“Vhae Luttecs
L Gna W? o
f The Chelsea Carol

Incident of 1949

Numerous discussions about “the war on Christmas”
have occurred in recent years, prompted by non-denom-
inational season’s greetings and celebrations. But such
controversies are not new. A glimpse into the archives
at the Wyner Family Jewish Heritage Center reveals
how a 1949 request for inclusivity led to a widespread
misunderstanding, and eventually caused panic and
uproar within the Jewish community of Chelsea,
Massachusetts.

The trouble began for Abraham and Frieda Wolper
family in 1945, just after the Second World War ended,
as soldiers returned home, and Americans breathed a
sigh of relief. In Chelsea, with a population that was
45% Jewish, 45% Catholic, and 10% Protestant, a Jewish
family began to raise concerns over the degree to which
Christmas was celebrated in Chelsea’s public schools.
When her son, seven-year-old Ben Shalom, was ejected
from his classroom for not singing religious Christmas
carol lyrics along with the rest of his class, Frieda Wolp-
er spoke with school officials. For a few years she took
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no further action, but each subsequent December she
felt slightly more determined to protect her son from
exclusionary treatment in his classroom.

By 1948, the situation had worsened enough to moti-
vate at least four Jewish mothers to write to the New En-
gland offices of the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) and
the Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC) to
express their concern about religious Christmas music,
poetry, and pageantry in Chelsea schools. For the sec-
ond consecutive year, Jewish children were required to
sing Christmas carols from an unofficial textbook (not
approved by the Chelsea school board) that contained
religious hymns such as “Away in a Manger” and “Little
Town of Bethlehem.” Schoolchildren were also required
to memorize lengthy religious Christmas poems.?

The Anti-Defamation League suggested recruiting a
Christian clergyman to reach out to the school board
on behalf of the Jewish children. Several names were
discussed, but ultimately the ADL intervened and held
discussions with the school board. Principals were then
instructed to hold Chanukkah celebrations alongside
Christmas ones, with cooperation and assistance from
the parent teacher association (PTA). Although dual
holiday observances did occur in December 1948, many

Top left: A postcard sent to the Wolpers from Chicago. The opposite side contained
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Jewish students were instructed by their Hebrew school
teachers to refuse to sing Christmas carols—and some
students even covered their ears during carol-singing.
This time, Chelsea principals initiated a dialogue with
the Jewish community, to curb the “disrespectful behav-
ior” of the Jewish children.?

Perhaps lingering tension from 1948 offers some expla-
nation for the disproportionate response of the Chelsea
community (both Jewish and Gentile) when the Wolpers
requested an audience with the school board on Decem-
ber 5, 1949, in a petition presented here in its entirety:

This is to respectfully request undersigned [Abraham
and Frieda Wolper and Goldie Roller] to appear before
its committee [the school board] to present our views
in reference to the singing of Christmas carols and the
presentation of religious pageants.*

This petition made no specific requests, other than to
be heard in front of the school board. In statements at

a PTA meeting days before, where the Wolpers initially
raised the topic, Frieda Wolper and Goldie Roller did
not object to more secular Christmas music like “Jingle
Bells” and did not call for Christmas music to be banned.
The women explained that they were sympathetic to
children who were unhappy about the requirement to

“How
could it make

anyone sad to
know about
Jesus?”

sing Christian carols and were singled out and embar-
rassed in front of their peers for refusing to participate.
Frieda Wolper explained that some Jewish children even
“dread this season” of Christmas pageantry.

The petition garnered a cold reception within the offic-
es of superintendent J. Frank Herlihy, who, upon the pe-
tition’s submission, asked Mrs. Wolper, “Are you sure you
want to do this?” Herlihy indicated that as a Catholic he
was unhappy with the version of the Lord’s Prayer that his
own children recited in public school, but that such laws
couldn’t be changed. Undeterred, Mrs. Wolper replied,
“Well, I'll help you fight for what you believe” Frustrat-
ed, Herlihy changed tack, saying that he had witnessed
Jewish children hanging around the street on Jewish
High Holidays instead of attending services. He alluded
to the likelihood of unfortunate repercussions for Jewish
students, noting he could use his influence to force school
attendance on the Sabbath, “T am considering taking out
Saturday School Sessions. There is precedent for it. If
you don’t come in truant officers will get them.”

But Frieda Wolper persisted, and when the committee
considered the petition, a member keen on publiciz-
ing the issue suggested that the hearing be opened to
the public and postponed, to build interest. Chelsea’s
mayor moved that the meeting should be advertised

in the press, which surely set the stage for
what followed. The committee chose a date
of December 15 and alerted the Boston Post,
which seized on the story, publishing an
article the next day—December 6—with the
headline, “Public Hearing Set as Mother Hits
Carol-Singing in Schools” The article falsely
claimed that Mrs. Wolper asked for Christ-
mas carol singing to be banned.

News of the petition was picked up and
published in local newspapers and across
the country, with increasingly hyperbolic
language. The Chelsea Record headline, for
example, was “Seek to Ban Singing of Carols
in Public School,” and that tone was mir-
rored in papers in New York City, Chicago,
and elsewhere. The Pilot, the official paper
of the archdiocese of Boston, opened their
editorial on the matter with the following:

Children, between midnight on Saturday,
December 24 and the first moments of De-
cember 26 a twenty-four hour period will
elapse. This can be figured out from astron-
omy or from any trustworthy clock if you
care to sit and watch it. | am not allowed

A card and letter sent to the Wolpers from Yakima, Washington.
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to suggest that most of the civilized world will observe
this period as a special holiday. This is Chelsea, 1949
version, although | am not permitted to tell you from
what this 1949 year period is computed. The above...
we feel, will probably satisfy Mr. and Mrs. Wolper of 56
Cook Ave., Chelsea.

The article concluded with a thinly veiled threat of
boycotting Jewish retailers:

If Jewish pressure ... were brought to bear on the
Jewish merchants of Chelsea and elsewhere to overlook
the holiday and refuse to carry Christmas merchandise,
with the accompanying decorations and usual promo-
tion, a very real damage might ensue to a friendly and
cooperative group of our fellow citizens.

This reference to a potential boycott was clearly not
limited to the Pilot, as the reaction of Morris Wolper
(no relation), a Chelsea resident who owned Wolper’s
Eagle Clothing Company in the city, demonstrates.
Morris Wolper published several letters decrying the
petition and declaring that he and his son were not
related to Abraham and Frieda and not in accord

with their actions.® In addition, he threatened Abraham
Wolper with a $10,000 damage suit, for the trouble the
affair caused his business and reputation.’

To their dismay, Abraham and Frieda Wolper sud-
denly found themselves not only the potential defen-
dants in a lawsuit, but also the unwitting recipients of
scores of impassioned letters, threatening phone calls,
and other negative actions, all railing against them for
supposedly advocating the banning of Christmas carols.®
One irate citizen even reported the Wolper parents to
the Un-American Activities Committee in Washington,
and submitted several letters to local papers publicizing
the fact.?

Letters came from all over the country. Some were from
members of the Jewish community, concerned that
the petition had cast all Jews as bigots. But most of the
correspondence came from Christians.

Some genuine pleas, kindly and lovingly written,
hoped to persuade the Wolpers through biblical texts
and theological arguments. One asked, “How could it
make anyone sad to hear about Jesus? He himself took
the little ones up into his arms and blessed them. . . .
Jesus loves them so how could it make them sad?” This
letter concluded, “Won’t you just give him your heart—
let him have his way with you—he gave his own life’s
blood for YOU—he is such a precious savior.” Although
surely heartfelt, many of these letters unintentionally
underscored the actual issue that the Wolpers intended

“I have forwarded
this matter to the House
Un-American Activities

Committee at Washington

as naturally you are under

suspicion in the minds of
many of us”

A letter sent from Everett, Mass., to
Abraham Wolper.

to raise. The Wolpers did not believe that seasonal
observances and music were problematic—instead,
their objections arose from the resulting imposition of
Christian sentiments and proselytizing upon Jewish
children.™

Many notes, sometimes in Christmas cards, began as
friendly statements of disagreement with the Wolpers’
presumed stance, but generally culminated in name-call-
ing, antisemitic threats, vilification of the Jewish race,
and accusations of Jewish responsibility for the recently
concluded world war. Threats ranged from less specific
statements— “the sun will not shine on the nations of the
earth until the last Jew is dead”—to more direct threats,
including: “Next thing you kikes know we'll have a
Hitler in the USA”; “Just for opening your mouth about
children not singing Christmas carols in school, I hope
somebody drops a shovel of dirt in it”; and “Remember
that the Jews’ can’t always hide behind the skirts of De-
mocracy. You shall face your nemesis as you have before,
so get fat for the kill for our sons will kill you”

Even the Jewish organizations that helped guide the
Wolpers through their ordeal disparaged their “impetu-
ous attempt to dynamite a custom without the backing
of community organization”"" And many letters from
other Jews explained that they never minded the carols
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United Press article dated December 6 [1949].

in schools, and that their children simply did not sing
Christ’s name (so no one noticed). One letter, signed “a
Jewish mother;” explained that “the fuss which you are
making will certainly cause prejudice, and you know as
well as I do that some people look for things to pick on
our race for” Many Jews feared that the fires of antisem-
itism were being stoked because of the Wolpers’ selfish
actions. Not one letter from a fellow Jew expressed
sympathy with the idea that religion should be kept out
of public schools.

Within days after the newspaper coverage began,
the Wolper parents and their two children were driven
from their home and schools. Fearing for their safety,
the family went into hiding. After contacting the police
for protection, they were told, “You stuck your neck
out. What can you expect?”'? Local ADL representa-
tives found a safe house for the Wolpers, the home of
a rabbi and his family in Brookline. According to the
Wolper daughter, a teenager at the time, cars were roving
the streets in search of them. The family packed light,
dressed in dark clothes, and escaped the house at night.”

Meanwhile, the petition’s only other signer, Goldie
Roller, received similar threats and, in a panic to protect
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herself and her child, published a retraction in the
Chelsea Record on December 10, claiming that she had
been misled and pleading for amity. She insisted that
she had not been aware that the Wolpers wanted to ban
Christmas carols; in fact, the Wolpers never advocated
such a ban.™ She explained that she had been told the
goal was only to ask that Jewish children be excused
from carol singing, and that she would be one of over
1,000 signatories. The American Legion also threatened
Roller, claiming that since her son had received a $1,000
MIT Legion scholarship and she had proven herself
“ungrateful,” Legion representatives were considering
canceling his award.™

In consultation with the Jewish Community Relations
Council, the Wolpers submitted a letter to the school
committee on December 12, withdrawing their petition
and explaining their intentions had been misinterpret-
ed. The public hearing for the 15th was canceled, and
local papers were asked to stop publishing letters on the
topic, to quell the drama.’ In Chelsea public schools,
Christmas observances continued as usual: carols were
sung, poems were recited, and pageants were staged.

In the months that followed, the Wolpers stayed out of
the public eye, making one of their first appearances in
the Jewish community at a women’s Bnai Brith meeting
on February 23, 1950. A representative from the ADL
gave a brief review of what he called “the carol inci-
dent” He was subsequently confronted by a disheveled
and furious Abraham Wolper, who apparently accosted
him outside of the venue. The ADL representative was
so shocked by this frenzied confrontation that he did
not register what Wolper said. He noted, however, that
Wolper grabbed him so roughly by the lapels that he tore
his overcoat.”” Although the reports written by the ADL
member stated that he had respectfully not mentioned
the names of the Wolpers in his presentation, this inci-
dent makes clear that even a cursory recounting of the
events was traumatic and triggering for Abraham Wolp-
er. The Wolpers were living as social pariahs, blamed
entirely for the fiasco, despite not having done more
than request to present their views to the school board.

That December, Abraham Wolper again asked for
support from the JCRC, explaining that his son, Ben
Shalom, refused to sing carols in school, and the teacher
required him to stay in the music class for detention
after school. The family’s rabbi urged Abraham Wolper
to tell his son to merely pretend to sing, or to quietly
replace those words that offended him without drawing
attention to himself.’® Ben Shalom also found an ally in
his school’s vocational guidance teacher, who backed up
his refusal to sing carols.”



The Wolper parents remained members of the Jewish
community in Chelsea for the rest of their lives. Both
children left the area when they came of age. In a recent
interview, the Wolpers’ daughter said she “escaped”
Chelsea, went to college and “never looked back.
Never’?° Abraham Wolper insisted that he and his wife
remain in the city, but Frieda withdrew from public life
in Chelsea. Although she had previously been an active
community member, she limited her outside involve-
ment to Jewish and political life in Brookline.?" The Jew-
ish community in Chelsea clearly hoped that the story
would be forgotten. But it was not; the JCRC continued
to receive reports of antisemitic incidents from people
who were convinced that the antisemitism was caused by
lingering resentment over the Wolper carol incident.??

The carol incident tells a story of misunderstanding
and mob mentality, but more than that, it highlights a
unique moment in American history. Americans were
desperately relieved by the end of World War II, but
still traumatized by the existential threat it had posed
to their way of life. The defeat of totalitarianism filled
citizens with pride and faith in democracy, but they still
felt the rising threat of the Soviet Union.

The letters in the Wolper files contain several themes
that hint at the tension of the moment: veterans who
resented Jews for getting the United States involved, those
who openly stated that the job Hitler started ought to be
finished, Jews who feared that the Wolpers’ actions would
bring more misery on the community, and people who
accused the Wolpers of being “commies” or Russians.
Written by people torn between their pride in American
inclusivity and their fear of those unlike themselves,
many of the letters present a preview, in the heated mo-
ment, of the Red Scare which was gaining momentum
and would increase over the following decade.

Such instances of community outrage over the
suggestion of altering public school Christmas pag-
eantry are rare, with few comparable cases in American
history, and none as clearly vitriolic. As unique as the
Wolper family’s case is, it is even more fortunate that the
collection came to an archival institution for posterity,
and lives at the Wyner Family Jewish Heritage Center
for future generations to reference, examine, and revisit
as our understanding of the role of religion in American
school systems continues to change and evolve. ¢
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