Confino History:  

Brief synopsis of Arrival to 97 Orchard Street


Before 1910, Abraham and Rachel Confino had little reason to want to leave their home in the Ottoman city of Kastoria, located within a rural region of present day Greece.  This well-educated, Sephardic Jewish family lived in a large house on Ommonia Square with Abraham’s two brothers, Yacov and Binyamin, their families, an elderly aunt named Tia Luna (a.k.a. Maná) and two live-in maids. Abraham ran a dry goods store from one of its rooms.  Gardens and fruit trees surrounded the house, and the family owned a vineyard where on warm days the children often stomped grapes for wine.  At the time, Abraham had six children living in the house; Yaco and Estamula had five children, and Binyamin and Leah had three children.

Several developments may have influenced Abraham and Rachel’s decision to leave Kastoria and move to the United States.  Historically, 19th century Ottoman reforms had brought improvements in the Jews’ political status [but] also entailed new obligations.  In 1855 the traditional discriminatory poll tax levied on non-Muslims, the jizya, was abolished and replaced by a military substitution tax, the bedel askeriye.  For a payment, Jews, Christians, and Muslims could buy their way out of military service.  In the age of disintegrating Ottoman power…, this required repeated purchases that only the affluent could afford.  In 1910, partly as a result of pressure from the Chief Rabbi Haim Nahum Effendi to demonstrate the Jews’ loyalty to the state, the bedel askeriye was abolished and Muslims and non-Muslims alike were drafted.  The threat of conscription and the religious problems entailed in serving in the Turkish army provided strong inducement to emigrate” (Gerber, 8).  

As Kastoria became embroiled in the Balkan Wars, the family feared that Joseph (15) would be vulnerable to the draft.  The family also had to contend with having troops quartered in their home, the general insecurity of the region, and the potential threat of persecution by anti-semitic national movements emerging throughout the Balkans. Finally, a mysterious fire leveled the Confino home.  In 1913, they gathered what was left of their belongings and prepared to start over in America.  

Note:  Victoria would most likely attribute the reason for the family’s move to the war and the house fire.  The most direct effects of the war on the family were the potential for Joseph to be drafted, the quartering of troops in their house, and ultimately, the lack of military security in and around Kastoria.

The oldest Confino daughter, Allegra, had immigrated to New York earlier that year.  Sam Russo (also known as Sam Davis) had been in New York for some time when he returned to Kastoria for a visit, and there it was arranged for him to marry her.  Sam took Allegra back to New York before or during 1913.  Allegra, at about age 16, was not eager to leave her family, friends, and beautiful home behind for the unknown in America.

Before departing for New York, Abraham took his family to Monastir (present day Bitola, Yugoslavia) for a short period of time where they relied on relatives.  They also spent some time in Salonica with Rachel’s mother and twin sister  

On June 10, 1913, Abraham began the seventeen day trip across the Atlantic, taking son Joseph, his two nephews Albert and David, $100, and the address of a barber named Joseph Coen ("Yosef El Berber"), a fellow Sephardi from Kastoria.  Coen or “Tio Yosef” helped Sephardic immigrants by meeting them at Ellis Island.  He vouched for them, sometimes gave them temporary lodging, and helped them locate friends or relatives.  He also distributed hundreds of letters that arrived from Europe in care of his address.  Sephardic customs and language-- a Hebrew-Spanish mix called Ladino-- set them apart from their Yiddish-speaking neighbors who dominated the Lower East Side.  Often Ashkenazim had a hard time believing that these people who dressed "oddly" and spoke incomprehensibly were even Jewish. Therefore, those like Joseph Coen made great attempts to solidify the Sephardic community and help them access basic resources.  

In August 1913, Rachel joined her husband, making the long journey across the Atlantic with Victoria (10), David (8), Saul (5) and Jacob (2). Very little could have prepared the family for the Lower East Side, a place with no trees or open spaces. The dirty streets were crowded with pushcarts and people moving in every direction. The Confino family's new home was a top floor apartment in the tenement at 97 Orchard Street. This three hundred and twenty-five square feet of space, divided into three minuscule rooms offered little in the way of comfort or privacy.  Rachel and Victoria quickly learned how to hang their wash from the fire escape and to chase rats out of the apartment with a broom.  In the front room, Victoria slept on the bed, while the boys laid on the floor on mantas—thick Turkish rugs made from goats’ hair.  The youngest, Jacob, slept on orange crates. To make the apartment even more crowded, On October 17, 1914, Salvador was born.  Then in 1915 Abraham briefly took in two cousins, David and Albert. Becoming accustomed to cramped quarters was only the first step to getting by at 97 Orchard. The second involved an orchestrated routine that involved everyone earning enough money for their basic needs.


At first, Abraham worked as a pushcart peddler but by 1916 he opened an apron factory, and later an underwear business, on Allen Street. Rachel, a sweet, sociable woman, took care of the children and enjoyed smoking cigarettes and playing poker. She went through childbirth many times—at least 13, and possibly as many as 18, but only eight survived childhood.  The Confinos were a close-knit family that always helped each other in need, however, the marriage of Abraham and Rachel, was not a love match.  No Sephardic marriage was—at least not in the beginning.  Sephardic marriages were arranged; parents chose their children’s mates.  But Rachel and Abraham’s situation was special.  Family legend had it that Abraham’s older bother left Rachel at the altar and to save the family embarrassment Abraham stepped in and married her.


Although it sounds the parents were interesting characters, the rest of the family also had vibrant personalities that made this Museum fascinated by their tales. For example, their daughter Victoria was lively and outgoing, with a great sense of humor and a taste for the dramatic.  She was bright, quick-witted, candid, and sharp-tongued.  It was said that she was named after Queen Victoria, and that she carried herself like a queen.  She loved to sing, dance, and tell stories.  In New York, her parents enrolled her in school for the first time. She loved school even though she had to endure the embarrassment of being placed in kindergarten because she could not speak English. It was a bitter disappoint when after only a couple years her parents took her out to "pull threads" in her father’s factory.  In 1921, the same year her father became a United States citizen, Victoria Confino became Victoria Cohen when she married a fellow Kastorian by arrangement.  Like her sister, Allegra, she later resented being forced into an arranged marriage. 

The Confino’s eldest son Joseph worked first as a tinsmith before joining the family business. While Joseph remained traditional and religious, his brothers Jacob, Salvador and Saul became thoroughly American and took new names--Jack, Charlie and Bob--. David, however, was the true rebel.  Instead of working in the garment industry he went to college and convinced his siblings, except Joseph, to change their surname to Coffield. Moreover, David's children were not given a Jewish upbringing, although he did not turn away from his community completely.  In the 1930s, he helped found the Broome and Allen Street Boys, a Sephardic organization that raised money to send poor kids to camp.


Like most residents, the Confino’s stay at 97 Orchard Street was brief.  In 1916, the family followed other Sephardim uptown to a more comfortable home in East Harlem, where their youngest child, Esther, was born on November 1, 1917.  Abraham arranged for his nephew, Joseph, to move into the tenement. While Joseph and his wife, Sarah, both immigrants, only stayed for two years, they remained fixtures in the neighborhood founding Fit-Rite Dresses on Allen Street, which they operated from the 1920s until 1970.  From a house in Kastoria to a small cramped space on 97 Orchard, their story is a model for all those like them kept close to survive and eventually thrive in the land of opportunity-The United States 
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Jizya


discriminatory poll tax enacted in 1855.
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