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The following is a back-story of the emigration of poor Jewish residents from small towns in 
Eastern Europe circa 1887-1917 who settled in small town America around the Missouri River 
Valley.  Some stayed for a generation or two.  Some left early-on and came back for a while.  
The why’s are explained below.  

Although this is just a small, grainy, snapshot of history seen through the lens of our family, it 
parallels other families’ experiences.  There will be at least one more essay in this particular 
series about Sioux City that includes more of the city’s history.  I aim to make a point much 
bigger than the small dot on the map below.  Even more important, I hope this will help 
exasperated parents when they are faced with the dreaded questions from their 5th 
graders who have to write a paper on their family history.

Why Did Our Family Do That? 
is a blog on wordpress.com 

Essay #1.  Context: Some of  the Characters & their motivations - 
1887 to 1917 

Family legends, like the humans they describe, get shorter and shorter as they age.   

The legendary people lived complex lives.   The decisions they made still affect us. 
This essay discusses the context of their day-to-day lives and how events thousands of 
miles away influenced what they did.   

Following this essay you will find … 

Essay # 2.  Queen Bee, King Corn and the 65 foot tall Big Mary. 

Palaces were one key to understanding Sioux City and the psyche of my relatives. 

First, a smattering of background on the characters in this exposition. 

We are who they were. 

The surnames of some of our family who settled along the Missouri River Valley, when it still 
was considered a gateway to the West, were Kroloff, Helfet, Levich, Levy, Richards, Sandler, 
Rabinow, Kauffman, Davidson, Herzoff, Dubrofsky, Ginsberg, and Levin along with a bunch of 
their relatives and neighbors.   

Most came from the area around Slutsk and Kapulia (later called Kopyl, Kopil, or Kapyl) in 
Belarus.  Some came from Mena and Chernush (Chornukhy), in Ukraine.  Almost all of the 
original group had somewhat different last names when they left for the USA.  In fact, last 
name’s were a pretty new phenomenon.  They only arose because of governmental mandates, so 
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a reasonably accurate census could be taken.  (Before Wolfson was 
son of someone named Wolf.  And a lot of men were Wolfs.) 

Unlike so many who emigrated and entered the United States from 
Europe, the relatives mentioned here decided not to settle in 
Boston or Baltimore, New York or Philadelphia, Chicago or 
Cleveland.   

The earliest family members (in the 1880s) chose to dip their toes 
in American life in small river towns from Sioux Falls, south 
through Sioux City and on to Omaha.  At that time the communities were similar in size to the 
small towns where they were born.  A majority of them spent a few years in Sioux City, Iowa. 

Why they emigrated 

As this is written over 130 years later, our family stories or legends have, for the most part, been 
reduced to one sentence.   

They came to America to escape oppressive anti-semitism of the Tsar, and the draft of young men 
into the Russian army, and the fear of progroms (organized violence against Jews), and/or 
because a relative said America was the place to be. 

That statement is true as it stands, but the reality was much more complex.  Further essays for the 
blog Why Did Our Family Do That? will put their actions in a larger context. 

Above: Kapulia in the province of Minsk about 1900.  The Kroloff's and their numerous relatives lived in 
and around Kapulia before coming to the USA.  Kapulia was a shtetl like hundreds of others in The Pale 
of Russia.  It was home to about 2,700 Jews and about 1,800 of other religions.   

The Pale was big.  It included almost all of what later became known as Eastern Europe … around 500,000 
square miles … approximately twice the size of Texas.  The Russian census of 1897 found about 11 percent 
of The Pale was Jewish.  More about that later. 

Russia’s Jews were forced to live in The Pale, pay numerous taxes and suffer indignities because they 
would not convert to the Russian Orthodox Religion.  Of course, it was much more complicated than that. 

Much is known about Kapulia because several prominent authors lived there.  Just a stroke of luck.   



 page �3  
Abraham Jacob Papirna claimed, “Christians and Muslims were on the side streets on and behind the 
mountain.  The Jews took the best part of the shtetl on the highest part of the mountain where the 
marketplace was located.  This included the street where the synagogue courtyard was situated.  All the 
special Jewish religious and community institutions were there.  Occupying such a respected place with its 
large Jewish population who carried on such lively commerce, Kapulia gave the impression of a clean 
Jewish community.”  

Only 10 percent of the emigrants to the USA in the three-decade period (1887-1917) were Jewish 
(about 2 million).  Most of the other 90 percent, were from all over Europe.  People of color, 
especially Asians, who earlier had built the infrastructure of the American West, the railroads, for 
instance, were no longer invited in.   

Like our relatives, the emigres arrived poor.  They saw no great future for themselves unless they 
left.  All the non-Jews knew that they could return if they made enough money, and some did.  
Going back to The Pale was illogical…and darn near impossible for any Jew. 

Here are some of the pressures they felt. 

1. The kings and queens of Russia were called Tsars.  High on all their agendas was the 
conversion of every non-believer within their realm to the Russian Orthodox religion.  
Though many others were persecuted, Jews historically felt they were more restricted and 
higher taxed, but usually not the point where they couldn’t pay.    

2. Before 1900 there were relatively few deadly progroms, (organized, devastating, anti-Jewish 
riots, usually sanctioned by local government officials).  But, fear of pillage, killing and rape 
was an increasingly darker cloud that spread across The Pale’s Jewish population.  After 
1900 the number and severity of progroms accelerated.  A simplistic explanation is that the 
Tsars not only wanted to be the Popes of a unified Russia but they wanted to ape the Western 
European kings and be considered very European.  Anti-semitic was about as French as one 
could get. 

3. The Russian military was busy putting down revolutions inside Russia and stirring up battles 
to expand the country’s borders.  (As of this writing, things haven’t changed.)  That led to 
higher draft quotas overall, but especially for Jews.  The pressure was so intense that there 
are un-refuted reports of some shtetls, needing to meet their conscription numbers, 
kidnapping youngsters from other shtetls and offering the captured teens to the army.  The 
wars also created huge government debt. That led to new taxes and further restrictions on 
Jewish residents of The Pale, which, in several ways, was run as a colony. 

(The words kidnapping and greenhorns come up in other articles in this series 
regarding, family in America, England and South Africa.  As do other examples of 
the same distant events affecting very different ancestors. 

For instance, one essay will focus on American history through the lives of my wife 
Susan’s ancestors, the Simmons and Mitchell families of Tippah County, Mississippi.  
A part of their story will consider the French and Indian Wars of the mid-1700s, west 
of the Appalachian Mountains.  England demanded its American colonists do much 
of the fighting aimed at wresting territory from the French and their Indian allies. 
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Then London levied taxes upon the colonies to pay for the war.  The new taxes were 
big factors in inciting the American War for Independence.  England’s King George 
III lost 13 colonies.  Tsar Nicholas II did something similar in the west of Russia 
which was a big factor in the 1918 Bolshevik Revolution.  He not only lost his 
country, he lost his life.  Wars have unintended consequences.) 

4. The Jews, Italians, Poles, Scandinavians, Slavs, Serbs, Irish, Greeks, and other European 
poor, and second generation Americans, who came to the Missouri River Valley also were 
influenced by the:

• Industrial Revolution, which introduced machines to do the work of people and  
electricity that brought light to the night and lengthened the work day.  The Industrial 
Revolution first occurred in the larger cities, stealing jobs from the shtetls.

• Medical Revolution, which increased lifetimes, decreased deaths at birth, and lead to 
over-population across Europe.

• Transportation Revolution, which dramatically lowered travel time and prices for ships 
and railroads and helped lead to concentration of production in cities.  That eradicated 
many rural jobs.  Among them were tailoring, making alcoholic beverages, running inns 
for travelers, and other enterprises in the shtetls.

• Communications Revolution, which lowered prices for printing presses and more 
importantly, for paper.  Suddenly, non-religious books 
in Yiddish appeared, along with newspapers and 
posters.  Telegraphed news replaced word of mouth.  
Salesmen spread across Europe seeking workers for 
real jobs (tailors were needed in New York, land was 
cheap for farmers).  Advertising promoted the newer, 
and bigger, and faster railroads and ships that had to fill 
seats and beds at almost affordable prices.

• Economic Revolution, which meant coins and paper 
money became a larger piece of people’s lives than 
barter.  That was huge.

• Education Revolution, which meant more people were 
becoming literate.  Suddenly, there was a Yiddish press.  
People read and saw that their lives could be rosier in 
other places and learned about those who shared their 
woes. (Right: Cover of a Soviet Yiddish edition of Tevye der milkhiker, the story of 
Fiddler on the Roof.)

The poor European emigrants were pulled to North America, Australia, Argentina and South 
Africa because that’s where the jobs were.  They had no interest in going to sub-Sahara 
Africa, Surinam, or Siam, where the jobs weren’t. 
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Though born in rural Russia, not all had roots in their communities. 

Pale is an old English word meaning border.  Thus, the expression, something is “beyond the 
pale,” means beyond a real or imaginary boundary. 

Many of the small villages and towns in The Pale had long histories.  Kapulia already was a 
walled community in the 1200s and often was attacked by Tatars and others.  Until the 1790 
establishment of the ever-expanding Pale, like most shtetls, there were few Jews in Kapulia.   

Thus, our ancestors probably did not have deep roots in their communities.  They certainly 
weren’t nomads, because most travel was forbidden.  Many had been forced by government 
decree out of other places.  (See notes on Pale map below.) 

Off-and-on, all Jews were forbidden from living in some of the larger cities in The Pale and 
across Russian territory.  So hundreds of thousands were forced to live in small rural settlements 
where the patterns of daily life were not much different than the year 987.  No electricity, for 
instance.   

(This report is about small towns.  The situation in larger towns was different and I expect to 
later look at very different life styles in Warsaw.) 

Dreary as all that seems, the overriding theme of the essays regarding Sioux City is optimism. 

The soon-to-be Midwesterners screwed up their resolve, somehow obtained money and 
documents to travel (escape).  They dealt with borders, bribes, bumpy ship berths, bumpy 
stomach-wrenching storms, sea sickness, and bad food.  Miraculously they landed on the East 
Coast of America.  (A vivid example is the essay in this series titled UNCLE JAKE’S DRAMATIC 
ESCAPE.) 

In fewer than nine weeks, the immigrants, exhausted physically and financially, had traveled 900 
years and 9,000 miles to get to the Missouri River Valley.  They had seen their first ocean, big 
ship, electric light and tall commercial or religious building.    

Many of the emigrants on their way to Europe’s Atlantic Ocean ports were met by Jewish 
organizations created to feed and help the poor travelers move on.  The groups were set up for 
political, philanthropic, philosophical and very practical, but guilt producing, reasons. Not the 
least of which was that local Jews, their neighbors and others along the way, didn’t want the 
fleeing and impoverished co-religionists to stay nearby.   

The border crossing town of Brody was one of those locations.  The best description of the chaos 
and catastrophic terrors of getting past the border I have found is not about our family, or maybe 
it was.  It will be posted separately later. 

The migrants traveled in groups, as families, or individually.  (The Helfet and Dobrofskys 
stopped for about a decade in Liverpool, England.) 
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More geography. 

The majority of our relatives 
who first settled in 
Siouxland were from the 
province of Minsk in what 
now is the country of 
Belarus.  Others came from 
a couple of very small 
Ukranian shtels in 
Chernigov and Poltava 
provinces east of Kiev.   

Mary Levy (Levi) my 
maternal grandmother was 
an exception.  Born in 
Chicago as it was rapidly 
rising from the ashes of the 
Great Chicago Fire of 1871, 
her parents were from in or 
around Warsaw.  In 1900 she 
married Joseph Kauffman 
and moved to Sioux City. 

The Chicago in which Mary 
was raised “The Second 
City,”  was and is the de 
facto Capital and heart of 
the America between the 
Appalachian Mountains of 
the East and the Rocky 
Mountains of the West.   

The middle of the USA’s body is the Mississippi River Valley.  For most of America it is the 
cardio vascular system.  It’s main artery is the Mighty Mississippi.  It’s right arm is the Missouri 

River Valley, (Sioux City is at the elbow), the left arm is the 
Ohio River Valley.  That is one reason the Midwest is called the 
Heartland.   

Mary was born five or six years after the devastating Chicago 
fire.  Her father peddled food, likely first from a street cart.  
Later he owned a grocery store. 

The Levys lived above the store on Dekoven St., a couple of 
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blocks down the street from where Mrs. O’Leary’s cow allegedly kicked over a lantern in the 
family barn and started the quick-spreading blaze that leveled the center of Chicago.   

With its railroads and stockyards and many businesses spared by the fire, Chicago became a 
boom town, and a magnet for just about everything good and bad in the “civilized” world.  
Around the country, bankers gripped because so much East Coast money was invested in the 
rebuilding Chicago that their areas were being short-changed.   

Not surprisingly, Sioux City’s political and business leaders wanted their town to be “Little 
Chicago.” 

Before we get to Sioux City, though … several quick asides. 

1. Over the years, as borders changed, Mary told U.S. census takers that her parents were from 
Poland or Russia.  Like all maps, the one above depicting The Pale is a snapshot in time. 

2. Mary’s husband, Joseph Kauffman, was a Sioux City resident originally from Slutsk.  I like to 
say that it all started with Mary and Joseph.  That may be overly cute.   

Photo at right includes some of 
the Kauffman family about 1950 
at a celebration in Sioux City.  
Mary and Joseph are in the 
middle. People identified at end of 
essay.  

3. Somewhere buried online is a 
list of nearly a dozen Krulevitski 
(Kroloff) young men who were 
wanted by the Russian police for 
evading the draft.  All of them 
were my relatives.  If the Tsar’s 
minions had floated downriver 
from Sioux Falls to Omaha, they 
could have nabbed them. 

4.  Food was a big problem for deeply religious Jewish travelers.  Not all ships had Kosher 
kitchens.  Certainly railroads didn’t.  This forced religious emigrants to break with tradition or 
starve.  It must have been a factor in the changing of religious habits and the rise of 
Conservatism and Reform movements in Judaism, especially in the US. 

5.  Uncle Jake Dobrofsky came from a very rich family in Mena, Ukraine,  The family suddenly 
fell upon hard times and fled to Liverpool.  The story of Jake’s harrowing adventures is the basis 
for another essay in this series “Uncle Jake’s Dramatic Escape.” 
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6.  A future essay will discuss life in Kapulia/Slutsk area, the home of Kroloffs, Kauffmans, etc. 

The wanna-be 

By the time the shtetl folks converged in Sioux City it already was the ultimate 
Chicago wanna-be.  It had an ego as big as The Windy City, which was Chicago’s 
nickname.  The epithet was derived not from the the gales that swept in from Lake 
Michigan, but from the loud boasting of its politicians and boosters. 

Like Chicago, Sioux City was a railroad junction (albeit a lot smaller) and had a huge job 
producing, sprawling, smelly stockyards and several equally odorous and prosperous meat 
packers. (Photo below.) 

The city’s population was almost as diverse as Chicago’s, although it housed and tried to 
segregate the 300, or so, people of color.  From historical reports it seems to have had the same 
ratio of crime and corruption.  There was some 
anti-semitism in the community, and it 
occasionally was bothersome.  Nearby KKK 
clans, for instance.  Overall, the level of 
acceptance far outweighed the slights.   

Chicago in the 30 years covered by this essay 
had a constantly growing population that soared 
far over 1 million.   

Sioux City’s population figures went up and 
down like a yo-yo.  From a mere 3,500 in 1870, 
to 7,366 in 1880, dramatically rising to 37,806 in 
1890, dipping to 33,111 in 1900, and up to a stratospheric 70,300 in 1917.  

So, the citizens of Sioux City had seen boom and bust times.  They had seen the rise of an 
elevated railway (Below) which was sort-of like the one in Chicago … and then the urban 
railroad’s quick demise.  They had seen the introduction of electricity, rampant land speculation 

that helped buoy and then bust the local economy.  They reveled 
in their newly paved streets, cable cars, manufacturing and retail 
establishments.  Even during the bust years the town survived as 
a regional commercial hub servicing people from towns and 
farms far and wide.  

Until the market for agriculture products crashed for a while 
after the end of WWI, when the troops came home, the city was 
full of optimism based on what the citizens had seen in the past. 

That experience, the continual bouncing back from adversity, is what pulled our relatives who 
left in the bust years back to Sioux City.  They knew there was a support system of their kin 
along the Missouri River.  It must have been comforting that some of those supporters were the 
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very same ones who had been part of the support systems in the shtetls in and around Kapulia 20 
years earlier. 

Who came first?  

The first person in Sioux City from Kapulia might have been Morris Levich (Yankelovich) who, 
his grandson Barton told me, had been a potato farmer in or around the Kapulia shtetl.  Morris 
tried farming potatoes in the Dakotas and failed.  Bart remembers hearing, the first year was OK 
but the next crop was a failure.   

Morris might have been attracted to the area by 
advertising like that pictured.  Similar posters were 
popping up all across Europe in the local languages.  
Assumedly, no one in Kapulia read English and it is 
unclear how many read or spoke Russian, which is 
different from the local Belorussian language. 

Maybe the first Kapulian to visit Siouxland wasn’t 
Morris, but another relative or friend who heard about 
newly opened West and wrote a glowing letter home.  
Or maybe the first from Russia was enticed by an 
agent seeking pioneers to settle the area.  They agents 
were not necessarily seeking Jews.  They were 
seeking healthy warm bodies to farm and work the 
territories and fill jobs opening up.   

The railroads were more than just the the Midwest’s 
nerve systems.  There were the tracks and the telegraph 

wires that paralleled the rails.  The railroads also 
provided the nutrients for America’s growth.   
They were selling farmland near the newly laid 
tracks to grow the unprocessed food that would 
fill the freight cars headed for Chicago, for 
instance.  The railroads constructed huge water 
towers to fill up the boilers of locomotives that 
would be heated by stacks of coal or wood to 
burn under the boilers to create the steam which 
turned the wheels.  Towns grew up around the 
stops. 

The freight cars filled with raw food and other 
materials returned to the towns along the tracks, 
towns like Sioux City, with the wonders of the 
Industrial Age, much of it from Sears Roebuck 
and Montgomery Ward’s catalogues.  
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How they were doing. 

By 1900 the Jewish population of Sioux City was 1,000 and growing.  About that time a book on 
Iowa Jews by Rabbi Simon Glazer proclaimed that Sioux City’s Orthodox Jews were the poorest 
in the state.  Of course, not all my relatives were Orthodox and several were far from poor. 

My grandmother Mary and husband Joseph, until their young and only son Louis died in the 
great flu pandemic that spread to Sioux City during the First World War, was, according to the 
five surviving daughters, very “social.”   

Joseph’s grocery store was thriving.  It was the first in Sioux City to buy a gasoline powered 
delivery truck.  This photo of him in front of the store must have been taken before the truck was 
acquired.   

While his competitors were 
delivering to their 
customers via horse and 
wagons, he was leaving 
them in his smoke, as their 
horses, scared by the 
vehicle, literally were 
littering the streets.   

Among her other activities, 
Mary, the Polish-American 
from Chicago, whose 
English and Yiddish were 
well honed, donated time 
to help the “greenhorns,” which is slang for new arrivals. 

Globalization, which goes back even further than biblical days, was evident in our family.  About 
the time Mary was helping greenhorns in Sioux City, half a world away in Cape Town, South 
Africa, Jewish merchants were helping new arrivals, also called greenhorns, Leon Helfet, get 
acclimated to the new culture and started in business.  (See essay about Leon on the medium.com 
blog “Why did our family do that.” Subtitle is “The night I slept in my great uncle’s bed.”) 

Our relatives scattered across Sioux City and suburbs, just as they had lived in Slutsk, Kapulia 
and their suburbs.  And, just like the old country, most clustered within walking distance of a 
synagogue or two.  Because of its membership, one synagogue was nicknamed “the Kapulia 
Shul.”  

Two more sidebars.  

4.  This is a convoluted family story that might actually be true. 

http://medium.com
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There were two Davidson families in Siouxland.  One from Slutsk, created what for its day was a 
massive regional chain of department stores run by Ben, Abe and Dave.  It was called Davidson 
Brothers.  The other Davidson family was made up of Kroloffs who probably had what seemed 
at the time a logical reason to change their name to Davidson. 

The wildly successful Davidson brothers, who began emigrating to Siouxland in 1880, had left a 
married sister in Slutsk.  The “boys,” or maybe their mother, supposedly despised the husband 
and wanted the sister to come to Sioux City.  A Kauffman family legend claims a deal was 
cooked up under which the sister would divorce and come to Iowa.  Like any Orthodox Jewish 
woman she had to have the consent of her husband to obtain the divorce.  She got the “Get,” 
which is Hebrew for the divorce paper, and hightailed it to Sioux City. 

In an apparent pay off to get the Get, as the Davidson boys’ fortunes already were soaring, the 
ex-husband, Gabriel, his new wife Fannie, and their two young kids were sent money to come to 
Iowa.  Before arriving in the USA during 1887 they changed their name from something that 
supposedly sounded like Secov, to Kauffman.  Joseph, the son who tagged along, was my 
maternal grandfather. 

5.  First cousin Chuck Kroloff and I were born in 1935.  A couple summers in the late 1940s we 
jointly invaded Sioux City and stayed with relatives.  By then, most of the area’s Jewish families 
from “the early days” had moved on to Chicago, Los Angeles, Phoenix, or wherever.  

Nonetheless, several hundred remained close to the Missouri River shores.  On one of those trips 
Chuck and I attended a Jewish Community picnic.  It seemed we all were related.  It was a 
celebration of a continuing support system. 
   

Why many left Sioux City when the economy was bad. 
Why they later returned to Sioux City. 

After the first few from the Slutsk-Kapulia area arrived, the 
attraction of the existing Sioux City support group of old friends 
and relatives was a huge pull.  Not to be ignored were the 
expanding economic opportunities along the river and railroad 
towns.  Optimism was contagious. (Picture: Being examined for 
diseases before being allowed entry into America.) 

The Helfets, Dobrofskys, and Levys who been reared in 
Liverpool and Chicago were well aware of the highs and lows of 
big city living.  For quite a while they, too, preferred the smaller 
setting of Sioux Falls, Sioux City, Council Bluffs, and Omaha.  

Like the rest of the nation, and world, Sioux City was subject to 
severe economic swings.  They called economic Recessions “panics” in those days. 

Sometimes the Sioux City relatives didn’t just waited out the storm, hoping for the better times 
to return.  Sometimes they left for good.   
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My paternal grandparents, Sarah Helfet Kroloff and Sam 
Kroloff were bounce-backers.  Not long after what must have 
been a religious wedding in Sioux City they left with Sarah’s 
sister Esther and brother-in-law Jacob (Jake) Dobrofsky for 
what they expected to be greener pastures in Chicago, where 
their civil marriage took place.  This photo, from who knows 
where, sure looks like a wedding picture. 

Reading Uncle Jake’s autobiography I was surprised at how 
many relatives returned to Sioux City and stayed, at least, 
through the First World War.  (The Midwest’s rural economy 
tanked for a while when the US government cut back on the 
purchase of food essentials, like corn, once the troops returned 
from Europe.) 

As noted, the relatives felt comfortable with Sioux City, in part 
because some of the same people who had provided the support system for them in Russia were 
living in Sioux City, and there was no way those who bounced-back would, or could, return to 
Russia. 

More background. 

Improbably, this exercise in figuring why our ancestors did what they did began with a three part 
question.  Since my grandmother and grandfather met in Sioux City, why was my dad was born 
in Chicago, October 27, 1905.  And why two years later was his brother Max born in New York.  
And why, by 1915 were they were back in Sioux City, where daughter Ina Leah Kroloff was born. 

My father was one of several Archie Kroloffs.  A later essay about Kapulia will explain why 
there were so many Archies in the Kroloff and Herzoff family, along with other recurring names 
among the relatives’ first borns.   

On Feb 11, 1903 the three Helfet girls arrived at Ellis Island in New York and immediately went 
to Sioux City to join up with brother Harry (Isaac) who preceded them by two months.  Sarah, 
Esther and Minnie, having been raised in Liverpool, were very proper Victorian straight-laced 
young ladies when they arrived.  Just look at the picture of Sarah and Sam above.   

A cousin, Arnie Levin, whose mother was Sam’s sister Helen once stayed with Sam and Sarah 
for a while.  If I recall correctly, it was while Arnie’s mother and father were setting up or selling 
their grocery/general store in Rosalie, Nebraska, not far from Sioux City.  Their  customers 
primarily were from the nearby Winnebago and Omaha Indian reservations.  One day, over 
lunch, the often jovial Arnie turned deadly serious when talking about Sarah who apparently was 
a very stern disciplinarian. 

In 1912 my grandmother took her boys to Liverpool to show them off.  Below is a picture of 
Archie and Max, the younger smaller brother.  I can’t imagine why, with such bitter memories of 
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The Old Country, both would be decked out like miniature Russians.  The family tried to remain 

“different” in Russia and I recall Sam  as 
working hard to be a “real” American in Sioux 
City.   

Aunt Ina, younger sister of Archie and Max, 
eventually married Irving Levich.  Irving’s 
father, Morris, is the man mentioned in this 
essay who might have been the first Kapulia 
resident to come to Sioux City. 

Another sidebar to break up the 
genealogy. 

6. My late sweet sister Susan swore she heard 
this right.  

One of the young Kroloff boys, Archie or Max, 
took ill and the trip to Liverpool had to be 

delayed.  The original booking was on the Titanic. 

Back in Sioux City.  

To refresh your memory.  Esther Helfet married Jacob Dobrofsky.  They were from different 
parts of Ukraine.  Both families had settled in Liverpool, where Esther and Jake met.  She left 
first and Jake later followed her to Sioux City. 

From Uncle Jake’s long memoir I learned that the two sisters, Sarah and Esther, and their 
husbands, (Sam and Uncle Jake), moved to Chicago before my father Archie was born because 
they thought they could get better jobs.  That was not a successful move. 

Jake and Esther returned to Sioux City.  Grandparents Sam and Sarah and my toddler dad wound 
up in New York City where Sam had a signed up for a traveling salesman job.  He was 
recommended by a family friend in 
Sioux City, Mr. Wolfson.  According to 
Jake, Sam was on the road a lot.  His 
territory extended from New York to 
Ohio.  That explains why Uncle Max was 
born in New York in 1908.  Sam, Sarah, 
(and the two boys) were back in Sioux 
City before the 1910 census. 

Uncle Jake Dobrofsky wrote that Sam 
had a new successful enterprise.  He 
made (maybe at home) and then sold 
punch boards to stores as far away from 
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Sioux City as Wyoming.   

Punch boards (See sample) were an early form of The Lottery.  A store would buy a large printed 
thick piece of cardboard with many holes in it.  Inside the holes were little pieces of paper which 
told the “puncher” how much he or she won for the small price of gambling.  Or the paper would 
say there was no prize.  The store owner might buy a card for $3 and know the total pay-out 
would be $10.  By determining how much to charge per punch, the owner could know the profit. 

Jake said Sam made a lot of money until there was too much competition.  The business itself 
was not a fad.  A small grocery store in my Chicago neighborhood had punch cards as late as the 
mid 1940s. 

I heard a different story about Sam’s leaving the gambling business.  Straight-laced Sarah was 
sick and tired of her husband once again spending a great deal of time on the road in wild places 
like Deadwood, South Dakota (home of Boot Hill, Calamity Jane, and Wild Bill Hickok).  As in 
Sioux City, a surprisingly large number of downtown Deadwood stores were owned by Jews 
from The Pale.  Sarah told Sam to stay home or she 
take the kids, go back to England and stay.  Sam 
opened a grocery store.  

Manifest Destiny. 

There was something else going on in Sioux City and 
in other towns across the country.  And the the 
greenhorns quickly bought into it.  The “it” was a 
national euphoria about America and its unlimited 
future.  It was like they had boarded a train that could 
take them anywhere they wanted and along the way they 
could stop and check out the surroundings, and maybe stay.  They were convinced they had left 
organized government oppression behind and they quickly saw others around them were 
beginning to live the American Dream.  

They believed in Manifest Destiny, which was the idea that America’s growth and their 
individual growth and welfare were unstoppable because it was “God’s Will.”  Manifest means 
“obvious to the eye or mind.”

That didn’t apply to people who weren’t white.  African Americans, Asians and Native 
Americans were segregated out of areas and jobs.  The few, black, brown, red and yellow 
skinned residents in Sioux City were in that category.  

My mother and other Sioux City girls of the time feared people of color.  There hadn’t been any 
people of such dark skin where they came from so the fear must have been picked up from 
neighbors in Sioux City.

But, above all, Little Chicago, still on the edge of the frontier, was bubbling with optimism that 
was contagious.  
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Bottom line, the residents of Sioux City who were having a hard time “knew” that they could 
“make it” somewhere else in America.  If the new venture failed, they could return to the Sioux 
City safety net … before foraging out again.

They had broken out of the dreary Pale into a bright dream.

####

The essay below (see next page) zeros-in on events of 1887 through 1895 in Little 
Chicago and Big Chicago.  
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Queen Bee, King Corn and the 65-foot tall Big Mary. 

This essay includes further context for my theory about the safety net in Sioux City and 
optimism about the future.  It begins in 1887, as our family was establishing itself along the 
Missouri River.  That was the beginning of the good years.  I have scandalously stolen the facts 
from Iowa historical websites.  

Prarie, Palaces and King Corn 
 
There were periods when Midwest summers were hot and dry. 

In the 1870s swarms of locusts gobbled up entire grain fields.  Even in the best of times 
farmers had trouble making a profit.  Prices for their produce seemed low.  The 
complained that it was expensive to ship crops to market on trains and to borrow money 

from banks.  The locusts and dry 
weather forced many to leave 
their land and go elsewhere.  
Typically, those who remained 
took years to recover.  

The Sioux City area was luckier. 
There was enough rain. Crops 
flourished.    

The town had grown from about 7,000 
in 1880 to over 30,000 people (mostly 

immigrants and first generation Americans) by 1887.  It was the third largest meatpacking center 
in America and a busy gateway to the Northwest.  As mentioned before, Sioux City residents, or 
many of them, in their bravado believed the city might actually become nearly as important as 
Chicago. The city’s bankers, business leaders, real estate developers (speculators, you might say) 
and even the “common citizens” were promoters.  It was decided that building a corn palace 
would help them meet their expectations.

People already knew how to build barns and houses, but a palace wold be harder.  For six days, 
46 men sawed and hammered.  They erected square towers on corners of the palace and arches 
over its entrances.  The outside was covered with corn.  A lot of corn. 

Help from Native Americans 

The near-by Winnebagos sold 5,000 bushels of Indian corn to the palace-builders for decorations.  
Indian corn is blue, purple, red and white.  Another 15,000 bushels of yellow corn was used.
 Indian corn poster below: http://www.milkwood.net/2012/05/12/glass-gem-corn-and-other-heirloom-jewels-of-the-corn-cabinet/.    

For 15 days, teams of horses hauled additional loads of straw, sorghum, wild grasses and vines.  
Steam saws sliced and chopped the materials to size.  Carpenters thatched the roof with green 
cornstalks, and nailed tons of corn to the walls and around the windows. 

http://www.milkwood.net/2012/05/12/glass-gem-corn-and-other-heirloom-jewels-of-the-corn-cabinet/
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Inside the palace, local artists twisted and arranged nature's 
products into works of art featuring autumn colors and 
unusual textures.  A huge spider made of carrots hung on a 
web made of corn silk.  For the walls, artists wove scenes of 
Indians in canoes and buffalo in meadows.

Local women wore corn 
necklaces to parties, and the 
men cornhusk neckties.  
Just about everyone learned 
the myths of Mondamin, the 
Indian god of corn, and 
Ceres, the Greek goddess of 
harvests. They wrote songs and poems about "King Corn." (Left: 

Peacock Jeweler’s business card circa: 1877.)

Storekeepers filled their windows with pumpkins and harvest scenes. Brightly colored globes 
covered the gas lights that arched over the streets. It was a big deal.  

The Palace Opening

One crisp fall day in October 1887 the 
palace and festival opened.  Businesses 
placed their newest products on floats 
for the industrial parade.  Another day 
covered wagons and groups of 
Winnebago, Sioux and Omaha Indians 
paraded down the streets.  At night 
fireworks boomed overhead.  Passenger 
trains to Sioux City added extra cars to 
carry the crowds into town.

Sioux City was World Famous 

In Chicago, New York and London 
newspapers and magazines published 
stories about the Corn Palace in Iowa.  From Boston came curious vacationers.  Wealthy 
businessmen from the East Coast were impressed with Sioux City and the enthusiasm of its 
citizens, and, they invested there.  More than 130,000 people saw the Corn Palace before the 
festival ended a week later.  

The palace was torn down, as planned. But right away the citizens of Sioux City started thinking 
about building another palace the next year.  Every year for the next four years a new palace 
was built—always more magnificent than the one before.  

In 1888 the carpenters used so much corn and grain to decorate the outside walls that not a 
single square inch of wood was left uncovered—except for the flagpoles. 
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Above: Later palaces in Sioux City. 

In 1889 the palace towers were higher than nearby church steeples.  More industrial and 
agricultural displays were added.  New products appeared, like phonograph records, for the 
new-fangled "talking machines.”  

In 1890 a giant globe of the world topped the palace.  Countries were outlined with kernels 
of corn.  Inside, the the ceiling was an imitation sky at night.  Electric lights shone like stars.  
A bevy of towns in Iowa had some electric lights by then, but most Iowa farm families 
would wait at least 40 years before electricity could light their evenings.  The festival that 
year was as grand as ever, until the last day.  Heavy rains ruined the parade, poured through 
the palace roof, and drenched the displays.

The 1891 palace was more than a block long. Visitors hopped on streetcars and rode right 
through the building.  Other states and “South America” sent exhibits.  Mexico sent a band, 
Louisiana shipped live alligators.  The Electricity exhibit was popular.  Coincidentally, electric 
utility crews at that very time were wiring Sioux City neighborhoods.   When the palace was torn 
down.  A man paid $1,211 to salvage some of the corn, lumber, cloth and nails.

And then the palaces were no more. 

In the spring of 1892 the nearby Big Floyd River, which flows into the Missouri River, 
flooded much of Sioux City.  Money was short after the clean up.  The Panic of 1893 brought 
on a three-year economic depression in the US and 
Europe that crushed any hope of another palace.

Sioux City’s economy was in shambles.  (Right: Floyd flood.) 

Palace? 

The name, Corn Palace, is revealing.  As if a city had 
eyes and could see, Sioux City saw itself first as a rural 
agricultural dynamo and second as a business and 
manufacturing center.  “Palace” is a European word 
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denoting superiority that would have been familiar to Sioux City’s European immigrant 
population.

Nonetheless, probably no other small city had come up with, and successfully executed, such an 
audacious example of American optimism and boosterism. 
 
The once fearful Belarus Kroloff, Herzoff, Robinow and Levich young men and later their 
families, were infected with the optimism of their neighbors in Siouxland.  That was 
communicated back to the “old country,” because more kept coming.

Those five years probably were Sioux City’s most confident.  The streets were not paved with 
gold, but they were adorned with the golden corn mined from the fields that stretched as far as 
the eye could see and silver from the tassels on each ear of corn.

That’s the Sioux City my relatives knew, even if they came later.  The Corn Palace years seemed 
to cement a semblance of sensible optimism for the future.  

There was an important difference in the actions and reactions to the boosterism in Sioux City 
and Chicago.

The city fathers and mothers of Sioux City thought as big as they could.  One corn palace a year 
for a quick publicity and tourism hit, and maybe sell some corn, or cows, or pigs, or produce, or 
real estate.  It was meant to amaze and amuse but not to inspire and change the world. 

On the other hand 

Chicago was a different story.  It amazed, amused, inspired and changed the world.  

Sell the cookstove if necessary and come. 
You must see the fair.

--Author Hamlin Garland in a letter to his parents, 1893

As Sioux City and other communities were suffering from floods and failures Chicago produced 
more than just palaces.  It created the greatest show on earth, the World’s Columbian Exposition.  
It erected not just a building that covered a square block.  It built “The White City” of 200 
buildings with inventions and products and architecture and entertainment that literally changed 
the world.   

One striking example was the first Ferris Wheel, another the 65 foot tall statue nicknamed Big 
Mary.  So much that changed civilization was introduced at the World’s Fair that it will take up a 
large part of a future essay or two about Chicago before 1917 when Mary Levi/Levy, my 
grandmother lived there.

Below.  Sheet music for a song about the Ferris Wheel, a drawing of the fair and a picture of the 
lagoon, only a fraction of the vast landscape.  
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!  
Other essays for “Whey did our ancestors do that” will examine more about Sioux City, Chicago, and a 
wide view of history through the eyes of our family between the years before 907 (back to Babylon) 
through 1917. 

After Sioux City, while many of our relatives moved west, even more came to Chicago, at least for a 
while, than anywhere else.  By the 1940s Sarah Helfet Kroloff’s two sons, Max and Archie, were raising 
families there, as were Sarah’s sister and brother.  There also were Davidson, Dobrofsky and Herzoffs. 
Four (including my father) were in different aspects of the advertising and promotion business.  The 
burgeoning Levy/Levi family had been in “The City of Broad Shoulders” since the mid-1870s.   

In the 1940s cousin Chuck and I were amazed at the number of relatives we met at a Sioux City family 
picnic.  In Chicago Max and his family lived on the South Side and Archie’s family lived on the North 
Side we hardly met any of our local relatives.  The city limits were big enough to encompass all of the 
land that included Slutsk and Kapulia.   

In Sioux City all the relatives could get together for a celebration.  In Chicago, they couldn’t even get 
together … ever.     

To be continued. 
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Kauffmans
Left to right
Top: 
Dave Ginsberg, Eva Levi Skalovsky, 
Annie Levi Behr, Ben Behr, Archie 
Kroloff, Florence Kauffman Kroloff, Bud 
(Skalovsky) Sanford, Harriet Kauffman 
Metcalf, Harvey Metcalf, Louise Metcalf, 

Second row:
Leah Kauffman Ginsberg, Joseph 
Kauffman, Mary (Levi) Kauffman

Bottom:
Mazie Kauffman Mendelsohn, Harold 
Mendelsohn, Larry Mendelsohn, Susan 
Kroloff, George Kroloff, Gloria Ginsberg 
Marks, Norton Marks.  About 1950 in 
Ginsberg’s living room, Sioux City, IA.

Kroloff/Helfets
Left to right
Top row:
Sam Kroloff, Irving Levich, Harry Helfet

Seated:
Sarah Helfet Kroloff, Ina Kroloff Levich, Harry’s wife

Probably mid-late 1930s in Sioux City, IA

Cat chewed on the photo cracking Sarah’s face.


