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by jay Joffe inable field of endeavour within and be- flection in the panels of this exhibit as we The JHSSA truly appreciates the efforts of 

It is my pleasure 
to welcome you, 
our viewers, as 
together we reap 
a rich historical 
harvest. 

Two years in the 
making, A Joyful 
Harvest: A Cen­
tennial Exhibit 
Celebrating the 
Jewish Contribu­
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by Switzer. 

tion to Southern Alberta Life shows how 
one relatively tiny ethnic group grew and 
prospered here, in turn giving back to the 
larger community and helping to build 
the province we know and love. 

This history has deep personal meaning 
for me, since it was my grandparents, 
Jacob and Rachel Diamond, who planted 
the first seeds of Jewish communal life 
when they arrived here as the area's first 
permanent Jewish settlers in 1889. 

Many of the early Jewish settlers quite 
literally sowed in tears, but their efforts 
were not in vain. They bu il t our Jewish 
community's institutions and organ iza­
tions, and their childr.en and chi ldren's , 
children have shared the fruits of their 
own subsequent success in every imag-

yond Alberta. pay tribute to 100 people, places and or- all those who shared their stories, photo-

The story of the Jews of southern Alberta 
has come full circle as we celebrate, to­
gether with all our friends and neighbours, 
Alberta's centennial. We feel blessed that 
our forebears came to a province that 
provided the fertile ground where we 
could all grow and prosper. 

Of necessity, the first Jewish institution 
established in Calgary was the Chevra 
Kadisha, a Jewish burial society whose 
roots predate the province's birth by a 
year. Over one century later, construc­
tion has just been completed on the 
Chevra Kadisha's new memorial chapel 
and cemetery. 

Other early institutions continue a proud 
history of service to the community, while 
many new ones have also taken root and 
flourished . 

Meanwhi le, many members of the Jewish 
community have distinguished themselves 
not only as builders of Jewish institutions 
but as volunteers, leaders and generous 
philanthropists who have contributed 
toward the betterment of our society at 
large. 

I know that those affiliated with the Jewish 
community cannot help but see their re-

ganizations that have defined Jewish life graphs and archival treasures with us. We 
here in southern Alberta. hope to tell many more stories in the fu­

While the history presented in A Joyful 
Harvest is not intended as a detailed or 
exhaustive one, it does provide some 
snapshots in time that allow us to look 
back, with pride, on the accomplish­
ments of our community and forward, 
with hope, to even greater achievements 
in the future. 

We are thrilled that Alberta's Lieutenant 
Governor, the Honourable Norman L. 
Kwong, is officiating at the opening of 
A Joyful Harvest. We thank him, Premier 
Ralph Klein and Mayor Dave Bronconnier 
for supporting the exhibit as our honour­
ary patrons. 

Special thanks to our sponsors, led by the 
Government of Alberta's Lottery Fund -
Community Initiatives Program, who 
shared our vision and generously sup­
ported this massive undertaking. 

Many thanks to all those who helped 
bring this exhibit to fruition -- the board, 
members and staff of the Jewish Historical 
Society, the exhib it steering committee, 
the Joyful Harvest team and all our vol­
unteers. 

ture, so we urge all members of the com­
munity to share their oft-hidden treasures 
with us and to give us your comments as 
we work toward our next exciting proj­
ect, a book based on this exhibit. 

Finally, I want to thank you, our viewers, 
for joining us in celebrating our heritage 
and this province's centennial. It is your 
enthusiastic participation that puts so 
much of the joy in A Joyful Harvest.+ 

Jay Joffe was the founding president of the Jewish 
Historical Society of Southern Alberta when it was 

incorporated in 1990. He continues to serve as 

our president. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF JEWISH LIFE IN SOUTHERN ALBERTA 

by Jack Switzer 

It all began when Jacob and Rachel 
Diamond became Alberta's first perma­
nent Jewish settlers in 1889. By the time 
the province of Alberta was born in 1905, 
some 50 Jews had followed in their foot­
steps and settled in Calgary. By 1911, the 
community numbered over 600. Most 
came from Russia and Romania, anxious 
to leave pogroms and persecution behind 
them and to embrace the freedoms and 
economic opportunities that were the 
twin hallmarks of the west. 

The newcomers bought land for a Jewish 
cemetery in 1904 and built their first 
synagogue, aptly named the House of 
Jacob, in 1911. By then, the growing 
community was influential enough to 
attract local politicians and dignitaries to 
participate in the cornerstone ceremony. 

Jewish families also settled in Medicine 
Hat and Lethbridge during the decade 
following Alberta's establishment. 

Many Jews became homesteaders, mostly 
in "block settlements" near Trochu and 
Rumsey (1905-1906) and Sibbald (1910). 
The Trochu and Rumsey farmers were 
generally successful and participated fully 
in their local communities, though most 
left farming after a generation, attracted 
by the economic opportunity and Jewish 
life in the cities. 

Immigration slowed during World War I, 
but Jewish communal life flourished. The 
Talmud Torah (Calgary Hebrew School) 
provided after-school Judaic classes for 
children. Zionist organizations became 
active, as did member organizations like 
B'nai Brith and Hadassah. 

The 1920s saw an increase in Jewish immi­
gration from eastern Europe. Supporters ·--- ) 

of Yiddish culture built the I. L. Peretz 
Institute in 1929 and, soon thereafter, 
established Calgary's first Jewish day 
school. Another group built the House 
of Israel as a Jewish community centre. It 
opened in 1931, although the Depression 
and World War II delayed its completion 
for nearly two decades. 

In 1931, Calgary had 1,600 Jews, repre­
senting two percent of the city's popu­
lation. Lethbridge and Medicine Hat 
each had over 1 00 
Jews and boasted 
synagogues, Jewish 
cemeteries, and a 
surprising variety of 
Jewish organizations. 

Alarmed by the rise of 
Nazism in Germany 
and escalating anti­
semitism in Poland, 
the Jews of southern 
Alberta tried - with­
out success - to have • 
the federal govern­
ment liberal ize its 
restrictive Jewish 

One in 1 0 local Jews - 250 in all - joined 
the Canadian armed forces during World 
War II. Many were wounded in action, 
10 fell while serving their country, and 
several were decorated for their valour. 

Jewish veterans quickly applied their new­
found skills to civi lian life. They attended 
university, opened businesses, and con­
tributed to the post-war development 
of their communities in both Jewish and 
civic spheres. Many entered professions 

and some played a 
role in the develop­
ment of Alberta 's oil 
industry. 

Holocaust survivors, 
some left alone in 
the world and others 
related to Calgary 
families, started new 
lives in southern 
Alberta. 

immigration policy. House of Jacob Synagogue- 1968. 

Calgary Jews en­
joyed a major build­
ing boom beginning 
in 1959. Over three 
years, they built two 
synagogue build-

They were also ap- Photograph: Matthews Studio & Photo Lab Ltd. 
prehensive about the 

ings, two schools 
and a memorial chapel. By 1961, nearly 
3,000 Jews lived in Calgary. Their move 
from the city's centre to the southern 
suburbs was well underway. 

ideology of Alberta's 
new Social Credit government, which 
included in its ranks some openly anti ­
semitic members. Many Jews felt the 
sting of exclusion both professionally and 
socially. 

At the time, Jewish men and women 
were still largely engaged in small busi­
ness though a few became successful 
in the professions. Extended families, 
mutual-aid societies and individual enter­
prise kept many members of the Jewish 
community afloat during the Depression . 

Within 20 years, Calgary's Jewish popula­
tion doubled . Alberta's economic growth 
attracted newcomers from Ontario and 
Quebec, as well as from other countries, 
including Israel, South Africa and the 
United States. Large numbers of Jews 
from the Soviet Union also found their 
way to Calgary. Population shifts proved 

bittersweet, however, as the Jewish com­
munities of Medicine Hat and Lethbridge 
dwindled during these decades. 

Calgary Jews enjoyed a banner year in 
1979. The Calgary Jewish Centre and 
an adjoining seniors' residence opened; 
a Reform congregation was established; 
and Congregation House of Jacob was 
revitalized by a new leadership. 

During the decades that followed, the 
Jewish community experienced much 
change as well-established synagogues 
and schools merged while new Jewish 
institutions and organizations continued 
to emerge. Meanwhile, members of the 
Jewish community became increasingly 
active in the community at large as vol­
unteers, leaders and philanthropists. 

The Jews of southern Alberta have much 
to be thankful for. We have successfu lly 
integrated without losing our religious 
and cultural identity. Our community has 
produced two senators, two MLAs, a long­
serving mayor, a city counselor, fifteen 
members of the Order of Canada and a 
number of honorary doctorate recipients. 
Many Jews have excelled in diverse fields 
including academia, healthcare, business 
and the arts. 

Today, some 8,000 Jews make Calgary 
their home. Some are the grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren of the pioneers 
who came to this land of promise a centu­
ry ago. All have reaped a truly joyful har­
vest. We are strong, successful and proud 
of the role we have played in building a 
vibrant community for all Albertans.+ 

jack Switzer serves as a director of the )HSSA and 
an editor of Discovery. 
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