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Who Was Lazarus Silverman?
Early Chicago Financial Magnate Oaerlooked Today

oI 187'1,, author of the bill for the resu:nption of specie
payments by the United States Treasury n 1873, a charter
director in the company which first exploited the Mesaba
Range and Vermillion County as the richest source of iron
ore in the then coming age of steel construction, and a
prominent figure in that group of men who have guided
Chicago to the position of the second city in the Westem
world - such is the brief record of the life of Lazarus
Silverman, who died at the age of seventy-nine in Chicago
last June -- a record which will be more of a monument than
stone."

A Bief Ooeruiew
H. L. Meites in his History of the lews of Chicago,

originally published n 1924, in his chapter on Jews in
bariking writes of Lazaras Silverman, that he was a "banker
from the '60s and an authority on finance for
a half century, whose service to the United conti*ed on paBe 4

Article By Walter Roth

In the October 1909 issue of The Market World, a New York Wall Street
publicatiory an article entitled "A Portrait of Lazarus Silverman" begins:
"Borrr and educated in Bavaria, a pioneer banker in Chicago, a contributor
to the equipment of regiments for the Union army in the Civil Wan, a
more then generous philanthropist in the days following the Chicago fue
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My wife Chay4 and Society
members, Gtta and Oscar Walchirk
and I spent three weeks this June on a
trip to Europe with The Holocaust
Educational Foundation of lllinois.
The trip was designed for 35
European History and Philosophy
professors, each teaching a course on
the history of the Holocaust in their

respective U.S.
college or
university.

The founder of
the Holocaust
Educational
Foundation is Zev
Weiss of Wilmette,
an educator and
himself a survivor
of Auschwitz and

other death camps.
Mr. Weiss established the

foundation in 1983, together with co-
founders Gitta Walchirh Cbafa Rotb
and some 15 other mental health
professionals and lay leaders, for the
purpose of collecting videotaped
educational curricula on the Holocaust
for institutions of higher leaming in
the U.S.

The aim of the taping project -
which is affiliated with the Video
Archives for Holocaust Testimonies at
YaIe University - is to ge,nerate oral
histories to enlarge the body of
historical material on the Holocaust
for the purpose of research and
teaching.

Since its inc€ptio4 the foundation
has taken over 250 oral testimonies of
greater Chicago's Holocaust
survivors. Videotape mast€n are
indexed and stored at the Sperling
Library Archives at Yale Univenity
and copies are held at the Holocaust
Educational Foundation and by
individual survivors and their families.

In recent years, the foundation has
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also focused on the study of the
Holocaust on college campuses, both
at tle graduate and undergraduate
levels. The foundation has a prognrm
of making grants to universities to
encourage these study murses.

To date, the Chicago based
foundation has made over 100 grants
to universities the country
for the teaching of courses on the
Holocaust.

The Scholars on our trip were all
recipients of gants from the
foundation and are deeply committed
to the Holocaust study program. The
universities rqrresented included the
three U.S. military academies; the
Universities of Wisconsi4 Florid4
Nebraska, Indiana, Illinois, Notre
Darne, San Diego, Mississippi,
Dickinson State, Milliki4 Southern
Alabama" North Carolina, Northem
Colorado, Massachusetts, and Utah;
Northwestem University; Purdue
University; Swarthmore, Kenyon,
Wellesley, and Middlebury Colleges;
as well as Pacific University, Clemson
University, Southem Methodist
University and Denison University; In
all, they make a veritable tapestry of
higher leaming institutions cross-
sectioning the United States
Universities' private and public
educational system.

Our itinerary started in Warsaw,
Poland then to Lublin and its nearby
death camp at Majdanalq then to
Krakow and the concentration camp
at Placzow (pictured in the movie,
"Schindler's List,") and a day's visit to
Auschwitz and the adjoining Birkenau
camp.

From there we headed by bus to
Prague, and its well-preserved Jewish
cemetery and Jewish edifices. Outside
of Prague, we visited the socalled
'modef' ghetto camp of Terezin,
which despite its name, has a unique

horror of its own.
We went by train from Prague to

Berlirl where for sweral days we bad
an opportunity to visit the many
mussurllr and memorials now in place
in Berlin. The nearby conc€ntration
camp at Sachsenbaussn conclud€d our
heavy tour of these monstrous camps
built by the Germans tbroughout
Germany, Poland and
Czechoslorakia.

Wlfle many members of Chaya's
and Gitta's and my families perished
in these camps and we were well-
acquainted with wbat had occurred to
the Jews of Europe, there is nothing to
prepare one for the indescribable
horror of confronting Majdanek and
Auschwitz.

There is one word that one leams
at these camps tlat uniquely describes
why the Holocaust is unique to the
Jews - and that is "GAS." The
German orders starting in 1942, werc
that while others could be starved,
tortured and shot, the Jews in addition
to all these cruelties would be killed en
masse by gas.

The walk tlat over a million Jews
took from the train ramps of
Auschwitz to the gas chambers, only a
short distanc€ away is a horror
beyond description. The crematoria
that bumed their bodies still stand at
Majdanek and Auschwitz. The tons
of clothing, the bundles of human
hair, the hundreds of thousands of
shoes from murdered Jewish children-
are still all there.

Of all the numerous exhibits that
we saw at the camps and in the cities,
the most telling was the new
Permanent Exhibit at the House of the
Wamesee Conferenc€ in Berlin.
There dstailed in authentic archival
material, maps and pictures is the
history of the Holocaust from the
Dictatorship in Germany; the War in
Poland; tlre creation of the Ghettos;
the mass shootings; the Warmesee
Conference of Jaruary 20, l94Z
where the "Final Solution" was

Walter Roth

conlnued on nert page
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formalized; the establishment of the , 
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death camps; the resistance of the IVle€UngS
Jews and the final Liberation. My Neuropsychiatrist Dr. Iouis
grandfather, Herz Stem, died in 36s5es and Barbara Schreier of the
Terezin; we were able to confirm that Chicaso Historical SocieW will be the
fiom the records at the camp; my speakJrs for the next two open
grandmother and her two sons were meetings ofthe Society.
deported from the village of Roth Dr. Boshes had been scheduled to
(where I was born) to Terezin in speak at laS quarter,s mesting but was
1942; n Terezln and Auschwitz we forced to cancel the ensasement. His
found the date and transport numbers tatk, entitled, "A His6{ of Jewish
that took them to their death when Men and Women of Medicine in the
they were transported from Terezin to Chicago Area: lg37-1994' will be
Auschwitz in 1944. In Berlin we Oct.2.
located the grave of Chaya's and Dr. Boshes is a distinguished,
Gtta's father who was murdered by researcher, physician, educator, and
the Nazis at Sachsenhausen in author, whose first-hand experiences
September, 1939. in the Chicaso medical field should

Thus, our trip ended in great provide a colorful backdrop to his
sorrow, but with a reaffirmation of 6yqaaler 5u[is61.
our faith in the continuity of Jewish Barbara Schreier is the curator of
life in Israel and the United States. 1p Chicago Historical Society's
Organizations such as the Historical

exhibit,'Becoming American Women:
Clothing and the Jewish Immigrant
Experience." She will pres€nt a
privale lecture to the Chicago Jewish
Historical Society as well as offer a
tour of the exhibit.

The well-received exhibit continues
at the Chicago Historical Society and
is available for public tours
tlroughout the week.

Barbara Schreier will speak on
Dec. I I, at a time to be determined
later.

Take not€ that both meetings will
be held at unusual sites. Dr. Boshes's
talk has been moved to Temple
Sholom at 3480 N. Lake Shore Drive.
There will be a social hour starting at
I p.m. and the talk itself begins at 2
p.m.

Barbara Schreier's talk will be at
the Chicago Historical Socrety,
located at 160l N. Clark St.

We invite members and their
guests to join us for either or both of
the Dresentations. o
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Societv Offers New
Line of Tribute
Cards for Sale

The Society is pleased to armounce
the availability of our new Tribute
cards. These attractive cards can be
used for many occasions: to honor
som@ne, mernorialize a loved one,
tlnnk a friend, or congratulate
somebody.

They are printed on heavy, white
stock, measure 9 and ll4 by 4 inches
foldd and come with matching
envelopes. They bear the well-known
Society logo on the outside, with
inside space for your own message if
you wish to add one. A package of
eight cards with matching envelogrs is
$10. Individual cards can be mailed
for you from our office for $5 per
card (includes postage). To order call
the office at (312)663-5634 or Clare
Greenberg at (312)725-7330. O



Silverman

States goverrunent in cormection with the
Sherman measure (the resumption of specie
payment following the Civil War) has been
characterized as the greatest national service
ever rendered by a |ew."

Who was this man" acclaimed locally
and nationally during his lifetime but now
virtually forgotten? Of his descendants, a
great granddaughtet, Carol Gaif lives in
Chicago and now proudly recalls the
memory of. Lazarus Silver:man. Carol is the
granddaughter of Lazarus' only child to
reach adulthood a
daughter Shafah,
who married :rn
insurance
executive, Edwin
Romberg and who
attained local farrre
for her numerous

hospitals.
Finding His Way to Chicago

Lazarus Silvennan was born in
Oberschwarzag, Bavaria, on February 29,
1830 and irn-migrated to the United States in
1849, at a time when many young Gerrran

|ews left Bavaria for the New World because
of politicaf social and economic reasons. As
many of his countrymen had done, he first
went to a small town in the South (in
Alabama) and eamed a living as a peddler.

In April, 1853 he went north to Chicago
and by 1854 he began his business as a note-
broker and banker and appears to have
almost immediately made real estate
investments in and around Chicago. His
Bank, aptly called "Silverman's Bank," was
established by 1857, when it survived a
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In April, 1853 he went north to Chicago
andby 1854 he beganhis business as a
note-broker and banker and appears to

have almost immediately made real estate
investments in and around Chicago.

severe financial crisis, which periodically
affected the American economy then and for
decades to come. On April 1? 1859 he
married Harurah Sachs of Louisville,
Kentucky, who also became active in
Chicago communal affairs.

The coming of the Civil War saw
Silverman actively engaged in lending large
sums of money for the equipment of cavalry
regiments, and the purchasing of saddles,
bridles and outfits for officers and other
necessities for the Federal Ar:my.

Bank Surufues Grent Chicago Fire
By 1870 a Chicago business publication

characterized Silverman as a "thorough and
completely
successful
businessman, " who
had established a
bank many years
ago, which had
become lq:town
throughout the

The Banl survived the great Ctricago fire
of 1871 which caused great material loss to
Silverrran. Despite that, after the fire, he
was 'rinstru:rrental in assisting and helping
m.my poor and deserving people, filling his
own house on Calumet Avenue near
Twenty-Second Street, with the destitute
and homeless, and erecting for others
temporary structures for their protection
and comfort, also purchasing at that time
large a:rrounts of flour and other food
products, gratuitously distributing the sarrre
among the needy and homeless."

Silverman had also been frequently
connected with large financial operations,
and his judgment and advice was listened to
by financiers and poUticians. The "specie
payment" law referred to by Meites as

philanthropic United States and Europe as Silver:man's
activities with Jewish charities and Bank.



Silverman's signal contribution was enacted
tlt.1873.

Silver:nan himself dictated an account of
this episode, "FIis Ovrn Account During His
Last lllress," which was published after his
death in The Market World. As an aftermath
of the Civil War, the currency of the large
cities of the country and of the Federal
govemment itself, fluctuated wildly often
causing great economic distress.
Silverman's business, of course, was also
affected. He *rereupon went to
Washington, D.C., had a conference with
General Logan, a U.S.
Senator from Illinois, Senator
Jolur Sherman, Crairman of
the Finance Comrrrittee, and
other prorrinent politicians
and statesmen and imparted
to them a plan for the
stabilization of the U.S.
currency by making it
attractive for foreigners to
pay their debts in gold thus
enabling the U.S. to build a
gold reserve and back its
own curency with gold.

The plan was
Silverrnan's, but Sherman
apparently adopted it as his

He thereuponwent to
Lltashington, D.C., and

imparted to them a plan
for the stabilization of

the U.S. currenqt by
making it attractive for
foreigners to pay their

debts in gold, thus
enabling the u.s. to build
d gold reserve and back

its own currencywith
gold.

buildings in Chicago.
He also appears to have been active in a

number of charitable undertakings. The
Cleveland Orphan Home was said to be one
of his favorite projects. He also was a
member of the ]ewish Agdcultuaf Society,
then active in attempting to settle fews in
fanrring corrurrunities. His purchases of
far:nlands were undoubtedly made in
corurection with this organization. In many
cases, he advanced the funds for farm
eqrripment, which assisted these early far:m

corimunities.
Strangely enough there is

little in the books about
Silvermanrs synagogue or
other local fewish
affiliations. We know,
however, from Meites that
Silvennan was a member of
K.A.M. in the 1850's; and
that in 1860 he was on a
conwrittee that rejected a
new reform prayerbook for
the Congregation, causing a
split among the
membership with the
reforgdsts leaving to
establish a new reforrrr

own and financial history lnows the plan as
the I'Sherman Plan.rl

At the Height of Prospeity
By the end of the 1-880's, Silvennan

living in a mansion at 2273 S. Calumet
Avenue, was at the height of his success. He
was associated with Marshall Fiel4 Potter
Palmer and other Chicago financiers in
many venfures. He was one of the founders
of the Duluth & kon Range Railroad and the
Mirmesota Iron Company (later merged into
U.S. Steel). He owned acreage in Upper and
Lower Michigan, farmlands in lowa"
Washington and Wyoming and many

synagogue/ Sinai Congregation.
The Worlil' s Fair Comes

h 1893, the Ctricago World's Fair
brought great fame to Chicago. The White
City on the Midway stood as a model for the
wealth and prosperity of the United States,
in general and Chicago in particular.

Suddenly, in the srunmer of. \893,
several Cricago banks faile4 and just as
suddenly, the United States was again
caught in another financial depressiory but
this one, t'the panic of L893," was worse than
others.

Henry EricssorL a builder, was a friend



and client of Silverman. In his book Sixty
Years a Builder, published i^ 7942, Ericsson
describes the scene in L893 in front of
Silverman's Bank located in the
Commonwealth Building at LaSalle and
Washington Streets. Long lines formed in
front of Silverman's Bank. Ericsson writes:

"As th"y crowded his bank to
withdraw their money, Lazarus
Silverman stood beside his trusted
nephew, Minzesheimer, and on the
counter back of the old fashioned cage
heaped up piles of glistening gold and
silver and stacks of paper money.
Unperturbed
and with
superb
showmanship,
he would go
outside and
rringle with

Silverman came back to Chicago, with a

drowned himself. The man referred to was
Herman Scheffner, who was a relative of A.
G. Becker, whose bank did fail at this time
and who did drown in t ake Michigan.

"People somehow expected operations
on the Board of Trade to fail, but l.azarus
Silverman's bark was regarded as
impregnable and his resources as all but
ine xhaustible. "

Silverman left for New York
immediately hoping to raise cash to meet
the expected demands of his depositors. But
the collateral he had to offer was not
adequate and he was unable to raise the

necessary cash.
A SabbathWithout

Rest
Silverrnan

c:rme back to
Chicago, with a
court hearing on

court hearing on his banlcruptcy setfor
Saturday; this was an ironic dayfor the

court hearing.

the throng to hear what the people
were saying. All along the line, at the
sight of him, one time peddlers, who
had become merchants, small perhaps
but successful, remembering how he
had helped to equip them with their
first shop would slip out of line and
leave without asking for their money.rl
Silverman's Bank suwived the June

crisis. He resumed his activities, and
Ericsson notes that he built a four story
building for Silverman on Edina Place (now
Plymouth Place) which today is the site of
the Standard Club.

The Futures Collapse
Then, on August L, L893, the "pork and

lard comer" at the Board of Trade,
supported by a number of Chicago's largest
meat operators collapsed and many fortunes
vanished overnight. Panic gripped the cify.

Ericsson writes that another Jewish
businessman, whose bank had failed went
into Lake Michigan from Lincoln Park and
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his bankruptry set for Saturday. Because
Silverman's Bank was always closed on
Saturday, and his checks and notes were
imprinted with the phrase "No business on
Saturday," this was an ironic day for the
court hearing.

Ericsson notes: uwhat his inward
feelings were no man could discem, as on
his Sabbath Lazarus Silverman appeared in
court before a gentile pretrial judge. But
there were people who thought it at least
poetic iustice, for had he not always kept his
bank open till noon on the Christian's
Sunday and spent his Sunday afternoons
inspecting his properties?"

At the bankruptry hearings, it appeared
that many of Silverman's depositors were
"small Hebrew merchants and peddlers,"
and his total ursecured indebtedness
amounted to $65O000.

Iauryer Suggests Ties to Traction Interests
Silverman was represented personally



by Julius S. Grirmel who was the state's
attorney at the trial of the Haymarket
anarchists and was now general counsel of
the Chicago City Railway Company.
Silverrrran had for many years been an
active investor in dricago tractions
enterprises, which probably explained
Grirurel's presence.

Levi Mayer, already a well larown
jewish I'awyer of the wealthy and
influential, represented the secured
creditors. Silverrrran tesffied that his Bank
had paid out between $600,000 to $700,000
in cash during the summer of 1893 and that
he had assets to pay all of the unsecured
creditors. All he requested was an extension
to pernrit him to resume his banking
business.

The End ofthe Bank
Despite efforts by his friends,

Silverman's Bank never reopened. He
removed his real estate business to t}re
building on the present site of The Standard
Club.

From there, true to his word, Silverman
devoted his remaining years to liquidating
his many holdings so that he could make
good on his promise to pay off all of his
depositors. He did do so, even though he
was under no legal obligation.

Lazarws Silverman died on ]une 9, 1909
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at the home of his daughter at 2213 Calumet
Avenue at the age oI 79. T"he funeral was
held at the home and the interment was at
Mount Maariv Cemetery.

How He is Remembered
On the occasion of his dea0u the Chicngo

Tribune printed an announcement requesting
members of the Independent Order of B'nai
Brittr, especially ttrose of the Ra-urah Lodge
to attend the funeral.

From the papers filed with the Probate
Court of Cook County, it appears that
Silverman's fortune was gone by the time of
his death. A few parcels of vacant real
estate were all that was listed on the
inventory for his estate.

"His Life roas His Monummt"
Undoubtedly the bankruptcy of his Bank

and his determination to repay all his
depositors had devastated his estate. Nearly
all his worldly possessions were gone, but as
The Market World had written at the time of
his deatlu his life was his monument.

Though the bankruptcy of his bank and
the loss of his forfune resulted in his na-rrre
being all but forgotten, Chicagoans should
remember Lazaxus Silverman for his many
endeavors on behalf of the City of Ctricago
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inside and a pan underneath to catch the
melt.

The iceman would drive his horse and
wagon tluough the alley and look for the
srgn in the customers' windows. He could
tell frorr the way the customers hung out
their sigrrs whether they wanted 100,75, 50
or 25 pounds of ice; there was no sense
carrying 100 pounds up three flights when
only 25 pounds were wanted.

In the winter, perishables were kept on
the window sill. Dairy products were
delivered to the back door by the milk rrran
whose wagon was also horse
drawn.

Clothing and shoe stores,
the Circle, Gold and Central
Park Theaters and delis were
on Roosevelt Road. If I
visited Grandma and
Grandpa for a weekend
Grandrrra Schar would walk
me to the Circle and hand
me a few coins wrapped in
paper so I could get in to the
movie and meet me after the

ttre store. Grandpa opened his store at 5
a.m. every morning except Shabbat.

Every Saturday rnoming he walked to
Synagogue Mishna U'Gemora, about three
blocks west of Kedzie on Douglas
Boulevard. After lunch he read the paper,
looked out the window, and napped.

Sabbath lasted until the street lights
went on. Then Grandpa opened the store.
He could not understand how competitors
opened earlier, before the end of Sabbath.

The butcher shop had an L-shaped
counter with three chopping blocks, two

scales and a wooden cash
drawer. There was a walk-in

flame toburn offthe pin
feathers.

INhen the schochet was
through, Grandma or I

TDould yank out the

feathers from the still
warrnbird. Grandma
TDould then hold the
chicken oaer an open

refrigerator. Waiting
customers stood or sat on
wooden benches.

ln the winter
coal/wood pot-bellied stove
warmed the store, and in the
surrmer a ceiling fan did its
best to cool.

Fly paper streamers
hung from the ceiling. There
was also a stove in the back
where the chicken coopsfiln.

On the northwest comer of 13th and
Kedzie was the publishing office and
printing plant of The lewish Daily Forward.
Grandpa and I joined the scores of people
who stood in the window and watched the
papers emerge from the press each night.
Across the street at Goldberg's Drug Store I
got ice cream cones for a nickel and free
cigar boxes for my valuables.

Grandpa Schar (Louis, or Lazar) was a
Yeshiva student and schochet in Lithuania
before coming to America in the Twentieth
Cenfuryrs "0" years. His store at 1245 S.
Kedzie was his second; I never knew the
first but my mother told me that she and her
three brothers and their parents lived behind

were kept. There were usually one or two
coops of chickens except before holidays
when additional supplies (more chickens,
ducks, geese - turkeys for Thanksgiving)
were delivered. Chickens were fed com and
water placed in troughs that hung from their
coops. Several times a day, the coops were
checked for eggs.

T\e sdrochet would come twice a week.
When he was through, Grandma, or I if I
were there, would yank out the feathers
from the still-warm bird. Grandma would
then hold the chicken over an open flame to
burn off the pin feathers.

Customers viewed the chickens as they
hung on hooks in the front window. The



women would choose their bird by feeling good ear for music and he never made a
its body and Grandpa would cut it gramrrratical mistake.
according to their wishes. At night all of the Grandma had soft mattresses and horne-
meat and cheese was put in the refrigerator. made comforters of goose down. There was
Decades of walking in and out of the fridge a Philco radio in the living room and a
took its toll on Grandpa's health and he victor wind-up victrola that played large,
developed TB and had to leave the business. very breakable records. I remember
Lifting heavy quarters of steer resulted in listening to Caruso, a laughing record and
hemias that he never had repaired. "A Certain Party.rr The telephone took

When the circus came to town/ posters nickels or slugs and a man came evety so
were always put often to empty it.

:[^-.T".- -^T: 
Decades of walking in and out of the fridge Grandrrra had

home-made lacewindows in return took its toll on Grandpa's health and he
doilies and

deaeloped TB and hnd to leaue the business.

what seemed to be a

the highest hernias thnt he nwer hnd repaired.
Ltftrg heaoy quarturs of steer resulted in

for free passes.
The passes
allowed us to walk

seats in Chicago
Stadium to watch
circus of ants.

As long as I could remember, I spent the
High Holy Days with my grandparents,
attending the synagogue with them and my
three uncles who always showed up. Our
family had the second bench. The Hebrew
service was long; the senrrons were in
Yiddish. Most conversations were in
Yiddish. Women sat in a balcony around
the building.

Grandpa Schar was in demand to lead
the service or to read from the Torah. He
was exceptional. He did not have a
beautiful voice. What he did have was a

tablecloths.
She cooked

every day, except
Saturdav and Holv

Days, when a flame was left on to warm
food. Grandpa chopped the liver. Grandma
never leamed to read English; Grandpa
attended night school and would read me
everything. He told me that he drearrred in
Yiddish. He always wore a hat of some sort
around the house and wore a fedora to
synagogue where he replaced it with a
yarmulke. There were dishes for meat meals
and another set for milk meals. There were
two sets just for Passover.

Grandma died in 1948 and Grandpa
came to live with my parents. He died in
1963. Both are buried in Shaael Yanooer
section of old Waldheim. I miss them. tr

Societv Newsletter
Seeks Memoirs of
Jewish Chicago

Chicago Jewish History, the
newsletter of the Chicago Jewish
Historical Society, occasionally
publishes memoirs of individual
Chicagoans.

Abraham Goldsmith's rnemories of
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growing up as the grandson of a West
Side butcher is an example of the sort
of mernoir we like to consider.

Keep in mind that maouscripts
should be no longer than six double-
spaced pages and, preferably, should
be submitted on IBM-compatible disk
in WordPerfect 5.1 or earlier or in
ASCII or DOS format. (For those of
you without acc€ss to computer
technology, good old paper will work

also.)
The editors consider both the

caliber of the writing and the
originality of the subject matt€r in
weighing which memoirs we will be
able ro publish. We encourage you to
record what you remember from your
fi rst-hand experiences.

Submissions may be sent to Joe
Kraus at l24l W. Ardmore, Apt.3,
Chicago, IL,60660. tr






















