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Oral History Interview with Marion Sedorowitz
Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories, 2018.006.13
Interview conducted by Liz H. Strong on April 11, 2018

at the Brooklyn Moslem Mosque in Williamsburg, Brooklyn

STRONG: All right. So, my name is Liz Strong. Today is April 11th, 2018. This is Oral History
Interview for the Muslims in Brooklyn Public History Project at the Brooklyn Historical
Society. Marion, just introduce yourself, and let me know when and where you were
born.

SEDOROWITZ: Oh, okay. My name is Marion Sedorowitz. I was born in Bushwick General
Hospital in 1954, and we lived in Brooklyn and then moved out to Long Island, so -- I'm
not sure how much more you want from me.

STRONG: I -- I would love as many details as you're willing to share about your childhood. I
am hearing a little bit of clicking though. I think it may be from your cell phone. Would
you mind turning your cell phone off?

SEDOROWITZ: My cell phone?

STRONG: Yeah. Sometimes --

SEDOROWITZ: Wow, okay.

STRONG: - it just being on makes a weird signal in the sensitive -

SEDOROWITZ: Okay.

STRONG: -- microphones.

SEDOROWITZ: Okay.

STRONG: Let's see if that fixes it. [pause] Okay. I think that's a little better. Sorry about that.

SEDOROWITZ: Is it? Oh, wow.

STRONG: Isn't that crazy?

SEDOROWITZ: Yeah.

STRONG: So, tell me what you remember about your - your parents, your siblings. And
don’t worry about that checklist. I have notes in front of me, so we'll hit all the points.

SEDOROWITZ: Oh, okay.
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STRONG: Just -- just whatever you remember about your family growing up.

SEDOROWITZ: Well, I have a -- a younger brother, three years younger than myself. And in
1960, we -- we were living in Brooklyn, but my parents had been building a house in
Hauppauge and -- Long Island -- and they decided to move us out there, and we moved
out. But most of my family, cousins, and friends, at that times, were in Brooklyn or in

Middle Village, Queens.

So, it was a big transition for me personally, even though I was only going into the
second grade. It felt like my world had turned around because I really loved being in
Brooklyn. But my parents felt that they could give us a better life -- my brother and
then myself -- so that we could -- the education in the schools -- in the public schools, at
that time, they were, they felt, not helping us. And they couldn’t really afford, you know,

any kind of private school.

So, out in Long Island when we finally moved out there in the 19-- early 1960s, my
brother was too young to go to school yet, but I went to school. And I found out that
they were right because I was severely in mathematics, which I thought I was great at -
at the -- in second grade, I thought I was something else, was [ was -- really didn’t know
anything. And they were a lot more advanced in second grade than I was in the public

system in New York.

So, it took a lot of work, a little depression -- depressing for me. But finally, I began to
enjoy that because we did have room to play around, grass instead of really just the
sidewalks and the - the train. We had the -- the L was right near the -- right down the

block from us.

But I did miss all my family. But my parents tried their best. They -- we - they had
people down, our cousins down, or we would - they would make sure we would go into

Queens and into our mosque in Brooklyn to -- either for religious classes, or for the
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holidays, or, you know, for any other occasion, social occasions, that we would always
be a part of the -- the -- the Brooklyn Moslem Mosque. So, I thought that was pretty

good, and I thought that was great.

[ -- in where I was living, my brother, and I were the only Muslims in the school district.
I mean the Hauppauge School District wasn't that big, at that time, so you know, you
would know if there was somebody there who was a Muslim in your school. So it was
good, but it was also, you know, bad as a child because you were picked out and
determined that, you know, "Could you educate the rest of the class about what is
being a Muslim about?" I wasn't a public speaker at that time, so -- or neither am I now,
but the point of it is, is that I -- I got a little frustrated with that. But like, obviously, I

grew out of that, and --

One of the biggest things I have to credit my -- my parents with was that they didn’t
shy from the fact that they were Muslim, even though that was -- even in the '60s, that
wasn't the majority of people. And everybody was either Jewish or Christian, but they
never shied from it, and so, [ was brought up that way. So, I never felt that I had to

worry about telling anybody that I was a Muslim.

And then there were some trying times during that time because of the -- the Black
Panthers, Malcolm X, and how people saw the religion, and how it was presented. Even
in the media then, how little it was as it is today, it was still presented not in a positive
fashion. And especially in - in - in the metropolitan area, New York and Brooklyn. So,
it - it got a little frustrating at that time, but they still -- the organization still in the '60s
was very strong here in Brooklyn. There were over 700 member families in the '60s,
and the -- over the years, obviously, as people have become more educated, and also
they moved out of the state and living all over the United States, that that membership
got less and less over time. As well as -- as the educated children that were, I guess, the

-- that were born in between the '40s and the '60s, they became more involved with the

This transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only.

Sedorowitz, Marion, Oral history interview conducted by Liz H. Strong, April 11, 2018, Muslims in Brooklyn oral histories,
2018.006.13; Brooklyn Historical Society.



Access

activities other than the organization. And -- and eventually, they ended up marrying

non-Muslim and were sort of raising families, and -

Although, I think in their hearts because of what I hear from them -- and I still keep in
touch with a lot of people - that they still remember the culture, the organization, the
feeling of belonging to something, and the happy times. And also the food. You know,
that's the biggest thing, they re-- They all -- they all start talking about the food of our --
or the Tatar food, the Polish food, the Russian food. And they, kind of, have smiles of
talking about their mother or their grandmother and how they would make this and

how -- how they enjoyed it, so -

There are still those things, and we do have a membership here that are very loyal. And
they may not come here, but they are here in their spirits. They support the mosque,
and maybe they're getting -- some of them are getting older. Well, I'm even getting a
lot older than I thought I would be at this point, but -- you know. It's -- we're still pretty

much dedicated.

Our mission in life, and even my mission in life, is to make sure that this organization
is recognized for our ancestor's efforts to start something from nothing and create an
organization that had a major group of people following it. And they were able to build
a - have a brick-and-mortar place in on Brooklyn -- in Brooklyn, in Williamsburg,
Brooklyn, and also have a place for burial for people for their members. And so, that is
a pretty big accomplishment. That's what my -- my intent is to make sure that they're
remembered for all their efforts. And that's about it, I guess.

STRONG: Tell me a little bit about your -- your own ancestry. You told me a little on the
phone about your family history. What do you -- what do you know about that story?

SEDOROWITZ: Well, I know that my -- from listening to the stories from my parents. My
mother, her story is a little bit shorter because I'm trying to still find out that

information. So, she - basically, her mother was - this is her mother's second marriage,
6
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and so she had children, I think two sons, from an earlier marriage. She was a widow
and then -- and then she married my grandfather. They had three children, and -- and
my grandmother died in childbirth with the third child. She died of that. The -- the -
the third child survived.

But because of that my -- my grandfather worked with the furriers within the furrier
union, and so he didn’t really - in those days, the men never would even think about
raising young children because my mother was the -- was the oldest and was three. So,
they had to split the children up. And my mother and my uncle grew up in Connecticut
--in a farm up in Connecticut, and my -- my aunt grew up with a family in New Jersey.
But it didn’t mean that they were disconnected, but they just were separated because

they needed to separate them at that time.

My father's side is a little bit more fleshed out because of his stories, and -- and it -- my
father remembers things as a child because that's really his stories of when he was in -
well, it's now Belarus. It was a small town. But he really wasn't born in -- in Europe or in
Belarus. He was born in Freehold, New Jersey. So, what happened is - is along the way,
they -- they -- because of the [Great] Depression and the things were not really good in
the United States, his father decided to get a job in the railroad and would be away
from home, and send his wife and the two sons to -- back to Belarus to the town. And

that's how they existed for a long time, separate, and he would, I guess, send money.

And they had a farm, and my father talked about the - the -- the -- the lamb, the - the
baby lambs, and he would talk about the chickens, and all of that there. My mother had
the same experience, but it was in Connecticut with the - all -- all the -- the farm
animals. But they had to leave because of the impending of the war coming, World
War II. And because his -- my father's brother was so much older than my father,
maybe six or seven years older. I'm not really sure off the top of my head. But that

basically because of the war, they were going to -- the Russian army was, kind of,
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looking for young men to come and serve in the army there. And they -- since they

were American citizens, they returned back.

But I always enjoyed listening to my father's stories. Some of them -- he was still
traumatically affected by them, too, and -- and some of them were very happy stories.
That's, kind of, the history of where they came from.

STRONG: Give me an example of a story that -- that you remember or that sticks with you.

SEDOROWITZ: Well, I mean [laughter] the one that hits my mind, and it's a traumatic story
but is - it -- it's -- you know, well, he was trying to also teach us a lesson about animals.
Because they were on a farm, their animals were not just their pets. They were food. But
he didn’t know that as a kid, okay. So, there, they had some sheep, and the -- one of the
sheep, I guess, was slaughtered and he did not -- when he realized that, he did not want
to eat lamb. And I remember my mother could not serve lamb in the house even after
he was older, "No, that's okay. I don’t want any lamb."

STRONG: [laughter]

SEDOROWITZ: And that was very traumatic for him because -- but he always told us about,
you know, in his mind, you-- "Your pets don’t -- don’t -- you know, don’t treat them as,
you know, that somebody very close to you." But I'm like, "No, Dad, that was because it
was different times then." But that was, kind of, how he got what he got from that. So it's

very, very funny. But my father was a very funny and kind man, quiet-spoken.

My mother was the -- I guess the do-- the doer, the organizer. And I think that's a lot
because of she had to be an adult very early in life and take charge of things. So I guess
it worked in their relationship. You know, you always need somebody that does things
and organizes things, and then somebody that, you know, follows through. So, I think
they had a good marriage. You know, they were very happy.

STRONG: What, ultimately, brought them here to be part of this -- this mosque and this

community?
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SEDOROWITZ: Well, the -- this mosque was started, like, in 1907. So, my parents were born

in - in - they were both born in the United States, so they were born in 1918 and '19. So,

they -- the mosque, they knew about the mosque, and the mosque was originally called

the Lithuanian Tatar Society because - ||| GKcNE
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