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The Students Versus the First Dean of Yeshiva College:
The Beginning of Commentator Politics

BY: Zev Ebeff

TTis esvay is dedicated to T David
Srlovitz, Dean of Feshive Callege, wiliose
commiimerl i sohiofarship and excellomce is
araly surpassed by s devorion i s siedenis,

Foanded during the spring semester af
1935, The Commentator, the stident newspas
per of Yeshiva College, spent its first months
publishing men=comirontational news ikems omd
polite editanals, The Governing Board, led by
Editor-m=-Chiel Maoses 1. Feuerstean, took some
1ssue with Yeshiva College palicies, but it ap-
pears that s overshelmingly benevalem atti-
tule tooard the instittion kepd the newspaper
in the goed graces of Yeshiva President
Bemard Bevel’s sdminisiration. Cne reader
wrote to the paper during that firsd semesier
complaiming bt the sum toial of all dhe Go-
erning Foard s editorials “has been some milkd
and evasive opinions on general questions,”™
Digspite dhis, the sudent journalisis” generally
complimentary pieees on the school’s admin-
istratien did net cense that yenr under Fever-
stgin, whose family  maintpined 8 closs
relationship with President Bevel. The fiol-
lowing excerpt of a letter — one of the few ol its
Lind in what remains of Dr. Bernard Revel's
personal files — sent 10 Samuel Feversicin, a
wealthy donor o Yeshiva, does well o illus-
trate this podnt:

“1 i Ao et vou knoae thad in the recent
writlen examination in the Talmudie depart-
meend, your son surprised me pleasandly, by
making a geod showing. His atitude foaard
his Hebrew studies has greatly improved; and
1 singerely trust that the true spirit, which
abides in vow and vour Family, will eomtinue wx
growe im him and sirengthen him for his life
ahead ™

Anciber explanation for the newspaper s
timidity is that Feverstein and his fellow edi-
tors codild not be sune hivw 1he Yeshiva com-
munity  would react do s saber-rattling
newspaper. Although the previous generaticns
of eshiva students published newssheeds, they
wgre sporndie and functioned as bulletins win-
fomm stadents of priver fimes and special lee-
tures. Certninly, in an instintion modeled after
the yeshived of Eastern Evrope. many rabbis
and feachers speke up in oppesition when
Feverstein petitioned the administration o star
agollege mewspaper in 1934, Mindfal of how
hard a task it was to call in favers and olii-
mately convines Dir Revel to permif publica-
tien of the wnprecedened student crgan,
Fewersiein was careful in his firsd months we
stradidle the: thin ling between editing a liberal
cillege newspaper ad behaving as a revereni

veshivah student,

et it wonld et be long bediore The Cosr-
pivraraior developed its biting—and oftentinees
seaihing—pen, just over » year after printing
its first edition.  [nits first mejor attasck on the
adminisiration, Pl Cosmeiienor aimed s
crosshmirs on Dir, Shelley K. Bafir dhe first desn
of Yeshiva Collepe. Safir was p “close associ-
ate” of President Revel and served for mpnmy
vears a3 high sehool pringipal of the Talmudi-
cal Academy. When, in the late 19208, Dy,
Bevel set abowt prsembling o collegiabe beuliy,
Safir wos ene of the few men the former
trusted for piving counsel, Aspresult, itisnol
surprising that Safir was appointed Yeshiva
Codlege’s first denn in 19310

Hevwever, while he had the backing of the
school's higher administration, Safir's rela-
fignship with the student body was fravght
with animasifies from the time he pssumed the
deanship. As time progressed, Safir removed
himzelf from waking part in stucent activities;
ihe newspaper was nod an exception. [n Feuer-
atein's three semesters running the paper, we
o ot find g single quede attributed e Safir or
inglusion of his name in sy mews story deal-
ing with Yeshiva College. Instead, reporiers
retrieved Y news from Iacob 1 Harisiein, the
Codlege’s registrar at that time. e, in b pub-
ligation's firsl vear, despite sudent-organized
apposition o Salin, Te Copmenrater omitted
any mention of il The exelusion of student re-
sentment for the Dean is especially nobewor-
ihy afier considering that, on severnl aceasions
ihat vear, editors were called indo Safir's office
under threat of censorship and dishandment,

Mevertheless, afler rwo semesters of pla-
cating administrators, The Commeniator de-
vobed significant space to sharp eniticiam of
Safir. Perhaps Feuershein was awane of the foe-
uliv s growing displeasune for Salir's handling
of the College’s finances in the thick of the
ety s Grogal D preasion. Also, with his fa-
il s atrong s 1o Dy Revel, and informed of
il President's preoceupation with fuidraizing
and lis deteriorating health, Feuerstein kiew
ihat resistance 1o any atiack deployved in the
paper would ned bg Fortheoming from Safin's
auperions"

Teaming up with student government, the
newspaper's large headline on s frond page
of the March 19 1936 issue read:

DEAN 5AFIR CHARGED AS UMFIT
FOR OFFICE: STUDENT COUNCIL
ORDERS IMMEDIATE PROBE OF IM-
DICTMENTS

Beporedly, thees days prior 1ot publi-
cation. Student Councl membssrs aceused the
Drean of “tedal disregard”™ for Yeshiva's meli-
gions ideals, incompetence in fulfilling his mole
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as denn, alienation of students, and behaving
immarally, ina way unbecoming of the Dean
of Yeshiva College, Afier hearing the changes
in & session that ook well aver hall an hour,
e Student Couneil deploved a gommities
invesfigate the matier and report back fo the
Coonzil, [ s aceompanying ediforial, Fever-
stgin’s Bioard suppomed the Studemt Coungil's
degision 1o probe the students” case against
Diean Safir, bud eputicned student representa-
tives that iy engage only in “ir play™, The-
spite their strategically reserved denor, the
cilitors eould ned resist emphasizing that *the
charges agninst [ir. Salir are of such a serious
naturg that, il substantiated , they would defi-
nitely disgqualify a man from the deanship of
anv eollege, much less Yeshiva ™

Yed, v understand the newspapermen’s
metives fully, we must consider the pvailble
defails purposely omitied in boedh the from-
page news stery and the inside editenial
namely, fhe specific seeusations levied agninst
Diean Safir. In o three-page reselution, the Stu-
dent Coungil owlined much more grievous in-
dictments than e ones alluded e by the paper
Thee Stodent Couneil eluimed to have in s pos-
session eopies of letters from D, Bevel do Safir
bt proved that the Dean mishandled funds for
hoth the College and the Talmudical Acpdemy
In listing Safir’s “acts ngainst Jewish law,™ the
Congil reporied the following:

“1. Smdents were sent by the Dean tooa
non kesher restaurmnt for the purchase of meat
aandwiches

2. Dir. Safir was seen on severnl occasions
drivimg te and from the Yeshiva in his ear on
ihee Sabhath. Om one ocension indennis clothes
and with tennis equi pment,™

In addifion, the Student Coumeil cited the
Dean's vse of “Towd and intemperate lan-
gunge.” However, most astounding of all was
the Council’s ¢laim that “Dr, Safir has ap-
peared to be unduly intimate with his former
seeredary.”” As a result of Salir's affair and the
newspaper's very public report of the charges
miade by the Student Council, Dr, Kevel ap-
pointed a commibies consisting of five Yeshiva
College professors o do whatever you may
desm necessary in order w0 ascerain all the
facis in this comection. Thiz ineludes the call-
ineg o witnesaes and the examination of all per-
tinent evidenss, Upon completion of vour
investigation vou will kindly presei o me
vour fndings wogether with vour recommen-
dations"

In a letter from the appointed members of
the committee w0 Safir daved bay 11, 1936,
ey informed il dean that they were “happy
1o state that o greal many of these [charges|
caild be repected as irrelevant without further

investigation. There remain, however, cerlain
athers which require examinatien,” While we
cannod know which accusations were the anes
ihait resulied in Safir's eventual remaval from
ihe deanship, we can be sure that the sudents
were the omes primarily responsi ble for e dis-
missal. Furiher, that Feversigin and his fellow
eddiiors were aware of the details of the Stsdent
Coameil's charges is indubitable, Mevenheless,
deapite encugh ammunition o involve the
sehool’s Boeard members, Tiee Comimerarar
seli-censored news and balaneed editorial
reatment of the affair refleet o level of espect
fior the graveness of the sitation. Whether the
Gioverning Board™s degision wns based on re-
apeet For Safirs persenal privagy or for the in-
fegrity of the College is alse unknowahle

What may be diseerned, however, is that in the
carliest days the editors of P Comivespior
viewsd themselves not as a fourth estate. bat
as p part of sudent leadership meant 1o work
iovvard betiering Yeshiva Collepe,  Indesd,
ihese newamen were both warv of projecting
Mippaney unhefitting rabbinical studenis pnd
werg, i the same time, energized college siu-
dents rearing 1o get involved in the politics of
fheir bloved sehool.
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Adier il March issue, The Comiensieior
chose 1o refrain aliogetber from further direct
dizeussion of the Safir affair for the reinaiider
of the seinester. However, with an irmeverent
punly, the surly eollege newsimen did opt o
reprint a leter 10 the editer from Dean Safir
apiginally publizhed in the paper's inaugural
issue on harch 1. 1933 thai described the
newspaper as a “souree of grafification’ and
cxpressed the Dean's hope that the sudent
angan “will serve as a link o the stadentz and
il faculiv.” The only other refierence o Salir
it the publication cams in The Commenranor
fimal issue of the year O the fromd page of the
cdition. an amicle released the resulis of a poll
taken of the Yeshiva College senior ¢lass, The
typical graduating senies of 1936, the poll rne-
ported, would resign if he were the Dean of
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