Jack Switzer, the Historian – Shining the Spotlight on Scoundrels, Schemers, Communists and the Ordinary Citizen
Jack Switzer (1937-2012) came to his role as our local historian by an indirect route, not from an academic career. As a Switzer, his roots here were deep and widespread. From his oral history, we learn that he was keenly aware of the struggles of the immigrant generation and the importance of social ties and community involvement played in their ultimate success. Unlike many of his peers, Jack seemed to have listened, observed and remembered what his elders were doing and talking about.

 As a historian, Jack was not very interested in cataloguing the personal achievements of the rich and famous. He was interested in how “the little guy” navigated the tides of historic changes – wars, immigration, social movements. He was fascinated by the characters generally marginalized in standard narratives – criminals and revolutionary dreamers.

A question put to Jack about a date or a photograph could lead to a long winding story about a family history (often uncensored).

Not all his information was first hand, of course. Jack spent many hours at the Glenbow Archives and later on the internet, tracking down precise information from documents and old newspaper files. He knew that minute details often reveal an interesting story. He had the foresight to collect the primary documents that would shed light on such stories.

JHSSA has at least 45 of Jack’s articles, many of them published by us. He was also the “go to” source for historians and genealogists requiring information about Calgary Jews and Jewish organizations. He published in Alberta History and in a number of books about Alberta social history. He often lectured in public venues around the city. One of his proudest moments was accepting the History Society of Alberta Award of Merit for 2009.

The JHSSA is fortunate to have had Jack enrich our collections with many documents and clippings and with his writing and editing work for Discovery, Land of Promise and A Joyful Harvest. His leadership role on the JHSSA board was greatly appreciated, especially when he agreed to take on the presidency despite his failing health. He certainly would have preferred to continue quietly with research, but he recognized the need to take on mantle of leadership to keep the Society strong.

Former JHSSA Director Trudy Cowan summed up her appreciation of Jack’s contribution to the community:

Jack's knowledge of Jewish history in this part of the world and his willingness to share that knowledge was of incalculable value to all of us in the heritage field.  The Little Synagogue on the Prairie Project is particularly in his debt. I remember Jack's talks at various meetings and conferences over the years, since even before … forming the Jewish Historical Society of Southern Alberta.  Jack's wonderful details, always well-researched and presented with his lovely sense of humour, made all of us in the audience happy that we were able to be present to hear him.

Janice Rosen of the National Jewish Archives expressed the role historians such as Jack have played on the wider Canadian Jewish scene: 

Jack Switzer was clearly a towering figure in your organization and he produced an impressive and eternally interesting body of work about Albertan Jewry. 

 

Having myself worked with and eventually experienced the loss of a dedicated old school historian in the person of David Rome, I feel personally for your loss. It is in a sense the end of an era when these great mentors leave us. We are lucky to have been able to work at their side while we did.

Jack Switzer left a lasting legacy through his writing, his offspring and through the many people who learned so much from him.
