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The Benjamin Safer Family In Springfield

  There were only five Orthodox Jewish families in Jacksonville ca. 1890,  when the sentiment for the creation of a tradi-
tional Jewish congregation began to crystallize.  By 1901, their number had grown to forty, and they realized their dream 
by incorporating as the Hebrew Orthodox Congregation B’nai Israel on December 6th 1901.  The founding members want-
ed to hire a leader that could fulfill all the essential needs of an Orthodox Jewish community.  The most influential mem-
bers came from Pushalot, Lithuania.  The newer members, having just left that area, knew a very religious man who could 
fill their requirements; Joseph Shraga.  Shraga was contacted to see if he would have any interest in filling the position. 
A story was told that he would never consider leaving Lithuania (the Center of Jewish Intellect outside of Jerusalem). He 
recommended his son, Benjamin Safer (the last name being that of his grandfather’s wife).  Benjamin was born in Pokroi, 
Lithuania. Although an Orthodox young man, he would have no part of a matchmaker’s choice and married the woman he 
loved, Frieda Ziv.
     Benjamin arrived in Jacksonville after the winter of 1901, having left Frieda with her mother, awaiting the birth of their 
fourth child.   She arrived in 1903, and they went on to have twelve children; eight sons and four daughters.
     In 1906, Benjamin’s brothers and sisters including, Harry Safer, moved to Jacksonville. His brother Jacob came in 
1908.
     By 1907, the membership of B’nai Israel had increased to seventy-five and the congregation began to erect a syna-
gogue on the corner of Jefferson and Duval Streets in the LaVilla neighborhood.  It was completed in 1910.
     Benjamin and Jacob Safer established a kosher butcher and delicatessen business, and “By 1922 Jacob had made 
enough money to buy a home in the up and coming area for the Jewish elite, Springfield.”  He moved his family to 149 
West Third Street and also formed a new congregation, Knesas Israel, at 1353/55 Pearl Street.  Services and classes 
were held in both houses, with Benjamin as Rabbi.
     In 1923, Benjamin moved his family to 725 West Monroe Street. This house still stands and has landmark status. 
     In 1926, the congregation hired a Rabbi, ordained at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, who introduced 
Conservative Judaism and the synagogue-center concept as a means of strengthening and perpetuating Judaism in the 
growing community.  In 1927 a down payment was made on a large property in Springfield, facing Springfield (now Klutho) 
Park, at the corner of Third and Silver Streets.  Congregation B’nai Israel assumed a new identity for itself as the Jackson-
ville Jewish Center.  
     Ca. 1928/9, Harry and wife Fannie Safer moved to 1344 Silver Street. They had four children; two sons and two 
daughters.  The daughters (Josephine and Annie) never married and would remain in this house for the rest of their lives.
     After the Depression, Benjamin Safer moved to 1556 Pearl Street. From the mid 30s to mid 50s,  Benjamin and family 
lived at 1905 Silver Street. In the 1930s/40s, although retired, Benjamin was Rabbi for a congregation in Orlando. Benja-
min Safer died September 1959, on his way back from a trip to Israel. He died at his daughter’s home in New York. 
    Benjamin Safer was a Zionist and in later life fulfilled his dream. He made several long visits to Israel.  His wonder-
ful letters from there to his family are contained in a  family history written by two of his grandchildren, Edwin Safer and 
Stacey Goldring, the source for the material contained herein.  We also used the history of the Jacksonville Jewish Center, 
found on their web page.  This Safer family history is available at the SIAA, thanks to a donation by Rita Reagan.

Benjamin and Frieda Safer

In the history of the Safer family. may be found the following sentence.....”To that end in 1927 a down payment was made 
on a more spacious site in Springfield, facing a park at the corner of Third and Silver Streets, while Congregation B’nai 
Israel assumed a new identity for itself as the Jacksonville Jewish Center. “ 

The above house was the home of Benjamin and Mary Dillon, built ca 1899/90.  On May 4th, 1904 several ladies of the 
Springfield neighborhood climbed those front steps and the Springfield Improvement Association was born.  Mary Dillon 
died in 1907 and the beautiful Pillars’ fountain was placed in the park in 1910 in her memory.  Benjamin Dillon died shortly 
thereafter and the house became a quad.  It was this house that was removed to build the Jacksonville Jewish Center.  
The roots of SIAA and those of the center come from this piece of land at Third and Silver Streets.

On April 25th, 2011, the Jewish Center burned.  The photo at the left was taken after the fire.  The photo on the right  was 
taken at night during the demolition.  Photos courtesy of Burkhalter Demolition.  This was the ultimate tragedy.  The south-
west quadrant was once a thriving Jewish Community.  It is an extremely important part of Springfield history.  Thanks to 
Burkhalter, the corner stone, originally at the southeast base of the building, was saved and has been donated to Spring-
field.  The SIAA will place this stone in Klutho Park, across the street from where the center, in all its glory, stood. 

Editor’s note; We have much more of this saga to share.  The Safer family was very large and other houses in our neigh-
borhood were family homes to them.  We shall also share a photo of the  corner stone which weighs about a ton and a 
half. It has its laying date written in both Hebrew and English.  It will be placed on a six foot diameter circular base, to 
match the Dillon fountain in Klutho Park.  It will be tender moment when it is rededicated at its new home. Watch for de-
tails.
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The Benjamin and Frieda Safer Homes

To the left, 725 West Monroe Street

Below left, the 1985 photo of 1556 Pearl Street

Below right, 1905 Silver Street.

All of these houses survive today.

Below left, Harry and Fannie Safer on the porch of 1344 Silver Street; note the awning and stone pot.
Below right, Jacob and Ida Safer

1344 Silver Street, home of Harry and Fannie Safer. To the left are the 1985 photos. Note the remains of the awning 
frames and the stone pots on the porch wall.  To the right, is the beautifully restored home, thanks to the Simon Family.  
We almost lost this house.

On the left is149 West 3rd Street.  On the right,1353 North Pearl Street. 
These were the houses of Jacob and Ida Safer.   It was here that he formed Knesas Israel.  Services and classes were 
held in both houses.  The house on the left is now the lovely home of Joe and Caroline Molenda. There are several of 
Jacob’s mezuzahs (decorative cases holding Hebrew verses from the Torah)  within.  
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