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Jewish Vacation Guide 1917: Rediscovering Ancestral Journeys and Timeless
Traditions

jewish vacation guide 1917 offers a fascinating glimpse into a bygone era,
allowing us to understand how Jewish families approached leisure, travel, and
spiritual observance over a century ago. This comprehensive guide delves into
the specific considerations, destinations, and cultural nuances that shaped
Jewish vacations during this pivotal year. We will explore the evolving
landscape of travel, the importance of community gatherings, and the enduring
impact of religious observances on holiday planning. From the burgeoning
resort towns catering to Jewish clientele to the cherished traditions that
remained central to family getaways, this article provides a detailed
overview of the 1917 Jewish vacation experience. Understanding these
historical practices not only educates us about the past but also illuminates
the continuity of Jewish life and leisure across generations.
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Historical Context of Jewish Travel in 1917
The year 1917 was a period of significant global upheaval, with World War I
profoundly impacting travel and societal norms. For Jewish communities, this
context added unique layers of consideration to their vacation planning.
Economic shifts, burgeoning immigration patterns, and the ongoing
assimilation pressures in many Western countries influenced where and how
Jewish families chose to spend their leisure time. The desire for respite
from daily life, often coupled with a need to connect with community and
heritage, remained a constant driving force, even amidst wartime
uncertainties. The burgeoning middle class within Jewish populations in
Europe and North America began to embrace leisure travel with greater
enthusiasm, seeking opportunities for relaxation and family bonding.

Despite the challenges posed by the war, including potential travel
restrictions and increased costs, the spirit of vacationing persisted. For
many, a trip offered a much-needed escape from the anxieties of the time, a
chance to recharge and reconnect with loved ones. The accessibility of travel
was still relatively limited compared to today, with train journeys and
steamship voyages being the primary modes of long-distance transport. This
meant that vacations were often more planned and deliberate, with families



often spending extended periods in their chosen destinations rather than
taking frequent short trips.

Popular Jewish Vacation Destinations of 1917
Certain locales in 1917 became synonymous with Jewish leisure and
vacationing, often chosen for their vibrant Jewish communities, amenities, or
spiritual significance. In North America, the Catskill Mountains in New York,
with their burgeoning resort scene, were a prime destination. These mountains
offered a natural escape from urban centers like New York City and were
increasingly being developed with hotels and boarding houses that catered
specifically to the needs and preferences of Jewish families. The allure of
fresh air, recreational activities, and a sense of community drew thousands
each summer.

In Europe, coastal towns and spa resorts that had long been popular for
general tourism also attracted Jewish visitors. However, the desire for
destinations with established Jewish infrastructure – such as synagogues,
kosher dining options, and a visible Jewish presence – was a key deciding
factor. Cities with significant Jewish populations, like Warsaw, London, or
even certain quarters of Paris, could also serve as destinations for shorter
excursions or visits to relatives, blending leisure with cultural and
communal engagement. The search for affordable yet enriching vacation
experiences drove many to seek out these established enclaves.

The Catskill Mountain Resorts
The Catskills emerged as a quintessential summer haven for Jewish families,
particularly those from New York City, during the early 20th century. These
mountains provided a welcome respite from the heat and hustle of the city,
offering a pastoral setting for relaxation and recreation. Hotels in the
region began to specialize, offering amenities like separate dining rooms for
men and women during certain services, readily available kosher food, and
entertainment that resonated with Jewish cultural tastes. Many of these
resorts were family-run, fostering a warm and communal atmosphere.

The development of the Catskills as a Jewish vacation destination was a
testament to entrepreneurial spirit and the growing economic power of Jewish
communities. Hotels and boarding houses sprung up to meet the demand,
creating a distinct cultural landscape. Activities often included swimming,
hiking, social dancing, and entertainment like Yiddish theater performances
and concerts. The sense of belonging and shared experience was a significant
draw, making the Catskills a cherished retreat.

European Coastal and Inland Resorts
Beyond the Catskills, European destinations also played a role in Jewish
vacation patterns. Resorts along the Baltic and Black Seas, as well as inland



spa towns renowned for their health benefits, were popular choices for those
seeking rejuvenation. Places like Brighton in England, or resorts in Germany
and Austria, attracted Jewish families, especially those with the financial
means to travel. These locations often boasted a cosmopolitan flair and
offered opportunities for socializing with a broader European clientele,
alongside the possibility of finding kosher food and attending local
synagogues.

The establishment of Jewish community centers or organizations in some of
these European resort towns further enhanced their appeal. They provided a
network of support and a familiar social environment. For families seeking to
immerse their children in Jewish culture while also enjoying a change of
scenery, these destinations offered a balanced experience. The proximity to
major cities also allowed for easier access and return journeys, a crucial
consideration in that era.

Religious Observances and Synagogue Life on
Vacation
Religious observance remained a cornerstone of Jewish life, and this
naturally extended to vacations in 1917. Planning a trip often involved
ensuring that religious needs could be met, especially during Jewish
holidays. The availability of a local synagogue was paramount for many
families wishing to attend Shabbat services, High Holy Days prayers, or other
religious gatherings. This consideration often influenced the choice of
destination, with communities that had a well-established Jewish presence
being favored.

The concept of a "kosher vacation" was not yet as formalized as it is today,
but the principles of kashrut (dietary laws) were diligently observed by
many. This meant seeking out hotels that could provide kosher meals or making
arrangements for food preparation. For families on vacation, maintaining
these practices was a way of preserving their identity and religious
commitment, even when away from their home environment. The shared experience
of prayer and observance could also strengthen family bonds and communal
connections.

Attending Shabbat and Holiday Services
The observance of Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath, was a central part of
vacationing for many. Families would seek out synagogues in their vacation
locale to participate in Friday night services and Saturday morning prayers.
This provided a sense of continuity with their home routines and a spiritual
anchor. For children, attending services in a new setting could be an
educational and memorable experience, reinforcing their connection to Jewish
traditions. The communal aspect of synagogue attendance also offered
opportunities for social interaction with other Jewish travelers and local
congregants.



During major Jewish holidays, such as Passover or the High Holy Days, the
importance of finding a suitable place of worship and kosher food
intensified. Many Jewish resorts and hotels would offer special services and
holiday meals, becoming temporary community hubs. This allowed families to
celebrate these significant occasions with a sense of normalcy and belonging,
even while away from home. The planning for such occasions often began months
in advance, ensuring that all religious requirements were met.

Maintaining Kashrut on the Go
Ensuring adherence to kashrut while on vacation in 1917 presented its own set
of challenges and required careful planning. For families who kept kosher,
the primary concern was finding accommodation that could provide kosher meals
or kitchens where they could prepare their own food. Many hotels catering to
Jewish clientele advertised their kosher kitchens and adherence to dietary
laws. In areas without such dedicated establishments, families might bring
their own kosher provisions or rely on local kosher butchers and bakeries if
available.

The diligence in maintaining kashrut on vacation was not merely about dietary
restrictions but was an integral part of Jewish identity and religious
commitment. It was a visible affirmation of their heritage and a way to pass
on these values to the next generation. The shared effort of preparing and
enjoying kosher meals together could also become a cherished part of the
vacation experience, fostering family unity and tradition.

Community and Social Life During Jewish
Holidays
Vacations in 1917 were often deeply intertwined with the fabric of Jewish
community and social life, particularly during holiday periods. Beyond
religious observance, these getaways provided fertile ground for social
interaction, family reunions, and the strengthening of communal ties. The
Jewish ethos of chesed (kindness) and mishpacha (family) naturally extended
to the vacation setting, fostering a sense of shared experience and mutual
support.

The creation of temporary communities within resort towns or vacation areas
was a common phenomenon. Families would reconnect with relatives and friends
they might not see regularly in their daily lives. These gatherings were
often filled with shared meals, discussions, games, and entertainment, all
imbued with a distinctly Jewish flavor. The sense of collective celebration
and shared history was a powerful element that made these vacations
particularly meaningful.



Family Reunions and Gatherings
The vacation period, especially during warmer months or around major
holidays, served as a prime opportunity for extended family reunions. Cousins
would meet, grandparents would spend quality time with grandchildren, and
siblings would gather, often in designated vacation spots known for their
family-friendly atmosphere. These reunions were not just about leisure; they
were vital for maintaining familial bonds and passing down traditions and
stories across generations. The shared experience of arriving at a familiar
resort or a relative's summer home created a powerful sense of continuity.

These extended family gatherings often involved elaborate meals, communal
activities, and shared living arrangements, fostering a warm and intimate
environment. For many, it was a chance to escape the routines of urban life
and immerse themselves in the joys of extended family connection. The
memories created during these reunions often lasted a lifetime and formed the
bedrock of family lore.

Social Events and Entertainment
Jewish resorts and communities in 1917 understood the importance of social
engagement and provided a variety of entertainment options tailored to their
clientele. Evening dances, musical performances featuring Yiddish music,
theatrical productions, and communal singing were common features of vacation
life. These events provided opportunities for socializing, courtship, and
pure enjoyment, fostering a vibrant atmosphere. The entertainment often
reflected Jewish culture and humor, creating a sense of shared identity and
enjoyment.

Beyond organized events, informal social interactions were abundant. Card
games, communal gatherings on hotel porches, and leisurely strolls often led
to new friendships and reinforced existing ones. The emphasis was on creating
a welcoming and engaging environment where individuals and families could
relax, connect, and create lasting memories. The spirit of camaraderie was a
defining characteristic of these Jewish vacation experiences.

The Evolution of Jewish Resorts and Hotels
The early 20th century witnessed the significant growth and specialization of
resorts and hotels catering specifically to Jewish travelers. Driven by
demand and a desire to serve their community, entrepreneurs established
establishments that understood the unique needs and cultural preferences of
Jewish guests. This evolution transformed certain vacation areas into vibrant
Jewish enclaves, offering a distinctly different experience from general-
purpose establishments.

These dedicated resorts were more than just places to stay; they became
centers of Jewish social and cultural life. They offered not only kosher
dining and prayer facilities but also a welcoming atmosphere where Jewish
families could feel comfortable and understood. The success of these



establishments reflected the increasing economic prosperity of Jewish
communities and their desire for leisure experiences that aligned with their
values and traditions. The development of these specialized venues was a
hallmark of the era.

From Boarding Houses to Grand Hotels
The early Jewish vacation experiences often began in more modest boarding
houses, offering basic accommodation and home-cooked meals. As Jewish
communities grew in economic prosperity, so did the demand for more
sophisticated and amenity-rich accommodations. This led to the development of
larger hotels and resorts, often featuring grand ballrooms, recreational
facilities, and a wider array of services. These establishments aimed to
provide a comprehensive vacation experience, catering to every need of their
Jewish clientele.

The transition from smaller boarding houses to larger hotels was a reflection
of changing travel trends and increasing disposable income within Jewish
communities. These larger establishments could host more guests, offer a
wider range of activities, and become destinations in their own right. They
often employed staff who understood Jewish customs and dietary laws, ensuring
a comfortable and respectful stay for all visitors. The architecture and
ambiance of these hotels also often reflected a conscious effort to create a
welcoming and elegant environment.

Amenities and Services Catering to Jewish Needs
A key factor in the success of Jewish resorts was their dedication to
providing amenities and services that specifically addressed the needs of
their Jewish clientele. This included the consistent availability of kosher
food, prepared in dedicated kitchens to meet stringent dietary laws.
Synagogues or designated prayer rooms were often a standard feature,
especially during High Holy Days or for weekly Shabbat services.
Entertainment programs were frequently designed to be culturally relevant,
featuring Yiddish music, performances, and social events.

Furthermore, many of these establishments were designed with family in mind,
offering amenities for children, spacious grounds for play, and a general
atmosphere of welcome and inclusivity. The staff often included individuals
who were multilingual or at least understood common Yiddish phrases,
facilitating communication and comfort. This holistic approach to hospitality
ensured that Jewish families could enjoy their vacations while remaining
connected to their religious and cultural identity.

Packing and Preparations for a 1917 Jewish



Getaway
Preparing for a vacation in 1917, especially for a Jewish family, involved a
distinct set of considerations and practicalities that differ significantly
from modern travel. Packing was a more involved process, with an emphasis on
durability, versatility, and adherence to modesty standards. The journey
itself, often by train or ship, necessitated bringing essentials for extended
travel.

The planning extended beyond just clothing. Families had to consider
provisions for religious observance, entertainment for children, and any
specific dietary needs that might not be met by all establishments. The
spirit of self-sufficiency and careful planning was a hallmark of travel in
this era. This meticulous preparation ensured a smoother and more enjoyable
experience, allowing families to focus on relaxation and connection.

Clothing and Personal Items
Packing for a Jewish vacation in 1917 would have prioritized modest attire,
reflecting prevailing social norms and religious guidelines. Women would pack
dresses and skirts that covered the knees, along with blouses and perhaps a
modest swimsuit if heading to a resort with swimming facilities. Men would
pack suits or dress pants and shirts for more formal occasions, and casual
wear for daytime activities. Hats were a necessity for both men and women
when outdoors. For children, durable and comfortable clothing suitable for
play and outdoor activities was essential. Travelers would also pack personal
hygiene items, sewing kits for mending, and any necessary medications.

The practicality of packing was paramount. Luggage was typically heavy and
bulky, so items were chosen for their utility and ability to withstand the
rigors of travel. Layering was also important, as weather could be
unpredictable. Families would often pack an adequate supply of undergarments
and socks, as laundry services might not be readily available or might be
expensive. The emphasis was on being prepared for all eventualities, ensuring
comfort and dignity throughout the trip.

Essential Items for Religious Observance and Comfort
For observant Jewish families, packing included several items specifically
for religious observance. This might involve bringing a personal prayer book
(Siddur), a Tallit (prayer shawl) for men, and potentially Tefillin
(phylacteries) for daily morning prayers. If a family was traveling during a
holiday, they might bring specific holiday items, such as a Hagaddah for
Passover or special Kiddush cups. For families who kept kosher, bringing
along a supply of kosher snacks or ingredients that might be hard to find at
their destination was also a practical consideration.

Beyond religious items, comfort was key. Traveling by train or ship could
involve long hours, so bringing books, cards, or other forms of entertainment
was common. Families might also pack extra blankets or pillows for added



comfort during the journey. The overall approach to packing was one of
thoroughness and anticipation, ensuring that the vacation would be both
spiritually fulfilling and physically comfortable.

Preserving Jewish Traditions on Vacation
The act of taking a vacation in 1917 was not merely about a break from daily
life; for Jewish families, it was often a deliberate opportunity to reinforce
and preserve their unique traditions. Whether through religious observance,
cultural practices, or the simple act of passing down stories and values,
vacations served as vital laboratories for transmitting Jewish heritage to
the next generation. The continuity of these traditions was a core element of
the vacation experience.

The shared experiences of prayer, kosher meals, and communal celebrations
created lasting memories that would shape the identity of individuals and
families for years to come. These vacations provided a space where Jewish
culture could flourish outside of its usual urban or community centers,
allowing for both relaxation and a deep connection to heritage. The legacy of
these traditions continues to influence Jewish life today, demonstrating the
enduring power of intergenerational connection and cultural preservation.

Passing Down Stories and Values
Vacations in 1917 offered a unique setting for parents and grandparents to
share Jewish stories, historical accounts, and family lore with younger
generations. Away from the distractions of daily life, there was more time
for conversation and reflection. These informal storytelling sessions, often
taking place during leisurely walks or evening gatherings, played a crucial
role in transmitting Jewish values, ethical teachings, and the rich history
of the Jewish people. This oral tradition was a powerful tool for cultural
transmission.

The relaxed atmosphere of a vacation encouraged open communication and a
deeper connection between family members. Children were more receptive to
learning about their heritage when presented in an engaging and informal
manner. These shared narratives not only educated but also instilled a sense
of pride and belonging in their Jewish identity. The memories of these shared
moments would often become cherished family heirlooms, passed down through
subsequent generations.

The Role of Food and Celebrations
Food has always been central to Jewish culture, and this was certainly true
for vacations in 1917. The preparation and enjoyment of kosher meals,
particularly during Shabbat and holidays, served as a powerful unifying
force. These meals were occasions for families to come together, share
blessings, and engage in festive conversation. The specific dishes prepared



often carried with them the weight of tradition, passed down from mother to
daughter or grandmother to granddaughter.

Beyond meals, holiday celebrations themselves were a key element in
preserving traditions. Whether it was the lighting of Hanukkah candles during
a winter getaway or the Seder rituals during Passover, these observances were
carefully maintained. The active participation of all family members, from
the youngest to the oldest, in these celebrations ensured that the customs
and rituals remained alive and meaningful. The shared joy and spiritual
fulfillment derived from these celebrations reinforced the enduring
importance of Jewish traditions in the lives of vacationing families.

FAQ

Q: What were the primary modes of transportation for
Jewish families traveling on vacation in 1917?
A: The primary modes of transportation for Jewish families traveling on
vacation in 1917 were trains and steamships. These allowed for longer
journeys to resort destinations, and booking passage was a significant part
of vacation planning.

Q: Were there specific destinations that were
particularly popular among Jewish vacationers in
1917?
A: Yes, certain destinations were highly popular. In North America, the
Catskill Mountains in New York were a major draw. In Europe, coastal towns
and spa resorts that had a Jewish presence or could cater to Jewish needs
were favored.

Q: How did World War I affect Jewish vacation travel
in 1917?
A: World War I likely presented challenges such as potential travel
restrictions, increased costs, and general wartime anxieties, which may have
influenced the feasibility and destinations of Jewish vacations in 1917.
However, the desire for respite meant that travel continued.

Q: What were the main concerns for observant Jewish
families when planning a vacation in 1917?
A: Observant Jewish families' main concerns would have included ensuring
access to kosher food, finding synagogues for prayer services, and



maintaining modesty in attire and behavior, especially during Shabbat and
Jewish holidays.

Q: Did Jewish-specific resorts or hotels exist in
1917?
A: Yes, the concept of Jewish resorts and hotels that catered specifically to
the needs and cultural preferences of Jewish travelers was well-established
by 1917, particularly in popular vacation areas like the Catskills.

Q: How important was community and social life
during Jewish vacations in 1917?
A: Community and social life were extremely important. Vacations were often a
time for family reunions, connecting with friends, and participating in
social events organized by Jewish resorts, reinforcing communal bonds.

Q: What kind of entertainment could Jewish families
expect at vacation resorts in 1917?
A: Entertainment often included social dances, musical performances featuring
Yiddish music, theatrical shows, and communal singing, all tailored to
resonate with Jewish cultural tastes.

Q: How did families in 1917 prepare for a Jewish
vacation, and what did they typically pack?
A: Families meticulously planned, packing modest clothing, personal hygiene
items, and for observant families, religious items like prayer books. They
also considered bringing provisions if kosher food might be scarce.

Q: What role did food play in Jewish vacations in
1917?
A: Food was central, with kosher meals being a key part of the experience.
Preparing and sharing these meals, especially during Shabbat and holidays,
was a significant bonding activity and a way to maintain tradition.

Q: How did Jewish vacations in 1917 contribute to
preserving Jewish traditions?
A: Vacations provided opportunities to pass down stories and values, engage
in religious observances as a family, and celebrate holidays together, all of



which helped to maintain and transmit Jewish heritage across generations.
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