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Abstract 

 

“Perl’s of Wisdom:” “Rabbi” Sam Perl, New Models of Acculturation, and the “In-

Between” Jew 

 

Allison Elizabeth Schottenstein, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Robert Abzug 
 

“‘Perl’s of Wisdom’: ‘Rabbi’ Sam Perl, New Models of Acculturation, and the ‘In-

Between’ Jew” examines archival materials from the Dolph Briscoe Center for American 

History, The Brownsville Herald and El Heraldo de Brownsville to demonstrate how Sam 

Perl — an Eastern European Jewish immigrant who changed the face of Brownsville, 

Texas — redefines historical approaches to Jewish acculturation.  In this bordertown, Perl 

not only revitalized the Jewish community when he became the temple’s lay-rabbi, but he 

also actively united Mexican and Anglo communities both in Brownsville and across the 

border in its sister city of Matamoros.  In Perl’s efforts to simultaneously revitalize his 

own religious community and the greater social landscape of the border area, Perl proved 

that he did not need to conform to the expectations of Anglo-Christian identity to 

succeed.   Challenging theories of whiteness studies scholars, Perl never sacrificed his 

Jewish identity, had a boulevard named after him, and came to be known as “Mr. 
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Brownsville.” Indeed, Perl’s profound impact on the Brownsville-Matamoros community 

was the result of his ability to occupy an “in-between,” interstitial position that did not 

require him to blend in with majority cultures; that is, Perl remained distinctly Jewish 

while simultaneously involving himself in both Anglo and Mexican arenas. Immersing 

himself in every aspect of bordertown life, Perl occupied multiple roles of community 

authority, serving as a businessman, rabbi, a Charro Days founder, cultural diplomat, 

court chaplain and radio host.  A close examination of Perl’s life and considerable legacy 

demonstrates how new acculturation models are needed to better understand the manner 

in which Jews like Perl have adapted and contributed to dominant cultures.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

I loved Sam Perl dearly . . . I happened to be at one of the City Commission meetings 
when Guy Pete and Steve Bosio were there in their efforts to have 12th Street renamed 
Sam Perl Boulevard.  I was so happy to see someone taking the initiative for a tribute for 
our beloved Sam . . . [It would] be beautiful to have a statue of Sam on the highest peak 
of the street where the levee crosses . . I have . . . this deep desire to accomplish this one 
small tribute to a great man, a man I loved with such emotion and all of Brownsville 
loves . . . So . . . I have talked to Dorothy Huddlestone, she in turn took the project to 
Rabbi Michaels, he discussed it with Temple Beth El!1 
 

On March 29, 1981, Susan H. Austin — a superintendent in the Brownsville, 

Texas city government — wrote this letter to Stella Perl, the wife of Sam Perl, to discuss 

plans for a ceremony and commemoration to be held in honor of Stella’s husband, who 

had died the year before.  But to someone unfamiliar with the history of Brownsville, this 

letter generates more questions than answers.  Who was the mysterious figure at the 

center of this letter? What position did he occupy in this community? Why did he deserve 

a formal public tribute? And most importantly, what might the narrative and legacy of the 

celebrated individual named Sam Perl signify historically?  

One gathers from Austin’s letter that Perl was beloved throughout Brownsville as 

well as in the Jewish community.   Austin does not elaborate upon why this South Texas 

border town had decided to dedicate an entire boulevard — let alone a public statue — to 

this particular individual, but it is clear that Brownsville supported the project.   Given 

                                                
1 Sam Perl, “Letter from Susan Austin to Mrs. Stella Perl, March 29, 1981,” Sam Perl 
Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of 
Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters, 1934,1949-1958,1970-1989. 
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that Brownsville’s population was 90% Latino in the 1990s,2 a ceremony in honor of a 

non-Latino might seem out of the ordinary. Moreover, Brownsville was reported to have 

only one hundred Jewish families in 1975.3 How was it that an Ashkenazic Jew became 

so well regarded in this predominantly Mexican-American border town?     

As surprising as Perl’s rise to prominence in Brownsville may be, it is equally 

surprising that so little has been written about this remarkable individual. Secondary 

works about Perl reveal that his experiences were in many ways atypical of those of 

immigrant Jews in America as commonly understood.   For example, he immigrated 

through Texas, not through the traditional port of Ellis Island.4  In Brownsville, Perl 

occupied a number of positions, some of which were unusual — a lay rabbi, a founder of 

the Mexican pre-Lenten holiday Charro Days, a profitable clothing merchant, a member 

of the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce, an ambassador on goodwill trips to Mexico, a 

media figure and court chaplain.   One would expect a complex and successful figure 

such as this to feature prominently in American Jewish history texts, yet Perl’s story 

remains for the most part obscured and regionalized.5   Indeed, it has been relegated to 

                                                
2 William L. Adams and Anthony K. Knopp, Portrait of a Border City: Brownsville, 
Texas (Austin, TX: Eakin Press, 1997), 28. 
3 Temple Beth-El, “‘Jewish Life in Brownsville—A Salute to the State of Texas on Its 
Sesquicentennial, Slide Exhibit,” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], The 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], 
Box 3A169. Folder: Brownsville. 
4 Hollace Ava Weiner, Jewish Stars of Texas: Rabbis and Their Work (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 1999), 124. 
5 The only historians who have explored Perl's life in any detail are Hollace Ava Weiner, 
Ruthe Winegarten, Harriet Denise Joseph, Ruby A. Wooldridge and Robert B. Vezetti - 
all Texans. 
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the margins of local Brownsville histories, state histories, and works of Jewish Texan 

history, and never mentioned in prominent American Jewish history textbooks like 

Jonathan Sarna’s American Judaism.  Considering his many achievements, why have 

American Jewish scholars failed to recognize the significance of Sam Perl’s contribution, 

particularly when at the very crossroads of Brownsville and the Mexican town of 

Matamoros a celebrated boulevard is currently named after him?  

Sam Perl’s story is worthy of exploration for another reason as well, namely, the 

challenge that it poses to scholarly understandings of the Jewish experience in America. 

Most scholars of American Jewry—especially proponents of Whiteness Studies— would 

likely claim that Perl’s story is typical of the experience of Jewish acculturation, arguing 

that his prominence should ultimately be ascribed to his ability to be accepted and 

identified as white.6  In the 1950s, Jewish sociologists were proponents of the idea that 

Jews should be considered white, rather than members of a distinct race.  This strain in 

scholarship is exemplified by the work of Will Herberg, whose 1955 Protestant, 

Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology promoted the view that 

arriving Jews and the generations which followed them transitioned from “ethnic 

immigrant” status to “white” American status more easily than other groups and 

                                                
6 See also Karen Brodkin Sacks, “How Did Jews Become White Folks?,” eds., 
Maurianne Adams and John Bracey, Strangers & Neighbors: Relations between Blacks & 
Jews in the United States (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999).; Matthew 
Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of 
Race (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998).; David A. Roediger, Working 
Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey 
from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (New York: Basic Books, 2005). 
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peoples.7 The view that Jews embraced white identity in order to acculturate continues to 

be endorsed by numerous sociologists.8   

Yet in a myriad of distinctive ways, Sam Perl’s life and experiences do not 

conform to this quest for whiteness and acculturation.   Despite the fact that Anglos held 

                                                
7 Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology 
(Chicago: The University Press, 1995), 172.; Milton Gordon, “Assimilation in American 
Life: Theory and Reality,” eds., N. Yetman and C.H. Steele, Majority and Minority: The 
Dynamics of Racial and Ethnic Relations (Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon, 1971), 280-
281.; Eric Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 136. 
8 Marshall Sklare , for example,argued that Jews acculturated easily because America 
never considered them to be a “pariah people.” See: Marshall Sklare, ed., Observing 
America’s Jews (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1993), 24-28, 206-207. 
Milton Gordon traces the desire for Anglo-conformity to American republican ideology 
after the Revolutionary War, when new immigrants who stood out from the mainstream 
were perceived as tainting the country (Gordon 265). The ideal American could be an 
immigrant, but had to belong to a “superior race of tall, blond, blue-eyed ‘Nordics’ or 
Aryans,” not “the darker Alpines or Mediterraneans — both inferior breeds whose 
presence in America threatened [the] . . . stock and culture” (Gordon 267). Newly arrived 
immigrants were encouraged to claim “English institution[s,] . . . the English language, 
and English-oriented cultural patterns,” emulating “standard Anglo-Saxon cultural 
patterns” in order to fit into America (Gordon 264). See: Milton Gordon, “Assimilation in 
American Life: Theory and Reality,” eds., N. Yetman and C.H. Steele, Majority and 
Minority: The Dynamics of Racial and Ethnic Relations (Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon, 
1971), 264-267. For more recent sources consult: Roberta Rosenberg Farber and Chaim I. 
Waxman, eds., Jews in America: Contemporary Reader (Hanover: Brandeis University 
Press, 1999).; Charles Silberman, A Certain People: American Jews and Their Lives 
Today (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985).; Sylvia Barack Fishman, Double or 
Nothing?: Jewish Families and Mixed Marriage (Brandeis Series in American Jewish 
History, Culture and Life & HBI Series on Jewish Women) (Hanover: Brandeis 
University Press, 2004). See, e.g., Roberta Rosenberg Farber and Chaim I. Waxman, eds., 
Jews in America: Contemporary Reader (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 1999).; 
Charles Silberman, A Certain People: American Jews and Their Lives Today (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1985).; Sylvia Barack Fishman, Double or Nothing?: Jewish Families 
and Mixed Marriage (Brandeis Series in American Jewish History, Culture and Life & 
HBI Series on Jewish Women) (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 2004). 
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majority rule for the better part of Brownsville’s existence,9 Perl did not adopt a 

quintessential American white identity, but remained visibly Jewish.   Moreover, 

although Mexicans would be accorded a version of white identity around the 1940s,10 

Perl did not adopt a Mexican identity in a border town in which the population was 

predominately Mexican.   So if the theories of acculturation do not apply, how then does 

one explain the story of Sam Perl?  

To better understand Perl’s narrative and legacy, one must approach his 

experience in Brownsville using different theoretical models, such as those provided in 

Sander Gilman’s Jewish Frontiers: Essays on Bodies, Histories, and Identities and Rabbi 

Robert Marx’s “The People in Between.”  Gilman argues that Jewish acculturation 

theories have centered simplistically around the idea that the Diaspora is itself the 

“center” of Jewish history.11  But, according to Gilman, each Jewish experience in a new 

region is unique.12  Gilman’s theory suggests that Jewish acculturation experiences 

cannot be generalized in terms of phenomena such as Anglo-conformity because Jewish 

                                                
9 Even though Mexican-Americans had been active in politics in Brownsville, they still 
held “numerically inferior positions.”  It was not until 1963 when Antonio (Tony) 
Gonzalez became Brownsville’s “first Mexican-American” mayor that a Mexican-
American held a more prominent position. See: Adams and Knopp, Portrait of a Border 
City: Brownsville, Texas, 226. 
10 Ariela Gross, “Texas Mexicans and the Politics of Whiteness,”Law and History 
Review 21, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 200. 
11 Sander Gilman, Introduction to Jewries at the Frontier: Accommodation, Identity, 
Conflict, eds., Sander Gilman and Milton Shain (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1999), 11. 
12 Ibid, 21-23. 
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experiences are “constantly shifting and constantly challenged”13 — that is, they change 

depending on geography and culture.   When Jews enter a new land they “confront and 

are confronted by the inhabitants of each land . . . [in] a place of perpetual contact at the 

margins.”14  Jews may be able to negotiate a place for themselves, but they remain 

visibly distinct: “[N]o matter how ‘French’ the Jews of Quebec become they can never 

become French enough; the Jews of Brazil maintain their difference while becoming part 

of the general culture as Jews.”15  A proponent of Gilman’s theory, Seth Wolitz, 

describes how Jewish life in Texas is “distinct from other parts of the United States”16 

because Jews encounter in Texas various ethnic groups from “the dominant Anglo-

Texan, [to] the subaltern African-Americans and [to] Mexican-Americans.”17  Few in 

number, Texas Jews remain different from other groups, ultimately epitomizing what 

Gilman describes as the “migrant culture of the in-between.”18 According to Gilman, 

Jews in territories like Texas occupy a perpetual “Jewish borderland” as the “border 

dweller,”19 inhabiting a series of imaginary and physical spaces, each of which helps 

them to deconstruct, construct, and reconstruct their minority identity.   Profoundly 

                                                
13 Ibid,19. 
14 Ibid, 22. 
15 Ibid, 23. 
16 Seth L.Wolitz, “Bifocality in Jewish Identity in the Texas-Jewish Experience,” eds., 
Sander Gilman and Milton Shain, Jewries at the Frontier: Accommodation, Identity, 
Conflict (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 1999), 185-186. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Gilman, Introduction to Jewries at the Frontier: Accommodation, Identity, Conflict, 
11. 
19 Ibid, 14. 
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uncertain about their position and aware that they will never completely be like the 

majority, Jews constitute a “multiple yet single entity”20 — a “multiple entity” because 

each Jewish community has a different experience, and a “single entity” because “of the 

common archaeology or cultural identity they believed themselves to share.”21  Gilman’s 

theory thereby recasts what it means to be Jewish throughout the world while providing 

innovative acculturation models for figures like Perl.  

Concepts of Jewish identity in Marx’s “The People In Between” extend this 

argument further.   This is invaluable, because Gilman’s theory does not fully explain 

how a community-involved Jew in a border town, like Perl, could become so well 

accepted as to have a boulevard named after him.   Founder of the Jewish Council on 

Urban Affairs, Rabbi Marx argues that Jews are an “in between” people22 because they 

are marginalized and never able to completely fit within the dominant culture. 23  Marx’s 

theory complements Gilman’s particularly well through its articulation of what Marx 

calls the Jewish “interstitial” position.   By definition, something which is “interstitial” 

                                                
20 Ibid, 20. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Robert J. Marx, “The People in Between: The Paradox of Jewish Interstitiality” 
(Jewish Council on Urban Affairs, Chicago, Il, April 13,1968) 
http://www.jcua.org/site/DocServer/6047The_People_in_Between.pdf?docID=203 
(accessed 1 May 2011).  
23 My use of the phrase “in-between” is not to be confused with James R. Barrett and 
David Roediger’s use of it in “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality and the ‘New 
Immigrant’ Working Class.”  Their use of "in-between” refers to the social process of 
whiteness.   They discuss how “native born and older immigrants often placed these 
newer immigrants [i.e. Polish, Italian] [as] not only above African and Asian Americans . 
. . but also below ‘white’ people.” See: James R. Barrett and David Roediger, “Inbetween 
Peoples: Race, Nationality and the ‘New Immigrant’ Working Class” Journal of 
American Ethnic History 16, no. 3 (Spring 1997): 4.  
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occupies “an empty space or gap between spaces full of structure or matter.”24  

According to Marx, Jews occupy this “in-between” space and have taken on the position 

of being an “interstitial” group who are 

 

located between the parts of the social structure of western societies. 
Neither a part of the masses nor of the power structure, Jews were 
uniquely positioned so that they fulfilled certain vital yet dispensable 
functions . . . It may open a path to the gas chamber or it may lead to 
prophetic heights that enable the Jewish people to rise above parochialism 
or nationalism.25 
 

 
“Uniquely positioned,” Jews are caught between two worlds — that of the dominant 

group (Anglos, for example) and the more disempowered cultural minority (Mexicans or 

African-Americans, for example).   Straddling this border, Jews can be accepted by both 

groups or perceived to be the enemy.   As we will discover, Perl will come to epitomize 

both Gilman’s innovative acculturation model and Marx’s theory of the Jew as the “in-

between.” 

With Gilman’s and Marx’s theories in mind, I will argue that Perl could not 

simply conform to the cultural values of one particular population — Anglo or 

Mexican.26  Instead, Perl would seek to position himself as the “in-between” or 

“interstitial” Jew Gilman and Marx describe.   At the same time, his existence would not 
                                                
24 Wikipedia, s.v. “interstitial space,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interstitial (accessed 
May 1, 2011). 
25 Marx, “The People in Between,” 1968. 
26 Throughout the paper I refer to the two populations that Perl seeks to unite as “Anglos 
and Mexicans."  More often than not, these may be considered synonymous with my use 
of "Brownsvillians and Matamorans"— though, of course, there were Anglos in 
Matamoros and Mexicans in Brownsville. 
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be that of the Outsider.   Perl’s unique position — one which would lead to having a 

boulevard named in his honor — enabled him to build cultural bridges by occupying the 

“interstitial” gap between Anglo and Mexican populations and by filling that gap with his 

Jewishness.   

Not only was Perl the definitively “in-between” Jew, but the Brownsville-

Matamoros region was itself an “in-between” place due to the flow of Mexicans to 

Brownsville and Anglos to Matamoros.   Socioculturally, Perl’s position would enable 

him to bridge the gap between these two communities, ultimately causing cultural 

boundaries to blur.   In his later years, Perl described the border region as the “one great 

metropolis of Brownsville-Matamoros[,] with the Rio Grande being forgotten as if it 

didn’t exist.”27  Perl could make claims like this because he himself became one of the 

elements that joined Anglo and Mexican communities together.   Perl may have related to 

Mexicans racially because throughout American history they have been viewed either as 

non-white or “other white”28 — a perception often held about Jews.29  At the same time, 

                                                
27 Bill Young, “Large Group Honors Perl as ‘Mr. Friendship’ Here,” Sam Perl Papers, 
1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k182. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
28 Mexicans were considered legally as “white” after the 1940s.  However, throughout 
American history Mexicans have perpetually been seen as the “Other.”  I base this idea 
on the following historical facts.  In 1848, when Texas annexed Mexico through the 
Treaty of Hidalgo, the United States found it difficult to define Mexicans racially, which 
caused them to be treated as inferior “greasers” (Ronald Takaki, 163.; Natalie Molina, 
169.; Mario Barrera,7.; Arnoldo De Leon, 88.). In the early 20th century, Mexicans again 
faced difficulties with their racial identity in white America and were ambiguously 
defined (e.g. the United States Immigration Committee's Dillingham Commission). 
(Molina, 172-174.; Victoria Hattam, 109.). In the 1930s, Mexicans began to be classified 
as a separate race (Ariel Gross, 200.). This changed in the 1940s when Mexicans were 
officially classified as white; however, they still were not considered “social[ly] equal to 
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Perl may have related to Anglos because he shared some of their economic advantages 

while also having access to a number of civic organizations to which cultural minorities 

like Mexicans in Brownsville were denied access.30  Perl’s status as an “in-between” Jew 

would gain its fullest expression in terms of community-building between these two 

groups, especially through his contributions to the pre-Lenten festival known as Charro 

Days, a bicultural Mexican and American holiday. 

To fully explore how Perl would come to embody the “in-between” Jew, one must 

consider not only Perl’s narrative and legacy, but also how the greater culture of the 

Brownsville-Matamoros area would shape it.   An examination of how the early Jews of 

Brownsville positioned themselves in terms of other minority groups (Mexicans and 

African-Americans) will enable us to better appreciate Perl’s identity as an “in-between” 

                                                                                                                                            
the Anglo-Saxon majority” because they were thought to embody what was described as 
“other whiteness” (Steven H. Wilson, 151.). With the Chicano movement of the late 
1960s, Mexicans perceived themselves as “brown” as a result of persistent discrimination 
by the Anglo community. It was not until the 1980s that Latinos were categorized 
ethnically as “Hispanic” (Wilson, 176.; Gross 201, 204.).  See: Mario Barrera, Race and 
Class in the Southwest: A Theory of Racial Inequality (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1979).; Ariel Gross, “Texas Mexicans and the Politics of Whiteness,”Law 
and History Review 21, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 195-205.; Victoria Hattam, In the Shadow of 
Race: Jews, Latinos, and Immigrant Politics in the United States (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007).; Arnoldo De Leon, They Called Them Greasers: Anglo Attitudes 
Toward Mexicans in Texas, 1821-1900 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983).; 
Natalie Molina, “‘In a Race All Their Own’: The Quest to Make Mexicans Ineligible for 
U.S. Citizenship”Pacific Historical Review 79, no. 2 (May 2010): 167-201.; Ronald 
Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in the Nineteenth Century America (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1978).; Steven H. Wilson, “Brown over ‘Other White’: Mexican 
Americans’ Legal Arguments and Litigation Strategy in School Desegregation Lawsuits” 
Law and History Review 21, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 145-194. 
29 Goldstein, 1-5. 
30 Meizhu Lui, Barbara Robies, and Betsy Leondar-Wright, The Color Of Wealth: The 
Story Behind the U.S. Racial Wealth Death (New York: The New Press, 2006), Chapter 
1. 
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Jew.   I will then examine Sam and his brother Leon’s experiences in the Brownsville 

area from 1926 until around 1938, particularly in terms of how Perl’s Jewish identity was 

shaped by business dealings and relationships with other minorities.   I will then consider 

in even greater depth how Perl’s identity as an “in-between” Jew reached its fullest 

expression through his involvement in Charro Days, the Mexican and American festival 

he helped to found.   Lastly, I will explore how — well into the 1970s — Perl continued 

to embody the status of the “interstitial” Jew through post-Charro Days contributions to 

the community.   A consideration of all of these aspects of “Rabbi” Sam Perl’s complex 

identity will better enable us to understand how he became a local hero whose greater 

status as “Mr. Brownsville” has larger implications for historical understandings about 

Jewish identity and the process of acculturation.   Moreover, a full examination of the life 

of Perl will hopefully enable American Jewish scholars to see that stories like these 

should not be treated as obscure footnotes in regional history, but rich narratives that 

provide a greater understanding of the Jewish experience in that they dismantle the 

widely accepted theory that all Jews must conform to the values of a dominant culture to 

survive and thrive.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THE EARLY JEWS OF BROWNSVILLE AND MINORITY 
INTER-RELATIONS  

 

     From the 19th to the early part of the 20th century, Brownsville provided a home 

to a large number of Mexicans31 and a small but growing number of religiously isolated 

Jews.32   A decade after Brownsville became a city,33 an equally small number of 

African-Americans34 (around sixty-six) arrived from Jamaica, the Grand Cayman 

Islands, and Mexico.35 Interactions between Jews and Mexicans and African-Americans 

could best be described as a form of constantly shifting negotiation further complicated 

                                                
31 Because Brownsville was a border town, the majority of its population was Mexican; 
however, they maintained a "minority" status culturally.  See: Alicia A. Garza and 
Christopher Long, "BROWNSVILLE, TX," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hdb04), accessed June 25, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
32The Jewish population in Brownsville in the 19th century was relatively small, with 
only a handful of Jews.  Technically, the first Jew was Simon Mussina, who came to 
Brownville after 1848.   He helped found The American Flag, an English newspaper first 
published in Matamoros.  It later moved to Brownsville. See: Hollace Ava Weiner, 
Jewish Stars of Texas: Rabbis and Their Work (College Station: Texas A&M University, 
1999), 127.; Chula Griffin, “The History of the Brownsville Hebrew Cemetery,” ed., The 
Brownsville Historical Association, A Blast from the Past! Windows to Yesteryear from 
the Archives of The Brownsville Historical Association 50th Anniversary 1947-1997: 
Volume II (Brownsville: Border Press, 1996), 89.  
33 Points of Interest in and around Brownsville/Compliments of Chamber of Commerce, 
Brownsville, Texas (Brownsville: Chamber of Commerce, 1931). n.p. 
34 According to Cornelio Nouel’s “A Few Comments on the History of Blacks in 
Brownsville,” African-Americans who came to Brownsville were “possibly descendants 
of runaway slaves.” See: Cornelio Nouel, “A Few Comments on the History of Blacks in 
Brownsville,” ed., Milo Kearney, Still More Studies in Brownsville History (Brownsville: 
The University of Texas Brownsville, 1991), 69. 
35 Ibid. 
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by perceptions of racial hierarchies. Taken as a whole, these factors will begin to explain 

how Perl would later come to embody his “in-between” status and unite Anglos and 

Mexicans while helping the Jewish community in Brownsville find itself as well. 

As we shall see, Perl’s interactions with the Mexican community would develop 

as an outcome of his clothing store in Brownsville. Business interactions such as this 

were in fact the primary way that early Brownsville Jews cultivated relations within the 

community. These business relationships between Jews and Mexicans reinforced Jewish 

perceptions of racial and cultural hierarchies in the Brownsville-Matamoros area from the 

mid-19th century onward.   Not only did Jews conduct extensive business with the 

Matamoros  community in general, but they also shared a cemetery with the Mexican 

Jewish population sponsored by the Hebrew Benevolent Society for burials for Mexican 

Jews. 36   Generally, the early Jews of Brownsville tended to be German merchants37 

who sought to do business with Mexicans through the prospect of trade in the Rio Grande 

Valley.38 Several Jewish merchants developed business relations with the Mexican 

community, which helped set the stage for Perl, who would follow in their lead. Solomon 

Ansheim’s dry goods business, Daniel Wolf’s general merchandising business, and 

                                                
36 Griffin,89.; 233. The Hebrew Benevolent Society was granted to the Jewish 
population in 1860 by Charles Stillman, the Anglo founder of Brownsville. 
37 Gerhard Grytz, “German Immigrants in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, 1850-1920: A 
Demographic Overview,” eds., Milo Kearney, Anthony Knopp, and Antonio Zavaleta, 
Studies in Rio Grande Valley History (Brownsville: The University of Texas at 
Brownsville and Texas Southmost College, 2005), 149. 
38 Ibid. 
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Bernard Kowalski’s dry goods store39 all contributed to the economy through extensive 

commerce with the Mexican community.   Because Jewish merchants such as these 

engaged in large-scale trade in the Brownsville-Matamoros area, it influenced how Jews 

perceived Mexicans racially as well as how they perceived African-Americans, with 

whom they had little if any commercial relationship.  

One story of a Jewish merchant family in mid-19th century Brownsville 

illuminates how Jews in the area had begun to develop hierarchized racial perceptions of 

Mexicans and African-Americans.   For the American Israelite on August 31, 1877, an 

anonymous author wrote an article entitled “A Texas Orphan” describing how in the late 

1860s a Jewish Brownsville merchant family named Israel had an unnamed non-Mexican 

“negro woman servant” who later became foster mother to their orphaned child Oscar.40   

When Mrs. Israel died in childbirth, Oscar was left with only a father.   A typical 

Brownsville Jewish businessman, Mr. Israel “crossed the border into the interior of 

Mexico . . . [and] was never heard from again.  It was supposed he was killed in company 

with many other peddlers.”41  The African-American domestic’s adoption of Oscar was 

seen as controversial because there had been “many offers from Mexican and American 

                                                
39 Ibid. 149-150. 
40 The American Israelite, “A Texas Orphan —1877 in The American Israelite, 
Cincinnati, August 31, 1877,” Floyd S. Fierman Papers, 1918-1989, University of 
Arizona Library Manuscript Collection SJA 003 (Bloom Southwest Jewish Archives), 
University of Arizona, Box: 10. Folder: Brownsville, TX:“Article which discusses 
interaction between Jews and Blacks in Brownsville.” 
41 Ibid. 
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people who wished to adopt the charge.”42  In the racial and cultural hierarchy of 

Brownsville, it would not be considered odd that both Mexicans and “American people” 

— most likely meaning Anglos — could acceptably adopt a Jewish child.   The fact that 

Mexican foster parents could be seen as an acceptable alternative to raising a Jewish child 

suggests that Jews perceived Mexicans as culturally suitable to raise their children, or at 

least preferable to African-American foster parents.   Indeed, the article’s use of the 

phrase “Mexican and American” all but places the two groups on an equal parental 

footing.   In this case, the African-American domestic eventually moved with Oscar to 

Galveston, claiming “that she would rather give up one of her own children than ‘little 

Oscar Israel.’”43  The fact that controversy had ensued suggests that the Jewish 

community of Brownsville ranked Mexicans well above African-Americans in the local 

racial hierarchy.   This is especially interesting considering that, according Linda 

Gordon’s The Great Arizona Orphan Abduction, Irish children could not be adopted by 

Mexican families in 1904 because Mexicans were considered “inferior.”44  Because Jews 

and Mexicans regularly traded with one another in Brownsville, parenting one another’s 

children would have been seen as an acceptable idea.   But a loving foster mother like the 

Israel’s domestic would have been considered unacceptable.   

One reason why this unnamed African-American woman may have moved with 

the child to Galveston in the 1870s was because she felt the need to escape from the 

                                                
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Linda Gordon, Great Arizona Orphan Abduction 1999 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 72. 
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racial boundaries in the hierarchized border town of Brownsville.45  From 1865 to 1873, 

Brownsville would not have been the most ideal setting for an African-American 

domestic.   By this time, Brownsville had become a hotbed of violent incidents involving 

local African-Americans and the Anglo and Mexican populations.   The first incident 

involved approximately 50-60 African-American troops stationed at Fort Brown who 

became angry when they were provided insufficient supplies of food and clothing.   A 

raid by them on supplies in Brownsville left several Mexicans as well as Anglos wounded 

or dead.   A second raid for similar reasons killed at least twenty people.  After a third 

raid in 1873, Anglos and Mexicans joined together46 to capture, murder and mutilate 

several African-American soldiers.47  Because at one point Brownsville had been 

considered the “backdoor to the Confederacy,”48 and because Southern Jews were 

historically disinclined to involve themselves in pre- and post-Civil War African-

                                                
45 Nouel, 70-71. 
46Cornelio Nouel does not explicitly link Mexicans and Anglos in retribution against the 
African-American raids (70). But according to James N. Leiker's Racial Borders: Black 
Soldiers Along the Rio Grande, Latinos often created alliances with Anglos against 
African-Americans if they both disliked a particularly ethnic military presence, as in the 
case of the aftermath of the Brownsville raids.  See: James N. Leiker, Racial Borders: 
Black Soldiers Along the Rio Grande (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 
2002),92.; Nouel, 70. 
47 Cornelio Nouel “A Few Comments about the history of Blacks in Brownsville” 
comments on how the number of raids diminished after 1870 until the notorious raid of 
1906. In the 1890s neither Anglos nor Mexicans wanted to live with African-Americans. 
Nouel, 70-71.  
48 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 127; Ann J. Lane, The Brownsville Affair: National 
Crisis and Black Reaction (Port Washington, N.Y: National University Publications 
Kennikat Press, 1971), 8.; Ruthe Winegarten and Cathy Schechter, Deep in The Heart of 
Texas: The Lives and Legends of Texas Jews: A Photographic History (Austin, TX: 
Eakin Press, 1990), 25. 
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American rights,49 it is no wonder that the Israels' domestic would have fled the troubled 

legacy of Brownsville for Galveston, which was more welcoming of African-

Americans50 in addition to being an active center of Jewish life.51 

To gain even more insight into the complexities of race relations between Jews 

and Mexican, as well as the social disempowerment of African-Americans in the border 

region which was the Brownsville community, it is essential to examine Alice Pearl 

Raphael’s unpublished memoir My House Being Now Asleep, which helps to lay out the 

racial landscape of Brownsville. Raphael’s book reflects on her experiences as a Jewish 

                                                
49 Leonard Ragoff, “Is the Jew White?: The Racial Place of the Southern Jew American 
Jewish History 85, no. 3. (1997): 21. 
50 Even before slaves were fully emancipated, the slave port of Galveston was 
considered for the most part a better place for a slave in comparison to other parts of 
Texas, since slave owners provided “better food, housing, and medical attention.” See: 
Gary Cartwright, Galveston: A History of the Island (New York: MacMillan Publishing 
Company, 1991), 90.  Later, Galveston even become known for the original Juneteenth 
celebration, a holiday commemorating the liberation of African-American slaves. See: 
Teresa Palomo Acosta, "JUNETEENTH," Handbook of Texas Online 
[http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/lkj01], accessed June 26, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association).  Shortly thereafter, Galveston local 
Norris Wright Cuney became the “most influential Negro in Texas” for fulfilling such 
roles as being “appointed to the Galveston School Board” in 1871.  See: The University 
of Texas at San Antonio Institute of Texas Cultures, The Afro-American Texans. San 
Antonio: The University of Texas at San Antonio Institute of Texas Cultures, 1975, 14.; 
See Merline Pitre, "CUNEY, NORRIS WRIGHT," Handbook of Texas Online 
[http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fcu20], accessed June 26, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association). 
51 Texas Jewish historian Hollace Ava Weiner has described how in the 1860s only a 
“[half dozen] Jewish families” existed on “both sides of the river” in Brownsville. See: 
Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 127. Galveston, however, had around one thousand Jews. 
Ibid, 60. 
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citizen of French descent living in Brownsville from the 19th to the early 20th century.52 

Her story provides more in-depth insight into what Jewish life was like before Perl 

brought the community together. Feeling different as a Jew, Raphael struggled with the 

question of whether Jews should be classified as a “race,” even referencing Al Kroeber’s 

1901 Menorah Journal article entitled “Are Jews A Race?”53  At the age of eight, 

Raphael had developed a longing to learn Hebrew while observing High Holy Days 

religious services in Brownsville:  

 
[T]his desire had been partly stimulated into life by our afternoon 
attendance at services held on the Jewish New Year and the Day of 
Atonement, the two Festivals celebrated in the Masonic lodge . . .  On 
these two important holy days, which come in the fall of the year, ten adult 
Jews would be gathered in from Brownsville and Matamoras for this 
number is essential in order to hold any formal services.54  
 

Here Raphael describes what it was like to be a border town Jew, attending services in a 

non-traditional setting (“the Masonic lodge”) while remaining conscious of how small the 

community of Jews in fact was (“ten adult Jews would be gathered in”).   Ten adult Jews 

were the minimum required to form a minyan, but the passage from My House Being 

Now Asleep suggests that these worshipers had to be brought in from distant corners of 
                                                
52 Raphael’s time in Brownsville is unclear. Ruthe Winegarten claims that Raphael left 
around 1898, in part because this date is featured on the front page of her memoir.  
However, this date may be inaccurate considering how Raphael discusses 20th century 
incidents like the Brownsville Raid of 1906.; See: Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the 
Heart, 41. 
53 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d.,  
54 Ibid. 
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Brownsville and Mexico alike.   Like most immigrants in Texas, Raphael endured her 

isolation in Brownsville because she knew that it offered her family great economic 

opportunities.   As Alexander Gurwitz writes in his small town Texas memoir Memories 

of Two Generations: “[T]he newcomers did not come here seeking Judaism [yiddishkayt].  

That they had in the old home.   They came seeking a livelihood.”55  Typical Jews like 

Raphael’s family, the Israel family, and later Perl ventured to areas like Brownsville 

more for economic prosperity than for religious fulfillment. 

Gurwitz’s claim was especially true for Raphael’s father, Gabriel Pearl, who 

relocated his family to Brownsville in order to have a better “livelihood.”56  His store, El 

Botega del Leon, “became a successful enterprise, and [her father] came to be perhaps the 

leading citizen in the border town Brownsville” at that time.57 Perl also became the “first 

president of the first national bank on the Texas-Mexico border.”58  Even before the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910, which brought the largest influx of Mexicans to Texas in 

history, Pearl had established relationships with the burgeoning Latino community in 

Brownsville.   He even hired Mexican Vaqueros to “manage” his 60,000-acre ranch 

called Las Mestagnas.59  But Raphael recalls how there were certain social hierarchies 

that her family had to acknowledge.   For instance, her father had been friends with a 
                                                
55Wolitz, 194. 
56 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart,41. 
59 Ibid. 
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gentleman named Senor Yzanga.   Raphael writes: “[H]is children came frequently to see 

us and we ran across the street freely — yet Donna Emilia [Senior Yzanga’s wife] and 

my mother exchanged superficial [greetings], for Donna Emilia was partly Mexican.”60  

Even though in 1858 75% of Brownsville’s population was Mexican61 and Anglo 

families had become “quite Mexicanized in custom and bilingual English-Spanish in 

speech,”62 relations between Anglos and Mexicans remained strained.  

Understandably, Raphael was overwhelmed by the distinctly Christian 

environment of Brownsville: “Although Brownsville was officially a Protestant town, the 

influence of Catholicism and the culture of Spain [were] still powerful.”63  Apart from 

describing obvious tensions between Anglo and Mexican elements, Raphael is also 

describing her outsider status as a Jew because she is neither Protestant nor Catholic — 

the two dominant sects in the border town.  In fact, Raphael’s public school experience 

was influenced by the surrounding Mexican Catholic culture:  

It so happened that I was the only American girl in my class in public 
school, where the traditional R’s were simplified, as far as possible, to 
meet the abilities or disabilities of many backward Mexican children.  
Nearly all Mexican children showed an aptitude in mathematics and 

                                                
60 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
61 Milo Kerney and Anthony Knopp, Border Cuates: A History of the U.S. Mexican 
Twin Cities (Austin: Eakin Press,1995), 76. 
62 Ibid.  
63 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
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[were] skilled in drawing, but they stumbled over many simple selections 
in the Harper’s First Reader.64 

  

Raphael identifies herself as “American” to assert a sense of superiority in terms 

of the Mexican majority at school,65 but nowhere in her memoir does she recount any 

significant relationship or experience with non-Jewish Americans in Brownsville.  

Instead, she paints a portrait of her school days in which she seems to be an elitist oddity.   

Identifying her schoolmates as “Mexican children,” she cruelly calls them “backwards” 

and patronizingly praises them for their “aptitude in mathematics and . . . drawing.”  As 

an “American,” she feels entitled to criticize their inability to read “simple selections” in 

the “Harper’s First Reader.” Raphael’s harsh assessment demonstrates how she was 

shaped by Anglo racial and social hierarchies and illuminates how she felt isolated by her 

own Jewish identity.   Conscious of her minority status as a Jew in a predominately 

Christian and Latino population, Raphael aligns herself with “American” hierarchal 

status in order not to be completely overwhelmed by her isolation.    

Even though Raphael distances herself as a child, she writes about how she and 

her family made the compassionate decision to reach out to the Mexican population 

during a famine that began in 1890 and lasted for several years due to a four-year drought 

                                                
64 Ibid.; Milo Kearney’s A Brief History of Education in Brownsville and Matamoros 
claims that between 1866-1920 “the majority of beginning pupils could neither speak nor 
understand English[.  The] first three grades were devoted to teaching them to read 
English . . . [D]ue to segregation laws, the few black children were taught separately in 
their own schools.” See: Milo Kearney, Alfonso Gomez Arguelles and Yoland Z. 
Gonzalez, Brief History of Education in Brownsville and Matamoros (Brownsville: 
University of Texas-Pan American, 1989), 8-9. 
65 Ibid. 
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that had occurred in north Mexico and south Texas.66 During the famine Raphael’s 

mother, Eugenie, wrote a letter to First Lady Frances Cleveland, urging her to aid 

Mexicans in need:67  

Don Gabriel, as my father was known to [the Mexican community], was 
not only respected by them but greatly beloved by all . . .  [At the same 
time m]y mother did succeed in arousing the personal interest of Mrs. 
Cleveland, who ordered some Mexican drawn work for the White House, 
thus starting a vogue for this type of handiwork.   Crowds of Mexican 
women with their babies would gather in the courtyard around our back 
verandah, and my mother would distribute various boxes of J.P. Coats’ 
spool[s] of thread to them.68  
 

While elsewhere in the text Raphael displays prejudice against Mexicans, here her 

description of her father’s reputation and her mother’s activism demonstrates how few if 

any Jews in Brownsville completely isolated themselves from the Mexican population. 

However, Raphael’s impersonal tone is worth noting; after all, she does not mention any 

famine victims individually, but describes them simply as “crowds of Mexican 

women.”69  

                                                
66 Eliot Young, Catarino Garza’s Revolution on the Texas-Mexico Border (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2004), 150-151. This famine caused massive starvation, which 
also devastated livestock. 
67 The drought and starvation prompted Mexicans to revolt alongside Catarino Garza in 
hopes that their actions would provide them food and money. See: Ibid, 151. 
68 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
69 Ibid. 



 

 23 

Raphael’s father’s reputation as “Don Gabriel” — a Jewish man “not only 

respected by them but greatly beloved by all” 70 — is significant.   The fact that he was 

addressed with the respectful title “Don” shows a sense of hierarchy and honor he had in 

the Brownsville community, since a don connotes “a Spanish nobleman or gentleman.”71  

From this perspective, the Raphaels’ charitable acts were more hierarchical than personal 

— a situation which will change through the community actions of the “interstitial” Perl.  

Raphael’s opinion of the African-American population in Brownsville was starkly 

different from her view of the Mexican population; if the Mexican locals were backward, 

the African-American population was non-existent.   Although Raphael wrote that 

Brownsville had “no negro population,”72 by 1890 there were seventy-six African-

American civilians living in the Brownsville area while 101 African-American soldiers 

were stationed at Fort Brown.73  Raphael’s failure to acknowledge a racial group that 

well outnumbered her own74 is highly revealing. This may be due to the fact that racial 

discrimination against the African-American 25th Infantry led, as we have seen, to a 

                                                
70 Ibid. 
71 Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, online edition, s.v. “don.” 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/don. 
72 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
73 Nouel, 70. 
74 An more in-depth look at the population of Jewish community one should see: Harriet 
Denise Joseph, “The Brownsville Jewish Community: From Generation to Generation,” 
Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The 
University of Texas Austin, Box 3k182. Folder “The Brownsville Jewish Community: 
From Generation to Generation,” by Harriet Denise Joseph, 1990.; Griffin, 89-91. 
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series of racially violent events,75 the most famous of which was the Brownsville Raid of 

1906, when a shooting spree on August 13 by a group of African-American soldiers 

resulted in the death of Anglo bartender Frank Nutus and Mexican policeman M.Y. 

Dominguez.  Additionally, Paulino S. Preciado, the editor of the Spanish newspaper El 

Porvenir, was wounded.76  In 1970, John Weaver’s The Brownsville Raid argued that 

there was never enough “credible evidence to show guilt by any of the soldiers accused 

of taking part” in the crime.77 But the incident caused Brownsville citizens like Raphael 

and her family to be more apprehensive about African-Americans, especially the “older 

Brownsville residents who had an inordinate fear of black people.”78  

In My House Being Now Asleep, Raphael blames then President Theodore 

Roosevelt for stationing the African-Americans in the Brownsville community:79 

 

Theodore Roosevelt, in an error of judgement[,] had sent a colored regime 
[sic] to Fort Brown, thereby provoking hostilities with the Mexican 
citizens, who were totally unused to the colored troops. While Fort Brown 
received its directives from Washington, the town of Brownsville took no 
orders from Fort Brown. If any local trouble arose which proved beyond 

                                                
75 Garna L. Christian, "BROWNSVILLE RAID OF 1906," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pkb06), accessed June 26, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association.; Alwyn Barr, Black Texans: A 
History of African-Americans in Texas 1528-1995, second ed. (1973; repr., Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press,1996),88. 
76 Lane, 5,18. 
77 Lane 18-19; Lewis L. Gould, Foreward to The Brownsville Raid, by John D. Weaver 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1992), 16, 269.  
78 Nouel, 72. 
79 Raphael is misinformed about the presence of African-American soldiers at Fort 
Brown as the soldier had previously been stationed there prior to the Brownsville Affair. 
See: Nouel, 70-71. 
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the control of able Sherrif Forto, our very own Texas Rangers could be 
summoned.80 
 

 
No doubt influenced by her surrounding community, Raphael’s perspective was that the 

“colored” presence was an “error.” Earlier in her memoir, Raphael wrote that there was 

“no negro population” in Brownsville, but here she is both seeing it and labeling it.   This 

may have resulted from the legacy of never-ending Brownsville raids, but Raphael as 

well as other residents (Anglo and Mexican alike) viewed the “colored[s]” as more of a 

threat than as ethnic allies.   Historian James N. Leiker’s Racial Borders: Black Solders 

Along the Rio Grande provides one insight when he argues that “[b]order Hispanics 

adopted the anti-black attitudes of white southerners and discriminated against African-

American soldiers in ways that reflected the violence of the time.”81   In this way, 

Raphael’s attitudes were shared by her Mexican neighbors and enabled them to bond at 

the expense of the African-American community. 82 

 If Raphael’s experience is typical, it suggests that as early Jews in Brownsville 

negotiated their positions racially, they did not do so through relationships with African-

Americans.   According to Historian Cornelio Nouel, after 1906 some members of the 

African-American population left “due to the hatred and fear generated by the incident of 

                                                
80 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d. 
81 Leiker, 119. 
82 Mexicans were difficult to define racially.  In comparison to African-Americans, they 
were perceived as white during this period but in relations to Anglos they were perceived 
as the Other. See: Leiker, 135-137.  
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1906 [and] others left to look for work in larger cities such as San Antonio, Houston and 

Dallas.”83 This demographic shift changed the racial and ethnic composition in 

Brownsville.   In the wake of the Brownsville Raid of 1906, the Mexican Revolution of 

1910 would only bring the Jewish community closer to their Mexican neighbors.  

At the same time that Brownsville welcomed Benjamin Kowalski — its first of 

two Jewish mayors and former United States consul for Matamoros84 — the Mexican 

Revolution of 191085 began to drastically change the ethnic composition of Brownsville.   

Lasting for a full decade, the revolution brought an influx of Mexican immigrants from 

both upper and lower socioeconomic classes.86  To these immigrants, Brownsville 

represented a place of “refuge from the poverty at home, a condition exacerbated by the 

emergence of President Porfirio Diaz.”87 Indeed, the Mexican Revolution was 

“responsible for the first and largest single wave of Mexican immigrants to the United 

                                                
83 Nouel, 72. 
84 Texas Jewish Historical Society, “Kowalski, Bernard and Sophia,” Texas Jewish 
Historical Society Records, 1838,1884-1997, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3A165. Folder: Family 
Histories, Koe-Lev. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Antonio N. Zavaleta, “‘The Twin Cities:’ a Historical Synthesis of the Socio-
Economic Interdependence of the Brownsville-Matamoros Border Community,” ed., 
Milo Kearney, Studies in Brownsville History (Brownsville: Pan American University at 
Brownsville, 1986), 152. 
87 Arnoldo De León, "MEXICAN AMERICANS," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pqmue), accessed June 26, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
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States in the twentieth century.”88  Like Jews throughout history, Mexicans left their 

homes to seek a better life.   This may have been why Jews who lived by the Texas-

Mexican border contributed to the Mexican struggle as “soldiers . . . business people, . . . 

[and] some as medical helpers.”89  The war saw “the arrival of hundreds of thousands of 

refugees . . . ultimately redrawing the ethnic geography of the Southwest.”90  Yet 

Mexicans still lacked political rights, which remained in the hands of Anglo merchants 

and financiers, as they always had.91  

Anglo hostility towards Mexicans existed long before the Mexican Revolution, 

when immigrants who could not afford to support their families at home arrived in Texas.  

Brownsville’s prosperity depended almost entirely on the exploitation of Mexican labor, 

but in 1915, when Tejanos demanded the return of Mexican land under the “Plan de San 

Diego,” immigration to the nation decreased drastically after many Mexican laborers 

were brutalized and killed by the Texas Rangers.92  In less than a year, desperate 

                                                
88 Teresa Palomo Acosta and Ruthe Winegarten, Las Tejanas 300 Years of History 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 87. 
89 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart,103. 
90 Benjamin Heber Johnson, Revolution in Texas: How a Forgotten Rebellion and Its 
Bloody Suppression Turned Mexicans into Americans (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2003), 59. 
91 Ibid, 285; 289. 
92 See Robert C. Overfelt, "MEXICAN REVOLUTION," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pqmhe), accessed June 26, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association.; Ramon Saldivar, “The Borderlands 
of Culture: Americo Parades’ George Washington Gomez,” eds., Emilio Zamora, Cynthia 
Orozco, and Rodolfo Rocha, Mexican Americans in Texas History (Austin: Texas State 
Historical Association, 2000),176.; Don M. Coerver, "PLAN OF SAN DIEGO," 
Handbook of Texas Online (http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/ngp04), 
accessed June 26, 2011. Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
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immigrants returned to the area and again faced exploitation.93  But the violence 

committed by the Rangers against Mexicans was only the culmination of a long history of 

Anglo abuse.   Alice Pearl Raphael’s cousin Antonette Salarou, a Brownsville resident 

since the 1850s, described in a letter to Raphael how even before the “Plan de San 

Diego” Mexicans had lived in dread of the Texas Rangers.94  Raphael herself witnessed 

a Mexican lynching conducted by the Rangers in the 1890s.95  By 1915, their violence 

against Mexicans had become extreme.  According to Ramon Saldivar’s “The 

Borderlands of Culture,” anti-Mexican Texas Rangers “slaughtered” Mexican farm 

workers throughout 1915.96  

Despite the manner in which this violence widened the social divide between 

Mexicans and Anglos, some Jews in the Brownsville area seemed not to participate in the 

abuse and exploitation of Mexicans.   On the contrary, they wanted to befriend them. 

Two Jewish Brownsville merchants, Oscar Sommers and Morris Edelstein — whose 

families would later associate with Perl— had positive relationships with Mexican 

                                                
93 Johnson, Revolution in Texas, 134. 
94 Alice Pearl Raphael, “Letter from cousin Antonette Salaruou resident of Brownsville 
since 1850 to Alice Pearl Raphael,” Alice Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph 
Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 
2F446. Folder: Family Papers, 1864-1915 Miscellaneous. 
95 Alice Pearl Raphael, My House Being Now Asleep: A Texas Memoir [1898], Alice 
Pearl Raphael Papers, 1812-1960, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The 
University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 2F446. Folder: Alice Pearl Raphael: 
Correspondence, 1948-1953, Memoirs, n.d.; According to Ruthe Winegarten, Raphael 
made this comment after witnessing a lynching of a Mexican in the early 1890s. See: 
Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart, 41.  
96 Saldivar, 176. 
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community. Ruthe Winegarten’s97 oral history of Sommers  describes how this 

Romanian Jewish furniture merchant98 became so involved in Mexican culture that he 

became mistaken for being Mexican. A popular person in the Brownsville-Matamoros 

area who occasionally posed for photographs in traditional Mexican attire, Sommers on 

his death even earned a eulogy from the “mayor of Matamoros [which was] . . . entitled 

‘Un Hombre Extraordinario.’”99  An important figure, Sommers “became widely known 

and well-trusted . . . reclaim[ing] hostages for both sides during the Mexican Revolution 

and transport[ing] the wounded” to Brownsville.100  Unconcerned that the Mexican 

Revolution was fought between diverse rebel factions and those in favor of the ruling 

party,101 Sommers acted as a humanitarian for “both sides”102 regardless of America’s 

                                                
97 I am attributing this to Ruthe Winegarten as she is responsible for collecting the 
information for the Texas Jewish Historical Society; however, the information was 
personally collected by Philip Leonard and Eva Silberman. 
98 Philip Leonard, “Brownsville-Misc. Stuff from Philip Leonard, March 27, 1988 
(RW),” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History [CAH], The University of Texas at Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: 
Communities: Big Spring-Brownsville.; The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, “O. Sommer Passes At Age 84,” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records 
[TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The University of Texas at 
Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-Columbus. 
99 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart, 103. 
100 Ibid; Philip Leonard, “Brownsville-Misc. Stuff from Philip Leonard, March 27, 1988 
(RW),” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History [CAH], The University of Texas at Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: 
Communities: Big Spring-Brownsville.; The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, “O. Sommer Passes At Age 84,” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records 
[TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The University of Texas at 
Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-Columbus. 
101 The original two factions were Francisco Madero (for the rebels) and Porfirio Diaz 
(for the Mexican Government forces). See: Robert C. Overfelt, "MEXICAN 
REVOLUTION," Handbook of Texas Online 
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disenchantment with those who opposed Mexican rule.103  As an unidentified Mexican 

who worked for Sommers stated: “[H]e so loved our race.”104  So in tune with the 

Mexican people was Sommers that he even was mistaken for being Mexican, especially 

“because he rode horseback wrapped in [a] serape.”105 An anonymous Mexican man 

described for the Texas Jewish Historical Society how in 1925 Sommers had hired him 

and his brother “without inquiring about our origins and our customs[;] he treated us with 

love and goodness.”106  The individual further stated that Sommers “felt more Mexican 

than the Mexican . .  . [as] the simil[arity] between Sommers' character and Mexicans 

was so great that those who did not know him initially used to think that he was an 

                                                                                                                                            
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pqmhe), accessed June 14, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association.  
102 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart, 103.  
103 Robert C. Overfelt, "MEXICAN REVOLUTION," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pqmhe), accessed June 14, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
104 Eva Silberman (translator), “Oscar Sommer: An Extraordinary Man” (H. Matamoros, 
Tam., Domingo 29 de Agosto de 1971), Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The University of Texas at Austin, 
Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-Columbus.; “Oscar Sommer: Un Hombre 
Extraordinario,” (H. Matamoros, Tam., Domingo 29 de Agosto de 1971), Texas Jewish 
Historical Society Records [TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], 
The University of Texas at Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-
Columbus. 
105 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart,103. 
106 Eva Silberman (translator), “Oscar Sommer: An Extraordinary Man” (H. Matamoros, 
Tam., Domingo 29 de Agosto de 1971), Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The University of Texas at Austin, 
Box 3A169.  Folder: Communities: Brownsville-Columbus.; “Oscar Sommer: Un 
Hombre Extraordinario,” (H. Matamoros, Tam., Domingo 29 de Agosto de 1971), Texas 
Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for American History 
[CAH], The University of Texas at Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: 
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authentic son of northern Tamaulopas.”107  This Mexican saw himself reflected in the 

Romanian Jew Sommers as a fellow borderland minority attempting to find a place for 

himself in Brownsville. Sommers’s desire to adapt to the larger Mexican cultural 

environment set a precedent for Perl, who would later embrace the bicultural holiday 

Charro Days.  

 Ben Edelstein’s self-published memoir, Some Tales of the Early Rio Grande 

Valley, tells a story that is similar to Sommers’s. Edelstein’s memoir provides several 

anecdotes of his father Morris’s experiences in Brownsville with the Mexican 

community.   A successful furniture store owner, Morris was not visibly concerned with 

his outward Jewish identity,108 as “he rarely observed the traditions of Judaism.”109  

However, he always “practiced what Judaism teaches”110 — that is, the idea of 

Tzedekah, or charity.   Morris became known for his relationships with the Mexican 

community, and “gave to the city land on which to build a park for [Mexican] children as 

the area around the land had developed residentially.”111  According to his son, Morris 

 
enjoyed “kibitzing” with male customers who came into the store and 
office to make payments.  He would often ask them the size of their 

                                                
107 Ibid. 
108 Morris Edelstein became more active in the Brownsville Jewish community after 
Perl did.  Edelstein was credited for being a “charter member of Temple Beth-El” and 
apart of B’nai Brith. Perl headed both. ,  See: “Furniture Firm Founder Morris Edelstein 
Dies,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, May 3, 1967, 1. 
109 Ben Edelstein, “Some Tales of Early Rio Grande Valley History with Memories of 
My Father, A Valley Pioneer,” (self-published publication for personal family and friend 
use, June 2003), 43. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid, 40. 



 

 32 

families (i.e. how many children) and then ask them ‘Y por fuera, cuantos 
tiene?’  And they would reply, ‘Don Moises, si vo tuviera su dinero, quien 
sabe cuantos tuviera por fuera, pero yo soy pobre y apenas alcanzo asi 
como estoy. Si quisiera, pero no se puede.’  I am not sure [whether they 
were] . . . telling the truth[, but] as many did have second families on the 
side.112 
 

Like Raphael’s father, Ben Edelstein’s father is referred to with the Spanish honorific, 

“don.”  Moreover, Morris Edelstein realizes that culturally he should inquire about a male 

customer’s extramarital love life (“‘Y por fuera, cuantos tiene?’”) because a man was 

“not considered ‘macho’ unless he ha[d] one or more women on the side.”113  His 

customers’ poverty (“yo soy pobre”) did not prevent him from speaking to them; 

although Morris was the owner of this store and a don, he clearly did not feel the need to 

recognize class or racial hierarchies.  Wanting to come across as a Mexican insider, 

Morris became so fluent in Spanish that he was frequently mistaken “for a Mexican.”114  

Like Sommers and Edelstein, Perl would embrace Mexican culture, but his course would 

be different in that he also found a way to exemplify his Jewish identity.   Perl would 

embrace in what Gloria Anzaldua’s poem describes: “[T]o live in the Borderlands means 

to / put chile in the borscht.”115  

                                                
112 Ibid, 46. 
113 Ibid, 58. 
114 Ibid, 47.  
115 Gloria Anzaldua, “To Live in the Borderland Means You,” The Multi-Cultural 
Southwest: A Reader, eds., Gabriel Melendez, M. Jane Young, Patricia Moore, and 
Patrick Pynes (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001), 140. 
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Discriminatory immigration policies in the 1920s and 1930s would unite 

increasingly marginalized Jews and Mexicans even further,116 making the contributions 

of “interstitial” Jews like Sam Perl even more necessary. Beginning in the 1920s, 

increasingly strict immigration policies motivated by nativism and eugenics117 made 

both populations vulnerable and may have led the two groups to find a common bond.  

Metaphorically, both were living in a borderland.   From 1920-1939,118 it was extremely 

difficult for Jews to immigrate to the United States. Mexicans faced similar challenges.   

But when these strict racial policies began to affect the latter, Brownsville businesses 

became alarmed that a dearth of Mexicans would harm agricultural aspects of their 

economy.119  Because immigration policies put in place by the Congressional 

Committee on Immigration of 1924 had substantially restricted the immigration of 

                                                
116 This idea was inspired by the Conference entitled “Jews and Hispanics in America: 
The Meeting of Two Historic Cultures.” Its main theme centered on Jewish and Mexican 
immigration experience in America in terms of socioeconomics, population migrations, 
and other historical similarities. See: Leonel Castillo and Linda K. May, “Jews and 
Hispanics in America: The meeting of Two Historic Cultures: A Report of The Houston 
Conference on Hispanic-Jewish Relations” (a report presented at the Houston Conference 
on Hispanic-Jewish Relations, New York: American Jewish Committee, Institute of 
Human Relations, April 1981), ii-31. 
117 Nancy Ordover, American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of 
Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 4, chapter 1. 
<http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=113604621.> 
118 Although Jewish immigrant restrictions would continue in America until 1965, they 
peaked during the period of 1920-1930s. I have chosen 1939 for its significance because 
this was when legislation was proposed to allow “20,000 German refugee children” into 
the country — legislation which met with considerable opposition from the American 
public. The next great period of immigration restrictions occured from 1946-1952.  See: 
Kevin MacDonald, “ Jewish Involvement in Shaping American Immigration Policy, 
1881-1965: A Historical Review” Population and Environment 21, no. 4 (March 1998): 
296, 327-238. 
119 Zavaleta, 152-154. 
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Eastern and Southern Europeans and Jews,120 local farms became even more dependent 

on Mexican labor.121  In fact, because of the approximate nine-year gap between 

Mexican restriction and Jewish restrictions,122 Jews trying to enter Texas through 

Mexico would often “dress up like Mexicans and memorize a few key words of Spanish 

in an effort to trick U.S authorities into granting them passages.”123 Immigrant Jews 

unable to cross the border often settled near towns like Brownsville.   For example, 

Lithuanian immigrants like Betty and Joseph Rubinsky had fled Lithuania in 1926 and 

were forced to live in Matamoros because it put them in close “proximity to Texas and 

ultimately American citizenship.”124  It was not until the mid-1930s that the Rubinskys 

crossed the border with their “Spanish-speaking children.”125  By that time, they had 

acquired three identities: in Lithuania, they had been “Juden,” in Mexico, they had been 

“European,” and in Brownsville, they were “Hispanic.”126  The fact that the Rubinskys’ 

Jewish identity shifted multiple times and finally became “Hispanic” in Brownsville 

during a long period of immigration restrictions illustrates the fragmented existences of 

Jews in the vicinity of Brownsville.   Moreover, it demonstrates their emotional kinship 

with the disjointed experiences of Mexicans who themselves were between homes.  
                                                
120 Leonard Dinnerstein, Antisemitism in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 96.; Jacobson, 7. 
121Barrerra, 73. 
122 Benjamin Heber Johnson, Bordertown: The Odyssey of an American Place (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 134.  
123 Ibid. 
124 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 134-135. 
125 Ibid, 135. 
126 Ibid. 
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In 1929 immigration laws began to restrict Mexican immigrants and deported 

many as well.127  These laws — known as the Mexican Repatriation Acts — were first 

enforced in Brownsville,128 which still “depended heavily upon cheap Mexican labor for 

its survival.”129  To combat economic problems brought about by immigration 

restrictions, the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce helped Mexicans by “either proving 

their American citizenship or [helping] them in applying for legal resident alien status.   

In some cases identification cards were issued to [Rio Grande Valley] Mexicans, which 

were endorsed by prominent Anglo-American residents.”130 Realizing that underpaid 

Mexican workers formed a vital part of their economy,131 Brownsvillians helped 

Mexicans obtain “resident status.”132  But by the time of the Great Depression, large 

numbers of Mexicans had been forced to leave.133  As a United States Consul of 

Matamoros, John E. Holler described how the “repatriates resemble[d] gypsies as they 

usually return[ed] by either wagon or broken down motor car in which children, 

                                                
127 Hoffman, 2. 
128 Milo Kearney and Anthony Knopp, Boom and Bust: the Historical Cycle of 
Matamoros and Brownsville (Austin: Eakin Press, 1991), 230-231. 
129 Zavaleta, 153. 
130 Ibid, 154. 
131 Kearney and Knopp, Boom and Bust: The Historical Cycles of Matamoros and 
Brownsville,236. 
132 Ibid, 231. 
133 In 1931 around 450 Mexicans were “deported from Brownsville.” Ibid. 
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household furniture, and domestic animals [were] loaded.”134  Describing Mexicans in 

the same Diasporic language applied to Jews throughout history, Holler captures the 

image of homelessness based on discrimination.   Like Jews, Mexicans and Mexican-

Americans were driven out of territories en masse despite the fact that they had 

established homes there.   In other words, Mexicans shared the same legacy of instability 

Jews did.   Having a long historical memory about their own exodus, not to mention fresh 

scars from traumatic persecutions in Eastern Europe, Jews like Perl could deeply 

sympathize with the struggles of their Mexican neighbors. 

Examining these early relations between Jews and Mexicans as well as those 

between Jews and African-Americans, we have seen how the Jewish community of the 

Brownsville-Matamoros area was unsure about how to negotiate its position as a 

marginalized group in a border region, especially one characterized by Anglo racial 

hierarchies.   Sam Perl’s arrival in 1926 — in the midst of crippling national immigration 

restrictions — would eventually alter the racial and ethnic profile of Brownsville.   From 

approximately 1926 to 1937, not only would Perl help unite Mexican and Anglo 

populations, but he would also work to create a Brownsville Jewish community from its 

disparate members.   

  

                                                
134 Qtd. in R. Reynolds Mckay, “Texas Mexican Repatration During the Great 
Depression,” (PhD diss., University of Oklahoma at Norman Graduate College, 1983), 
280. 
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CHAPTER TWO: BECOMING SAM PERL  

 

 “Everything in Brownsville is copacetic!”135 Sam Perl often said “through his 

Texas teeth.”136 Indeed, such a presence was Perl in the Brownsville community that 

local Rabbi Jonathan H. Gerard claimed that Perl was even credited with inventing his 

catchphrase “copacetic” (supposedly meaning “all is well” from the Hebrew phrase 

“hakol beseder”).   The community went so far to have a local linguist confirm that this 

was a “shibboleth”— an English term derived from Hebrew.137  Whether Sam Perl 

spoke in shibboleths, worked as a rabbi, or had a boulevard named after him, he became 

such a prominent figure in Brownsville that any story large or small could potentially be 

attributed to him.   But Perl did not become the iconic “Mr. Brownsville” the moment he 

stepped off of a train in 1926.   Experiences with his older brother Leon during their early 

years in Galveston helped shape the man he would later become. Perl and his brother’s 

desire to adapt in the predominately Mexican environment of Brownsville led to the 

creation of a racially inclusive business that would enable them to define themselves as 

Jews.   Gradually, Perl began to develop his own visible Jewish identity beyond his 

                                                
135 Harriet Denise Joseph, "Sam Perl: Mr. Friendship and Mr .Temple Beth El of 
Brownsville," Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Locus, Spring 
1993 includes articles. 
136 In this letter, Rabbi Gerhard says that Perl would often use “Copacetic” through his 
“Texas teeth.” See,  Sam Perl, “Letter from Rabbi Jonathan H. Gerard to Mr. Safire 
‘Copacetic,’ February 18, 1980,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center 
for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: 
Letters, 1934,1949-1958,1970-1989. 
137 Ibid. 
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experiences with Leon, ultimately leading him to revitalize the local Jewish community.   

Each of these phases of Perl’s development helps to illuminate his eventual status as an 

“in-between” Jew, building bridges between the Anglo and Mexican communities in the 

Brownsville-Matamoros area.  

Originally born in Eastern Europe,138 Perl and his family (his mother Sarah, his 

brothers Leon and Joseph, and his sister Bella) immigrated to Galveston during the 1900s 

after his father, Wolf Perl, came to Galveston in 1898.139  However, the Perls did not 

abandon their Jewish identity through assimilation.   Rather, Wolf preserved his 

Orthodox values by adhering to the kind of traditional Jewish life he would have 

experienced in the shtetl (Jewish village) — that is, a life completely immersed in 

Judaism.140  Wolf spoke and wrote in Yiddish,141 something uncommon among Jews in 

                                                
138 Perl’s archive does not firmly establish where he was born. Like Weiner, for the 
purpose of this paper I will consider Perl’s descent to be Eastern European. See: Weiner, 
Jewish Stars in Texas, 124. This discrepancy is because he was born in Podhajce, part of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire. See: Sam Perl, “ Letter from Travis Jennings to Frances 
Goodman (July 30, 1981),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History [CAH], The University Texas Austin, Box 3k181. Folder: 
Letters,1934, 1949-1958, 1970-1989.; Sam Perl, “Death Certificate of Sam Perl, 1980,” 
Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The 
University Texas Austin, Box 3k181. Folder: Death Certificates, Sam and Stella Perl, 
1980, 1987. Even though Perl’s death certificate considers his birthplace to be Austria, 
Podhajce was only under Austrian role temporarily. In 1919, this area was once again 
placed under Polish rule until the former Soviet Union annexed it in 1939. Podhajce is 
technically near Ternopil in western Ukraine. See: George J. Lerski, Historical 
Dictionary of Poland, 966-1945 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996), 447, 
http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=29300110. 
139 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 124. 
140 The Houston Chronicle, “Life Ends for Wolf Perl As Sabbath Sun Goes Down” 
(Houston Chronicle article), Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for 
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Texas.142  In fact, Wolf was both a Judaic enthusiast and a clothier,143 areas of interest 

Perl himself would later pursue.   Unlike his siblings, as a child Perl aligned himself with 

Rabbi Henry Cohen — a religious leader famous for aiding immigrant Jews newly 

arrived at the Galveston seaport.   Perl’s experiences with Rabbi Cohen would open his 

eyes at an early age to the plight of immigrants seeking refuge in America.144  In this 

way, both his own father, Wolf, and his father-figure, Rabbi Cohen, profoundly shaped 

the young Perl’s identity.  

As a young man in Galveston, Perl dabbled in different careers (scholar, 

bookkeeper, salesmen) until Leon encouraged him to travel to Brownsville, Texas in 

1926.   By this time, Brownsville had become a bustling new city.145  Especially with 

                                                                                                                                            
American History [CAH], The University Texas Austin, Box 3k181. Folder: Newspaper 
Clippings, 1969-1981.  
141 Sam Perl, “Letter to Sam Perl from his father Wolf Perl, January 3, 1951,” Sam Perl 
Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of 
Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letter in Yiddish, Grandpa Perl January 3, 
1951. 
142 Wolitz, 193. 
143 The Houston Chronicle, “Life Ends for Wolf Perl As Sabbath Sun Goes Down” 
(Houston Chronicle article), Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History [CAH], The University Texas Austin, Box 3k181. Folder: Newspaper 
Clippings, 1969-1981.  
144 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 124.  When a young Perl was assisting Rabbi Henry 
Cohen, he took two new Orthodox Russian immigrants to a barbershop.  One of the 
Russian immigrants, whose English was poor, let a barber shave off his beard — a 
forbidden act in Orthodox Judaism.  Because Perl could not recognize the man afterward, 
he actually thought he had lost him. Had he, Rabbi Cohen would have faced “a serious 
offense since Cohen was responsible for them.” See: Gaylon Finklea, “Self-Made 
Itinerant Rabbi ‘Pearl’ of the Rio Grande” Daughters of the Republic of Texas Library at 
the Alamo [DRTL], San Antonio, Call Number: VF-GEN. Folder: Biography-Sam Perl.  
145 Ruby A. Wooldridge and Robert B. Vezzetti, Brownsville: A Pictorial History 
(Norfolk, Virginia: Donning, 1982), 85. 
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the advent of the railroad, it attracted newcomers146 who were “lured by advertisements 

trumpeting the Magic Valley”147; Jews like Perl often relocated to small towns because 

they felt that they provided them with more of an ability to establish their own 

businesses.148  According to Jewish sociologist Ewa Morawska, the desire to have a 

business was a “natural inclination” among immigrants whose parents themselves had 

businesses, which was the case for Sam and Leon.149  American Jewish historian Eli 

Lederhendler argues that Jewish immigrants viewed businesses as providing a means of 

“economic transformation” vital to success in the new and challenging environment of 

America.150  To succeed, the Perl brothers may have realized that “small towns were 

increasing their importance as centers of trade and commerce.”151  Perhaps most 

importantly, when the Perl brothers arrived in Brownsville it was during the “heyday of 

Jewish settlement in the small towns of the Lone Star state.”152  Aided by the 

development of the railroads, Sam and Leon settled on Brownsville because the Pullman 

                                                
146 Kearney, Arguelles, and Gonzalez, Brief History of Education in Brownsville and 
Matamoros, 10. 
147 Weiner, 122. 
148 Lee Shai Weissbach, Jewish Life in Small Town America: A History (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2005), 95. 
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1940 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 37.  
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Caste to Class (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), xix. 
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conductor had fortuitously advised them that there were economic opportunities in this 

border town.153  

As Morawska argues in Insecure Prosperity, forming a business was a vital part 

of the Jewish immigrant experience in America.   Before the creation of chain department 

stores, there were only “Mom and Pop department stores” in small Texas towns — and 

these were often Jewish owned.154   Deep in the Heart of Texas, Ruthe Winegarten and 

Cathy Schechter’s narrative account of Texan Jewish history, quotes “one old Jewish 

Texan [as saying], ‘Whenever a town grew big enough for a post office, the next building 

on Main Street was the Jewish dry good store.’”155 Dorfman Jewelers and Edelstein’s 

Furniture — Jewish businesses with ties to Galveston — were thriving when the Perl 

brothers arrived in Brownsville.156  The Brownsville Daily Herald printed small notices 

regarding Jewish store closings on religious holidays,157 and Jewish businesses were 

thoroughly advertised in the Texas State Medical Association’s promotional guide to 

Brownsville entitled “Where Mexico Meets Uncle Sam: Invitation Booklet to the Lower 

                                                
153 Sam Perl, “Sam Perl Recollections,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph 
Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 
3k181. Folder: Sam Perl Recollections of the Organizing and Building of Temple Beth-
El, Brownsville, undated. 
154 Winegarten and Schechter, Deep in the Heart, 138. 
155 Ibid.  
156 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 123. 
157For example: “Stores Closed to Observe Jewish Holiday,” The Brownsville Daily 
Herald, September 20, 1923, 3.  
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Rio Grande Valley” (May 21, 22, 23 , 1929).158  As Sam Perl’s daughter Frances 

Goodman related in a personal interview, Brownsville had a history of accepting Jewish 

people.159  With one Jewish city manager and two Jewish mayors, the city did indeed 

seem welcoming.160  

 Although Frances Goodman’s perception of Brownsville’s Jewish history is a 

popular one, if Brownsville had been that welcoming it might not have needed figures 

like Goodman’s own father to bring its diverse communities together.  Winegarten and 

Schechter describe how in small Texas towns Jews had to work especially hard to build 

“gentile relations” in order to “survive” and maintain their “welfare.”161  As Sociologist 

Peter I. Rose points out in Strangers in Their Midst, Jews in small towns may have 

seemed to fit in, but they remained “aware of being Jewish [and] feel[ing] different from 

the rest of the community.”162  Furthermore, though small towns like Brownsville were 

economically promising for Jews like the Perl brothers, they could make culture-shocked 

new arrivals “conscious” of their differences.   This was certainly true of Brownsville.  

                                                
158 Texas State Medical Association,Where Mexico Meets Uncle Sam: Invitation Booklet 
to the Lower Rio Grande Valley, Points of Interest in and around 
Brownsville/Compliments of Chamber of Commerce, Brownsville, Texas (Brownsville: 
Texas State Medical Association, 1929), 5, 9, 12, 16. 
159 Frances Goodman, telephone interview, May 20, 2011. 
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Around 80% Mexican,163 the environment of the city was “more Latin than American, 

with store signs in Spanish and street signs in English.”164  In its religious composition, 

Brownsville was also altogether different from what Perl experienced in Galveston, 

which had attracted immigrant Jews from 1907 to 1914 during the Galveston 

Movement.165   

In the absence of such a movement, the Brownsville community remained a 

predominately Catholic city.166  By the time Perl had arrived in 1926, around “two 

dozen or so Jewish families [lived] in the town” and held “services at the American 

Legion Post and the Masonic Temple.”167  Perl further recalled how the two dozen Jews 

in the area were so “starved for religion . . . [that] they attended the Episcopal 

Church.”168  His immediate reaction was to “work on this situation.”169  According to 

                                                
163 This is a rough estimate gathered from Frances Goodman. See: Frances Goodman, 
telephone interview, May 20, 2011.; Frances Goodman, “The Impact of Judaism on My 
Life: Presentation for Yom Kippur Symposium for Temple Beth-El 5760,” (San Antonio, 
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Historian Harriet Denise Joseph, “Perl considered Judaism to be an integral part of his 

life and was distressed to discover that some local Jews were attending Christian 

churches for lack of any other option.”170  Making this sense of isolation even more 

profound for new arrivals like Perl, the Jewish community was comprised of a “polyglot 

congregation with Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform backgrounds.”171  With no 

synagogue, there was no sense of cohesion.   For Jews, this predicament was typical of 

small towns, 172 especially border towns like Brownsville in which fellow Jews arrived 

only a “few at a time.”173  Not only were Jewish congregations “usually a blend of 

different cultural backgrounds,”174 but Jews like the previously mentioned Rubinskys 

were unable to cross into Brownsville due to immigration restrictions.   Through The 

Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, Jews were also repeatedly made aware of 
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the severity of these restrictions.175  But from the beginning, Sam and Leon were 

determined to make changes.   They secured a Torah, created “Friday nite minyan,” and 

even “arranged for Berrera’s Bakery, a Mexican sweet shop, to bake a traditional braided 

egg bread, or challah, each Friday.”176  In this way, Perl and his brother were attempting 

to assert their Judaism in a place where Jewish identity hardly existed, something they 

found increasingly challenging during their early attempts to set up a successful business 

in downtown Brownsville.  

While the Perl brothers realized that the Jewish community lacked cohesion, not 

until 1931177 would Sam begin to act on his own volition to transform it in a truly 

substantial way.   In 1926, however, founding their first business178 occupied all of his 

and his brother’s energies.179 Following the lead of other Jewish merchants in 

Brownsville,180 Sam and Leon opened up a men’s clothing store named “The Fashion 

Perl Bros.”   It was common among small town Jewish businessmen to sell “basic 
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necessities”181 like clothing to the general population, so the Perl brothers did the 

same.182   But there were even more important motivating factors for Sam and Leon to 

want to proclaim their identity as Jewish businessmen — defining themselves in this way 

was an important part of Jewish culture in America.   According to American Jewish 

historian Andrew Heinze, “consumption” became “indispensable to the story of the 

Jewish response to modern society.”183  Eastern European Jews who had lived in the 

shtetl realized upon arrival in America that their new home promoted the idea of 

“spending.”184  Immigrants quickly appreciated the value of a “new suit of clothes” as a 

vital “instrument of cultural transformation.”185  Heinze argues that Jews embraced the 

“important elements of American identity more quickly and thoroughly than other groups 

of newcomers,”186 involving themselves in “consumer-oriented trade.”187  Immigrant 

groups appreciated how “clothes make the man” and how “a new suit of clothes [was] . . . 

an emblem of their desire to move up in the world.”188  With this in mind, Sam and 

Leon capitalized on a consumer-oriented culture as well as a particular item of 

consumption (men’s apparel) that held appeal across racial and ethnic lines.   But they 
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also used their store as a means to express to the Brownsville community that because 

they were Jews — a group different from the Anglo population — they could relate to all 

populations because they did not perceive themselves as completely white. 

Especially since business opportunities were often denied to racial minorities,189 

it would appear that the Perl brothers had in fact embraced whiteness through store 

ownership.   However, Sam and Leon did not see themselves as immigrant Jews in search 

of white American identity, but as people who were both American and distinctly Jewish.   

In other words, they demonstrated what Yiddish poet I. J. Schwartz described in 1925 as 

the condition of being a “white race of another kind.”190  This is especially evident in a 

love letter Perl wrote to his future wife Stella on April 19, 1928 in which he discussed the 

Jewish notion of Bashert (the Yiddish word for “fate”) while explaining his perception of 

Jewish racial identity:  

[My f]ather has certainly expressed it correctly — we shall and we will be 
happy for it is fated that we shall be happy — and what is to be will be — 
quite an oriental belief — however all good Jews are more less fatalist — 
and originally and basically we are an Oriental people.191  
 

This passage depicts how Perl’s sense of Jewish identity was shaped not only by his 

familial background, but also by American perception of Jews.   Well before the turn of 

the century, until Perl’s day and arguably beyond, Jews have used self-identified phrases 
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like “Oriental people” to classify themselves as a distinct “racial type”192 as well as to 

exert a “prevalent spirit of race pride.”193  This is evident in forums as diverse as the 

popular magazine American Jewess194 and The Jewish Chronicle, a newspaper printed 

in Mobile, Alabama.195  Until the 1970s, academia itself commonly referred to Hebrew 

and Jewish Studies as “Oriental Studies.”196  Edward Said’s groundbreaking 

Orientalism explores the association of Semitism with Orientalism,197 so it is highly 

significant that Perl defines himself in this way — a self-identifying phrase he shares 

with his father.   This language is reminiscent of the Congressional Committee on 

Immigration of 1920, which labeled immigrant Jews as being of a “Semitic race”198 — a 

term synonymous with “Oriental.”199  Living in a small town, Perl is conscious of his 
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difference and labeled it this way.  But his position in Brownsville was especially 

complex.   Historian Stephanie Cole’s article “Finding Race in Turn-of-the-Century 

Dallas” explains how Russian Jews living in Dallas were racialized, but found acceptance 

in white society more readily than other ethnic groups (especially individuals of 

color).200  However, this acceptance was conditional because “no amount of wealth or 

political success could erase” their difference.201  Consequently, when Sam and Leon 

opened their business they did so partly to blend in better with American society, but they 

would have remained aware that their “Oriental” background made them different.  

Happily, this difference became the reason why the Fashion Perl Bros. could ideally 

become a place for all races and ethnic groups to shop because, in this case, the owners 

did not perceive themselves as being completely Anglo.   Sam’s perception of his and his 

brother’s Jewish identity seems to have prompted him and Leon to extend their consumer 

market beyond Anglo-American customers.    

As a young man, Perl’s racial self-awareness influenced the manner in which the 

Fashion Perl Bros. represented itself to the Brownsville community.   This very 

successful business (which would later become known as the “Neiman Marcus” of the 

Rio Grande Valley)202 stood out less as a symbol of the owners’ “economic 
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mobility”203 and more as a forward-looking clothing store that welcomed all men 

regardless of their race, class, or background.   This became especially apparent in the 

late 1920s and 1930s, when Perl encouraged business with Mexicans at a time when both 

Mexicans and Jews themselves were being subjected to extreme national discrimination.   

Though businesses in Brownsville may have hired Mexicans to work in their stores and 

the town may have been predominately Latino,204 the Perl brothers made it their mission 

to attract customers who were white and Latino,205 promising “courtesy and personal 

attention”206 to all races.   Their slogan, one for which Sam Perl would become famous, 

was revealing: “Remember, we do love everybody!”207  The Perl’s shop was a “store for 

men,”208 not a store for white men.   In addition, the Perl brothers modeled clothes that 

their Mexican and Anglo customers might eventually wear.   According to Historian 

Harriet Denise Joseph, Sam and Leon had the reputation of being “dapper dressers” who 
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offered “quality name brands . . . [at] reasonable prices.”209  Although Sam and Leon 

advertised their store on both sides of the border210 through The Brownsville Herald/El 

Heraldo de Brownsville, by wearing their own merchandise they became “their own best 

advertisements.”211  Their desire to self-advertise while regularly advertising in 

Brownsville newspapers was significant, especially during the Great Depression.   

Beginning in 1933, newspaper advertisements throughout the United States 

declined212 because businessmen began to “re-evaluate their advertising 

expenditures.”213  Nonetheless, the Perl brothers realized that using these types of 

advertisements would create a market.   Their ads did not discriminate against any type of 

clientele, but welcomed all.   Stressing bargain shopping which did not discriminate 

financially against those who might not be able to afford their clothing, Perl’s goal was to 

make all male “customer[s] king.”214  Small town Jewish merchants may have catered 

“toward poorer socioeconomic groups” and merchants on the border may have had 

“ethnic relations [that] were [more] flexible and pragmatic”215 than in other parts of 
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Texas,216 but the Perl brothers took their advertising campaign of including Mexicans 

one step further.   Some depicted a man whose racial features were ambiguous, with face 

and hands lightly shaded gray,217 while others were directed at Mexicans even more 

explicitly.   One from The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville of October 31, 

1937 featured a male figure with the kind of mustache and dark features often associated 

with Latinos218 — an image that anticipated representations of Mexicans during Charro 

Days.   This same advertisement emphasized how the Fashion Perl Bros. was open to all: 

“[Y]ou’ll find the kind of prices that fit your budget like the welcome hand-clasp of an 

old friend.”219   

 The Perl brothers thus depicted themselves not only as businessmen but as 

familiar and welcoming of all races and ethnicities who simply needed a new suit at a 

decent price.   In one particularly revealing advertisement from July 23, 1937 (“Gala 

Opening for ‘Fashion’ Set Saturday”) the text describes how the “Perl Brothers call the 

opening of their new store the ‘Pan American’ opening . . . because of the proximity of 

Brownsville to the Mexican border and because of their desire to invite not only their 
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friends in the Valley, but those in Mexico as well, to the event.”220  By calling attention 

to their opening as one that was “Pan-American,” Leon and Sam proclaimed to the whole 

community that neither they nor their store discriminated, but were open to all regardless 

of race, ethnicity, class, or other hierarchal categorizations.   Mexicans were “their 

friends” because “Remember, we do love everybody!”  For Perl, this slogan did indeed 

include “everybody,” as he did do business with the small African-American population 

that predominately lived on the outskirts of Brownsville.   

Sam Perl’s son Ito Perl recalls how his father extended his colorblind policy to the 

very few African-American customers he had.   Extending this business to this very small 

demographic was significant because the African-American community had lived in 

“segregated areas” after the infamous Brownsville Affair of 1906.”221  Those who 

remained in Brownsville throughout the 1930s and 1940s were consigned to menial 

positions — longshoremen at the port, Pullman conductors of the railroads, and domestic 

workers at places like the El Jardin hotel.222  Despite its minimal size, the African-

American community was ostracized by Anglos and Mexicans in Brownsville, largely 

due to the violent legacy of the raids of the 19th to early 20th century. Brownsville’s 

Rancho Viejo Floodway Bridge223 was offensively referred to as “Nigger Bridge” 
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because it was “where General Taylor [had] stationed his negro troops.”224  Even though 

small town Jewish businessmen were far more inclined than Anglo-Christian merchants 

to sell to African-American customers, these business relationships tended to occur in 

places where African-Americans constituted a significant part of the population.225   

This was certainly not the case in Brownsville, where African-Americans were 

marginalized and tended to be feared. Despite this racist reality, Perl regularly sold 

Stetson hats to African-American Pullman porters.226 The general mistrust of African-

Americans did not extend to Perl, who had “good relations” with his African-American 

customers, according to Ito.227  Because African-Americans were forced to live on the 

margins of Brownsville society, commercial exchanges may have been the only way he 

was able to build relations with them.   Unlike the equally small Jewish population, 

African-Americans were never fully accepted by Brownsville because of perceptions of 

their historical legacy.   The fact that no mention of them is made in relation to Charro 

Days makes one wonder why Perl did not fight to include them in his community-

building efforts.   But African-Americans may have been reluctant to participate because 

of the manner in which they were alienated by the community.   As Nousel points out, 

African-Americans in the Brownsville region had their own church, school, and 
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socialization areas like the Union Café.228  Perl reached out to them as best he could as a 

“loving” merchant unafraid to do business with them.   This behavior demonstrates how 

Perl distinguished himself from his brother Leon in terms of risk-taking and community 

involvement.  

In Brownsville, Perl distinguished himself from his brother Leon in the manner in 

which he seemed to prioritize relationship building in the community.   According to 

Weiner, when Perl was asked at one point in his life if he would ever consider running for 

office, he declined because instead of political influence he preferred to have “friends, 

friends, friends”229 — and as we have seen, Perl befriended people regardless of their 

cultural background.   In contrast, Leon was a wallflower who did not invest himself as 

much with other people in the community.  Weiner describes Leon as  

reserved, quiet, formal, and immaculate . . . When customers entered, 
Leon talked quality, price, fabric, and design.  When customers departed, 
he returned to his wife’s side, leaning against a counter, looking over her 
shoulders, chatting softly, closing his eyes, and catching a cat nap.  Leon 
assumed that stance so often that the weight of his body wore a circular 
depression in the red-and-white checkered linoleum floor.230 
 

Clearly, Leon was more of a behind-the-scenes type as a clothing merchant and did not 

share his brother’s sociability.    As Ben Edelstein claimed in his self-published memoir 

of his father’s life, “Sam Perl was . . . a colorful individual. He was [someone] . . . we 

addressed as Uncle Sam.  Sam was one of the most active people in Brownsville, and a 

very dear friend of the Edelstein clan. There was nothing that happened in town without 
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his knowledge . . . [He was] always doing something for his city.”231  To Edelstein, Sam 

represented “Uncle Sam”; Leon was simply “Leon” or “Uncle Sam’s brother.”   

Metaphorically, Sam was also an “Uncle Sam” figure in that he was becoming the 

personification of small town America.   In Brownsville, he was someone people 

considered close enough to be family.   According to Weiner, Perl “was a scotch-on-the 

rocks man, an incurable storyteller.”232  Indeed, Perl epitomized the small town Jew who 

strives to be active and visible in the community233 in order to be seen as a positive 

“representative” of Jews, instead of as a marginalized outsider.234  He joined groups like 

the Kiwanis Club of Brownsville, The Brownsville Chamber of Commerce, The Masons, 

the Shriners, and the Elks.235  Perl’s dynamic personality inevitably enabled him to 

distinguish himself from Leon and began to take more of a central role in the Brownsville 

community.   As local architect engineer Jim Hiester would later say, “I know of no one 

who has contributed more to Brownsville than Sam Perl.”236  The Fashion Perl Bros. 

may have been co-owned, but in time Perl owned more than the business — he owned a 
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glowing reputation.   This was especially evident when Perl became the standard-bearer 

for the Jewish people of Brownsville. 

 

How Sam became Rabbi Perl 

As The Fashion Perl Bros. became more profitable, Perl began to realize that he 

had grown out of touch with his Jewish identity by becoming “accommodated to his 

surroundings.”237  Having been completely immersed in Jewish traditions during his 

childhood, Perl began to notice that he had permitted his Judaism to “slip.”238  Not only 

did he allow his store to be open on Saturdays, but he “savored tamales . . . with 

concentric layers of masa meal and a core of ground pork.”239  Reluctant to lose touch 

with his faith and willing to help others who may have felt the same way, Perl decided to 

motivate the community to construct a synagogue.   Between 1931 and 1941,240 Perl’s 

efforts in this undertaking would position him as the leader of the Brownsville Jewish 

community.   Not only did Perl establish Temple Beth-El in 1931,241 but without proper 

ordination he eagerly assumed the position of lay rabbi, “conduct[ing] Sabbath and High 
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Holy Days services”242 and wearing a “prayer shawl” and “skull cap.”243  Built at the 

height of the Great Depression, the synagogue was a great testament to Perl’s vision as a 

Jewish leader, especially since the population of the synagogue would grow to become by 

1941 “21 paying members, 2 honorary members — Perl, lay rabbi — 3 other non-paying 

members, 2 associate Matamoros members, and 1 associate ‘refugee.’”244  Even though 

Perl had not been ordained, he very much “wanted to be addressed as Rabbi.”245  In fact, 

when the Jewish community finally secured ordained Rabbi Jonathan Gerard, Temple-

Beth El named the new rabbi “Educational [D]irector so as not to hurt Sam Perl’s 

feelings [after] he had been serving the community for forty years.”246  Historically, it 

was not uncommon in small towns for Jewish communities to use a lay rabbi to lead 

congregations.247 However, Perl was far more than simply a lay rabbi, as he truly 
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emerged as the bonafide spiritual leader of the Brownsville Jewish community as well as 

their ambassador to the greater Brownsville-Matamoros area.  

Perl’s Jewish identity underwent a radical transformation, from that of a treyfe-

eating merchant who opened his store on the Sabbath to a temple-constructing lay rabbi 

who came to personify Judaism in the town of Brownsville.   As a leader, Perl would 

make himself available to the non-Jewish community as well.   For instance, Sam insisted 

that his fraternal brothers in the Anglo-dominated Kiwanis Club offer “informative 

programs prior to Jewish holidays.”248 In his later years as a voluntary chaplain to the 

Shrimp Producer Association, Perl “deemed shrimp permissible fare for Gulf Coast 

Jews” as a way to promote the local economy.249  Moreover, when a Catholic civic 

leader going through a difficult divorce went to Perl because his priest would not help 

him, the gentleman reported how “Sam sat me down and gave me what he called a sound 

piece of Jewish advice: Don’t look back.”250  When he reached out to the community in 

ways such as this, it is essential to note how Perl identified his advice to his Catholic 

friend as being “Jewish.”  In this way, Perl wanted the community of Brownsville to 

know that in reaching out to them, he reached out to them as a Jew.   He was especially 

respected by the Jewish community for representing himself to Brownsville in this way.   

An article in Temple Beth El’s monthly newsletter described Perl as “one of the few Jews 

in the valley . . . [who] not only maintained the practice of Judaism but became a leader 
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in its different functions.”251  Jewish Mayor Ruben Edelstein later claimed that Perl was 

unique because in spite of “[l]iving in a border town that was overwhelmingly Hispanic 

and predominantly Roman Catholic, Perl [was] open about being a Jew.”252  In a 2007 

blog entitled “Jews in the Rio Grande Valley,” an anonymous non-Jewish blogger writes 

that Sam Perl was “one of the most beloved and respected citizens of Brownsville” and 

that her “father would buy his clothes from no one else because of the trust he had in Mr. 

Perl.”253  Perl was so devoted to his community that he even traveled to Mexico to 

perform interfaith marriages between Jews and non-Jews.254  In essence, Perl reached 

out to the non-Jewish community as a way to express his identity as a Jew.    

Another way Perl made the Jewish community more visible to the community 

was through holiday announcements he published in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo 

de Brownsville.  Around 1936 Perl convinced his friend Morris Stein, a Jewish 

newspaper owner, to print articles about the Jewish community in The Brownsville 
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Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville.255  Being a publication with a culturally inclusive 

history, Stein’s newspaper would seem well suited for pieces such as these.256  

Moreover, these articles would reach a diverse community accustomed to the coverage of 

multicultural events.   In 1934, the Spanish language version of the newspaper was 

inserted in the English language version as a way of catering to the Latino community in 

the Valley.257  Whenever anyone bought the newspaper in Brownsville, the front page in 

English was displayed for purchase; whenever anyone bought the paper in Matamoros, a 

front page in Spanish was displayed258 — but on both sides of the border each edition of 

the newspaper featured a front or back page that was either in English or Spanish.259  In 

this way, Perl’s announcements about the Jewish community would reach a culturally 

and linguistically diverse readership, emphasizing the distinct nature of the Jewish 

community.   One way Perl used the Brownsville newspaper as a forum for Jewish 

identity was when he published announcements about Passover, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, 

Rosh Hashanah, and Hanukkah.260  These articles — which began to appear in the 1930s 
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and which still run in some form to this day — made Judaism more visible in three ways:  

they used universalizing concepts to which all readers could relate, they provided specific 

details to illustrate the cultural distinctiveness of regional Jews, and they made a point of 

emphasizing Perl’s status as a Jewish community leader.   

On November 22, 1937, an article entitled “Jewish Feast to Be Marked: Temple 

League Plans Party Sunday” utilized universalizing concepts to convey to a broad non-

Jewish audience the meaning of Hanukkah: “[The holiday represents] the deliverance of 

the Jewish people from the oppression of the Syrian Greeks.  In the synagogue services 

during this season, the ideals of religious liberty and human brotherhood are 

stressed.”261  Universal concepts like “religious liberty” and “human brotherhood” 

would have appealed to non-Jewish readers while breaking down the complexities of the 

ceremony itself.   At the same time, the use of the phrase the “deliverance of the Jewish 

people” emphasizes the Jewishness of the holiday — an element often lost when 

Hanukkah is described as merely the Jewish version of Christmas.262  An April 17, 1938 

article about Passover also conveys its cultural distinctiveness by highlighting a unique 

set of practices which make Passover sui generis:    
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Jewish people of the Valley began observance of . . . Passover by 
partaking of the feast of Sedur [sic] Friday night and Saturday night . . . 
“[C]ommemorating the Exodus from Egypt[,] the Jews will abstain from 
the eating of bread, wheat, rice, and all starchy foods,” Sam Perl, lay 
leader at the Brownsville Temple Beth-El, said Saturday.263 
 

The articles’ use of “Sedur” instead of “feast” illustrates how Perl wanted to demonstrate 

that Jews not only celebrated unique holidays, but also had their own language.   

References to abstinence reinforce the idea of a distinct tradition.   Later in this article 

Perl is quoted as saying: “‘Matzos, the unleavened bread, will be the basis of the diet of 

the Hebrew race  (emphasis mine) for the next eight days, honoring the unleavened 

loaves taken by the Hebrews in their hurried flight from Egypt.’”264  Keeping in mind 

his use of “Oriental” in 1928, 265 Perl’s use of the phrase “Hebrew race” in 1938 reveals 

that after the passage of a decade his views on the distinctiveness of Jewish identity and 

race were only more defined.   Lastly, Perl’s position both as lay rabbi and community 

leader is reinforced by each of these articles.   A September 22, 1938 announcement 

entitled “Rosh Hashonoh Rites Are Set” describes how “in Brownsville the services will 

be under the direction of Sam Perl, lay leader of the congregation.”266  Acknowledging 

that these religious services were “under” Perl’s “direction” communicates how he had 
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effectively become the recognized leader of the Brownsville Jewish community.   It also 

offers further evidence that a distinctive Jewish population existed in Brownsville.   By 

placing announcements in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, local Jews 

were represented as a group visibly different from Anglo and Mexican populations.   

These early steps towards Jewish self-identification and Jewish group identification 

enabled him to later embody through Charro Days the position of the “in-between” or 

“interstitial” Jew.  

 Sam Perl’s early experience in Brownsville, Texas from the 1920s through the 

late 1930s shaped his perspective not only about race, but also about his Jewish identity 

and his Jewish community identity.   The open door policy of the Fashion Perl Bros. 

underscored Perl’s larger mission to “love everybody.”  But while his business thrived he 

became more conscious of the need to express his own Jewish identity in a community 

characterized by multiple racial identities.  Although Perl wanted it to be known that his 

business was open to everyone, he also wanted the people of Brownsville to recognize his 

status as a Jew in a community of Jews.  In this way, Perl declined to conform to 

dominant Anglo or Mexican identities — the two most prevalent racial populations in the 

greater Brownsville-Matamoros area.   Although these formative experiences occurred 

before or around the very first Charro Days festival, they contributed to Perl’s growing 

reputation in the Brownsville community.   Eventually, Perl could successfully pursue his 

desire to express his Jewish identity while simultaneously working toward greater 

understanding between Mexicans and Anglos in the Brownsville-Matamoros area — 

goals he fulfilled through Charro Days, a celebration which brought together two 
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communities who themselves had distinct cultural backgrounds.   By becoming the 

definitive “interstitial” Jew, Perl could visibly express his Jewishness while building 

bridges across borders.  
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CHAPTER THREE: SAM PERL, CHARRO DAYS, AND BECOMING MR. 
BROWNSVILLE  

 

 A 1969 article by Sam Perl in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 

Brownsville267 entitled “‘Charro Days’ Provide Pretty Staging” was entirely different in 

content from the pieces about Jewish holidays in which his name had appeared years 

before.   In this piece, Perl encouraged the Brownsville community to wear “costumes for 

Charro Days . . . [because] [w]ithout costuming Charro Days become[s] just another 

carnival or country fair, and that is what we have always tried to avoid.   Furthermore, by 

wearing the authentic costumes of Mexico we stress our proximity [to it].”268  Perl’s use 

of the term “we” is significant — before he spoke for the Jewish community and now he 

feels confident speaking for all of Brownsville.  Furthermore, what he has to say is 

surprising.   Why would the Jewish Perl run the risk of alienating himself from the Anglo 

community by pressuring them to don Mexican attire and emulate their Mexican 

neighbors?  Having championed his own Jewish community before, what was it about 

Charro Days that would now make him champion Mexican culture to an Anglo culture 

that clearly preferred “just another carnival, or country fair”?  This pre-Lenten, bicultural 

holiday seemed to be completely unrelated to who Perl was; nonetheless, Charro Days 
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American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: 
Newspapers clippings 1969-1981. 
268 Ibid. 
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would prove to be the pivotal event in the transformation of Perl from an open-minded 

Jewish businessman to the ultimate “in-between” or “interstitial” Jew.    

The role of Charro Days in the development of Perl’s identity can only be 

understood through an exploration of both the origins of the bicultural festival and the 

larger sociohistorical factors and cultural relationships that predisposed Perl to find 

inspiration in the celebration.   Articles and photographs from the 1930s and 1940s 

relating to the Charro Days celebrations fill out this picture and demonstrate how Perl’s 

role in the festival expressed his “interstitial” status. Ultimately, this experience would 

inspire him to continue to build bridges between Anglos and Mexicans until the end of 

his days. 

The festival of Charro Days emerged from the devastated socioeconomic climate 

of Depression era Brownsville.   Confronted by financial chaos as well as the massive 

Mexican deportation in 1937, the Brownsville community was under internal and 

external threats.   In response, lawyer and real estate developer Kenneth Faxon 

approached members of the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce (which included Perl) 

with the idea of inaugurating “a celebration to emphasize the color, pageantry, and . . . 

costumes of [their] neighbor, old Mexico.”269  After pitching the idea to the Chamber of 

Commerce, The Brownsville Herald/ El Heraldo de Brownsville owner, Stein, decided to 

call the event “Charro Days.”270  The name paid homage to “charros [or] ‘dashing 

                                                
269 Wooldridge and Vezzetti, Brownsville: A Pictorial History, 131. 
270 Ibid, 131. 
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Mexican gentleman cowboys.’”271  Originally, the event was scheduled to last for one 

day only, but the Chamber of Commerce extended it to four days to better distract people 

from the economic hardships of the Great Depression.272  They also hoped that this 

holiday would help the Brownsville-Matamoros community by creating new jobs and 

bringing in tourist revenue.273  At the same time, it would help to create a unified front 

against Mexican deportations by “educat[ing] local residents and visitors to the Mexican 

culture of the Brownsville Matamoros area.”274  Thus, Brownsville’s Charro Days 

would make a non-white, American, borderland culture the center of a celebration.   To 

do this, the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce would employ Mexican nostalgia as a 

tool of expression to “gain control over [its] cultural environment.”275  Using this 

historical memory as a means for economic gain, the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce 

ingeniously created a “bicultural”276 event.   In the same way that modern day inter-

ethnic celebrations like “Harmony Day” inspired New York City’s suburban enclave 
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Jackson Heights to “reduce the ‘us’ versus ‘them’” problem, so did Charro Days,277 in 

that it was a community-wide event that celebrated a minority culture.278  

Because Brownsville had a large population of Latinos, its “knowledge of 

Mexican culture and customs would prove fortuitous,”279 enabling it to host an authentic 

celebration.  Newspaper advertisements were at their lowest during the Depression, 280 

but Charro Days was “heavily promoted through both advertising and the wooing of 

reporters”281 to record the festivities.   As a result, the turnout was remarkable.   The 

festivities began with a Mariachi band crossing the border, at which point the musical 

troop was “stopped by U.S. authorities” in order to “sing one song, as their entrance fee 

into the U.S.”282  In this way, Charro Days transformed a discriminatory experience in 

which Mexicans were formerly made to feel like “greasers”283 into one in which they 

were praised for their cultural uniqueness and musical talents.   Once the Mariachi band 
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arrived, a traditional Mexican grito was cried out.284  Throughout the festivities, Anglos 

and Mexicans alike were required to wear colorful Mexican costumes which transformed 

them into charros and charreadas.   Dressed the part, participants would then engage in 

all kinds of cultural activities, including “parades . . . street dances, a rodeo, mariachi and 

marimba concerts, and ballet folklorico performances by school students.”285  How 

would a Jew who had struggled to make his identity visible relate to these celebrations of 

another marginalized culture? After all, although Perl had welcomed all races and 

ethnicities to his clothing store, he had never downplayed his Judaism (like Edelstein and 

Sommers had) in the name of a heightened awareness of Mexican cultural heritage.  

Before we consider Perl’s experience with Charro Days, it is essential to consider 

sociohistorical factors which were in play when Charro Days first became a holiday in 

1938.  Not only was this at the height of the Great Depression, but it may have 

constituted the most virulent period of anti-Semitism in American history.   Scapegoated 

for the “deepening economic crisis”286 both in and outside of the United States, Jews 

like Perl were exposed on a daily basis to threats both at home and abroad.   In addition, 

innumerable articles in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville would have 

reminded Brownsville’s Jewish community of the horrors Jews faced in Europe.287  
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International Jewish helplessness was exacerbated by immigration laws of the 1930s, 

which barred the entry of Jews into the United States.   Reasonably frightened, many 

Jews like Perl joined Zionist leagues288 to feel more of a sense of belonging and 

empowerment.289  As Winegarten and Schechter demonstrate, when the “news of the 

Holocaust reached Texas Jews, they redoubled their efforts to support the war effort and 

rescue European victims.”290  For his part, Perl worked at home to fight anti-Semitism.  

On November 1, 1937, The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville featured the 

article “Valley Lodge Elects Perl: Brownsville Man to Head B’nai Brith.”291  Perl’s 

election is significant considering how the national organization of B’nai Brith would 

form the Anti-Defamation League to fight anti-Semitism in the United States.292  When 

B’nai Brith honored former Secretary of State John Hay in a special radio program aired 

on October 15, 1938, Perl promoted the event because Hays “frequently . . . championed 

the cause of the oppressed Jews of foreign countries.”293  Like America’s Uncle Sam, 
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Brownsville’s “Uncle Sam” became so concerned about the situation in Europe that he 

“called on the youth of Brownsville to fight the war,” especially Jewish youth like Ruben 

Edelstein, son of Ben Edelstein.294  He even cultivated relations with the “considerably 

large number of young Jewish men [who] were stationed at two military bases in the 

Brownsville area,” 295 asking them to assist him in leading services.296  Worldwide 

anti-Semitism had forced Perl to reach out to his own Jewish community even more to 

prevent anti-Semitism from taking root in a small town in which he had always loved 

everyone equally anyway.   Forever eager to present a positive image of the Brownsville 

Jewish community, Perl certainly viewed Charro Days as an opportunity to dismantle any 

preconceived, potentially anti-Semitic ideas about Jewish identity through his 

contributions to the celebration.   Perl forged bonds with the Anglo community through 

Charro Days, but he forged even stronger ones with the Mexican community — a 

previously marginalized group now at the center of a four-day festival.  

Throughout American history Jews have created a sense of unity with other 

minority groups by actively embracing their cultures.   They have typically done this with 

the African-American community,297 but Jews also have a considerable history of 
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cultural exchange with the Latino community.   Roger Bennett and Josh Kun’s And You 

Shall Know Us By The Trail of Our Vinyl claims that when Jews lived alongside Latinos 

during the 1950s in places like Brooklyn, the Bronx, and Harlem, they became inspired 

by Latin music, resulting in the release of records like “Me Llamo Steinberg: The Jewish 

Latin Craze.”  Moreover, some Jews called themselves “mamboniks”298 and learned the 

Cha Cha, the Rumba, and the Mambo in places like the Catskills.299  In “What’s Good 

for Boyle Heights Is Good for the Jews,” Historian George Sanchez describes how Jews 

in Los Angeles formed cultural alliances with the dominant Mexican-American 

population.300  A local Jewish community center in 1949 created the first Friendship 

Festival to “bring Mexican, Japanese, Negro, and Jewish youth” together through cultural 

activities.301  Elsewhere, in communities like Albuquerque and San Diego, Jews 

celebrated Cinco de Mayo with their Mexican neighbors.302  These examples 

demonstrate how Jews embraced other cultures — especially Latino culture — to 

cultivate unity.   Perl did the same through Charro Days, but his engagement with the 

festival would have deeper repercussions on a personal level because it provided him 

with a permanent model for how he might build bridges between Mexican and Anglo 
                                                
298 Bennett and Kun, 97. 
299 Ibid, 97-98. 
300 George J. Sanchez, “‘What’s Good for Boyle Heights is Good for the Jews:’ Creating 
Multiracialism on the Eastside During the 1950s” American Quarterly 56, no. 3 (2004): 
634, 641. 
301 Sanchez, 641. 
302 La Jolla Patch, “Celebrate Cinco de Mayo San Diego—Style—La Jolla, CA Patch,” 
http://lajolla.patch.com/articles/celebrate-cinco-de-mayo-san-diego-style.; The Ronald 
Gardenswartz Jewish Community Center of Greater Albuquerque, “The Chile 
Papers,”http://www.jccabq.org/pdf/Chile_Paper_June_2009.pdf. 



 

 74 

populations while maintaining his distinct, visible status as a Jew.   In other words, 

Charro Days enabled Perl to become the ideal expression of Marx’s “interstitial” Jew, 

impressing upon him the beauty of free-flowing borders and the value of creating an 

environment that promoted racial harmony.  

During Charro Days, Perl would have grown increasingly aware of the manner in 

which fluid cultural and geographical borders proved that “that two different cultures 

[could] exist side by side on . . . [a] friendly basis.”303  During the festival itself there 

was “easy access across the border.”304  Not only were Mexicans welcomed, but the 

only passport they needed consisted of their newly valued traditions and culture.  

Brownsville’s celebration of Mexican music (Viva Mexico, El Rancho Grande, 

Guadalajara) and dancing styles (La Bamba, Rumba, La Raspa) also enabled Anglos to 

"cross over" into Mexican culture.305  In a 1949 Charro Days  pamphlet — in which Perl  

himself is acknowledged as a contributor —  an illustration of a map of the Brownsville-

Matamaros area celebrates the idea of a fluid border.  Significantly, on the Brownsville 

side of the illustrated map is a picture of a Mexican flag, while on the Matamoros side is 

a picture of an American flag.   Beside these images a description emphasizes how these 

cities are “twin cities,”306 even calling the Brownsville-Matamoros area the “Rio Grande 
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Valley of the United States of America and the United States of Mexico.”307  The 

pamphlet further notes that the four-day festival was created “as an expression of 

goodwill between (emphasis mine) the nation of the American continents.”308  Indeed, 

Charro Days celebrated the removal of boundaries that otherwise divided Anglos from 

Mexicans, reshaping the two into one ideal nation.  

As Perl himself would have appreciated, on Charro Days borders were relative.   

Like Matamoros, Brownsville became a place in which Mexicans were both visible and 

welcomed.  Perl would have been inspired by Charro Days because a marginalized 

culture — however different from his own — was not treated as secondary to the Anglo 

minority.   Journalist James C. Ericson’s article “The Carefree Charm of Charro Days” 

claims that the festival was an “American carnival with a Latin accent [which gave] 

visitors to Brownsville, Texas a taste of old Mexico without crossing the border.”309  A 

convergence of Anglo-American and Latino cultures, this four-day event demonstrated 

not only how Brownsville could provide a space for the Mexican Other, but also how 

Jews could insert themselves between the two in unity and celebration.  By creating open 

borders, the festivity set a precedent about what it meant to live in harmony between two 

cultures.   Certainly for Brownsville Jews like Perl, the idea of being able to readily cross 

community barriers, even through mere celebration, demonstrated the infinite 

possibilities of bridging cultural borders.   Because everyone was required to envision 
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themselves as a Mexican charro or charreada, the festivities promoted the infinite 

possibilities of a racial and ethnic unity. 

In Tex-Mex harmony, Charro Days promoted the utopian ideal that racial and 

ethnic boundaries did not exist — something that Perl himself had promoted in 

advertisements for the Fashion Perl Bros.   A Charro Days pamphlet published in 1949 

emphasized in upper case letters that “EVERYBODY . . . [was] expected to be in 

costume from the first grito on Thursday until early Sunday morning.”310  Interestingly, 

the pamphlet’s bold use of “EVERYBODY” echoes Perl’s local slogan and catchphrase 

“Remember, we do love everybody!”  In the same manner in which Perl became beloved 

for wanting “friends, friends, friends,” Brownsville Rotarian John McRay commented 

that “Charro Days [was] a fiesta for the purpose of making friends, to bring people from 

other countries, to attract wide attention and to know our neighbors better.”311  McRay’s 

emphasis on congeniality with “people from other countries” demonstrated a philosophy 

of unity through racial and ethnic diversity which was at the heart of the Charro Days 

festivities.   Toward this end, a photograph in the pamphlet of Anglo and Mexican 

women dressed as charreadas is accompanied by the statement: “It wouldn’t be fiesta 

without COSTUMES.”312  But what this similarity truly represents is a bridging of 
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cultures and the elimination of hierarchy in terms of race and class.   As Brownsville poet 

Lillian Weems Baldridge’s “Charro Days in Brownsville” puts it: 

 
Anglos and Latins in one weaving pattern;  
Black eyes, brown eyes, and blue;  
Fair skins and dark skins, English and Spanish— 
Which are which? Quien sabe, do you?313 
 

 Written by an Anglo-American, Baldridge’s poem emphasizes how Charro Days was 

both color blind and community-building.   Making symbolic use of English and Spanish, 

Baldridge suggests that Charro Days has made Mexicans and Anglos virtually 

temporarily indistinguishable when she writes: “Which are which? Quien sabe, do you?”  

The uniquely blurred “in-between” aspects of Charro Days would enable Perl to become 

an “interstitial” Jew in the name of a community without borders.  

 Perl was profoundly influenced by the manner in which Charro Days 

communicated the fluidity of the border region, but an equally profound influence was 

Brownsville itself, which came to personify the “in-between” status Perl would come to 

embody as an “interstitial” Jew.  During Charro Days, Brownsville was unlike its usual 

self; the four-day festival transformed it from a difficult-to-access border town to a 

metaphorical meeting ground where two disparate communities (Anglo and Mexican) 

could celebrate in harmony with little anxiety about racial or ethnic prejudice.   A 

Brownsville that was not Brownsville, however temporarily, reflected the manner in 

which Perl made his Jewish identity more visible while building bridges throughout the 

                                                
313 Lillian Weems Baldridge, “Charro Days in Brownsville,” The Brownsville Herald/El 
Heraldo de Brownsville, February 14, 1939, 6. 
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community.   But Charro Days’ vision of a transformed Brownsville with a unified 

community identity would impact Perl’s attempts to forge a unified personal identity that 

would enable him to realize all of his diverse goals as an “in-between” Jew.   Gilman and 

Marx describe “in-between” Jews as individuals forced to straddle the line between 

dominant groups and less dominant ones because they cannot completely fit in with their 

host society — a largely negative state of being.   But Perl’s status as an “interstitial” Jew 

in Brownsville subverts Gilman and Marx’s model of acculturation by suggesting its 

positive aspects.   By using Brownsville during Charro Days to refashion and reposition 

himself, Perl’s “in-between” status would enable him to maintain his Jewish identity 

while building bridges between Anglo and Mexicans all year round, thereby bonding 

with his community.   Indeed, when Perl eventually became “Mr. Brownsville,” he 

epitomized not only what Weiner claims was the “personification of the border’s 

multicultural mix,”314 but he also became one with Brownsville metaphorically — a 

richly “in-between” person in a richly “in-between” place.   A selection of newspapers 

articles and photographs chronicling Perl’s involvement in Charro Days further 

demonstrates how he came to embody — in an altogether positive way — the identity of 

an “in-between” Jew.   

 The manner in which Perl positively embodied this position becomes most 

apparent when we consider how he was depicted in a selection of articles about Charro 

Days published in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville.   Throughout the 

years, Perl occupied prominent roles as a Charro Days organizer — Chairman of Finance 

                                                
314 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 138. 
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and Advertising,315 and Charro Days Director316  — but it was in the playful role of 

“Chief Injustice of the Brush Court” that he emerged as “one of the main figures behind 

the founding of Charro Days.” 317  Indeed, the press’s depiction of him as Chief 

Injustice was so well publicized that through it his role during Charro Days would come 

to be construed as iconic.   The significance of this role of Perl’s can be appreciated once 

one understands its greater purpose (to unite the community) and considers the kind of 

role-playing it demanded from the individual asked to play it (a façade of fierceness).  

In his capacity as Chief Injustice of the Brush Court, the main purpose of Perl’s 

play-acting role was to communicate to Charro Days participants the need to embrace a 

culture different from their own as a means of promoting unity between two cities.   In 

January of 1938, the Brush Court was first assembled, largely with the idea of preserving 

the authentic appearance of Charro Days participants.   In “Engendering Nationalism: 

Identity, Discourse and The Mexican Charro,” Olga Najera-Ramirez describes how in 

Mexican culture a charro was “both a national symbol and a cultural construction of 

maleness.” 318  For the Charro Days Brush Court, preserving the authenticity of this 

                                                
315 Charro Days Brownsville Texas February 24, 25, 26, 27, 1938 (Brownsville, TX: 
Charro Days, Inc., 1938), n.p. “Charro Days,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, February 5, 1940, 2. 
316 See: Joseph, “ A Tribute to Sam Perl, 1898-1980,” 368.; “Charro Heads to Hold 
Meet,” The Brownsville Herald/ El Heraldo de Brownsville, October 3, 1939.; He is 
acknowledged as Vice-President of the Board of Directors for Charro Days: Charro Days 
February 20-23, 1941 (Brownsville, TX: Charro Days, inc., 1941),n.p. 
317 Joseph, “A Tribute to Sam Perl, 1897-1980,” 369. 
318 Olga Najera-Ramirez, “Engendering Nationalism: Identity, Discourse and the 
Mexican Charro,” Chicano/Latino Research Center: Cross Border Perspectives Linking 
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image meant ensuring that male participants should “grow whiskers, side burns and 

mustache[s].”319  A comical court prosecuted all those who failed to do so because 

anyone that refused to don the proper facial physiognomy would be disgracing Mexican 

culture and “tried in a public court and fined.”320  As the first Court Injustice, 321 Perl 

effectively became the leading charro, prosecuting those who failed to uphold the 

standards that would unify all the members of the Brownsville-Matamoros community, 

both Anglo and Latino. To accomplish this task, the playfully wrathful Chief Injustice 

had to be especially fierce and merciless when dispensing (in)justice.  

A phony editorial in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville entitled 

“Fellowship for Free Facial Foliage Fashions Arise to Challenge Brush Court Rule” and 

written by a fake Brownsvillian named Bill de la Bull asked: “Why worry about 

European dictators — we have them here!”322 Bill de la Bull’s irreverent rhetorical 

question, which equated Perl with a ferocious dictator, undercut his identity as a lay rabbi 

and merchant who loved “everybody.” A humorously merciless force to be reckoned 

with, Perl was a dispenser of “injustice” in name only; in fact, Judge Perl sentenced 

anyone failing to enter fully into the community-building aspects of the festivities.   To 

                                                                                                                                            
the Americas, Working Paper No. 3 (Santa Cruz: University of California Santa Cruz, 
1993), 3. 
319 John McRay, “Four-Fold Purpose Behind Charro Days Explained Rotarians By John 
McRay: Making Friends for the City is Among the Most Vital Factors,”The Brownsville 
Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, January 21, 1949, 2. 
320 Ibid. 
321 Ibid. 
322 Bill de la Bull, “Fellowship for Free Facial Foilage Fashion Arises to Challenge 
Brush Court Rule,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, January 14, 
1941, 3. 
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do this, Perl had to take on the position of the “in-between” Jew, because in this role he 

was authorized by Charro law to determine the proper punishment that should be allotted 

to any individual (Anglo, Jew, or Mexican) who defied the spirit of Charro Days.   Judge 

Perl’s injustice was not unjust at all; to preserve the sanctity of the holiday, Perl the “in-

between” Jew had to build bridges between Anglos and Mexicans by comically 

reinforcing their need to come together and recognize one another’s traditions.   A 

selection of articles from The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville 

demonstrates this. 

 Four articles published between 1938-1939 — all humorous in nature — 

colorfully depict the “in-between” Jew Perl in full command of the Brush Court.  Despite 

his outrageous behavior, Perl emphasizes two standards that embody the Charro Days 

festival.   In the first of these, Perl insists that full “facial foliage” represents good 

citizenship.   Secondly, Judge Perl’s complete impartiality promotes a philosophy in 

which racial, cultural, and geographical backgrounds should never prevent a community 

from coming together.   By upholding the ideals of citizenship and impartiality, Chief 

Injustice Perl is able to uphold the laws of Charro Days as an “in-between” Jew 

promoting bridge building.  

 In a January 20, 1938 article entitled “Fines Charged to Brushless: Rotarians 

Penalized,” Chief Injustice Perl rules against a non-compliant Rotarian whose failure to 

don proper physiognomy is seen as “tantamount”323 to poor citizenship:  

                                                
323“Fines Charged to Brushless: Rotarians Penalized by Nine Old Men,” The 
Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, January 20, 1938, 4. 
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In the name and by the Authority of Charro Days: “I, Sam Perl, do 
solemnly swear that on or about the 14th day January, A.D. 1938, in the 
city of Brownsville, State of Texas (the defendant did then and there, with 
malice aforethought intentionally, purposely and fraudulently fall [sic] in 
his solemn duty as a citizen of this great Republic of the Rio Grande 
Valley to so alter his physiognomy (horse face to you) conform to the 
special dictates, commands, orders, and irrevocable decrees of the Charro 
High Command to nurture, fertilize, cultivate, irrigate, propagate, 
conceive, and prune thereon thereupon, and or thereupon about said 
heretofore mentioned physiological deformity known in the vernacular as 
face, pan, map, and or mug, proper, suitable and becoming hirsute 
appendage (moustache to us) and tonsorial embellishment (alfalfa to you), 
said heinous crime being tantamount to high treason on the Rio Grande 
and Mutiny on the County.”324 

 
 

As the comic article suggests, Perl has been empowered by the “authority of 

Charro Days” to ensure that the festivity’s values will be maintained.   No longer a 

marginalized Jew, Perl is able to accuse any individual — even a “horse face” Anglo 

Rotarian — for failing to act as a good “citizen” of the Rio Grande Valley.   It is worth 

noting that in the Charro Days Brush Court facial hair is not the equivalent of Latino 

“Black Face”325; Mexican culture is not lampooned, but celebrated.  Moreover, when 

individuals do not behave as good citizens by extending fellowship to other communities 

they are committing “high treason on the Rio Grande and Mutiny on the County.”  In 

Perl’s court, the idea of the “physiological deformity” of a fully-bearded Mexican face is 

not a deformity at all, but an emblem of bridge-building.   As a previously marginalized 

Jew, Perl would have appreciated the manner in which these playful proceedings 

                                                
324 Ibid. 
325 See: Michael Rogin, “Black Face, White Noise: The Jewish Jazz Singer Finds His 
Voice” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 18, no. 3 (Spring 1992): 417-453. 
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destigmatized a minority look.    Sander Gilman’s Making the Body Beautiful: A Cultural 

History of Aesthetic Surgery describes how racial and ethnic groups sometimes alter their 

appearance to fit into the larger Anglo culture, “correct[ing] . . . ‘racial’ difference.”326  

But in the Charro Days Brush Court, a beardless Anglo face was no longer an ideal, but a 

symbol of racial disharmony.   When Perl rules against a non-compliant Rotarian, he is 

reminding him that his duty as a citizen is to create unity between Anglos and Mexicans.   

In a similar way, Chief Injustice Perl’s complete impartiality further demonstrates his 

devotion as an “in-between” Jew to the ideals of Charro Days. 

 In Perl’s Brush Court, anyone who broke Charro Days law was subjected to 

punishment — and, as an “interstitial” Jew, his playful rulings demonstrated impartiality.   

In a February 20, 1938327 article entitled “Brush Court Boost ‘Take[s]’ in New Fines,” 

Chief Injustice Perl prosecutes all parties fairly, regardless of their race or ethnicity.   

Without mentioning the backgrounds of the individuals tried by Perl, the article states: 

“Hapless and helpless citizens were dragged [in] . . . parted from their cash and dignities 

by the Grand Court of Brush.”328  In other words, no matter what Perl subjects them to, 

they are citizens first and Mexican, Anglos, or Jews second.   In one hilariously 

complicated incident, a Mexican defendant named Ramon Munoz and an Anglo man 

                                                
326 Sander Gilman, Making the Body Beautiful (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University 
Press, 1999), xvii-xviii. 
327 This was featured in the Valley Sunday Star-Monitor-Herald, which is the Sunday 
edition of The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville.  see Cardenas, 
“Brownsville and The Herald in the 1940’s,” 219. 
328 “Brush Court Boosts ‘Take’ In New Fines,” Valley Sunday Star-Monitor-Herald, 
February 20, 1938, 1. 
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named Sam Hughston fall prey to Perl’s form of “JewishPrudence.”329  Although these 

two are not tried for their facial appearance, it is just as well — because in Perl’s court 

any type of misconduct may be prosecuted in a manner that is more than skin deep:  

 
“I can’t understand [Munoz. G]et me an interpreter,” cried Chief 

Injustice Sam Perl.  
A bearded dignitary arose [sic] to the occasion, mumbl[ing] some 

word[s] with the “prisoner.” 
“I can’t understand the interpreter,” professed Munoz [in Spanish]. 

“He speaks Hebrew” . . .  
[The n]ext victim was Sam Hughston[, who] pleaded passionately 

and continually of his love for the Lone Star State. Injustice Perl was 
relentless too.330 
 

Acting as an “interstitial” judge, Perl provides Munoz with an interpreter so that he can 

have a fair trial.   This is significant because Mexicans lacked legal rights during this 

period; in the dream court of Charro Days, Mexicans are provided due process.   The fact 

that the interpreter speaks Hebrew comically illustrates the challenges of language 

barriers; however, Perl does not give up on prosecuting Munoz, but provides him with a 

fair ruling.   Because Perl is impartial he assigns punishment based not on one’s race, but 

on one’s crime.   Perl’s impartial judgments are extended to his “next victim,” Sam 

Hughston, an Anglo-Texan.   Although he pleads that he is loyal to the Lone Star State — 

that is, to Anglo-Texan ideals — Hughston receives the same “relentless” treatment as 

                                                
329 A comical term Perl used at one point to describe his court proceedings in the Brush 
Court and a play on Jurisprudence. See: “Sam Perl Seen Crying Bitterly After Settling for 
80 Percent,” The Brownsville Herald/ El Heraldo de Brownsville, February 10, 1938, 10. 
330 “Brush Court Boosts ‘Take’ In New Fines,” Valley Sunday Star-Monitor-Herald, 
February 20, 1938, 1. 
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Munoz.   The only thing Perl is loyal to is his commitment to impartiality and good 

citizenship in the name of community building.  

 In a February 3, 1939 article entitled “Brush Court Is To Convene: Kiekel Will Be 

Tried by Injustices,” Perl is described as maintaining his impartiality even when the 

plaintiff is a well-known Anglo resident, former Brownsville Kiwanis president331 Bill 

Kiekel.   Despite his status in the community, Kiekel receives the same treatment from 

Perl as any other plaintiff.   The reporter of the article describes how Kiekel was arrested 

for “failure to comply with the precepts and customs of Charro Days by growing 

hirsute.”332  The article then quotes Injustice Perl as saying, “[W]e have made 

arrangements with the sheriff to incarcerate him until . . . he can show a crop of facial 

decorations that will be in keeping with the honor of this court and [the] ideals of Charro 

Days.”333  As the impartial Court Injustice, Perl has no qualms about charging an 

eminent Brownsvillian like Kiekel for failing to “comply with the precepts and customs 

of Charro Days.”334 Perl is more interested in preserving the “ideals” of the community 

than in showing allegiance to a Brownsville Anglo who also happens to be his peer.   

When Perl uses the pronoun “we,” he is demonstrating that as an “interstitial” Jew he 

feels confident speaking and acting on behalf of the entire Brownsville community — no 

longer merely for his store or for the Jewish community.   Perl’s unflinching desire to 

                                                
331 “Galloway to Head Kiwanis Dinner Dance Will Feature Installation Service at 
Country Club,” Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, January 5, 1936, 2. 
332 “Brush Court is to Convene: Kiekel Will Be Tried By Injustice,” Brownsville 
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imprison Kiekel shows that he does not wish to appease one group over the other, but 

instead to “honor” the goals of Charro Days — that is, to bridge the gaps between both 

populations in the name of one community. 

 Photographs taken during the 1940s Charro Days festivities also depict Perl’s 

status as an “interstitial” Jew building bridges in a border community. Three photographs 

taken by uncredited photographers from The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 

Brownsville are particularly significant.   The first depicts Perl in a charro costume 

addressing Mexicans and Anglos during a radio broadcast; the second features Perl 

dispensing prizes while surrounded by a crowd of Anglos and Mexicans whose faces are 

blurred; and the third captures Perl reading a Charro Days decree to a crowd of Anglos 

and Mexicans during a Brush Court session. Before analyzing these photographs, 

however, we must consider how the arrival of photographers from Roosevelt’s Farm 

Security Administration in 1942335 may have affected how local Brownsville 

photographers would construct Perl’s image, especially in terms of a vision of social 

change. 

Throughout the Great Depression, FSA photographers traveled around the country 

capturing images of small town America to offer a vision of social change that at times 

promoted racial and ethnic harmony in the name of economic development. 336  

                                                
335 Erol Morris, “The Case of the Inappropriate Alarm Clock,” a Seven-Part Series from 
the New York Times: http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/category/errol-morris/the-
case-of-the-inappropriate-alarm-clock/.; Miles Orvell, American Photography (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 105-115. 
336 This may not be the view one typically associates with the FSA, especially since the 
government censored some of the images that dealt with race issues. However, the 
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“[P]rovid[ing] a sociological portrait of American life” which involved “all social 

classes,”337 FSA photographers from 1935 to 1944 were especially interested in areas 

that had been affected by rural poverty. This was because part of the FSA’s mission was 

to create New Deal propaganda338 for socioeconomic change in a time of great 

devastation.339  Because “the ideological center of the FSA project was the small town, 

which represented . . . an image of America’s past and values that [acted as] an anchor 

during the stormy years of the Depression,”340 the community of Brownsville would 

become an ideal photographic subject.   After all, not only was it a rural border town, but 

it had faced profound economic problems as a result of the Depression.341  In 1942 FSA 

photographers chronicled the Charro Days event, 342 perhaps because the essence of this 

                                                                                                                                            
following sources support the claim that FSA photographers promoted race and ethnic 
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festivity was community-building in the name of socioeconomic growth.343 With these 

things in mind, it is likely that the presence of FSA photographers in Brownsville would 

help to shape how other photographers in the area would later capture Charro Days 

images.344 

The goals of the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce, originators of Charro Days, 

were similar to those of the FSA in that both used cultural elements to promote 

socioeconomic change during a devastating time in American history.   To do this, local 

Charro Days photographers arguably focused on an individual who could embody the 

meaning of the holiday in the same powerful manner in which, for example, FSA 

photographer Dorothea Lange had focused on impoverished families in “Migrant 

Mother.”   An iconic figure through his role as Chief Injustice of the Brush Court, Perl 

was clearly the leading candidate to promote the message of Charro Days.   For those 

unaware of Perl’s role in Charro Days festivities, capturing him in Mexican attire and 

various other poses would have emphasized the importance of fostering Anglo and 

Mexican unity for socioeconomic gain.   Fully representing the “in-between” Jew, Perl 

would be an especially powerful subject.  

In one mid-1940s photograph, 345 Perl emerges as a bridge-building keynote 

                                                
343 According to Professors of History Dr. Manuel Medrano and Dr. Anthony Knopp at 
the University of Texas at Brownsville, the bulk of the Charro Days photographs taken in 
1942 were shot by FSA photographers. Ibid. 
344 “Charro Event on Latin Air,” Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, 
February 10, 1942, 2. 
345 “Unlabeled and Undated Charro Days Photograph featuring Sam Perl,” Sam Perl 
Collection 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The 
University of Texas Austin, Box 3s127c. Folder: Photographs. It is apparent that this 
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speaker confidently addressing a crowd of Anglos and Mexicans during a radio 

broadcast.346  Perl stands authoritatively center stage holding a microphone in hand, in 

the process of being recorded for KBOR (a local Brownsville Radio Station).347   Perl 

speaks to an audience of individuals who appear to be from Matamoros and Brownsville, 

while across from him stand three Anglos and one Mexican: the former wearing 

fashionable 1940s American-style garb (fedora, plain shirt with a wide pointed collar, and 

pleated pants),348 the latter in a Mexican serape.   For his part, Perl wears an authentic 

Charro Days outfit.   According to a promotional pamphlet published by The Brownsville 

Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, for men there were two options for clothing during 

the Charro Days celebration: the Yucatan shirt and the "El Gaucho" costume.   In this 

photograph, Perl wears the El Gaucho, which is described as follows: 

 
The El Gaucho costume, from Brazil, is simple to authentically 
reproduce with the exception of the boots.  They are a special kind, 
not ordinarily found on United States or Northern Mexican 

                                                                                                                                            
photograph was taken in the 1940s because Perl appears much older it than in the 
previous ones taken in the 1930s. See: “Four to Face Justice of Brush Men’s Court—Get 
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26, 1938, 1. 
346 Ibid. 
347 J. Lee Stambaugh and Lillian J. Stambaugh, Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas: Its 
Colonization and Industrialization 1518-1953 (Austin, TX: Jenkins Publishing Co., 
1964), 304. 
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markets.   It consists of a shirt, trousers, hat, boots, neckerchief, 
and a simple service type riding quirt.  The shirt is a dark silk — 
usually black, and fits like a regular cowboy shirt, with the 
exception that the points of the collar may be slightly exaggerated 
and the sleeves above three button cuffs, very full.  Cotton 
Gabardine [sic] the trousers are of heavy cotton gabardine, but 
heavy cotton crash is suggested as a substitute.  Trousers can be 
black, gray, brown or white.349 
 
 

Modeling this costume to a "T," Perl seeks to create unity between these two groups by 

embodying the Charro Days philosophy of embracing other cultures.   Indeed, Perl 

resembles the Mexican subject more than the three Anglos; however, the fact that Perl is 

visibly Anglo “in color” equates him with the subjects in American style garb.   The fact 

that Perl is both similar to and different from both the Anglos and the Mexican perfectly 

embodies his “in-between” status.   As with FSA photographs, this one signals to viewers 

that they too should take cultural risks to build bridges in the name of socioeconomic 

gain.  

 Perl emerges as the central focus of Charro Days in The Brownsville Herald/El 

Heraldo de Brownsville February 20, 1944 photograph in which he stands centerstage 

among a crowd of blurred faces.350  By surrounding Perl with a crowd whose faces are 

obscured — leaving the viewer unable to differentiate, as in Baldridge’s poem, between 

who is Anglo and who is Latino — the “interstitial” Perl is once again ambivalently 

positioned, wearing an El Gaucho and immaculately groomed.   Marooning Perl in a sea 
                                                
349 Brownsville Herald, “With Furbelos and . . . Buttons and Bows”: Make Your 
Costume Now for Charro Days Fiesta, Brownsville, Texas, Feb. 24 to 27, 1949 
(Brownsville: Brownsville Herald, 1949), n.p. 
350 “Valley Celebrates Charro Days,”The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, February 20, 1944, 4. 
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of out-of-focus faces expresses his pivotal position as a promoter of intercultural bridge 

building in a diverse, socioeconomically challenged community.   When Perl proudly lifts 

his arms to present loving cups to the winners of two Charro Days competitions, it is 

unimportant whether the victors are Anglo or Latino.   The fact that Perl as Master of 

Ceremonies is simultaneously Latino and not-Latino suggests that all of the individuals in 

the community should shed their own personal prejudices and embrace a culture different 

from their own for the sake of improving the Brownsville-Matamoros area.  

 Another photograph from the same date depicts Perl intensely reading a decree to 

a crowd of Anglo and Latino men and women.351  Again dressed as an El Gaucho, Perl 

leans over a microphone.   Separated from the crowd, Perl appears more concerned with 

administrating Charro law than with paying attention to the diverse body before him.   In 

this way, the photograph suggests that individuals should concern themselves more with 

ideas of unity and citizenship than with aspects of race or ethnicity.   From his “in-

between” position, Perl seems determined to make the crowd adhere to the ideals of 

Charro Days, which emphasize racial and ethnic unity for community gain.   This is 

especially apparent in the manner in which he stands literally in-between Anglos and 

Latinos.  

 As we have seen, the bi-cultural bridge-building Charro Days festival profoundly 

shaped Perl’s identity as an “in-between” Jew in the Brownsville-Matamoros area.   

Through his experiences with Charro Days, Perl would no longer be viewed by the 

community as merely a lay rabbi or racially and ethnically inclusive merchant, but as 
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someone who spoke with authority as the voice of the “in-between” to bring Anglos and 

Mexicans together.   After actively participating in Charro Days in the 1930s and 1940s, 

Perl would continue to express his “interstitial” status in bold new bridge-building ways 

up until the 1970s.   In this way, the first Charro Days festivities in 1938 influenced Perl 

profoundly and for the remainder of his days.   An examination of the final decades of 

Perl’s life will illustrate not only how he came to be considered “Mr. Brownsville,” but 

why a boulevard — indeed, one bordering the Rio Grande itself — would eventually be 

named in his honor.  
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CHAPTER 4: BECOMING SAM PERL BOULEVARD 

 

Smoking cigars at a poker table after Friday night services is not an image one 

typically associates with a rabbi, even a lay one.   But in the 1950s and 1960s,352 Sam 

Perl did just that.  As Ruben Edelstein explains, “[T]he only way we could get a minyan 

to services” was to institute what Perl called a “Friday night poker tradition.”353  During 

these evenings Perl enjoyed taking on the persona of a pool-playing, cigar-smoking card 

shark; one representative photograph from the era shows Perl positioning one arm behind 

his back to execute a trick shot.354  Projecting an image that would have been more at 

home in a film like The Hustler than in the temple of a small Jewish border 

community,355 Perl seemed to relish taking on this unlikely persona.   But in his later 

years, well after his profound experience with Charro Days, Perl would adopt a number 

                                                
352 Because Weiner provides a photograph of Perl playing pool in “Little Synagogues 
Across Texas” from the 1960s, I am extending the dates to 1960. The exact dates for the 
poker traditions are unclear.  Julie Best Edelstein claims that they were discontinued 
when a more religious population moved into Brownsville. My sources include: Hollace 
Ava Weiner and Lauraine Miller, “Little Synagogues Across Texas: Bayton, 
Breckenridge, Brenham, Bryan, Brownsville, Corsicana, Jefferson, Odessa, San Angelo, 
Schulenberg, Victoria, Wharton, eds., Hollace Ava Weiner, Lone Stars of David: The 
Jews of Texas (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2007), 197-198.; David Perl, 
email response to Allison Schottenstein, June 27, 2011.; Julie Edelstein Best, email 
response to Allison Schottenstein, June 28, 2011. 
353 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas,136; Weiner and Miller, “Little Synagogues Across 
Texas, 197-198. 
354 Weiner and Miller, “Little Synagogues Across Texas,” 197. 
355 Ibid. 
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of equally fascinating personas as an “interstitial Jew” in order to effect positive change 

in the Brownsville-Matamoros community.   As Weiner would so eloquently put it in her 

Jewish Stars in Texas, Perl was an “effervescent civic booster who wore many hats, 

including a yarmulke.”356  Indeed, from the 1950s onward Perl would try on a number 

of “hats” or identities to position himself in between both the Anglos and Mexican as the 

“interstitial” Jew.   No longer would Perl embody the “in-between” through purely 

fictitious personas like the Chief Injustice of the Brush Court.   Now he would embrace 

identities — ambassador, media figure, intercultural friend, court chaplain, and “Mr. 

Friendship” — that would play out in the very real theater that was the Brownsville-

Matamoros community.  

Each of the “hats” that Perl wore in his post-Charro Days years empowered him 

in a distinct and significant way. Perl’s role as a Goodwill Safari Ambassador enabled 

him to create positive social relations on both sides of the border.   He also became a 

media figure, allowing him to position himself between the Brownsville and Matamoros 

communities.   At the same time, Perl became a devoted intercultural friend to Mexican 

judge Reynaldo Garza, making him a symbol of Anglo and Mexican unity.   As a non-

sectarian chaplain, Perl was able to promote citizenship to bridge gaps in a diverse 

community.   Finally, Perl embodied a persona that he did not give to himself, but which 

was rather given to him — “Mr. Friendship,” a title honoring his community work on 

both sides of the border.   Of course, a sixth persona would eventually define Perl as well 

— “Mr. Brownsville,” the nickname he would be most remembered by after his death.   

                                                
356 Weiner and Miller, “Little Synagogues Across Texas,” 197. 
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But to understand this ultimate persona we must examine the first five in detail.   Doing 

so will enable us not only to appreciate why the Brownsville community came to 

consider Perl an “institution,”357 but why this border town would immortalize him by 

naming a boulevard in his honor.   

Realizing that the Brownsville and Matamoros region needed more than a yearly 

bi-cultural holiday to bring both communities together, in 1952 Perl took on the persona 

of Goodwill Safari Ambassador. 358  Organizing two to three trips a year to help 

“promote tourism and commercial ties between the two areas . . . [and] help to facilitate 

business on both sides.”359 Perl broke down cultural boundaries between Anglos and 

Mexicans on either side of the border.  

When Perl crossed into the Matamoros region, he emerged as an ambassador 

willing to immerse himself in a different culture in order to create better social relations 

between two communities.    So committed to his role as Goodwill Safari Ambassador 

was Perl that before each trip to Northern Mexico he would contribute an article to The 

Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville encouraging the community to “spread 

                                                
357 Frances Goodman, telephone interview, May 20, 2011. 
358 Harriet Denise Joseph, "Sam Perl: Mr. Friendship and Mr .Temple Beth El of 
Brownsville," Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Locus, Spring 
1993 includes articles. 
359 The date is a rough approximate as this article is undated. Ward Walker, “Cuiado 
(1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, 
The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Newspaper clippings 
1969-1981. 
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good will” with its sister city.360  When he gathered his team of Jewish and Anglo 

Brownsville merchants, Perl as their chairman would travel twice annually to the 

Matamoros region as well as areas surrounding the city in Northern Mexico.361   In a 

departure from the legacy of white business exploitation of Mexico,362 Perl and his 

fellow merchants developed mutually beneficial social relations through the Mexican 

government and local businessmen.   Mexican officials would cater a banquet for the 

visiting Brownsvillians and the “Chamber would reciprocate with similar dinners and 

business discussions.”363  Historian Harriet Denise Joseph discusses how Perl emerged 

as a “natural emcee” during these hosting events because he saw it as his personal duty as 

an ambassador to create an atmosphere where Mexican leaders would feel honored and 

respected.364   Culturally aware, he would “impress the Mexican officials with his ability 

to remember their names,”365 showing them that he and the Brownsville community 

                                                
360 “Good will Trip Set to Mexico,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, 
February 25, 1975, 8.   
361 Harriet Denise Joseph, "Sam Perl: Mr. Friendship and Mr .Temple Beth El of 
Brownsville," Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Locus, Spring 
1993 includes articles. 
362 See: Edythe Marie Bielenberg, “The Birth of Empire: The Secret History of United 
States/Mexican Relations, 1841-1932,” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 
2006), introduction, chapter 5.  
363 According to Joseph the trips would be between four to seven days.  See: Harriet 
Denise Joseph, "Sam Perl: Mr. Friendship and Mr .Temple Beth El of Brownsville," Sam 
Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University 
of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Locus, Spring 1993 includes articles. 
364 Ibid. See: “Chamber Hosts Border Groups,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, September 21, 1961, 1. 
365 Ibid. 
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respected their culture and were willing to address them as equals.   Perl’s “passable, but 

limited” Spanish did not prevent him “from being one of the main speakers and making 

introductions at the banquets given in Mexico” on Goodwill trips.366  Praised by 

Mexican officials and the Brownsville community, Perl demonstrated his ability to create 

unity between Anglos and Mexicans, Brownsvillians and Matamorians.  

This ability to promote better social relations through his “in-between” status as a 

Jew who took on the persona of an ambassador did not go unnoticed by the Brownsville 

community, but actually received wide acclaim throughout the border town.   A full-page 

spread in The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville entitled “Ranch Community 

Visited By Delegations From Valley” featured an inspiring photograph of Perl embracing 

Anglo and Jewish Brownsville merchants along with Mexican government officials in the 

small town of San Fernando.367  Images like this revealed not only Perl’s bridge-

building abilities with other nations, but also that The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 

Brownsville felt that they were worth publishing.   The Brownsville community also 

celebrated this closeness.   In 1977, Brownsville Herald Editor Ward Walker368 

published a commentary referring to the “wisdom” of “Ol’ Sam.”369  In the same article, 

Mayor Ruben Edelstein credits Perl with “la[ying] the groundwork over many decades of 

                                                
366 Ibid. 
367 “Ranch Community Visited By Delegation from the Valley,” The Brownsville 
Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, September 11, 1960, 1. 
368 See: Reportorial Staff, “Heraldry,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, October 19, 1977, 9a.  
369 Ward Walker, “Cuiado (1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. 
Folder: Newspaper clippings 1969-1981. 



 

 98 

hard work for the improved relations we’ve developed with the leaders of Matamoros and 

Tamaulipas . . . Wherever we go we bump into Sam’s friends.”370  Clearly, as Goodwill 

Safari Ambassador, Perl had a social network that reached across the border.   The 

Brownsville Jewish community would also later pay tribute to Perl’s ambassadorial role 

in a 1986 slide exhibit created to commemorate the anniversary of Temple Beth-El.   

Creators of the slide show exhibit Eva and Sam Silberman stated that Perl was not only a 

“role model” for the Jewish community by becoming a “pragmatic custodian of the unity 

and harmony of the congregation,” but that he had “travel[ed] 40,000 miles inside 

Mexico on good will trips”371 which were an “inspiration” to the Jews of Brownsville.   

Giving a seal of approval to Perl’s contributions as an “interstitial” Jew, the community 

viewed his actions among Anglos and Mexicans as constituting acts of good will that 

reflected well on the Jewish community.   As an ambassador, Perl promoted positive 

relations between Anglo and Mexican communities from both sides of the border while 

preserving his status as an “interstitial” Jew.  

Another persona would define Perl in the 1960s — that of the media figure.   As 

an ambassador he crossed geographic boundaries, but now he would use print and oral 

resources to cross communication boundaries, demonstrating how language could 

promote a society based on coexistence.   One way he did this was through an 

advertisement printed entirely in Spanish which conveyed how his store united both 
                                                
370 Ibid.                                
371 Temple Beth-El, “‘Jewish Life in Brownsville—A Salute to the State of Texas on Its 
Sesquicentennial, Slide Exhibit” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], The 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], 
Box 3A169. Folder: Brownsville. 
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communities.   Another way involved a brief radio message which also communicated 

these cross-cultural links.   In the persona of a media figure, Perl could create positive 

social relations in a borderland community without even leaving his home.  

To begin, a Spanish language advertisement Perl placed in the “Special Herald 

Edition” on March 6, 1964 promoted his store as a place without boundaries.   

“[D]istributed to official and business leaders on stops” throughout Matamoros, the 

Spanish language ad appealed to the needs of a largely bilingual community372 — with 

the primary language of Matamoros being, of course, Spanish.   In this way, Perl used the 

media to make potential Matamoros customers feel that they could cross the border freely 

as well as enter his store freely:  

Bienvenidos a Perl . . . 
Desde 1926, Leon y Sam Perl han estado regenteando un centro de 

moda para caballeros, solamente con un solo proposito el del aspecto 
personal de indus los hombres para velar por an elegancia.  Estamos 
orgullosos de las amistosas relaciones que hemos establecido con las 
buenas gentes de su pais, y les aseguramos que es nuestra mira siempre  
poder servirles cortesmente.  Nuestros empleados son todos bilingues.  
Estariamos muy contentos si viniesen a la frontera y a brownsville, y qu 
uds considerasen nuestra tienda como 'su casa lejos del hogar.' S era un 
privilegie para nosotros ayudarle en los que noa  sea posible. 

Tenemos su mercanica favorita en marcas . . . 
Joyeria, equipale, pantalones. Appreciamos a Todo Mundo.373 
 

Perl’s racially and ethnically inclusive English slogan (“Remember, we do love 

everybody!”) becomes the equally inclusive slogan “Appreciamos a Todo Mundo,” (“We 
                                                
372 Milo Kearney and John Kearney,“A Historical Sketch of the Baptist Church in 
Brownsville and Matamoros,”eds., Milo Kearney, Anthony Knopp, and Antonio 
Zavaleta, Studies in Brownsville & Matamoros History (Brownsville: The University of 
Texas at Brownsville/Texas Southmost College, 1995), 277-281. 
373 “Bievnvenidos a Perl,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, March 6, 
1964, n.p. 
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appreciate everybody!”).   This suggests that Mexicans of every class and background 

should feel comfortable shopping at The Fashion Perl Bros. When Perl claims “estamos 

orgullosos de las amistosa relaciones que hemos establecido con las buenas gentes de su 

pais, y les aseguramos que es nuestra mira siempre  poder servirles cortesmente” (“We 

are proud of our friendly relations that we enjoy with the people of your country, and we 

assure you we will always look to serve you politely”), Perl is further emphasizing how 

the store is committed to serving all customers, both Anglo and Mexican.   His invitation 

for Mexican patrons to cross the border (“viniesen a la frontera y a bronsville”) and his 

use of the phrase “su casa lejos del hogar” (“home away from home”) to describe his 

shop suggest that boundaries should not exist between Mexicans and non-Mexicans and 

that in Texas his home is their home.   Also as a media figure, Perl emphasizes that all of 

his staff are “todos bilingues” — bilingual.   In doing this, Perl as a media figure places 

himself between two cultures regardless of any existing border.   Calling on the power of 

media to express his status as an “interstitial Jew,” Perl wants Anglos and Mexicans to 

feel that through him they can live as one united population.  

On December 27, 1965, a five minute segment of Perl’s regular radio program 

Views on the News374 offered a departure from the usual “news of local events . . . [and] 

folksy gossip.”375  Before interviewing his four-year-old grandson, Perl made the 

following statement about the Brownsville and Matamoros area: “It was a very good year 

for Brownsville.  We have accomplished much during this year.   We are living in peace 
                                                
374 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 131. His show Views on the News on KBOR-1600 
was a program that began circa late 1940. 
375 Joseph, “A Tribute to Sam Perl 1897-1980,” 367. 
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and harmony with each other working together to build here with our neighboring city of 

Matamoros an international metropolis.”376  As a media figure, Perl felt empowered to 

create a message promoting unity.  Representing Brownsville as a utopian place that 

could fulfill ideals of “peace” and “harmony,” Perl was using the radio to do what Susan 

J. Douglas in Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination describes as “blurr[ing] 

the boundaries between the private domestic sphere and public, commercial, and political 

life.”377  Because radio is boundary-less, Perl’s use of “our” highlights how he positions 

himself between both cities — an integral part of the neighborhood which includes both 

Brownsville and Matamoros.   As with the newspaper advertisements we have discussed, 

Perl the media figure cleverly uses media sources to continue to promote his larger 

mission of unifying diverse communities.   

  Perl also discovered that he could promote unity between Anglos and Latinos in a 

profound way by doing so on a personal level — that is, he could build bridges simply by 

embracing the role of intercultural friend.   In particular, Perl’s close relationship with 

Reynaldo Garza —a Mexican-American from Brownsville who would later have the 

distinction of becoming the very first Mexican-American US District Judge in American 

history378 — revealed to the Brownsville-Matamoros region that he and Garza together 

could represent the living embodiment of Anglo and Mexican unity.   Indeed, the manner 
                                                
376 “Views on the News,”KBOR Radio, Dec. 27,1965, vinyl recording, David Perl 
Collection. 
377 Susan J. Douglas, Listening in: Radio and the American Imagination (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 9. 
378 Norman Rozeff, "GARZA, REYNALDO GUERRA," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fgaap), accessed June 29, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
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in which Perl helped the young Garza begin his illustrious career suggests that Perl 

himself played a significant role in making Mexican identity as visible as he had made 

Jewish identity earlier in his own life.   [To demonstrate how Perl’s influential friendship 

with the young Judge Garza would ultimately articulate this message of unity, we will 

first examine how the two met.   We will then examine various aspects of their 

friendship, from their early morning coffee ritual to their trips to Mexico.   Lastly, we 

will consider how a photograph of the two taken in 1966 expresses the richness of their 

intercultural relationship.   

A Catholic Brownsvillian of immigrant Matamoros parents,379 Garza 

nonetheless grew up with an awareness of the local Jewish community.   His Aunt 

Victoria worked for Bollacks, a Jewish Department store380; his father Ygnacio served 

as pallbearer at Jewish funerals381; his brother Ygnacio bought suits from The Fashion 

Perl Bros; and Garza himself regularly used “Yiddish phrases.”382   So when Garza 

visited Perl’s store in 1939 to purchase a suit for his graduation from law school at the 

University of Texas at Austin, 383 a 1977 article by Ward Walker quotes Perl as saying 

to the young graduate: “‘[N]othing but the best for a rising young attorney . . . [L]et’s 

                                                
379 Louise Ann Fisch, All Rise: Reynaldo G. Garza, the First Mexican American Federal 
Judge (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1996), 4, 12. 
<http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=99500177.> 
380 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas,137. 
381 Ibid. 
382 Ibid, 138. 
383 Ward Walker, “Cuiado (1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. 
Folder: Newspaper clippings 1969-1981.; Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 137 
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pick one out and you pay me whenever you can, whatever you can.”384 Perl allowed 

Garza to pay “25 cents each visit until the suit was paid for”385 or  “ten installments at 

five dollars a week.”386  From this point on, it is no wonder that Garza always had a 

“sparkle”387 in his eye every time he thought about Perl emphasizing the magic quality 

of their friendship.   Racially progressive and ethnically inclusive, Perl emerges as an 

intercultural friend willing to look beyond Garza’s race and class to instead look at him 

as a person — a promising young graduate who indeed would become the first US 

District Mexican-American judge in American history.   Walker writes that Perl’s 

economic arrangement may have “possibly [been] a strain on [Perl’s] generosity, but 

[that it was] certainly the cement that bonded . . . a lifelong friendship.”388  The fact that 

Walker calls Perl’s generosity the “cement” that bonded him and Garza together 

emphasizes how Perl continued to take the lead throughout the Brownsville-Matamoros 

region in creating Anglo-Mexican unity as an "interstitial” Jew.  

Perl’s role as intercultural friend to Garza increasingly became the center of 

public attention through their regular coffee rituals.   As neighbors, the two even went on 

“double-dates” with their wives in the 1950s,389 but it was a regular early morning 

                                                
384 Ibid. 
385 Ibid. 
386 Ibid, 137. 
387 Ward Walker, “Cuiado (1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. 
Folder: Newspaper clippings 1969-1981. 
388 Ibid. 
389 Weiner, 137. 
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coffee ritual beginning in the 1960s that would earn Garza the nickname of Perl’s “coffee 

klatch crony.”390  Because Perl’s store was close to the Brownsville courthouse, he 

would often visit Garza, even doing business with his jurors.   One time Garza poked fun 

at Perl for encouraging a juror to wear a “yellow tie,” joking with Perl, “Come and see 

what you did to the poor guy!”391 At home, in Garza’s courtroom, Perl transformed it 

into a veritable coffee shop:  

People in town set their watches by Perl’s entrance into the Court House 
each morning at ten minutes before ten. When Sam arrived, United States 
District Judge Reynaldo Garza would call recess so that they, along with 
marshalls, deputies, and local attorney, could retire to the Judge’s chamber 
for coffee and conversation.392 
 

The playful, affectionate regularity of this ritual suggests the comfortable manner in 

which everyone acknowledged how Perl had improved Anglo and Latino relations.   

Moreover, the fact that Garza was willing to stop everything for Perl suggested that 

Anglo and Mexican unity had become a yearly celebration, not just a four-day one.  

Public interest in their friendship was seen when the two traveled to Mexico.  

Walker recounts the story of a fiesta in a small town in the Matamoros region393 during 

                                                
390 Ward Walker, “Cuiado (1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. 
Folder: Newspaper clippings 1969-1981. 
391 Qtd. in Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 138. 
392 Harriet Denise Joseph, "Sam Perl: Mr. Friendship and Mr .Temple Beth El of 
Brownsville," Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Locus, Spring 
1993 includes articles. 
393 This area was not well specified in Walker’s article. I am presuming it is the 
Matamoros region because of the Goodwill trips.  
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which both Perl and Garza were recognized as the “guests of honor.”394   At this public 

event, Walker describes how Perl and Garza were “seated in a horse-drawn open carriage 

as the torchlight parade moved slowly down the main street toward the plaza . . . [the two 

took] bows right and left.” 395  As honored guests who bowed together, the friends had 

come to symbolize unity.  This sense of unity was sometimes tested by Garza’s sense of 

humor.   During the parade he told Perl: “A man I sent to prison has escaped, Sam. He 

[has] sworn to shoot me tonight.”396 After Perl had foolishly dropped to the floor, Garza 

let his friend in on the joke.397   Practical jokes aside, the fact that their relationship was 

formally acknowledged on an equal level during a Mexican parade confirms the success 

of Perl’s efforts in promoting intercultural friendship.   Not only did they provide a public 

example of Anglo-Mexican unity within Brownsville, but they also preached the same 

message to the Mexicans in Matamoros.   This was further demonstrated by a photo taken 

of Perl and Garza in 1966. 

The culmination of Perl and Garza’s intercultural friendship was depicted in the 

June 27, 1966 edition of The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, which 

chronicled the ordination of Bishop Humberto S. Mederios to the Roman Catholic 

                                                
394 Ward Walker, “Cuiado (1977),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. 
Folder: Newspaper clippings 1969-1981. 
395 Ibid. 
396 Ibid. 
397 Ibid. This is presumed from the story. 
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diocese of the area.398  The Portuguese Bishop’s arrival was especially significant.   

According to a spokeswoman for the local diocese, the bishop came “when there was a 

lot of social unrest, because the area at the time was in the middle of farm labor disputes, 

and so he offered the services of the diocese to serve as mediation and conciliation for the 

farmworkers who were requesting better pay.”399  Upon his arrival, the bishop was 

welcomed by the Bienvenidos Committee of the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce 

which consisted of Perl and Garza400 as well as Brownsville Mayor Tony Gonzalez and 

Catholic Chancellor E. A. Ballard.   In the photo, Perl and Garza stand side by side while 

Gonzalez and Mederios embrace.   Across from the mayor and the bishop, Ballard places 

his hand lovingly on the bishop.   If the image suggests Anglo-Latino harmony, this is 

largely because of the presence of Perl.   Without him it would merely represent cross-

cultural Latino unity, but because the caption lists Perl as a “lay rabbi of Temple-Beth 

El,”401 his status as an “interstitial” Jew promoting unity becomes apparent.   Like the 

bishop, who is fighting for the rights of Mexican workers, Perl is now positioned between 

Latinos in the name of greater unity.  The manner in which Chancellor Ballard touches 

the bishop’s shoulder only reinforces this sense of harmony of which Perl the 

                                                
398 “Welcome to Brownsville,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, 
June 27, 1966, 6. 
399 Travis M. Whitehead, “Bishop Established Tradition of Social Justice, Activism,” 
The Monitor, June 4, 2009, <http://www.themonitor.com/articles/brownsville-27215-
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400 “New Bishop Due to Land at 4 O’Clock,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, June 26, 1966, 1. 
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“interstitial” Jew is a clear part.   The composition of this photograph enables us to fully 

appreciate how Perl’s mission in the role of an intercultural friend enabled him to 

continue to promote Anglo and Mexican unity beyond the festivities of Charro Days.   By 

adopting the persona of intercultural friend, Perl as an “interstitial” Jew deeply affected 

two diverse communities.   Becoming a non-sectarian chaplain for the Brownsville 

community, Perl would continue to do this.  

 Around 1961,402 Perl began to reshape his identity as a lay rabbi and 

“interstitial” Jew when he adopted the persona of non-sectarian chaplain.   Serving the 

Brownsville community in a variety of different aspects, Perl’s non-sectarian chaplaincy 

was characterized by three distinct phases: in the first, Perl served the community largely 

through invocations and benedictions; in the second, questions about his own citizenship 

status made him reconsider his contributions as a chaplain; and, in the third, Perl worked 

closely with Garza at courthouse naturalization ceremonies to emphasize the importance 

of citizenship.   An examination of Perl’s chaplaincy experience will demonstrate another 

way in which a persona enabled him to create unity between Anglos and Latinos. 

 Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Perl contributed to the Brownsville community 

in a significant way as a non-sectarian chaplain.   The fact that Perl had never been 

ordained as a rabbi may have made it easier for him to assume this persona.  Gaylon 

Finklea Young’s article for The San Antonio Express entitled “Self-Made Itinerant Rabbi  

‘Pearl’ of the Rio Grande” explains how Perl became “legally” ordained by the local 

                                                
402 The earliest example I found of Perl’s contributions to the community as a non-
sectarian chaplain appears in a 1961 newspaper article.  
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Cameron County Court.403   Young quotes Perl as explaining how “the judge . . . 

bestowed on me all the rights and privileges of a rabbi of Israel.  I could do anything 

legally that a priest or preacher could do.”404  In this way, Perl did not so much resemble 

an actual rabbi as what the mid-13th century Spanish monarchy legally referred to as a 

“Rab de la Corte” (court rabbi or “‘Judge in Chief’ of Jewish communities”).405  

According to Encyclopedia Judaica, this figure was not particularly learned in Judaism 

but “was appointed by the crown to supervise the Jewish communal leadership . . . [and] 

sometimes . . . acted as arbitrator in intercommunal affairs.”406  In just this way, Perl’s 

allegiance was not to a specific Jewish sect, but to the non-sectarian legal system.407  

This distinction would have enabled Perl to immerse himself in the persona of lay 

chaplain outside of his duties at Temple Beth-El.   Articles in The Brownsville Herald/El 

Heraldo de Brownsville throughout the period reveal how Perl served the greater 

Brownsville community as a “legal” lay chaplain outside of the synagogue.    A June 11, 

1961 article relates how Perl provided the benediction for the Order of the Eastern Star 

                                                
403 Gaylon Finklea, “Self-Made Itinerant Rabbi ‘Pearl’ of the Rio Grande” Daughters of 
the Republic of Texas Library at the Alamo [DRTL], San Antonio, Call Number: VF-
GEN. Folder: Biography-Sam Perl.  
404 Ibid. 
405 "Rab de la Corte." Encyclopedia Judaica. eds., Michael Berenbaum and Fred 
Skolnik. 2nd ed. Vol. 17. Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007. 32. Gale Virtual 
Reference Library. Web. 27 June 2011. 
406 Ibid. 
407 Perl must have become a legal chaplain sometime in the fifties or sixties because he 
was not legally able to officiate at his daughter’s wedding in 1949.  She expresses this in 
her speech “The Impact of Judaism on My Life.”  See: Frances Goodman, “The Impact 
of Judaism on My Life,” 1999.  
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for the Masonic lodge408 of Brownsville.   In 1966, the paper reported how Perl was 

appointed as the official chaplain for the Texas Police Association.409  But the great 

impact that Perl had as non-sectarian chaplain is seen in an August 16, 1971 letter by Hal 

Roberts of the Consolidated Steel Corporation.   In it, he praises Perl for his benedictory 

services: “[Y]our generosity with your time to give the Benediction at our formal opening 

was most appreciated by the officers and directors of my company  [and] certainly to 

me[,] for you do ‘Love everybody.’”410  The fact that Roberts describes Perl’s 

benediction as echoing the famous Fashion Perl Bros. slogan illustrates how Perl’s legacy 

of racial, ethnic, and spiritual inclusivity informed his services as a lay chaplain.   In 

other words, he was extending his bridge-building mission well beyond both the Jewish 

community and the festivities of Charro Days.   Perl would soon extend his services as a 

lay chaplain through is friendship with Garza.   On May 14, 1963 The Brownsville 

Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville reported that Perl had served as chaplain in Garza’s 

court during the naturalization of 123 Mexican individuals and six non-Mexicans, with 

Perl playing a minor role.411  Leading the ceremony was the non-denominational 

Reverend Ivan Duggan.   But Perl’s contribution to the ceremony would change in 1969, 

                                                
408 “Whitmans Installed As Worthy Matron, Patron,” The Brownsville Herald/El 
Heraldo de Brownsville, June 11, 1961, 2B. 
409 “Perl Named Chaplain of Police Group,” The Brownsville Herald/ El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, June 2,1966, 3. 
410 Sam Perl, “Letter from Hal Roberts to Sam Perl, August 16, 1971,” Sam Perl Papers, 
1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters, 1934,1949-1958,1970-1989. 
411 “129 New U.S. Citizens Sworn In,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, May 14, 1963, 5. Perl only gave the Benediction while the Reverend Ivan 
Duggan was the one who lead the Invocation.  
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during which time he would take on a much greater role — and this may have been due 

to a crisis he himself experienced in terms of his own status as a United States citizen. 

 In June 1961 El Al began to offer non-stop flights from New York to Tel Aviv. 

412  But in 1968, when Perl and his wife applied to travel there, his citizenship was 

questioned by the US Department Passport Agency.   Perl would have been prevented 

from going to Israel because he was a “derivative citizen”413 — in other words, his 

citizenship had been established “through the naturalization of [his] parents.”414  As a 

leader of the community, and as an “interstitial” Jew who had given so much to it, Perl 

may have been deeply troubled by this refusal.   Even more profoundly, not only would it 

have indicated that he had a cultural home in one land and a spiritual home in other, but it 

also would have communicated to him the significance of his status as an American 

citizen as well as the importance of citizenship in general.   Perl turned to Garza for help, 

and the US District Court Judge wrote on his behalf on July 6, 1968:  

The purpose of my letter is to certify to you that I have known Mr. Sam 
Perl, who is the lay Rabbi of Temple Beth El in Brownsville, and his wife, 
Stella, for over forty years.  I know them both well, and know that they are 
outstanding citizens of our country.  I would appreciate your expediting 

                                                
412 EL AL, “EL AL Israel Airlines’ History,” 
http://www.elal.co.il/ELAL/English/AboutElAl/. 
413 Sam Perl, “Letter from Reynoldo Garza, United States District Judge, to US Passport 
Agency, July 9, 1968,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters 
from Sam Perl to Sam Perl 1927-28; 1968-1980. 
414 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Citizenship Through Naturalization,” < 
http://www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis/menuitem.eb1d4c2a3e5b9ac89243c6a7543f6d1a/?
vgnextchannel=d84d6811264a3210VgnVCM100000b92ca60aRCRD&vgnextoid=d84d6
811264a3210VgnVCM100000b92ca60aRCRD>. 
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their passport application so they can finalize their plans to visit Israel this 
summer.415    
 

Garza’s letter proved successful.416  Moreover, it helped to “certify” that Perl was not 

only a “citizen,” but an “outstanding” one.   When Garza legitimizes Perl as a “citizen,” 

he does so both by referring to their “forty year” friendship and by mentioning Perl’s role 

as “lay rabbi” – notably, not his role as merchant of The Fashion Perl Bros.   This 

demonstrates what Perl’s persona as chaplain truly came to represent: the qualities of 

good citizenship both he and Garza prized.417  It is not surprising that after this 

experience Perl committed himself wholeheartedly to presiding over invocations and 

benedictions at naturalization ceremonies in Garza’s courtroom.  

To see how Perl’s role as chaplain reflected his desire to promote citizenship as a 

way of creating unity, we must consider the October 30, 1969 transcript of a 

naturalization ceremony —the only one preserved in the Sam Perl Collection at the 

                                                
415 Sam Perl, “Letter from Reynoldo Garza, United States District Judge, to US Passport 
Agency, July 9, 1968,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for 
American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters 
from Sam Perl to Sam Perl 1927-28; 1968-1980. 
416 “Plan A Big Surprise for Clothier Sam,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 
Brownsville, September 8, 1968, 19A.; Sam Perl, “Letter from Reynoldo Garza, United 
States District Judge, to US Passport Agency, July 9, 1968,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-
2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters from Sam Perl to Sam Perl 1927-28; 1968-
1980.; Sam Perl, Photograph of Sam Perl wearing a hijab in Bethlehem in 1968, Sam Perl 
Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of 
Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3s127c 92-237. 
417 Ruben Edelstein, “August 15, 1980 Message given by Ruben Edelstein to 
Congregation at Friday Eve Services,” Texas Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The University of Texas Austin, Box 
3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-Columbus. 
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University of Texas at Austin’s Briscoe Center for American History.   Worth noticing is 

how Garza positions Perl as a prominent chaplain figure.   Instead of addressing him as 

“lay Rabbi,” Garza introduces Perl to the court as follows: “I have asked the Rabbi 

[emphasis mine] of Temple Beth-El here in Brownsville, Rabbi [emphasis mine] Sam 

Perl, to please give the invocation.”418  By describing Perl as a rabbi twice Garza is 

reiterating the importance of Perl role as rabbi, which underscores Perl’s status as an 

“interstitial” Jew in the persona of a chaplain eager to introduce Mexicans to citizenship 

through a legally sanctioned prayer ceremony.   In both Perl’s invocation and benediction 

he emphasizes how each immigrant should embrace the ideas of citizenship to foster 

unity between him- or herself and the “Anglo” United States government:  

Almighty and most worshipful G-d and Father, Master of all creation in 
whose hands are our lives and our destiny, sources of all wisdom, power 
and might, who created us in his image, we most humbly invoke thy 
blessing upon this session of our Federal Court . . . Bless especially, . . . 
His Honor, Judge Reynaldo Garza and all those who are assisting in 
administering the procedures of this Court, and upon this Class who seek 
to become members of our great American family.419 
 

By invoking Genesis 1:26 (“And G-d created man in His image, in the image of G-d He 

created them”),420 Perl is encouraging Mexican immigrants to view themselves not as 

newly arrived Latinos, but as representatives of the universalized human race.   

Associating everyone (himself, the immigrants, the court) as equal in G-d’s image, Perl’s 

prayer breaks down the barriers that have historically been placed between the court and 
                                                
418 Sam Perl, “Sam Perl in the Court of Judge Reynaldo Garza pg. 1 and pg. 2,” Sam 
Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University 
of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters 1934, 1949-1958, 1970-1989. 
419 Ibid.  
420 Genesis 1:26 (New JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh) 
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Mexican immigrants.421  To emphasize this further, Perl encourages these individuals to 

“seek to become members of the great American family.”   Much in the manner of his 

role as Chief Injustice of the Brush Court, Perl’s role of court chaplain empowers him to 

encourage immigrants to look beyond the marginalizing aspects of their ethnicity toward 

the unity promised to them by their status as citizens in their new American family.   

Indeed, Perl promotes the larger idea of how citizenship is available to everyone 

regardless of race, ethnicity, class, or spirituality.    Perl’s mission to do this is reinforced 

in a letter which Brownsville superintendent Susan Austin wrote to Perl’s wife Stella on 

March 29, 1981: “[W]hen we attended Judge Reynaldo Garza’s Naturalization 

Ceremonies, we discussed citizenship, the great pride we both shared of being CITIZENS 

of this great country and the thrill of welcoming NEW citizens.”422  The fact that Austin 

capitalizes the word “CITIZEN” and “NEW” implies that, like herself, Perl found 

citizenship to be an issue of paramount importance, both in terms of his own identity as 

well as the identities of new Mexican citizens.   In an interview with Weiner, Judge Garza 

reinforces this when describing how Perl “gave the same prayer so many times, I used to 

                                                
421 In addition to the Mexican Repatriations Acts, other forms of discriminations against 
Mexicans occurred during this period such as 1954’s Operation Wetback and 
economically exploitative programs like the Bracero (1947-1964). See: Fred L. Koestler, 
"OPERATION WETBACK," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/pqo01), accessed June 29, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association.; Fred L. Koestler, "BRACERO 
PROGRAM," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/omb01), accessed June 21, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association. 
422 Sam Perl, “Letter from Susan Austin to Mrs. Stella Perl, March 29, 1981,” Sam Perl 
Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of 
Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters, 1934,1949-1958,1970-1989. 



 

 114 

tell him I knew what was coming next.”423  Perhaps the greatest testament to Perl’s 

desire as a chaplain to stress the importance of citizenship came when Austin suggested 

that the “dedication of [Sam Perl Boulevard] . . . be  . . . on Thursday, September 17th, 

which is National Citizenship Day!”424  Indeed, through this fourth persona of chaplain 

Perl was able to champion the beauty of citizenship as a way of bridging the gap between 

Mexican and Anglo cultures in the name of unity.  

Throughout his life, Perl took on several different personas — ambassador, media 

figure, intercultural friend, chaplain — to foster unity between Anglos and Mexicans in 

the Brownsville-Matamoros region; however, on November 23, 1969, when the 

Downtown Business Association of the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce425 decided 

to sponsor an event to honor him, another persona emerged.   This time Perl would find 

himself not creating a persona, but having one fashioned for him — that of Mr. 

Friendship.   This event was especially meaningful because this new persona reflected the 

very image of himself that Perl had always tried to promote throughout his life, both in 

his store and in his larger mission as a bridge builder in a border region.   Originally, the 

position of “Mr. Friendship” grew out of a “Border Beautification and Friendship 

                                                
423 Qtd. in Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas, 137. 
424 Sam Perl, “Letter from Susan Austin to Mrs. Stella Perl, March 29, 1981,” Sam Perl 
Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of 
Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3k181. Folder: Letters, 1934,1949-1958,1970-1989. 
425 Bill Young, “Large Group Honors Perl as ‘Mr. Friendship’ Here,” Sam Perl Papers, 
1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k182. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
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Day”426; the celebration consisted of a dinner in which the achievements of Mr. 

Friendship were honored.   The Brownsville Board of Commerce’s promotion of this 

event and the celebration itself expressed Perl’s lifelong status as an “in-between” Jew 

serving two border communities.  Ultimately, Perl’s final persona as Mr. Friendship 

would cause him to be named Mr. Brownsville — a local hero worthy of a boulevard. 

 To promote Perl’s achievement as “Mr. Friendship,” the Downtown Business 

Association used The Brownsville Herald/ El Heraldo de Brownsville427 to remind the 

community of how Perl had improved social relations between three different 

communities — Jewish, Mexican, and Anglo.   Before the event, a newspaper 

advertisement invited the entire Brownsville community: “The Public is Invited to the 

‘Friendship Banquet,’ 7:30 PM Saturday, November 23, 1969, Ft. Brown Center, 

Honoring ‘Mr. Friendship’ Sam Perl.”428  Its very nature as a public invitation illustrated 

to the Brownsville-Matamoros region that the guest list for Perl’s party, like the amiable 

man of honor himself, was an inclusive one.   In conjunction with the invitation, a 

photograph of an older Sam Perl wearing glasses, sporting a neatly tailored suit, and 

smoking a cigar featured a heading in black letters which read, “Meet Mr. 

                                                
426 “Friendship Program Saturday,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, 
May 17, 1968, 5. 
427 Sam Perl, “The Public Is Invited (Invitation),” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], 
Box: 3k181. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
428 Ibid. 
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Friendship.”429   Underneath this, a caption emphasized how Perl had come to embody 

friendly border relations:  “[T]wo countries are going to gather . . . to honor the spirit of 

friendship which exists at this point on the border and the man that typifies it best — Sam 

Perl, raconteur, world traveler, Rabbi of Temple Beth El, civic leader.”430   Such a 

statement reemphasized how Perl had worn innumerable hats in his service to the 

community, underscoring how his status as an “in-between” Jew had provided him 

fluidity and mobility in his bridge-building efforts.   It is also worth noting that his 

identity as a rabbi is not obscured, but instead listed as one of the very ways in which he 

came to personify “Mr. Friendship.”   President of the Downtown Business Association 

Bob Lackner Jr. even explains in the caption how Perl will be honored as Mr. Friendship 

because of “his unselfish efforts in furthering friendship and good will between our two 

countries.”431  Here we see that Lackner not only recognizes Perl for how he promoted 

cross-cultural friendships — unity between Anglos and Mexicans — but also for how 

Perl did this by occupying a position which Lockney himself describes as being 

“between” two peoples. 

 On the evening of November 23, 1969, citizens from both sides of the border 

gathered at the Fort Brown Center to commemorate how Perl had “promot[ed] better 

                                                
429 Sam Perl, “Meet Mister Friendship,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph 
Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 
3k181. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
430Ibid.  
431 Ibid. 
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relations between the United States and Mexico.”432   Bill Young of The Brownsville 

Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville went on to describe how the event featured “‘a large 

sign draped across the curtain at the civic center . . . [that] read ‘Sam lo-o-ves everybody 

and everybody loves Sam,’”433 emphasizing how Perl’s famous slogan “Remember, we 

do love everybody!” did not just apply to how he felt about both communities, but to how 

both communities felt about him.   Young also describes how this event brought six 

hundred of “his fellow citizens, and friends [from] across the Rio Grande.”434  As “Mr. 

Friendship,” Perl did not have to cross the border to see his “friends”; this time his 

“friends” would cross the border to see him.   Most poignantly, the creators of this event 

asked Garza, Perl’s intercultural friend, to serve as Master of Ceremonies for this 

“Friendship Banquet,” reminding the guests of the work Perl had done through 

naturalization ceremonies.    Among the “special guests” who attended this event were 

prominent Brownsville citizens like Mayor Tony Gonzalez as well as prominent 

Matamoros citizens like Governor Manuel Ravive of Tamaulipas.435  Their presence 

reiterated how Perl had created amity between two leading political figures.  At the end 

of the evening, Perl was presented with two different plaques.   The first was a “Mr. 

Friendship” plaque, with which Mayor Gonzalez presented Perl with an “abrazo” (a hug), 

                                                
432 Bill Young, “Large Group Honors Perl as ‘Mr. Friendship’ Here,” Sam Perl Papers, 
1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k182. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated.  
433 Ibid. 
434 Ibid. 
435 Sam Perl, “Friendship Fete Draws High Brass,” Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The 
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], 
Box: 3k182. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
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symbolizing how Perl had created intercultural unity.436  The second was from Texas 

senator John G. Tower, who earlier that evening had given a speech about the importance 

of unity between Mexico and United States.437  This showed how Perl’s ability to build 

bridges between two communities had proven so profound that its impact resonated on a 

national level.   Following a standing ovation, Perl embraced this new persona and 

expressed his gratitude before a crowd he had himself helped bring together: “When I 

began saying that I do love everybody . . . I meant it also for my friends in Mexico.  I felt 

— and feel — that I belong there just as much as I belong here."438  In this statement, 

Perl conveys to the unified crowd in a positive light how, as a life-long “interstitial” Jew, 

he has felt in his element living between worlds and privileged that he has a home not 

only in Brownsville, but across the border as well.   Indeed, throughout his life Perl may 

have worn many different hats, but none suited him more than that of “Mr. Friendship.”  

In its way, the Mr. Friendship ceremony was the perfect bookend to his earlier 

contributions to the Charro Days festivities.   After all, it was through the Charro Days 

festival that Perl first realized how he might position himself in a largely Anglo and 

Mexican community, while it was the “Mr. Friendship” ceremony that summarized how 

his life work had come to fully reflect his status as an “in-between” Jew.   The persona of 

“Mr. Friendship” epitomized why Perl would eventually come to be known as “Mr. 

                                                
436 Bill Young, “Large Group Honors Perl as ‘Mr. Friendship’ Here,” Sam Perl Papers, 
1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The University of Texas at 
Austin [CAH], Box: 3k182. Folder: Newspaper Clippings 1928, 1997, undated. 
437 Ibid. 
438 Ibid. 
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Brownsville” on October 27, 1977439 at a dinner sponsored by community leaders at 

which he would receive a special bronze plaque.440  From “Mr. Friendship” to “Mr. 

Brownsville,” Perl’s legacy would be immortalized beyond the walls of the Fashion Perl 

Bros. and permanently engraved in the pavement of a boulevard leading from 

Brownsville to Matamoros.  

 

  

                                                
439 “Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002,” September 20, 2002. Finding Aid at Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History Austin, Texas: University of Texas at Austin.  
440 There seems to be some discrepancy about when Sam Perl became “Mr. 
Brownsville.” In Harriet Denise Joseph’s “Perl, Sam” entry in The Texas Handbook 
states that it happened in the 1970s, but Ruben Edelstein believes that it happened at the 
Mr. Friendship ceremony.  Perl’s obituary implies that both “ceremonies” were 
responsible for naming him Mr. Brownsville.  See: Ruben Edelstein, “August 15, 1980 
Message given by Ruben Edelstein to Congregation at Friday Eve Services,” Texas 
Jewish Historical Society Records [TJHS], Dolph Briscoe Center for American History 
[CAH], The University of Texas Austin, Box 3A169. Folder: Communities: Brownsville-
Columbus.; Harriett Denise Joseph, "PERL, SAM," Handbook of Texas Online 
(http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fperz), accessed June 30, 2011. 
Published by the Texas State Historical Association.; “Sam Perl Succumbs,”The 
Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, August 6, 1980, 1,3a. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The Tuesday August 6, 1980 edition of The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de 

Brownsville read “Sam Perl Succumbs,” announcing to the readers of the Brownsville-

Matamoros community that their beloved Sam would now “love everybody” well beyond 

the borders of any Texas community.   Indeed, the very newspaper that had introduced 

Perl to the border region now had the unfortunate task of having to inform it that it was 

time to say goodbye.   Perl may have moved away from the Brownsville area in 1977,441 

but the community had been so affected by his presence that the announcement of his 

passing was not relegated to the obituaries, but given pride of place on the front page.   

To celebrate Perl’s legacy, the article proclaimed that “Sam Perl [was] a longtime 

business, civic and religious leader known to many here as ‘Mr. Brownsville.’”442  

Clearly, through his legacy he had come to embody how two cultures could exist side by 

side in the name of unity.   But Perl’s memory was more than preserved than through a 

front-page obituary — it would be made immortal as a boulevard.  

In October 1981,443 when Sam Perl Boulevard was finally inaugurated, both 

communities would be symbolically reminded of the impact that this “interstitial” Jew 

                                                
441 Reportorial Staff, “Heraldry,” The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, 
October 19, 1977, 9a.  
442 “Sam Perl Succumbs,”The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, August 6, 
1980, 1.  
443 Sam Perl, “ Letter from Travis Jennings to Frances Goodman (July 30, 1981),” Sam 
Perl Papers, 1927-2002, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History [CAH], The 
University Texas Austin, Box 3k181. Folder: Letters,1934, 1949-1958, 1970-1989.; 
There was also another dedication ceremony in November of 1985 which can be seen in a 
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had on both sides of the border.   Unlike other streets in the Brownsville community, 

Weiner explains that this was a “broad, four-lane highway leading to a border crossing . . 

. a path between cultures.”444  The fact that Sam Perl Boulevard was positioned literally 

“in-between” two borders acted as a permanent reminder of how Perl had positioned 

himself between two communities (Anglo and Mexican) in order to bring them together.   

As this boulevard remains in Brownsville, so too does the memory of Sam Perl.   

Professor Harriet Denise Joseph claims that when she asked Brownsvillian 

contemporaries of Perl if they knew him, they claimed that “they not only remember him 

but almost always have some interesting story to tell.”445  UT Brownsville Professor 

Manuel Medrano, co-author of Charro Days in Brownsville, claims, “[Y]es, Sam Perl is 

recognized as one of the founders of Charro Days by both Anglos and Latinos.”446   

Even a Facebook UT Alumni page from Brownsville acknowledges Perl’s legacy.   In 

this social network — one which Sam Perl most likely would have embraced, having 

friends on both sides of the border — an individual wrote, “[Sam Perl is a] well known 

name here in town.”447  Most importantly, Sam Perl Boulevard, like the memory of Sam 

Perl itself, thrives.   In an April 21, 1999 article from The Brownsville Herald/El Heraldo 

                                                                                                                                            
photograph of the Perl family in the Sam Perl collection. Sam Perl, Photograph of Sam 
Perl Dedication (November 1985), Sam Perl Papers, 1927-2002, The Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, The University of Texas at Austin [CAH], Box: 3s127c 92-
237.  
444 Weiner, Jewish Stars in Texas,138. 
445 Professor Harriet Denise Joseph, email response to Allison Schottenstein, June 11, 
2011. 
446 Professor Manuel Medrano, email response to Allison Schottenstein, June 14, 2011. 
447 Texas Exes-Brownsville Chapter, “Texas Exes-Brownsville Chapter wall post,” 
Facebook, entry posted June 8, 2011, www.facebook.com. (accessed June 8, 2011). 
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de Brownsville entitled “New Business Going Up along Sam Perl Boulevard,” Tony 

Vindall’s writes that Sam Perl Boulevard has “a lot of activity along [the] street . . . [T]he 

number of vehicles going back and forth across from here is unbelievable.”448  On 

February 25, 2006, during the largest Charro Days parade (The Grand International), the 

celebrants could not help but “turn right on Sam Perl Boulevard.”449 

 In the end, Sam Perl’s story challenges our understanding of how Jews have 

adapted in order to maintain their place in American society.   Our examination of Perl’s 

life over half a century reveals how his narrative defies outdated acculturation models 

which have tended to generalize the Jewish experience as a two-dimensional quest for 

whiteness.   Perl’s life narrative supports Gilman and Marx’s more complex assertion that 

the Jewish experience is unique in the manner in which “in-between,” “interstitial” Jews 

move fluidly between communities.   By creating a position for himself that preserved 

and expressed his Jewish identity, Perl was able to simultaneously work to create a bond 

between Anglos and Mexicans.  In the end, Perl refused to hierarchize racial minorities, 

conform to whiteness, or downplay his Jewishness; rather, he maintained his identity and 

thereby fortified the identities of others.  Assuming a role that emerged through Charro 
                                                
448 Tony Vindall, “New Businesses Going Up in Brownsville,” The Brownsville 
Herald/El Heraldo de Brownsville, April 21, 1999, 
http://www.brownsvilleherald.com/news/sam-16216-manatt-perl.html.(accessed June 25, 
2011). 
449 Ana McKenzie, “Downtown Parade Route Changed, Doubled in Length,” The 
Brownsville Herald, February 25, 2006, http://www.brownsvilleherald.com/news/parade-
69015-route-mexico.html.This was only in The Brownsville Herald because the El 
Heraldo de Brownsville which became the El Nuevo Herald did not publish on Saturdays. 
See: “El Nuevo Heraldo Best in Texas,” The Brownsville Herald/El Nuevo Herald, April 
26, 2009, http://www.brownsvilleherald.com/news/nuevo-97368-heraldo-
spanish.html.(accessed June 30, 2011). 
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Days and continued well after, Perl proved that Jews in America do not always have to 

adapt to the dominant power or to the predominate minority culture in order to fit in.   In 

this way, Perl’s story is of paramount importance for American Jewish history because it 

reveals the complexities of the Jewish immigrant experience, in turn asking us to 

reconsider preconceived notions of what being Jewish in America means.  But perhaps 

the most important lesson that we may take away from Sam Perl’s narrative is that if we 

do indeed “love everybody,” the boundaries between us will vanish, leaving us no longer 

divided but united. 
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