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History

MT was born in 1939 in New York.  Her mother’s family did a lot of Yiddish dance at family weddings, bar mitzvah’s and other Jewish events—but mostly weddings.  Her mother was born in Proskurov, now called Khmelnytskyi Ukraine.  Her mother and father met and married here in New York.  Her father’s family didn’t do much Yiddish dance.

The family was secular and believed in Yiddish. MT attended Sholom Aleichem School 21, as an afteroon school. They studied Yiddish and some Hebrew, no prayers.

The 3 Yiddish dances which MT recalls are sher, freylekhs and a type of hora which looks to me like the Israeli/Zionist hora.  She has no recollection of dancing bulgar, honga, kolomeyke, krakoviak, patsh tants zhok, mezinke or czardas.  Occasionally a couple of people might do a few gestures from the broiges dance if the musicians played the broiges music.

MT doesn’t know when she first learned to dance Yiddish dances.  She learned by osmosis.  The dances were done by people of all ages, though she’s not sure how young the youngest dancers were—it didn’t seem that they were young children from the way she spoke.  MTgrew up doing Yiddish dances.  She left New York at age 21 but continued doing these dances at family simkhes into the 1960’s she thinks.  She was surprised to hear of the klezmer revival because in her mind, klezmer never stopped; however, her family no longer does the sher at weddings and simkhes.  The heyday of the dances in her recollection was the late 1940’s and into the 50’s and 60’s.
The dance floors utilized were proper dance floors in catering halls, not particularly crowded—but this could vary.  People were all dressed up to attend these simkhes—some in modest attire, others in strapless evening gowns.  Women usually ended up dancing in stocking feet as they couldn’t manage in their high heels.  Men wore normal shoes.

Music for dancing was generally live, instrumental music, provided by professional musicians (“not all were golden”).  The musicians were of varying ethnicities.  The bands were usually brassy.  Vocalists didn’t sing for dancing, though they did sing at other times in the evening.

When the music for a sher started, people would run to the dance floor and try to form sets.  Some sets would be established right away, while others might have to wait until enough people came onto the floor to start dancing—so not everyone started the sher at the same time.  There were usually more women who wanted to dance than men, so women sometimes had to partner other women.

