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'Mr. Perth Amboy' works to help the world's poor

by Karen Keller/The Star-Ledger 

Sunday July 05, 2009, 9:06 AM

As the son and grandson of local shoe store owners, Alan Goldsmith doesn't have a lot of money. But that hasn't stopped him from creating a philanthropic empire that has helped thousands. And it keeps expanding.

His story shows how a single person can touch the lives of many.
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Andrew Mills/The Star-LedgerAlan Goldsmith has already opened a $15 million healthcare facility for the poor and created a foundation that tackles urban issues. Now, the Perth Amboy native is setting up an affordable housing group that will rehab foreclosed homes in the city using federal money.
Over the past decade, the 62-year-old Perth Amboy native opened a $14 million medical center for the uninsured and working poor. He created a foundation that tackles urban issues such as teen pregnancy. And he brought doctors to poor regions of the world, all through his nonprofit group, the Jewish Renaissance Foundation. He funds the projects mostly through public grants.

Now Goldsmith is setting his sights on affordable housing. Last month, he won a federal grant, with the city's help, to use $1.7 million in federal funds starting this fall to buy and renovate 14 foreclosed homes in the city's Budapest neighborhood, where more than one in 10 homes is in pre-foreclosure. The project benefits city youths by training them in construction and giving them jobs to help with the renovations.

His next goal will be affordable housing for homeless war veterans back from Iraq and Afghanistan.

Goldsmith said he draws inspiration to help the needy from his grandfather, Solomon Goldsmith, a Russian immigrant who lost nine siblings during the Holocaust. He was well known in Perth Amboy for offering free meals at his home for the hungry and free shoes to children at the start of school year. When Goldsmith was about 5 years old his grandfather told him to donate a nickel to a homeless man instead of going to the candy store.

That lesson hit home.

Friends who grew up with Goldsmith recalled a man who never lost his vision, with a strong work ethic, and a charismatic personality that inspired people to help him help others.

Perth Amboy Mayor Wilda Diaz calls Goldsmith "Mr. Perth Amboy." Middlesex County Freeholder Millie Scott said she can't think of anyone in the county who's helped as many people as Goldsmith.

Michael Keller, Perth Amboy's economic development director, went to high school with Goldsmith. He said his peer's success story isn't typical.

"You would normally find this from someone with a lot of money," Keller said, "not from a guy like Alan Goldsmith. Alan doesn't come from money .â€….â€…. He's just got this calling. His heart's in Perth Amboy."

The extent of Goldsmith's charity reaches beyond the city. In Middlesex County this summer Goldsmith is dispatching a mobile dentist's office in a van which will travel to neighborhoods and offer cleanings and X-rays. 

In several Newark schools, Goldsmith runs satellite offices of his Jewish Renaissance Medical Center, offering dental, pediatric and psychiatric care to youngsters. Outside the United States, he has organized seven trips to poor countries such as Ukraine, with volunteer doctors offering vaccine shots and other basic health care. 

Today, Goldsmith, who uses down-to-earth Jerseyisms when he talks, lives in Spotswood with his wife. He's fond of golf, tennis, Motown and Tina Turner. 

He spends most of his time at the medical center, which employs 110 people and this year will conduct an estimated 60,000 patient visits. 

Many served at the medical center are Hispanic immigrants who don't have health insurance. Most qualify for charity care, for which the state helps pay. If a person doesn't qualify for charity care, the center can bill the person's insurance company, Medicaid, Medicare, or charge the patient on a sliding scale based on income and no one is ever turned away. The center is one of 20 centers in New Jersey with special federal status to use federal and state money to subsidize low-cost health care. 

The location of the center -- on Hobart Street -- is across from a tiny storefront where Goldsmith started the medical facility more than a decade ago. It remained there until October when the new center opened. 

Goldsmith tries to help people in his spare time, too. Earlier this year, a man came into Goldsmith's office who said he worked as a janitor who hadn't been paid. The man said he needed $100 to pay his rent. Goldsmith gave cash to the man. The man promised to pay him back in September. Instead, Goldsmith told him to help someone else when he was able. 

A couple of months later, Goldsmith received an e-mail from the man. "My debt is paid," he wrote. He said he built a wheelchair ramp for an elderly woman for free. 

Then he received a phone call from the woman, who thanked Goldsmith. And told him she's now donating her time to type braille so blind people may read.

"One person can make a difference. That one candle can light thousands more," Goldsmith said.

