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BIOGRAPHY 
 

Transcribed from an interview conducted by my grandson Michael Appel in 1985 
 
 

Childhood in Europe 
 
 I was born in Budapest, the capital city of Hungary, on the eighth day of Shvat, 
January 13, 1916. I don't recall how long we lived there; probably not too long. My 
father, Yehudah (Juda) Appel was a chazan and his occupation took him to various 
communities. The next community that we lived in was called Grosswardein in Hungary. 
That area of Hungary changed hands between Hungary and Romania, at times it was 
under Hungarian rule and at times it was under Romanian rule. It was called 
Transylvania. Grosswardein, in Romanian is Oradea Mare (Nudjvarod). As far as I recall, 
it was a medium sized city.   
 
 I imagine there must have been a sizable Jewish community. The majority were 
non-Jews. I don't believe that there was much social interaction in that part of Europe 
between Jews and non-Jews in those communities. I would say our interaction was 
mainly commercially. I don't know that there were any special restrictions against Jews in 
that part of Hungary or that part of Romania. 
 
 My mother, Ziporah (Celia) nee Perl, came from a distinguished family (Kahane). 
We had family in that part of Hungary/Romania called Maramures, in a town called 
Devishvis (Viseul de Sus). My grandparents lived there and we used to visit from time to 
time. 
 
 I had three sisters, Hannah, Ruth and Sarah. Ruth passed away in 1974. I was 
eight and a half years old when we left Hungary and Hannah was three and a half. Ruth 
and Sarah were born in this country. 
 
 My grandfather, Yakov Appel, who lived in Devishvis, was a talmid chochom. 
His livelihood was teaching the older bochurim. I met up with a few people who came 
over from the old country who still remembered him. He was a remarkable person 
because, apart from being a Torah scholar, he was also self-taught in many areas. He 
taught himself medicine. While he was not a doctor, the town had no doctor - on an 
interim, emergency basis, people would come to him and he would help them and 
prescribe medications for them. One of his sons Shmuel Abba actually became a doctor. 
He probably received his early guidance from my grandfather. My grandfather could read 
music. My father received his early musical training from him, and then of course also 
from chazanim. Musical tradition in Europe was that young boys who had good voices 
would train with a chazan in a choir and even travel with that chazan and the choir to 
other communities. 
 
 I did not know my other grandfather. He passed away before I was born. In fact, I 
was named after him. We were very close to my maternal grandmother, Rivkah. We kept 
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much closer contact with that part of the family when we were in America. We used to 
send help even after my mother passed away. I used to send her some money and 
medications while I was in college. We used to write but communication in those years 
was very difficult. 
 
 I attended a cheder where I received my early Jewish education. I also recall a 
rebbe coming to the house to teach me. Children started learning at a very young age. I 
don't recall that I received much in the nature of a general education. 
 
 Our home was a strictly Orthodox Jewish home. My father came from a Chassidic 
(Vizhnitz) background and undoubtedly his contact with Chassidism was much more 
intense in Europe. (Editor’s note: The Vizhnitzer Rebbe, Rabbi Yisroel Hager, was forced 
to move to Grosswardein upon the outbreak of World War I. He remained there until his 
death in 1936.) We retained some of the Chassidic customs in America. It's hard to say 
what is a Chassidic custom. I would say Chassidism is mainly a way of life, a way of 
experiencing yiddishkeit and it's more in terms of the spiritual feeling you have. It 
expresses itself in the manner in which you daven: the intensity, the kavannah in 
davening, in the hislahavus, the joy in living Judaism, observing the mitzvos and 
davening, the whole of avodas hashem b'simcha - in a joyful manner. My father's derech 
in chazanus was considerably influenced by the Chassidic mode. Some of the zemiros 
that we have are Chassidic in tone and quality. Those are the things that I recall and those 
are the things I passed down to my children.  
 

Emigration to America 
 
 There was a very large emigration from Europe to America at the end of the 19th 
and the first quarter 20th century. My father came to the U.S. in 1922. It was not much 
later, in 1924 that immigration slowed down because of immigration restrictions. Life in 
Europe was very difficult in general, and particularly for Jews. America was the land of 
opportunity - the Goldene Medina - the Golden Land. My father felt that life would be 
better for his family. At that time chazanus was valued - very popular. I mean the 
traditional, old-time chazanus, which doesn't really exist here anymore today, except for 
an occasional chazanim concert. There were then great chazanim, and my father was 
considered one of the outstanding chazanim so he felt there would be far more 
opportunity for him in this country.  
 
 My father came to this country first, which was the manner in which many 
families emigrated. The husband would come first and try to settle himself and save 
enough money to bring the rest of the family, which is what he did. Two years later, 
(1924) we came and joined him, my mother, my sister Hannah and I. I was about eight 
and a half years old at that time.  
 
 I only have a vague memory of the trip. We came through the port of Cherbourg, 
France. We spent several weeks in Cherbourg before we could embark. 
 



Gersion Appel Biography 3 of 8 

 My father was brought over by cousins of ours, with an affidavit from Sam Sobel. 
At that time you had to have somebody vouch for you so that you wouldn't become a 
burden. They had established themselves here, so they helped him to come and to bring 
his family. We came across the ocean on the White Star line. 
 
 My father arranged for an apartment for us in the Williamsburg section of 
Brooklyn on Division Street. Soon after we arrived, we moved into that apartment, and I 
began to go to Yeshiva Torah Vodaas which was a short distance from our home. 
 

Early Years in Williamsburg 
 
 In our home we spoke Yiddish; as a child I knew Hungarian which I eventually 
forgot. I learned English at school and from friends. Yeshiva Torah Vodaas was an all-
day school. I went from nine in the morning to five in the afternoon. It provided a Jewish 
education as well as a general education in English and other subjects. 
 
 I don't recall any organized types of recreation in the early years. We used to go 
out into the street and join our friends; play ball, skate, ride bicycles and homemade 
scooters; we spent a lot of time in the street and in each other's homes.  
 
 I never experienced any real, organized anti-Semitism. Here and there, I suppose 
there was anti-Jewish prejudice. As a kid, coming home from Yeshiva in Williamsburg, 
every now and then some shkutzim, goyim, would waylay us on the way. If there weren't 
too many of them, we'd stand and fight; otherwise we would run, or try to go home a 
different way. I remember also during the winter, at recess time, some gangs of shkutzim 
would come around the Yeshiva and start a snowball fight which would become a pitched 
battle. That was about the extent of the anti-Semitism as I knew it at that time. 
 
 We eventually moved from that apartment to another apartment in Williamsburg 
on Scholl Street. My father didn't have a shul in the neighborhood at that time. He had a 
position in Philadelphia and would go there on Shabbos mevorchim and on Yom Tov. In 
those days the chazan didn't daven at the amud every Shabbos. He also visited different 
shuls in New York and neighboring communities as chazan and in that way earned a 
livelihood. Later, we moved from New York, first to Trenton, New Jersey. There he had 
an established position in the community. When we moved to Trenton I was not yet bar-
mitzvah. I continued to go to Yeshiva Torah Vodaas and lived with members of the 
family, at first with Mr. & Mrs. Stein; we called her Tanta Rivka Stein. (When we moved 
to Flatbush, in 1968, she lived a block away. As a matter of fact, she helped us get the 
house on Avenue M.) 
 

Bar-Mitzvah 
 
 Trenton was not too far from New York, so I would go home every few weeks for 
Shabbos. From Trenton we moved to Wilkes-Barre, PA, where my father was chazan of 
the Ohev Zedek Congregation. There I became Bar-Mitzvah. I didn't read the entire 
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sedra. At that time it wasn't customary for Bar-Mitzvah boys to read the whole sedra. I 
did read the maftir and the haftorah. 
 
 Even when we were in Wilkes-Barre I continued to learn in Yeshiva Torah 
Vodaas. But from time to time I would come home due to illness and then I did spend a 
year or two in public schools in Wilkes-Barre. My sisters were in school there too. High 
school was a rather checkered education because we had to move around, and I went to 
several different high schools. While at Torah Vodaas, I studied in high school at night, 
in the Eastern District Evening High School. During the day I studied in Yeshiva and I 
would attend high school classes at night. Then to make up for some credits and also to 
try to finish high school in less time, I went to Continuation School on Sunday mornings. 
It was then that I got sick and had to stay at home in Wilkes Barre. From Wilkes Barre 
we moved to Cleveland, Ohio where my father was chazan in the Ohav Zedek shul. 
 
 I was in my teens when we moved to Cleveland where I attended the Cleveland 
Yeshiva. This was an interim period in the life of the Yeshiva there. The Yeshiva wasn't 
really in operation because Rabbi Ruderman, the Rosh Yeshiva, had taken most of the 
bochurim to Baltimore where he established the Baltimore Yeshiva. His father-in-law, 
Rav Sheftel Kramer, who was also one of the Roshei Yeshiva, remained in Cleveland. 
While I dormed in the Yeshiva, there were no shiurim being given there so I would go to 
Rav Sheftel Kramer's house and there I learned with him. At the same time I went to a 
public high school to make up some credits that I needed for graduation. I hardly knew 
any of my fellow graduates. In all, my high school career was rather a checkered and 
messed up affair. I did not have the benefit of a good, sound general education. 
 

Yeshiva College 
 
 After high school I started college in Cleveland at Adelbert College of Western 
Reserve University. At the same time, I was still learning with Rav Sheftel Kramer. I 
spent my first year in college at Western Reserve. It was then that tragedy overtook our 
family. My mother passed away on October 16, 1934 after a thyroid operation. She was a 
loving mother and wife. I said kaddish at the daily minyanim and leaned Mishnayos in 
her memory. This was a great loss to our family. She died at a young age. A year later, in 
1935 I came to learn in Yeshiva and Yeshiva College. That was the place to go to if you 
wanted a Jewish education and a general education under Orthodox auspices. All my 
children later attended YC or TI. My first shiur was with Rabbi Shunfenthal; later I 
attended Dr. Belkin's shiur. Interestingly, I also attended his class in Greek in the college. 
 
 I stayed in the Yeshiva dormitory. Occasionally I would go home for Yom Tov or 
during the summer. Times were bad and my father could not send me money for 
traveling. At least once I recall actually hitchhiking home. I hitchhiked from New York to 
Cleveland and back together with a close friend, I.B. Rose, who is now Rabbi Dr. Rose, 
living in Jerusalem. 
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Marriage and the Rabbinate 
 
 I graduated college in 1938 and continued to learn for semicha. A year later I met 
Bubbie (Miriam Cohen) while she was visiting Yeshiva during graduation. She comes 
from a family devoted to Torah and Yiddishkeit. I never met her parents Samuel and 
Dvora Cohen. They died before we met. She and her brother Zev and sister Naomi lived 
with her aunt Mary, her mother's sister, uncle Motel, a shochet, and their children. 
 
 I received semicha from Dr. Revel, A'H, Rav Moshe Soloveitchik A'H, and Rav 
Aronovitz A'H. My family was still in Cleveland at that time. I took my first position in 
Worcester, MA in September 1941. Bubby and I were married about eight months later 
on May 4, 1942 in New York and settled in Worcester. I was rabbi of the Vaad Ha-Ir for 
five years. Dvora and Shlomo were born there. 
 
 While I was the rabbi there, I continued my graduate studies. I had already 
completed graduate courses at YU in the Bernard Revel Graduate School for my 
doctorate which I subsequently received in Hebrew Literature. While I was working on 
my doctoral dissertation in Hebrew Literature, I also started to go to Harvard University. 
I wanted to continue studies in Jewish philosophy. There wasn't much opportunity to do 
that at Yeshiva University - there were hardly any courses in that field. On Dr. Belkin's 
recommendation I went to Harvard University to study under Professor Harry Wolfson, 
who was the outstanding authority in the field of Jewish philosophy. The first year I 
studied with him without actually attending Harvard. I would come to him at Harvard and 
he would recommend certain areas that I should explore. We talked and discussed 
different subjects. Finally he said, "Look, you're coming to me anyway so why not attend 
Harvard officially". He recommended me to the chairman of the department and I 
received a fellowship to study at Harvard. That's how my formal education at Harvard 
began. I subsequently received my doctorate from Harvard University in 1960. 
 

World War II 
 
 At first the American Jewish community was not much aware of what was going 
on with European Jewry. Then some news did come through. I dare say that some of the 
leaders must have known, men like Stephen Wise and others, who were so enamored of 
President Roosevelt that they did not really take the action that should have been taken to 
stir public opinion. Patriotically, misguidedly, they felt that it might somehow affect 
America's conduct in the war, which was of course a tragic mistake. But then when news 
became more public there were large protests in Madison Square Garden, and I remember 
taking part in those protests while still at Yeshiva. We were very much concerned. 
During the war we tried to help as much as we could. I remember raising considerable 
funds in Worcester for the Vaad Hatzolah, which was very active in saving Jews in 
Europe. Bubbie, as a young girl, before we were married, worked in the Vaad Hatzolah 
office in New York and came to know a number of the great roshei Yeshiva who were 
active in trying to save the bochurim in the European Yeshivas and Jews generally 
through this organization. The Vaad Hatzolah did great work in hatzolah and Bubbie 
helped in the course of her work in their office. But mainly the contribution that people 
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could make was financial, and in my capacity as rabbi I helped raise funds from members 
of my congregation and the community.   
 
 At first it was very difficult to know precisely what had happened, but we finally 
got word of the murder of millions of Jews. Hungarian Jews were among the last to be 
taken by the German Nazis to the concentration camps. But still they suffered greatly; 
hundreds of thousands were lost in the Holocaust - many could possibly have been saved 
if certain measures would have been taken. There's a work by Rav Weismandel, who 
described the condition of Hungarian Jewry, and his appeal to world Jewish leaders to try 
to save Jews by buying off Hitler's henchmen - Eichmann and others. He contends that it 
was still possible at that time for money to have bought and saved thousands of Jews. But 
they didn't do it, so Hungarian Jewry met the same fate as East European Jewry. 
 
 My immediate family on my mother's side did escape - my grandmother, Rivka 
Perl passed away not too long after the war. They suffered persecution and had to flee, 
still their lives were spared and eventually some of them came here. The Lieberman 
family came and settled in Boston. Some settled in Eretz Yisrael. But my uncle, Bezalel, 
my father's brother, was a rabbi in Bessarabia and we don't know what happened to him. 
We surmise that he died in the Holocaust - he and his family. 
 

The State of Israel 
 
 In 1946, I left Worcester and took a position at the Orach Chaim congregation, a 
venerable congregation in Manhattan. I was rabbi there until 1948. It was in 1948 that the 
State of Israel was established. Of course, the excitement was very great. One of the 
glorious chapters of American Jewry was written during those years; the tremendous 
support that was given to the Zionist movement to establish the Jewish state. We were 
very much involved, both in belonging to organizations that worked on behalf of Eretz 
Yisrael and on behalf of Zionism, and also supporting financially. Of course in my 
capacity as Rabbi, I would constantly speak and write about the ideal of shivat Zion and 
rebuilding Eretz Yisrael and the Jewish State. 
 
 Our love for Eretz Yisrael and Zionism we really received from our parents. My 
father A"H was an ardent Zionist and a leader of the Mizrachi in Europe. This was at a 
time when many were opposed to Zionism. He would recount that when he would come 
to a town on behalf of Mizrachi, there would be an anti-Zionist delegation waiting to 
protest his arrival.  
 

Seattle/Kew Gardens 
 
 Living conditions in Manhattan's East Side were difficult for our growing family. 
We could not find an affordable, decent apartment. In 1948, we moved to Seattle, WA. 
Yakov, Ziporah, Rebecca and Esther were born there. 
 
 Life on the West Coast was pleasant and gratifying. The children grew up in 
Seattle which was a very interesting community. While far from New York, and the 
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Jewish community not too large, (at that time there were about 10,000 Jews in Seattle), 
Jewish life was very vibrant and Orthodoxy played a significant, I would say a leading 
role, in the community. That being the case, there was an opportunity for creative work to 
be done there. I built up a Yeshiva Day School, and as long as the children could attend 
the school there, I felt that the community was the kind of community they could grow 
and develop in. And then, 10 years later, we decided that the children had reached the 
point where they needed a more advanced level of Jewish education. Dvora was already 
away from home attending the Yeshiva University High for Girls in Brooklyn and living 
with Hannah and Joe Sokolow in Boro Park. We moved back to New York in 1958. We 
settled in Kew Gardens where I had my rabbinical position as rabbi of Adath Yeshurun 
Synagogue. 
 
 We sent Shlomo to Yeshiva Rabeinu Yaacov Yosef (RJJ) because we wanted him 
to get the best schooling we could provide, and at that time this yeshiva had a very fine 
reputation. He attended there for a year or two and then he went to RIETS. Yakov 
attended Yeshiva Dov Revel and then Chofetz Chaim Yeshiva for high school and then 
RIETS. Ziporah, Rebecca and Esther attended Yeshiva Dov Revel and then Central High 
School in Brooklyn and Manhattan. Shlomo aand Yakov received semicha from Yeshiva 
Rabbeinu Yitzchok Elchanan. Dvora and Ziporah graduated from the Teachers Institute 
of YU and all the girls graduated from Brooklyn or Queens College. 
 
 In 1968 I left the Kew Gardens Synagogue Adath Yeshurun and retired from the 
Rabbinate to join the faculty at Stern College of Yeshiva University. In the years 
following I continued full time in Jewish education as Professor of Jewish Philosophy 
and Jewish Studies in Stern College of YU and chairman of the philosophy department 
and Adjunct Professor of Hebrew Studies in the Graduate School of New York 
University.  
 

On Writing 
 
 I was always interested in writing. In college, I was news editor of the 
Commentator. I was scheduled to become editor-in-chief, but I decided that it was taking 
too much of my time away from learning so I didn't opt for that. Instead, I was persuaded 
to run for the presidency and I became president of the Student Council, but still 
continued my interest in the Commentator and wrote many of the editorials and columns 
during my senior year. Actual authorship began with my doctoral thesis at Harvard and 
also my doctoral thesis at YU. My objective in writing was really to educate my students, 
congregants and the general public. 
 

Thoughts on Family and Raising Children 
 
 My experience in my own home as I grew up was one of commitment to Torah 
and yiddishkeit. The whole focus of our lives - Bubbie and mine - was to raise a Jewish 
family dedicated to Torah, Ahavas Yisroel and Ahavas Eretz Yisrael. Our children are 
very much involved in the world of Torah and with Eretz Yisoel. They were all members 
of Bnei Akiva; Shlomo and Yakov learned in Yeshivat Kerem B'Yavneh. Esther 
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volunteered for summer work in a kibbutz. The Zionist spirit has always been strong in 
our home.  
 
 Our concern in the education of our children was to raise a well-educated family, 
both generally and Jewishly. We tried to instill them with a love for yiddishkeit and a 
depth of knowledge in Torah, a loyalty to the Jewish people and Ahavas Eretz Yisrael. 
We consider ourselves fortunate that they married husbands and wives committed to the 
same ideals and are raising our grandchildren in the same spirit. Raising our children to 
carry on our traditions is part of a golden chain - the historic saga of the Jewish people.  


