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The Aged in the City: 
Older Persons in Mandatory Tel Aviv


In
 1906

, a group of Jewish residents of Jaffa, led by Akiva Arieh Weiss, Menahem Shenkin, David Semilenski, Nissim Kurkidi, and others established a company to develop their own autonomous suburban neighbourhood of private homes on the dunes south of the city. Three years later, they divided the allotted building
 plots amongst the 60 members of the organization and work began on the first homes in Ahuzat Beit—the future Tel Aviv. Between then and the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, other residential plots were purchased in the vicinity and more neighbourhoods were built. Although further growth and development was halted during the war, following the passage of the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and the beginning of the British Mandate, the project was rekindled. During the first 13 years of the British Mandate period (1918–1948), Tel Aviv evolved from a 160-house neighbourhood with approximately 2,000 residents into a full-fledged municipality. Its population increased by 36%, reached around 75,000 (Shavit & Biger
 
2001). 

The city’s growth was fuelled by Jewish immigration to British Palestine, primarily to urban destinations. In 1931, 69% of the Jewish population of the Yishuv in Palestine

 lived in the four major cities: Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Jaffa
 and Haifa. Tel Aviv alone was home to 26% of the residents of the Yishuv (Mills 1933). The city’s central location and proximity to the port of Jaffa made it appealing, as the Jaffa port served as the
 country’s principal point of entry and departure and was the economic hub of Palestine’s central and southern regions, attracting entrepreneurs and those involved in domestic and foreign trade. 

As the city’s growth 
continued during the 1920s, new houses were built and a commercial district arose in the south of the city, including shops, banks and insurance companies. In 1934, Tel Aviv’s status was officially upgraded from a township to a municipal corporation.

During the Mandate period, Tel Aviv was a young city, both in terms of the age of the city itself and
 in terms of the age of its residents: In 1925, 36% of the residents were under 18, and 4% were between the ages of 19 and 39.
 According to the first British census, carried out in 1931, 76% of Tel Aviv residents were under 40, 9% were between 40 and 50, and only 14% were over 50. The current article looks at this latter age group of those over 50.

The History of Aging

After a long period of largely overlooking the older population of Tel Aviv and issues relating to them, in the 1970s, historians began examining this population in the context of issues such as cultural changes induced by postmodernity, public policy, attitudes towards retirement and social security, work-related challenges, recreation and leisure, grandparenting and medical care (Achenbaum 1978; Bulter 1974; Fischer 1978). While
 earlier studies were dominated by pessimism about the plight of older people in Tel Aviv, a more diverse picture of the complex and multifaceted nature of the experience of aging in the city emerged in later studies. Recent research has shown this population has a rich history, with differences between cultural sectors, time periods and places, highlighting the fact that older people are not a monolithic group (Haber 2006; Parkin 1998; Shahar 1997). Gender aspects of aging have also received increasing attention. For example, scholars have analysed the place of men in the family hierarchy in England and America between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, older age as a time for self-realization amongst middle-class women, and older women in England in the eighteenth century (Botelho and Thane
 2001; Wall 1995).

In contrast to Western and global historiography, little historical knowledge exists about older people in the Jewish Yishuv during the British Mandate period. As Dar has demonstrated, originally, a narrative emphasizing the “negation
 of the exile” prevailed in the Yishuv. This was later superseded by a tragic reconciliation with the diaspora, drawing on personal stories about the fate suffered by European Jewry during the Holocaust, including the “Siporei Hasav” 
(Grandparents’ stories) in publications for children (Darr
 2004
). 
Yavin and Gafni (2008) explored intergenerational attitudes in the twentieth century by examining the dynamics between idealistic youth in Kfar Yehezkel
 and their “elderly” parents (45‒50-years-old), who wanted to establish a synagogue in the community in order to create a cultural and spiritual environment suited to their needs. Similarly, Davidi (2020) investigated efforts to improve the quality of life for the elderly by examining concepts that immigrants “imported” from Germany.

A survey of recent research reveals the emergence of a new perspective towards the history and social map of the Yishuv and Zionism. Historiographical discourse has become less ideological and has broadened to include less dominant
 populations such as women, children, and immigrants.

 Nevertheless, to date, historians of the Yishuv have devoted little attention to the older population and issues related to aging. Several reasons for this can be adduced: 

First, global
 trends towards studying culture in its broadest sense have only belatedly began making inroads into Israeli historiography. The first waves of Israeli historiographers were largely motivated by ideological and political
 factors. The next wave focused on ordinary people and their daily experiences, emotions, privacy, rites and homes, rather than on national issues (Likhovski 2010).  
Second, the elderly have been on the farthest margins of scholarly attention. Although the elderly and children constitute biologically-determined categories, they are also culturally defined. The Zionist ethos accorded a central place to youth, and therefore researchers in this field focused much of their work on children and youth. 
There
 is a vast body of sociological and historical literature on youth culture. Studies have examined the role that children and youth play in national revolutions. Others have considered the extent to which youth rely on adults’ actions versus acting in accordance with their own will in their social world (Alboim-Dror 1996; Dror 2001). This has influenced scholars of Zionist historiography, in which children and youth movements have largely taken centre stage. Only recently have scholars begun to expand their horizons to the margins of society (Ayalon 2014; Razi 2009;). Since children represent the future of any society, they tend to be an integral element of cultural and ideological messages, gradually disappearing from view as they mature into adulthood, and finally vanishing as they reach old age, when they are no longer viewed as constituting a significant social subject, beyond the realm of personal bereavement (Maza 2020).

Given this lack of research on older people, this article has two principal goals. The first is to examine the sociodemographic features of the older population 
of Tel Aviv during the British Mandate period, paying particular attention to gender differences. The second goal is to illustrate how the exploration of marginal Jewish sectors can shed light on Yishuv society as a whole
. This analysis is based on the census of the Jewish populace of Tel Aviv-Jaffa, which was conducted by the Va’ad ha-kehilla (the Community Council) and the Tel Aviv municipality in 1928

. It yields a macrocosmic view of this age bracket in the city as well as a microcosmic view of individuals behind the numbers: their names, relatives, occupations, and addresses.
 

Age Brackets of Tel Aviv Residents During the Mandate 
People do not age at the same pace or in the same way, and the passage of time according to the calendar does not necessarily correspond to how an individual experiences it. As a social group, the older populace can be defined in chronological, biological or functional terms. Age is dependent on factors such as time, place, and culture, and is dynamic and longitudinally labile (Rabinowitz 1985). 

Attitudes towards aging and old age have changed dramatically since the eighteenth
 century. Life expectancy rates have risen consistently, and the older population has become increasingly visible in society. New perceptions of old age began flourishing in the second half of the nineteenth century, due to the consolidation of a distinct body of knowledge about gerontology, the widespread acceptance of stereotypes
 with regard to aging, new institutional and cultural definitions and the recognition of the need for pension and retirement plans. The first steps towards a public, social, and institutional formulation of old age as a distinct stage of life were taken in this period (Hareven 1985).

In the Yishuv, the Zionist ethos explicitly
 favoured the young over the old. According to Almog (2002), the elderly were associated with the exilic, in contrast to the new, youthful Hebrew culture. The younger generations’ self-awareness and self-definition were paralleled by modernization in the public realm. During the rapid demographic growth in nineteenth century Europe, youth began to challenge the Jewish identity they inherited from their parents, regarding it as both outdated and “exhausted” (Almog 2002). 
In the 1930s and 1940s, the Zionist enterprise was based on youth groups and youth movements. There was ongoing tension between the ethos of the young generation, who looked towards the future and the unknown, versus the older generation in the Old World and the Diaspora who maintained their traditional customs. The more complex and prevalent idea of the “responsible adult” involved in leadership and entrepreneurship was often regarded as obstructing the realization of the next generation’s dreams (Leon 2015).

The first group of the elderly in Tel Aviv during the Mandate period faced an environment in which, as Azaryahu observed, the principle of being originality was paramount: “Every acquisition of a plot of land, every new building, every paved street or pavement, every pipe laid or lamp placed, every Hebrew textbook printed—was unique and special.”
 The elderly were not part of the myth
 of the creation of the first Hebrew city as something new in the framework of the Zionist movement. Children, in contrast did play a role in realizing this vision—as reflected in a speech Tel Aviv’s first mayor, Meir Dizengoff, gave on the city’s twentieth anniversary: “You, the youth, remember this day and continue in your fathers
’ footsteps. These torches and the fire in your eyes will be a perpetual candle that will light your way as you continue working for this city and all the people of Israel.”
 Children and youth were regularly invoked in cultural and ideological messages as representing the future.

In this article
, old age is defined in chronological terms, referring to the age bracket between 55 and 60
, on the basis of three principal factors:

a) The British Mandatory authorities stipulated that people should work until 55. People beyond this age were not expected to enter the job market. Yishuv residents with over-55-years-old parents abroad and who could prove that they earned enough to support their parents could request a visa and bring them to Palestine (Halamish 2006).

b) Sixty-years-old was the minimum age for receiving benefits for the elderly, such as moving into an old-age home
.

c) Between 1930 and 1932, life expectancy was 59.9 years for Jewish men and 62.68 for Jewish women.
 The following table shows the age composition of Tel Aviv during the Mandate period.
Table 1: Age composition of the population of Tel Aviv during the British Mandate

	Age bracket
	1925
	1931
	1948

	0‒15
	27%
	28%
	27%

	15‒30
	37%
	31%
	23%

	30‒60
	30%
	33%
	43%

	Over 60
	5%
	7%
	7%

	Unknown
	1%
	1%
	—


Children and young adults formed the majority of the residents of the city during the Mandate period, but as the immigrants who arrived at the beginning of the twentieth century aged, so did the population as a whole. While there was not a sharp rise in the number of older immigrants in the 1920s and 1930s, more people fell into the category of those in the later part of their work lives. While the percentage of under-30s dropped from 37% to 23% between 1925 and 1948, that of the 30‒60 bracket rose, from 30% in 1925 to 43% in 1948 (Bachi 1971). In 1925, the Tel Aviv populace began a slow process of aging: “Our city is expanding. The population is growing from day to day. It is thus natural that it will include a decent number of older people.”
 In 1925, the over-60s constituted 5% of the city’s populace, and rose to 6% in 1928 and 9
% in 1931.

Residential Patterns

Like many migrants in the modern era, young Jewish couples who settled in Tel Aviv to raise a family tended to live separately
 from their parents. In Eastern Europe, Jewish families rarely lived in extended households, and the majority of the older population lived independently. This paradigm, prevalent for generations, distinguished Eastern European Jews from the rural populace amongst whom they lived. While many Jews resided in villages, they were not peasants or farmers, and therefore seldom lived in multi-generational homes. Adult children living at home with their parents enjoyed few economic advantages (Stampfer 1998). In the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, Jewish households largely consisted of the husband, wife, and children, and often also included sons- and daughters-in-law, and/or older parents 
(Katz 1957). 
However, since Jews tended to live in cities or towns, mostly in rented apartments, it was not easy to find accommodations for extended families and this paradigm never became the norm. Eastern European Jews were more mobile and urban than their Christian neighbours, further reducing the likelihood that adult
 children and their parents would share a living space (Stampfer 1998). This household profile was replicated to a large degree in the United States, where living quarters were small and geographical distances great, frequently precluding intergenerational living (Friedberg 2004). In British Palestine, the situation was the opposite, since accommodations were relatively more spacious and the country was small.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, apartments in Jaffa were not the dark, cramped basements flats found in American immigrant neighbourhoods or in the immigrants’ places of origin. Undoubtedly, the quality of living space and conditions for those who settled in New York was inferior to that of those who came to Jaffa. This may have enabled the early residents of Tel Aviv-Jaffa to have their parents live with them (Alroey 2004). However, immigration
 to British Palestine in general and Tel Aviv in particular in the 1920s and 1930s increased overcrowding, and many people shared their homes with extended families or groups of roommates and friends.


Immigration significantly influenced families’ living patterns, and historical circumstances directly affected families, especially the elderly. Immigration plays a formative role in a person’s life history, with significant ramifications for the entire course of an immigrants life, even into old age, and affects intergenerational relations (Hareven 1980). Parents who follow their children who have immigrated experience similar changes, whether because they are financial dependent on their children or because of a desire to keep the family united. Moving to a different country in adulthood directly impacted how people viewed aging and altered their living style, transforming them from nuclear families into intergenerational units.
A. Older Persons Living with their Families
The majority of older people in Tel Aviv
 lived on their own, rather than with their children. The elderly immigrants who shared accommodations with their families in their new place of residence were forced to adopt—even if only temporarily—to a way of living that differed from the ones to which they had been accustomed in their country of origin (Tene 2013). A few examples are illustrative: Jerusalem Segel married his cousin Esther in Tel Aviv in 1920, and before the marriage, his wife had lived with her aunt and grandparents.
 When Jacob Freibuch
 committed suicide at 50 in 1937, he was living on Herzl Street with his parents and other family members.
 Katriel (70) and Sarah Sorpin (68) lived on Borochov Street with their two sons, daughter-in-law, and three grandchildren.

The census indicated that 77% of the older population of Tel Aviv lived with other people at the same address and 23% resided on their own. The
 family was the cornerstone of the Jewish community throughout the diaspora, its roots reaching back into Jewish tradition with regard to the elderly. The fifth commandment to honour one’s parents (Deut 5:16) is well-developed in rabbinic and Midrashic literature, which emphasizes the importance of child-parent relations, caring for older people, and the value and reward of observing this commandment (Kurtz 2003; Shenhar 1977–1978).

The family held a central place in the personal and collective life in the new national society in the Yishuv in Palestine, and historians and sociologists noted attributed this not only to the living patterns brought by immigrants or the numbers of residential units available (Fogel Bijawi 1999; Ron and Benjamin 2011). Rather, preserving the family in its broadest sense was regarded as a core value, and the tradition of religion served as a central factor in maintaining the familial structure of Israeli society during
 the Mandate period (Razi 2010). 
This general attitude towards aging was reflected in the familial structures revealed by the 1928 census. Examples include: Joshua Henkin (63), who lived on Allenby Street with his wife (76) and brother Mendel (60)—a group of older people; Jacob Gurleski (85), who lived with his son Baruch (60) and Baruch’s wife Hannah
 (54), and his grandson (23)—an intergenerational family; and Shosha Kreinberg (60), who lived with David (21), a driver—an older woman with a young man.


The data relating to older people living with their children raise the issue of overcrowding. According to a Tel Aviv newspaper, the principal causes of cramped living conditions were the concentration of immigrants in the area and high rental rates. New immigrants tried to to limit their expenses and manage with small apartments until they got settled. “By then, living in a tiny flat had become second nature.”
 The high cost of apartments meant that many had to make do with living in a tiny space. Fortunately, the climate ameliorated the disadvantages of their housing, since only four months of the year were cold and rainy, with the “warm, bright days enabling the children to spend long hours outside, in the courtyard or street, families also being able to eat on the balcony or porch day and night, thus making it possible to live in fewer rooms.”

According to the 1928 census, 13% of the male older population who lived with their children also lived with grandchildren at the same address. Although census data pertaining to older women are lacking, other sources provide information. For example, Mintza Gutman (74) lived at 65 Rothschild Boulevard with her son Simhah 
Ben-Zion (56), her grandson Nahum Gutman, and Ben-Zion’s son (28). Mintza had arrived in Palestine with her husband Haim from Russia, after his bride Rivka had died in 1910, leaving Simhah a young widower with five small children
.
 Nahum describes life with his grandmother: “Every sound grandma made—the rustling of her slippers early in the morning as she is the first to rise, the clatter of pots at noontime, the creaking of the chair she carries inside, and the click of the lock at night is reassurance that all is well.”
 Life in the Gutman household was conducted under her watchful eye, and in Yiddish; the children wrote long
 letters to her in Yiddish. Forming the chain linking the past and present, she brought the aroma of the first Hebrew city into the house 
(Elbag 2010). 
B. Moschab Sekenim-Home for the Aged in Tel Aviv

Another residential setting for older people was Moschab Sekenim, a home for the aged. According to the census, 3% of the older population in Tel Aviv resided in the Moschab Sekenim
, which was established in Jaffa in 1910 by Zerah Barnett and Joseph Kudriansky, a merchant and entrepreneur. The original twelve residents were housed in various rented premises in Jaffa, but Ezekiel Chernow
 gifted the institution with a permanent facility on Allenby Street in Tel Aviv in 1921. In 1927, a synagogue was built on the
 site.
 The home was maintained by donations and contributions from friends and the community, but the financial conditions were tight. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the board sent letters to the municipality asking for official recognition: “We are now drowning,” they implored when they received no response, “despite the fact that our appeals for help come from the depth of our hearts and those of the elderly who seek refuge within our doors, they have not reached your hearts.”
 The number of older people seeking admittance rose, but they were rejected due to lack of space. “Greater Tel Aviv can no longer suffice with this institution, whose capacity is limited.”
 In April 1932, the home had 106 residents, ranging in age from 65 to 95. The same year, another institution for elderly people without families, Beit Menuha le-Sekenim Galmudim was established in Tel Aviv.


The numerous appeals to the mayor for official standing and financial support prompted Dizengoff to appoint David-Zvi Pinkas—a member of the Tel Aviv local council affiliated with the Young Mizrahi movement—to look into the home’s activities. Pinkas recommended that it be given a monthly grant of 25 Palestine pounds
, ending his letter on a rather aggrieved note: “The Tel Aviv municipality cannot fail to share in the costs of maintaining such an important charitable institution, as happens in every properly-run city.”
 Four years later, on the home’s half
-jubilee anniversary, Dizengoff acknowledged that it had never received significant municipal funding.

The municipality justified its refusal to support the institution through the 1920s and 1930s on the grounds of a lack of funds. This may also reflect the fact that Jewish charitable bodies—soup kitchens, Chevra Kadisha (burial organizations) and charity collections had always existed and were active in the Yishuv, run by individuals or cooperatives and supported by religious or philanthropic bodies.
 Thus, no single entity was responsible for the entire populace or for granting aid to the needy. Most importantly, no organized system provided mental-health assistance to the needy, the Yishuv favouring non-institutional charity and volunteerism. Moschab Sekenim objected to this view on the grounds that: “We are not guardians of the city to carry such a heavy burden without help from the municipality.”
 

This approach changed dramatically in 1931, when the Va’ad Le’umi (the Jewish National Council) established a Department of Social Work. Appointed to head it, Henrietta Szold set the goals of providing professional care to all needy people in the city, and offering systematic guidance and care rather than just financial aid (Doron 2019). As the winds of change began sweeping through Tel Aviv, Hedwig Gelner was appointed director of Child Services
 in the city, tasked with supervising its old age homes. In her summary report to Mayor Israel Rokach, she observed: “We must regard care of the elderly and disabled as one and the same for social work purposes,” and also suggested ideas for improving the food and hygiene in caregiving institutions.

C. Widowhood

Close analysis of the census reveals that the majority of the older populace who lived alone were women (67%). Although no data are available regarding the family status of this population—married, divorced, or widowed—the 1931 British census taken in Palestine, provides some details:
Figure 1: Familial status of the older population of Tel Aviv, 1931
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As this figure indicates, almost 60% of the older women in Tel Aviv were widows. This trend appears to be dictated primarily (but not exclusively) by the marital patterns of Jewish widows and widowers
. Widowhood is linked to the prevalence of remarriage, with widowers tending to remarry more often than widows. The younger a person is widowed, the higher the chances that he or she will remarry. Gender also has economic effects on widowhood: most husbands were the breadwinner in the family, so being widowed meant a loss of income and ensuing economic dependence on others. In various communities, the financial resources left by the husband were transferred to
 the surviving spouse (Elman and London 2002; Kertzer and Karweit 1995). Older men tended to remarry younger women rather than remarrying an older woman and risk the possibility being left alone again when she passed away (Wall 1995b).
While widowers often remarried within a short space of time, older women found this much more challenging, especially poor women without property (Salmon Mack 2010). Second marriages played an important role in the Jewish communities of the Czarist empire towards the end of the nineteenth century 
in light of the Jewish regard for marriage as a universal ideal—Jewish law requires males to observe the commandment of procreation (Gen 9:7). Many held the view that Jewish men must bring as many children into the world as possible, since there was no guarantee that children would survive into adulthood. Thus, widowers and divorced men were encouraged to remarry (Stampfer 1988). A similarly high number of widows
 was evident in Jerusalem.
Figure
 2: Familial status of the older population of Jerusalem, 1931
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The high proportion of widows in Jerusalem was evident as early as nineteenth century, with widows far outnumbering widowers in the city. Amongst the immigrant populace of the country during this period was a group of elderly widows who arrived in Jerusalem. Many widows experienced greater empowerment and freedom
 after their husbands died and their children had left home, and they became more able to take part in religious rites and rituals. Widowhood also significantly influenced the decision of women from North
 Africa and the Balkans to immigrate. After fulfilling their family and communal obligations, many began taking initiatives
 for the first time in their lives. Their increased liberty and mobility facilitated immigration, alongside economic factors, social marginalization, personal goals, ideology, faith and a deep emotional attachment to the ancient Jewish homeland. In the diaspora, elderly widows became the pillar of the family. Despite gaining this status, however, they frequently only played a minor role in daily life. Some Jewish families recognized this circumstance, and accepted their mothers’ and siblings’ decision to immigrate; others shrank from taking such a bold step (Ben Ya’akov 2004).
Describing his experience of growing up in a Sephardi community in Jerusalem in the early twentieth century, Yehoshua (1980) noted that the community came together to take care of the older population, look after their welfare, offered them services, and assisted them when ill. Children did errands for them—going to the corner shop, bringing water, and taking food to the communal oven. Many elderly residents also took an active part in the lives of the families in the neighbourhood, extending a hand if someone was sick or acting as midwives: “Almost no week went by without my grandmother, who was widowed as a young woman, coming from Yemin Moshe to our house in Even Israel in order to help my mother out.” If they were unable to aid personally, their children or grandchildren visited in their stead.

However, we must not paint an overly idealistic picture of the concern and care provided to the older population in Jerusalem
. Many who sought admittance to the homes for the aged in the city were turned away for lack of space.
 Visiting Jerusalem in 1918, Chaim Weizmann, a prominent Zionist leader, wrote to his wife Vera: “There are very few young Jews and the elderly make an awful impression, creating a shocking picture—fragile, weak, covered in generations of mold.”
 Many of the needy in the city were older men and women, and a number of institutions were founded to meet their needs. The largest—Nathan Strauss’s Beit Hatavshil, established in 1912—distributed 27% of its food parcels between January and April 1923 to the Ashkenazi older populace and 35% to their Sephardi
 counterparts.
 At the beginning of the 1930s, after 20 years of providing service, Strauss’s food kitchens had become the primary aid institution in Jerusalem, given the absence of either municipal or national social systems (Hal and Ajzenstadt 2013).

The fact that most of the male older population did not live alone was also due to life expectancy rates in Mandatory Palestine during the 1920s and 1930s
. Women lived longer than men, so the proportion of widows was higher
 than that of widowers. Lower life expectancy and the greater trend towards remarriage later in life meant that many men were still married at the time of their death (Hareven 1980). Seventy-eight-year-old Reuven Desiyakobs, for example, who lived on Allenby Street in Tel Aviv, appealed to Kollel America for financial aid in 1927, reporting that he had remarried the year before to a woman named Luba.
 Another widower, Elhanan Frem arrived in 1925 and settled in Tel Aviv with his second wife, Gittl, at the age of 64.
 
D. Late Fatherhood

Older men often lived with their adult children, who were of working age and capable of maintaining the family. Figure 3 represents the age distribution of children living with elderly fathers in Tel Aviv
:

Figure 3: Older men living with their children according to the age of the children
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These data indicate that 17% of older men who lived with their children, lived with offspring under
 16, which means they become fathers (not necessarily for the first time) at age 45 or even later
. Avigdor Pevzner (60) lived in on Maze Street with his wife Shoshana (30) and his two daughters
, Miriam (11) and Judith (2), and worked as a builder. Haviv Mishlai (60), a labourer, lived on Shabazi Street with his wife Mazal (47) and five children, including a 13-year
-old son Eliyahu and nine-year-old daughter Esther. The writer Yosef Haim Brenner also observed this phenomenon: “We went and saw children taking care of their elderly parents . . . He looked with a piercing eye, and a shadow passed over his face. He asked: How is it that the mothers are so young and the fathers so old?”
 
These circumstances, such as late fatherhood and a wide age range within the family, affected sibling relations and their interactions later in life as well. Children
 who grew up in intergenerational families were exposed to diverse roles and responsibilities regarding their siblings. Older children often took care of the younger ones (Hareven 1995). That was the case in the Aaron family, who lived on Levinksy Street in Tel Aviv. The oldest son Moses was 19 and the younger, Jacob, was four. In the Luderman family of the Maccabi neighbourhood, the older daughter Yochebed, was 22 and her little sister Sarah was six.

Many older men and women
 who lived with young children continue to work to support their families, given the absence of pension plans and allowances or grants for the elderly.
 Data indicate that 60% of the men of this age group who lived with children under the age of 11 were still working and 5% relied on charity. To be economically active in later life, as long as one’s physical condition allowed it, was the norm in pre-industrial Europe and throughout the nineteenth century. During the twentieth century, there was a gradual process of people ceasing to work during old age due to three interrelated factors: a) the recognition of retirement as a standard, universal stage of life
; b) the significant expansion of retirement given the ongoing decline in the older population’s participation in the job 
market; and c) a positive regard for a retirement culture affording a broad range of recreational activities (Ehmer 2015). 


The following section examines the types of work in which the older populace engaged in Tel Aviv.

The Elderly in the Work Force
For the purposes of this discussion, the concept of the work force in relation to the older populace must be clarified.
 Sixty and sixty-five
 are the most common ages at which men and women begin to receive pensions or old-age allowances in modern society. These cut-off points were determined in the early twentieth century when pensions and retirement gradually started becoming standard elements of old age in developed countries. During the same period, these ages also came to be regarded as past one’s prime or capacity to work full-time (Thane 2003). Pensions and old-age allowances were first introduced by the expanding British bureaucracy of the eighteenth century. France and Prussia followed suit in the nineteenth century while prioritizing key workers in high-ranking jobs. Pensions and retirement then spread to other public servants—teachers, postmen, local council officials—through the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries, as their skills were recognized as vital for the functioning of stable modern societies (Thane 2006; Troyansky 1989). In the United States, although released soldiers and civil servants received pensions from the beginning of the twentieth century, Congress only passed the decisive law that would ultimately directly and indirectly impact the retirement experience of all Americans during the Great Depression. Prior to 1929, only isolated states passed bills governing the economic security of the older population—the catalyst for these being the growth in the number of older citizens and the difficulty they experienced in finding work. As the Great Depression deepened, other states made pensions obligatory for everyone over 65, and the National Insurance law was ratified in 1935 (Zickar 2012
).
Pension plans were introduced in British Palestine in the 1930 and 1940s at the instigation of professional bodies. Pensions were initially limited to members of the Histadrut (General Organization of Workers), which represented less than half of the work force in the Yishuv. The elderly in the Yishuv were not eligible for rights that ensured them a dignified life in old age. Even on the eve of the establishment of the State of Israel (1948), few enterprises or institutions had organized retirement plans (Blass 1981). 


The British Mandatory authorities also addressed the issue of the labour force, granting C-class working visas to immigrants—men and women—between the ages of 18 and 35. These visa classes were determined by British Palestine’s economic absorptive capacity, this serving as one of the official criteria for managing immigration over most of the interwar period. Both the British Mandatory authorities and the Jewish Yishuv
 had an interest in defining the term “absorptive capacity”, and conflicts arose between the two over the number of immigrants in this category (Halamish 2006). The Zionist Organization
 sought to raise the ceiling for “working immigrants” (C-class) to 45-years-old and in certain cases even higher. The frequent exemptions show that the laws were governed by an inconsistent logic, and the limits on immigrants’ ages were the resulted of the Mandatory authorities’ desire to control the volume of Jewish immigration (ibid). This determination of the threshold for the working age helped identify the diverse correlations between age and the introduction of official public policies
. The approach taken by the British authorities further enables us to address their attitude towards the working (in)ability of people of various ages.

Between the 1920s and 1930s, however, those between the ages of 36 and 55 who lacked minimal funds were not eligible for A-class visas, which applied to persons of independent means. Those over 55 could only receive a visa if they had children who could prove their ability to support them. The majority of older people who immigrated during the Mandatory period entered with D-class visas, as dependents on working residents. The condition for receiving a visa was the breadwinner’s ability to support those dependent upon him/her for their livelihood.
A. Livelihoods
The majority of the older populace of Tel Aviv (75%) did not work, but the census did not provide information pertaining to their source of income. Figure 4 presents the livelihoods of the older populace:
Figure
 4: Livelihoods amongst the older populace in Tel Aviv

[image: image4.png]



These data reflect the income of all the city residents. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Tel Aviv had become a city of craftsmen and small industry, and the contribution these professions made to its economy grew incrementally.
 Trade was another major field of employment. The older populace was prevalent in trade, since everyone could engage in it, regardless of age or gender
. Those otherwise excluded from the labour market or who succeeded in entering it straight away, 
usually worked on the fringes of the economy, in small businesses, kiosks or booths. Peddling was a viable solution for the sick, disabled and elderly who found it difficult to find other work (Helman 2007). Many peddlers worked without a license, running the risk of being fined and brought before a judge. Shlomo H. (65), for example, was charged with breaching the “Place no obstacle” law for putting several sacks of oats outside his import business. He argued that he was innocent because the porter was late in transferring the sacks
, but the judge convicted and fined him. Another over-60s peddler, blind in one eye sat for 13 years on Nahalat Binyamin selling envelopes, then moved to Allenby Street, where he was accused of occupying the pavement without a license and fined 350 Palestinian pounds
.

B. Older Working Women

Women only constituted 10% of the older working populace. This statistic reflects the gender division of the total populace of Tel Aviv aged 18‒69; that is, 88% of the men and 20% of the women worked in various fields.
 As Margalit Stern observed, information relating to working older people is unavailable due to the fact that many were involved in undocumented work (Stern 2001). Women with families brought in income by renting out rooms and offering services such cooking and cleaning. These hidden markets were not included in the censuses. 

According to the 1928 census, most of the older women who worked either lived alone or with their children. The lack of a male breadwinner forced them to support themselves, usually by renting out property or working in the service sector. Such circumstances were undoubtedly new to some of them, since in Tel Aviv of the 1920s, there were “very few cases in which a married woman worked outside the house.”
 As Bernstein noted, however, a woman’s work was not ignored by the census 
even if she was married, especially if she had no other source of income for herself and her family (Bernstein 2008). Sarah Nataniel Rahamim (60), for example
, was registered in the census as a washerwoman living with Nuria (25), a peddler, Natanel (15), and daughter Hannah (10). The census does not reveal whether these were her children or grandchildren, but does indicate that there was no male adult in the household.
 Sarah was forced to work, like many in similar situations. Women who supported themselves—and frequently their children—usually lived in large cities where they were more likely to find work and receive assistance from the municipality or community. The social support system was more developed system in Tel Aviv than elsewhere, and offered family health clinics, charitable organizations for the needy and accommodations for children (Bernstein 2008). 

C. Older Working Men

Most of the male older population in Tel Aviv worked in various aspects of trade, followed by working as craftsmen. Most of the elderly in 1928 had been born in the 1860s
 in Eastern Europe. In 1925, 80% of all Tel Aviv residents came from Russia or Poland.
 Small trade and crafts were the most prevalent forms of occupation in the Jewish communities living in Czarist Russia or Galicia, and Jews were confined to informal work within the Pale of Settlement. Despite becoming urbanized during this period, only a small number succeeded in gaining the special status that allowed them to live outside the Pale, such as by belonging to the First Merchant Guild 
or being members of the liberal professions (Stampfer 2012). Many of the Polish Jews who settled in Tel Aviv in the 1920s and 1930s were driven to immigrate by the restrictions placed on the economic activity of merchants, craftsmen, manufacturers, and service providers by the Polish Minister of Finance Władysław Grabewski (Lestschinsky 1960). On their arrival in Palestine, they moved to cities, seeking adequate sources of income.

Israel Jolis (67) was registered as a trader with a store in Jaffa that sold imported clothing dyes from Warsaw, homemade jam and insect spray from the United States.
 Raphael Davidsohn (69) lived with Sarah (50), and reported himself in the census as a stopper
. Established in 1909, his business—The Sha’amon—made cleats
 for shoes, plates, and pipes for cooling rooms. He worked alongside his three sons, and in the 1920s, theirs were still the only Jewish business to import cork into the country. While business was good, they ran into problems finding raw materials from North Africa.

Many of the older population of Tel Aviv who did not work were likely assisted by their children. Hava Meltzok (23), for example, worked as a kindergarten teacher and lived with her father, Jacob Mordechai (62), who did not work. Other children, who lived outside Palestine, regularly sent them money to help out.
 Jacob Meir Kooperberg (68) appealed to Kollel America in 1928 for financial aid for himself and his wife Sarah, noting that his daughter in America sent him two lirot
 per month, but his expenses exceeded that amount.
 While the support given by family certainly helped, these examples show that money sent from abroad was not always enough to live on, and certainly could not solve the problems of loneliness and the need for someone nearby to help. 
Conclusion
During the Mandatory period, Tel Aviv was a nascent city with a large population of young residents and a youthful image. These traits often overshadowed life in the private realm, especially for those on the social periphery, who experienced other aspects of urban existence—aging, the challenges of making a living, and loneliness. The narratives from members of the older population pertain not only to those on the margins of society but also to the nature of the community, self-image and activities of those in society’s hegemonic centre. 

Nationalism shaped many dimensions of the public sphere of urban life, such as language, public festivals, and the rhetoric employed by the leadership (Bernstein 2009). Old age, in contrast, sheds light on the personal sphere—intergenerational homes, financial difficulties, family patterns, the change in status of widows on the occupational level, and the need for aid.
According to Spector-Mersel (2006), Israeli society is based on three pillars: Zionism, militarism, and Western capitalism, all of which glorify youth. This article examined the Yishuv period, as a step in deciphering the origins of the system of symbols and significations regarding old age in Israel. This article demonstrates that the family was the centre of Yishuv life, and that Jewish tradition regarding older people was maintained and followed in Mandatory Palestine.
 Immigration was another significant issue related to aging in the Yishuv during the Mandate period. Only a minority of migrants to British Palestine were elderly. Between 1928 and 1942, there were
 27,857 immigrants over 51, representing 13% of the total number of immigrants to British Palestine (Gurevich et al. 1944). Immigration affected the elderly, whose experience in old age very likely differed significantly from what it would have been had they stayed in their countries of origin. It affected their families as well. The immigration regulations of the Mandate authorities often stipulated that elderly people could only get visas if they were able to be supported by their family members. This brought about a change in family living patterns and concerns about their economic survival. 


Research on older persons and aging provides insight into the private sphere 
in the Jewish Yishuv and helps integrate knowledge about it with findings about the more well-known public sphere. 
Thus, this new research on the elderly also tells a story of the population as a whole, with the
 daily life and ordinary reality of families in British Palestine providing a basis for a deeper historical discussion.
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