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Jewish Heritage Center 
Spotlight

The First World War was a turning point for Jews, many of whom lived in and 
fought for belligerent nations. For American Jews, the events of World War I 
established the community’s philanthropic drive to help Jews internationally.1 The 
Jewish Welfare Board, organized just days after the U.S. declared war in April 1917, 
ensured that Rabbis were trained as army and navy chaplains and, for the first 
time, the military allowed leave for religious observances. On August 19, 1918, U.S. 
Navy Ensign Rudolph Wyner received a notice about Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur: “Where military necessity does not interfere, leave for men of the Jewish 
faith is authorized from noon September sixth to morning of September ninth and 
from noon September fourteenth to morning of September seventeenth. Where 
impracticable to grant leave arrangements should be made to allow divine services 
to be held wherever possible.”2 Rudolph was granted time to attend Rosh Hashanah 
services that year.

Our collections allow us to tell the stories of two American Jewish soldiers—one 
an immigrant from the Russian Empire and the other born in Boston—who were 
in France in November 1918 as World War I drew to a close. Although their experi-
ences differed greatly, William Marcus and Bernard (Ben) Gorfinkle shared a com-
mon hope to return home to their families in Massachusetts.

Private William Marcus, 345th Infantry, 87th Division: 
“Be sure and bring me the head of the Kaiser”3

Wolf Shevitz was born on June 14, 1892, to Abraham and Sarah Shevitz in 
Bialystok, then part of the Russian Empire and now in Poland. At age 17, Wolf 
“Schewitz” boarded the Lusitania with his 11-year-old brother Leon and 8-year-old 
sister Etel, and arrived in New York on January 15, 1910.4 The siblings joined their 
father in Worcester, Massachusetts; their mother, Sarah, remained in Bialystok.

In Worcester, Wolf met Minnie Feldman, the love of his life. A fellow Russian 
immigrant, Minnie was born on June 23, 1895, in Yelisavetgrad. (The town, now 
in the Ukraine, recently changed its name to Kropyvnytskyi.) Wolf found work as 
a garment cutter, and on November 23, 1914, at age 22, he signed a Declaration 
of Intention renouncing his allegiance to Nicholas II, Emperor of Russia. On this 
document Wolf assumed a new name: William Marcus.

On June 29, 1918, William enlisted in the United States Army. He was sent to 
Camp Fort Dix, New Jersey, for training, along with his friend Charlie Siegel. 
The two remained together throughout their service in the war. William was sent 
overseas to England—where he reported that he found the countryside lovely, but 
the people less so5—and France, where he was stationed as a guard at the American 
hospital in Savenay.6 William was in Savenay in November 1918, when rumors of a 
German surrender and the end of the war came to fruition.

William and Minnie exchanged letters frequently during his time in the service. 
Most of their letters focused on how much they missed one another, with William 
providing very little information about his day-to-day experiences. On November 7,  
1918, William does refer to the war’s imminent end: “As you know allready [sic] 
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that every one of the german [sic] 
allies gave up, so we are expecting 
every minute for Germany to lay 
down her arms. And I think the 
time is near when we will change 
our correspondence for a nice 
personal heart to heart talk.”7 
Although William does not share 
much about his wartime activi-
ties with Minnie, he does hint at 
the difficulties. In the same letter, 
William asked Minnie to give 
their friends, Morris and Bertha, 
who were new parents, “my 
belated congratulations . . . and 
my wish that their boy should 
grow up and mak [sic] a success 
in every way, but should never 
have to make a success as a 
soldier.”8

On November 15, four days 
after the signing of the Armistice on 
November 11, 1918, at 11 a.m., William 
wrote again to Minnie, confident that 
he would soon be home in Worcester. 
“Charlie and I were celebrating the end 
of the war last night. The reason we did 
it 5 days later is that it took Charlie that 
time to realize and me to convince him 
that the war is realy [sic] over . . . Now 
be a good girl and wait patiently for my 
return.”9

Captain Judge Advocate Bernard 
Louis Gorfinkle, 26th (Yankee) 
Division: “Keep from Mother”10

By the time William Marcus reached 
Savenay, Ben Gorfinkle was already a 
seasoned soldier. Born on October 29, 
1889, to Harris and Sarah (Milontaler) 
Gorfinkle in Boston, Massachusetts, Ben 
began his military career in 1913 when 
he enlisted in a Massachusetts cavalry 
unit and served at the Mexican border 
under General Pershing in 1914. A law-
yer who earned his degree from Boston 
University’s School of Law in 1911, he 
was commissioned as a second lieuten-
ant in the American Expeditionary 
Forces when the United States entered 
World War I. Ben eventually earned a 
promotion to Captain Judge Advocate 
in the 26th Infantry Division. Wounded 
twice at Verdun, he received multiple 
commendations and awards, including a 
Purple Heart,11 and, in 1919, the Belgian 
Order of the Crown.

On November 4, 1918, 
Ben wrote his sister Bess from 
Verdun, “Am still here and get-
ting darn sick of it all. Nothing 
to see except the same every 
day [sic] things which now are 
d--- monotonous as we crave for 
home. This peace is a long time coming 
for each day is like a year. We want to 
get home and that is all there is to it.”12 

More concerning, however, was the 
influenza epidemic affecting Boston.13 
“The news about Anna E.’s death sure 
did upset me. The general news about 
conditions in the States caused me more 
anxiety than here at the battle front. 
For God’s sake everybody take care of 
yourselves.”14

On November 11, Ben received the 
news he wanted:

Finis le guerre: finis le guerre—
its [sic] on everybody’s lips. The 
Frenchmen holler it at us as we go 
by them and we holler it in return. 
Everyone has a smile, there is a feel-
ing of released tension but does not 
seem true. It cannot seem possible 
but yet it is if the sound of gun fire 
which is not now heard can be taken 
as a sure sign. And to think that I 
finished the war at a celebrated 
place like Verdun. Have been here 
for some time and I can truthfully 
now tell you that I never expected 
to leave it. Of all the danger I have 
been in since my more than a year 

here, the many long weeks at the 
famous Verdun15 was the worse. 
Now that it is over, Mother dear, I 
can truthfully tell you that many 
times I never expected to again see 
you and my letters have all been 
written with a view not to worry 
you more than necessary.16

Ben was competent and good at his 
job, and others took notice. In March 
1919, Ben believed he would be home 
soon, but was asked to stay in France to 
help settle remaining legal cases. In April 
1919, he was offered a position as an 
aide to Bernard Baruch, staff advisor to 
President Woodrow Wilson and mem-
ber of the Paris Peace Commission. Ben 
remained in Paris until July 1919, first 
as aide to Bernard Baruch during the 
American Peace Commission and then 
at the signing of the Treaty of Versailles 
as an aide to President Wilson.

After the war
Minnie Feldman did wait for William, 
and on June 27, 1920, the couple mar-
ried. William and Minnie had three 
sons, Joseph, Seymour, and Norman. 
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The family remained in Worcester, 
and prospered. William entered the 
manufacturing trade, eventually own-
ing a factory that produced women’s 
bathrobes. William died on February 
22, 1978, Minnie on May 3, 1982.

Ben returned to Boston and married 
Freida Edinberg in 1921. He continued 
to practice law, and at the recommenda-
tion of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
was appointed Field Supervisor of the 
War Manpower Commissions for New 
England during World War II. Ben and 
Freida settled in Newton, Massachusetts, 
and had three children, Herbert (a vet-
eran of World War II who was present at 
the liberation of Buchenwald), Ruth, and 
Sarah. Ben died February 14, 1974.

More information on the Marcus 
and Feldman Family Papers is avail-
able in the collection finding aid, 
located online at findingaids.cjh.

org/?pID=3482853. The Bernard 
Gorfinkle Papers have been digitized. 
For more information visit the online 
finding aid at digifindingaids.cjh.
org/?pID=201608, or to request access 
to the collection, email reference@
ajhsboston.org. 
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