Appendix A
Shtetl Influences

Anna had little interest in her ancestry. She did not know the names of her
great-grandparents or where they had lived. To better understand the con-
ditions in which she lived as a child, however, it is helpful to know where
her people had lived, why they came to the Ukraine, and how they had
fared there.

Although Jews had earlier lived in the Black Sea region and in Kiev, their
concentration in Eastern Europe stemmed from the First Crusade, which
gave Jews reason to leave Western Europe, where they had lived since Ro-
man times. In Western Europe, large Jewish communities had existed in
Italy, Spain, Gaul (France), and a small strip of future Rhineland Germany
(Cologne, Bonn). In the twelfth century, however, some of these Western
European Jews in the area of Germany began to emigrate to Poland.’

Poland’s practice of religious tolerance made it an attractive country to
both Jews and non-Jews in the twelfth century.” A wave of emigration
to Polish cities and towns was set off in small regions of Western Europe
when Jewish residents there were murdered in 1og96. The murderers were
some of the Christians of the First Crusade together with some of the lo-
cal burghers in the French city of Rouen and in severa cities in the Ger-
man Rhineland. Jews fled to Poland again and, for the same reason but in
greater numbers, after the Second Crusade {1147), and after the Third
{1189-1192). These Jews came from Germany, Bohemia, and Moravia.®
Polish kings hired wealthy Jews as “minters, bankers or commercial agents™
in the twelfth century.

In the centuries that followed, Jews from Western Europe would of-
ten have reason to emigrarte to Poland and other Eastern European lands,
either in flight for their lives, or in hope for their livelihoods. In the mid-
thirteenth century, Poland invited both Jews and Christians as settlers.
Poland’s population needed replenishment, having been reduced by the
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Mongol invasions that began in 1241 under Batu Khan, founder of the
Golden Horde, and grandson of Genghis Khan, The immigrants repaid
their adopted land, a land of Polish nobles and their serfs, by forming a
needed intermediate class of urban traders and craftsmen who enhanced
the country’s economic development.” Boleslav the Pious responded by
granting rights to the Jews of Poland in his charter of 1264.

A century later, Jewish refugees escaped to Poland from Western Euro-
pean lands where they were being killed by Christians who falsely accused
them of poisoning the wells to cause the Black Death. This plague repeat-
edly caused devastarion in Western Europe from 1348 into the next cen
tury.®

Conditions thereafter became even more favorable for Jews in Lithuania
than in Poland, since Grand Duke Vytautas gave them numerous “privi-
leges (1388-1389), including tax-free concessions for their places of wor-
ship and burial, and the right to trade, hold any craft, and own land.™”
After another hundred years, “A number of Jewish physicians” who had
been expelled from Spain in 1492 reached Poland, where they “became the
attendants of Polish kings and high nobility."*

Regarding Ukrainian lands specifically, Jews displaced by the Crusades
in the twelfth century formed small settlements in Galicia and Volhynia,
regions associated with the origins of the Ukraine.” During the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, these Ukrainian Jewish communities, having be-
come part of Poland and Lithuania, increased in population from new
immigration when the murder of Jews in the neighboring countries had
become most widespread during the Black Death."

Polish noblemen encouraged Jews to settle on their estates, their lati-
fundia. Many Jews became agents for these landowners. This became espe-
cially frequent after Poland assumed control in 1569 over most of the
Ukrainian lands, which lay to the east of the long-settled Polish cities and
towns, Vast tracts populated sparsely by Ukrainians (Ruthenians) were
given by the Crown to Polish nobles, the magnates.'' The magnates wel-
comed the help of Jews in organizing and managing their holdings in these
undeveloped regions as feudal estates. Eventually these Jews would often
lease the land of the estates from the magnates, who preferred to let their
holdings be managed while they used the rents to support their luxurious
life in the cities,

The Jews who rented from the magnates were known as arrendators
{lessees).™ An individual renter would move with his family into one of the
small towns and villages that were part of the magnate’s holdings, part of
his latifundium. A latifundium comprised a number of complexes, each
complex consisting of up to ten manors, twenty villages, one or two towns,
and the residence of the magnate or his manager. The magnate owned the
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latifundium outright, including all of its dwelling places, lands, produce,
and serfs,"”

In these private towns that in the sixteenth century were the early
shretls, and in these villages, the Jews enjoyed protection by the magnates,
a benefit often lacking for the Jews in the older towns and cities owned by
the Crown and influenced by the Catholic Church. Poland did not lack rul-
ers who acted constructively for religious tolerance, but neither did ir lack
Poles— priests and city-dwelling competitors of the Jews in business—who
acted violently against Jews, a situation thar would persist for centuries."

The rights to distill and sell liquor in the villages had been preferentially
given to Jews. In addition, Jews leased the rights to dairying, logging, mill-
ing, salt mining, and other enterprises. They came to control the hide and
lumber businesses, both in Poland and internationally. They also collected
taxes and tolls from the peasants. In the eyes of the peasants, therefore, the
Jews became the hated tax collectors, thereby adding festering social and
financial grievances to the peasants’ anti-Semitism."’

Some cities enacted a law called “de non tolerandis Judaeis,” which for-
bade Jews from living inside the city. Jews were barred from some occupa-
tions, and in some towns they were forced to live in prescribed areas. Still,
conditions were so much better for Jews in Poland than in Western Europe
that Poland from 1580 to 1648 has been called “heaven for the Jews, para-
dise for the nobles, hell for the serfs.”" Jews could travel freely in Poland
and abroad, could engage in many occupations, and had religious freedom.
The Jewish community in an individual town was governed by its own
kabal, a Jewish self-government, which in rurn was subject to the Jew-
ish Council of the Four Lands (the four regions of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth), from abourt 1580 to 1764."

This heaven, however, descended into a series of carastrophes. The Cos-
sack and peasant uprising led by the Cossack Bohdan Khmelnytsky against
Polish rule in 1648 killed tens of thousands of Jews and destroyed a large
number of Jewish towns. Then, during the Swedish-Polish War of 1655-
1660, Jewish communities in Poland were destroyed by Poles, and those in
Lithuania and White Russia were ravaged by invading Russian armies."”

Many Polish Jews who had survived these onslanghts of death and de-
struction yearned for the long-promised deliverer. A Turkish Jew, Shabbetai
Tzevi, declared himself the Messiah in 1646, repeating this declaration
publicly in his hometown of Smyrna, Turkey, in 1665, only to leave many
disillusioned Jewish followers in Eastern Europe when, under threat of ror-
ture by the sultan, he converted to Islam in 1666."" Some remained faithful,
" however, forming a new sect, most of whose members followed a second
false Messiah, a Ukrainian Jew named Jacob Frank, who eventually con-
verted publicly to Catholicism in 1759, as did many of his followers.*
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Meanwhile, after the Khmelnytsky massacres of 1648, and in the first
half of the eighteenth century, Poland’s economy, like the spiritual life of
Jews, was in decline. Poland’s legislatures imposed progressively larger and
more crippling taxes on the Jewish communities in the cities. The number
of Jewish men who were both poor and without an occupation was in-
creasing, a situation that led people to coin the term “luftmentsh™ (“air
man”), the man without a trade, who had to make a living “out of the air,”
by his wits.”’ Many Jews deserted the cities for small towns and villages,
where they were physically safer as well as legally and financially better off
because the magnates needed their services. The Jews in private towns and
villages had reestablished their devastated communities, their relationship
with the magnates, and-their healthy economies by the beginning of the
eighteenth century. In the aftermath of the Khmelnytsky massacres, then,
the small market town, the shtetl, became important as an established part
of the Polish economy and as an established locus for Jews. The shtetl
maintained that importance through the nineteenth century and into the
twentieth.™

More than half of the 750,000 Jews in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth in 1765 lived in towns and villages of the privately owned lati-
fundia “under the direct jurisdiction of nobility —especially magnate—
owners.”** A significant minority of Jews lived in the villages, and of these,
more than three-fourths worked in three occupations. The arrendators
leased lands and rights, such as taxation of peasants, from the nobles. The
kretshmers kept village and roadside taverns. Most of the third group, the
shenkers, worked for the other two.™

The killing of Jews recurred during a series of eighteenth-century wars
and “virtually continuous™ haidamak rebellions (Cossack and peasant up-
risings) that expanded into three major revolts, the last one in 1768.% As
this hundred-year period of Jewish tribulation and disillusionment that had
begun with the Cossack massacres of 1648 neared its end, Hasidism, a new
branch of Orthodox Judaism was spreading across the Ukraine.* It found
a welcome among the common people in the small towns and villages.
Its founder, the legendary Israel Baal Shem Tov of Podolia, Ukraine, then
a Polish province, died in 1760, By 18co, Hasidism was so popular in
Russian Poland that it had become the dominant branch of Judaism. The
exception was Lithuania, the stronghold of the traditional branch, the
Mitnagedim. Their leader was a monumental scholar named Elijah ben
Solomon Zalman, known as the Vilna Gaon (1720-1797). He denounced
Hasidism as heresy and excommunicated its followers.”

Coincidentally with the spread of Hasidism, Poland had become so po-
litically weak that Prussia, Austria, and Russia were each able to take con-
trol of part of its lands in a series of annexations (the partitions of 1772,
1793, and 1795). Catherine the Great’s Russia, through these annexations,
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had artained control of the Ukraine.”® The Russian Empire, which had ex-
cluded Jews for almost three hundred years, found itself in 1795 to be sov-
ereign over more than half a million Jews in what had become Russian Po-
land.*

Catherine isolated the newly acquired Jewish population by forbidding
Jews to leave her “Pale of Settlement,” which encompassed all three parti-
tions,™ Catherine was continuing the anti-Semitic policies of the Romanov
tsars and their predecessors. Peter I [the Grear, died 1725] “who imported
thousands of non-Russian nationals for the sake of modernizing his em-
pire, refused to admit Jews, ‘T prefer,” he said, ‘to see in our midst nations
professing Islam and paganism rather than Jews. ... It is my endeavor to
eradicate evil, not to multiply it.” Catherine herself “expressed the same
hostility in denying entrance to a group of Jewish tradesmen. ‘From the
enemies of Christ,’ she explained to the mercantilists in her council, ‘1 de-
sire neither gain nor profit.’” This was in 1762, the same year in which
she “permirted all foreigners to travel and settle in Russia . . . except the
_]'Em-’ wil

In the nineteenth century, three developments impelled most rural Jews
to leave the villages. First, when Russia suppressed Polish rebellions in
1830 and 1863, many Polish nobles abandoned estates, forcing their Jewish
leaseholders to move to the towns and cities. Second, after Tsar Alexander I1
freed the Russian serfs in 1861, some of them displaced Jews as money-
lenders or businessmen in the villages. Third, the Russian government
passed the “May Laws” of 1882, expelling Jews from all villages, prohib-
iting them from buying land outside the towns, as well as from leasing es-
tates and farmland; and barring them from opening their businesses on
Sundays and Christian holidays.*

The “May Laws™ were not repealed until 1917, but while they were still
in effect, it was possible for some people to safely do the things they were
designed to prevent. When Anna was born in 1905, “many Jews . . . were
still leasing estates, forests and taverns; still marketing nobility and peasant
produce in the towns; and still selling finished goods in the countryside.”
They lived in small towns.*

The number of village Jews was now small. The Jews of Eastern Europe
lived mainly in the towns and cities.*® Many, if not most, of the Jewish
shtetl-dwellers were poor.”” Most were struggling shopkeepers, handcrafts-
men such as tailors and shoemakers, or they were luftmentshen, without a
store or a trade. Many Jews in Anna’s time had remained religiously obser-
vant.” They were either Hasidim (“the pious”) or the more traditional
Mitnagedim (“the opponents™ of Hasidism). Hasidism taught that God
was everywhere and was best worshiped with joy rather than solemniry.
Hasidic worship emphasized practices accessible ro the common man—
heartfelt individual prayer rather than reverential group prayers; singing
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and dancing over religious learning and Talmudic scholarship. By Anna's
time, Hasidism had strayed from its roots, as its spiritual leaders (rebbeim)
had become charismaric wonder-workers. These rebbeim had often as-
sumed the mantle of mediators between God and man, a practice foreign
to post-biblical Judaism. The leader of the Mitnagedim, Elijah the Vilna
Gaon, had judged this to be outside of Jewish belief and akin to idol wor-
ship.”” Moreover, many of the rebbeim had acquired their positions by in-
heritance instead of through religious study and learning. In their luxuri-
ous homes they lived in the manner of potentates presiding over personal
dynasric courts. This contrasted sharply to the demeanor of rabbis—men
qualified by training and study to interpret and teach Jewish Law, and who
had been the spiritual leaders of the Jews since their dispersion from Ro-
man Palestine.

Bitter adversaries at first, the two branches of Judaism had found com-
monality in opposing several late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century
social, religious, and political movements that had significantly affected the
life in the cities and in the towns like Anna’s. The Socialist “Bund” {orga-
nized in 1897) agirated and struck for workers’ rights in the cities. Emigra-
tion beckoned, starting in the 1880s, chiefly to Amernica, known as the
“Golden Country.” Many who had seen enough poverty, persecution, and
pogroms chose to emigrate.” Other Jews chose to follow the Enlighten-
ment philosophy born in Western Europe. They discarded many of the tra-
ditions of Orthodox Judaism in the hope that to adapt to the modern, non-
Jewish culture would be to gain political and social equality. The failure of
this hope in the nineteenth century was a significant factor in the growth
of the Zionist movement, which held its first international conference in
1897 and which urged emigration to Palestine, where a new nation would
form to provide security and political freedom.” These four movemenrs—
emigration, assimilationism, socialism, and Zionism—together with such
factors as economic crises, urbanization, and the extension of the railroad
to smaller towns, were features that defined a new age, a modern age that
had important destabilizing effects on the shretl. Although the prevailing
opinion has been that the shretl deteriorated or disintegrated, and did so
because of this modernization, that view has recently been challenged.™

During the nine hundred years since the First Crusade, then, the experi-
ence of the Jews in the Ukraine had been mixed. They had come to a
Ukraine ruled by Poland, arriving sometimes when pushed by peril, some-
times when pulled by prospects. Once there, they had been fortunate to
enjoy protection and even prosperity under the magnates, but had also
been reviled and assaulted under the Crown and the Church. The change
from Polish to Russian rule made the experience of the Ukrainian Jews in
the ninetecenth century even less desirable. The Polish magnates could not
be a shield against the centuries-old anti-Semitism of the tsars and the Or
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thodox Church. The poverty that had been in place in the shretls under
Poland did not abate under Russia. By the time Anna was born in 1905,
the luftmentsh, the airman, had become a solid symbol of the economy.
And by the time Anna emigrated to America in 1922, the shtetl had entered
a new phase, that of the interwar years.
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