Beryl and Chaya Segal, posing with a group of Emigrants at Orinin,
Russia early in 1918 (Winter of 1917-1918).



A JEW IN THE RUSSIAN ARMY DURING
THE FIRST WORLD WAR

by BERYL SEGAL

ORININ AT THE OUTBREAK OF THE WAR¥

Orinin, where we were born and spent our youth, was a classical
example of a small town in the Ukraine at the turn of the century.
Our town was about twenty miles from the capital city Kamenets-
Podolsk, in the Province of Podolia, the seat of the Gubernator, the
Governor, and cultural and legal center of the state. It was also about
ten miles from the Austrian border to the west.

Early in the morning a caravan of horse-drawn wagons, groaning
under the weight of sacks of wheat, corn, barley, beans, sunflower
seed, and flaxsced, and hordes of horses made their way west-
ward toward the Austrian border. At the same time merchants in
private single horse bridgkas** or in sleighs during wintertime,
would drive out of Orinin to the business and industrial city of
Kamenets-Podolsk.

But Orinin itself was a world apart, untouched by the advances in
communications and industry of the new century, still surrounded by
fertile fields and green woods, and waters teeming with fish.

We had no telephones, no telegraph, no electric power, no plumb-
ing, no railroads, no newspaper. Our clothing was fitted by tailors,
our shoes made by shoemakers, the furniture in our houses was built
for us by master carpenters, and the very houses in which we lived
were constructed of wood, which was plentiful in the forest around us.

With all the abundance of field and stream and forest, many could
still afford only a hovel made of mud bricks and thatched roofs.
Houses were heated in the wintertime by straw or wood, and straw
mats on the floors were used for bedding. The poor were always

*This series of anecdotes, suggested by a piece written by Mr. Segal for The Rhode
Island Herald of September 20, 1970, is a continuation of his sketches titled “Orinin,
My Shtetl in the Ukraine,” which appeared in the previous issue of these Notes
(Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes 6:542-577, Nov. 1974). The combined series
tell the story of the life and death of a Shtetl. Mr. Segal may well have been the
last future Rhode Islander to have lived in a Shtetl in czarist times.

Although many of the definitions and explanations in the footnotes have already
appeared in the original installment, they are repeated hecre for the convenience of
the reader. Ed.

%*Bridgka, a cabriolet, a one-horse, two-wheel, two-passenger vehicle. (Russian)
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with us, and it was an accepted fact of life that one out of every ten
households was supported by the Shtet! *

Yet civilization was encroaching upon us step by step.

We knew, for instance, that Kamenets-Podolsk had a railroad station
from which one could travel to all parts of the great Russian empire.
But for some reason that railroad never reached the Shtetlech* around
us. The universal means of transportation and travel was the horse,
the Ukrainian horse, small and swift and patient.

There was a telephone in ithe Shtetl. Not far from town was the
estate of Pan Rakovitch. He was a member of the Tzarist family and
had a seat in the Royal Duma, or Advisory Council of the Tzar, for
the State of Podolia. Pan Rakovitch was usually away from his estate.
But for the few months of summer when he came back to Orinin the
Government had strung a line of telephone poles from Kamenets-
Podolsk along the Post Road, the Main Street of the Shtetl, to the
estate of Pan Rakovitch. We, the children of the Shtetl, when we ran
home from heder** evenings, would stop by these poles and listen
to the hum of the wires, and we would say: “The Tzar is talking to
Rakovitch!”

News of the world traveled slowly and unreliably. We depended
on three sources:

1. Newspapers arrived from Warsaw or Vilna or Odessa, in Yiddish
or Hebrew, usually two or three weeks late, but nobody cared about
the dates. These newspapers came to subscribers, of whom we had
four or five in the Shtetl, and from them we learned about all the
pestilences, catastrophies, and plagues in the world, also of discoveries
that seemed unbelievable to us. But mostly we read the newspapers
for the literary masterpieces, old and new, translated and original,
that appeared in their literary supplements. There was a local Russian
newspaper published in Kamenets-Podolsk, but no one read it.

2. Merchants who ventured out into the world would come back
after an absence of a few weeks and tell of the great wonders they
had witnessed in the Big Cities. People listened to these tales, but
they preferred to stay in the safety of Orinin.

3. Rumors that made the rounds of the Shtetl, highly exaggerated,
passed from mouth to mouth, with everyone who told the rumor add-

*Shtetl: small town or village, diminutive of the German Stadt, meaning “city” or
“town”. Shtetlech is the plural. (Yiddish)
**Heder: the school or room where Hebrew is taught, literally “room”, (Hebrew)
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ing something of his own, while the listeners were assured that it
came from a “reliable source”.

In this way we learned about the beginning of the war later desig-
nated the First World War and destined to change the peace and quiet
of the Shtetl.

One morning the caravan of grain and horses returned from the
Austrian border cities bringing back the loads they were assigned to
deliver. Merchants surrounded the wagons and listened to the bad
news: The borders were closed; the roads were clogged with vehicles
bringing men and ammunition to the front.

The causes of the war were never clearly understood in Orinin.
They were too fantastic.c A prince was assassinated. The Austrians
rushed to avenge the death of the prince. But what did that have to
do with Orinin? Why the sealing of the borders? Who was the prince
that was the cause of it all? And what was that little Slavic country
of whom nobody had ever heard? It was all too fantastic to compre-
hend. Little did they know that because of this bizarre incident a
chain of events would unfold in the world whose ultimate conse-
quences cannot yet be envisioned.

My father brought home a Hebrew newspaper “Hazman”*, and
soon the house was filled with listeners eager to learn about the war.
My younger brother was lifted atop a table, and with people stand-
ing all around he read the Hebrew at sight and translated into Yiddish
the full story of the war. The listeners were more impressed by my
brother’s reading and translating of the Hebrew newspaper with such
facility, than by the explanations of diplomacy, strategy, and inter-
national intrigue.

The only comfort the Shtetl had was that the Balkans were far away
and the assassins and the victim were not Jews.

THE WAR CoMEs To ORININ

Early one morning, as the people of the Shtetl emerged to greet a
sunny day, they saw as they stood at their doorsteps twelve Austro-
Hungarian hussars on horseback on the Skala ** a high stony outcrop-
ping on the western side of Orinin. They were resplendent in their
high hats bedecked with feathers, in red uniforms decorated with gold
braid, girded by shining swords worn on the left side, and in high black

*Hazman, “The Times”. (Hebrew)
**Skala, 2 rocky hill. (Russian)
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boots with spurs. The horses were restless as they stood on this high
point overlooking the town. They, too, were dressed as if on parade,
their bodies covered with multicolored coverlets underneath the saddles.

They remained motionless, man and beast, surveying the Shtet!
with binoculars, and then, just as suddenly as they appeared, they
turned their horses and disappeared toward the border in a cloud
of dust. Then the rumors took over:

Rumor that the twelve hussars were sent by the Kaiser Franz Joseph
of Austria to the Tzar of Russia offering him a peace treaty. The
message was to be delivered to Pan Rakovitch, but the hussars got
lost on the way.

Rumor that the twelve hussars were surveying Orinin to see whether
it was big enough for the General Staff of the Austrian army.

Rumor that the hussars were Jews. A peasant who was hiding in
the fields had heard them speak Yiddish.

Rumor that the hussars had come to Orinin to collect gold and
silver contributed by Jews for the war, and that the gold and silver
was delivered by the water carrier who was seen early in the morning
at the same spot pretending to draw water from the well under the
Skala.

The last rumor was soon repeated on many occasions. Variations
of the rumor, all about gold and silver being given to the enemy,
were soon told in many a town in the Ukraine. Someone in a high
place saw to it that the rumor would be told and retold until it was
accepted as authentic. Jews were disloyal. Jews were traitors to
Mother Russia. Jews were on the side of the enemy, Austria-Hungary
and Germany.

The policy of the Tzarist government towards Jews all through the
war was based on this rumor. In the name of this rumor as the war
progressed, Jews were evacuated from the border towns. Jews were
asked to contribute their jewelry to the war chest to prove their loyalty.
Jewish homes were searched, and all copper and silver utensils were
confiscated and melted down into instruments of war.

But Jews were accustomed to be singled out by the authorities for
persecution, for discrimination, and for blame for all failures and
blunders in the land. We knew that the treatment of the Jews was
a barometer of the success or failure of certain policies of the gov-
ernment. So the people of Orinin patiently bore the indignities, the
mistrust, and the suspicions,
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Then came the day of the recruits.

Every year, during the fall season all males who had reached the
age of twenty-one were drafted into the army. In peaceful times the
recruits from the neighboring villages would gather in Orinin, the
seat of the Volost, the County House, and after registering would
descend on the Shtetl itching for a fight. Jews would close their stores
early, and nobody would show his face outside until the local police
bhad seen the last recruit out of town.

But this time, the first year of the war, the recruits were given a
free hand. The police were nowhere to be found. The recruits
swooped down on the Shtetl and in less than an hour wrought havoc
in a number of stores. They beat up several people who happened to
be outside, and they left a trail of blood, tears, and heartache for many
in Orinin. The police then came and gathered them up and sent them
off to Kamenets-Podolsk.

“Beat the Jews and save Russia” was their cry as they destroyed,
tore to pieces, and vandalized everything that came under their hands.
“’The boys deserved their fun” was the lame excuse of the local police.
The boys had their fun.

But bitterness grew in the hearts of the Jewish boys — helplessness,
shame, humiliation, and hatred, and a burning desire for revenge. In
the long evenings of the winter we would gather in secret places and
pian how to avenge ourselves for the atrocities, and also how to de-
fend the town from future attacks. We organized a secret militia for
self-defense, and we patrolled the Shtetl at night.

The Shtetl was divided as to self-defense. The opposition
argued that we would only incite the police, and the suspicion that
we were helping the enemy would be given greater credence. Why
do the Jews roam around at night? they would ask. Besides, they
argued, what was done was done, and by next fall the war would
be over, and the recruits would be kept in their place just as in
previous years. We lived among the Ukrainians, and they were a
peaceful people. Ignorant, but peaceful. The sooner we forgot about
the “fun” their sons had had in the Shtetl, the better off we would be.

So the arguments ran, and also the hope that the war would soon
be over. But the war was not over in a few months as the “experts”
had predicted, and the self-defense was soon to prove futile in the
light of what happened in Orinin.






