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The night of August 16, 1933 witnessed one of the most brutal riots in Canadian
history. When Nazi sympathizers waved a swastika flag ar a baseball game in
Toronto’s Christie Pits park, Jewish players and spectators retaliated. For the next
six hours, thousands of Jewish and gentile teenage boys attacked each other with
unprecedented ferocity. As the issue of Jewish masculinity ar Christie Pits has gone
largely unexplored, two questions arise for the gender historian: to what extent did
gender play a role in the actions of the Jewish rioters?; and how has gender shaped
the way the riot is remembered in the Jewish community? This article argues
that Jewish masculinity helped shape both the character and collective memory
of the riot through the “macho-mensch” model, which highlighted the attributes
of male physicality, ethics, and Jewish identity, and which excluded the role and
commemoration of women.

Dans la nuit du 16 aodt 1933 se déroula l'une des émeutes les plus brutales de Ihistoire
du Canada. Confrontés a un groupe de sympathisants nazis brandissant un drapeau
décoré d'une croix gammée lors d'un match de baseball qui se tenait au parc Christie
Pits de Toronto, les joueurs et spectateurs juifs ripostérent. Pendant les six heures
qui ont suivi, des milliers d'adolescents juifs et non-juifs sartaquérent mutuellement
avec une férocité sans précédent. Le théme du lien entre Iémeute de Christie Pits et
le concept de la masculinité juive demeure largement inexploré. Or, deux questions,
en lien avec ce théme, se posent a Ihistorien du genre. D'abord, dans quelle mesure
le genre aurair-il joué un réle dans les gestes des émeutiers juifs ? Ensuite, comment
le genre aurair-il influencé la maniére dont on se souvient de cette émeute au sein
de la communauté juive ? Le présent article soutient que le caractére de Iémeute de
Christie Pits et la mémoire collective qui prend celle-ci pour objer onr subi linfluence
d'un modéle de masculinité juive de type « macho-mensch » qui tend a valoriser la
corporalité masculine, léthique et l'identité juive et a refuser de commémorer ou méme
de reconnatitre le réle joué par les femmes dans le cadre de cer incident.

The night of 16 August 1933 witnessed one of the most brutal riots in Canadian
history. Provoked for weeks by thugs hurling antisemitic epithets and brandishing
swastika banners, young Jewish men had reached their breaking point. When Nazi
sympathizers waved a large swastika flag at a baseball game in Toronto’s Willowvale
Park (otherwise known as Christie Pits), the Jewish players and spectators, along with
local supporters, retaliated. For the next six hours, thousands of Jewish and gentile
teenage boys attacked each other in a vicious clash that injured scores on both sides
of the brawl. Surprisingly, this event went mostly undocumented by scholars until
1987 when sociologists Cyril Levitt and William Shaftir published their pioneering
book The Riot at Christie Pits.! Although they illuminated many crucial features of the
event, the authors did not cite gender issues as a distinct aspect of the riot, that is, to
what extent — where the maleness of the combatants has simply been assumed or
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ignored - gender played a role in the actions of the Jewish rioters, and to what extent
this influenced the way the riot is remembered in the Jewish community.*

This article argues that Jewish masculinity helped shape both the character and
collective memory of the riot. It borrows from Rebecca T. Alpert who points to a
Jewish model of masculinity in the 1930s that she labels the “macho-mensch.”” Most
notably personified by Jewish baseball great Hank Greenberg (1911-1986), the macho-
mensch possessed three main traits: he was physical (macho), ethical (a mensch, the
Yiddish word for a decent man), and overtly connected to his Jewish identity.* In
short, as Alpert notes, the macho-mensch was a “conqueror with a conscience.”s The
Christie Pits riot advanced all three values of the macho-mensch, giving him the
opportunity to affirm his physicality, ferocity, and strength, his virtuous opposition
to cruelty, bigotry, and injustice, and his sense of Jewish specificity, belonging, and
pride These attributes afforded the Jewish participants a sense of Jewish male
empowerment, righteousness, and distinctiveness, respectively, and later helped
cement the riot as a significant expression of Jewish masculinity in the memories
of the old-timers who had experienced the event. As Alpert examines the macho-
mensch archetype within the male-dominated arena of sport, she fails to consider
the role of women, a neglect also evident during and following the riot. This article
seeks to redress this important oversight.

The Riot

In the summer of 1933, tensions between Gentile and Jewish teens in Toronto had
been running high. Against the backdrop of virulent antisemitism in the very
Protestant Toronto, where Jews were restricted from a variety of neighbourhoods,
universities, professions, and clubs, signs openly marked places in the Beaches area of
the city where Jews were not allowed.” Groups of Nazi supporters donning swastikas
paraded through this area, seeking to dissuade Jewish families from visiting the
beach. Despite warnings from the mayor of Toronto to suspend such tactics, groups
of Nazi sympathisers, comprised largely of local hoodlums, continued their mission
of intimidation, spreading rumours of an impending antisemitic incident, attending
local baseball games in which Jewish teams were playing, and jeering the Jewish
players. On 16 August, during a well -attended evening game at Christie Pits between
the St. Peters Church team and the predominantly Jewish Harbord Playground team,
a small group of young men on a hill within sight of the crowd unfurled a large
banner with a swastika emblem and raised their arms in salute. When the Jewish
men in the stands saw the offensive scene, they went running toward the sign and
attacked the men. For the next several hours and into the early morning hours,
thousands of Jews and gentiles, as well as some Italians and Black-Canadians, battled
each other. Although there were no fatalities, many rioters were injured in a melee
the likes of which Toronto had never seen before.
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Commemorating the Riot: Assumed and Absent Maleness

Levitt and Shaftir’s book The Riot ar Christie Pits links the riot to Jewish male spheres
of activity in 1930s Toronto, such as bootlegging, gambling, boxing, and baseball, and
also offers a descriptive treatment of the brutal male violence often associated with
these pastimes as well as the riot. However, the authors offered no gender analysis,
nor do they explore the riot as an expression of Jewish masculinity. In the fledgling
years of masculinity history as a scholarly endeavour in the late 1980s and early
1990s (although women’s history was at least twenty years old), Levitt and Shaffir
did not consciously and meaningfully weave a gender analysis into their book. Even
ten years later in 1997, Scott W. See only cautiously proposed the “daunting” task of
investigating “the relationship between gender and collective violence in Canadian
history”® Although this connection between gender (and race and class) and violence
was being studied by women’s historians in the context of the private sphere, as
related to sexual assault and wife battering, See remarked that “the linkage between
gender and collective violence remains essentially unexplored in Canadian history.”
Perhaps only Judy Torrance, in her book Public Violence in Canada, 1867-1982, paid
some attention in the 1980s to gender in the role of Canadian collective violence. She
examines, albeit briefly, “Machismo values” as a factor in “the cultural legitimation of
violence” As Torrance stated, “we know that young men tend to be in the forefront
of public violence.™

Indeed, because chroniclers of the Christie Pits riot have always presumed the
participants to be male, the Jewish rioters are not always identified in this way. Gerald
Tulchinsky, for example, in his two-page description of the riot in his 1998 volume
Branching Out, never overtly acknowledged them as male. Tulchinsky variously
referred to them as “youths,” “spectators,” and “Jews.”” Morton Weinfeld, in his 2001
book Like Everyone Else...But Different, referred to the men simply as “combatants.”
And Jack Lipinsky, in his 2011 monograph Imposing Their Will, also exclusively
employed the terms “youth,” “Jews,” and “combatants.”* Likewise, when Heritage
Toronto organization commemorated the riot’s seventy-fifth anniversary in 2008, it
erected an historical plaque which refers only to “youths,” “fans,” “team,” and “Jews.”s
Although the society’s historians had “laboured for a year over how to cram the
disputed whale of a tale into 150 little bronze words,” their use of gender-neutral
terms invariably serves to negate the significant feature of gender.® Journalists, too,
often reported generically that the riot marked the first time that “Jews” or the “Jewish
community” retaliated against antisemitism, and rarely pondered the imprecision
of these terms.” Tulchinsky did note that Jewish reinforcements were “hurriedly
summoned from pool halls, smoke shops, delicatessens, street corners, club rooms,
an assortment of drinking and gambling establishments, and front verandas,” but
he neglected to point out that the majority of these places were overwhelmingly
populated by men, and closely associated with Jewish male working-class culture.®
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In Search of a Modern Jewish Masculinity

The palpable presence of this masculine culture in early Twentieth-century Toronto
existed alongside the deep-seated image of the Jew as mensch. Entrenched in over
a thousand years of Eastern European tradition, the mensch was moral, kind, gentle,
and studious, traits which ran counter to the aggression and physicality of Christian
manliness. As Warren Rosenberg stated, “the historically constructed (and
conflicted) definition of what it means to be a Jew has depended to a large extent
on the repression of violence”” Although partly self-imposed through adherence
to Jewish law, this repression was also inflicted for thousands of years by a dominant
culture that victimized Jewish men, denying them the opportunity for citizenship,
military prowess, and the connected traits of power, fitness, and physicality.”

This is not to suggest, however, that violence was absent from Jewish life.
Contemporary scholars of Jewish masculinity, including Rosenberg, note that
“Jewish culture has always included a violent component.”” Whether in battle, street
fights, political demonstrations, or labour disputes, Jewish violence was evident
in the Bible through to the medieval period, and into the Nineteenth and early
Twentieth centuries.”® As Jack Kugelmass points out, “There was always...a muscular
segment of the Jewish population, and it was a segment that could be called upon for
communal self-defence.” But it existed alongside the powerful image of the mensch,
who emphasized righteousness, education, and professional success, and who sought
to resolve conflicts with prudence and civility.”

Even with the aggression exhibited by Jewish young men during the riot, the notion
that Jews shunned violence prevailed. Community leader Rabbi Samuel Sachs,
Chairman of the League for the Defence of Jewish Rights, declared that “the Jewish
population in Toronto will not countenance their action, because Jewish people do
not believe in violence”” The Jewish agitators, maintained the Rabbi, “seem to have
forgotten their religious teaching, which, above all, counsels against such violence.”
He suggested to the young Jewish rioters “not to allow themselves to become so
easily provoked.”” Even one of their representatives made sure to emphasize to the
press that “we are not looking for trouble...Last night we were waiting in readiness,
but refrained from going to any of the parks until scouts reported disturbances.””
One newspaper reported that the Jewish repulsion for violence was reinforced by
the fact that the Jewish rioters never directed it against the police.” As well, the
only two arrests made by police were of gentile men, and four out of the five rioters
sent to hospital with potentially serious injuries were Jewish - the victims, not the
perpetrators, of aggression.®

The newspaper reports, albeit biased in their contrasting representations of the
Jewish rioters, reflected the tension among the Jewish men between their propensity
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for diplomacy in some of their enemy encounters and their celebration of violence
in others, and between their respective image as victims and their reputation as
perpetrators? Both sides had their advantages and disadvantages: as victims, Jews
were the sympathetic targets of bigotry and violence, but they were also cast as
weak and vulnerable; as perpetrators, they were the tough and ethical guardians of
religious tolerance, but they were also described as hoodlums and troublemakers.**

The call by Jewish community leaders to suspend “Jewish strong-arm tactics”
against the gentile gangs was rooted not only in religious doctrine, but in fears of
an antisemitic backlash.® Concern arose that Jewish retaliation would reflect badly
on all Jews, causing “a wave of antisemitic feeling that would cause grave injustices
to hundreds of Jewish citizens who were entirely disassociated from the recent
disturbances.* Mayer Steinglass, editor of the Jewish Standard, reflected that the
Jewish boys were undoubtedly well-intentioned in their actions “but they shouldn’t
have adopted the methods they did.”s

Clearly, as bemoaned by Sachs and Steinglass, the tenacious Jewish precept of non-
violence had become less acceptable to young Canadian Jewish men like those in
the riot** They were witnessing the plummeting status of Jewish masculinity, which
was most often perceived as negative, shaped by supposedly ineffectual immigrant
fathers, a popular culture that glorified mothers, and, as evidenced in the summer
of 1933 in Toronto, persistent antisemitism. By the 1920s and 1930s, immigrant
Jewish fathers were suffering a declining status in the home. Furthermore, amid the
Depression’s eradication of the male breadwinner, North American modernity was
depriving men of their traditional patriarchal and religious authority, making them
feel obsolete.”” This emasculating loss of position only served to magnify the futility of
their long-held advice to sons to resist physical retaliation in the face of antisemitic
attacks® These men, many once victims of pogroms in Europe, believed that the
most prudent defensive strategy, and one consistent with the mensch model of
dignified masculinity, was, in Levitt’s words, “Don’t make waves. Be quiet, it'll pass”*
Moreover, contemporary popular culture, building on antisemitic notions of Jewish
men as “scrawny, weak, and inferior,” often depicted them as spineless and anxious.*
Jewish men were seen as assuming the traditional traits of women - they were frail,
passive, and hysterical, an image that stunned, humiliated, and routinely fostered
self-loathing in those men who had achieved the masculine badge of professional
success.” Moreover, immigrant fathers were overshadowed by the commanding
presence of their wives who enjoyed a new sense of empowerment in the home. The
Jewish woman as mother, as represented by the Biblical matriarchs, exemplified for
the Jewish community fortitude, self-sacrifice, and survival. These enduring traits
highlighted, especially within the mythologized shtetrl family, her selfless devotion
to family, community, and religion.* In the face of Eastern European antisemitism,
exile, poverty, and pogroms, the dutiful Jewish woman doggedly persevered, fiercely
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preserving, nurturing, and protecting her family and Jewish values, even when
immigrating and adjusting to turn-of-the-Twentieth-century North America.
Here, the virtuous Jewish mother “remained the emotional ‘heart of the family,” a
position which served to entrench in the New World the romantic and reverential
image of shtetl Jewish motherhood.# By the 1920s and 1930s, new and prominent
depictions of the Jewish mother began to appear in American popular culture which
reinforced this iconic and sentimental image.* Indeed, because Jewish families were
smaller by the 1920s, and because Jewish mothers generally did not perform paid
work, they were able to dedicate more time and effort to fewer children, which
contributed to the continued depiction of Jewish mothers as “self-sacrificing and
devoted,” and of Jewish fathers as insipid.*

The eroding image of Jewish manhood called for invigorated traits of masculinity for
a new generation of transplanted and Canadian-born young men. One characteristic
promoted by assimilationist social reformers in North America was athleticism, long
held as a signature feature of North American Christian manliness. With a cultural
history that emphasized intense study and education, Jewish boys, perceived as overly
cerebral, physically frail, and averse to and inept at sports, were seen as especially in
need of athletic opportunities and instruction.”® Indeed, participation in sports had
commonly been discouraged by European parents who felt their sons’ time was better
spent pursuing scholarly or professional ambitions.” Irving Ungerman recalled that
when he was a thirteen-year-old aspiring boxer in 1936 Toronto, “my mother called
me a shagetz (non-Jewish male) because I liked boxing. She thought that boxing was
a gentile sport and not something a young Jewish boy should be interested in."#
Jewish boys, eager to both fit in and participate in sports, responded keenly to the
efforts by social reformers, both Anglo-Protestants and assimilated German Jews, to
inculcate them with North American masculine values through organized sport.®
To achieve this goal, settlement houses directed at Jewish immigrants, such as the
Chicago Hebrew Institute, “claimed some of the best athletic facilities in the United
States.”® Although Jews in the old country had routinely participated and excelled in
sports, and various North American Jews distinguished themselves as Olympic and
professional athletes in the early Twentieth century, the notion prevailed that Jewish
boys neither liked nor excelled at sports, and proved noteworthy if they did.”

Jewish boys were also attracted to a new “boy culture” which emerged as a reaction
to a general “crisis of masculinity” in North America. This crisis was attributable
to the emasculating features of industrialization, urbanization, and the women’s
movement, which allegedly produced a sedentary underling at work and a tamed,
devalued family man at home. Boy culture promoted an autonomous, disobedient
culture distinct from adult male civility and feminine domesticity, one whose
shared rituals were shaped by the callousness that ruled the ghetto streets. With
Americanization integrally tied to successful masculinization, many first-generation
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immigrant boys, along with their American-born cohort, embraced this male
bonding and bravado, with a few like Bugsy Siegel and Meyer Lansky distinguishing
themselves later as ruthless professional gangsters.® Warren Rosenberg points out
that this culture of violence represented “a need for control” among immigrants to
“replace anxiety with mastery”** Satisfaction came with the sensory stimulation of
“hand -to-hand combat” and full body contact, especially for the Jewish male whose
allegedly feeble body had historically been denied the image and opportunity to
directly avenge violence.” Most immigrant Jewish parents still perceived physicality
as far less significant (and certainly more hazardous) than intellectual prowess. But in
the early Twentieth century, athletic achievement and physical violence increasingly
played a part in masculine identity for young, Canadian Jewish men like those in the
baseball diamonds and bleachers of Christie Pits.

For many of those Jewish young men, however, simply aspiring to the brutal mas-
culinity of the dominant culture proved unfamiliar, uncomfortable, and extreme.
A distinctly Jewish and more inspiring model of masculinity could be found in the
“muscular Judaism” promoted by the fledgling European Zionist movement of the
1890s. Drawing on rich biblical stories of valiant men who employed “physical force”
for self-protection and in service to God, it sought to create “a new type of Jew” who
was “corporeally strong,” “morally fit,” and “nationally minded.”® Alpert’s compara-
ble American version of this archetype, the “macho-mensch,” possessed these same
attributes: he was physical, ethical, and overt in his Jewish identity.” All three of these
macho-mensch values were evident in the Christie Pits riot, and in the long-held
memories of its witnesses.

The Rioter as Macho-Mensch: Physicality, Virtue, Identity

The physicality found in both sport and violence as expressed in the macho-mensch
model played a crucial role in the importance of the riot. Indeed, the two were often
linked for the Jewish community who maintained that promoting both athleticism
and fight skills would make Jews better prepared to combat violent attacks.”* The
riot’s eruption at a baseball game helped establish the welcome association be-
tween Jews and athleticism. In the aftermath of the riot, the press consistently noted
that Jewish men constituted most of the Harbord team playing that night and that
they enjoyed a growing reputation as excellent players. Stories also highlighted the
prevalence of Jewish sports teams generally, especially in baseball and basketball.
These reports featured celebrated Jewish players, such as Harry Sniderman, who was
“probably the best-known Jewish athlete in Toronto.” As well, the riot underscored
the notoriety of local Jewish boxers, as Sammy Luftspring and Baby Yak (Benjamin
“Norman” Yakubowitz) were two of its most famous participants. Luftspring would
become the Canadian Welterweight champion in 1938 and 1939, and Baby Yak would
become the Canadian Bantamweight champion in 1937.%
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In addition to athleticism, fighting prowess was a great source of pride. Certainly,
the press reports of 1933 demonstrate that Jewish rioters were only too glad to ex-
hibit their forcefulness and ferocity. The prolonged absence of the police afforded
the young men this opportunity to vent their rage.®* Brandishing baseball bats, iron
pipe, and rocks, they retaliated, sometimes waving their weapons “as though they
were dueling with swords”® “Like a swarm of maddened bees,” they destroyed the
giant swastika banner, and, in one incident, “pounced upon” a group of gentile young
men and gave them “a thorough licking”* A representative of the Jewish young men
declared that they would no longer rely on “passive resistance,” and in the spirit of
successful assimilation, credited their modern pugnacity to their Canadian upbring -
ing which promoted the “British bulldog idea never to give up without a fight”* The
Jewish young men resolved to ready themselves for combat, and, if need be, to “Die
With Boots On.”* The day after the riot one brash Jewish spokesperson pledged that
if people in cars were again spotted yelling “heil Hitler,” “we will have cars and trucks
to cut them off, even if we have to force a collision. And even if they have their lead
pipe with them, we’ll give them something to remember us by.” In the hours and
days after the riot, the Jewish participants felt exhilarated, “boasting of how many
blows they had struck.”®

According to the macho-mensch model, the physicality expressed through athleti-
cism or collective violence is necessarily accompanied by a code of virtue. As Ste-
phen H. Norwood argues, “Although America’s Jews increasingly embraced phys-
icality, they insisted that it must be intertwined with ethical and spiritual values.”®
Indeed, the Jewish rioters were “not looking for trouble,” but were intent on “voi-
cing their protest against mistreatment by other racial groups.”” A severely injured
Solly Osolky reported to the Star, for example, that he began fighting only after he
witnessed another boy attacked: “I happened to be right beside him, and I could
not stand for it when they began to kick him and pile on top of him.” He made
sure to add, “Please get me right...I wasn't trying to start anything. I only butted in
when a little fellow was getting a dirty deal”” This incident was comparable to a
notable episode the following night when a gentile gang about one-hundred strong
“roamed the streets” for Jewish combatants, and, spotting none, viciously attacked
Louie Sugarman, a Jewish medical student returning home from a tennis game.” The
case featured an outnumbered and defenceless Jewish young man, his intellectual
pursuits and life-saving, professional ambitions presented in sharp contrast to the
hooliganism of the gentile gang. Jewish ethics, then, seemed evident both during and
immediately following the riot. They were also palpable several years later when, ac-
cording to Danny Rosenberg, Jews drew on the principles fixed in the riot to become
“more vigilant and organized in matters relating to their rights as citizens.”” Rioters
Sammy Luftspring and Baby Yak, in fact, who were destined to become members of
Canada’s Olympic boxing team in 1936, boycotted the Berlin Olympic games because
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of Germany’s mistreatment of Jews. In a statement at the time to the press, they con-
cluded that “we would have been very low to hurt the feelings of our fellow-Jews by
going to a land that would exterminate them if it could.”

Jewish group identity is a crucial third component of the macho-mensch, and ap-
parent among the participants in the riot. The existence of this articulated identity
supports the long-held argument that “external stimuli,” as in the form of antisem-
itic antagonism, is one path to greater Jewish cohesion.” Certainly the rioters were
acutely aware of their shared historical persecution, and the overt slurs and threats
by the gentile gangs only served to reinforce their collective group identity. The in-
timidation inspired the Jewish boys to put aside old clique rivalries, with the result
that “these groups have more or less united, so that there is one large ‘gang’ or group
of Jewish boys representing the Spadina Ave. district””® A representative of the men
told the press that “rather than submit to the outrages that have been perpetrated
on our race, we would die on the streets””” In one of the most intense episodes of
the riot, Joe Goldstein, according to one witness, “stepped up to them [the gentile
combatants] and said ‘I'm a Jew, what are you going to do about it?,” whereupon they
struck him unconscious.” When a rumour (which later proved false) subsequently
spread that a young Jewish man had been killed, Jewish men urgently assembled a
convoy of trucks and cars to avenge the perpetrators.” Following the riot, former
rioter Sammy Luftspring, like many American Jewish boxers eager to express their
ethnic pride in the ring, prominently donned a Star of David on his boxing shorts.*®

Memory and the Macho-Mensch

For the “Jewish old-timers” who remembered the riot as participants, witnesses,
or supporters, the battle represented a seminal event - a momentous rite of pas-
sage for Canadian Jewish manhood recollected through the shared lens of the un-
abashed physicality, ethics, and Jewish identity of the macho-mensch.* This collect-
ive memory has helped the riot assume “legendary status” among Jews, and, however
male-centred, has offered a “usable” past for the entire community by encouraging
group pride, cohesion, and distinctiveness.*

As with the lived experience of the riot, male Jewish memory of the riot connect-
ed physicality to athletic prowess. In 2013, for example, eighty-seven-year-old Joe
Black associated the riot to the Christie Pits Park, and connected the park to his
childhood involvement in sports. He recalled that “it was my place. I went skating
there. I played hockey there. I played baseball there.” Many of the older men who
as former rioters publicly spoke about the incident had been aspiring wrestlers or
boxers, and relayed this proud fact as an integral part of the riot story. They clearly
enjoyed a good scrap, and recalled how their athletic training aided in the success of
their fighting *
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At the eightieth anniversary of the riot in 2013, the incident was memorialized with
a baseball game in which local celebrities, media personalities, and politicians were
invited to participate. A representative of the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs, the
group that organized the event, noted that “since the riots were born out of a softball
game...we thought the commemoration should centre around a softball game as a
symbol of showing just how far this city has come...as a leading multicultural city in
the world.” Ironically, for the Jewish boys of the 1930s, sport was a symbol of a new
corporeal masculinity which facilitated their assimilation as a defence against anti-
semitism, a process far from the multicultural ideals celebrated at this commemora-
tive softball game.

Fighting skills, toughness, and resistance for the Jewish old-timers also helped de-
fine the riot experience, perhaps most profoundly. As evident in Levitt and Shaffir’s
book, by 1987 these were characteristics fully worth celebrating and remembering.
After all, in the 1960s and 1970s, the Six-Day and Yom Kippur wars in Israel affirmed
this Jewish strength and fierceness. And by the 1980s, Jews were so firmly entrenched
in Canadian society, with success in virtually every professional and creative field,
they were in a solid position to revel in their history of opposition and defiance.
The old-timers graphically detailed with cavalier pleasure the force and injuries
inflicted on the enemy. Harvey Freeman, for example, a family member of Murray
Krugel, boasted in a 1985 newspaper interview that Krugel “wound up with the Nazi
flag after hammering some Nazi during the riot”*® Murray Tate remembered in a
1984 newspaper interview that he along with some Jewish and Italian boys “fought
a pitched war with the swastika gang and the Christie Pits gang. We cleaned them
out after three days and nights of fighting”” Irving Ungerman, relaying his story in
a colourful 2015 self-published memoir, did not fight in the riot itself, but he and his
buddies did confront “the Hitler-lovers” in 1939 when they “drove down to Christie
Pits, which was known as a hangout for these trash-talkers, and went shopping for
the bigots. We found a few and introduced ourselves. By the time the police arrived,
we were long gone. We left the damaged merchandise behind and returned feeling
we had made a painful impact on them. I enjoyed this type of shopping.”® The vio-
lence proved so enthralling for Toronto Jewish old-timers that some erroneously
recalled being present at the riot.* As Levitt quipped, “if everyone who claimed to
have been at the Christie Pits race riot actually were, there wouldn’t have been any
room to pull a punch.”®

The male bravado and pride that old-timers expressed and the post-fight euphoria
that they recalled were rooted in the fact that the riot served as a rite of passage
for Jewish boys and men who had routinely been branded weaklings or cowards,
but who turned into warriors that August evening. Joe Black, who was seven years
old in 1933, reported in a 2013 interview with The Toronto Star that his father was “a
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mild-mannered man” who owned a confectionary near Christie Pits, but he grabbed
a gentile rioter brandishing a weapon, and “took the guy’s arm, pulled it up behind
him until you could hear it crack, dislocated the arm completely.” Black proudly re-
called, “Let’s just say those Pit Gang boys got the shit knocked out of them.”" As one
Jewish rioter later recalled, many of the Jewish boys had been so useless as fighters,
they “couldn’t even wipe their ass,” but “they got themselves a pool cue, a baseball
bat or a brick, whatever®* Even “rabbis with beards” [Orthodox] mobilized.®> One
old-timer observed that “it was the first time...the Jewish community fought back....
You see, Jews were always known...as a peaceful people and they wouldn't fight back.
They would take their licks.... And this is the first time they stood up...”* Lita-Rose
Betcherman asserted in 1975 that, “In their toughness,” the Jewish rioters “were al-
most a prefiguration of the post-war Jews who founded the state of Israel”

Along with being a momentous display of physicality, the Christie Pits riot is re-
membered as a principled battle, and is counted as one of many in a long line of
righteous historical responses to antisemitic attacks. Baby Yak’s brother Max recalled
proudly in a 1987 interview that his boxer brothers regularly fought local hooligans
in Toronto in order to combat antisemitism: “whenever somebody said something
antisemitic, they didn’t think twice.. They were involved in that kind of activity from
day 1...”% Veteran Toronto Star reporter Jocko Thomas, who was the first to cover the
riot, noted in 1996 that “The swastika was as much a symbol of tyranny, torture and
death to Toronto’s Jews as the storm troopers’ jackboots in Germany.” It should not
be surprising, then, that “on Spadina Ave., Jewish residents, many with relatives in
Germany being beaten by the Nazis, decided they wouldn'’t take it [an antisemitic at-
tack in Toronto] lying down”?” Indeed, the riot at Christie Pits, often remembered as
“a battle honour,” regularly gets compared to various military and dissident victories
over antisemitism and tyranny.* One scholar referred to the riot as a reaction to “a
pogrom-like assault on the Jews.”?® Some rioters later likened it to fighting overseas
for Canada during World War I1.*° Another participant noted that “we were as proud
as if we had gone to Entebbe.” In 1987, Rabbi Jordan Pearlson listed the Christie
Pits rioters alongside the insurgents in the Warsaw Ghetto, the Jewish partisans in
Poland, the Jewish resistance in Nazi-occupied France, and the Shomrim defence
forces in a young Israel.**

Memories for old-timers also centred on their sense of Jewish group identity and
unity, specifically as related to the location of the riot. With various ethnic groups in
Toronto residing in distinct geographical areas, the recollected experience of Jew-
ishness for the old-timers was heavily informed by their Jewish neighbourhoods
west of Bathurst Street and just south of Bloor Street in proximity to Christie Pits,
a link that speaks to the supremacy of place in the formation of memory.® Murry
Tate remembered that the swastika gangs “roamed the streets and beat up old Jewish
men going to shul [synagogue]* Jewish identity was also informed by the gentile
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enclaves that Jewish boys knew to avoid. A tearful Lionel Mernick, who commem -
orated the riot’s anniversary in 2008, recollected that “I couldn’t go into some of the
parks. [People] would chase me out. It was a bad time.” Chuck Zaionz, who as a
boy witnessed the riot, recalled “certain invisible boundaries that if you crossed, you
either had to take care of yourself, or run like hell” Zaionz noted that as a result of
this ethnic turf war, “large-scale street fights between Jews and non-Jews were not
that unusual at the time.”* According to testimony by some old-timers, there were
those scrappy Jewish boys who participated in the riot with no knowledge of why it
erupted, but when they saw their Jewish neighbours and friends spilling into those
familiar streets, and running with weapons and riding in caravans, they felt obligated
to defend their brothers.”” Although recognizing that the victor in this battle was
“ambiguous,” one Jewish journalist in 1987 declared in the spirit of affirmative group
identity, “I still can’t shake the idea that our side won."*®

The Role of Girls and Women

The macho-mensch model as outlined by Alpert is a useful tool of analysis, but
because she focuses on men in the athletic male arena, particularly in professional
baseball, she neglects to consider the connection between the macho-mensch and
the status of women, and the dynamics of heterosexual relations. Likewise, Levitt and
Shaffir rarely reference women. Indeed, they gloss over one notable interaction be-
tween a group of boys and girls, and its disturbing sexual dimension. As the authors
discovered, young Jewish men, upon learning of gentile girls donning swastikas on
their swimsuits, went to the beach and “tore the bathing suits off these girls...We
took bats, not real baseball bats, and paddled their rear ends for doing this and all
that. They were screaming bloody murder.”* Levitt and Shaffir opted not to critique
this alarming episode, one in which young girls were sexually terrorized and abused,
actions that extended well beyond banishing the swastika and battling other boys,
and which were erroneously defended in adulthood by the use of fake bats.

With the riot described as, or presumed to be, a male-centered event, the peripheral
yet significant role of women has been all but ignored, and their voices have been
rendered silent in the recollected historical narrative. Although girls and women
were neither members of the baseball teams nor, as far as anyone knows, active par-
ticipants in the riot, they too were directly involved in, and affected by, the event.
Scholars and the media since that time, however, have not investigated its impact on
women nor sought them out as eyewitnesses, possibly because all of those injured
or arrested were men, because the contemporary press rarely interviewed women,
because women undervalued their own role and significance, or because men so
immediately claimed the event as theirs.™ Indeed, like most battles, the riot was
constructed by both the combatants and the press as a male-centred event, and was
remembered by men whose traumatic and exhilarating participation made them
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an exclusively Jewish “band of brothers” whose investment in the incident, they
assumed, could never be appreciated as fully by others.” The omission of women
seems especially absurd given that the great majority of people present at the riot
were not actual participants (male), but spectators (male and female).” As Scott W.
See reflected in 1997, however, women “appear as shadowy images in the histories of
collective confrontations.”

The book The Riot at Christie Pits did not account for any gender distinctions among
Jews in perceptions of, attitudes toward, or involvement in, the riot. The “re-
spondents” who gave interviews, for example, were not identified by sex, and in those
cases in which sex can be discerned in their verbatim testimony, it is always male.
These features of the book lead the reader to reasonably assume that all the testi-
monies came from a select group of men - or, as one reviewer wrote, “scores of old
street-fighters.” In the 1996 documentary based on the book, only one of the ten
on-screen interviewees is a woman, and she does not speak directly about the riot.”
The documentary also depicts no Jewish women in re-enactment scenes of the riot
except, presumably, as spectators at baseball games.”” Furthermore, they are virtually
absent from modern press and blog stories.

Women were there, however. In the only known surviving photograph of the riot,
women can be seen on the street at the edge of the park, and the Toronto Daily Star
reported that at the site of at least one street brawl, women and children “were
standing on the corner at the time of the attack.”” Other women, according to a rare
press interview with a female witness, observed upheaval on the streets from their
front porches: Mrs. C. Copen of Christie Street saw “three trucks full to overflowing
with Jewish youths draw up in front of her house, and disgorge their contents.” The
Evening Telegram reported that “a number of Jewish women” complained to police
that a gentile agitator had brandished a four -inch hunting knife.* And as the moth-
ers, sisters, and girlfriends of the rioters, they experienced the violence in intimate
ways. A young woman, for example, was walking with twenty-two year-old Louis
Sugarman on Grace Street when he was brutally attacked, although she was able to
flee “unmolested.” Another young woman was with Louis Kotlick on Clinton Street
when he was assaulted by twelve boys.™ And Kotlick’s sister Mina witnessed a man
on Christie and Bloor Streets “hitting people with a baseball bat” Women offered
up their homes as sanctuary to victims, and served as caregivers, tending to injuries,
transporting the wounded to hospital, and securing and paying the bail money of
those who were arrested.* The Star reported, for instance, that “between intermis-
sions of riots, the injured were taken care of by an unidentified girl bathing their
bleeding wounds with water” When the worst of the violence was over, women
comprised many of the hundreds of Jewish residents who spilled into the streets,
drifted into groups, “and held indignation meetings.”*
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And in the weeks, months, and years following the riot, in which many boys had
suffered head injuries, mothers were left coping with the traumatic consequences.”
It took Karen X. Tulchinsky’s 2003 book The Five Books of Moses Lapinsky, a historical
novel, to highlight this aspect of the incident. A story of one Jewish family’s encoun-
ter with the riot, the book describes Sophie who was left caring for her five-year-old
son [zzy. He “was struck on the head by a heavy blunt instrument. Perhaps a rock.
Maybe a brick or a bat” Sophie was forced to acknowledge that “something has hap-
pened to Izzy’s brain and he will never be the same again.”**

Fictional accounts of the riot have been far more attentive to women. Although Tul -
chinsky’s novel has a male protagonist (a boxer, no less) and is set in a world that is
“overwhelmingly male,” her novel offers a rare examination of the riot in which there
is a sensitive consideration of gender (and sexuality), including “feminine strength.”*
The same can be said for the 2005 novel The Secrer Mitzvah of Lucio Burke, by Steven
Hayward, which centres on Ruthie, a social activist, and her burgeoning romance
with pitcher Lucio. Although the story features a close circle of likable male friends
and various aspects of male teen culture, communist and feminist Ruthie is clearly
the heart of the story.*°

Macho-mensch pride necessarily made no room for women who were rendered
invisible in both the contemporaneous narratives and later memories of the riot.
Although Jewish women certainly played a role in the conflict, it should not be sur-
prising if they did not internalize or communicate the importance of a story that
essentially excluded them from the start.

For many Jews, the riot at Christie Pits was a David and Goliath story in which a
relatively small number of beleaguered but determined young Jews were able to
retaliate against arrogant, bigoted hoodlums and defy the evil forces of antisemitism.
But the incident was especially a watershed moment for the battling Jewish young
men. For them, it was more than a manifestation of physicality or righteousness or
group identity: it was the perfect storm that inspired the momentous, simultaneous
expression of all three macho-mensch values. The riot at Christie Pits was a test of
their tenuous manhood, an ordeal which they judged a distinctly masculine victory.
It helped counter the deficient Jewish masculinity of their old-world fathers, and
served to affirm their own rightful place in Canada. For the Jewish old -timers whom
these boys became, the riot was also remembered within this macho-mensch ideal.
And in a post-Holocaust era, their resistance became retroactively infused with
their bittersweet satisfaction at perpetrating the ultimate macho-mensch revenge:
maiming menacing Nazi thugs in the name of six million murdered Jews.”
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