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THEAUTIIOR 


Harriet Lane Levy's lively account of her girlhood, 920 O'Farrell Street, is fIlled with ref
erences to Jewish friends, relatives, and neighbors of San Francisco'sfin-de-siecle. Har
riet herself emerges as a wry observer of the manners of her times, and interviews with her 
collateral descendants reveal a colorful, intelligent, and witty personality. 

Harriet was born March 29, 1866, in San Francisco to Benjamin H. and Henriette Michel
son Levy, the 'Benish' and 'Yetta' of 920 O'Farrell Street. Her book chronicles the events 
of her life and that of her sisters, Addie and Polly, and includes vivid descriptions of daily 
family life and of the doings of the Levy's acquaintances. Harriet was graduated from 
Girls' High School and attended the University of California, translating Heine's Lorelei 
into English instead of writing the usual entrance examination. 

Benjamin H. Levy was one of the many young European Jews who came to California 
during and soon after the Gold Rush: these included Levi Strauss, Isaac Magnin, Adolf 
Sutro, and others whose names figure frequently in Bay Area history--Weill, Gump, 
Gerstle, Roos, Fleishhacker, Zellerbach. The usual path to California was by way of 
Panama; to San Francisco, from there "to the mines." In the Mother Lode of California, 
and in the Nevada mines, these pioneers opened small shops, provisioning the miners with 
staple foods, pans, pickaxes, boots, and in the case of Levi Strauss, the durable work 
pants still worn today by all right-minded Californians. 

Benish may have courted his future wife, Henriette Michelson, in Calaveras County, or in 
Virginia City, Nevada, where he was in business before settling in San Francisco. Both 
were, according to cemetery records, natives of Fordon, Prussia, a town near the Vistula 
River in the area of Prussia that is now part of Poland. Benish is described by his daughter 
as a benevolent man, while Yetta seems to have been somewhat negative and constricted in 
her relationships. One descendant frankly describes her as "a holy terror." Yetta's nephew 
Albert Michelson became the noted physicist and Nobel Prize winner. 

The Levy family were practicing Jews. It might be assumed, from the site of their mauso
leum, that they were members of Sherith Israel, but Harriet does not identify the family 
synagogue. It is clear, however, that Yetta kept kosher. Harriet, together with her friend 
Sarah Samuels Stein, sister-in-law of Gertrude, left the Jewish faith and ventured into 
Christian Science. None of Harriet's collateral descendants has remained Jewish by faith. 

Benish and Yetta lived, says Harriet, south of Market before moving into their Victorian 
house in the then-new 900 block of O'Farrell Street. They are noted living, as of 1865, at 
165 Minna Street; Benish's business--dry goods--was located at 307 Battery. It can be 
safely assumed that it was in this house that Harriet was born. In business with Benish 
was one Gustave Levy, who also resided with the family. 

Harriet's recital of her girlhood reminds one inevitably of a Yiddish Little Women in the 
characterizations of the three sisters: Addie is gentle, kindly, matronly even in girlhood; 
Polly a madcap; while Harriet, then Hattie, is the loving chronicler, much as Jo. The 
names themselves indicate a graduated cultural change, for all, reports an informant, bore 
Yiddish names transliterated into English equivalent nicknames and then into fuller fonns: 
"Addie" became, in time "Adeline"; "Yetta," "Henrietta"; and "Hattie," "Harriet." Indeed, 
this writer's own mother-in-law was born Chaya in Poland; became "Chatty" in Michigan 
and later, "Charlotte." 

In time, Addie and Polly married, Polly to Frank P. Jacobs and Addie to Albert Moishe 
Salinger ("born to German parents on the Irish Sea en route to America," says a descen
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dam), but Harnet, despite several suitors, avoided marnage, opting instead for a carefree 
single life of travel and varied social activities. For many years she enjoyed a close friend
ship with Aaron Altman, Head of Art Education for the San Francisco Unified School Dis
trict 

After Benish's death and the departure from the family home of Addie and Polly, Yetta and 
Harriet moved away; Yetta eventually lived with Addie's family in Piedmont, whereas Har
riet lived in San Francisco in a suite at the Huntington. Her last years were spent, with her 
companion Mary Goode, at La Playa in Carmel. 

Louis Levinsky (later Levinson) purchased the house next to 920 O'Farrell. His daughter 
Emma (later Emilia) married Ferdinand Toklas and became the mother of Alice Babette 
Toklas. Alice and Harriet became friends and lived through the 1906 earthquake. Harriet 
sought refuge across the bay, probably at Addie's, and returned to find 920 O'Farrell utter
ly destroyed. The site was levelled, and was later used for the building of the Cadillac 
showrooms. 

The following year, 1907, Alice and Harriet sailed for Paris, where they entered the expa
triate "Bohemian Circle" that included Harriet's friends Leo and Gertrude Stein. Harriet 
was writing of these years at the time of her death. A carbon copy of her typescript is in 
the Bancroft Library at Berkeley. 

While Harriet was a great reader--her personal library, still primarily intact, is eclectic--she 
wrote only two works: 920 O'Farrell Street and a collection of poems, I Love to Talk 
about Myself . .. printed by Grabhom Press, besides articles as a drama critic in San Fran
cisco. A descendant offers one plausible reason: "I think she was just too busy having 
fun. She truly enjoyed life." Certainly Harriet, who had inherited a considerable estate, 
never lacked the funds required for her favorite activities: travel, residence abroad, social 
activities, and the purchase of books and art works. She is remembered as having a great 
flair and sense of style in her clothing: lovely and unusual creations of oriental fabrics. 
Many of her family recall with pleasure elegant teas and visits in her homes in San Francis
co and Carmel. Acerbic she could be, certainly; the acerbity leavened, however, with wit 
and kindness and generosi ty. 

It is hoped that the indexing of Harriet's delightfully gossip-laden story of her San Francis
co girlhood will assist in some measure in chronicling the doings of the children of the 
"Jewish Argonauts." 
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Index to 920 O'FARRELL STREET by Harriet Lane Levy 

Anderson. Miss • teacher. 144 
Arthur. Julia. opens at Baldwin Theater. 67 
Baldwin Hotel. Market St.. 259 
Baldwin Theater. 67 
Bastardy. see chapter 3; Mathilda Freidman. 52; 

Olga Heineman. 53; Leopold Harris. 57 
Baum. • 218 
Blum. Jacob. 50 
Blum. Sophie (Mrs. Jacob). 50 
Blum. Theresa (Mrs. Jacob). 50 
Blumenthal. • SF businessman, 159 
Boas family. 29-32 
Boas. John. 29. 272 
Bonifacio. • Monterey. 24-26 
Brandestein. • 20 
Brownell. __ M.D.. 134-139I 

Brownstone. __ sexton of Hills of Eternity. 265I 

Brush. Sophie. 123 
Cadillac Motor Co.. 273 
Cemeteries. 265 
Chinese. 197. 199 
Chung Lung. fruit and fish dealer. 197 
Clemens. Samuel. 19 
Coleman. __ haberdasher. 58I 

Coleman. Joe. musical composer. 58 
Collamarini. __ singer. 100I 

Concordia Ball. 30 
Coyle. Fr. __ 106I 

Davis. __ grandparents of Mrs. Levy. 1I 

Davis. Martin. family. 272 
Debate. Are Jews Responsible for Prejudices.... 130ff 
Denny. Miss __I dressmaker. 183 
Dinkelspeil. Proudy. 212 
Doyle. Maggie. 5 
Duncan. Mrs. __.wife of newspaper publisher. 38-39 
Duffle. Daisy. 109. 123 
Emanu-el. Temple of. 130 
Eureka Benevolent Society. 13 
Forrest. Edwin. actor. 102-103 
Frank. Jonas. 50 
Friedenthal. __ neighbor. 14I 

Friedenthal family. at Hills of Eternity. 264 
Friedenthal family. 244-245 
Friedlander. August M .• merchant, 220 
Friedlander. August M .• husband of Addie Levy. 222ft 
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Friedlander, David, 220 
Friedman family, 53-54 
Friedman, Cecelia (Mrs. Joe Mulligan), 56 
Freidman, Mathilda (Mrs. Paulson), 52-54, 55-56 
Fulda, J., 159 
Gerstie family, 225 
Goldberg, Mrs. Frances and Theodor, 34 
Goldsmith family, 242 
Green, __, merchant, 161 
Green, M., family, 245 
Greenburg, __, 253 
Gunst, Mose, business on Kearny St., 259 
Harris, Joe, family, 57-58 
Harris, Leopold, 57-58 
Hart, Ernestine, 50 
Hartman, Dr. , 11 
Hayden, Miss __, teacher, 119 
Heineman, __, boarding house, 52 
Heineman, Olga, 52-53 
Heller, __, 122 
Herman, B., 232 
Hills of Eternity, cemetery, 44 
Hi Lo, laundryman, 199 
Hink(s), __, grocer, 34 
Hirsch, Rabbi, 36 
Hirsch family, 912 O'Farrell Street (Blooma, 

Gertie, Deborah, Eva, Minna, Albert, Samuel), 32-35 
Hirsch, Deborah (Mrs. Orton), 37, 39, 40, 41 
Hirsch, Dr. Sigmund, 33 
Hirsch, __, brother of Dr. Sigmund Hirsch, 33, 37 
Hirshman, Abraham, 219 
Hirshman Bros, San Jose, 219 
Home of Peace, cemetery of Temple Emanu-el, 265 
Joseph, B., 82 
Kahn, Etta, 69-70, 186 
Kalisher, Emanuel, 233 
Konig, __, uncle, 122 
Kauffman, __, neighbor, 161 
Kauffman, __, Mokelumne Hill, 233 
Kauffman Bros., Calaveras, 233 
Lane, Dr. Levi, 11 
Lauber, Mrs., dressmaker, 183ft 
Lessing, S. S., family,S, 26, 48, 272 
Lessing, Hannah, 42 
Les~ng, Joseph,S, 42 
Lessing, Mabel 44, 45ft 
Lessing, Olga, 27-29, 186 
Lessing, Oscar, realtor, 48 
Levi's (denim jeans), 221 
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Levison, Adoph, 18 
Levison, Eugene, Stockton attorney ca 1880, 22 
Levison, Flora (Foffie), 20 
Levison, Isaac, 18 
Levison, Louis, 1, 17, 18, 160 
Levy cousins: Bella, 232; Flora, 55, 123; 

Lenore, 202; Lucile, 115ft; Rosalie, 182 
Levy family, 22 
Levy, Addie, 2, 76 
Levy, Benish and Yetta, 66, 80, 96, 105, 211, 212 
Levy, Harriet, 2 
Levy, Polly, 2 
Levy, Yetta (see Benish) 
Lilienfeld, , merchant, 161 
Lippman, H., 82 
Loeb, __, merchant, 161 
Loeb, Samuel, 220 
Lowenthal, Freda (Mrs. Rothschild), 72 
Ludwig, __, caterer, 209 
Manassah, __, jewel merchant, 82 
Matzoth Alley, Golden Gate Park, 104 
Mayerfeld family, 244-245 
Meyer, Benjamin, 179 
Meyer, Daniel, banker, 122 
Meyer, Jacob, dry goods merchant in Virginia City, 82, 229 
Michelson, Albert, scientist, 66 
Miller, I., poultry dealer, 118 
Moliere, Miss __, 79 
Morris, Clara, actress, 101 
Mulligan, Joe, from Gold Hill, Nevada, 56 
Mackay, John, Consolidated Virginia Mine, 14 
McCarty, Tim, saloon keeper, 116 
Newman, Eph, 227 
Newman, Isador, fruit grower, 130 
O'Brien, Miss __ teacher, 115I 

Orton, Deborah Hirsh, 37 
Ostroski, Mrs. __, 50 
Paulson, Sol, shoe merchant, 55 
Peiser, Jacob, 265 
Poodle Dog Restaurant, 71 
Rabbi, 249ff 
Reinstein, J. B., lawyer, 123, 130-131ff 
Rosenbloom, __, Murphy's Camp, 233 
Rosenthal, Mrs. , insane asylum, 202 
Rothschild, __, shoe merchant, 72 
Round Table, women author's group, 37 
Royce, Josiah, 129 
Russo, __, singer, 100 
Sachs, Nathan, wholesale dry goods, 124 
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Samuels, Norma, 93, 213 
Samuels, Samuel , 232 
Schmidt, Elsa, 109, 120 
Schuman family, 247-248 
Sherith Israel, 183 
Sherman, Miss __, teacher, 113 
Simons, __, 11 
Sloss family, 225 
Spiro, Mrs. __, 202 
Stone, Leopold, 216 
Strauss, Levi, manufacturer, 221 
Strozynsky, __, hairdresser, 223 
Sweitzer, Conrad, 35 
Sybella, Mme. (Mabel Lessing), 45-48 

Taussig family (Elias, Jonah, Nathan, Benjamin, 
Morris), 212 

Taussig, Evelyn, 212, 216 
Tivoli Opera House, 99 
Tobriner, __, of Sonora, 233 
Toklas, Alice, 21, 23, 24 
Toplitz, __, 2 
Tourney, Louise, singing teacher, 144, 150 
Twain, Mark, 19 
Wagner family, 134 
Wei!, Conrad, lace importer, 219 
Weill, Raphael, owner of The White House, 271 
White House, The, department store, 271 
Wilzynski, 82 
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Harriet Lane Levy Family Data 

From Harriet's death record: 

Harriet was born 29 March 1866 in San Francisco, to 

Henriett [sic] Michelson and 

Benjamin H. Levy. 


She died 15 September 1950, in Carmel, CA. 

From Harriet's obituary: 
Her survivors were: 


Sister: Mrs. A. M. Salinger of Piedmont (Addie) 

Nephews: Herben H. Salinger of San Francisco 


Jeffrey M. Salinger of Santa Rosa 
Dr. Robert S. Salinger of New Haven, Connecticut 

Nieces: Mrs. Charles de Young Elkus of San Francisco 
Mrs. Sylvia S. Bennett of Piedmont 

From records, Hills of Eternity (Synagogue Sherith Israel, San Francisco) 
Burials in the Levy Family Mausoleum: 

Levy, Benjamin H., born 15 February 1826, died 8 June 1900, of Fordon, 
Prussia 

Levy, Henrietta, born 1827, died 17, December 1916, of Fordon, Prussia 
Salinger, Albert M., born 1855, died 1941 
Salinger, Adeline, born 1861, died 1956 
Sickles, Lillian, died 3 June 1952 (Lillian [Lena] Salinger Sickles, sister of 

Albert M. Salinger) 

From Pioneer Jews, byF. andJ. Rochlin,pp.191-193: a biographical sketch of Harriet's 
fIrst cousin, Albert Abraham Michelson: 

Albert was born in 1852 in Strelno, (polish) Prussia, to: Michelson, Samuel and 
Przlubska, Rosalie. 

Suggested Readings 

Duncan, Roland E. Oral Interview, Paris, 1953, with Alice B. Toklas. [Tapes and TS, 
Bancroft Library] 

Elkus, Albert. Just a Pretty Girlfrom the Country. Southern lllinois University Press, 
Carbondale, lllinois. 

Levy, Harriet. I Love to Talk about Myself . .. (poems). Grabhorn Press. 

Rochlin, F. and H. Pioneer Jews. Houghton Mifflin. 

Rosenshine, Annette. Life is not a Paragraph. [TS, Bancroft Library] 

Simon, Linda. The Biography ofAlice B. Toklas. Doubleday. 

Stein, Gertrude. Harriet (a poem). 
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