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Preface

Bessarabia is a small geographical area situated on the northwest coast of the
Black Sea. It has never been politically autonomous; in turn, Greece, Rome, Turkey,
Romania and Russia have controlled it. Bessarabia has no grand mountains, nor does it
possess a port on the Black Sea. What it does have is an interesting and rich Jewish
history, particularly as regards Jewish music.

I first heard of Bessarabia when a relative casually mentioned that the Shermet
side of the family was from there, “somewhere near the Dniester River”. Having no
other information about my great-grandparents, this novel bit of information stuck in my
mind. It sounded very exotic and Middle-Eastern, which of course it was not.

Using a Russian name website I traced derivations of the Shermet name as far
back as 1495, when a Fedko Shemet Filipov syn Khalanov was a landowner. There was
also Sheremet Beliaev syn Kerekreiskogo, a Moscow boiar in 1566, Ivan Vasil’evich
Sheremetev Bol’shoi in 1576, and Senka Mustofa Sheremetevskii, a landowner in 1500.
These names make sense in the context of the Jewish role as caretakers of estates for
absentee landlords. It is possible that these Jews took their Russian surnames from the
estate they managed. It is also possible that these landowners were Jewish. In an
interesting aside, the main airport in modern Moscow is called Sheremetyevo, yevo
meaning “city”.

The Shermets came to the United States and Canada by 1903 at the latest, and
spoke Yiddish, Russian and probably Romanian upon arrival. Thereafter they refused to
speak anything but English upon learning it; this was no doubt part of their overall desire

to forget Eastern Europe.




Last year I discovered courtesy of Cantors Eli Schleifer and Noah Schall that

Bessarabia was a veritable breeding ground of cantors and hazzanut, and decided to link
my interest in family history with cantorial studies. Kishinev, the capital, was called “the
city of cantors”. According to Noah Schall, “all” cantors come from Bessarabia; Eli
Schiiefer amended that to “every one in three”.

This thesis explores the settlement history of East European Jews in general and
Bessarabia in particular. The chapters are divided into the following subjects: general
and specific history, Bessarabian life, musical history, cantorial life, and the cantors
themselves. Migration trends, employment, war and laws, and everyday life are explored
within these chapters.

I am especially interested in the hazzanim who either came from Bessarabia
originally, or sang there during their careers. There was a wealth of hazzanut in
Bessarabia during the nineteenth century, in Kishinev and other cities such as Belz and
Bendery.

It is my contention that the cantors who served in Bessarabian synagogues
contributed greatly to the music that cantors learn and sing today. Students who studied
with them migrated to the United States and became the teachers of American cantors.
Kishinev in particular, while perhaps not as prestigious as Odessa or Kiev, was

nevertheless an important part of the two thousand year-old development of both sacred

and secular Jewish music.
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Chapter One — History

The Black Sea Region

Jewish civilization in Eastern Europe possibly antedates its counterpart in
Western Europe. Eastern Europe was partially settled by people moving with Alexander
the Great (356-323 BCE) from Hellenized Asia; Western Europe was mainly settled by
people from the Roman Empire. “Among the ancient Jewish settlements in Eastern
Europe the colonies situated on the northern shores of the Black Sea, now forming a part
of the Russian Empire, occupy a prominent place.”

Greeks from Asia Minor and the lonian Islands moved to the Crimea (Tauris), on
the north shore of the Black Sea in sixth century BCE, and exported corn to Greece.
After the reign of Alexander the Great, Judea was Hellenized and Jews began to migrate.
This migration became the start of the Diaspora, and some of these Jews may have gone
to Tauris.

There were also Greek colonies in pre-Roman times that had trade ties with Judea,
and it has been confirmed that Jews had been in that area dating from the fifth century
BCE. Decebal, the king of the Dacians (whose country was later called Romania) gave
the Talmaci Jews privileges, allowing them to live anywhere in Dacia. A synagogue
found in the Bosporous in Taurus has been dated to 80-81 CE, and coins have also been
found. These Jews spoke Greek, had Greek names and enjoyed civil autonomy.
According to Abraham Z. Idelsohn, Oriental Jews from Persia and the Caucasus further

settled the area. In addition there were Tartaric Khazars, proselytes who then moved in

with and spread among other Jews.
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The above-mentioned Khazars are an interesting footnote in Eastern European

Jewish history. They were allegedly warlike Finno-Turkish tribes from the Caucasus and
Caspian region. They turned west toward the Black Sea after Arab conquests prevented
them from migrating further east, and settled both at the mouth of the Volga at the
Caspian Sea, near Astrakhan, and in the Crimea.

One legend maintains that Greek bishops tried to convert them, but Judaism was
said to have succeeded in approximately 740 CE. The King of the Khazars at the time
was a man named Bulan, whose kingdom was situated between the Caliphate of Baghdad
and the Byzantine Empire. Jews frequently traded between the two, passing through, and
apparently mingling with, the Khazar people. The Khazars were eventually defeated by
Russia, moved to the Crimean Peninsula and by 1016 had fully lost their kingdom.

Another story has it that Jews participated in a “test of creeds” in pagan Russia in
986 for Vladimir, Prince of Kiev. Russia chose Greek Orthodoxy at the end of the tenth
century. Some of Jewish/Khazarian Tauris became part of Kiev. There is also the theory
that choosing Judaism enabled the Khazars to stay neutral between the Moslems of the
east and the Greek Orthodox in the north and west.

In a further footnote, Arthur Koestler wrote in The Thirteenth Tribe that East
European Jews were of Khazar-Turkish ancestry and were not from the West. He also
said that shtetl origins went back to the thirteenth century and were a link between
Khazarian market towns and Polish-Jewish settlements.” A final story has the Khazars
coming down from southern Russia and entering Moldova and Wallachia.

The Roman Emperor Trajan conquered Dacia in 107 CE, which then became the

eastern-most part of the Roman Empire. A Roman decree in 397 CE gave protection to
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the Jewish Dacians, who had been there since at least this conquest. Archeologists have
found ten Jewish funeral inscriptions, marked with Deus Aeternus and Adonai Aeternus.’
Rome abandoned this region two hundred years later, but legionnaires had settled there
and intermarried with the local population; they became Romanians. Latin was the
language, with Slavic, Greek and Turkish added with each ensuing conqueror.

When the Roman Empire split apart, the Black Sea colonies were drawn toward
Constantinople and Jews and Greeks alike traded in Byzantium. In the fifth and sixth
centuries, persecutions by the Byzantine Church led Jews toward Tauris once again. The
boundaries of what was to become known as Bessarabia were the Dniester River on the
east, the Prut on the West, and the Danube and Black Sea in the south.

Establishment of Moldova, Romania and Bessarabia

There were two medieval Danubian Principalities, one of which called itself
Moldova (the Russian pronunciation is Moldavia). Moldova was founded in the
fourteenth century, and established its capital west of the Prut River. One myth says that
the country was named after Dragos Voda’s dog. During the fifteenth century these
Moldovans colonized the Turkish and Slavic areas east of the Prut. This was called
Bessarabia, after the Bessarab family of boyars.! The Ottomans ruled both halves of
Moldava beginning in 1511.

Jews were invited in the seventeenth century to settle small Moldovan towns for
economic reasons. They came because of that and the persecutions in Poland and the
Ukraine, and also arrived in the south from Spain after the Expulsion. Jews moved from

Germany, Poland, Turkey and other areas in the sixteenth century; they also came

specifically to Bessarabia because by that time they were not allowed to live in Moldava.
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A synagogue in lasi, on the Prut River, dates to 1678. Jews contributed to the
economic growth of the region even though they were themselves poor. There were a
few professionals such as doctors and lawyers, but the majority worked in trades. Jewish
neighborhoods were restricted although there were no actual ghetto walls as in Germany.
Because of isolation and the completely different manner of custom, faith and language
from the peasants, “...the Jews in Moldavia... lived, throughout their historical presence
in these principalities, an existence filled with a profound feeling of insecurity and
uncertainty.”’

At this time in Turkey, the Sultan’s Jewish dignitaries (such as Solomon
Ashkenazi, 1520-1602), had ties with the Moldavian court, and many commercial deeds
were drawn up in Hebrew. However, in 1640 the Moldavian Church codes declared Jews
to be infidels, and one was not permitted to do business with them. Sephardi Jewish
traders also frequently visited Bessarabia from Constantinople beginning in the fifteenth
century. The trade route connected eastern countries with the Black Sea shore
communities and Poland. The first Jewish communities in Bessarabia were in the south;
later the northern area was settled in part by Polish Jewish immigrants.

Moldava became an official part of Turkey in the eighteenth century; in 1857,
Moldava in the north and Muntenia in the south became part of Romania. Again,
Bessarabia was separate from Moldava at this point, as it was part of the Russian Pale of
Settlement. King Carol I ascended the Romanian throne in 1866, gained independence
from Turkey in 1877, and declared the “Kingdom of Romania” in 1881.

Romania was in a sense caught between two worlds. “Attracted by language and

cultural affinities to the Latin countries of West, especially France, yet geographically
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facing east and maintaining religious ties with the Slavic world, a climate of conflicting
values was inevitable. This was reflected in the development of the Romanian shtetl.”
However, as bad as the Romanian shtetl was, the ones in the Pale were worse. A
Romanian father was more apt to actually work between wars instead of only study, and
Romanian Jews considered their Pale brethren to be fanatics.

Romanian Jews apparently also mistrusted Bessarabia and viewed it as a foreign
place, although it was literally steps away. Even so, “[t]he Russian-speaking peasants
brought their produce to the market and were regular customers in town {Stefanesti, on
the border of Bessarabia], though they still spoke only Russian. The Bessarabian
shtetlech, such as Beltz, Lipconi and Edinitz, were on friendly relations with the ones on
the Romanian side of the Prut, with whom they shared a language and a religion.” They
also shared a certain way of life, including no indoor plumbing or water.

Catherine the Great, Empress of Russia from 1762-1796, annexed the Crimea
from Turkey in 1783 and participated in the division of Poland in 1795. Russia gained
two hundred thousand square miles of land as a result of this. The Russians held onto
Moldova until 1856, whereupon it reverted to Romania until 1878, although Bessarabia
stayed in Russia as the most southwest part of the Pale of Settlement. The Treaty of
Berlin in 1878 brought Romania back into the Russian fold. “Bessarabia historically and
ethnically belonged to Moldavia, which in 1859 merged with the Volach tribes, thus
forming the linguistically as well as ethnically almost completely uniform Rumania.”

At the end of World War I in 1918, the Sfutul Tzarei (the Supreme Council of

Bessarabia), declared independence, and then acceded to annexation by Romania. This

annexation was ratified in 1920 by the Treaty of Paris, and signed by England, Italy,
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Japan and France. In the Third Article of this Treaty, all minority rights were stipulated.
This was followed by a new constitution in 1923 that guaranteed equality for all.

After World War 11, the Soviets created the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic,
which encompassed the land between the Prut and Dniester rivers. This situation
continued until the breakup of the Soviet Union. Bessarabia is now officially called
Moldova, and Kishinev remains its capital city.

Poland

The history of Poland and its Jews is critical to the story of East European Jews,
particularly in the Pale of Settlement. It is largely from Poland that Jewish learning,
skills and trades were honed; after Poland broke apart most of its Jews were brought into
the more hostile Russian fold.

The earliest settlers in Poland were called “Polanie”, which meant “dwellers in
the plains”. Poland had become a commercial colony of Germany by the time of the
Crusades. Bohemian Jews in Prague were being forced to convert and they, too, went to
Poland. Jews were most likely attracted to the region in the beginning because of trade,
and may have been there as early as the ninth century for that reason.

Poland divided into feudal principalities after the second half of the twelfth
century, and in general their rulers protected the Jews living there. Boleslav of Kalish,
for example, wrote a charter of protection in 1264 for the Jews. The church fought this
practice and added many restrictions against them. German rabbis, teachers and cantors
left for Poland, Russia and Hungary.

Poland was unified in 1319 under Vladislav Lokietek, and his son Casimir the

Great (1333-1370) made the country prosper and welcomed Jews; many German Jews
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again moved east after more massacres and the Plague. All was not peaceful, however.
Jews began to suffer under King Vladislav Yaghello (1386-1434), who ruled in Lvov
(Lemberg) in Galicia. The king had converted to Catholicism and was forcing
Lithuanians to follow. In 1407 there were anti-Jewish riots in Cracow. The motives for
these, according to Dubnow, were economic jealousy and religious intolerance. In 1463
the Church instigated more Cracow riots. In 1494, King John Albert (1459-1501)
established the first Jewish ghetto in Poland after a fire in Cracow. In 1495, the Grand
Duke Alexander Yaghello expelled them from Lithuania. One speculation is that this
may have been in reaction to the Spanish expulsion.

By the end of the fifteenth century there were twenty-five thousand Jews in
Poland, which was experiencing its ‘Golden Age’ due to economic prosperity. This
population grew to approximately one-haif million by the mid-1600’s. Jews lived

primarily in the towns and controlled the mostly agricultural exports, domestic trade at

fairs, and imports. Goods were exported to Moldava, Wallachia, Turkey and Austria.
Some Jews leased land belonging to royalty and nobles for the purpose of
farming. They were the “Third Estate”, the economic link between the peasants and the
rulers. Additionally they were engaged in fishing, lumber and manufacturing, money
lending, credit and mortgages. Those crafts to which they were permitted to belong were
in competition with the Christian guilds. Jews also pioneered the ready-made clothing
industry, an early example of capitalism. Jewish doctors in Poland had either arrived

from Spain after the Expulsion, or had been trained at the Catholic University of Padua in

Italy.
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Jews had autonomy during this period. The Council of the Four Lands (Va ‘ad
Arba Arazot) controlled the community starting in the second half of the sixteenth
century. The primary unit of this was the Kahal, which dealt with the state. For religious
issues the rabbis provided the din, and regulated cultural and moral matters. Provincial
councils handled larger affairs such as big fairs. The four lands of this Council were
Great Poland (Posen), Little Poland (Cracow), Polish or Red Russia (Podolia and Galicia)
and Volhynia (Ostrog). Lithuania was represented until 1623 but after that had its own
Council.

Western European Jewry began to move east in the sixteenth century as a result of
unrest in Germany and elsewhere. “...[t]he destinies of the two Eastern centers — Turkey
and Poland - were not identical. The Sephardim of Turkey were approaching the end of
their brilliant historic career, and were gradually lapsing into Asiatic stupor, while the
Ashkenazim of Poland, with a supply of fresh strength ... were starting out on their broad
historic development.™

Even poor Polish Jews were educated, at the very least in Talmud Torahs.
Students attended the cheder and yeshiva, and Yiddish literature existed that was mostly
directed toward women, such as Tsena-Urena by Jacob Ashkenazi. Women also had a
translation of the Pentateuch along with legends and morals. Girls leamed to read
prayers, most often in Yiddish translation. This level of education was again the result of
economic prosperity in the general population. Talmudic study in Poland grew in the
first half of the sixteenth century.

The Rabbis controlled Polish Jewry, dealing entirely with Talmudic questions, but

in popular literature demons, miracles and magic held sway. Poland declined during
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1648-1772 owing to three factors: economic class struggle, racial/religious intolerance,
and people infiltrating from Southern Russia.

Polish kings had controlied the Dnieper river basin, which runs south through
Bessarabia and eventually into the Black Sea. This brought Catholics into conflict with
the Greek Orthodox peasants. The Poles looked down upon the Russians as an inferior
race, as being ‘Asiatic’. Jews were the intermediaries between the Ukrainian peasants
and their geographically distant Polish landowners, which led to resentment on the part of
the peasants. The Jews were also deeply involved in the sale of liquor.

Ukraine was under the Polish rule of John Casimir 11, and Polish culture and faith
were forced upon the native population. The East Orthodox Church suppressed and
enserfed the peasants to the Polish nobility, and tensions grew in the towns between Jews
and non-Jews. The native population of the Ukraine on the southeast border (frontier) of
Poland was racially Russian and Greek, Orthodox in religion, and agrarian.

By 1764 there were one million Jews in Poland, whose territory extended from
Courland on the Baltic Sea to the Dniester; Moldava at that time was under Turkish rule.
Russia, Prussia and Austria exploited Poland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
aided by Polish rulers’ distraction in their war against the Swedes and Turks. This war
led to higher taxation of their five territories, but in the end they became financially
broken. Western jewry, also impoverished after the Thirty Years’ War, had to take in
Polish refugees. The Va'ad borrowed from both Jews and nobles and the Catholic orders,

which in turn taxed the poor. The Polish Diet dissolved the Va 'ad in 1764, and thereafter

individual Jews paid taxes to the state.




The commercial activities of Jews, especially liquor, brought them into severe

conflict with their non-Jewish neighbors. “These pursuits often resulted in a clash

between the Jew and the peasant, that outlawed serf who was driven to the tavern, not by
opulence, but by extreme poverty and suffering, brought upon him by the heavy hand of
the aristocratic landlord.”’® Ukrainian serfs and Cossacks attacked Jews and Poles again
in the early eighteenth century, encouraged this time by the Russians. In 1768 there was
yet another Cossack attack, under the motto of “A Pole, a Jew, and a dog above them -
their faith is all the same.”'" In the same year, Frederick II of Russia planned to divide
Poland into three sections, sharing with Hapsburg Empress Maria Theresa.

The first step of this division occurred in 1772. Poland lost four million people,
equal to 35% of its population. Russia gained Polish Livonia and White Russia, plus 1.3
million new people, whereas Prussia received only West Prussia. Catherine the Great
received one half of the remaining Polish territory in 1793, and tried to secure the rights
of the Jews. She recognized the potential economic benefits of having Jewish settlers.

This second partition also brought a law that year delineating the Pale of
Settlement, “... which was to create within the monarchy of peasant serfs a special class
of territorially restricted city serfs.”'? The thrust for this division came from the Christian
middle class and not the monarchy, which suggests economic competition. With the
creation of the Pale, 4% of Russia held 94% of its Jews. The Dnieper was the central

river in this area.

By 1795, Poland no longer existed as a separate state,
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Establishment of the Pale of Settlement, and Chmielnits.

The Russian Pale of Settlement was simply where most Jews were already
allowed to live before the Polish partitions occurred. Bessarabia was a relatively new
addition to the territory, and became the most southwest corner of the Pale.

In 1804 a new constitution stated that as of January 1, 1807, Jews could not hold
land leases for taverns, saloons or inns. This adversely affected almost half of the
Russian Jews. However, they were allowed to attend all schools and open their own. To
go to the state schools meant having to learn Russian, Polish or German.

By 1897, some one hundred and twenty years after the Pale was established, it
comprised three hundred eighty-six thousand, one hundred square miles and four miilion,
eight hundred and ninety-nine thousand Jews, 94% of Russia’s Jewish population.
Within the Pale, Jews were 11.7% of the total population. By the time it was finally
abolished after the Russian Revolution of 1917, there were six million Jews in this area.

Before discussing Russia any further it is necessary to describe one more incident
in history that affected Bessarabia. The Chmielnitsky Massacres of the seventeenth
century eventually caused large numbers of Ukrainian Jews to flee west; they brought
with them their culture, religious ideas, and their own musical language.

Bogdan Chmielnitsky (1593-1657), a “hetman” of the Zaporogian Cossacks, tried
to liberate the Ukraine from Poland. He was not able to accomplish this, but he did lead
the Cossacks along with the Haidamaks (peasants) in killing one hundred thousand Jews
in 1648; this was the beginning of the terrible relationship between Ukrainians and Jews.

Coincidentally, this was the same year that Shabbatai Zvi began his messianic movement.

The word “pogrom” means ruin or devastation, and derives from “ravages of an invading
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army”". The word “Cossack” derives from Kazak, or Kozok, which is of Tataric origin.

It means ‘vagrant, free warrior, rider, adventurer, and free booter’.'* The Cossacks were

originally organized to fight the Tatars.

To stir up support, Bogdan said: “You know the wrongs done to us by the Poles
and Yids, their leaseholders and beloved factors, the oppressors, the evil deeds, and the
impoverishment, you know and you remember.”"” A treaty was drawn in 1649 that
stipulated Jews could not live in the Cossack sections of Ukraine.

Only 10% of the Ukrainian Jews remained in Polish Ukraine, Volhynia and
Podolia after these pogroms. The latter two provinces were the center of Hasidism and
the Baal Shem Tov. The others emigrated to Lithuania, Poland and Western Europe.
Chmielnitsky received Moscow’s protection in 1654. In 1667, the Truce of Andrusovo
folded the Ukraine (including Kiev) and the left (west) bank of the Dnieper (Bessarabia)
into Russia. The right bank of the river remained in Poland.

Between 1648 and 1658, one hundred thousand to five hundred thousand Jews
were killed in Poland. Despite this, European Jewry remained centered in Poland until
the Partitions.

Early Russia

The roots of Russian anti-Semitism are centuries old. “The very earliest phase of
Russian cultural life is stamped by the Byzantine spirit of intolerance in relation to the
Jews.”® The first pogrom took place in Kiev in the twelfth century.

German Jews fled to Poland and the Principality of Kiev after the first Crusade in

1096. By the thirteenth century, Tatar Khans conquered the Crimea, Kiev and Moscow,

which brought Tauris Jews into contact with Russian communities. Moscow had sought
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to politically align with the Khan. In the meantime, Russian hatred of Jews continued,
one reason was the so-called “Judaizing heresy” in Novgorod. Some Orthodox Russians
converted to Judaism and this movement spread to Moscow, alarming the Church.
Another reason given was that Grand Duke II’s son died under the care of his Jewish
doctor, Master Leon. The doctor was beheaded in 1490, which was followed in 1504 by
burning Jews at the stake in Skharia. Jews were thereafter barred from entering ‘holy

Russia’ except as itinerant merchants.

Jewish Life in Czarist Russia and the Pale of Settlement
Nicholas I

Nicholas I, who ruled from 1825 to 1855, was most likely the worst of the Czars
in the nineteenth century as regards his treatment of Russian Jews. He sought to appease
both landowners and the military, and to solidify his political power. He did so in part
through his abuse of Jews. Until his ascension to the throne, Jews had not distinguished
between Polish and Russian rule; taxes rose and economic opportunities remained limited
in either case.

All Jews thus far belonged to two groups, their community and their trade guild or
estate. In this respect they were little different than the bulk of the peasants who lived
there. “Until 1905, there were no citizens in Russia, only subjects... [Everyone
had]... only inescapable obligations mitigated by the occasional privilege... [Russia
was)...an essentially lawless society.”!”

But Jewish social structure began to shred under Nicholas. He actively despised

and tried to convert them, had them expelled from towns, heavily taxed, and closed their

printing presses. His most notorious and punishing edict was the 1827 Conscription
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Law. The Recruitment Statute of the Jews, on August 26, 1827, forced Jewish boys to
serve twenty-five years in the Russian military; in some cases they had to serve from the
ages of twelve to eighteen, before their twenty-five years even began. These minor
children were called cantonists. Four to eight people per one thousand were taxed; that is,
they had to either pay or serve. This law did not affect the Bessarabian Jews until 1852,

In some cases the very Kahals that were supposed to help protect their
communities did the terrible work of conscripting children, in order to fill the quotas.
They drafted village Jews before city Jews, and it was mostly the poorer burgher class
that could not buy their children out of conscription. Nicholas sought to “de-Judaize”
through this enforced lengthy contact with the outside, non-Jewish world. As Russia was
involved in the Crimean War, there was unfortunately ample opportunity for long
separations from home. Many never returned.

Seventy thousand Jews were drafted into service between 1827 and 1854, with a
horrifying fifty thousand of them under the age of eighteen; they were easier to convert.
There were even children under the age of twelve who were sent. The Kahals used
khappers to catch the children. “...[nJow there come Jews, religious Jews, who capture
children and send them off to apostasy. Such a punishment was not even listed in the
Bible’s list of the most horrible curses. Jews spill the blood of their brothers, and God is
silent, the rabbis are silent...”’

The most traditional Jews took this horror as a sign from God to repent. Young

men escaped, maimed themselves, entered yeshivot and married young to escape the

draft. For the first time in this kind of community, Jew oppressed fellow Jew. The
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conscription scourge was not as bad in Bessarabia, and other Jews fled there as a partial
refuge.

“To Nicholas, the Jews were an anarchic, cowardly, parasitic people, damned
perpetually because of their deicide and heresy; they were best dealt with by repression,
persecution, and, if possible, conversion.”'” All Jews were forced leave Kiev, and the
Law of 1825 (later revoked in 1858) forbade Jews from settling in villages or in the
western frontier zone. This was amended in 1838 to read that they could settle in
villages, and Jewish doctors were allowed to hold public office.

The 1835 “Statue concerning the Jews” on April 13, 1835 newly defined the Pale
of Settlement. It contained Lithuania (Kovno, Vilna, Grodno and Minsk), southwestern
provinces (Volynia and Podolia), urban White Russia, Little Russia, New Russia (which
included Bessarabia), the Baltic provinces, and the Government of Kiev excluding the
City of Kiev. Young men were not allowed to marry under the age of eighteen, nor girls
under sixteen,

By 1836 there was Hebrew book burning and censorship, and Jews already in the
frontier zones were expelied in 1839. Thirty thousand Jews converted between 1825 and ;
1855, largely due to the draft. Nineteen thousand, five hundred and fifty-three Jews were
conscripted between 1844 and 1853, and sixty thousand cantonists converted between
1837 and 1897. In 1842 Nicholas forbade anyone from leasing land to Jews. Despite
this, between 1836 and 1854 there were seventeen farming colonies established, owing to

the amount of empty land at the time. The nobles in Bessarabia did not want Jews to have

land, although the agriculture movement did spread there.
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His death on February 18, 1855 led to some small political reforms. A revolution
in Austria in 1848 led to constitutional civil rights in 1867, and many Jews moved there.
Finally, it should be noted that the Bessarabian Jews did not suffer quite as much as the
rest of their Pale co-religionists. They had autonomous status before Russia annexed
Bessarabia in 1818, and therefore the anti-Jewish laws that followed partially spared
them. This slight easing of their troubles ended in 1835 when that autonomy was
revoked. All laws affecting the Jews in the Pale then applied to them equally.
Alexander II

Alexander II was Czar from 1855 to 1881. He attempted some reforms,
embroiled Russia in the Turkish War, emancipated the serfs in 1861, and reduced army
service from twenty-five to six years. He alone among the four Czars who ruled for
almost a century tried to bring Russia into a semblance of modernity. However, “...the
main aim of the reforms that had been instituted was not to liberalize the regime but
rather to make it possible for the autocracy to survive under modern conditions.”’
Alexander had a vested interest in keeping his privileges intact, even if it meant slightly
loosening his grip.

Between 1861 and 1881 he increased rai! tracks from one thousand to fourteen
thousand miles, a vital economic link in such a large country. The southwest area of
Russia became an important port destination for transporting goods. *“For a time the
Ukraine, New Russia (the Odessa region), and the southwest region [Bessarabia] became

the granary of Europe, the leading exporter of wheat and barley.”' Jews were

encouraged to move to these areas, as they were sparsely settled in relationship to the rest
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of the crowded Pale, and Jews financed a part of this food industry. However, the rise of
railroads eventually harmed the centuries-old trade habits of pushcart Jews.

The reforms in Russia gave rise to nationalism and allegiances outside one’s faith.
Eastern Europe resisted this trend, but by the second half of the nineteenth century
nationalism was spreading across the land. Many people searched his or her folklore and
histories, and industry and science grew. “Belz [a city in Bessarabia] was first among the
Orthodox to turn civil emancipation to account for Orthodoxy and to elect an ultra-
Orthodox rabbi to the Reichsrat. "

Alexander II abolished the conscription of children with his Coronation
Manifesto in 1856, thus ending a particularly hateful chapter in Jewish life. That year
also the Treaty of Paris specifically impacted the Bessarabian Jews. Part of the southern
section of the Pale reverted to Romania, including Kishinev. Many other Jews moved
there due to the lax enforcement of restrictions. This area reverted back to Russia in
1878, although Jews on Romanian tax ledgers were allowed to stay there.

Alexander emancipated thirty million serfs in 1861. By 1865 he allowed Jewish
artisans, mechanics and distillers to live anywhere in the Empire. Narodnaya Volya (“The
People’s Will”) assassinated him in 1881. Jews were blamed within six weeks, and
pogroms began in Southern Russia. Radical and liberal Russians who had begun to
appear in the 1870’s, kept silent, thus leading to severe disillusionment among young
Jews who had placed their faith in the possibility of true assimilation. His successor, the

reactionary Alexander IT1, hated Jews and stopped any further progress.
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Alexander U1

Alexander III ruled from 1881 to 1894, dragging Russia back from modemity
under his leadership. Some Jews fled overseas in reaction to his policies, some
converted, and the remainder was newly restricted to the Pale of Settlement. His goal in
fact was the above, to have one third of the Jews leave, one third convert, and one third
die of hunger. Between 1880 and 1900 one million did leave.

The ones who left for America began their journey via Brody on the Austrian
border. Despite the hardships most Jews stayed in Russia, Congress Poland, Galicia and
Romania. “... masses of Jews remained in that world of traditional piety, accepting
pogroms, economic hardships, and deprivations as God’s will. They had spared
themselves at least that traumatic disillusion in Gentile society.”?

Under the “Temporary Rules” issued on May 5, 1882, ““...a new attempt was
made to drive the Jews from the forbidden fifty verst zone along the Western border of
the Empire, particularly in Bessarabia. These expulsions had the effect of filling the
already over-crowded cities of the Pale with many more thousands of ruined people.”*

Pogroms continued to take place, many in the south. In 1871 there had been a
pogrom in Odessa, the most southern city in the Pale. It was between Jews and Greeks
and was as usual motivated economically, this time over the sale of corn and groceries.
Another pogrom was the Baita (Podolia) Pogrom in 1882. In the twenty-one years
between Balta and the Kishinev Pogrom there were about ten others, but none in
Bessarabia. Jews were expelled from Moscow in 1891.

In all there were two hundred and forty communities in southwest Russia alone

that experienced pogroms in 1881. “In the aftermath of the pogroms, the Russian




27

government became noticeably more repressive in its Jewish policy; and, for the first
time, large numbers of Jews turned to Zionism or simply fled the empire, going mostly to
the United States.”

The southwest region remained primarily an agricultural and food manufacturing
area until World War I. There was an enormous influx of Jews into the Ukraine, an
unfortunate migration in view of the long-standing anti-Semitism in this area, which
dated back to Chmielnitski. However, “[T]here is no basis whatsoever for accusing the
rural peasants of having initiated the waves of pogroms: only after the rioting began were
the villagers drawn in.”*® Again, urban business competition, governmental acquiescence
and newspaper hate mongering were among the causes.

Nicholas IT

Nicholas IT ascended the throne in 1894 and was also reactionary and autocratic.
Under his rule poverty increased 27% and the liquor trade was outlawed, affecting two
hundred thousand Jewish livelihoods. He went to war with Japan, and both the Kishinev
Pogrom in 1903 and a labor revolution in 1905 occurred during his reign. This revolution
was followed by renewed oppression by the government. He was assassinated in 1917.

A century of Czarist rule had been ruinous to the Jews. “Russian legislation
concerning the Jews may be characterized as follows: autocratic, intolerant, rapacious
and chaotic. Its purpose was to amalgamate the Jews into the general society but it
nevertheless discriminated against them economically.”?” It must be acknowledged that
serfs had no rights either.

“The population in Southern Russia was not as hostile to the Jews as was that of

the former Polish provinces. A decree circulated by the Senate not to elect Jews was not
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obeyed in Odessa or in Kishinev.”*® Jewish life managed to continue, even thrive, despite
the repression. “Except for the persistent oppression by a heartless government, the
picture within the community was not completely black.”

These Eastern European Jews became central to Herzl’s vision of Zionism, who
became involved in the aftermath of the Dreyfus Trial. Dubnow’s opinion was that even
Zionism, however, was messianic and subjective. Four million Russian Jews lived in the
Pale by 1900, but there were only five thousand Jews living in Palestine divided among
twenty-five agricultural communities. By World War I there were twelve thousand in
forty-three colonies. Ahad Ha’am, on the other hand, was concerned with the plight of
Judaism itself. He thought that Judaism is nationalism. (As an aside, Dubnow is quoted
as saying that the philosophical differences between these two men constitute a good
description of the differences between Orthodox and Reform Judaism. )

Arkady Kremer founded the Jewish Labor Bund in 1897, which offered an
attractive competition with Zionism. Before that, “Hasidism had been the only Jewish
movement that championed the common man and gave him and the more advantaged
equal standing before God.”*! By World War I the Labor Bund organized the Yiddish
(secular) school system.

Between 1898 and 1900 there arose two revolutionary groups in Russia, one

called the Social Democrats, and the other Social-Revolutionary, which approved of

terrorism.
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Chapter Two — Bessarabian Life

As we have seen, Jews were forced to live in crowded and artificial conditions in
Russia upon the breakup of Poland. “... the Jews of Poland, for centuries governed by
their autonomous institutions in a near-feudal society, were catapulted into a modem
political world.” German Jews had been affected by the growing movement of haskala
centered in Berlin, and brought it with them east; this brought them into conflict with
traditional society. The Eastern European Jews tried to reconcile both.

Before haskala and hasidism appeared, rabbinic Judaism was more tolerant and
open. In fact the Vilna Gaon had encouraged secular studies, abolished much of the
piyyutim in worship and had introduced congregational singing even before the advent of
German Reform. After these movements appeared, however, it became repressive and
entrenched. The Rebbe of Belz was in the forefront of this rabbinic entrenchment.

By the second half of the eighteenth century, middle class Jews were able to
receive a good secular education in addition to learning Hebrew, Yiddish and the local
language. Merchants used the languages of their trade partners from other countries.
These East European towns were centers of trade and finance. The non-Jewish
population was largely rural, but most of the Jews were in some kind of trade and lived
along the major trade routes.

New Russia, acquired from Turkey in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, encompassed Ekaterinosiav, Kherson, Tavrida, and Bessarabia. The first three
suffered from the pogroms of 1881. As this area was sparsely populated, the economic
pressures found in other, crowded, areas of the Pale were not as strong. These Jews

spoke Yiddish (a mix of Hebrew, Aramaic, French, German and Slavic components that

—
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developed in the twelfth century) in their communities. They also knew Russian, Polish,
Ukrainian, Belorussian or Lithuanian, depending on where their work took them.

Most Jews lived in towns and trading centers and it often took an entire family to
support itself. The marketplace was in the center of the shtetl, comprised of small shops,
stalls, and taverns. Some managed estates for absentee landlords, one of the ongoing
causes of bitterness among the serfs. Landlords began to manage their estates themselves
after the serfs were emancipated, which caused loss of work and income for these Jews.
Some continued to manage grains and forestry products.

The advent of industrialization tended to hurt Jewish labor, as small businesses
could not compete with factories, or pushcarts with trains. The “May Laws” of 1882
forbade Jews from moving from their towns into villages, to acquire rural land, or to
work on Sundays and Christian holidays. The Senate granted citizenship to Jews in 1892
but the damage was done; emigration had been increasing for the previous decade due to
economic hardships and pogroms.

Religion was a way of life in all East European shtetiech. Until the seventeenth
century all Bessarabian Jews were “ruled” by a chief rabbi. Bessarabia had its first
contacts with Hasidism by the end of the eighteenth century, and by the early nineteenth
century Hasidism was dominant there as in the rest of Eastern Europe, with the exception
of Vilna, the rabbinic center. The rebbe reigned supreme in the Ukraine, while in
Russian and Austrian villages Jews practiced a simple devotion to God. Chabad

Hasidism was centered in White Russia and Lithuania.

Only the most pious Jews wore the tallit katan, and most women did not cut their

hair after marriage. The majority of men did cover their heads during meals. Women
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had a prayer translator called a firzugern for services. The Jews that lacked formal
schooling were more apt to adopt the customs and habits of the Moldavian peasants; one
of the more unfortunate of these was the consumption of alcohol. “The hasidic rank and
file, particularly in the South-west, began to develop an ugly passion for alcohol.™
Aside from the rabbi there was the gabbai (elder), the ne 'eman (treasurer), and |
perhaps a cantor. Deputies resolved communal matters including the hiring of cantors,
and some communities chose the wealthier men to direct budgets. Traditional rabbis and
crown rabbis were elected by pewholders. The community leaders were responsible for
the sick, handicapped, poor and homeless among them.
Perhaps the most hated jobs in a town were that of sdatchik (army recruiter) and
shorshchick (tax collector), as was particularly evident during the reign of Nicholas L |
The kahal remained in control from 1772 to 1844, at which point Nicholas outlawed it. It
had provided a central leadership that was afterward replaced by (and fragmented among)
maskilim, Hasidim, Mitnagdim, and toward the end of the century, Zionists. Both
Zionists and the Hovevei Zion society were present in Bessarabia, and Kishinev was

represented at the First Zionist Congress in 1897.

Despite rebbe resistance, haskala did appear in Bessarabia during the 1830°s and
1840’s. Jews were able to attend government schools from the end of the 1840’s, with
six in place by 1855. They were in Belz, Khotin, Brichany and Ismail, with two in
Kishinev. Bezalel Stern, an educational reformer of the maskilim, established the first
secular school in 1838 in Kishinev. The curriculum included Hebrew grammar and

composition, Bible (using Mendelssohn’s translation and commentary); German, French
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and Russian; Talmud tractates; Jewish moralistic literature; math and physics; rhetoric;
Russian and world history and geography; calligraphy; and mercantile law.

Eastern Europe during the nineteenth century is frequently regarded as a place
saturated by poverty of life and mind. However, “...contrary to popular image — Eastern
European Jewry had never been completely cut off from foreign intellectual

*? According to Dubnow, not enough people took

developments and scientific learning.
advantage of their opportunities, and laid the blame squarely on the rabbis (when he was
not blaming the Zionists or another group). He thought rabbis exacerbated the problems

of their people by encouraging early marriages and refusing to allow secular education,

rendering many men unfit for real work or life, although of course the women worked. In

Hasidic circles “...the intellect was rocked to sleep by mystical lullabies...””, and

“Hasidism and Tzaddikism were, so to speak, a sleeping draught which lulled the pain of

the blows dealt out to the unfortunate Jewish population by the Russian Government.”

Non-synagogue music was a luxury, heard mainly on festive occasions such as

weddings. The violin was a favorite instrument, along with piano in a few upper class

homes. Radios did not appear until the early 1930°s but records were played, including

favorite cantorial recordings. Shtetl dwellers considered klezmer musicians and actors to
be frivolous and artificial even while welcoming the distraction.

Well-known poets wrote many favorite shtetl songs in the nineteenth century. For
example, there is A Brivola der Mammen by S. Shmulewitz, and Of"'n Pripichick by Mark
Warshawski. “It must also be emphasized that songs are one of the most potent means of
perpetuating and reinforcing the accepted values, by instilling them at an early age and by

giving or withholding social sanction... Through them, we glimpse into the soul of a

I J
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culture.”™ As we shall later see, however, the majority of folksongs were created
anonymously and through a wide mixing of regional elements.

Toward the end of the century, nationalistic Hebrew songs sought to instill Zionist
fervor in the people. Hasidic songs had religious and messianic themes, and many of the
Romanian lullabies and Yiddish songs had been transplanted from Poland. There were
also migration songs that told of missing each other, and love, theater and wedding songs,
Hebrew songs for teaching, and general Romanian songs.

By 1897 there were five million Jews in the Pale, whereas there had been only
one million in 1800. 48.84% lived in towns, 33.05% in shtetlech and 18.11% in
villages.” Big families were encouraged despite overwhelming poverty and congestion.
“Large masses of Jews lived in crowded housing of very poor quality. Their food was of
poor quality as well. Consequently their health record was often worse than that of the
neighboring gentiles.”® This situation was slightly better in Bessarabia due to its
abundance of agriculture.

The professions at the end of the century broke down as follows: 43% in trade and
commerce;, 7.1% in agriculture; 6% in professions (such as doctor); and 43.9% artisans.’
One hundred and seventy-three thousand, six hundred and forty-one lived in the various
Bessarabian cities, with over fifty thousand in Kishinev alone. Jews constituted 11.8% of
the entire Bessarabian population.

After industrialization arrived in a town, it was apparently a humiliation to have a
factory worker in the family. The sweatshop clearly did not begin in New York City.
Jews mistreated their fellow Jew, especially the apprentices who were as young as nine

years old. It was a disgrace to be a tailor or a cobbler; even the lowly cantor had a higher
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status. Mothers frequently had to send their children to work because the fathers did
nothing but study. Conditions at the trades were bad, but they were even worse at the
factories. Folksongs were written about all of these working conditions.

In the census of 1897, Jews accounted for 82% of agricultural traders in
Bessarabia, 89% of the manufacturing trade, and 88% of cattle dealers. Jews were
involved in agricultural pursuits there more than in any other area except Palestine. Most
of the agricultural product was farm produce, along with some river timber. Before
World War I, Bessarabia as part of the Pale had depended upon Russia for the trade of
fruit and grain; after the War as part of Romania, this became more difficult. Continuing
this pattern after the fall of the Soviet Union, Bessarabia (now Moldava) has been hurt
economically without its “mother” country to help support it financially.

Vigoda maintained that Jews actually had a fairly good life in Bessarabia due to
agriculture such as wheat, vegetables, corn and fruit. Because the land was rich, food
prices were affordable. Wine was readily available and there were animal byproducts
such as hides. He suggested this abundance is one reason that Bessarabia was fought

over by Russia and Romania.

Bessarabian Jews took pride in their relative abundance, and every important
occasion was marked with the presence of the cantor. A plate was passed as in
Berditchev, but the “haul” was higher in Bessarabia because life was better. “The cantor
was a highly regarded, important factor in the life of the community, whose services were
sought after in every walk of life, greatly appreciated and rewarded.”'® The cantor was

indeed rewarded with kavod, but for most the money was in short supply.
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By 1918 there were two hundred and seventy thousand Jews in Bessarabia.
Kishinev had sixty thousand in 1922 and eighty thousand by 1930. Between 1925 and
1929 there was a famine in Bessarabia, the end of which unfortunately coincided with the
worldwide Great Depression. The Jewish population was desperate, one half requested
charity, and there were many suicides. A Jewish Cooperative in Bessarabia helped those
it could and some aid was received from overseas. Charities were stretched very thin at
this time, though. To make matters worse, Romania then seized all tobacco farms, 75% of
which were owned by Jews.

Bessarabia had thirteen hospitals, a tuberculosis sanatorium, thirteen homes for
the aged, and aid societies for both illness and child welfare. In 1928 the “Numerus
Clausus” limited the number of Jewish students in secular schools and universities. Even
with that, 53.2% of doctors in Bessarabia were Jewish by 1936, as well as 78.6% of the
lawyers. However there were no Jewish judges, prosecuting attorneys, officials, state
engineers or technicians. The Romanian government further harassed the lawyers.

Despite this educational persecution there were six hundred cheders with twelve
thousand students in 1930, twenty-six private schools with thirty-five hundred students
and one trade school for two hundred girls. By the end of the 1920’s, 49.6% of the men
were literate, of whom 19.6% knew Yiddish. 24.3% of women were literate and 9.4% of
them knew Yiddish."' One of the problems, however, was that a good secular education
did not lead to civil rights and inclusion, and could therefore raise false expectations.

Usually the only thing that truly helped a Jew in the larger world was conversion.
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The Kish Pogrom

Fifty thousand Kishinev Jews lived in relative peace alongside their sixty
thousand Christian neighbors by the end of the nineteenth century. However, a man
named Krushevan who edited the local paper, The Bessarabetz, was determined to
undermine these relations. He was aided in his work by an incident that occurred on
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