
children gave moving eulogies to their mother and
sister. It was a fitting tribute to see this occur and to
witness the devotion that the family has toward their
parents. We often wonder, as parents, how our children
will remember us. Louise and Abe Wolkin need not
worry. They did their job.
Robert S. Hordos
Jericho, N.Y.
June 15, 2008
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A member of the Metropolitan Opera Chorus, 1939
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With Louise outside our home, Stratford Connecticut 1944
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Louise at Brown’s circa 1959
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At The Chateau D'Or circa 1958
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Bubbe Raisele with her daughters 1930 1

Bubbe Raisele with her daughters Chayke, Mirrel, Becky and Rashke circa 1930
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With Eunice, Mark and Barbara at Brown’s 1959. We liked to call this group “Family A”
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Concert of World Famous Cantors Association, Madison Square Garden, New York City, 1960. I’m #13
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Louise and I with “Family B” David, Temma and Debbie, circa 1977 at Brown’s

Relaxing after the Seder with Family “B’ 1977
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The official portrait in 1962 at the height of his career.
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.
The official publicity picture taken in 1952 and used by the Brown’s Hotel for advertisement purposes.
Lillian Brown referred to this picture when she said that Cantor Wolkin bore a great resemblance to the Metropolitan Opera star, Richard Tucker
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David, Deborah and Temma, family “B”. The Cantor always kept these on his desk.
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