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lr|an of the
people

' Julius Rosenwald's grandson misses
"'some details but gets to the heart of
. Chicago businessman's philanthropy

ia

,/ / Way before

S S ttit time on

issues of race,

Rosenwald financed

the building of

private schools for

Afi'ican Americans

in Southern states."
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BY CAROL TELSEIITHAT

ulius Rosenwald desenes a
sern,us biosraphy. He was
the Sears Roebu.k chief and

Chicaso philanthtopist whose
millions built the Museum of
ScieDce ed Industry but Ln-
sigted it not cary his namer "If

ia iraiile is used," he said. "it s'ill
belong to the leople the sane as

The onll other biographr of
"J.R." appeared in 1939, seven
tears sfier his death. Ten years
in the writins by his grandson
Peter Ascoli, a Chicagoa, this
one is serious, but also seen-
ingl! lnediied. Why didn't his
editor tell Ascoli that "more

ihah" and "over" ae not inter
chaneeable, and that wriiers
should avoid reusins in clo6e
prcrimity the sane wo.d or
phrase? A,ide frorn redudaD-
cies of conient, Ascoli takes ,100
pases to accomplish what shotld
have requiied just 300.

Rosenwald's fatler, a Gelman
Jewish immisrant. alishted in
Baltimore with $20 in his locket
and became , peddler. H€ later
nn his i! lam' sto.es in Peoiia
and rhen Sprilgrreld, where
Julis was bom iD 1862, one
block from the home of his life-
lons ldol Abrahan Lincoln.
L€avine hish school unfinished
and skippins collese, Julius
headed to New York io apprcn-
iice at $4 a weeL for his uncie6,
who manufactured men's
ciothes- After a store he opened
there failed, he saw opportunitl
in Chicaso and opened a store in
1885 specializins in lishtweight
llten's suits. Five ye8$ later,
J.R. naded Gussie NusbauD,
one of s€ven daushters of a Ger-
man-Jewish immigrmt.

Ascoli Lnew neither ciandpar'
ent. dd the reader wil find ioo
few ofth€ personal details read'
ers of hiosraphy relish. ABcoli
qrites, for example, that litile is
knom about J.R.'B nother. the
person to whom he was closest.
Does Ascoli not realize that it's a
biosrapher's job to dis until he
finds nore? J.R.'s father ad-
vdnced him money md came to
Chi.aso to help his son la1lnch
his store, but relations between
lather and son were chilly. As
coli never satisfactorily explains

Still. ABcoli is excellent on

Rosenwald\ determination io
sive airar his monet ed his
iireless iappilg of others he
qent on res!]ar "schDottnc e:-
peditions" - to follow suit. 'By

1912, Ascoli wites, "philan-

ihropt ratler the business was
becomins the true... passion of
his life."

Way before his time on issues
of race, RGenwald finaDced the
buildins of p vate schools for
Africe Anedcans in Southern
states he would eventuallj'
build 5,300 of then - nany of
then in all'black connunities
that lacked lublic schools. In
1929, J.R. invested heavily in
the MichigaD Boulevard Garden
ApartmeDts in the Bronzevitle
communlty on the South Side.
Designed to reseable a Univer-
siiv of Chicago quadransle with
meticuioNly tended iaqm md
sardens, the conplex included
an on-sit€ nursery and such ten'
ants as Joe Louis and Gwen-
doba Blooks. J.R. also save
money to build YMCAS for
blacks; instituiioN that be@me
cente$ of comnunity life. "I

doubt if there is ey sinSle gift,"
said Rosenwald's fiiend, Booker
T. Washinglon, ".. . that has
hrought a greater retum to the
community ..-. all the nore in-
t€resting because it is the gift of
a Jew io a Chistiar religious in

J.R. differed fton other busi
nessn€D/philanthropists, such
as Andrew cdnesie dd John D.
Rockefeller, both in tempera-
ment dd in that he began to
sive away his fortune while he
was still active in business. Al
though he was hardheaded, J.R.
was not a bully. J.R. creat€d the
Julius Rosenwald Fund ir 19u
ad it went out of business, as
he intended, 16 yean after his

Speculating that J.R- ordercd
his papen from his years at
Sean destrcyed "because he
wanied to be remembercd pri-
marily as a philanthropbt," A6-
coli siill mdages a livelr ac-

couni of the historl of ihe com'
pdy, dd a coloriul portrait of
Richard Sears. A "neketirg ge-
Dius," Seds start€d by sellins
watches by catalos and ended
!p with a 1,000-page 'Wish

Book," tull of "folksy" chatter
that enticed even the mo6t uso
phisticated to oder.

Sears md his partner, Aivah
P. Roebuck, needed cash. Roe-
hrck weted out, md, in 1895,
J.R., then 33, and a supplier of
cheap men's suits to Sea$,
bought a quart€r iDterest for
$37,500. That investment, writeg
Ascoli, "would eventually be
seen as one of the nost b.illiant
decisions in busines hisiory."
J.R.'s tinins was inpeccahle.
He invest€d as the econolay be-
san to boon and as the U.S.
Postal Senice offercd fiee deliv
ery to eveD the mosi rcnote ru
ral areas. (Sears cusloneE were
mostly farmers whose only shop'
pins option was the local genersl

By 1906, Sears, under Rosen-
wald's direction, had a new 40
acre headquarters on Chicaso's
West Side, ed wa6 receiving
2?,000 o.derB p€r hour. By 1908,
8,000 people vorked there. That
yed, Seais resigred and J.R. be-

With the depdture of Sea*
and his 'fertile inasination,"
J.R. in*oduced "truth ir advef
tisins,' demanded testing of
prodrcts End cleansed from the
catalog patent nediciD€s. J.R.
did not like unions, but he of'
fered prcfit sharins by 1919,
96.7 percent of eligible employ'

J.R. hircd ihe best people
without worry that they Dight
outshine hin. General Robert E.
Wood, who had worked for con'
petitor Montgomery Ward, per-
suaded J.R. that the company
must open retail sto.es. Wood
wa an undissxhed anti-Semite.
but J.R. selected hin over his
om son. The move to retail
stores had to be nade dd J.R.
knew that he could noi do it.

J.R. iNisted the Sears catolog
coniai! no meDtion of tris DaEe
lest uy custoEe. be ttrmed off
by a Jesish oRller. Yet h€ ws
proud to b€ Jewjsh, actiYe in the
.eforned Chicaso Sinai CoDsr€'
gation dd a booste. of its pro-
eressive rabbi, Emil G. I{isch,
who irvited Jae Addans to
speak. J.R. was impr4sed ed
soon be.me a director of Hull
House. Likewise Booker T.
Washinston, whoD Hirsch
called 'a second Moses,' spoke
at Temple Sinai. Unlike some of
his Gernm brethrcn who werc
embauassed by ihe Easiem Eu
roped Jews crow.Ling into
Ame ca's cities, J.R. save sener'
orBly to help them acclimate.

Sone liberals branded Rosen-
wald, a loyal Republion and u
ovemight White House slest of
P!€sident TaJt drd H@ver, a
hl"ocrite becaus his schoob in
the South werc sesrcsai€d, as
were his Chicaso apartments.
"J.R. wEnted resdts,' Ascoli ex
plains, "ad he hrew full well
the p.ejudices of his day. ... That
does not mear thai he liked seg-
rcsatioD." Ascoli quotes from
W.E.B DuBois' tribut€ to
Rosenwald: "Seeins -.. that the
lrhite Sodh did not propose to
bdld decent schoolhouFes for
Dost colored children. Rosen-
wald . . . offeEd to help pay for
such schoolhouses. ... The
South accepted hls gift effu-
sively, and never . . . grasped the
failure of denocncy which pe.-
nitied an individual of a de-
spised race to do for the soveF
eiea states . . . that which they
had neither the decen.y nor jus-
tice to do fo! them8elves."

"You de the least timid rich
man I have ever krom," seid
one colleaexe of Rosenwald's,
succinctly strmmiry up this Dost

CarcI FelsenthoJ is a Chicaeo
aiter af biosraphies and maga-
2ine pmfiles. She is cutentlr
uitinE a book about Bill Clintan's
life since lea'ing the Whitp. Hou6e.
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