
80      July  -  August 2007

T H E  C O L L E G E  P U M P

I
n her new book, The Window Shop:
Safe Harbor for Ref ugees, 1939-1972
(www.iuniverse.com), Ellen Miller
relays an anecdote told by a Cam-

bridge businessman who in the 1980s
dined at the renowned Hotel Sacher in Vi-
enna. “After a superb meal, he ordered
Sacher torte for dessert. ‘Oh, sir,’ replied
the waiter. ‘I don’t recommend the Sacher
torte. The only place in the world you can
get a good Sacher torte is at the Window
Shop in Cambridge, Massachusetts.’” 

Not precisely true. The Window Shop
had closed in 1972 and sold its building to
the Cambridge Center for Adult Educa-
tion. By the 1980s, it served Sacher tortes
only in memory. Linzer tortes, too. (The
center did, however, continue the bakery
under a new name until the mid 1990s.)

In 1939 four wives of Harvard profes-
sors, with pooled resources of $65, opened
a one-room shop on Church Street to aid
Jews who had fled the Nazis. The refugees
needed housing, English competency, jobs.
The professional men had to retrain. The
women, many of whom had never held
anything so irregular as a job, suddenly
had to be the breadwinners in their fami-
lies, which often led to psychic stress all
around. At first, the shop did little more
than give refugees a place to sell their
handicrafts and homemade pastries. It
had a big window, and so the Harvard
ladies called it the Window Shop. 

The enterprise soon moved to larger
quarters on Mount Auburn Street and, in
1947, into the old house at 56 Brattle Street
(where H.W. Longfellow had seen the vil-
lage smithy under a spreading chestnut
tree). It became a famous and thriving
nonprofit gift and dress shop, restaurant
and bakery—and de facto social-services
agency. Primus remembers being taken
there for dinner by his grandparents in the
early 1950s. The waitresses had accents.
Items such as paprikahuhn were on the
menu. All quite exotic in those days.

Miller, a former administrator at the
Law School who has a cousin who worked
at the shop, tells its story with the help of
coauthors Ilse Heyman, a Holocaust sur-
vivor and assistant manager of the gift and
dress shop for 25 years, and Dorothy Dahl,
former president of the board of directors,
who initiated the gathering of the oral his-
tories on which this book is based and
which form part of the archives of the
shop, held at the
Schlesinger Library.

A Sacher torte is
a wicked and unre-
pentant Viennese
pastry classic made
with layers of choc-
olate cake filled
with jam (usually
apricot), enrobed in
a chocolate glaze,
and heaped with
whipped cream. A

Linzer torte is a nutty pastry filled with
raspberry jam; Miller provides a Window
Shop recipe for old times’ sake.

Hail, caller: Mason Hammond died in
2002, but in the way of things, a commit-
tee appointed to prepare a “memorial
minute” about his life for the records of
the faculty presented its minute only this
March. Yet Hammond, former Pope pro-
fessor of the Latin language and literature
and master of Kirkland House, was in no
danger of falling from memory in the in-
terval. Indeed, as Commencement caller, a
gowned ringmaster telling the milling
throng what to do, he comes to our mind
every June. The committee, chaired by the
Reverend Professor Peter J. Gomes, wrote:
“For more than 50 years, from 1936 to 1986,
with exceptions for war service and leaves
of absence, Hammond was Commencement

caller, his Brahmin
bray of a voice or-
ganizing the Com-
mencement proces-
sion from the chaos
of the Old Yard, the
voice not only of
Commencement but
of Harvard itself. It
was a source of great
personal satisfaction
to Hammond to have
called the proces-
sion at the Tercen-
tenary celebrations,
and then, 50 years
later, at the Three
Hundred Fiftieth
anniversary celebra-
tions.       �primus v

“Your wooden arm you hold outstretched
to shake with passers-by.”

Tortes in Memory
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Olga Schiffer, who had
had cooks to serve her
in Vienna, helped
launch the restaurant
in Cambridge. She
wore dirndls to give
the place some
European ambiance.


