Unpacking the memories behind a family store
With documentary, daughter delves into her parents’ past
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[PHOTO] Birke’s Department Store was a fixture in Lowell for 44 years.

Imagine walking into a department store and being greeted by a large “NO BROWSING” sign. Then, when
you ask if a jacket comes in another color or size, the owner kicks you out and tells you to shop elsewhere.
That was the experience of generations who shopped at Birke’s Department Store in downtown Lowell, often
described as the T.J. Maxx or Marshalls of its day with regard to quality and pricing. However, shopping at
Birke’s was not for the timid or faint-hearted – that is, if owner Nathan Birke was around.
But behind the gruff exterior was a man who could crack you up with a joke and break your heart with his story.
That story has been turned into a documentary film, “Browsing Through Birke’s,” by his oldest daughter, Szifra
Birke. “It was a funny title for the film, because you couldn’t browse through Birke’s if my father was there,”
Szifra said. Fortunately for the success of the store, Nathan was not in Birke’s much of the time, as he was out
meeting with vendors and wholesalers.
But “Browsing Through Birke’s” is more about a marriage than it is about merchandise.
The tale begins on the streets of Lodz, Poland, in late 1939, after the city had fallen under Nazi occupation.
One day, Nathan Birke, a prosperous entrepreneur in his 30s, happened to offer a ride to an itinerant carpenter
named Lazer. When they arrived at Lazer’s home, he invited Nathan inside because it was close to curfew.

There, Nathan met Lazer’s beautiful 18-year-old daughter, Sally. As she would later tell the story, Nathan took
one look at her and “he never left.”
But while Nathan was dazzled, Sally was not – after all, this was a man twice her age.
But fate would throw them together. When the war was in its earliest stages, Sally’s brother had fled to Russia to
escape induction into the army. Not realizing how bad things would get, his mother, Szifra, could not bear to be
separated from her son and wanted him to return to Poland. Sally, as the next oldest child, announced she would
go and get him.
When Nathan heard about that, he persuaded Sally to let him accompany her. But once they had crossed the
border, he told Sally they couldn’t return to Poland. It was a lie, but Sally believed him and agreed to his
suggestion that they set out for Siberia.
[PHOTO] Nathan and Sally in Germany, 1945.

However, she felt it would be improper for two unmarried people
to travel together, so Nathan proposed.
The rabbi who married them had one ring. First he put it on
Sally’s finger, then on Nathan’s. After the ceremony was over, the
rabbi took the ring back.
Sally later described it as a “marriage of convenience.” She said
she had fully expected to go back to her family at the end of the
war. “But by the end, she had a different attitude,” said Szifra, the
daughter. “She was thrilled that her future children would have a father who was educated, since Sally had quit
school at the age of 13. She was grateful for his brilliance, foresight and proactivity regarding education.
However, they never got along well, and they were not suited as husband and wife.”
Nathan found them both work for the duration of the war in a Siberian coal mine. Sally gave birth to two
children. The first, Pinchas, died at six months from a minor burn that had become infected; they had no
medicine, not even aspirin. The second son, Chaim, died from complications during delivery.
After the war, Nathan and Sally wound up in a displaced persons camp in Germany. Determined to get out,
Nathan smuggled himself onto a Paris-bound train, aided by a Jewish soldier who hid him in a bathroom.
Nathan arrived in Paris with no papers and no knowledge of French. Ever resourceful, he stood on a street
corner and asked passersby in Yiddish, “Do you speak Yiddish?” Finally, someone answered, “Are you
meshugah?”
Whether he thought this stranger was crazy, the man still took pity. Learning that Nathan had once studied at a
yeshiva in Poland, the man helped him obtain a rabbinical visa to travel to the United States.
Nathan sent for Sally, and the couple went to New York City in 1945. Unable to find work there, Nathan
answered an ad for a janitor at Temple Beth El in Lowell. They moved to Massachusetts, but Nathan didn’t last
long in the job. He was fired for being rude to the rabbi.
Nathan, though, had an unusual talent. “My father,” said Szifra. “could turn nothing into money.”

[PHOTO] The original, infamous Birke’s “No Browsing” sign.

In 1948, the Birkes opened a 200-square-foot clothing store
on Central Street in Lowell, and they lived in back with their
new baby, Lenny. Soon, the store was successful enough that
they opened a larger one on Gorham Street, and the growing
family, which eventually included three more children –
Szifra, Roz and Richard – lived upstairs.
In 1960, they bought a building on Market Street and opened
Birke’s Department Store, which was a fixture in the
community for 44 years.
Nathan’s personality worked well on the wholesale side of the business, where he was “a great buyer, funny and
entertaining with vendors,” according to Szifra, “but he was terrible with retail and selling.”
She said before going in customers would often check to see if he was out, as they would get a far warmer
greeting from Sally. She would greet them with a kind word, trays of homemade goodies and an uncanny
memory for the details of their lives.
Together, the Birkes were known for their generosity, donating mountains of clothing to charity and reducing
their discounted prices even further when a customer was in need.
Nathan died in 1992. Two years later, Szifra, a communications consultant, was interviewed by a Lowell Sun
reporter, who wanted the back story of Birke’s. The reporter encouraged Szifra to apply for a grant from the
Massachusetts Cultural Council to tell the story of her parents and Birke’s in a museum exhibit.
“Not being an artist, I had no idea what I was doing,” said Szifra, who lives in Lowell.
Still, she managed to get the funding and created “Browsing Through Birke’s,” which was displayed for three
months in 1994 at the Center for Lowell History at the Patrick J. Mogan Cultural Center. “I included stories
from other merchants – where the customers went
when my father kicked them out,” she said.
Fortuitously, Szifra met a Los Angeles filmmaker,
Steven D. Grossman, who was visiting a mutual
friend in Lowell at that time. Grossman
enthusiastically took on the project of making a film
about Birke’s, and he flew back and forth,
interviewing Sally, family members, merchants and
customers.
[PHOTO] Sally Birke and her children – standing, Roz
and Lenny; seated, Szifra and Richard – celebrate her
90th birthday last year at the American Textile History
Museum in Lowell.

The film premiered in Los Angeles in 1996 and was shown once that year on WGBH-TV, Boston’s public
broadcast station.
A year and a half ago, Szifra had the film put on a DVD. Since then, she has shown it and talked about her
family, most recently at Congregation Beth Israel in Andover and at the Lowell Visitor Center.
“What is relevant is the story of survival and what happens to a family after they have come through a
genocide,” she said. “There are many Cambodian immigrants in Lowell today. They don’t talk about what
happened to them, and their children don’t know.” Szifra hopes her film will inspire those families to open up.
The store was sold in 2004, but the Birke Building still retains the family name. It now contains residential
condos and two businesses on the first floor – Brew’d Awakening, a coffeehouse; and ERA Realty, co-owned by
Poulten, a former Birke’s customer who appears in the film.
Sally Birke is now 91 years old.
For more on the Birkes and to order the DVD, visit browsingthroughbirkes.com.

