Temple Israel Archives
Interview of Frannye Kaplan

September 16, 2003

Page 1
FRANNYE KAPLAN (FK)

There may be 2 of the same interview

Interviewer: May Lynn Mansbach (MM)

Date of Interview: September 16, 2003

Address: 475 S. Perkins, Apt.910, Memphis, TN - N
Telephone: 682-5054

Date of Birth: 10/9/07

Place of Birth Sikeston, MO

Sex: Female

Ethnic/Racial Heritage: White

Religious Affiliation: Jewish/Orthodox

Educational Background Cape Girardeau State Teachers College

Occupational History: Worked in father’s store, did books, bought merchandise
Special Interests: Organizations work, solutions; write long letters

Name of Spouse: Isaac Kaplan

Name(s) of Children: Edward Mitchel Kaplan

Father’s Name: Isaac Becker

Father’s Occupation Merchant

Mother’s Name: Rose Borowsky

Mother’s Occupation: Homemaker

Organizations, Boards, Offices:

MM: 1am May Lynn Mansbach. I am with Fannye Kaplan at her home, 475 S. Perkins, Apt.910. Mrs.
Kaplan, we’ll get started

FK: Call me Fannye. .

MM:  All right. Would you for the tape say your full name, date and place of birth>,Ready?
FK:  Fannye Becker Kaplan, 475 South Perkins, Apt. 910, Memphis, Tn 38117,

MM: And where were you born, and when?

FK:  October 9, 190’{,‘ at Sikeston, MO

MM: And what was your maiden name?

FK:  Becker.

MM: Was your name ever changed? Was it another name in the old country?

FK: It was Fannye, the first name, which I objected to, because it was also the name that everybody
called their rear, so | said at least let me put an "e" after the "y" it would be a little different - 1
didn’t have a middle name - I guess we were too poor -

MM: So as far as you know, your maiden name "Becker" was the name of the family in Europe as well?

FK: In Europe, in Poland.

MM: Were you named after someone?

FK:  Oh yes. | was named after an ancestor whose first name was "Fagel" which to me they should
have transcribed it as "Birdie" - a bird in Yiddish is "Birdie".
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MM: Fagel?

FK:  But my name is Fannye and there’s many of them in the family and it goes back many generations.

MM: Okay. But who were your ancestors who came to this country? Was it your parents, or your
grandparents?

FK:  Oh, my parents. And not at the same time. Both of them lived in a little hamlet town in Poland
and didn’t even know each other, which is amazing, but my grandfather acquired something which
is very unusual in Poland. He owned land, and Jews were not allowed to own land, but he did
because his talents was in construction and that’s what the Poles needed and as an exchange for
his work, they allowed him to buy land, so there was like a little hamlet that belonged to him and
all of his family lived in that hamlet and he built all of their homes and they stayed right in there -
they were like a little group all by themselves. So my father said he never met my mother because
he came from a big family and lots of girls, so when he had to come to town they were always
across the street so he had to go by and meet them - he was shy - so that’s why they didn’t know
each other until they came to America.

MM: What was the name of the little town?

FK: Osmanna, I think - I have it in some of the books - and I'll be able to tell you for sure,

MM: That’s the name of your other town?

FK: andit’s close to Vilna.

MM: Okay. Now when they came to this country, did their entire family?

FK: We’ll ask Ed and I’ll tell you why. 1 gave him all the material on the family and he’s doing a
wonderful job of what he’s planning to do, so I have to look on his citizenship papers, and there
it has the date and everything so we’ll get that later, but [ would say, if I was born in 1907 and
let’s say he was in America five years, and then when they got married, I came 9 months later so
that it will tell us exactly.

MM: When did they get married?

FK: In 1907. They got married in January and 1 came in October. They just made it ... 9 months and 3
seconds.

MM: Did their entire family come to this country when they came?

FK:  Brothers came and a sister of my father was here, and that’s where he went when he came to
America - to his sister who lived in New York. She was the one who suggested that he peddle
which most immigrants did but to do it with a horse and buggy, not to try to walk with a pack on
his back because he was very conscious of the fact that he wasn’t used to this kind of a life. He
only studied to be a rabbi and carrying a pack on his back wasn’t in his category.

MM: Exactly.

FK:  But she told him "that’s the way you’ll learn the language."
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MM: Yes.
FK:  So that’s what he did and when I asked him about it, he said "I’ll tell you. It’s very easy if you

FK:

FK:

FK:

FK:

FK:

MM;

FK:

understand. He said, "I tried to carry things that everybody needs so 1 will be welcomed when I,
come." So I had needles and thread and scissors and piece goods, and he said people could not
buy ready made clothes so they bought material and they made their clothes.

So he carried fabrics?

He carried sheets, pillow cases, blankets, things that everybody needs and reasonable, so he said
he had no problems. So I said how in the world did you keep kosher, and he said it was easy.
When he came to the house and they would ask what he could eat, he would say just boil me four
eggs, hard boiled, and if you have a cow, I would love to have some buttermilk, and it was easy,
and he said they usually all made their own bread because there were no stores with store bread
so it was made with no shortening, and he would have a slice of bread. And in the meantime
whatever they would say, he would listen, and he would ask them what does that mean, explain it
to me, and they were the ones that taught him English.

And he learned the words that were necessary to his trade?
That’s right
Now, did the peddling take place in New York?

No, it took place in Connecticut. I think - I'm trying to think of the name - a large city - Hartford,
- that was his headquarters and then he would go out to the surrounding areas with a horse and

buggy.
So the family came to New York?

Yes - the sister and brother-in-law were connected with horses - that’s why he had a horse and
buggy... they did transportation and his son created a large company in New York in a way of
transporting things from boats to be brought to where they were going and that is how they
carried on -

So that was Mr. Becker your father who started out doing peddling?

Yes, then he met my mother and they decided to get married. He received a letter from his to be
brother-in-law that lived in a little town called Artzillian, Arkansas, which is no longer in existence
- not too far from Blytheville, AR - now there consisted in that little place in the road a building
which was like a commissary - it had caskets - it had food - it had sand - it had plows - whatever
they needed - and there was a little house next to it, a little further away where they lived - my
aunt and uncle - when a person came to buy something (he always had the store locked, why
should he - there was no one there ) and they would holler "Mr. Levine I'm need a plow, I need
this, that" and he would say "give me a chance to put some clothes on, I’ll be there in ten
minutes”

And this was your mother’s brother ...?

Brother-in-law. My mother’s sister’s husband. And he was an avid reader. I remember he told me
when the Saturday Evening Post came out, he was the first subscriber. And he stayed with it.

L3
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MM:

FK:

FK:

FK:

FK:

FK:

FK:

So he lived in Arkansas?

Yes, and then after - in the meantime, my father and mother came, he told my father, come and
help me, and we’ll be on the lookout and the first little town that has a store to rent, we will either
buy it or rent it, and you will start out on your own and I’ll back you.

That’s how they got started?...

All of them did the same thing. Well, that was fine. But when they moved there, they were the
first Jewish family in Sikeston. And I was the only Jewish child for six years, because then my
next sister came, and then six years after that was Sally; there was just three of us - all girls - but
there was six years difference between each one us and I used to tell my father I thought he did it
on purpose - he wanted a child in school every six years. It was interesting how the people
managed.

Let me back up. How did your mother get to New York to meet your father? I assume she came
to New York.

She came with another sister who landed in New York with her and was brought over to be
watched over by Ike Levine who eventually went to Artzillian, AR, and then when they got
married, he remembered and he went to the wedding and he invited them to come and live and
that’s how that started.

So lke Levine started in New York too?

But I don’t remember where, I never thought about asking him. He eventually created the Tiger
Levine Company in Manila, Arkansas, and was very successful, bought land around there - cotton
was being grown around there - he got very interested in the gambling of the cotton - selling it
and he sold it at the right time and he made lots of money. So then he retired to New York and
went to the stock exchange every day, and the partner that was with him, Tiger Levine, Mr. Tiger
created a company, he also left at the same time, he created a company at the same time, a shirt
company, calleq Manbhattan Shirts, that was his, he did well too.

That’s so interesting.

Levine lost his fortune in the 1929 crash, millions and millions of dollars, served him right - I’ll tell
you why. He used to make fun of my father to me. He would say "your father sticks in that little
town in Missouri, how much can he make a year. $10,000-$15,000? I make more than that every
day. And T talk to him and talk to him, he tells me he doesn’t need money. He’s only interested in
the dignities of life." I said that’s right. That’s what he tells us all the time. " T want to live in
dignity. I don’t want to be ashamed of how I live, 1 don’t” want to be ashamed of what I do, but
having lots of money, that doesn’t interest me." He said I want my children to have a wonderful
education, I want to help them anyway I can, but I don’t think it’s necessary to work like a fool to
see how much you can make.

So he was right in the end.

So when I told Uncle Ike about it, I reminded him when I went to see him - he finally wound up in
realty in North Carolina, the only way he got there he owned a triplex in Mt. Vernon, NY and, of
course, he had millions but he was always borrowing to go buy something new the next day and
he would take a mortgage, but on the home in Mt. Vernon - you were not allowed to borrow on
your home - there was a law like that - so that was the only thing he salvaged when he lost all of
his millions was that triplex, and then he moved to Wilmington, NC, and opened a furniture store.
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