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A. Oh yeah, well, we are Jewish, and there are probably ten Jewish 

families in all of Johnson City; and so there was no place to get corned 

beef or pastrami or anything like that. So my parents would always go to 

Chandler's and fill up the ice chest with bagels and what have you. 

Asheville and Knoxville were the closest places you could go to get 

anything I ike that. 

Q. What would you all do at Passover time? Come to Asheville? 

A. No, we had our own Passover at the house? 

Q. Where did you get Passover goods? 

A. Either at Asheville or Knoxville. My father's family was from Knoxville, 

so we were always going to either Knoxville or Asheville. He grew up in 

Knoxville. 

Q. So talk a little about your Jewish upbringing in Johnson City. Did you 

have a Synagogue and what was it affiliated with. 

A. We had a Synagogue, and when I was real little it was in Bristol; and 

then it moved to Blountville, which is really kind of out in the country. 

Closer to Bristol than Johnson City or Kingsport. It served Johnson City, 

Bristol, Kingsport, Elizabeth and all southwest Virginia. But I think the total 

membership of the congregation for that whole geographic area was 
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maybe about 50 families. I wouldn't swap growing up the way I did for 

anything in the world. You know, I remember my sister was the first 

Jewish person to ever graduate from my high school, and I was the 

second. But I always felt respected. Never felt any anti-Semitism. You 

learn-what I learned, I think, is that if you respect other people's religion, 

they will respect yours. And I always tried to respect, and did respect 

those of the Christian faith, and they respected me. And more than 

anything else, were generally interested in what we believed in and what 

we didn't. 

Q. Was your Synagogue reformed or conservative? 

A. Conservative. 

Q. Were you Bar Mitzvah'd there? 

A. Yeah. 

Q. Were you the first to be Bar Mitzvah'd? 

A. No. There were, sporadically, from the area-growing up, it might be a 

Bar Mitzvah every three or four years, you know, that you have a Bar 

Mitzvah. 

Q. Do you know what year it started, this Synagogue? 

A. Last year they had the Hundredth Anniversary, of the congregation. 
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Q. So, it was 1904? Was there always a Rabbi? 

A. I think so. I had a Rabbi for the most part, when I was growing up. 

He would go from city to city. 

Q. So it was a circuit Rabbi? 

A. Well, no-they lived in Bristol, when I was growing up. But he would 

come to Johnson City, he'd go to Bristol, he'd go to Kingsport, he'd go visit 

Bethany, he'd go to southwest Virginia-

Q. -for classes? 

A. Yeah, and then conduct the services on Friday night and Saturday 

morning. 

Q. They had a Saturday morning service? 

A. Um, if they had a Bar Mitzvah. I don't know that they had a regular 

Saturday. They probably wouldn't get the minimum members-it requires 

ten people-

Q. Because the men worked? 

A. Yeah. 

Q. Did the most of them have retail businesses? 

A. I would say most of them were in retail-type businesses. There were 

some professionals. Some doctors, lawyers. Some worked in industry. 
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Q. Now people in Oak Ridge wouldn't have gone there? 

A. No. 

Q. They actually had their own Synagogue. You said there was Friday 

night service and not Saturday, regularly. 

A. Friday night you could get a decent number of people. 

Q. How far was it for you to go to that Synagogue? 

A. It would take about maybe 30 to 45 minutes. 

Q. What year did the medical school come to ETSU? 

A. It was after I graduated high school, and I graduated high school in 

1964, so I would guess the late '60's or early '70's. 

Q. Did that change the Jewish population in Johnson City? 

A. From what I could tell, it definitely made an impact, because, as a 

result of the medical school being there, I think it brought in doctors, not 

just for the medical school but the whole medical profession grew in 

Johnson City. And so there were a lot of medical doctors who came in. I 

think the congregation in Johnson City is probably a fair-size, larger than it 

was when I was growing up. I think they increased their membership. 

Q. Do you think Johnson City, out of that tri-city area, has the most Jews 

now? 
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A. I really just don't keep up with it. If I had to guess, I would guess so. 

Q. Do you know how many people live in Johnson City? Now? 

A. I think about 50,000. 

Q. Was it about the same when you were growing up? 

A. It was about 27,000. 

Q. So it has maybe doubled in size? 

A. Yeah. I remember when Shoney's opened up, that was a huge thing. 

Q. Now , what did your father do? 

A. He had a -well he started off in the scrap-yard business. And then he 

had an auto parts business. And then he ended up in the plumbing and 

electrical supply business. So he was in business for about 50 years with 

his brother. And they were both originally from Knoxville. 

Q. How did their family get to Knoxville-do you know? 

A. I don't know why they settled in Knoxville, except unless it had to do 

with just my grandfather thinking that Knoxville was a good location for a 

scrap business, which was the business he was in. 

Q. Do you know what year he came to Knoxville? 

A. No, I really don't. 

Q. Was it before your father was born? 
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A. Oh yeah. My father was born 1910. He was a good many years older 

than my grandmother. And he died when my father was 16, and my father 

was the oldest of three children. And, but-if I had to guess, I would say 

he probably came in the 1880's or something. His name was B. J. Thorp. 

Benjamin J. Thorp. 

Q. Where did he come from? 

A. That's another good question. I have heard either Lithuania, and or I 

have heard possibly Germany. The story I heard is that he moved to 

England before he came to the Unites States. Whether it is true or not, I 

don't know. But one story I have heard is that the name use to be Dorf. 

And when he moved to England, he changed it to Thorp, because Dorf in 

German means a village or small town; and Thorp in English is like a village 

or small town, so when he moved to England, he changed it to Thorp. 

Q. So was it just him who came? Did he have brothers? 

A. He had a brother who settled in Cattlesburg, Kentucky, near the Ohio 

River, in the general area of Kentucky closest to Pittsburgh. 

Q. Was he in scrap? 

A. I think he may-I'm not sure. I don't know anything about his family, I 

never met them. 
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Q. Was he older or younger? 

A. I don't know. 

Q. Was his name Thorp too? 

A. The only connection I have with him at all is when my father passed 

away and going through his things, I saw an article from the Cattlesburg 

paper, he must have had a store, because his store burned down. And 

there was an article about his store burning down. I don't know anything 

about his side of the family. 

Q. Did your grandfather, B.J. Thorp, come from somewhere in Europe 

directly, to live in Knoxville? Or did he live in New York or Baltimore or 

anywhere-

A. So far as I know, once he got to the United States, he came directly to 

Knoxville. 

Q. But does your father have a Baltimore connection somehow? 

A. He had some relatives in Baltimore, but to be honest with you, I don't 

know who or how. 

Q. Did he go to college, your father? 

A. He went to Law School, but not college. 
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Q. He went to the University of Baltimore Law School. When his father 

died, he moved to Baltimore to be with some of the relatives in Baltimore. 

And at that time you could go to Law School without going to college. He 

went to Law School and practiced Law for about a year; didn't like it; and 

moved to Johnson City. 

Q. Did he know people in Johnson City? Do you know why he came to 

Johnson City? 

A. His father had a piece of property in Johnson City. When they bought 

the piece of property, there was an iron-there was iron up in the 

mountains, and they thought that it was going to be like a Birmingham­

type location, where steel would come in, because of the iron. So they 

bought the piece of property, figuring basically, they were in the scrap­

steel business. My grandfather never did anything with it, because shortly 

after they bought the property, they discovered the big iron deposit in 

Minnesota. But after my grandfather died, they had that piece of property, 

and my father and his brother decided to start a scrap yard on that piece 

of property, and so that is what they did. 

Q. So when was that that they came to Johnson City? 
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A. I am not sure, I have got a card from my grandfather that says B. J. 

Thorp and it has the year on it, in Johnson City, and the year seems like it 

is maybe 1912 or 1914. What year my father moved to Johnson City, if I 

had to guess, would be about 1930 or the '30's. He would have been in his 

early or mid-20's, if I had to guess. 

Q. So he came with his brother? 

A. His brother actually started the business a year or two before my 

father. He was about 6 years younger than my father. He moved to 

Johnson City first, and started the scrap yard; and then my father moved. 

Q. How did your uncle meet his wife? Was she from Johnson City? 

A. Yes, she was from Johnson City. Her family name was Switgal. She 

was Jewish. Her family had a retail store, a lady's shop, called Switgal's. 

Q. So Dorothy's family goes back further in Johnson City than you do? 

A. Yeah. So far in Johnson City, I can pretty much tell you the ones who 

go back, which are the Switgal's, the Cannor's-there is a lawyer, Bernie 

Cannor, who is still-he is probably about 80. And his father Mo, was a 

lawyer in Johnson City. There was the Goldstein family, Lena and Morris 

Goldstein. And they had a lady's shop, Goldstein's. And then my parents. 

And then the Curlins came, he was a physician at Mountain Home, which 
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was the Veteran's Hospital. He probably came in the '40's. As far as going 

back before the '40's, you are probably looking at 3 or 4 families. 

Q. And how did your parents meet? 

A. Let me think ... My mother had a first cousin, Beesy, who was married 

to Ernest Marcus, and for a period of time--Ernie was a doctor. For a 

period of time, for a few years, he lived in Johnson City, he was a doctor 

at the Veteran's Hospital. And so my mother came to visit Beesy; and 

Bessy I guess knew my father, both from Johnson City. And so Beesy 

introduced them. So that's how they met. 

Q. So where were they married? 

A. I am not really sure. But my father always told the story, that he 

thought he was marrying a millionaire's daughter. He found out after he 

got married, that he really married a milliner's daughter. LAUGHTER 

Q. That's a good story. He was sort of a joker anyway. So you don't 

know if they got married in Asheville or not? Do you know what year they 

got married? 

A. Probably about 1942. For some reason, it seems like they got married 

in South Carolina, but I don't know why or where. I mean I probably have 

that somewhere. 
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Q. And he was or not in the war? 

A. He was not in the war, because they were in the scrap business, and 

scrap was an essential business during the war; and so he did not have to 

go into the military. 

Q. Can you think of-

A. I can tell you that the water at Rec Park was very cold. LAUGHTER 

Q. O.K. I've heard that from you before. Can you think of any funny, 

Thorp in Asheville or anything like that, or any other connections ... 

A. In Asheville, well, of course there is the old strawberry shortcake stories 

with your brother, but I am not sure we should tell those. 

Q. I am not sure that they have impact upon the Jewish businesses in 

Asheville. Did you date any girls when you were visiting Asheville? 

A. Not date, per se. I can't say that I really dated anybody. I remember 

the JCC, and in retrospect pretty impressive that you had a JCC here. We 

would go swimming there in the summer. 

Q. Did you all have an AZA? 

A. We were associated with Young Judea. 

Q. Your father was very involved with that. He was on the Board of KM? 

Judea, and that was because you had a Young Judean chapter. 
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A. Right. So we didn't--

Q. M Judea was actually a Hidasa ? organization. I don't know why your 

father was on-

A. It was because we were stuck out in upper east Tennessee. I guess 

most Knoxville was Young Judea, Chattanooga was Young Judea, so the 

congregations closest to us in Tennessee were associated with Young 

Judean, that is probably why we associated with Young Judea. 

Q. Can you think of any stories, actually, in Johnson City, that would have 

anything to do with being a Jewish person in a Christian world? Any 

misunderstandings, whether funny or sad or people . misunderstood you or 

anything like that, you or your family? 

A. No, I never really felt like we had any misunderstandings. My best 

friend, growing up, when he was growing up in high school, wanted to be 

a Methodist minister; and I would go to MYF with him on Wednesday 

night. I do have one story. During an MYF meeting, they had some guy 

talking, and I remember he was one of these guys when he would smile­

which he was trying to smile at the end of each of his sentences-one of 

these guys where his lips would move up above his teeth. And so he 

would say a sentence and his lips would move up above his teeth. And he 
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was talking about the Old Testament, and made reference to the Hebrew 

whatever. And he says, I don't guess anybody here knows Hebrew, do 

you? And I made the mistake of raising my hand. And so he asked how I 

knew Hebrew, and I said well, I am Jewish, you know. And he didn't take 

his eyes off of me the rest of the time. I was just so uncomfortable. He 

would just look at me and every sentence was straight at me; and then his 

mouth would go up and his teeth would be shining at me. So I vowed 

right then, never to volunteer to anybody that I knew Hebrew. Of course I 

didn't really know Hebrew, except to the extent of being able to read it for 

a Bar Mitzvah or prayers or that ~pe of thing. And then I remember when 

I was Bar Mitzvah'd, I spoke to my ih grade class about what it was; and 

you know I think it was a genuine interest. And my friend, who wanted to 

be a Methodist minister, you know, attended some our services with me in 

our youth group. And so, but, truthfully, I think it was a great way to grow 

up: the values that you learned, how to get along as a minority. I 

wouldn't trade it for anything. 

Q. So did many of your classmates come to your Bar Mitzvah? 

A. Yeah, a fair number came. 



Alan Thorp Page 30 of 34 

Q. I do have a question. I know that your older sister was married in 

Asheville. Do you know why she was married in Asheville? 

A. She was married at the Grove Park Inn, and for a couple of reasons: 

Number 1, she wanted a big wedding, and there was no place in Johnson 

City where you could give a big wedding such as you could give at the 

Grove Park Inn. And Number 2, my mother had a big family, and they 

were all in Asheville. So for the combination of those reasons, she had her 

wedding at the Grove Park Inn. 

Q. And where was your Bar Mitzvah, and your Bar Mitzvah party? 

A. The Bar Mitzvah was at our Synagogue in Blountville, and the party was 

just a reception after the Bar Mitzvah at the Synagogue in Blountville. We 

didn't have parties or a dance like they do now. We didn't have a dance. 

We had, you know, cakes, and-

Q. Kind of like a traditional southern wedding? 

A. Well, no, I would call it more like an upscale onig chalot??? after the 

Bar Mitzvah. 

Q. O.K. What is the name of your Synagogue there? 

A. It's Shalom. 

Q. So, did you have Sunday school? 
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A. Yes. 

Q. Was that mostly the mothers who taught? 

A. Mothers and fathers. Both. Members of the congregation. 

Q. Can you think of the names of any of the people you use to go to 

religious school with, who, like from southwest Virginia, say, that you still 

remember who they were; or do you keep up with any of those people? 

A. Well, I remember who they were. I can't tell you where they are now. 

I think one's a lawyer maybe in Charlottesville. Your brother ran into a girl 

from Bristol who is living in Washington now, so I know where she is. I 

think one guy from Kingsport I knew is an optometrist in Roanoke. Robbie 

Curlin, from Johnson City, of the three-there were 4 of my general 

contemporaries in Johnson City-which was my sister, mostly lived in 

Dayton, and then Boston, but is now living in Florida. But then the other 

two, is Robbie Curlin, who is two years older than me. He became a 

doctor and moved to Memphis. A girl a year older than me, Joan Millen, 

moved to Memphis, and I moved to Memphis. So three out of the four of 

my general contemporaries live in Memphis. So I still see them from time 

to time. 
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Q. Well, we are about ready to wrap it up. Can you think of anything else 

you want to say? That you want your kids to know or anything? 

A. I guess, you know, it was a good area-Asheville, Johnson City was just 

a good area to live in; it was a good area to grow up in. 

Q. Now you raised your kids in Memphis. How do you feel that that is 

different, and do you kind of wish that they really had not grown up there? 

A. Oh, I don't not wish that they hadn't grown up there. I think Memphis 

is a great place to grow up. In Memphis, they are truly-there is a big 

enough Jewish community where they truly grow up-once they hit high 

school-they really are with mostly Jewish kids. And I never had that. And 

so, um, you know, the one thing I have noticed as a result of that, is that I 

don't think that they are as sensitive to the feelings of Christian people, 

about comments that they make, because they have much more a sense of 

security of numbers than I have. You know, they will make comments 

about things that they don't like about-not necessarily Christian religion­

but just little negative comments from time to time that I would not ever 

think of making, because I can see that they have grown up feeling that 

they have security of numbers, which I have never had a security of 

numbers. 



Alan Thorp Page 33 of 34 

Q. Do they have very many friends who are not Jewish? 

A. Yeah, oh yeah. 

Q. We have like 4 more minutes. So they do have really good non-Jewish 

friends? 

A. Oh yes. But most of their friends are Jewish, whereas I grew up with 

no friends who were Jewish, because there was nobody my age in Johnson 

City when I grew up, in my year. 

Q. So the thing that you were talking about, about the kind of comments 

your kids make, do you feel like they don't have as much of an 

understanding of Christianity, and how people who aren't Jewish live, as 

you might have had? 

A. I think that they-not a common thing, just from time to time I notice 

it-they will make a comment that I will know a Christian person might be 

sensitive about that type of a comment, that they don't even think, they 

don't mean to be offensive. They don't have the sensitivity to know that 

that is something that a Christian person would be sensitive about. It's not 

that they are trying or mean to be insensitive. 

Q. How many people live in Memphis? 

A. It varies about a million three. 
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Q. So it's about a million times bigger than Johnson City? LAUGHTER 

A. Yeah, more than that. 

Q. Well, I think we are through. 


