



























































supplied some of these. He used to have one of
these stores that had no windows, and it was
closed with boards, and in front were captains’
chairs, real captains' chairs. The captains sat
in them. And I as a kid used to sit there with
these fellows with their wind-burnt, wrinkled,
furrowed faces, and their horny hands. They used
to bring shells from the South Seas. We had
everything there, coral and so on. And I would
sit there and talk with these old characters. It
was down on the waterfront then, down on Clay
Street, right near the Ferry building. And I was
a kid, see. That's one reason why I'm cosmopolitan,
and I like all peoples, all cultures, and all
religions. I romped around Chinatown and among
the Italiani, and Siciliani, at Fisherman's Wharf,
and I used to see the ships at their moorings.

Did you ever go out on any of those Whitehall boats?
No, I never went out.

I don't have any information about the Fogels. How
big a family are they?

Oh they had three sons. They had five daughters.
They weren't a prominent family. They were nice
people.

what about the Fogel brother who married the
Magnin? [Harriet Magnin Gassner]

That was my Uncle Jake. He was a clerk all his
1ife. Uncle Jake and my mother lived together for
many, many years after they got divorced.

They lived in the maternal home?

When the rest of them died they lived together.
They were company for each other. And then when
he died my mother came down and lived with us.

So then Jacob never remarried?

No, neither did my mother. My mother should have.
She was a nice looking lady. She could have.

pid they have children? Did Jacob have any children?
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speak, and then he would talk on the Midrash. He
had a good background, a good Jewish rabbinical
education. And then in my early years here, I
used to go to Sinai Temple and some of the Conser-
vative or Orthodox synagogues on the second day,
and speak. So I would do the same thing, because
1 learned this from watching him. He was a very
distinguished man, a very nice man.

I'11l tell you who was a very colorful man up
in San Francisco, and that was Rabbi Jacob Nieto.
Nieto was a character. He looked like a combination
of Mephistopheles and Jesus. He had a little goatee.
He was a Sephardic Jew. I think he was born on one
of the Caribbean islands, and he was a very glib
speaker and a very daring man for his day, too.
He was quite unconventional but a very brilliant
man. He was a prominent Mason. They admired him
greatly. He was a good speaker.

Then they had a rabbi up there (I won't mention
his name). He was the one I told you about who
married the couple while they were laughing. He
was calling Jacques, Jackass, all the way through
the ceremony. They had a few of them up there.

But, there were also some other rabbis up there
that I didn't pay much attention to.

But your close friends were young men in both
Emanu—El and Geary Street?

Well, I didn't know too many of them in Emanu-El,
I knew most of them in Geary Street.

Wwho else besides Leo Rabinowitz and Sol Lesser?
Oh, I wouldn't remember.

Why did you retain this long attachment, friend-
ship with Leo Rabinowitz?

Well, it's like David and Jonathon, We were
puddies, pals--I was almost like a member of his
family.

iIs there somebody whose last name is Hochwald
that you recall?
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a crusader. He got over that when he went to New
York. I just gave some money to a good cause in
his memory.

Introspection

Interest in People

[With the recorder turned off, Rabbi Magnin reads
a page or two from the draft of his unfinished
autobiography "The Tale of Three Cities."]

When you read these sections of your autobiography,
what you indicated is that you apparently were
aware of the various kinds of social differences
in the city. You were thinking about them, and
aware of them, and you were quite interested.

I was aware of them and interested in people, and
things, and nature, and life.

Your contacts primarily were with your grandfather
and his friends and his business associates on the
waterfront, so you got to know them.

Well, that was on certain Saturdays. I wasn't
hanging around there all the time. I was playing
with the kids like anybody else.

I see. Were you really an introspective child?

Very. I'm a mixture of an extrovert and an intro-
vert. It's a funny thing. There are moments when
I must have isolation and I build an inner world.
Einstein says he did this. I build a wall around
myself. But, most of the time when I'm with people,
I like them--when I'm fooling around and kidding
and laughing, and telling stories and listening.
It's a mixture of both. See, I can get along with
a multimillionaire, with a pauper. I go out to
the club-- the doorman there, and every janitor in
this building are my friends. I've got a word for
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I guess this is the Los Angeles one.

In the days when you were a part of whatever the
local Zionist organization was, this was unusual
for a Reform rabbi?

Yes, it was.

Did you then, or did you later, get any opposition
from members of your board? Or members of the con-
gregation?

Never once. Not by a single soul. Nor have I

ever had any opposition in the fifty-seven or
-eight years in the Temple from the board on
anything. On an¥thing. There's never been an
argument. There's never been a quarrel. They've
never said don't or do. And everything I've ever
asked, they do. And most things they want to do
before I ask. There's never been a problem. Never
been a problem.

You were completely free.
Absolutely.

I did notice that there were members of your own
congregation--the leaders, like Dr. Edelman and
Marco Newmark--who were favorable to the Zionist
position.

Well, I got Marco interested. Edelman was very
Jewish at heart. I got Marco interested.

I thought it might have been the other way around.
No, I got Marco interested. I got him involved in
it.

Wasn't he the first president of the Nathan Straus
Society for the Advancement of Palestine?

Yes, Nathan Straus. But that was a little organi-
zation that raised some money for something--I
don't know what it was--in Israel.

I'm interested in the leadership because I didn't
know whether they had brought you along or vice-
versa.
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Magnin: No. In those days there were a handful of Zionists.
They were a little Yiddish-speaking group. But
they were an insignificant little group. Nobody
paid any attention to them.

In San Francisco when I was a kid there were
two women, two sisters, who were Zionists. I didn't
know any others.

Chall: Who were Drs. George Saylin and Louis Reynolds?

Magnin: Saylin wasn't a member of our Temple. He was an
eastside Jew. But he was very active in all these
different things.

Chall: And Dr. Louis Reynolds, was he a member?

Magnin: Reynolds, for a short time was a member of our
Temple and then he went to Sinai. Actually, he
was a rabbi and I studied with him in San Francisco.
When I was a kid I took some lessons from him.
But he became a doctor. He went to Sacramento,
officiated, studied medicine, and then came down
here as a doctor. But he leaned more toward Con-
servatism and was much more of a Zionist than I
would be.

Chall: And Theodore Strimling?

Magnin: Strimling was a nice little man. None of those
belonged to our Temple. His widow still lives.

Chall: Aaron Riche.

Magnin: Aaron Riche is now a member of the Temple in the
last few years. He's a sweet man. He was secre-
tary of everything. There wasn't a meeting that
Aaron wasn't there. He was God's representative.

Chall: He told me, though, that when he came to the com-
munity you told him that if he wanted to hold
Zionist meetings in the Temple, that the Temple
was open to him.

Magnin: Sure, I always let him alone, sure.
Chall: He remembers it though with real feeling.
Magnin: He's a sweet man. I used to call him God's shamus.

Because we couldn't have a meeting without Aaron.
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He was a character. You'll never see his like
again. [Laughter]

I began getting prominent Zionist speakers
you see, when they would come to town; I didan't
bring them here. 2nd then they had a dinner for
me in New York; Lipsky wanted me to be their rab-
binical representative like Abba Hillel Silver
became later. And I said I wouldn't do it. I
said, "Let me work my own way through the back
door. I can go to a dinner party and do you more
good than riding on a white horse. I don't want
any orders. You people don't want a leader, you
want followers, and you'll send me a wire to boy-
cott the City Hall and I won't do it. I don't want
any orders from you. I'll work my own way, I'1ll
help you."

I didn't want to go around to different towns
speaking every night, staying in strange hotels.
I don't like this kind of life, I don't need it.
I mind my own business here, and that's why our
Temple is what it is.

Some people think that you were a bridge between
the Reform non-Zionist-thinking people and the
Zionists.

That's really so. I understand both people and
both sides. And I think I have the respect of
both of them. Except for a few extremes, maybe.

For instance, they're going to honor me on
their twenty-fifth anniversary. And, yet, I'm not
an ardent active Zionist. I don't go into this.
They also know that I'm a bridge between the Jews
and the non-Jewish community. They know that too.

I see that in terms of your Zionist activities it
went from working for the Nathan Straus Society
to . . L]

Nathan Straus came out here. That's how they
started that. And, incidentally, he came to the
City of Hope. It wasn't the great big thing it

is today--an international organization. It was

a little bitty thing run by a few Jews. They had
a little cottage. They had a picture of an ostrich
on it. Straus means ostrich in German. [Laughs]
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So, they painted an ostrich on the front of it,
instead of his picture. [Laughter] It was funny.

In 1919 you were chairman of a mass meeting
sponsored by the Zionist organization to protest
against Arab atrocities.

There was always a protest against somebody; some-
thing was always bothering the Jews. We used to
have meetings, mass meetings, at the Philharmonic,
or down at the Shrine. Aaron was always there.

He was the one who made all the arrangements; had
the lead pencils all ready.

Did you know Louis Marshall at all? Did you meet
him?

I met him, but that's all. Louis Marshall was,

I think, president of Temple Emmanu-El in New York.
When they put up the building he didn't even ask the
rabbis. He was sort of an arrogant--not mean--but
snobbish, arrogant, stuffed shirt, type of Jew.

He'd always help the Jews out; he would help the
eastside Jews, but he would look down on them.

You know what I mean?

In other words, to him they were Yids. He
was the German Jew. He did a lot of good in his
own way. He was spokesman for the Jew in those
days.

Yes. And he was here during the celebration of
the eleventh anniversary of the Balfour Declaration.

I don't even remember it. Have I got that there?

Yes. And you made some statement about the fact
that you commended the bigness of mind of Marshall
and his group.

They're not Zionists, you know.
That's right.

Or anti-Zionists. I was just reading that he and
Schiff and these men helped form the Jewish
Theological Seminary in New York, the Conservative
group. Even though they were Reform they thought
that those rabbis would Americanize the eastside
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Jews. They regarded the eastside people as a
bunch of barbarians. But it didn't work that way.

This was the real reason. And it only came out
recently in a book called Poor Cousins which I spoke
on from the pulpit a few weeks ago. The poor
cousins are the Russian Jews and soon they become
the rich cousins.

In 1936 and in 1953 you went to Israel. Have
you been there since 195372

Yes., I have a few times. On cruises mostly.
I stayed two or three days.

It's remembered, I think, by many people, that
when you did go, in 1936, you spoke favorably
about the homeland for the Jews.

It wasn't Israel then. It was under the English.
They already had Arab riots.

But you did come back speaking favorably about the
need for developing a homeland, of some kind, in
Palestine.

Right. 1In those days Tel Aviv was a village, a
mere village. Just a beach with a few houses.

It was nothing, believe me. Pathetic. They had
riots. In fact, we had to get the train to Haifa
outside of Tel Aviv, and we didn't get off at
Haifa, we got off at Carmel station. They even
had soldiers on the train.

I made a trip around the world with my family.
The kids were little and we took them out of school
and went all around. In those days the world was
different.

Not much difference today when you go from one
country to another?

You go to Spain and you see condominiums like in
Los Angeles and Miami.

Every year I've been away, in Europe, or
Asia, or Africa someplace, Australia.

That must have been a most interesting trip for
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Chall: you and your wife and children.

Magnin: Oh yes. We went to Egypt and rode on camels, saw
the pyramids; oh, it was fascinating. There were
very few travelers in those days. It was different

then.

Chall: I'm, of course, interested in knowing your
evaluation of how you felt about Palestine at
that time.

Magnin: I felt that I'd like to see the Jews get a foothold

there, and do something decent for themselves.

Chall: At the time you felt that there would be develop-
ment of Jewish culture?

Magnin: Well, it was an idealistic thing. This was the
basis of it. They forgot that when a thing gets
big it gets unwieldy.

The American Council for Judaism

Chall: During the war and immediately afterwards there
was strong anti-Zionist activity in this country.
The American Council for Judaism, I guess, was
its main spokesman.

Magnin: I never had anything to do with them. I wouldn't
let them talk in my pulpit. I've never joined it.
I didn't blacken them up or fight them in a bitter
way, but I just ignored them completely and had
nothing to do with them.

Chall: Are there some members of your own congregation who
could have been members?

Magnin: Not very many that I know of. I think we have a
record in that respect; there were mighty few, if
any. I can't even think of their names. We never
had this problem. Somebody was remarking about
that; they went over the records too. Somebody
had done some research on my attitudes toward
Zionists. They were amazed to find that at that
time, in the whole city, we were free of this,
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compared to other cities. No, we never had this
hostile attitude.

Do you think that that would relate to the fact
that the leadership, particularly of the Reform
congregations, wasn't interested in it? Wouldn't
give it leadership?

There was really only one Reform congregation for
a while, and then another one sprang up. It
wasn't too substantial.

They attribute it to me, but I don't take
credit for it. I don't know what it was. The
fact is that there was very little said about it.
We never had any real battles here on it.

Maybe you should take some credit for it.
Maybe; who knows. What difference does it make?

It's interesting when one compares Los Angeles
to San Francisco or perhaps, Chicago.

It was the one exception. I suppose if I'd taken
the other side it might have done some harm. See,
our people never put up a battle on this thing.

We kept them on an even keel always. I never have
these difficulties, I don't know why. Partly
history, partly just circumstance, partly maybe
I'm a little bit responsible, I don't know why.

We never had this. Any time.

With the establishment of the state of Israel
and the need for sending increasing amounts of
money, the Israeli Bond drives and that sort of
thing--I wondered whether, in 1954, your congre-
gation was one of about seventy-five that set
aside a period of time during the high holy days
to sell Israeli Bonds.

No, never did.

You were honorary chairman of this drive.

No, I never sold a bond in the Temple. I probably
was chairman to ask the congregations in the city

to do it, those who wanted to do it. I may have
made a speech on it, not a whole speech, but men-
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tioned it from the pulpit. But we never, at any
holiday, had this distinction. I never allowed
them to sell bonds, to stop our service and sell
bonds and raise money. Even for our own institu-
tions. We have never collected a nickel on the
holidays. Never. We mention it, that's all.

Does your Temple take any other interest in
working for Israel?

Not as a Temple. We don't go on any committees

as a Temple. I keep them out of everything like
that. As an individual, I can go in for what I
want. But as a rule I rarely, rarely use the name
of the Temple. The Temple has all kinds of people
with all kinds of opinions. I've no right to
speak for them.

Have you ever been a member of the American Jewish
Committee or the American Jewish Congress?

Yes, for a while I was a member of the Committee
and then got off. But I was just paying dues,
that's all. I never was active in either one of
them., The Congress never appealed to me.

I want to go back to some of the leaders of the
Nathan Straus Society and have you comment on them.
We talked about Marco Newmark. What about Alexander
Brick?

He was a dear old friend. He was also on the hospi-
tal board with me. He was a member of the Temple.

And Judge Hollzer?

Judge Hollzer was president of the Temple. He

was on the board for years and became president.

He was almost related to me, but not quite, through
marriages. But Harry and I were very, very close.
He was the first president of the Community Council.
And we were very, very dear friends. He was a

fine man.

He was an active leader in the Jewish community.
That's right.

Also a Zionist.
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And also the non-Jewish, too. I'm around every-
place.

That's true. You can see changes going on in the
non-Jewish community. The Catholic church is
undergoing tremendous upheavals.

I don't know how much of an upheaval it is, I
have my doubts about it, There are always some
dissidents among priests and amongst other people,
I'm sure if they want to commit abortion they're
not going to ask permission,

But, in the main, it's a pretty strong
structure, This church across the street [St.
Basil] where one of the cardinals lives, I call
it the medieval fortress. It looks like it., I
told that to Cardinal McIntyre. I said, "The
church is a medieval fortress.," He said, "You're
right,"

It's very cold because it's modern, but
very interesting. I hear the one in San Francisco--
my friend Archbishop Joseph McGucken is the head--
is very beautiful., I haven't seen Joe., He and I
are very dear friends, very close friends,

Well, you think that the Catholic church is not
undergoing the same changes as the Jewish?

Sure, They have changes. Yes. And the synagogue
hasn't changed so much if it's run right. There
are synagogues here that try gimmicks, and guitar
playing, and catering to the kids.

We're going to graduate forty high school
students in another month or so, who came back of
their own accord., And up at our camp we have camp
things. We have the TAG room here--I don't know
if you ever saw it--where they can go in and have
some fun. But never on the pulpit. There's no
monkeyshines, no gimmicks, no cheap stuff.,

We had fine attendance Friday, and Friday
night was a Bar Mitzvah, Saturday morning, with
no stunts, Bar Mitzvahs, or anything we had a fine
attendance, If you know what you're doing, if
you know how to handle people, you don't have to
resort to these things,
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That doesn't mean that everybody is going to
come every week., Does everybody go to the art
museum every week, or to the concert every week?
Not at all. I love music, and lately I haven't
been going to concerts. But I'm listening to
high-fi all day long. It doesn't mean I'm not
musical because I don't go to the concert, or
you're not religious because you don't go to the
synagogue every week,

The main thing is when you do come you should
have respect. And there should be a proper atmos-
phere. You should go away with some feeling of
1ift and some feeling o I'm glad I'm a Jew,.
There is something to life, some meaning."

Unless a rabbi can encourage that feeling--
and I'm sorry to say that most of them can't do
it--this is their weakness. They may be good
men, educated men, very fine people, but they
haven't got that kind of a charisma, an artistic
feeling by which they can touch people. They
haven't got it.

There are many young people going into the Chabad
Houses today.

I don't know that there's so many. There are some,
They are seeking, See, we're living in an age
that is anti-rationalistic, The nineteenth
century was largely scientific, Huxley, Darwin,
and all this., People were academic, and so-called
intellectual, I don't like to use the term. They
were pedantic, and philosophic. Then comes the
atom bomb, the wars, Vietnam, and people say,

"Why is science producing an atom bomb?"

So, now they're seeking. They're running
after something. They don't know what. So, one
goes to a guru, another one goes to Zen. They
don't know anything more about Zen than they know
about their knucklebone. They go about being
Jesus freaks, and Jewish freaks, and Chabad Houses,
and all this., There are a certain number of people
that are--especially young people--some of them
on drugs or trying to get away from drugs too.

Some girl was coming out of UCLA the other
day and she said, "Oh, Rabbi Magnin, I'm Jewish



Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

187

and I love Jesus, Why don't you loye Jesus?"

I said, "Leave me alone. Look, honey, it's a
cold day and I don't mind going to hell. You do
what you want; God bless you. If you love Jesus,
love him." There was a whole crowd standing
around. I said, "I didn't tell you not to. Leave
me alone. I mind my business and you mind your
business. Do what you want. Save your own soul.
Don't try to save me. I'm beyond being saved.”

But you have this., 1It's just like they go
for drugs. I heard of a boy the other day from
one of the richest families. Millions. Everything
to live for. He shot himself. Now, we found out
he took drugs.

The Jewish Press
Tinterview 7, April 4, 1973)

Now, I want to move on to another subject, that
being Jewish newspapers.

Yeah? What about them? We have several Jewish
papers.

I have taken down the names of what I thought were
local Jewish community papers over the years, all
of which seemed to have disappeared, except for

the B'nai B'rith Messenger, the California Jewish
Voice which was just now absorbed by the Messenger--

And then Brin's paper, the Heritage, which is
fairly new compared to the ssenger.

Right. There is also Israel Today. Also, as I
understood it, you began in 1936, along with

Louis B. Mayer, Marco Newmark, and Louis Nordlinger,
a twenty-four page local paper called the Jewish
Community Press to confront anti-Semitism. That
Tasted Eﬁouf two years. And this, apparently, was
set up after some kind of an argument you had with
Mr. Cummins [Joseph] of the B'nai B'rith Messenger.
What was this about?
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Oh yes, Cummins today is one of my very closest
friends, We used to have lunch together once a
week, and now it's maybe once a month. But we're
very, very close friends. He's a fine man.

When he came here as a young man, back in the
thirties, whenever it was, I think he probably
wanted to become kind of a Jewish Hearst. He got
very aggressive in ways that he should not have.
He was bold., There was one short period, this is
when he was first here, when he began to attack
all the leaders of the community. Today he has
a good paper and we are good friends.,

What about your Jewish Community Press that lasted
for a couple of years:s

I don't remember., It was so far back.

Let me read to you a comment that came from
Stephen Wise regarding editors of Jewish papers.
I'm paraphrasing. He said that editors and owners
of Jewish papers in America live on the Jewish
community, utilizing the community to administer
to them and their greed. They are people who
fatten upon their fellow Jews, purporting to non-
Jews to be omnipotent in handling Jewish affairs,
in controlling the Jewish vote, in commanding
Jewish patronage., He went on to say that if
decent, earnest people who are not self-seeking
would get their teeth into Jewish problems a
little more deeply, there would be no room for
such people. It is indifference and dilatoriness
which breeds them,

I know what he meant., He's talking about the
worst kind, It is true., It's a private business.
And it is bad to this extent: the average Gentile
that picks up that paper doesn't know it doesn't
represent the opinion of the Jewish community, but
the opinions of one man who owns that paper. It
may coincide with the interests of the Jewish
community, or it may not. And some of them can
make enemies. - T

And Jews can be blamed for what one guy says
who simply owns the paper and makes a living out
of the paper. This is true., But this doesn't mean
that all they say is bad, or that all Jewish papers
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are bad. Not at all, For instance, Cummins
started out with that defiant and hostile attitude
but he's settled down and has run a different kind
of a paper for many years,

Has the problem of the Jewish press--there were so
many at one time and now there are three--is that
just the same kind of problem as there has been
with the major presses, expense and lack of
interest?

Yes, The Voice, I guess, wasn't making money.
Gatch got sick and old, and he went by the wayside.

Now, I understand that there's a possibility that
the Jewish Community Federation-Council might
take over the Jewish press.,

Well, I don't think that Cummins will sell out.
This would be a very dangerous thing.

You don't think that's good?

I know it isn't good. Because no one group of
people should have all that power, and nobody

else can express a contrary opinion., This is a
bureaucra;y, which is getting bad all over.
They're going a little too far. And I would fight
this., Not only that, but they can't prevent
people from opening a paper tomorrow morning.

No, they can't. However the cost of it is so
great that it would be easier if it were run by
a central organization.

It's a terrible thing if they ever get a hold
of it all by themselves, But it might happen
someday.,

Yes, it might,

I don't think that any one organization should
have a monopoly of anything, I wouldn't care
what it was, Monopolies are dangerous, even well
meant, A benevolent dictator would be the best
form of government, but nobody could take the
chance of it,
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Chall: So, your hope is that the Jewish press would
always be an independent press?

Magnin: Free, Yes,
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VII THE RABBI AS A LINK BETWEEN THE JEWISH AND
NON-JEWISH COMMUNITIES
(Interviews 7 and 8, April 4 and May 7, 1973)

The Movie Industry

For a while today I would like to talk about your
associations with the movie industry, and also
their association with the Jewish community, since
I think it isn't too well covered yet.

Well, in the days of the giants I was very close

to the motion picture industry. Many of the big
producers like Louis B, Mayer--he was on the board
of this Temple for a while=--=-the Warner brothers,
Carl Laemmle, and others, were members here; so were
some of the actors like Jack Benny and Eddie Cantor.
But not too many. I don't think many of them be-
longed or gave to religious institutions.

In the old days there were very few Reform
temples, and I officiated at most of the weddings
and the funerals. I'm in most of the books about
the early years, like Louis B, Mayer's biography,
and the Thalberg book, and the latest one that came
out on Hepburn and Spencer. I'm in all these books,
every one of them,

I used to be very close to Mr, Mayer, I would
go out to lunch with him two or three times a week.
Every Sunday afternoon the Mayers had a brunch at
their home at Santa Monica, and we'd go out for
brunch after Sunday school, and the Barrymores and
all these people would be out there around the pool.
Some were swimming, Some were playing cards. Louie
and his first wife Margaret, and Evelyn and I were
very close., Louie would do anything for me. He
loved me.,
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There was a party for Joe Scott, who was a
very famous Catholic layman around here on his
ninetieth birthday. I spoke at the end, and the
people were weeping. 2And Louie came up to me and
he said, "You're still the greatest."” This is how
he felt toward me,

I married Norma Shearer and Irving Thalbergq,
You can see in the scrapbooks how involved I was.
There were a lot of weddings and funerals.

Oh, yes. I have. I wanted to know something
about these people and your contacts with them.

They're all different, I would say generally,
as far as the community is concerned, that on
bigger things, for instance, like the welfare
fund drives and all, the producers especially,
but also some of the actors, would be part of it.

But, actually, the movie element live in a
world of their own. Socially, with some exceptions,
you know, they go to parties and social affairs,
for their own crowd, and they mingle more in
their own, As a matter of fact, the L, A, Country
Club won't take an actor . They have only one. I
forget his name,

Now our imagery of Hollywood in the early days is
one of loose morals, wild living, and all that

sort of thing, Did this affect the Jewish community
in any way?

No. First of all most, or many of them weren't
loose at all, You read about the wild parties and
the wild people, because they make the news. A lot
of them are good substantial people, but Hollywood
lives by itself more or less,

And did then?

Did then. Yes, there was a certain amount of
mingling of business executives who met at times

at charity affairs, some other things. But as a
rule, Hollywood lives its own life. Most of them
are pretty good people, and whatever shenanigans
others pulled off didn't affect the Jewish community
or any other community as a whole.
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Oh, I see, Did you have any opinion regarding
the roles that the Jews played in movies, about
gangsters, and wars, some stereotyped characters?

You mean lately?
No, even in the early days.

Well, it wasn't so bad in the early days, because
they were afraid of censorship then. See the
Catholic church with the Legion of Decency was quite
powerful, and they used to toe the mark, and they
were very very careful., The looseness got in when
they began importing pictures from Europe which
were made in Europe. So that they now have gone

to the other extreme, but I think a reaction will
set in in time,

Did you know Paul Muni and Edward G. Robinson?

Very well, Paul and Bella and I traveled together
for several days. Both of us spoke for the Jewish
Welfare Fund in St, Louis, So we traveled three
or four days each way and stayed in the same hotel
rooms together., We had a suite of rooms., Yes, I
knew Paul, His first name was Muni., I'm trying
to think of his last name. I forget., But he took
the name of Paul Muni, He was a very talented man,
very nice man, Bella was nice, too. I liked both
of them,

He was strongly identified as a Jew?

Yes, he really used to be on the Yiddish stage at
one time, you know.

And he would go around with the Jewish Welfare--

No, he didn't go around. One or two occasions.
They asked him, because they wanted to get a crowd
and get money, and so he consented to do it.

What about Edward G. Robinson?

He was a very good friend, and he was a very fine
gentleman--cultivated; he had a great knowledge of
art., He never was a member of the Temple. I don't
know if he was a member of any temple, but he was

a very good friend, and I knew his first wife very
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well, In fact we went to a party at her house,
after they had separated. Both are dead now.
Jane, his present wife, I see out at the club.
We are always very friendly. Eddie was a sweet
man,

Many of the movie people go to the Hillcrest
and I'm very close to them there, Georgie Jessel,
the comedian, Milton Berle, Jack Benny, Lou Holz--
I know them all, I've been to so many affairs
where they have put on benefits for people, where
I have either spoken or given prayers, or both,.

So, I've gotten to know some of them rather closely.

Some of them, like the Warners, and Louis B. Mayer,
and Carl Laemmle, and Sol Lesser you knew well
in the early years,

Well, I'm taking Sol for dinner tonight, him
and his wife., We're very close friends. Inci-
dentally, speaking of Laemmle, until about three
or four years ago, I was a trustee--along with
his two children--of his estate,

How did that come about?

Nobody knows. I think he probably wanted a third
party, and he probably felt one was needed per-
haps because of the difference in temperament
between the children. They're both very nice,
but they had differences of temperament. And he
wanted a person who cared, and who, in case there
might be any conflicts, might be able to be a
neutral party, and smooth things out. Not that
anyone expected fights or anything, but differences
of opinion., Fortunately there were no disruptive
arguments, We got along very well,

I don't know. He liked me, and he came over
one rainy day--I'll never forget it--and asked
me if I would do it, And I said, "Yes." Later
on a man from Chicago, a banker, came out on
business concerning the estate, and he didn't
realize that I was Rabbi Magnin., He wasn't sure
and he said to me, "How do vou know so much about
business?" Then he says, "Oh, you're with I.
Magnin.,”™ I said, "No, that's my grandfather.
I'm not in business. I know two and two make
four, It's just plain common sense." He said,
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"Tf I ever come here I'll join your congregation.”

We have the respect of all kinds of people.
See, I am very many-sided, I'm very practical,
I don't like the word idealistic, 1It's pretentious.
It's become crappy. But I'm much of a poet, and
some part of a mystic at moments. I'm very
sensitive to beauty. It's a funny combination,
you see, I can talk to them and make them laugh
and cry within five minutes, you see, because
it's the way I feel,

Well, I think Louis B, Mayer said of you, and
this quotation comes from a long article about
you and the movie industry, "Edgar would fit into
any group."*

Yes, did I ever tell you he offered me a job?
As what?

Anything. We were eating lunch at the Hillcrest
Country Club--this must be over fifty years ago,
certainly over forty-five years ago. And he says,
"Edgar, how would you like to come into MGM?"

I said, "Doing what?" I'm sure he didn't
need me. But he liked me, He said, "Anything,
You can be a director, a writer, or anything
that you want. An actor, anything."

I said, "Are you kidding?" He said, "No."
So, he said, "I'll top anything you'll ever make."
I said, "Put the figure down." I wanted to test
him., He started to write. I said, "Stop it.
I'm not interested., I want to be your rabbi for
life,; not work for you for two weeks. But you're
beautiful and I'll never forget it.," And I never
forgot it.

Well, he appreciated your talents, I guess, 1

*Richard Z. Grimberg, "The People's Ambassador,"
The Jewish Tribune, January 6, 1928,
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don't think he was one to throw around compliments,
was he?

I'm the only rabbi he ever liked. He had no use
for most of them, and he had no use for a lot of
people., He was a genius, This man was a very
strange man, He could be very rough and hard, and
he could be very sweet and tender. You had to
know him,

When I talked yesterday to Judge Lester Roth, he
said that he felt that Louis B, Mayer was one of
the most ingratiating men he had ever known,

He was the greatest actor in Hollywood. He could
put on an act and cry and make the actors break
down and do what he wanted., Oh yes. He was

an amazing man,

But, he had apparently, a great influence in the
political sphere.

He used to take down the phone and talk to Presi-
dent Hoover. I was there when he did it. I

used to eat lunch with him two or three times a
week out at the bungalow. I'd go in there, and
he'd be sitting like this., He had a desk with
pills all over it. He was a hypochondriac,

I'd go in and say, "Louie, get off your cross.
One Jesus was enough."” See; then he'd start

to smile,

I called his office Mussolini's office--a
big beautiful desk. I'd say, "Let's get the
hell out of this office. I want to talk to you."
And once I did., I went to him and we sat on a
board way out on the lot, And I said to him,
"Do you know what I want to talk to you about?"
He said, "About what?" I said, "I want to run
your life for six months." He said, "What do
you mean?" I said, "Not pictures. You're a
genius. I want people to love you and really
know you."

He said, "Well, your chemistry is different
than mine.," I said, "If you're going to talk
chemistry go back to Mussolini's office." That's
how close I was to him, Nobody else would ever
dare to talk to him like that. He was rough.
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Magnin: He was a giant., He was the Jolly Green Giant,
but he wasn't always jolly. But I loved him,
He was kind.

Chall: Why did he know, for example, Herbert Hoover well
enough to talk to him? And I think he made some
of the judges around here,

Magnin: Well, he was powerful, At one time he had a
greater salary than the whole of what the Senate
and Congress make put together, He was a very
powerful man. I guess he contributed to Hoover's
campaign., Anyhow, people recognized the big man
that he was.

Well, I know friends here that just pick up
the phone and talk to Nixon. I can do it myself,
but I don't do it., Because it's not necessary.

I told you the other day Julie Eisenhower called

me up.
Chall: Yes,
Magnin: Did you see the tape of my speech that they got?

The introduction he gave about my knowing his wife
before he did? 1I'll have a copy made for you of
the speech and some of the newsclippings.*

Chall: I'd like to have that. Now I think we've got a
pretty good assessment of Louis B, Mayer., I'm
sure there is much more to tell,

Magnin: Harry Warner was a sweet man.

Chall: Yes, tell me about the Warners. I understand
that they were religious men, and charitable men.

Magnin: Very, very charitable. And by religious I don't
mean they went every week to temple. They had
a fine religious feeling, and especially towards
the Temple. They gave us the wonderful murals,
the Ballin murals., In addition to that, later
on the Warner Youth Center., They've always been
very loyal., They're grand people.

Chall: Is there one Warner brother left?

Magnin: Jack is the only one left,

*Appendix .
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And there were three of them,

There were Harry, Jack, and Major Abe Warner.
Samuel and Milton had died earlier and the murals
were given in their memory. Then there were the
girls, who were very close to us, They have all
passed away.

Large family.

Oh, yes., Their father was a butcher in Ohio, in
Youngstown., They used to say they put the kosher
meat in one case, and the chozzer in back in
another one, Sometimes Jack likes to clown,

They opened a little nickelodeon., I think
Jack sang and they put on an act., I think they
used undertaker's chairs., It was a small thing,
and out of that--look what they became,

They were dear friends of mine. Most of the
top people in the movies were very close, Even
those that weren't Jewish like DeMille, DeMille
was very fond of me. We were very good friends.
Cecil B, DeMille claimed that one of his grand-
parents was Jewish, or partly Jewish, I don't
know,

Tell me about Cecil B. DeMille, You, I understand,
gave him some assistance with his early movies.

Well, the King of Kings came and the Jews made a
big fight about it. First of all, he followed

the New Testament, which is their Bible, and
which is read every single week. There is nothing
new about it. But he cut out some horrible things
like "His blood be upon you . . . "in that
passage where they bring a basin to Pilot and he
washes his hands and says, "His blood be upon you
and your children,"

He tried to show that good Jewish people
loved Jesus as well as the others. He toned it
down as much as you could without ruining the
whole Bible story. And he got abused besides for
it, I wasn't any regular advisor, or paid ad-
visor in the studio working with him, but he
would ask occasionally. He tried to avoid anti-
Semitism but the story itself produces it.
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Magnin: It's like the Merchant of Venice., You can't
make it beautiful, no matter what you do.

Chall: Did you recommend Dr. J. M. Alkow as a research
assistant to DeMille?

Magnin: I'm not sure that I recommended him, but that was
in the Ten Commandments ; I think he did some re-
search., I don't think it was the King of Kings.
I have some pictures with him in a case down 1in
the hall, He sent me the script of the Ten
Commandments, in beautiful red vellum, I have
it at home,

Chall: He would be careful, then, not to offend?

Magnin: Well, he didn't want to offend anybody. He was
selling pictures., Why should he make enemies?
And not only that, he was a dignified man, and
he had a lot of Jewish friends,

Chall: In the sixties when the King of Kings was produced
again, was there any kind o% problem?

Magnin: I don't remember any reaction then, but I remember
the first time. There was one rabbi, in particular,
let him rest in peace. Some of these hotheads
have to have some movement to fight or espouse,
to do something. They have to keep busy. They
get their names in the paper somehow or other.

They made a big tsimmes over the thing, but it
blew over like anything else.

Chall: Well, I assume that you wouldn't want the Jewish
people to be offended by the movies?

Magnin: Of course not., I once asked L., B, Mayer why
he didn't use rabbis in his pictures, and why he
used Catholic priests and Episcopalians. And he
told me, "There's nothing dramatic about a man
who dresses just like everybody else--without
the collar and the vestments and all that,"
He was a dramatic fellow,

Chall: And now we have Fiddler on the Roof with the Chasidim
in their payess and shtreimels.,

Magnin: In those days we wouldn't have thought of such a
thing, Well, the world has changed.
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Sol Lesser, of course, has been a very close and
very dear friend of yours for many years, He has
been very generous, I understand, with the University
Religious Conference,

I was president for many years of it, and on the
board for many years. Oh yes,

As a result of that you were able to get some of
your friends from the film industry to help out?

Oh yes, Also, there was another man there besides
Sol Lesser. It was George Bagnall., He's a
lovely, lovely man, He's non-Jewish, George is
very important in the motion picture industry, not
as an actor, he's a producer. For instance, I
think he was the head of the home out there for
the motion picture people, Anyhow, he was in-
fluential, So, it wasn't Spl alone, but Sol
did help. Sol! helped with a lot of things,

Can you tell me about Walter Wanger,

Yes, Walter was never a member here, he became

a member of the Episcopal church, but we were good
friends and I've always had a great respect for his
ability.

I understand that he headed, at one time, the
Hollywood branch of the Community Relations Commitee.

It's possible. I don't recall,
But was he concerned?

Oh yes, Well, the Jews are most interested in
anything that effects Jewish interests,

In the early days do you have any recollection of
the fact that one of the vice-presidents of the
Jewish Community Committee was reserved for the
film industry, and that Harry Rapf and Jacob Karp
usually were the appointees.,

Well, I knew they always put them on committees.
Wherever they could use them, they did, naturally.

Can you tell me something about these men?
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Harry Rapf, I think, was on the board here for a
while, I'm not sure. But he's a very close friend.
He was out at MGM. He wasn't in the class with
Louie Mayer or anything like that, or Irving
Thalberg, but he knew his business.

And Jacob Karp?
We are friendly; he's not a member of this Temple.

You blessed, recently, Adolph Zukor on his one
hundredth birthday.

Yes. They had a picture of it in the New York
Times. All my New York friends called me; they
thought I was in town. [Laughter]

Tell me about him.

Zukor, I don't think, belongs to any congregation.
He may have given to Jewish causes, but he's never
been active. But they had this great big dinner
and Cardinal McIntyre gave the invocation and

I was supposed to give the benediction. So, I

got up and all I said was, "Well, Moses lived to

a hundred and twenty, who knows?"

Then, I turned to him and I put my hands on
his head and blessed him. And the New York Times
man grabbed it quick, and the next morning it was
in the New York Times. I said, "Why did you do
that?" "He said, "It was so beautiful, the way he
looked up at you." We have a picture of it.

Yes, I saw it. But he was never an active Jew?

No, not to my knowledge. I guess he helped
everything like most people would. Not like the
Warners or Louie Mayer.

Do you know Dore Schary?

Very well. I used to have lunch with him all the
time in the bungalows with Louie Mayer. I saw
his development from a young writer at MGM up to
the time when he headed the studio, and left.

Incidentally, too, when Jesse Lasky died I
officiated at his funeral. He wasn't a member
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Magnin: either, but I do this for people sometimes.

Chall: Can you tell me about Sam Behrendt? He must have
been an interesting person.

Magnin: Yes. Sam Behrendt in the early days, going back
to pioneer days when I came here in 1915-16--Sam
Behrendt was in the insurance business; he was the
fixer of the community. By that I mean if you
needed a doctor he'd get you a doctor. 1If you
needed a rabbi he'd get me. He was a man-around-
town who knew everybody. He was just a character.

He was a very fine fellow, and a character. You
had to know him.

Chall: Norton Stern told me that he was also an amateur
historian, a collector of slides and pictures--

Magnin: Yes, he had also an old census of California, and
things like that. But that was a little hobby of
his. That wasn't his main interest.

Chall: In the Jewish Tribune of January 6, 1928 there was
a two-page article about you and the movie industry.
I'm just going to read you a couple of parts of it
and see how you respond.

"Magnin has broad activities in Southern
California, yet, it is Hollywood first with which
the average California mind associates the young
rabbi whenever his name is mentioned. For, though
Temple B'nai B'rith is situated way downtown . . .
a number of miles away from the city of studios
. . . many a Jewish movie man drives all the long
distance hurrying to Friday night services or the
Saturday morning sermon."

Magnin: Well, that's exaggerated. Some may have. They
came down on the holidays, of course. But, I
can't picture all of them coming down every single
Friday and Saturday. That's a lot of baloney.

Some of them may have, I'm sure, from time to time.

Chall: It's nice to find out, because these articles last
a long time and their inaccuracies sometimes are
considered facts.

Magnin: Oh, these writers . . .
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Chall: This is from the same article:

"His artistic sense is understood by Hollywood,
so no major picture of importance is reviewed without
his being asked to attend with the cream of Holly-
wood. 'Is the film good? How about its moral?

Any corrections to avoid inciting race prejudice?'"

Magnin: That's some more baloney.

Chall: And Grimberg goes on to write that you were asked
for advice regarding Jews in filming.

Magnin: That is true from time to time. But the idea that
I went out on every single film is ridiculous.
Of course, it doesn't make sense. But, I have
been asked many times when there's any question
about things, sure. When they needed me I answered
it. I wasn't going out there regularly. I have
something else to do besides that.

Chall: Were you involved in the formation, or in the
organization itself, at any time, of the Hollywood
Anti-Nazi League in the thirties?

Magnin: I don't remember. I can't recollect. It's a long
time, unless there's something to show it, I
wouldn't be sure.

Chall: I'm not either. I found reference to it in a
graduate student's paper on you [Michael Ellis].
But I don't think I found anything in your scrap-
book, and I was wondering about it.

Magnin: I don't think so. I don't know. If it was a good
cause the chances are I was on almost anything and
everything. But I don't remember.

Censorship

Chall: Do you have any feelings about censorship in the
movies? I think, in the thirties, you said, that
if they were going to censor movies they might
have to. start tearing leaves out of the Bible.
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Yes. I've always been opposed to any form of
censorship. Of course, today there's a certain
conflict. What goes on today under the guise of
art is purely pornography, there's no question
about it. It makes you hesitate whether there
should be some stopping. I haven't seen the

Last Tango in Paris, and I haven't seen Deep Throat,
but from what I hear of it, particularly Throat,

it should certainly be stopped.

On the other hand, where do you draw the line?
And who draws it? So, for that reason I would
rather something like that would go on occasionally
than to have decent things thrown out. After all,
Shakespeare's plays are full of things that to
prudes would be very shocking. I've never been
for censorship. I don't like it.

But they are going quite too far. For in-
stance, they have nude girls in bars. They
stopped that. So, you know what they're going to
do? They're going to have Coca-Cola now. They
won't have liquor. They don't need a liquor
license. They'll sell the girls. They're not
selling the liquor.

You see, they get around anything. You
cannot regulate human nature, only up to a point,
that's all.

So, it's better to leave it alone?

Oh, I think other pressures can be brought in
certain cases, but I don't like to see it legal.

Interfaith Movements

I want to go into your activities with respect to
inter~-faith relationships. How would you charac-
terize your attitude toward inter-faith activities,
like the Conference of Christians and Jews, the
Festival of Faith and Freedom, and Brotherhood
Week?
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Well, I think they all help. I don't know that
they make a great dent on things, but they're all
constructive. I've been interested in all of them--
the Religious Conference--and all of these things.

I think, in the long run, they carry with them
a certain tone and spirit of understanding and
getting together, which is good. But they're not
going to do away with anti-Semitism. Nothing has
so far and nothing will, 100 percent.

In the National Conference of Christians and Jews
is it primarily the leadership who already believe
pretty much in brotherhood who run the organization?

The trouble is that they get people who are already
sympathetic. But some of the publicity, and some

of the things they do--they have certain activities--
might reach people. I don't know. They're all
worth helping, but don't take them as cures or
anything like that. Oh yes, any constructive

thing.

The only name that is familiar to me in the
National Conference is Reverend Clinchy.

Yes, I knew him. He was the founder. Well, you
see when they came out here there was kind of a
conflict between them and the Religious Conference,
which was working on the local level. Perhaps
Clinchy might have gotten together better with
them, but things didn't work out that way, and who
knows whose fault it is. But I helped both at

the time.

Yes, but you were active in the National Conference?

Oh yes, but I gave more time in the early days to
the University Religious Conference.

You received an award.

Oh yes. They've done all sorts of monkeyshines.
I've got every kind of award from everybody.
That doesn't mean anything. [Interruption]

Anything that's positive is worth supporting.
There are so many different things that you can't
give the same to everybody. But you proportion,
you uphold them.
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Do you feel the same about such things as big
advertisements on the Bill of Rights?

It depends what they are, how they are worded,

who says it. If they're said by phonies then I
don't like it. If they're said by real people

and organizations, certainly.

But that is not the total way of reaching people
and changing opinions?

For one thing the Jewish people have to change a
lot to get friends. And I don't know if it's
possible. As a people, we're good people. We're
no better or worse than other people. We're very
charitable, we're bright; we have a lot of
gualities. But I don't think the average Jew has
the capacity of cultivating the average Gentile
in a way to make him like him.

By that I don't mean that he should kowtow
to him, or try to make him like him. That's
where you don't get it, if you try to do that.
Just be normal, natural, and at home with people.
After all, there's a tendency for chip-on-your-
shoulder Judaism--I'll show you who I am. It's
one thing to be defensive, and it's another to
be suspicious, and aggravate yourself and other
people. I think there's too much of it.

pid you have a consciousness toward your role as
a rabbi and a Jew in reaching out to the non-
Jewish community?

Never. I just act like a normal, natural human
being.

It wasn't an intention on your part?

Naturally, it was subconscious. I, naturally,
would want to make as many friends for Jewish
people as I can, and for myself--this is natural.
But no more than I would try to win you as a
friend, just to have you as a friend, and go out
of my way to have you like me. I've always been
myself. And I treat people that way and they
respect that.

I don't pull any punches, but I'm one of the
very few people in the world that can call a fellow
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an S.B. and get away with it and make them like it.

From the very start in your rabbinate when you went
to Stockton . . .

In Stockton I talked to the Woman's Club. I had a
little group of kids at the public library on
Saturday afternoons, and I used to tell them
stories, and tell them about the lives of great
people like Rembrandt and George Washington.

I was wondering whether, as a young rabbi, you

had made a decision--and I don't mean this
crassly--but that you had made a decision that

you were going to present to the Gentile community--

A normal Jew, a normal person.

A Jew that could be understood, and liked, and
a representative of the Jewish community which
they didn't know. This was sort of a conscious
effort on your part.

Partly conscious, and mostly just natural. I mean,
I don't go out with the idea of how many friends
can I make for Jews. That's no way to do it.

I go out with the idea of giving every man
a chance to show himself as to what he is, with-
out prejudices, and treating him accordingly.

Now, when you say that most Jews aren't able to
do this, or aren't willing--for whatever the
reason . . .

It isn't a question of willingness. I don't think
they feel at home with other people. I mean,

I'm a business partner and after six o'clock it's
over. I don't think it's always the Gentile's
fault. I don't think people know how to communi-
cate with their own, even with their own families.
That's why you have fights in families.

Communication is a great gift. This is a
secret of many things. When Clarence Darrow
spoke to a jury he communicated. When I talk
to the congregation I'm talking to them like
I'm talking to you, not preaching. Who needs
this? And I never did.
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Being natural I was able to go to the White
House and make them laugh in the middle of the
sermon, a half a dozen times, and still hold their
attention. [Interruption]

Are you able to transmit your ideas about dealing
with your fellow man, regardless of whether he's
a Jew or Christian, to other Jews, so that they
will cross the barriers?

You can't teach things to people. They have to
have it within themselves to do it.

Now, when I go through your scrapbook--I get the
feeling that Los Angeles in the last number of
years, is a basically conservative and really
segregated community. That there are very few
people that can cross over various boundaries.

Well, that's true in every community. Everywhere
is the same. Only a handful of Jews, for instance,
in San Francisco, know the top echelon goyim there.
Maybe some of the Hellmans and maybe not. Maybe
Cyril Magnin, my cousin--and then I don't know
socially how far it goes. I think the line is
drawn everywhere more or less. That is a hard
thing to buck, because people have their own little
cliques and friends.

That's friendship. What about the professionals?
Let's assume that your son, for example, who's
part of a different generation from you--one would
assume that after X number of years of public
school education, that in his generation there
might be more socializing.

Henry has a lot of Gentile friends. But I'm talking
now about the top social crowd. Jews mix to some
extent with the others, but not too much either--

as much as they should.

What about your son's crowd. It doesn't have to
be at the top.

Oh, Henry's very respected. First of all, for
Jewish things--he's going in the federation where
I got off. I'm still on the Red Cross board.
He's on the Red Cross board. They wanted him to
be president of the Jewish Big Brothers, but he
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wouldn't. He's a very successful man. He's an
amazing man, an amazing man. And I'll tell you why
he's so amazing--he's one of the top producers of
E. F. Hutton Company anywhere in the world.

That's not a Jewish firm is it?

No. Matter of fact, years ago there were very few
Jews. He's the assistant manager at the Beverly
Hills office. But this kid, when he started out,
before he had any business at all and was glad to
get a buck, turned down a big order--I saw him
turn it down. A man came up to him at the country
club one day and said, "Buy me $100,000 worth of
something." And Henry says, "Please don't buy it."
And when the man walked away, I said, "What if it
goes up tomorrow morning?" He said, "It'll go

up. But it's no good. I don't want him to buy
it." That's how he's built up his reputation.
Whether it's a little widow or whether it's a
multi millionaire, or corporation, he's just the
same. In other words, he has all my wife's virtues,
you know.

This kid built up a tremendous business;
somebody overheard a manicurist one day say,
"My broker is Henry Magnin and he gives me as
much attention as he would the Standard Oil
Company." Which is true. Oh, he's a man.

But, regarding social contacts, I would
imagine that the average American Jew, the
descendant of the East European and other Jews,
probably knows how to mix much better than his
father or grandfather who has a little accent and
a foreign way. But, on the other hand, I don't
know . « « Every Jew has some favorite Gentiles.
Some Gentiles have a favorite Jew. This goes on
all over.

But on a broad scale, maybe it was because of
the fear of inter-marriage, or of being shy, or of
feeling they weren't wanted, there isn't enough
getting together between them. See, the rabbis
are now starting this business against inter-
marriage. The Orthodox, and now some of the Reform.

Now, the Orthodox make a big fuss about that,
but not the fact that people all go out and eat



210

Magnin: trayf every day, and don't go to the shul, or
observe other laws. I never encouraged inter-
marriage, but there are times when I will do it
because they're going to get married anyhow, and
why push them away? The rabbis marry two Jews
who don't even go to a synagogue and don't believe
in religion. What makes it so precious? Just
because they're born Jews?

I'm not an ethnic Jew. We are a people, but
I'm not an ethnic Jew. I think it's the religion
that counts. If we give that up, there's no reason
to exist, that is, as Jews.

I don't take these professional stances. I'm
not a professional Jew. I'm a person.

Chall: What about the inter-faith work of the University
Religious Conference?

Magnin: I was a founder of the University Religious Con-
ference here, which is Catholic, Protestant and
Jewish. We have one piece of property in common.
I was president several times, and on the board
God knows how many years. I was very active. I
worked with the university students in the Hillel
clubs. Then we brought them in to the University
Religious Conference later on.

The Catholics, the Protestants, they're all
a part of it. It's not what it used to be.
Times have changed. I don't want to get into all
that, but it was very effective.

Chall: Why did you help found it?

Magnin: Why not? It brought about good will. The
Christians had less to get than we had to get.
students used to speak at the Rotary and other
service clubs. They were a Catholic, a Protestant,
and a Jew, and sometimes a Mohammedan, and a
colored person, and a Japanese.

They went to India; some of them made several
trips to India.

Chall: What was the role of the people like you, the
ministers and the rabbis? Aside from founding it,
what else did you do?
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I noticed that you were active for many,
many years.

Well, I was on the board. Whatever there was to do
I took part in it. I didn't run it. They had
executive secretaries to do that.

Did you have to find a site for the buildings that
were ultimately erected?

I suppose. I can't remember every detail. I was
right in the middle of all of it. So, how far I
went in picking this site or that site is another
matter. But I was on the board all these years.

I got off a few years ago. I got a little
weary of it. See, the religious advisors wanted
to take over everything. We should just raise the
money and they wanted to make all the decisions;

I had nothing against them. I said, "You want
to make the decisions, you get the money too."

It got to be something different than it was.
It still has value. My wife went out there
yesterday. They honored her--the women out there.
It started at the time of the Ku Klux Klan resur-
gence. The Catholics and the Jews were anxious
to start it then. If it didn't produce good will,
it prevented a lot of bad will. At least, for
Jewish people, I'm sure.

The Ku Klux Klan was active in lLos Angeles?

At that time, all over the country. It wasn't
just Los Angeles. In Texas it was worse.

And you felt that the area of the university would
be the place to offset the kind of prejudice re-
presented by the Klan?

It started in the East under Rockefeller's auspices.
It was started by a man--I forget his name. And
then he came out here and we organized. And the
Protestants got into it, the Catholics, the Jews.
Oh, there are pages of what they've done; a whole
history. They could tell you.

It produced a lot of good will,and good
feeling, and a chance to get together. And then
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Magnin: during World War II there was a chaplain's service
corps. Out of that, the women, including my wife,
used to send gifts to the soldiers for Chanukah and
Christmas. In fact, when I was up at the Aleutians

during the war, I saw some of the packages coming
through.

Contacts with Non-Jewish Religious Leaders

Chall: In your relationships with the Catholic and the
Protestant leaders, you've been careful not to
offend their ideas and their ideologies, but at
the same time you would take a stand on your own,
if you felt it was important?

Magnin: Oh yes. If I felt it was necessary I would take
a stand on my own. But I won't go out of my way
to offend them. I don't see any reason for doing
this,

Chall: Now, I noticed that twice in your replies in the
press--when the Supreme Court made the decisions
on prayer in the public schools and on teaching
the Bible--that you did part company with the
conservative Protestants and with Cardinal
McIntyre.

Magnin: Well, I think the opponents of church and state
are taking too much of a legal point of view on
it; not that it can't be taken advantage of.
But, there are other ways of getting around it.
And I think the influence perhaps of lawyers
among our leaders has made for a very legal
attitude.

After all, England has church and state and
they don't persecute Jews, and Hitler did it
without any religion. So, this doesn't prove
anything. I think they could have certain prayers,
a silent prayer, at least. Let them have a silent
prayer, anyone according to his own heart. Or, if
they were to have things like the Ten Commandments,
it wouldn't be such a terrible thing. They have
Greek mythology. I don't know why they shouldn't
have that. But, not theological things.
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Magnin: I don't mean to say that God gave the Ten
Commandments, but what they are, see. Thou shalt
not kill, thou shalt not steal--just those words,
repeated every week.

Chall: Do you think that does any good, to repeat a
standard prayer or the Ten Commandments? Do you
think it has any value?

Magnin: No. I don't think it does much good or much harm.
But, you never know what fish you catch on a hook.
But, on the other hand, what harm would there be
in reading the Ten Commandments in the schools?
Billy Graham asked me that. My answer was,
“"They'll go beyond that, and some fool will use
it in another way."

In the main I still think it's best to keep
it separate. But, actually, I'm not as scared
as they are about this. I stood with them on the
church and state being free, but I think some-
times it's toolegal apoint of view.

Chall: However, in taking a stand--parting company with
these people with whom you are generally in accord--
that's no problem to you?

Magnin: No, it hasn't been that I know of.

Chall: Are you able to help them understand the position
of the Jews in the controversial cases of this
kind?

Magnin: As a rule, they don't bother me. I haven't had

any Catholic priest ring me up, or the cardinal,
and say, "Make a speech against abortion." They
don't bother me that way.

Chall: But are you able to help them understand?

Magnin: I don't argue with them on things like that. The
matter of abortion is as close to the Church as their
own mother. You don't argue with people on that.

You don't get to first base.

Chall: Not arguing, but, at least, allowing them to
understand that other people have another point
of view.
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oh, they know that. They read it all the time,
naturally. There's nothing new about that. That's
why they're opposed.

In terms of your ideas about religion in the
schools--when you were writing about it in 1925,
and then just recently when the Supreme Court
made a decision on prayer, you felt at that time
that religious practice belongs in the homes and
the synagogues, and not in the schools.

Chiefly. 1In the churches and synagogues, oh yes.
I think in the main that's true.

I saw an article of yours written in 1925, a

long one about the Church and the Bible, and at
that time you were really quite concerned about
setting up a form of sectarianism in this country
similar to that in Europe, which you felt was
dangerous.

Well, that's the general argument. I was a little
more intense in those days.

That was fifty years ago.

Less mellow, but I think essentially it's correct.
The idea is still correct. I think some compromise
could be used. I think when you are a small six
million out of two hundred million people--although,
the Jews aren't the only ones who say this--I think
you'd have to be a little bit cautious. You want

to keep it out to prevent anti-Semitism. Then, you
turn around and make all the Christians hate you

by taking a stand like that. 2ll the fundamentalists
think you're Godless, you know. After all, a lot of
Americans believe in this.

Just to take the other argument, wouldn't it be
better to find some way to indicate to the funda-
mentalists that you're not Godless, and that you
still disapprove of this?

They won't believe you. In fact, if you're not
Christian, that's enough already, much less
Godless. You can't prove anything to anybody,
anymore than you can make a Zionist Jew believe
that there's anything wrong with Israel, or an
anti-Zionist that there's anything good about it.
You can never convince them.
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But if there is a cause to fear the sectarian
approach by Bible and prayers in school it doesn't
do the Jews either good or harm to keep it out--
damned if you do, damned if you don't?

I don't think it makes much difference.

At the time of the latest Supreme Court decision
Cardinal McIntyre said that the decision was
shocking and scandalizing.

Well, from their point of view, it is. Because
they'd like to see religion bound up with every-
thing, of course.

Now, the fact that he, in one press release, said
that it was shocking and scandalizing, and you said,
in the same release, that you felt it was a good
decision, does this put any strain on your rela-
tionship with the Catholics?

No, they don't expect me to agree with them. I
never have discussed abortion. Another rabbi
took abortion as his sermon topic. I thought it
was silly because a lot of old women sit in the
Temple, they're not going to have an abortion.
The young women aren't going to ask him. 1It's

a Catholic problem, not a Jewish problem, really.

See, my attitude is, if it's something that
is a really compelling thing and it is necessary
to speak out for any purpose, I will do it. But,
the ministry is a leadership job. We have too many
Jewish politicians, and not enough statesmen. You
need to be a statesman. What is the good of
having an Anti-Defamation League if you're going
to have a million Catholics hate you, and they
hate you for some silly thing you said?

When you want them to help you for a real
purpose, they're not going to be with you. You
have to make people like you. I told you about
the time when they fought the little creche down
at the plaza?

Yes.

Well, that's an example of it. 1I've been close
to the Church ever since. They'll do almost
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Magnin: anything for me except break their own rules,
naturally.
Chall: Have you been careful to measure the statements

that you would take on positions by considering
how the Catholic church, perhaps, or the major
Protestant denominations would react?

Magnin: Oh, I have generally said what I want to say about
anything. I always think of trying to be a
statesman. We're a handful of Jews. We're hated
enough anyhow, and deserve to be, in part, a lot
of us, shooting off our big mouths on every damn
silly thing. We wouldn't be liked anyhow if we're
saints or geniuses. So, anything you do to pour
fuel on the thing is bad.

Cardinal McIntyre told somebody when he came
from New York he thought the Jews out here were
not religious until he met Rabbi Magnin. It showed
his feeling, at least. You see, by having this
man's friendship it meant a lot. The whole
Catholic community feels very close to me, which
means much to the Jewish people, see. 2And I think
this is a valuable service.

Chall: Could you tell me something about Father Charles
Casassa?
Magnin: Yes. I love him. He calls me Edgar and I call

him Charles. He was, for years, president and
he's now chancellor of Loyola. He's been very
kind to a lot of Jewish people. Rabbi Wolf,

who teachers out there now, is probably close to
him. Father Casassa has been to many Jewish
affairs. He's a really wonderful man, broadminded,
as liberal as he can be. We have a very deep
friendship.

Chall: And you have a deep friendship with Cardinal
McIntyre, too.

Magnin: oh yes. The old man, I take him for lunch once
in a while. We go to the Los Angeles Club. I
missed him lately. I might call him up and see
how he's doing.

Chall: When I went to see him, we talked about his friend-
ship with you. There are a couple of things he said
which you might like to have on the record, because



Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

217

we didn't tape, of course. He said that you
wouldn't sacrifice conscience and honesty for
anything; that you were a religious leader of the
most monumental and magnificent church in town.

He said that?

He said, "He speaks for the Jews. His viewpoint
is a practical one, which in no way diminishes
the spiritual foundation."”

That's a nice way to put it.

He claims that you two are "a combination in
restraint of trade"--the trade being dissension.

That's right. He's a nice man. He lives across
the street in St. Basil's. When he looks across
the street, he says, "We have the 0ld and the New
Testament." I like to call this area on Wilshire
Boulevard the Eucumenical Mile instead of the
Miracle Mile.

I wanted to find out how he felt you represented
the Jews, and I said to him as a preliminary,
"Now, I realize that you are considered a spokes-
man for the Catholics . . ." and before I even
finished he said, "Oh no. Absolutely not. Nobody
can speak for the Catholics."

Nobody speaks for the Jews.

So, I said to him, "Do you think Rabbi Magnin
speaks for the Jews?" And he said, "Absolutely."
[Laughs]

That's funny. No, I don't represent all Jews,
completely.

But he thinks that. In his own way he knows he
can't represent all Catholics, but he . . .

I don't thinks he means that. I think he means
that I have the respect of the Jews and Gentiles.
When I say something the public accepts it as
Jewish opinion, that's what he means. If he

says he is against abortion, he speaks for the
Church, not for all Catholics. A lot of Catholics
are going to do it anyhow.
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He's very careful about the way he chooses his
words.

You know he used to be on Wall Street, did you
know that?

That's right. He told me.

He holds a pencil when he talks. He's quite a

guy. I love the man. And, you know, he's right,

and I'll tell you why. You see, I happen to belong
to a liberal group. But you notice the money

today and all the interest is going to fundamentalism,
and the more conservative things, and the mystics.
People are fed up with cold reason. It has no

warmth to it.

They made a mistake, I told the cardinal, when
they put the Mass in English. 2And he agrees with
me. It takes out all the mystery. People love
warmth and emotionalism, and mystery. [Interruption]

Now, how about the Protestant church? Who do you
think represents, is the spokesman for the Pro-
testants?

They have none here now. They have what they call
the head of the Protestant Church Federation--

I just met him for the first time the other day.

In the old days, for instance, if you had a banquet,
a big affair like when the president of the United
States comes, you would have a rabbi, a Protestant
minister, the cardinal. This time they didn't even
have a Protestant minister. It was the cardinal
and myself. However there are some very fine
Protestant ministers in town.

Couldn't they rotate a number of Protestant ministers
for major affairs?

No. Here it's the cardinal, it would be Manning,
now, the new one. And for the time being at least,
myself.

From an interview in the local press (this one

was June 28, 1970 in the Los Angeles Times), the
writer says that you were "one of the last to
remain active of the great churchmen who did so
much to stabilize Los Angeles' spiritual reputation




Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

219

after the spectacular evangelists had focused

upon it a nationwide bemusement. He was a friend
of all of them." 1Is that a fairly accurate state-
ment?

Well, there was Aimee Semple McPherson. I never
was close to her. She always wanted to come and
see the Temple, which she probably did. She was
a very spectacular woman.

What does he mean by "stabilizing L.A.'s spiritual
reputation after the spectacular . . . 2"

Well, years ago they always thought Los Angeles
was a place for freaks. It was all wrong. We

had certain extremists, I forget their names now,
and the whole country used to kid us. I once

told a man from Boston that they had Mary Baker
Eddy, right under the shadow of Harvard University,
who says there is no sickness. They had Father
Coughlin in Detroit.

But, what they meant was that I, along with
certain of the clergy among the Protestants and
Catholics, helped to put the city on a more firm
religious basis. But, of course, it improved, too.
And there were many more of the educated kind, as
well as others. I wouldn't take too much credit
for that. 1It's one of those things.

Well, you were here at the time.

I did whatever little part I could, along with the
others, I guess.

How did you happen to get your private audience with
Pope Pius in 19582

Well, I'm very close to the cardinal. Also I had
an audience again with Pope Paul. I could have
been with Pope John, but I was in a hurry. We had
two of our grandsons on a tour of Europe, and we
had to go on to Florence. But Pope John did bless
our whole congregation. My name was on the list
as being there. They had ten thousand people at
St. Peters, but they know me down at the North
American College. My name was passed on and he
blessed Wilshire Boulevard Temple.

[Pointing to picture on the wall of the audience
with Pope Paul.] 1In this we're just four of us--



220

Magnin: Dr. and Mrs. George Piness, and Evelyn and I.
There were about twelve or thirteen of us with
Pope Pius, whom I knew before he was the Pope.
He came here as Pacelli.

Chall: Was that an exciting experience?

Magnin: Well, it was a private audience. Sure. That's a
little different. The other one with Pope John
there were ten thousand people.

Chall: In a private audience what does one talk about?

Magnin: Nothing. How's Joe Scott? How are you? How's
Los Angeles? There really is very little to say.
You don't say much. What are you going to say?
Argue with him?

Chall: No, no, no. I don't mean that. [Laughs] Not very
many are there in the inner sanctum; I was just
curious.

Inter-racial Contacts

Chall: Now, there was some activity on your part in the
last decade or so on interracial affairs. You
were on the Mayor's Advisory Committee on Human
Relations. Is that an interracial committee?

Magnin: Yes.
Chall: What kind of activity was involved?
Magnin: Well, there wasn't much activity. That was done

more on an other level through another group. But
it really wasn't an advisory committee. We'd have
lunch with him and he'd tell us some things, about
what he wanted to do.

For years I was on the inter-racial county
committee, but now Rabbi Wolf is active on it--
I can't be everywhere.

Chall: Wilberforce University in Ohio, in 1962 gave you
an honorary degree. How did that happen to come
about?



Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

221

I don't know. They knew about me, and they wanted
to give it to me. I don't know. They're all black,
you know.

Yes. Have you had any specific or special relation-
ships or friendships in the black community?

With individuals. But not as a group. For instance,
I see Norman Houston, who's the head of the Golden
State Life Insurance. I see him at a lot of meetings,
and I'm friendly. But, I'm not close to any groups,
as groups, at all. They don't know themselves what
they want. They have different leaders and ideas.

What about contacts with the Mexican community,
particularly those who have been part of the lLos
Angeles community for many years?

Very little. I am close to some of the Mexican-
American leaders and have taken part in some of the
celebrations down at the plaza.



Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

Chall:

Magnin:

222

VIII THE RABBI'S ACTIVITIES WITHIN THE GREATER
LOS ANGELES COMMUNITY
(Interview 8, May 7, 1973)

Rotary and Masons

You've been a member and favorite speaker of the
Rotary for many years.

Well, I was a member, but then I dropped out be-
cause I couldn't go every week. So they made me

an honorary member. They'll honor me once or twice
a year, and I'll go and speak to them at Easter or
Christmas, or sometime.

How did you happen to get into the Rotary?

Oh, that was years and years back. I had an

uncle who was a Rotarian, Myer Siegel, who was a
very important merchant here. He had a store like
Magnins in the early days. He got them to invite
me.

Well, I can tell from reading your scrapbook that
during those early days the members of the Rotary
Club were very fond of you.

Yes, in those days. They still are.
What about the Masons? Were you a Mason?

Yes. I have the highest honor they can possibly
give, that's the 33rd Degree. I'm not active
because I haven't got the time. But I was Grand
Chaplain, that is, of the Grand Lodge. They've
conferred all the honors on me. In the last few
years I can't go to meetings; in the earlier days
I did.
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Chall: What was your reason for belonging to the Masons?

Magnin: Oh, you belong to everything when you're young, and
everybody else belonged. Then, my grandfather
Fogel was a Mason. He always had a Masonic emblem
on his watch chain.

It's a strange coincidence, he was buried from
the Scottish Rite Cathedral on Van Ness Avenue. And
you know when I became Chaplain of the Grand Lodge,
the first time they had a committee meeting to ar-
range the program it was up there in that hall.

I'm sentimental about it. It would have pleased
him to know the honors that masonry had bestowed
on me.

Personal Friendships with Prominent Community Leaders

Chall: I'd like to know about some of your personal friend-
ships with many prominent non-Jews. For example,
why did Marie Wilson ask that you officiate at
her funeral?

Magnin: Well, she was married to a Jew. And I think she
felt close to me, too, probably followed my articles
and things on television and radios. So, I meant
something to her.

But, I think, the additional reason probably
was that she wanted to express to her husband that,
you know, "I love you." This is my hunch. I wouldn't
be sure, but this is my hunch.

Chall: That was a rather nice thing for her to do.

Magnin: Yes. And Ken Murray came up later and was very
sweet,

Chall: Who was the Princess Pignatelli?

Magnin: Princess Pignatelli. Her husband was a Catholic

prince, not of a principality, You know, the Catholics
have their Knights, and they give regular titles.

(You have to render a service.) Her husband was
Prince Pignatelli, an Italian. And she ended up by
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Magnin: being a social columnist for the Hearst paper, for
the Herald Examiner, and possibly some of the other
Hearst papers. That's it. &And I got to know her
very well. She would always come up and kiss me.
Then, when she died the family rang up and said,
"Are you going to the funeral?"

I had a date, but I said, "Yes, I'll break the
date." I went over there and I went in and they
wanted me in the sacristy. So, I went into the
sacristy. Now, this was a funeral. St. Basil's
was packed with the most prominent Catholics--
and other leaders of the community.

Now, this was a big Mass. Fortunately, I had
a dark suit on. They said, "We want you to be in
the procession." So, we came down the aisle with a
big cross and all--the whole works. 2And I was
marching down. When we got to the rail I was
invited up to sit there during the Mass, which I
also did when they dedicated the church. To my
knowledge, it's never been done before.

So, there I was sitting like a carbuncle on
your nose. Now, what do you do when they kneel?
What does a rabbi do when they kneel?

Chall: Either stands or sits, but he never kneels.

Magnin: You see, I'm standing up; or if I am sitting I
bend over to show my respect. There's nothing
wrong--I can kneel to any God I want, but people
would say, "Ah, you see, he's playing to the
goyim." So, if I'm standing up, when the priests
kneel, I lean over like this, that's all. [Rabbi
Magnin demonstrates how he stands with head and
shoulders slightly bowed.]

Chall: You just bow.

Magnin: That's all. You have to know what to do. The
average rabbi has no imagination, no common sense.
Some are jerks.

Chall: Did I understand that you also took part in a
celebration of Cardinal McIntyre's golden years?
Was there such a thing?
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Well, first of all, when he came here he didn't
come here as cardinal, but shortly after they had

a great big affair at the Shrine Auditorium. I
hardly knew him then. I was part of the procession,
and sat in about the first row during that event.

Now, when he had an eightieth birthday there
was a party given at the Century Plaza. There were
three speakers, John McCone, the president of a
bank--1 forget which one--and myself. Of course,
those guys are dry. I mean, it's not their business.

So, I got up. You know, we'd just been robbed
here. They took my tape machine and the police
recognized my voice.

I think that's a great story.

Yes. You've heard it. So, I got up and I said,
"You know, Your Eminence, they robbed our place a
few days ago. They got $300,000; the only thing
is, it was in pledges." [Laughs] "They really
were looking for you next door. They know you
have the dough." The whole house came down.

It was the first bit of life.

I said, "You know, we love that Temple and
all our property is worth millions. But I'll swap
it for the Pieta, or the Moses of Michelangelo, or
anyone you want to give me." See, right away . . .

Then I was kidding him. You know, he was an
Irish boy from New York. When I got through they
were crying, really crying.

I said, "You don't know your value. A business
man knows how much he sells, how much he makes. A
lawyer knows how many cases he wins and loses, what
he makes. Do you know how many hearts you've healed?
Do you know how many people you've set right? How
many poor devils that relied on what you've said
and done in this world? You figure it out. Only
the angels up there have got the books on that."
This is the way you talk.

He was crying. See. From laughter to tears
because it's real. 1It's no monkeyshines. You read
a stupid thing and nobody cares. Of course, you've
got to be damned sure of yourself to talk that way.
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That's right. Mr. Golden [Alfred] whom I saw last
month, told me that at one of these affairs when
you were going down the aisle in the Catholic church
somebody called out to you . . .

It wasn't the Catholic church. It was the Episcopal
church, and it was the funeral of Bishop Stevens.

He was very dear to me. I think I shed the only
tear. When I marched down, there was a guy with

a big cross. As I was coming down the aisle,

James Page, who has a great sense of humor--he's
one of the most powerful laymen in this community--
said to me in a loud whisper, "Ed, we'll get you
vet." I said, "The hell you will." 2And off we

go. [Laughter]

[Laughs] That's such a great story too.

It's true. 1It's absolutely 100 percent. [Laughs]
Well, you couldn't imagine that happening to most
people! It did; it happened.

It's even funny that a person sitting in a pew
would speak out like that.

He was kidding. He was a great kidder.

In terms of the Protestants, Bishop Stevens was
one of your closest friends?

Yes. Now it's Bishop Eric Bloy. He's a very fine
man. I was at his installation as bishop. He's
going to retire soon. We've always had a nice
relationship with these people. There's probably
no rabbi in the whole United States who has had
the kind of personal contacts--the spectrum of
personal contacts--as I've had. Stephen Wise comes
closest, but in an entirely different way. He
went a different way, politically, and otherwise.
Also, Emil G. Hirsch, whom I admired. In Chicago
he was the president of the board of the public
library. A man like that. There are a few in
every community.

I call them the Age of the Giants. There was
Wise, there was Hirsch. There was J. Leonard Levy
in Pittsburgh. There are very few. And, of course,
in my generation [Abba Hillel] Silver and myself.
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Magnin: Some of them went on a national scale. Silver
was interested in building up Israel. And Lipsky
gave a dinner for me in New York and wanted me to
do this sort of thing. I said, "No. I'll help
Israel behind the scenes. I don't want to be
a crusader. You'll send me a telegram and tell
me to do something that I don't agree with. If
I don't want to do it I'm not going to do it.

I'm not your guy, but I'll help you."

There are only about four or five in any
generation. But here there's something different.
I don't think that any rabbi in America, the world,
has had--possibly with the exception of Stephen--
has had the kind of friendship, intimacy, with
important non-Jdews. I mean, men like John McCone
and Roy Ash and Henry Salvatori. I saw Roy only
recently since I saw you. We were at a cocktail
party a few days ago. It gets that close, and
I make no effort at it.

Chall: There are people, who have a strong feeling about
what you have accomplished, in terms of your rela-
tionships in the general community.

Magnin: Oh yes. Louis B, Mayer used to say to me, "I'm
not religious, but my interest in the Temple is
what you mean to the Jews in this town." Oh, he
saw that.

Chall: There are others who say that you are the most
influential member of the Jewish community, in
the general community, that you've been a great
bridge between the organized Jewish community
and other leaders.

Magnin: I think that's true.

Some Further Thoughts on Ethnicity

Chall: Well, there are other people who say that in
working to have the Jews represented you haven't
asked for anything as a Jew. And you have succeeded,
therefore, at the cost of ethnic needs.
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Magnin: The cost of ethnic needs?
Chall: Yes.
Magnin: You mean, that I've given up something Jewish in

order to do this?

Chall: Or held something back.
Magnin: I'd like to know what it is.
Chall: I think this is the feeling of the people who have

a strong Jewish identification.

Magnin: Well, you see, these are the immigrant types.
These are the East European or their descendants.
They're jealous people. They're people who are
looking for some reason to why I am what I am,
which is natural. I don't blame them.

I told you the story with Rockefeller where I
gave the Jewish prayer. Did I ever tell you the
story about the dinner given by my friends--the
president of one of the oil companies--Bob Minkler.
He and his wife lived out in San Marino where all
the eshter goyim live, the crowd of anti-Semitic
Jews.,

So , Bob had a dinner party for Winthrop
Rockefeller. This was many years ago. Win was
a young man. He died recently. Bob had about
fifteen people. He invited my wife and myself.
I hardly drink now. I don't like it in the first
place, and there are too many calories. But
that night, I had about three martinis and Win
Rockefeller was calling me Ed, and he was Win. And
we were both having a good time. So, Mrs. Minkler
called us to dinner and here was this beautiful
palatial home. Now these people are millionaires,
they're tops.

And I sat down to dinner and he said, "Edgar,
will you give grace?" I said, "Ask the Baptist
over there to do it," [laughs] meaning Win Rockefeller.
He said, "I want a Jewish grace."

I said, "All right. So I gave the prayer com-
pletely in Hebrew. He wanted a Jewish one, he got
it Jewish.
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Then I told them the story about the bouton-
niere. Did I ever tell you the story about the
boutonniere? This is a famous story. I was at
a luncheon that Louis B. Mayer gave. I think
Churchill was the guest. And I sat next to Gloria
Vanderbilt. And when I left the table--they had
carnations, hundreds of them--I took a carnation
and started to put it in my buttonhole. She
said, "Wait a minute, let me do that." She took
two carnations by peeling that thing that holds
them together. She made a big deal. So, here
I was going out with this big silly thing.

I went to get gasoline at the Red Man station
and the fellow said, "Where the hell did you get
that?" I said, "From Gloria Vanderbilt." He
said, "The hell you did. You got it from Rocke-
feller." [Laughs]

So, I told this story at the table and Rocke-
feller told a story that is the opposite of it.
He was traveling in New England and they didn't
know him. He was in a little town and went to a
bank to cash a check and it said, "Rockefeller."

The fellow thought it was a fake and said,
"Who the hell do you think you are? Vanderbilt?"
[Laughter] So, I told them the story. But I gave
a Jewish invocation.

Well, I have never been less Jewish or religious.
I'm not, by nature, an ethnic Jew. I have a natural
pride of being a Jew. I was raised in a Conservative
shul, as you know. I love Judaism or I wouldn't be
a rabbi. But, I'm not a professional Jew. While
I made my livelihood out of it, to be sure, and a
good one at that--I am not a professional Jew.

I could have been in the motion picture in-
dustry. I could have been a lawyer or anything
I wanted to be. And I preferred to be a rabbi.
But, I didn't prefer to be a ghetto rabbi. I'm
glad my grandfather got the hell out of that
damned ghetto. I don't want to go back to it.
I don't see anything virtuous in running around
with a little beanie on top of your head. I don't
see any sense to it.

Not because I'm ashamed of it, but what's the
Eoint of it? 1If an Arab comes here he should dress
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like an American, not go around with a burnoose

or a towel over his head, you know. So, it's my
attitude. After all, I'm a third generation in
America. Why should I go around exalting something
that those poor devils were glad to get out of?
What was beautiful about that damned shetl?

They lived like pigs, and they treated their
wives like dogs, and their children were beaten
by the melamed in the Hebrew school. He'd hit
them over the head if they didn't know Hebrew--
give them a slap in the ear. They lost many a
Jew that way. There's nothing beautiful about it.
It's poetic. 1It's romantic. It's historical.
But, so is Oliver Twist. But who wants to be
Oliver Twist?

In terms of a couple of things that you've written
in the last number of years, I just want you to

explain them with respect to today's whole push
towards ethnicity.

Oh, I only recently wrote a little column for the
paper that will be published soon. What I say is
this: There's something in the pride of ancestry.
But I didn't choose my ancestors, so I deserve no
credit to begin with. Secondly, I must recognize
that other people have ancestors and other cultures.
And I love my own the same way that I love my chil-
dren more than your children. But, I don't think
my children are better, necessarily, than your
children, nor brighter, or that they're the only
ones who deserve any love in the world.

The melting pot you couldn't have if you
wanted to, but I believe in something more approx-
imating that, than in breaking up into all kinds
of fragments. I believe in pride of descent but
not chauvinistic pride, arrogance, and hostility.

Some of the rabbis talk about the Jewish point
of view, and so at a meeting of rabbis, I lifted
a glass of water and said, "What's the Jewish
point of view about this? There must be some
Jewish point of view."

There are those who say we don't want to be Jews

at home and Americans in the street, that America
is a multi-ethnic country and the Jew can be a part
as Jews.
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Magnin: That's right. They can be as Jewish as they want.
But they're mixing up ghettoism with Judaism. I
happen to like gefilte fish, but I also like chili
and beans. I don't eat pork products. That's a
mental block with me. But, I happen to like
lobsters. They like it, but those idiots pretend.

Conservative Jews say that if they go to a
Jewish banquet, it has to be kosher. Last night
I was out at the Hillcrest Country Club and there
was the wife of a multi-millionaire who belongs to
a Conservative shul, but she was eating chili and
beans on a trayf plate. [Irate] What's she doing
eating chili and beans? "Rabbi," they will tell
you, "if you have a banquet it's got to be kosher."
He goes out to the club himself. Maybe he doesn't
eat meat, so he eats fish on a trayf plate. Who the
hell is fooling whom with all this? You can't live
a separate Jewish life.

I visited Rabbi Dolgin one day before he went
to Israel. He brought in one of the kids from his
Jewish day school. So, the kid talks Hebrew.

It's all baloney. With all this Hebrew--who's he
going to talk it to? The butcher? 1It's a nice
thing to learn, and I'm glad he did. It will give
him a certain feeling of Jewishness. But, who

is he fooling if he isn't going to be any more
Jewish in his life than any kid that comes out of
our Sunday school. Maybe less. He may have a
reaction against it all.

See, they don't want to think things through,
these people.

Chall: In an essay or speech of yours, "Where Jews and
Christians Meet," which I saw in your scrapbook,
you talk about great similarities between Judaism
and Christianity.

Magnin: That's right. There are.
Chall: They have much in common, you wrote, but they will
not discard entirely the outer differences of their

religious practices.

Magnin: There's no reason why they should.
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"There are differences between us that are psycho-
logical and instinctive. These are deep-rooted in
the historic background of each of the faiths and

could not, even if it were desirable to do so, be

washed away by mere rationalization."

That's right.

"We must strengthen ties of brotherhood and amity
that exist between us, but we must be careful to
do it in a dignified way without sacrificing our
self-respect.”

I would say that same thing today. After all, the
seder means more to me than Christmas candles.
Channukah lights mean more to me than Christmas
candles. But, I don't have to turn my nose up

at Christmas candles, or think it's a great sin

if somebody has a little tree. See, I tell our
kids, "You don't need the tree." But, it's no
great sin. First of all, it's a pagan festival.
It never was Christian originally. So, I try to
maintain a balance. I don't try, I just naturally
maintain a balance. Maybe some people can't.

They have to go from one extreme to another.

I think, in the twenties, you said that you pre-

ferred the idea of a flower garden with unity but
with variety, rather than the idea of the melting
pot, which you felt was suicidal.

That's right. No, we don't have to drop everything
that's Jewish, or Catholic, or Protestant, or
Chinese, or German. You don't have to drop them

at all. But, you don't have to go around being more
German than you are American. Or more Chinese than
you are American. I think we owe something to this
country to keep it united and cooperative, not to
fragment it to a million pieces. This is what

we're doing today.

You once said that the American Jew must know more
about Judaism; ignorance is a menace to the
American Jew. That was in 1923, What did you
have in mind?

I would say the same thing today. How can a Jew
have any sense of pride or any Jewish religion if
he doesn't know anything about it? He has to study
it.



233

Chall: And part of it is historical?

Magnin: Well, it gives him his background. I think he
should have it. And, you know, it's a funny
thing about these kids who go to Sunday school and
get out like my own grandchildren. As they get
older they mature and they get stronger feelings
about their background.

I got a letter from my grandson David who's

in Bard College in New York. He went to a seder
this year and he writes to me about it. It's nice.

Community Organizations

Chall: Now I want to talk about some of the activities
in which you participated in the community. I can
just give you the ones that I know have been im-
portant to you and you can respond to them.
The Red Cross.

Magnin: I've been on the board for years, and during the
Second World War I was on the executive committee.
It was a smaller group.

Chall: What has been its significance to you, being with
the Red Cross?

Magnin: I believe in what they do. They help people all
over the world, as well as our soldiers and their
families. They have a tremendous program. I don't
go to every single meeting today, but I'm still
on it. My son is on it. He's very active.

Chall: You, as I understand it, were one of the founders
of the local Community Chest. 1Is that correct?

Magnin: Yes, that is correct. I was one of the first ones.
I can't remember if I was on the board or not. I
was one of the founders. You name it, I was on
the beginning of all these things.

Chall: Just from the point of view of historical research,
can you recall the founding of the Community Chest?
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I don't remember all the details. It's so far
back. I've been on so many things. Most of the
Jewish organizations were started by the members
of this congregation. You know that, the federa-
tion, all of them. And, of course, I was very
active in them, more than I am today. I had
more time and I was less spread.

In terms of the non-Jewish things, though, like
the Community Chest, how did you become one of
the founders?

Well, you see, they had the important clergy on
there. How many rabbis amounted to anything?

It was a small Jewish community compared with
today. There are today a hundred rabbis, more
or less. In those days there were three or four
of us who were understood to count.

This was the Temple with the prominent Jews.
And the rabbi was the rabbi of the main Temple.
This was it, period.

So, when the Community Chest was organized you were
asked to be on it as a representative leading Jew?

That's right. Oh sure, they don't put it that

way. But, of course, they want to get every element
in. They took those Jewish laymen who were pro-
minent, some of them, and I as the rabbi. The

other rabbis, they didn't even know who they were.
Nobody ever paid any attention to them.

What about Boy Scouts?

Well, I got the Silver Beaver Award. Not that I
did any more than anybody else, but I was active

at one time; I'm not anymore, I don't go to all

the meetings, but they use my name. I'm interested
and back it up, and they gave me the Silver Beaver.
That's a high honor. There's only one higher,

and that's the Silver Buffalo.

This was because you were active in the leadership?
Did you ever have a group of Scouts here?

Our Scout troop here is years and years old. Not
only that but their ritual started in this Temple.
We had a man by the name of Mr. Bernard, who was
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the Scout leader, and he wrote the Scout ritual
being carried out today.

But, I'll tell you how this thing comes. You
don't ask for it. You become a figure in public
life. It's like if you could get Frank Sinatra
at an affair, or Bob Hope, they're figures. People
like figures. That's why when the vice-president
comes out he stays with Sinatra. These are figures.
And you become a figure. I don't say I'm of the
same dimension, I'm not, but when you become a
figure, you're in demand. They call me a celebrity,
but I don't think of it that way. I feel I'm just
another person.

You could get off some of these boards if you didn't
want to be on them. But, apparently, you serve at
will, once you're asked.

Oh yes. Some of them I have gotten off. I had
Rabbi Wolf put on the county inter-faith committee
instead of myself. He's been very active on it.
He's on the board of the Conference of Christians
and Jews. Larry Goldmark, the young assistant,

is out in public a little bit. I don't want to
hog everything.

Now, the Hollywood Bowl--you always sponsored it.

I was on what they call the original charter board.
Once a year, at least, Joe Scott--who was the most
prominent Catholic layman--and I, would make a
speech at the Hollywood Bowl to raise money. We
spoke without a loudspeaker in those days, reaching
way back.

I was always interested. I was very close to
Mrs. Artie Mason Carter who was the original founder.
Later on Mrs. Chandler helped it a great deal.

How could you speak in that large Hollywood Bowl
without a microphone?

You can, if you know how to pitch your voice. Most
men can't, I could. But not for any length of time,
or you'd strain yourself. But I know how to pitch
my voice, this is the secret.
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Magnin: It's funny how when I look back on my career,
it seems like a few years; it's just a phenomenal
thing. When I think of the day that I came here
and left Stockton, California and there were orange
groves and lemons, and I think what has happened.
This is the second largest city in the United States.

Chall: It's a unique city.

Magnin: Oh, it's got a flavor all its own. I wouldn't
trade it for all the world. I don't want to make
trips anymore. I want to stay home, really.

Chall: And all of this that you have done, in terms of
your friendships and your leadership, do you look
upon it as sort of gradual, or did it come to a
head and remain on a plateau?

Magnin: I never thought of it. Years go by one by one, the
months one by one. It just comes and goes, and
you don't think anything about it. I never sat
and looked at myself in the mirror to see how
big, or tall I am, or short. I take everything
as it comes.

Chall: Well, it's come well to you.

Magnin: You're damned right it has. The Boss up there
had his finger on my shoulder right along. He's
been very good to me.

Chall: You must have done something to help yourself.

Magnin: Well, use a little common sense and try to under-
stand people. This is the greatest thing in the
world, to know people.

Chall: What about the World Affairs Council?

Magnin: Well, the World Affairs Council is a very presti-
gious group of people. The first president was
John McCone. The last president before this one
was Roy Ash. Today it's Tom Jones, the president
of Northrup. And that's the kind of men we have
in the World Affairs Council.

Chall: I know that it's always been an important organi-
zation in any community.
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This is the top people.
And you serve on the board, don't you?

Right from that day. 1I'll show you the whole
group of them here. [Reads names from the letter-
head and gives their business and professional
connections.] With some exceptions, these are

the top people who run the town.

Does this have a small board that plans the
meetings and hires the speakers?

No. It's done mostly by committee. Because only
a few are active. They take the speakers as they
come. For instance, they had the Israeli ambas-
sador last week. I introduced the Austrian
ambassador the week before. Once in a while I
do, you know. There are only two Jews on there.

On the board?
That's all. One of them died--there were three.

I saw a picture taken a long time ago, dealing
with a benefit concert to aid exiled musicians.
And I think Rufus von Kleinsmid was with you.

He was the president of SC.

I don't know very much about him. He looked like
a very handsome man.

He was a very nice man. The Jews thought he was
anti-Semitic. He wasn't, he was of Dutch descent.
He got a Jewish doctor, a refugee, in to the
medical school. It was almost too late, but he
got him in. He was a nice man. Those foolish
Jews. They don't know what they're talking about;
they believe every silly thing they hear.

No, he even had a brother-in-law, I think,
who was Jewish. Or sister-in-law, I forget. No,
it's not true.
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The Speaker's Circuit

Chall: As part of your activity in these organizations
in which you were a member of the board, you
spoke often before the meetings.

Magnin: For all these things.

Chall: I want to quote to you from a column by Bill Henry,
which I saw in your scrapbook.

Magnin: He was a writer for the Times.

Chall: I want to get it on the record, and then I want

you to comment on it.

"When religion is to be represented you
usually find Archbishop Cantwell, Bishop Stevens,
and Rabbi Magnin. The latter is one of the most
eloquent talkers in town. But like the other two
he usually only gets a chance to offer a prayer.
Archbishop Cantwell, Bishop Stevens, and Rabbi
Magnin have suffered at many a banquet, have heard
the same platitudes they heard at the last one,
and the one before that. To the closely observing
their faces show their pain as they pick at the
boney chicken and hear boneless addresses." Does
that prove to be correct?

Magnin: Right. I don't eat that food because I'm sick
and tired of looking at it, and they give me
anything I want. Did I ever tell you the story
about the thousand dollar tuna sandwich?

Chall: No. {[Laughs]

Magnin: It's true. I was down at the Century Plaza at a
$1000-a-plate dinner. And they know me. The
captain came up to the dais,and said, "What do
you want?" I said, "Oh, I don't want you to go
to any trouble." But they'll bring me anything
I want, so I said, "Give me a tuna sandwich."
"What! Are you kidding?" I said, "I want a tuna
sandwich, if it's convenient."

Now, they got a joke out there that they sold
the most expensive tuna sandwich in the world--a
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thousand dollars. [Laughter] You see how you make
history? 1Isn't that something? I wanted a tuna
sandwich. I didn't mean to be funny, but it
turned out to be funny.

What about the speaker's circuit?
I call it the "rubber chicken circuit.” [Laughs]
So, he's right.

He's right. As a matter of fact, I'll tell you
something. They waste talent. They have a
boring speaker where I could, perhaps, be more
interesting to them. They'll use you for a
prayer and then a guy will bore the hell out of
you.

Do you feel that there's any meaning at all to
having a prayer before and after these meetings?
What's the point?

It's a formal thing. By the way, the World Affairs
Council never has one, they never have a prayer.
Oh, I think it's a gesture to the clergy, to
religion. 1It's a gesture, largely. But it sets

a tone if it's done right, which is all right.

I told you about the one I gave at the
president's banquet, didn't I? Where they raised
$1,800,000. It was one of the last things before
the election. He came out here. We raised more
than New York did at the dinner.

Tell me about that.

Well, the cardinal opened it with prayer. Then,
they had Governor Reagan, Bob Hope, the president
of the United States, after wlich I was to give
the benediction.

In the middle of the benediction they all
applauded; I've had this happen before, but not
often. And Art Linkletter turned to my wife and
said, "I've never seen this before." So, the
president ran up to me afterwards and he practically
embraced me and he said something about the White
House. All I heard were the words White House.

What he said probably was, "I want to see you soon
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