JEWISH WHITE SLAVERS IN ARGENTINA:
THE DIMENSIONS AND IMPACT OF A SOCIAL PLAGUE

Hamm Avni

Introduction

The image of Argentina held by European Jewry in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was of a particularly “impure” country amongst
all other migratory destinations open to the Jews at that time. This image
was intimately linked to the prominent and exceptional number of Jewish
white slavers and prostitutes in Argentina, especially in its capital, Buenos
Aires. The Jewish community of Argentina called their co-religionists who
engaged in the white slave trade “temeim” or “impure ones.” The phenom-
enon of prostitution and white slavery accompanied the development of
Argentine Jewry since its earliest days in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, and continued into the mid-1930s. Jewish white slavers found
in Argentine society in general a huge and insatiable demand for Jewish
women and girls from Eastern Europe, which they endeavored to supply.

The primary actor in this drama is the Argentine male who seeks to
satisfy his sexual needs and desires through prostitution. This central
figure—on whose account the drama is played out—is frequently identified
in the sources as the “client,” no distinction being made between this type
of “purchaser” and other consumers. This fact is possibly not fortuitous: the
term may well reflect the attribution of a form of legitimacy and sanction to
the “client’s” acts by the wider society within which the drama was enacted.
A society’s attitude to the “clients” in its midst is likely to find expression
in the laws it passes to regulate prostitution, as well as the degree to which
these laws are enforced. These factors all function as important additional
protagonists in the drama in which “clients”, pimps, white slavers, and
prostitutes constitute the primary actors.



14 Haim Avni

I have discussed the phenomenon of prostitution in Argentina at length
elsewhere, comparing the situation in Argentina with that of Palestine at the
beginning of the twentieth century, during the British Mandate period, in
the early years of the State of Israel, and in the present day.' Here, I wish to
examine two specific aspects of this multi-faceted phenomenon:

a) The presence and power of the temeim, the “impure ones” on the
“Jewish street,” their influence on the self-image of Argentine Jews,
and on how Argentine society at large viewed the Jew;

b) Numerical data relating to the femeim provided by the various sources
currently at our disposal, and the necessary conclusions in relation
to the role played by Jews in the prostitution trade in Argentina to
which this data leads.

The temeim —the might of their presence

When the city council of Buenos Aires passed the first laws regulating
prostitution within its jurisdiction in 1875, among the thirty-five “ma-
dames” who requested a license to operate the brothels they ran were at
least four who—according to their names—can be identified as Jewish. It
is fair to assume that, already at this stage, Jewish pimps and white slavers
operated behind these women.? The respectable Jewish community, in par-
ticular those of its members who came from Eastern Europe, only discov-
ered Argentina at a later date.

In his memoirs, Marcos Alpersohn, the chronicler of Mauricio, the first
settlement of the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA) in Argentina,
included the following description of his initial encounter with the temeim.
This occurred shortly after his arrival on the Tijuca in August 1891:

Next to the green iron gate of the immigrants’ house we found about
ten women dressed in finery and several men, pot-bellied and wear-
ing top hats. They entered into conversation with our women through
the holes in the fence ... These creatures began to describe our con-

1 Haim Avni,- ‘Temeim’ —Sachar be-nashim be-Argentina u-be-Israel (“Impures” —
White slavery in Argentina and in Israel), Tel Aviv, 2009.
2 TIbid, p. 88
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dition to us in black and threatening colors ... Many of our innocent
women began to weep ... the result was that several of them [i.e., the
immigrants] ... took their possessions, their wives, and adult daugh-
ters and went off to places from which they would never return.

On his first Sabbath in Buenos Aires, Alpersohn and some friends visited
the small, neglected synagogue run by the first congregational organization
in Argentina, La Congregacion Israelita de la Republica Argentina. Its
caretaker, a Polish immigrant, told them that, “Our brethren from Poland
and Galicia ... are virtually all involved in brothels.” According to Alper-
sohn’s memoirs, Dr. Wilhelm Loewenthal, Baron Maurice de Hirsch’s rep-
resentative and the first administrator of the latter’s agricultural settlement
project in Argentina, visited the immigrants the day after their arrival in
Buenos Aires. Loewenthal informed them that, despite the fact that noth-
ing was ready or prepared for them at Mauricio, “no possibility exists for
delay or of leaving you here in the city until the houses are built” because
“the clean and pure families must separate themselves and leave here lest
the impurity cleave to them.”

Loewenthal’s apprehension concerning the potential influence of the
“impure ones” upon the new immigrants is reflected not only in Alpersohn’s
memoirs, published thirty years after his arrival in Argentina, but also in
Loewenthal’s own letters to the Baron from that same year (1891). These
reports indicate the ubiquitous presence of the femeim in the settlers’
absorption: from their descent from the boat to their arrival at the first and
sole colony of the JCA, Mauricio, then merely in the initial stages of its
establishment. In the mid- September and early October 1891 , Loewenthal
reported the despicable propaganda—intimating that the Baron and the
JCA had sold them into slavery— which the temeim had seeped into the
ears of the immigrants who arrived on the Petropolis and Porto Alegre. The
disseminators of this false information came from among people who had
arrived aboard the Tijuca, on which Alpersohn had come, and had joined
the ranks of the temeim. Their purpose was to ensnare new victims for their
business from amongst the bewildered immigrants.

3 Mordecai Alpersohn, Kolonia Mauritzio, Dreisig yohrigue ICA kolonizatzie in Argen-
tina (Mauricio Colony: Thirty Years of the JCA Settlement in Argentina), Buenos Ai-
res, 1922, pp. 18-21, 23, 25.
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Loewenthal did all he could to prevent any elements suspected of
involvement in prostitution from gaining access to the settlement. When he
was informed that three brothers and two women who had arrived together on
the Petropolis were in fact pimps and their “merchandise,” he immediately
investigated the matter. He discovered that one of the women, who claimed to
be the wife of the older brother, was indeed apparently married to him, while
the other woman, whom he described as made up coquettishly, maintained
that she was the second brother’s bride. Despite his doubts, Loewenthal
decided to send the group on to Mauricio in order, in his words, to prevent
desecration of the good name of the Jews—hillul haShem, as he phrased it
in Hebrew—from occurring in Buenos Aires. At the same time, however, he
instructed the administrator at Mauricio to keep a close eye on the group. At
the first signs of prostitution activity, he was to turn them over to the police.

Despite such endeavors, the settlement—which at that time was no
more than an assemblage of several hundred immigrants living in awful
conditions, most of them unemployed—could not be kept out of the reach
of the “impure ones.” The Baron could have learned this from Loewenthal’s
reports. In one of these he speaks about a sixteen- or eighteen-year-old girl
whose father had sold her to a brothel in Buenos Aires for 800 pesos. In
order to escape this fate, the girl fled to a well-to-do neighbor, of French
origin, where she was employed as a maid. In another case, Loewenthal
was informed—and reported to the Baron—about a brother and sister who
had applied for and received a license from the district authorities to open a
brothel in Carlos Casares, a townlet close to Mauricio.

Ties between the immigrant settlers and family relatives who had preceded
them to Argentina and become involved in prostitution there were also
unavoidable. Loewenthal presented just such a case to the Baron when he
reported that relatives of two of the settlers at Maurico had established the first
brothel in Palacios, close to Mosesville, the Jewish colony which preceded
the Baron’s settlements, operating it with Russian Jewish prostitutes.

The presence of the temeim in Argentina was thus well known to Baron

4 The Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People (Jerusalem), Microfilm, reel
1, part 6, Loewenthal’s notes from 12.9.1891, in his “Diary” (sent to the Baron togeth-
er with his letter), as well as letters from 13.9.1891, 27.9.1891, 1.10.1891; the “Diary”
entries from 2.10.1891, 3.10.1891, 6-8.10.1891; a letter dated 15.10.1891; the “Diary”
entry from 21.10.1891; and a letter dated 15.11.1891.
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de Hirsch from the first year in which his settlement project effectively
commenced. It was also known to the journalist Theodor Herzl. In his sole,
historic meeting with Baron de Hirsch, on Pentecost of June 1895, Herzl
sought to enlist the Baron’s support for his plan for the establishment of
a Jewish state. During the conversation, conducted in the Baron’s palace
in Paris, Herzl said, and subsequently recorded the comment in his diary:
“Your Argentinian Jews behave in a disorderly fashion, I am told. One item
rather shocked me: the house they built first was one of ill repute”. To this
Hirsch interjected: “Not true! That house was not built by my colonists”. It
is very doubtful, of course, whether Herzl’s provocative remark endeared
him to the Baron or aided his cause.’

Herzl could have learned more about the power and significance of the
“impure ones” in Buenos Aires six years later, when he received a large
and lavish album, adorned with numerous photos, which the Argentine
Zionists presented to him and to the delegates of the Fifth Zionist
Congress.® Alongside praise for the Zionist leader and the Congress’
delegates, composed in elegant Hebrew and embossed in large gold letters,
the album contained a detailed description of the nascent Argentine Jewish
community in its initial period of consolidation. The final chapter of this
comprehensive portrayal—written, as the remainder, by the journalist Jacob
Simon Liachovitzky—was devoted to the white slavers.

To the misfortune and shame of all mankind, there are between 1,800 and
2,000 Jews in Buenos Aires who belong to this immoral branch, of whom
between 500 and 600 are male and the rest female ... They come directly
from Russia, Romania, and Galicia ... Some of them own true slave houses

designed for immoral purposes ... They have their own organizations
separate from those belonging to the “hypocrites” [die Witische] (as they
call the upright Jews).

He went on to detail the latter:

Religious: three synagogues in rented halls ... 1) The Romanian
synagogue, established in 1891; 2) the First Warsaw synagogue,
established in 1894; 3) the Second Warsaw synagogue, established

5 Theodor Herzl, The Complete Diaries of Theodor Herzl, edited by Raphael Patai,
translated by Harry Zohn, Herzl Press, New York — London 1960, Vol. 1, p. 21.
6  Central Zionist Archives (Jerusalem), Herzl Collection.
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in 1900. Charitable associations: “Hevra Kedusha and Bikur Ho-
lim” [Burial Society and Sick Visitors’ Associations], the “Warsaw
Association for the Sick and Deceased,” and the “Old Age Home”
in which twenty old and worn-out [oisgediente] residents live
... In addition, they have many other organizations in which they
spend their time and support their brethren in straits, when they are
captured outside the country or are visited by a disaster inside the
country.

To this, Liachovitzky added sarcastically: “In this matter they are very
united—not like Jews at all.”

He devoted a special section in his report to the issue of the cemetery.
wherein he stated that, “Up until 1900, their dead were buried together with
ours, the upright. But once the authorities recognized the ‘Ashkenazi Hevra
Kedusha’ [The community’s burial society—H.A.] as a legal entity ... the
white slavers have been completely excluded, to the extent that even their
dead are no longer buried with ours. In August 1901, they purchased a separate
cemetery.” At the time, the respectable Ashkenazi community in Argentina
did not possess its own cemetery, and for another ten years continued to bury
its dead in a plot leased for allotted time-periods in non-Jewish cemeteries.

According to Liachovitzky’s testimony, the prominence of the temeim
in Buenos Aires did not derive solely from their religious and charitable
organizations. He indicates that the weekly Di Folks Shtime, under the
editorship of Abraham Vermont, was also under their influence, if not control.
This weekly began appearing in 1898 and continued publication until 1914,
longer than all the other early newspapers. Liachovitzky’s statements in
this regard were possibly influenced by a degree of literary and journalistic
rivalry with Vermont, as well as by the latter’s reservations concerning
Zionist ideas. Nonetheless, Vermont’s stern, abrasive, and dubious character
allows us to think that he did not balk at cultivating connections with people
whom he considered a potentially significant source of revenue for the
paper—even if he also attacked them on occasion.’

7  Lazaro Schallman, “Historia del periodismo judio en la Argentina,” Comunidades
Judias de Latino America,1970, Buenos Aires, 1970, p. 151; Victor A. Mirelman, Jew-
ish Buenos Aires, 1890-1930: In Search of an Identity, Detroit, 1990, pp.169-70.
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Liachovitzky’s testimony concerning the theater, another central aspect
of Jewish social life in Buenos Aires during this period, provides even more
reliable and direct evidence concerning the prominence of the Jewish white
slave traders. “Since the month of August [1901] they also have a Jewish
theater in which actors and actresses from their ‘crowd’ present Goldfaden’s
operas and other works once or twice a month; to our regret, many of the
‘hypocrites’ go ‘to see the theater.”” Two important communal services—a
cemetery and theatrical presentations—were thus in the possession of the
“impure ones” long before the upright community was able to acquire such
public assets.

The white slavers’ strength derived primarily from their connections
with the authorities. Liachovitzky testifies that,

They conduct their “business” openly, and frequently bring in new
seduced and wretched Jewish girls. Up until now, it has been impos-
sible to discomfort them for the following reasons: 1) Even when the
governmental laws are against them, the “law enforcers” are in league
with them and form their open supporters. When one of them is
arrested, a judge immediately releases him the following day; 2) They
do not allow any of the “hypocrites,” when they know he is Jewish or
identify? him as being so, to enter their “houses,” in order to prevent
people from uncovering their secrets. The great effort which Jews and
noble non-Jews have expended in fighting this gang is consequently
worthless because the government officials protect them.

Liachovitzky concluded his account with a suggestion indicative of the way
in which the Zionist Congress was perceived as the central body regulating
all the affairs of the Jewish people, a view prevalent at the time, particularly
amongst Zionists: “It is very advisable that Jews worldwide should establish
an international Jewish league against this gang, with branches across the
globe, in order to protect our Jewish daughters from disaster. The Zionists
here will be the first to join this league and will bring it much benefit ...”

Liachovitzky’s estimate of the number of the “impure ones” in Buenos
Aires in 1901—between 1,800 and 2,000—was apparently exaggerated,
since, according to various calculations, the total Jewish population in
Argentina during this period numbered no more than 14,700. Around seven
thousand of these lived in agricultural settlements, while many others



20 Haim Avni

resided in cities in the interior.® Nevertheless, his statements relating to the
organization of the temeim, their connections with the authorities and law
enforcers, and most particularly the depressing impression their massive
presence imprinted on the center of the city—the location of the largest
concentration of respectable Jews—are reliable.

This gloomy reality deteriorated even further during the first decade
of the twentieth century. In 1910, Rabbi Samuel Halfon, the Chief Rabbi
of La Congregacion Israelita de la Republica Argentina, presented a
comprehensive report to the administrative council of the JCA, on whose
behalfhe was employed in Buenos Aires. This report contained information
regarding the composition and condition of Argentine Jewry in that year. In
similar fashion to the survey that Liachovitzky presented to Theodor Herzl
and the Zionist Congress, Halfon’s account covered all aspects of Jewish
public life in Argentina. His detailed descriptions were based on accurate
information which he systematically collected in the capital and during
his trips through the length and breadth of the Republic. He devoted a
special report to “this awful element, the refuse of humanity ... the traders
in human flesh, the [Jewish] white slavers * According to Halfon, their
number reached into the thousands, the majority being of Polish origin—
either from Warsaw or from Galicia—as well as a considerable number
of Romanian origin. They were divided into two parties: the suppliers
and brokers who frequently traveled to Europe to bring new women, on
the one hand, and the purchasers—the owners of “houses” who settled in
the capital city and the provinces—on the other. Halfon further indicates
that all the women in the brothels they operated were Jewish. “According
to the latest statistics provided us by the Asociacion Nacional Argentina
Contra la Trata de Blancas,” he wrote, “108 of the 204 brothels currently
operating in Buenos Aires are in Jewish hands. All these relate to officially-
recognized prostitution. With respect to non-regulated prostitution, which
is much more widespread, here, too, as far as we know, our co-religionists

8  Sergio DellaPergola, “Demographic Trends of Latin American Jewry,” in Judith Lai-
kin Elkin and Gilbert W. Merkx (eds.), The Jewish Presence in Latin America, Bos-
ton, 1987, p. 94; JCA, Rapport de la Direction Générale au Conseil d’Administration,
Paris, 1901.

9 JCA, Séances du Conseil d’Administration, Séance 24.9.1910, pp. 195-203:
Halfon, Buenos Aires, 3 May, 1910.
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are not in the last place.” He followed this observation with the assertion
that, “The share of Jewish prostitution in the provinces is generally even
larger.”

In Halfon’s opinion, the damage inflicted on the good name of Argentine
Jewry by the “impure ones” derived not only from their large number but
also from their protuberant character, “and above all, their provocative
organization.” He described the nature of this behavior in detail:

The Jewish pimps are easily recognizable both by their speech and
their appearance. The Polish jargon [Yiddish—H.A.] which they
use, which grates so heavily on the ear, marks them out to all the
passersby, who turn their heads when they hear the shouted conver-
sations and vociferous arguments they conduct in the middle of the
street ... On the other hand, the shameful appearance of the Jew-
ish prostitutes in the streets of the city, its theaters, night clubs, ca-
sino, etc. also largely contributed to consolidate the damage ... By
their appearance at all times and in all places, they draw everyone’s
attention and turn themselves into overly-frequent subjects of con-
versation. Above all, however, it is the organization of the Jewish
pimps and “patrons” which constantly provokes general indigna-
tion. Only the Jewish pimps in Buenos Aires possess their own ca-
fés, which effectively serve as clubs—or more accurately commer-
cial “bourses.” You have to see these cafés, located in the center of
the city (at the intersection of Corrientes and Libertad, Libertad and
Lavalle, and Parana and Tucuman Streets), open all hours of the day
and night and always full of people, both inside the premises and
on the sidewalk. Men of all ages, but mostly young, strong, stocky
figures bedecked with jewelry, are to be found there, drinking and
playing while conducting their business. You have to read the vehe-
ment protests, so frequently published in the capital’s newspapers,
against these meeting places in order to understand the scope of the
scandal and shame they bring upon our whole community. These ca-
fés serve in effect as the pimps’ official offices and constitute above
all a scandalous provocation imposed by these criminals upon all
the upright and peaceable citizens who pass by ...

In addition to the congregation of the temeim in the cafés in the center of
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the Argentine capital and the “bourse” for the white slavery trade which
they conducted therein, Rabbi Halfon also noted the other institutions op-
erated by this “community”: a cemetery in the town of Avellaneda (whose
official name was then Barracas Sud), across the city’s southern border,
“and their synagogue, in which they gather for prayer ... on the holy days
and when they bring their companions for burial. This synagogue, which
is located right in the center of the city (on Lavalle Street between Lib-
ertad and Talcahuano Streets), is known to everyone as the synagogue of
the ‘men of darkness’ [tenebreux] and carries on its exterior a sign saying
‘The Warsaw Jewish Association—Barracas and Buenos Aires.””

Rabbi Halfon painfully indicates that the “impure ones” constantly
made much of their Jewish identity. Due to their prominence—and the lack
of a corresponding prominence of the respectable Jewish populace—all
Jews were identified with them. All practice of prostitution in Argentina
was consequently attributed by the newspapers and by public opinion
exclusively to Jews.

In the cities of the interior, which Halfon toured on behalf of the JCA,
the presence of the temeim was frequently even greater: “The Jewish pimps
and prostitutes are represented there in an even larger proportion than in
Buenos Aires,” he wrote. In the manner of small towns, here the scandals
were more prominent and substantial: “In every place I visited on my last
journey through the Republic, in the small towns and cities alike, only rarely
did I fail to encounter pimps from among our co-religionists and Jewish
prostitutes,” he wrote. Halfon listed some of these places by name: Rosario,
Bahia Blanca, La Plata, Tucuman, Ingeniero White, Balcarce, Vedia, and
others—including Carlos Casares, the town with a train station in close
proximity to Mauricio, which possessed two brothels.

In Mendoza and Santa Fe, where he did not find any Jewish brothels,
Halfon was nonetheless sufficiently knowledgeable to point out that such had
existed not long before but had been forced to close for lack of business. In
contrast, he made special mention of Rosario and Bahia Blanca. In the former,
Jews formed the majority of those arrested when the local police conducted
raids designed to enforce the laws regulating the legal practice of prostitution
in the town. In the latter, all prostitution activities were in the hands of Jews,
to the extent that the local residents referred to the Day of Atonement as the
“Festival of the Pimps,” since on that day all the brothels were closed.
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While Rabbi Halfon concluded his report with an apology for its
miserable and depressing contents, he recognized the necessity of recording
the facts on paper, because “a patient who seeks to hide his illness from
himself will have but very little chance of ever recovering from it.”

When Halfon wrote his report, he and Henry Joseph, who served as
the Rabbi of the Congregation until Halfon arrived in Buenos Aires, were,
on the basis of their administration of the Jewish organization Ezras Noshim
[Women’s Help], members of the Asociacion Nacional Argentina Contra la
Trata de Blancas. At the time, Ezras Noshim was merely a representative in
Buenos Aires of the London-based Jewish Association for the Protection of
Girls and Women, a large Jewish organization in Britain.'” In his capacity
as an official of Ezras Noshim, Rabbi Halfon was well acquainted with the
reality in which he lived and worked. In his account, however, he saw no need
to describe the internal organizational structure of the “impure ones” in the
manner Liachovitzky had done in his report, which detailed the difference
between the Romanian, and Russian white slavers and those of Polish origin.

In the interval between the reports of Liachovitzky and Halfon—the first
decade of the twentieth century—the two organizations operated by the
temeim, the Sociedad Israelita de Socorros Mutuos Varsovia andthe Sociedad
Israelita de Socorros Mutuos Aschkenazi, both obtained recognized legal
status. The cemetery was under their joint ownership, although the specific
sections of each organization were clearly and systematically defined. The
mutual assistance they offered, which, according to the platform of both
organizations, was designed to provide religious and charitable services,
effectively served as a professional alliance whose internal—unwritten—
rules formed the core of their power. Their common denominator was
complete and absolute control of the women enslaved to them, by means
of whose bodies they created vast revenues, only a minute part of which
the women retained. The discipline which the leaders of the organizations
imposed upon their respective members was intended to prevent the stealing
of women by one pimp from another. By its means, the sale of women from
a brothel owned by one pimp to that of another was arranged, assistance
was given to members in cases of entanglement with the legal authorities,
and large sums were accumulated to pay the bribes necessary to maintain
the protection of their businesses by the law enforcers.

10  Avni,-Temeim, Ch. 6.
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The close association maintained by the Argentine white slavers with
the poor districts of Jewish Eastern Europe guaranteed the continuous
import of Jewish girls and women, many of whom were already involved
in prostitution in the large cities, and even the smaller towns, across the
“Jewish Pale” in Czarist Russia, Galicia, and Romania. The passage of time
only enhanced the presence and power of the temeim. Although in 1907,
and even more so in 1913, their peace was temporarily disturbed when
the Federal Parliament discussed, and later passed, a bill designed to limit
their activities, their apprehensions soon subsided and, together with their
protectors, they returned to business.

While the First World War, which greatly reduced the level of migration,
also affected the import of new women, the beginning of the 1920s saw
a renewed momentum in the business in which the “impure ones” were
engaged, as well as an increase in the extent of their influence. This was
strikingly reflected in the purchase of new premises by the Warsaw
Society, located at 3280 Cordoba St., a great distance from its previous
center. These consisted of a luxurious, two-storey building surrounded
by a garden. The premises housed a synagogue, a hall for celebrations,
offices, and a social center. The writer Leib (Leon) Malach, one of whose
plays about Jewish brothels had been performed in the city on the heels
of a bitter public controversy, described the ceremony in which the
Torah Scroll was dedicated, Malach being resident in Buenos Aires at the
time:

They wended through the street the ceremonial procession custom-
ary in Jewish communities .... At the head, the rabbi of the pan-
derers, concerning whose smichas [sic; Rabbinical Diploma—H.A.]
not too great an examination had been made. Followed in order the
gabbai, the shammas, the chazzan, the shul officers and holy men,
all bearing the Scrolls of the Law, the shu/ fixtures, the decorations
and ornamentations. And behind them their flock, the pimps, the
brothel keepers, the prostitutes.!!

The hostility towards the organized presence of the “impure ones” in the

Jewish community at this time—the mid-1920s—was insufficient to effect

11 Leon Malach, “Buenos Aires: Two Generations in the Argentine,” The Menorah Jour-
nal X111, No. 4 (New York, August 1927), p. 415.
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any change in the prevailing circumstances. The Ezras Noshim Association
did attempt at this juncture to bring a claim before the court in the Province
of Buenos Aires—in which the two white slavery organizations were reg-
istered as required by law—to divest the latter of their legal status on the
grounds that the organizations were clearly involved in illegal activities. This
petition ran foul of police corruption, however, and made no headway. The
inspector of the legally-recognized associations in the Province unreserved-
ly accepted the self-presentation given by the white slave leaders—that they
operated innocuous organizations devoted to mutual religious and charitable
assistance. Despite detailed information proving their involvement in crimi-
nal activity, the court refused to divest them of their legal status.

The sole success registered during this period came through the
intervention of the Jewish organizations, which persuaded the diplomatic
representative of the Polish Republic to request the Argentine government
to prohibit the “impure ones” from including the name of the Polish
capital—Warsaw—in the name of their organization. This request was
granted, compelling the white slavers of Polish origin to alter the name of
their organization. They replaced it with the name of one of their original
leaders, 7zvi Migdal, long deceased. In public consciousness, this name
came to represent white slavers and Jewish pimps past and present, a fact
which obscured the existence of the second white slavery organization.
The latter, comprising Jews of Russian and Romanian origin, had in the
meantime changed its name from “Ashkenazi” to “Ashkenazum.”

The source of the white slavery organizations’ strength derived first and
foremost from the financial resources at their disposal. Julio Alsogaray,
Chief of the Seventh Police District of Buenos Aires in the second half of the
1920s—under whose jurisdiction lay the largest concentration of the Jewish
community in the city—published a book in 1933 following his retirement
from the force. The book was devoted in toto to Alsogaray’s fight against
the white slavers. With respect to their financial resources, he wrote: “The
‘Migdal’ and its pimp members own two thousand brothels which house three
thousand women, who receive on average three thousand pesos a month—
i.e., 108,000,000 pesos a year. The activities of the second organization,
composed of Russians and Romanians ... known as ‘Asquenasum,’ bring
in fifty percent of the sum of the first organization—i.e., 54,000,000 pesos
a year.” In addition to these two organizations, French, German, Italian,
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Spanish, and Argentine white slavers also operated in Buenos Aires at the
time. However, Alsogaray estimated that the combined business and profits
of'the latter amounted to only halfthose amassed by 7zvi Migdal (54,000,000
pesos). He summed up the situation in the following words: “The profits
accrued from the operation of brothels reach 216,000,000 pesos annually, a
sum which goes straight into the pockets of the white slavers, whose total
number does not exceed three thousand.”!?

This estimate of the income of the Argentine prostitution “barons”
is likely to be exaggerated: Alsogaray possibly augmented it in order to
buttress his bitter criticism of the two authorities which protected the
barons—the municipality and the police—a subject he discussed in his
book. The capacity of each of the owners of the large brothels to contribute
significant sums as bribes was considerable. Nor were the capital assets of
the Jewish white slaver organizations negligible. Researcher Gerardo Bra
testifies that he personally examined several of Tzvi Migdal’s annual reports
and found that the organization’s income for the four months between 1
July, 1925 and 30 October, 1925 amounted to 30,360 pesos. According to
Bra, in the twenty years of its official existence—from 1906 to 1926—the
revenues accrued by this organization amounted to 275,204 pesos.

The significance of these sums is evident when they are compared with
the resources available to Ezras Noshim. As noted above, this organization
was founded in order to fight the “impure ones” and rescue their victims.
In 1933, thirty-three years after its formation as the local branch of the
London-based Association for the Protection of Girls and Women, the
latter’s General Secretary stated that its total investments in Buenos Aires,
from the inception of Ezras Noshim to that moment, amounted to £5,635—
the equivalent of 101,430 pesos. While the average annual amount at 7zvi
Migdal’s disposal was 13,760 pesos, Ezras Noshim had to make do with
an average annual sum of 3,073 pesos.”® The personal and organizational
financial resources of the “impure ones” were therefore immense, enabling

12 Julio L. Alsogaray, Trilogia de la Trata de Blancas, Rufianes — Policia — Municipali-
dad, Buenos Aires, 1933, pp. 142-43.

13 Gerardo Bra, La Organizacion Négra, La Increible Historia de la Zwi Migdal, Bue-
nos Aires, 1982, p. 33; CAHJP, Ezrat Nashim 4349/16, Samuel Cohen to the Execu-
tive Committee ... Sociedad Israelita de Protection [sic] a Nifias y Mujeres, London,
9.1.1933, p. 4. The rate of the peso to the British pound at that time stood at eighteen
pesos to one pound.
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them to influence all those around them. Led by an energetic group of
bosses, the Jewish white slavers consequently enjoyed a financial status
that was difficult to rival.

The temeim did not only have financial resources with which to reward
those who curried favor with them. Alsogaray testifies to the fact that at the
beginning of his career as a low-ranking policeman in the Third District
of the capital, its commander lay in the iron grip of a pimp by the name of
Naiman, due to the commander’s enamourment of a “madame” by the name
of Rosa, under Naiman’s control.'* Sexual favors thus also constituted an
important means by which to corrupt police officers and officials. According
to Alsogaray, political party activists and leaders also participated in the
“fun.” The fact that such prominent public figures protected and fully
cooperated with the pimps who supplied them with services at their brothels
merely reinforced the latter’s insolent behavior and self-confidence.

Alsogoray’s claims are verified by the statements of the Federal Senator
from the capital, the socialist Mario Bravo. During a discussion in the
Senate of the law which finally formally outlawed prostitution in Argentina,
in 1936, the Senator proclaimed:

The brothel, Mr. President, is an institution which serves in the Ar-
gentine Republic for electoral purposes. If it exists despite the activ-
ity of certain governors and the laws and ordinances instituted by
legislatures and municipalities, this is due to the systematic resis-
tance displayed by the ballot-brokers, who find in gambling halls,
drinking houses, and brothels the most appropriate bases for the ex-
ercise of their influence ... several electoral committees employ the
distribution of tokens, checks, and coupons for exchange in brothels
for electoral purposes.

These circumstances were, indeed, embedded in the fundamental attitudes
prevalent in Argentina’s male Catholic society, which accorded tacit ap-
proval to the need for prostitutes. As far as that society was concerned,
white slavers and pimps fell into the category of providers of needs recog-
nized and known by all."s

14 Alsogoray, Trilogia, pp. 149-50.
15 Congreso Nacional, Camara de Senadores, 18.9.1936, pp. 280, 282. For further de-
tails, see Avni, Temeim, Ch. 2.
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The “impure ones”: numerical aspects

It can confidently be asserted that the economic standing of the tmeim,
the influence they exerted on the authorities appointed to enforce the law,
and their great prominence in the Jewish neighborhoods, over the course
of decades constituted hard facts during the length of their existence. In
contrast, their true number is very difficult to calculate. We have already
seen that Liachovitzky estimated their number in Buenos Aires in 1901
as between 1,800 and 2,000, 500 to 600 of these being men. Around ten
years later, Rabbi Halfon also spoke in terms of thousands of temeim with-
out distinguishing between pimps and prostitutes. The number of pimps is
hinted at, however, by the number of prostitutes.

Concerning the latter, we possess some details, even if only partial. In an
attempt to regulate the activity of prostitutes and supervise the “profession”
by means of municipal laws, the Buenos Aires municipality established an
official registry in 1889 with which every woman who wished to engage
in prostitution was required to register. The registry was under the aegis
of the Dispensario de Salubridad (Health Clinic) established at the time
to provide close medical supervision of prostitutes in order to detect and
prevent the spread of venereal diseases. The records it kept included details
regarding the citizenship of the women registered. Since the large majority
of the women from Eastern Europe were Jewish, its records are helpful
in estimating the number of Jewish women registered as engaging in
prostitution in Buenos Aires.

Two researchers, Boleslao Lewin (1974) and Edward Bristow (1982),
have indeed provided such estimations.'® Lewin employed information
provided him personally—or published—by Judge Carlos Bernardo de
Quirds regarding the citizenship of 16,458 women registered as prostitutes
during the seventeen years between 1899 and 1915. On the basis of this
data, Lewin estimated that of 4,928 prostitutes who arrived in the city from
Czarist Russia, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Romania, around 4,000

16 Boleslao Lewin, La Colectividad Judia en la Argentina, Buenos Aires, 1974, pp. 50—
51; Edward J. Bristow, Prostitution and Prejudice: The Jewish Fight against White
Slavery 1870-1939 Oxford, 1982, pp. 117-18. Although Lewin does not cite biblio-
graphical data relating to the source from which he gathered his information, it is vir-
tually certain that it derives from the records of the municipal Health Clinic.
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were Jewish. On the basis of a range of details from various sources relating
to the registration of Jewish prostitutes between 1889 and 1913, Bristow
arrived at an estimate of 4,248 for these twenty-four years.

In both cases, these figures relate to cumulative statistics over many years.
Since they do not reflect the death, departure from the city, or retirement of
prostitutes during this period, they do not provide any evidence concerning
the number of registered Jewish prostitutes practicing in Buenos Aires
in any particular year, merely testifying to the number of new prostitutes
who registered in that year. At the same time, during this whole period
it was a well known fact that alongside the “legal” prostitutes there also
operated “secret” prostitutes. The number of these—amongst whom were
many Jewish women—was given to wild speculation and conjecture which
lacked any factual basis whatever.

Documents from the Ezras Noshim Association, as well as Alsogaray’s
testimony, indicate that the Jewish white slavers made every effort—
including illegal means—to obtain official registration for the prostitutes
whom they exploited. Thus, for example, since according to law only
women who were twenty-two or older were eligible to register as engaging
in prostitution, the pimps frequently falsified the age of the women they
brought who were under twenty-two. Considerable weight can thus be
ascribed to the records kept by the Health Clinic. On their basis, we are
allowed to conclude that the number of Jewish prostitutes in any given
year was only in the hundreds rather than the thousands. Since many pimps
lived off the income from several prostitutes—sometimes ten or more—
their number was much smaller than either Liachovitzky or Rabbi Halfon
estimated. This was true both prior and subsequent to the First World War.
It would also appear that in the second half of the 1920s Chief Police
Alsogaray lacked accurate figures when he wrote, as we have seen, that
at that time the members of Tzvi Migdal owned 2,000 brothels with 3,000
prostitutes.

Alsogaray’s statement that the number of pimps and white slavers, the
majority of whom were Jewish, reached around 3,000 was refuted by his
own actions, when he succeeded in cracking down on the Jewish criminal
organizations in the first half of 1930. In January of that year, a prostitute by
the name of Rachel Liberman complained that the leaders of Tzvi Migdal,
with whom she was well acquainted, had robbed her of all her savings
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and assets. She presented her complaint to the honest police captain Julio
Alsogaray, and it was then investigated by an honest and fearless judge-
investigator, Manuel Rodrigues Ocampo. Such a rare combination of a
female plaintiff, an honest police captain, and a vigorous judge-investigator
led to an operation which succeeded in eliminating the organized presence
of the “impure ones” in the Argentine capital, as well as the curtailment of
their activities in some of the cities of the interior.

In the wake of Rachel Liberman’s complaint, the police captain and
judge conducted a thorough and comprehensive search of 7zvi Migdal’s
premises and confiscated all the documents found therein. They further
ordered the arrest and preventative custody of all those registered in the
membership lists which they discovered, on the grounds that they were
members of a criminal organization. The two men further requested and
received—at least partially—the cooperation of the police authorities in
some of the cities of the interior. On the strength of a custodial order, they
also pursued those who fled to neighboring countries.

The daily press, to which Alsogaray and Ocampo supplied detailed
information concerning their actions, also greatly reduced the ability
of the sponsors and protectors of the femeim to come to the latter’s aid.
Furthermore, the military coup instigated by General Jos¢ Félix Uriburo,
which took place on 6 September, 1930, put an end to the corrupt regime of
President Hipdlito Yrigoyen and the rule of the Radical Party in the country.
The latter had repeatedly been elected in democratic general elections since
1916, and had become corrupt in office.

These events were accompanied by great hopes for a moral
transformation within the country. Alsogaray was promoted to a central
top-ranking position in the police force in Buenos Aires and was awarded
a citation for his fight against the white slavers. He very quickly realized,
however, that corruption had merely found new beneficiaries, and he
was compelled to retire shortly afterwards. The number of Tzvi Migdal’s
leaders brought to trial and sentenced was minimal, the endeavor to
charge them all with membership in a criminal organization also failing.
The operation did lead, however, to the removal of the legal status
previously enjoyed by the organizations run by the femeim, together
with the consfication of their assets. From the end of 1930 onwards, their
organized presence was thus eliminated, and virtually all members of
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both Tzvi Migdal and the Ashkenazum were scattered to the four winds.!”

Alsogaray and Ocampo’s comprehensive campaign against the “impure
ones” was conducted with the assistance of the Jewish community,
represented by the Ezras Noshim Association. Alsogaray and Ocampo
invited its General Secretary and key motivating force, Selig Ganopol, to
accompany them on their night raid on 7zvi Migdal’s premises. Ganopol
in turn provided the two men with extensive information garnered prior to
1930 concerning the members of the two white slavery organizations.

The “wanted” list which Ocampo disseminated consisted of 442 names,
108 of whom were apprehended and arrested before the conclusion of their
trial, while pursuit of the remainder continued. In his book, Alsogaray also
published alistentitled “Alist of pimps (rufianes) members of * Tzvi Migdal.””
This included 446 names, 49 of which were those of women. Appended to
323 of the names was the number of their criminal file (Prontuario). Next
to 222 of these was a notation indicating offenses related to the prostitution
trade (Rufian). Likewise, 101 names were accompanied by an identity card
number or other criminal files.

Alsogaray’s information in this respect appears to be based on police
records. According to his statements, these lists were compiled on the basis
of material confiscated from the organizations belonging to the “impure
ones” in preparation for their trial. Since the list contains a number of
names of people long deceased—including the founders of the Warsaw
organization, Louis (Tzvi) Migdal and Noe Traumann—we can assume
that, as with that of prostitutes, this list also includes members from past
years and not only current members.

17 The drama in which Rachel Liberman played the key role is discussed at length in
all the literature on the topic. See most recently and extensively, Yvette Trochon, Las
rutas de eros, La trata de blancas en el Atlantico Sur: Argentina, Brasil y Uruguay
(1880-1932), Montevideo, 2006, pp. 307-33. For earlier treatments, see Gerardo Bra,
La Organizacion Négra, pp. 115-65; Mirelman, Jewish Buenos Aires, pp. 197, 217—
20; Bristow, Prostitution and Prejudice, pp. 317-19. Rachel Liberman was also the
subject of a historical novel by Myrtha Schalom, entitled La Polaca, Buenos Aires,
2003. An appendix contains personal documents belonging to Rachel Liberman given
to the author by Liberman’s granddaughter. Rachel Liberman is the central protagonist
in Nora Glickman’s play 4 Certain Raquel, (See Ellen Schiff and Michael Posmick,
Contemporary Jewish Plays, Austin, 2005) and of her research The Jewish White
Slave Trade and the Untold Story of Raquel Liberman, New york and London, 2000.
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Selig Ganopol also had at his disposal an additional list of 192 names
of “The shameful members of the 7zvi Migdal Organization, Cordoba [St.]
3280,” together with their precise addresses. Twelve of those mentioned
lived in towns outside the capital, some of these small and remote. Apart
from one name, all also appear in Alsogaray’s list. Many of those whom
Alsogaray records, however, are not in Ganopol’s list. Like Alsogaray’s,
this was arranged alphabetically by surname. Unfortunately, it stops at the
end of the letter R. Whereas up to this point Alsogaray’s records include
331 names, Ganopol’s list numbers only 192—58% of those in Alsogaray’s
list. Since it is implausible to assume that the “shameful” members of 7Tzvi
Migdal did not include any whose surnames began with subsequent letters,
we can estimate the proportion of these who appear amongst those mentioned
by Alsogaray to be 58% as well. With this complement, Ganopol’s list
most likely included 257 members of 7zvi Migdal. The indication of their
addresses allows us to speculate further that they were all members of this
organization of “impure ones” that year.'

Alsogaray also provided his readers with a list of the members of the
Ashkenazum, the second organization run by the “impure ones.” This
records 146 names, 24 of them women, but does not include any additional
accompanying information. A further list, bearing the title “Suspected
Members (Socios Sospechosos),” which constitutes a direct continuation
of Ganopol’s report, contains 45 names and full addresses, four of which
are women. These records were apparently garnered from much wider lists.
Each name bears marks indicating that it was checked and rechecked by the
compiler of the list. These names do not appear in any other list.

When we combine the record of the members of the two organizations
which Alsogaray published in his book with Ganopol’s list of “suspected
members,” we arrive at a total of 637 names of white slavers and pimps
known to the police and included in the confiscated records, though with
no distinction between past and present members. This number drops
significantly if we narrow our focus to those whose full address was known
to the police in 1930. The 257 estimated members of 7zvi Migdal, combined
with an unknown number of members of the Ashkenazum from the list of

18 Alsogaray, Trilogia, pp. 226, 271-85; CAHIJP, Ezrat Nashim, Ganopol Collection. Al-
sogaray’s lists have been recently reprinted by Larry Levy in La mancha de la Migdal,
Historia de la prostitucion judia, Buenos Aires, 2007, pp. 269-91.
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146 compiled by Alsogaray, totals less than ca. 400 white slavers, pimps,
and “madames.” This is a far cry from the “thousands” of white slavers to
whom Alsogaray alludes in his exaggerated generalization. It is also too
small a number to have controlled, as Alsogaray intimates to have been
the case, the majority of those engaged in the prostitution trade in Buenos
Aires, or in Argentina as a whole."”

Support for this conclusion comes once again from the pages of
Alsogaray’s book. The final appendix bears the title, “List of the owners of
the premises in which brothels are located.” This list contains 229 detailed
addresses of facilities owned by 223 landlords. Alsogaray noted that he
recorded the names because their owners—who received an outrageously
high rent from the pimps—frequently employed diverse ways and means
to prevent illegal brothels from being shut down.?® In fact, an examination
of the list demonstrates that only twenty-four of the names belonged to
Jews, only one being a woman—Gefia Jaschan, who owned three premises.
Likewise, while a large number of the addresses were in Jewish districts,
many others were located in elsewhere in the city.?!

The small number of prostitutes registered when Ocampo and Alsogaray
cracked down on the Jewish white slavers corroborates the relatively minor
extent of Jewish prostitution. In an official letter dated 19 August, 1930, the
director of the municipal Dispensarios Antivenereos informed the President
of Ezras Noshim that 281 authorized prostitutes were currently known to
be working in Buenos Aires. He gave the number of women of Polish,
Russian, Ukrainian, Romanian, and Austrian nationality as being 108. Even
if all these women were Jewish, they would have only constituted 38.5% of
the total. Since Ocampo and Alsogaray did not target the prostitutes, their
number at that precise point must refer to the possible share held by the 7zvi
Migdal and Ashkenazum organizations in the operation of legal prostitution
in Buenos Aires.*

19  Alsogaray, Trilogia, pp. 287-89.

20 Ibid, p. 126.

21 Ibid, pp. 291-97. Four names had no accompanying address, while fifteen of the ad-
dresses belonged to five landlords, including those owned by Jaschan.

22 CAHIP, Ezrat Nashim INV/4349, Daniel Torello, Director to the President of the So-
ciedad Israelita de Proteccion a Nifias y Mujeres, August 19, 1930.
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Conclusion

The numerical size of the temeim was sufficient to stain the name and rep-
utation of the entire Jewish community in the eyes of Argetine society—to
such an extent that the latter attributed the phenomenon of prostitution as
a whole to the Jews. Bitter evidence of this circumstance comes in a state-
ment made to Rabbi Halfon by the Chairman of the Asociacion Nacional
Argentina Contra la Trata de Blancas, Dr. Arturo Condomi. The latter’s
efforts to include representatives of the Catholic Church within this orga-
nization—alongside Jewish and Protestant representatives—ran up against
repeated resistance on the part of junior Catholic officials. When Condomi
attempted to discover the latter’s motives, the Archbishop of Buenos Aires
gave him two explanations: first, that it was difficult for Church officials
to sit alongside representatives of other religions; and secondly, that “the
Jews should be left to wallow in their shame.” This obviously reflected
the Archbishop’s view that the prostitution trade as a whole and the need
for the protection of women and girls were exclusively Jewish affairs.” As
we have already seen, Alsogaray similarly attributed the lion’s share of the
trade to Jews.

The temeim thus succeeded in bringing about a situation in which
white slavery was considered to be an exclusively Jewish profession. This
opinion matched the apprehensions of the Argentine Jewish community. At
the same time, however, despite their scope, the numbers and activities of
the “impure ones” were not sufficiently extensive to make them the sole, or
even the principal, suppliers of the demand for the services of prostitutes
among the Argentine masses. They shared this “task” with numerous other
white slavers of other ethnic groups, whose number was greater than theirs.
Nonetheless, the ostentatious and vocal presence of the Jewish temeim in
the center of Buenos Aires left the others in the shade.

23 Avni, Temeim, p. 133.





