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the poor in Paris and abroad who sought their protection and help. 

But his chief activities were directed towards assisting the 

provision for the religious, educational and physical needs of his 

foreign coreligionists in Paris. He strengthened the organisation of 

Shechita. He brought the facilities of non-charity burials within the 

reach of men of moderate means. He was the founder of a number 

of local charities and benevolent societies. The “Asyl'’ — the Jewish 

Shelter, owes its origin to his initiative and untiring efforts. The 

Hevra Shas and the Talmud Torah are the work of his hands. In fact, 

there is no institution affecting the Russo-Jewish community in Paris, 

and more especially the poorer classes, in which his organising 

power and inspiring influence do not stand out in bold relief. 

Rabbi Lubetzki also devoted a great deal of attention to the 

promotion of learning. Some of his Responsa and learned discourses 

are in preparation for the press. But he will be chiefly remembered 

as the editor, from an unknown MS in the possession of the late 

Baron Gunzburg, of the ‘“Sepher Hashlomah”’, an Halachic work 

complementary to the ‘Rif’ and written by R. Meshullam of the 

Tosaphists period. He published the first part with critical introduc- 

tion, commentary and notes, in 1885. The second part appeared in 

1908, and the third and last part extant, saw the tight this year, when 

the author was already on the bed of sickness. He also published 

in 1896 the "'Bidke Battim’, a treatise upon the literature of the 

period of the author of the “Hashlomah”. 

He has been cut down at a comparatively early age, and his 

closing years were darkened by the sudden death, eight years ago, 

of his wife, a genuine help-meet, a model of deep Jewish piety, 

combined with the culture, the incarnation of self-sacrifice. 
The deceased leaves behind his two sons and three daughters 

— Dr. Salomon Lubetzki, married to a daughter of M. Naphtalie Levy, 

President of the German Congregation in Paris; and Dr. Albert 

Lubetzki ; Anna, married to the Rev. Harris Cohen, Minister of the 

Stoke Newington Synagogue; Marie, married to Dr. David Schapiro, 

of Paris; and Adeline Alice, married to Dayan Feldman, of London. 

The funeral took place on Tuesday, amid many manifestations 
of grief. 
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Rabbi Lubetzki’s reminiscences of his first visit to London were 

at once sad and joyful. Sad, for he was seized with an illness which 

continued a considerable time; joyful, for he made the acquaintance 

which grew to friendship, and in some cases developed to intimacy, 

of a number of worthy members of the Anglo-Jewish community, 

which he retained and valued throughout his life. 

In 1881 the left England with the intention of returning to Russia 

and there taking up a position. He traveled via Paris, and there he 

saw a state of affairs which induced him at least somewhat to 

prolong his stay. Foreign Jewry in France was then in a pitifully 

disorganised state. There were some five thousand Jewish families 
who had migrated from Russia, but they were without a leader after 

their hearts, without a central place of worship, with no Rabbis, no 

Shochetim, and no Talmud Torahs. What was needed was a man of 

unimpeachable orthodoxy, profound scholarship, earnestness of 

purpose, and strength of will. These qualities the young Rabbi 

possessed to a marked degree. He was persuaded to stay over the 
High Festivals and to preach; but ere he consented he took the 

wise course of visiting the late Grand Rabbin of France — Zadok 

Kahn — and consulting his feelings in the matter. The Grand Rabbin, 

with characteristic magnanimity and with a desire to serve the best 

interests of all sections of his community not only agreed to his 

remaining and ministering to his foreign brethren, but also promised 

to give him every assistance in his efforts to ameliorate their 

condition. The Grand Rabbin frequently deferred to the wishes of the 

deceased iin withholding the introduction of far-reaching reforms, 

and when, in 1904, he organised the Tribunal Rabbinique on the lines 

of the London Beth Din, Rabbi Lubetzki was appointed one of its 

members and remained its mainstay to the end of his life. It was 

as a member of the Beth Din, in co-operation with Rabbin Weiskopf 

and Grand Rabbin Netter, as well as in his own capacity as a 

powerful leader of orthodox principles, that he recently fought 

heroically against the introduction of reforms affecting the purity 

of Jewish family life. Through the instrumentality of the Grand 

Rabbin, and at his request, the deceased became associated with 

the work of the ICA. He was likewise closely connected with the 

colonisation of Palestine of which he acted as correspondent for 

a period of ten years, and enjoyed the full confidence of Baron 

Edmond de Rothschild and the late Michel Erlanger. He thus became 

the intermediary between these two beneficent organisations and 
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Rabbi J. LUBETZKI 

The following obituary notice appeared in the London Jewish 

Chronicle, on September 23, 1910: 

"A distinct loss, which will be felt far beyond the confines of 

French Jewry, occurred on Sunday evening last, when Rabbin J. 

Lubetzki — the respected Rav of the Russian, Polish and Roumanian 

Jews in Paris — breathed his last after a long and painful illness 

borne with fortitude and resignation. Whilst on an errand of mercy 

some three years ago he was, without a moment's warning, seized 

with a paralytic stroke. He recovered sufficiently to enable him to 

attend to some of the more pressing business of the community, 

but he succumbed to a second attack, which occured a few weeks 

Rabbi Lubetzki was born in Turetz (Russia) on the 21st of lyar, 

5610, and had, therefore, just attained his sixtieth year. He was a 

descendant of many generations of well-known Rabbis in Russia. 

He received his early education from his father — an erudite scholar 

— and later on pursued his studies at the Yeshiva of Mir. At a 

very early age he had the Rabbinical Diploma conferred on him by 

several eminent Rabbis including R. Itzchak Chariff and R. Shlomo 

Cohen. That he won the confidence of the authorities of his Alma 

Mater is evidenced by the fact that he was sent to England to 

enlist wider sympathies on behalf of the Yeshiva. En route he came 

into contact for the first time with the late Rabbi Itzchak Elchonon 

Spector, the world-famous Rav of Kovno. The manner in which the 

aged Rav gauged the capacity of the young aspirant to Rabbinic 

office is worthy of record. Rabbi Spector, in asking him to wait, 

handed Lubetzki a complex brochure of his which he had just prepared 

and told him to while away the brief time of waiting by glancing 

through its pages, not expecting him to do more than merely follow 

the trend of the book. How great was his surprise and delight on 

his return to find that the young man had actually mastered its 

contents to be able to discuss with him the abstruse subject with 

which it dealt. A friendship was on that day formed which was only 

broken with the removal from earth of the famous Rav. The venerable 

rabbi gave Mr. Lubetzki a letter of introduction to the then Chief 

Rabbi of England (Rabbi Nathan Adler) and took the keenest interest 

in his future. 



SEFER TOORETZ—YEREMITZ 111 

YEHUDA GESIK 

YOM TOV LIPA BERNSTEIN 

The recently deceased Yom Tov Lipa Bernstein appeared in 

our town’s public life shortly after the First World War. Life had not 

been kind to him. His first wife died in her youth, leaving an infant 

to be reared. Yom Tov pulled himself together. He married Lola 

Svirenovsky, the sister of Yisrael Aharon, and joined his brother-in- 

law in textile manufacturing in Lodz. Soon he became expert in 

mixing colors for fabrics, and in time he established a partnership 

enterprise which employed 150 workers. Periodically he visited 
Tooretz and inspired all of us with his energy and enterprising spirit. 

When the Nazis came, he lost his older daughter in the first 

roundup in Swirzen. His wife Lola and younger daughter were murder- 

ed in the second roundup, and his twin sons perished in the third, 
after an unsuccessful attempt to get them out of the Lodz ghetto. 

Broken but determined to survive, he was hidden by a friendly goy 

for two years. 

Among the others in the shelter was Hava Goldin, whom he 

married and together managed to get to Paris, after the war, and 

later to Israel. Here he established a plant for combing cotton, and 

his home again became the center of friends, some of them from 

Lodz of bygone days. He was one of the pillars of our society, the 

treasurer of our Free Loan Fund, and a most valuable adviser in 

all matters requiring acumen and experience. He scrupulously over- 

saw the finances of the society, and contributed generously from 

his own means. He adhered strictly to prayer, and arose from a 

sick bed to attend Yom Kippur services. His penchant for scholarship 

came from his kinship with R. Shimon Shkop, his maternal uncle. 

Despite his poor health, R. Lipa reached the 80's, but his 

passing, last winter, nevertheless created a void. We shall always 

remember the image of this kindly, generous and understanding 

human being. 
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AHARON HARKAVI 

RABBI DR. YERAHMIEL MARKOWITZ 

Rabbi Dr. Yerahmiel Markowitz, born in Tooretz, was one of the 

five children of R. Shmuel Markowitz, Rabbi of Tooretz, who, together 

with his wife, two sons and a daughter, perished in the Holocaust. 

Yerahmiel and another brother, Ramat-Gan’s Rabbi Zvi Markowitz, 

escaped this fate, having gone to Eretz-Israel before the second 

World War. 
The deceased was a descendant of many generations of dis- 

tinguished rabbis and scholars, and his children were likewise reared 

in the ways of Torah, tradition and national consciousness. 

He was a man of noble spirit, a philanthropist in the human 

sense of the word, a universalist in human relations as much as a 

true lover of his people and land. His aspirations were rooted in 

worthy values, and from these roots came forth his unique persona- 

lity. A holder of the Rabbinical Diploma, he earned the degree of 

Doctor of Hebrew Literature several years ago, for his work in 

historical and literary research. His warmth and his readiness to be 

of help to all endeared him to all the circles with which he came 

in contact. My talks with him always thrilled and inspired me; little 

did | think, when | met with him for the last time, that ten days 

later he would no longer be among the living. 

As a townsman and old friend of the deceased, and as vice- 

chairman of the Tooretz and Yeremitz Townspeople Rssociation, | am 

voicing the grief of all of them, the remnants of the two towns, 

over the sudden passing of one of our luminaries, Rabbi Dr. Yerahmiel 
Markowitz. We have suffered a great loss. We shall always recall him 

with deep affection, and may his memory always be a blessing to us. 
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YEHUDA GESIK 

Judge ARYE SLUTSKY 

He was the first in our midst to break through to the outside 

world, in quest of the higher education which led him to the legal 

profession, all the way to the post of legal counsel to the Histadrut, 

in the early 1950's, and the magistrate’s bench in Haifa’s Court of 

Common Pleas and the District Court, where he was outstanding in 

his lucid thinking, his familiarity with jurisprudence and its applica- 

tion. 

He often attributed the development of his intellect to those 

early years in Itche Sapozhnik’s heder and the hours spent poring 

over the Talmud. 
His sense of values reflected his personality — liberal, friendly, 

respectful, always ready to give of his time and attention to help 

others. He was the address to which our townspeople turned for 

advice — personal or in the interest of our townspeople, including 

the publication of this volume. He was particularly helpful in the 

legal work connected with the establishment of our society. 

Fate has willed it that Arye be taken from our midst before 

the publication of the Tooretz-Yeremitz Book of Remembrance, but he 

was able to contribute to it an article of major interest and importance 

which he wrote after a good deal of research on the history of our 

town, since its founding some seven centuries ago. 

With Arye Slutsky’s passing, our ‘society has lost a noble 

personality, of rare quality and character. We shall always remember 

him, not only for his own worth, but also as one who transplanted 

the best that was in our shtetl to the homeland soil of the State 

of Israel. 
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S. L. HOFFMAN 

AHARON HARKAVI 

We have lost a rare personality, a man of great initiative and 

enterprise whose good spirits communicated themselves to everyone 

and everything about him. 

His friendliness toward Tooretz dates back to 1921, when he 

first visited our town. The Jews of Tooretz were then in dire circum- 

stances. The World War had left most of them destitute. He extended 

financial help to individuals and institutions, saving them from utter 

ruin. This friendliness grew to ‘a deep love, during the period between 

the two wars, as he and his beloved wife, may she live long, 

established free loan funds in Tooretz and Mir, to which they kept 

contributing many thousands of dollars. 

S.L. Hoffman was a man of rare judgment and infallible memory. 

He possessed marvellous attributes, some innate and other which 

he developed over the years. In America, he generously aided the 

Jewish Teachers Union ‘and other organizations, non-Jewish as well. 

He also enjoyed the affection of the hundreds of workers in his 

textile plants. Life taught him a great deal, and he was always ready 

to share it lessons with others, to help them weather difficult 

situations. 

He was one of the foremost contributors to the United Jewish 

Appeal. His identification with Israel was complete and unequivocal. 

He was deeply interested in our townspeople, wherever they might be. 

Already in his lifetime he reaped the fruits of his labors in 

his own family, his children and grandchildren, all of whom have 

attained high intellectual and humanistic levels in professional fields 
of endeavor. 

May these few lines of eulogy bring some measure of solace 

and comfort to his widow and grieving family, and, to us, may his 

memory be a blessing and inspiration. 
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Board: Rabbi Zvi Markowitz, Magistrate Arye Slutzky (zal), Dr. 

Yerahmiel Markowitz (zal), Aharon Harkavi, Lipa Bernstein (zal), 

Avraham Gesik, Yehuda Gesik, Yosef Ben-Zvi and Malka Polozhuski. 

We made contact with Michael Walzer-Fass to enlarge and edit the 

volume, together with Mr. Moshe Kaplan, who undertook to be in 

charge of the Yiddish section. Other volunteers, mainly my brother 

Yehuda, devoted much time and effort to bring the volume to 

publication. 

| believe that our undertaking is of great significance, faithfully 

reflecting as it does the atmosphere of the towns and the spirit of 

their Jewish communities, prior to the Holocaust, when their social 

and spiritual manifestations greatly exceeded their numerical strength. 

The Society still has many social tasks to perform on behalf of 

the townspeople of Tooretz and Yeremitz. 

Memorial meeting for the martyrs of Tooretz and Yeremitz. (R. to |.) Rabbi Zvi 
Markowitz, Mot! Yalowsky, Avraham Gesik, Yaacov Samek, Ida Yalovsky, 

Arye Svirenovsky. 

poo omar pons Spin pap im ay 3597 3 exaw? pmo 
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On that same evening, in the synagogue, we founded the 

Tooretz-Yeremitz Society. A 9-member committee was formed: Rabbi 

Zvi Markowitz, president; Aharon Harkavi, vice-president; Abraham 

Gesik, secretary; Dr. Gabriel Zagursky (zal), treasurer; Israel Aharon 

Svirenovsky (zal) and Avraham Haim Slutsky (zal), controllers; Lipa 

Bernstein (zal) and Avraham Ben-Zvi Gershowsky (zal), board 

members. 

We gathered funds on the spot and used them to establish a Free 

Loan Fund for our townspeople. The Fund grew with time, particularly 

thanks to the generosity of our townsman Zalman Hoffman (zal). 

The Fund has been an important economic feature for our towns- 

people to this day. 

We are greatly obligated to our townsman Mordecai Yalovsky 

(U.S.) for his dedication and zeal. He persevered in keeping Zalman 

Hoffman informed about the Fund and in maintaining his ties with 

us. At a meeting of the Board in 1955, it was decided to call the Fund 

“The Mr. and Mrs. Zalman Hoffman Memorial Free Loan Fund, in 

memory of the Martyrs of Tooretz and Yeremitz’’. In 1960 the 

Society's constitution was approved by the District Administration. 

Two years later a memorial plaque was dedicated to these martyrs 

in the Holocaust Cellar on Mount Zion. In recent years our Society 

received, from townspeople living in the U.S., shipments of food 

and clothing, which were distributed to members. 

In recent years the Board underwent several changes. It now 

consists of Rabbi Zvi Markowitz, president; Aharon Harkavi, vice- 

president; Avraham Gesik, secretary; Yehuda Yalowsky, treasurer; 

Arye Svirenovsky, Yosef Harkavi and Yosef Ben-Zvi, controllers; 

Pinhas Mendelewitz, Avraham Lubetsky and Yehuda Wolfowitz, 

members. At this stage the Society is making loans of up to IL. 4,000 

for a two-year period to any member in need; it provides aid for 

emergencies, arranges the annual memorial gatherings, maintains 

correspondence with national branches, holds get-togethers and 

receptions for townspeople from abroad on their visits to Israel 

(among them have been Zalman Hoffman (zal), Mordecai Yalovsky, 

and his wife, Arye and Shlomo Schilling (Sapozhnik) and Tuvia 
Rozowsky. 

Our main effort in recent years has been to prepare for publica- 

tion a memorial volume of our communities. At the memorial meeting 

in 1971 it was decided to publish the Tooretz-Yeremitz Book of 
Remembrance. Nine members were chosen to serve on the Editorial 
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ABRAHAM GESIK 

THE TOORETZ-YEREMITZ SOCIETY IN ISRAEL 

We were still feeling our way in our homeland. The dust of the 

endless wanderings still clung to us, as each of us wrestled with 

the problems of absorption, housing, job and life in the new land. 
Yet we came together, the handful of survivors and the few who had 

come before the destruction of Polish Jewry, to hold a memorial 

meeting for the martyrs of our towns. The meeting was held on 

Heshvan 13, 5708 (1947), several months after my arrival and six 

years after the liquidation of Tooretz-Yeremitz. 

The long wandering along Europe’s highways and byways, and 

the contact with the different ethnic populations whom fate placed 

in our path, strengthened within us the yearning for a renewal of 

the community life we once enjoyed in our town. It was natural, 

therefore, that the gathering should have taken place in the home 

of Rabbi Zvi Markowitz, who symbolized the continuity of leadership 

of our community. : 

The meeting bore none of the trappings of formal memorializa- 

tion. The stories of the atrocities poured out from the people, eager 

to listen and to be heard, to take stock of themselves and to eulogize 

the departed. The hearts overflowed with tears and mourning. For the 

first time since the destruction we sensed an atmosphere of a 

family “yizkor’’. 

Making contact with the townspeople was not an easy task. 

Most of them had not as yet found a permanent address and were 

shifting from olim hostels to homes of relatives. Only a handful 

was there for the first meeting. We decided to persevere seeking 

out townspeople, in Israel and abroad. This task was assigned to 

me, and | undertook it very willingly. On the second memorial day 

(1948) we again met in the home of Rabbi Markowitz, and again the 

gathering was relatively small; the third, in Heshvan 5700 (1949), 

attracted more. | was able to make contact with more than 40 of our 

townspeople. | obtained the use of the Yesod Hama'ala Street 

synagogue in Tel-Aviv, at no cost, and for the first time in eight 

years Tooretz and Yeremitz Jews joined in the evening prayer, and 

the group of four minyanim recited kaddish. One of us conducted the 

memorial ceremony, after which others spoke, straight from the heart. 
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BOARD MEMBERS OF THE TOORETZ SOCIETY IN THE U.S.A. 

seas 

MCI OORED a 
mses ae 

es 

2 
oe 

Gabriel Simonovitz Mordecai Yalowsky 

Secretary Chairman 

Mee See ecunonte 

=~ Se 

S.L. HOFFMAN (dec.) 

President 

aoa 
ne 

Bee SOS 

Dov Elimovitz 

Member of the Board Treasurer 
Morris Elimovitz 



SEFER TOORETZ—YEREMITZ 103 

THE BEGINNINGS OF OUR SOCIETY 

My story, from the Holocaust to the wonderful day of my arrival 

in the United States of America, is very much the same as that of 

the other few survivors of our town. The Nazi slaughter swept away 

my wife and four children, mother and father, three sisters and a 

brother. In all, seventy members of my family were murdered. 

One of my first preoccupations, in America, was to help 

those of our townsmen who were able to get to Israel. | met with 

S.L. Hoffman and the Elimovitz brothers, Dov and Morris, to discuss 

the founding of the Tooretz Relief Society. In the same year, we 

called together all the survivors in the area to a memorial meeting. 

At the time, | was chairman and the Elimovitz brothers served as 

secretaries. 

During the first years, we sent Passover packages and some 

money to Israel, thanks to S.L. Hoffman's generosity. In 1956 we 

established the Loan Society, to which | have been devoting myself 

ever since. When the Eimovitz brothers moved to Florida, Gabriel 

Simonovitz has been doing the job. 

The Hoffman family and friends 
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MOTL YALOWSKY — Chairman, Tooretz Retief Society, New York 

FROM "THOSE DAYS” TO THIS DAY 

A few days after the arrival of the Germans in Tooretz, | took 

my wife and four daughters to work on the estate of a Polish 

landowner. We thus avoided the first roundup, but then we were 

forced to return to town, and my entire family was murdered. As we 

were being herded together, my youngest daughter Leah said to me: 

Father, | am not afraid of death. Our neighbor Hava Gitl has taught 

me the ‘Shma Yisroel’.”’ 

The German commandant ordered about a hundred of us to be 

separated from the others, for forced labor. My devoted wife pushed 

me toward the group. ‘At least you remain alive,’ she said. As | 

moved there, my cousin Reuven joined me. We were the only ones 

of our family of seventy to survive the Holocaust. 

We were put to work in Swerzhne. As we were working, | was 

covered by a sandslide. My cousin extricated me and took me to 

the hospital in Stolptze. Four weeks later my cousin came and took 

me back to the camp; rumor had it, he said, that the Germans were 

going to put to death all the patients in the hospital. 

As soon as | recovered somewhat, | asked the Judenrat to get 

the permission of the camp commandant for me to go to Tooretz and 

bring back a cache of potatoes | had hidden there. The commandant 

approved. We came to Tooretz escorted by four soldiers. Our former 

neighbors were astounded to see us back, alive. They flatly refused 

to return the clothes we had left with them. Only one woman was 

ready to give me back the clothes of my children. 

We were in the camp for a long time, and finally escaped 

to the Pinsk swamps until we were liberated by the Russians. 

Several of us made our way from Poland to Italy, where we were 

visited by S.L. Hoffman, a close friend of the family. He encouraged 

us and gave us some money, to tide us over; three years later, 

with Mr. Hoffman's help, | came to America. 
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A week or so later, he repeated the act, and said: "I’m one of 

Telemann’s squad here, and I’m warning you that your life isn't 

worth the ashes of this cigarette.” 

| passed the words on to the others. We understood them to 

mean that soon the sawmill workers would face the fate of the 

others. This led to an organized movement to attempt an escape 

which was to take us to the forests and the partisans. 

TUVYA ROZOWSKY 

THE SYSTEMATIC GERMANS 

The death-dealing German machine — not the panzer corps 

nor the field artillery, but the Gestapo machine assigned to the task 

of murdering the Jewish civilian population in Europe — functioned 

according to a detailed formula. We of Tooretz witnessed it, as did 

thousands of other towns and villages where Jews were to be found. 

The first Germans arrived in Tooretz on a Tuesday in July, 1941, 

a few weeks after the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. Their 

first move was to assemble all the Jews in the market place. Their 

commanding officer made a speech, the gist of which was: ‘The 

Jews of Tooretz must be obedient, work diligently, and carry out the 

orders of the administration exactly and precisely. Anyone disobey- 

ing a command will be shot.” 

Having made this formal statement, the officer yelled: ''Now 

get out of here, cursed Jews!" The Jews began to flee, pursued by 

the other Germans, with whips and canes in their hands. 

On the same day, the Germans set up a police post in Tooretz 

for the Byelorussian militia. The members of this local force consist- 

ed of the worst hooligans and criminals from the surrounding 

villages. Their appointed commandant was one of them, Sarfimowicz, 

as bloodthirsty an animal as one might see in human guise. The 

machinery for the liquidation of the Jews was now ready to function 
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sentences, all of us were crying. Suddenly the door burst open and 

a voice called out, in German: "The cursed Jews are holding a 

secret meeting!" 

We were petrified. We managed to remove the crumbs from 

the tables, then took a look at the newcomers. They turned out to be 

our fellow-Jews from other blocks; they were playing a practical 

joke on us... one which | shall never forget. 

THE GOOD GERMAN 

Innumerable discussions, during the past three decades, have 

tried to come up with an adequate answer to the question as to 

whether there had been decent Germans among those assigned 

to “handling” Jews. 

We who spent fifteen months on the borderline of life and 

death in the Swerzhne camp had the unique experience of meeting 

a decent German soldier with a human heart and conscience. To us, 

he was a point of light in the blackness around us. 

Our task, in the sawmill, was to load the flat cars with the cut- 

up trunks and take them along the narrow tracks to the nearby 

Nieman River. Every time we passed through the plant gates, 

guarded by German soldiers, we trembled with fear — lest that 

would be our last trip. 

| was working in the sawmill (after the lime plant where | had 

been working was closed down), thanks to the efforts of a Swerzhne 

Jew named Israel Zelkowitz. Knowing that he had connections with 

Brigadier Perczyk, | gave him a new cotton shirt which | had kept 

from the Tooretz days, to try bribing the Brigadier with it into putting 

me on the sawmill rolls. The Brigadier well knew that the favor 

deserved a much bigger bribe, but he agreed, in deference to 

Zelkowitz — to whom | doubtlessly owe my life. 

Back to my story. | was passing through the gate aboard a 

flat car when suddenly a German soldier shouted "Halt!". This 

meant the end; a German soldier usually stopped a Jew just before 

beating him, or worse. To my amazement | saw a soft look on his 

face. From his pocket he pulled out a chunk of bread and handed 

it to me, saying: "You're probably hungry”. | was. Our daily ration 

was half the size, plus watery potato soup which contained no 
potatoes. 
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back food. The arrangement worked sufficiently well to ease the 

famine. 

Our quarters were changed from time to time. Every day, as 

the number of Jews in the ghetto decreased, the emtpy houses were 

“moved” into the Aryan section. | was shifted twice before being 

pushed, together with about sixty other Jews, into the Bet-Hamidrash. 

In the summer of 1942 the Germans decided to close down the 

factories in the area, except the sawmill. The workers of those 

factories were to be sent to Baranowitz, where, it was said, certain 

death would be awaiting them. These workers kept pressing on the 

Judenrat to arrange for employment in the sawmill. This depended 

on the local Christian foremen, rather than on the German admi- 

nistration. The Swerzhne workers, who still managed to hide a few 

gold coins, were able to bribe the foremen and get on the rolls. The 

rest were taken to Baranowitz and murdered there. 

Life in the shul quarters was next to unbearable. We slept on 

cots, spaced two feet apart, with a thin layer of straw for a mattress. 

In one corner there was a large stove with a tin plate. The 

“prosperous. among us — those who were able to smuggle a bit of 

flour in from the outside — made "'latkess”, by mixing the flour 

with water (there was no shortening of any kind), pouring the 

mixture on to the hot plate, and scraping the finished product off 

the "grill. 

The smuggling often led to tragic consequences. One of the 

Swerzhne Jews crept through the barbed wire surrounding the ghetto 

and came back with food which his oldtime Christian friends gave 

him. He was caught by the Byelorussian police and taken to the 

Gestapo. On the next day he was brought to the sawmill, flogged in 

public and shot. 

In December of 1943, as news filtered in about German reverses 

on the battle-front, particularly in Russia, some of us came up with 

the bizzare idea of celebrating New Year's Eve in the Bet-Hamidrash 

— a reflection of our grim and desperate hope for a good year. 

The refreshments were to be the same "'latkess’, and the flour was 

to come from the private stores of the inmates. 

Came the night, and all the inmates of our block were there, 

plus others who were quartered elsewhere. We put the few little 

tables together and served the refreshments. 

1 was asked to "say a few words”, but after the first few 
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| felt myself driven to the cemetery. The headstones had been 

taken away, probably for the construction of new homes. The two 

huge common graves, at the end of the rise overlooking Korelitz 

Street, are clearly visible. Two graves, one containing the 55 from 

the first roundup and the other more than 500 from the second 

liquidation. Both mounds are covered with verdant green, evidence 

of the rich soil beneath them. 

How could those other human beings been capable of doing 

such a thing ? 

| went to the grocery market. It was full of customers, as usual. 

| met people | knew; they wanted to know how I| managed to survive. 

| had other questions: were they not shocked by what they had 

done to us? Were they assailed by feelings of remorse ? Did they 

feel the absence of the Jews, even in such prosaic matters as 

business and trade ? 

| found no trace, no answers, no regrets. All the roles the Jews 

had played for centuries were now in the hands of their neighbors. 

Nothing had changed, except for the two giant graves at the edge 

of the cemetery, where my family and my town lie dead. 

AHARON HARKAVI 

NEW YEAR’S EVE IN THE SWERZHNE SHUL 

In the tragic situation which Tooretz's Jews found themselves 

after the roundup and massacre, the ’’fortunate’” ones were those 

assigned to forced labor in the Swerzhne sawmill. The men selected 

from the Swerzhne ghetto, which was soon liquidated, worked along- 

side the others. But even under the horrible circumstances, which 

leveled all Jews to a single status, in which old and young, rich and 

poor became no more than human shadows, two distinct categories 

soon developed. The Swerzhne Jews could meet secretly with their 

Christian friends and get from them extra food. We, the Tooretz 

Jews, without this privilege, constantly felt the pangs of hunger. 

We decided to try the same tack with our Christian friends in 

Tooretz, with whom we had left all our earthly possessions. We 

arranged with a Christian fellow-worker to go to Tooretz and bring 
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able-bodied men were immediately recruited by the Russians to 

fight on the front. Most of the others went back to the home towns, 

not because of sentiment but to take vengeance on those who helped 

in the roundups, and also to take back the possessions left with 

neighbors. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

TOORETZ AFTER THE DESTRUCTION 

On returning to Tooretz, | roamed about its streets like a dark 

shadow. Where Jews once lived, | found mounds of rubble, skeletons 

of houses, stove frames sticking out of the scrap, twisted bedsteads 

and other items which the scavengers ignored. 

These demolished homes, | said to myself, had kept faith with 

their annihilated owners and crumbled of their own will, so that no 

others would occupy them. The few houses left standing — Berl 

Slutsky’s, Joseph Zagursky's and others, here and there — had new 

occupants, neighbors who improved their standard of living without 

too much effort. 

Here is our house, its falling roof hanging on to the red-brick 

walls. The pear trees in the garden are scorched and barren. The 

cellar, with its meter-thick walls is whole, but the door has been 

torn off and the entrance crossed with cobwebs. | thought of the 

cobwebs which saved David when he was fleeing from before Saul. 

Why did no such miracle happen here? Not a single Jew was able 

to save his life by hiding, here in Tooretz. | went down into the 

cellar, burrowed into the scrap — perhaps somewhere a bit of my 

mother’s handwork had survived. | found nothing, not even an echo 

of the destroyed Jewish community. 

Behind our house | saw the home of our neighbor Rihorka 

Zabawski. Untouched. This Rihorka had led the Germans to the 

hiding place of his good neighbor Moshe Yankelevsky. His sons 

enlisted in the police and served the Nazis. Now he himself was 

in hiding, waiting for things to blow over. 

Outside the church children are playing. | would swear that 

some of them are wearing the clothes ‘left behind” by the slaught- 

ered Jewish children. 
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Some time later we were informed by the villagers that the 

police from the Shemishoba post had learned about our presence 

and were preparing to attack us. Some of us were sure that the 

information was a trick, to get us out of the area. We decided to 

take no chances; the police post was only 7 kilometers away. But 

where should we go ? We knew that all the partisan groups had left 

the region and were encamped iin the Kapula forests, on the other 

side of the Moscow-Warsaw highway. The way there was fraught 

with danger, since the Germans had posted ambush points along 

the routes. We moved farther into the marshes, for greater safety. 

Now we ran into a new threat. It was late summer. For several 

nights now we had been hearing wolves howling in the marshes. 

We gathered dry faggots and made ready to kindle a fire to scare 

them away. But the fires were too small, and one night we could 

see the glowing eyes, no more than 200 meters away. We added 

more fuel, and the growth caught on fire, driving the wolves away. 

But now our hiding place could easily be discovered. We knew that 

we would have to leave the area. It wasn't until mid-November that 

we finally reached the Moscow-Warsaw highway, and but one 

kilometer inside the forest we met a partisan who directed us to 

our unit. 

Again we found that the command of the partisans was 

determined to be rid of us. We were even accused of stealing food 

from the partisans and threatened with execution if we didn't 

confess’. What happened was that the partisans had stored meat 

in two barrels. We came upon the barrels, after they had been 

emptied, took them to our camp and later exchanged them for food 

in the Malinovka village. We were beaten, in good Nazi fashion; 

later it was found that others had stolen the meat and accused us 

of the theft, basing their charges on the tracks leading from the pit 

where the barrels had been lying to our camp. 

Early in 1944 the Germans opened a concerted drive against 

the partisans. We were saved in the nick of time by the opening of 

the second front, which drew off the German troops. Only the 

disabled and the policemen were left, and they were afraid to 

engage the partisans in battle. 

On July 10, 1944 we made our first contact with the Red Army. 

We welcomed the Soviet soldiers with wild acclaim, but on the next 

day we faced the fateful question: where were we to go? The 
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When dawn came we left the highway and prepared to spend 

the daylight hours in a glen off the road. We had hardly stretched 

ourselves out on the grass when we heard dogs barking. We found 

that we were some 300 meters away from a large farm. It was 

deserted. We took the risk and hid in the barn. There we made a 

small fire and roasted the few potatoes we managed to save. 

Toward evening we set out again, but no sooner did we reach the 

road than a group of armed men in police uniforms ordered us to 

halt. After the first moments of doubt (we expected them to shoot 

right away) we found that the “policemen” were patrols from 

another partisan group. More than that, they told us that our unit 

had made camp near theirs, and they would take us there. 

The commander of our unit was none too happy to see us. A 

few days later we were ordered to leave and make our way to 

another forest — without weapons. We were about five kilometers 

away when we heard heavy firing from the area we had just left. 

The shooting went on all night. Toward morning several of us went 

back to see what had happened. On the outskirts of the forest we 

almost ran into a German force returning from the camp area. When 

we came there, we found that the Germans had staged a surprise 

attack: the cooking fires were still burning, and pots of food were 

still steaming. 

There were about twenty of us in the group: Karlchok and his 

family, Shkliar and his family, the Lutvin couple, Rahel, Hasha-Dena, 

Fruma, the two Schwartz brothers, Aharon Harkavi and his son 

Joseph, Avraham Hayyim Slutzky and his son Mulik, Uri Yalowsky, 

Shlomo Sapozhnik, Moshe Bunimowitz, Shepal Yankelevitz, Zelka 

Fisotzner, Ehrlich and I. 

We had to find food. Without arms, we had to resort to 
scavenging, mainly in the potato patches of the farms — at night. 

This diet soon showed its ill effects on us. We knew we had to get 

other food. There was no way but to make contact with the farmers 

themselves and hope for the best. We split into two groups, so as 

not to frighten the farmers. Fisotzner found an old rifle barrel, fitted 

a "butt" to it, and slung it over his shoulder; in the dark it looked 

like a genuine rifle. We knocked on doors in the middle of the night, 

and the farmers were quite generous — not so much, perhaps, 

because of Fisotzner’s "rifle’ as because of their fear of the 

partisans. 
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BAR-RAPHAEL 

LIFE IN THE FORESTS 

Those of us who managed to find their way to the partisans 

in the forests were disheartened by the antisemitism which we 

found among them — even though we were fighting a common 

deadly foe. 

One of the ways in which this antisemitism expressed itself, 

in the forests, had to do with the civilian camps of the partisans. 

The latter were divided into two groups, the fighters and the non- 

combatants. The two were some distance apart from each other, so 

as to give the fighters greater manouverability, but this left the 

civilian camp unguarded and a sure victim if found by the enemy. 

Understandably, the non-combatants were the families of the Jewish 

fighters. 

We were assigned to the Zhukov unit (Jews and non-Jews 

combined), Third Company. Our first task was to dig bunkers in 

the frozen ground, with very inadequate tools. The next was te go 

out and acquire arms from the Ukrainians; all we had when we 

escaped from the ghetto was one rifle, one pistol and several hand 

grenades. The others in the camp made no attempt to hide their 

antisemitism. "The Jews,” they taunted, "came to fight with gold. 

not with weapons.’ 

In March of 1943 the high command of the unit ordered that the 

civilian camp be left behind, as the combatants moved to another 

area; the Jewish fighters were assigned to remain with the families. 

Since we were too few to offer resistance to an enemy atack, we 

decided to follow the others. They had several hours head start on 

us, because several of them remained until nightfall to see that 

we shouldn't make the attempt. 

We made our way to the road intersection. Which way ? Most 

of us went along with Freiman, an experienced tracker; he claimed 

that we would have to follow the road covered over with water. 

A short distance farther we discovered that Freiman’s sixth sense 

didn't betray him: there were definite tracks of many feet. (A small 

group which didn’t accept Freiman’s opinion went off in another 

direction and was killed by the police near the Hanczewicz-Pinsk 

road). 
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We decided to make a try. The farmer brought us two ladders. 

We fastened one to the other and lowered them into the well. For 

hours we cleared away the debris, then suddenly we beheld the 

butts of rifles and machine guns. We cleaned and polished the weapons, 

and later we put them to good use in acts of vengeance against 

the murderers of our people. 

After Liberation 

We came out of the forests as soon as the Red Army came 

into the region. | was at the front until the end of the war. | decided 

to go back to Tooretz and Yeremitz to see what was left of the 

Jewish communities, which had lived there for hundreds of years. 

All | found was desolation and ruin; not a single member of the 

community was left. The Christians told me how the last of the 

Jews had been murdered. They invited me to spend the night in the 

town, but | felt that | was walking on ground drenched with the 

blood of our dear ones. | left immediately and headed for Lodz, 

where | joined the "Ichud” group, made up of a handful of survivors. 

We were able to make our way to Italy, from whose ports "illegal 

immigrant” (Aliya Bet) ships were departing for Eretz-lsrael. 

In the camp in Italy | met a young woman from Russia, and 

we decided to build a new home in the land of our fathers. Eventually 

we were put aboard the vessel Mordei Haggitaot (‘Rebels of the 

Ghettoes') and headed for Haifa, but the British intercepted the 

vessel and forced it to continue to Cyprus, where we were put 

in a camp behind barbed wire. When our first son was born, the 

Queen of England issued a permit for all children born in the camp 

to proceed to Eretz-Israel, together with their families. We arrived 

there in September of 1947, and eventually became members of 

Kibbutz Lohamey Haggitaot. 

The greatest moment in my life came when the Government 

of Israel awarded me a citation for my activities as a partisan and 

frontline fighter against the Nazis during the Second World War. 

1! fought for a world which never showed us any kindness, but the 

reward came from the Jewish State. 
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being fluent in German he presented himself to the authorities as 

a "Volksdeutche” and found work as a guard at the local school. 

Sarfimowics took a liking to him and appointed him police translator. 

When the police commandant went to Mir, Rufeisen-Oswald went 

along, and in time became the head of the gendarmerie. 

One day Oswald was recognized by Shlomo Harkas, once a 

fellow-worker on a hachshara farm. Oswald begged him not to 

reveal his identity, and in turn promised to help the Jews. This 

promise he kept, passing information on to them and providing 

twenty young Jews with arms. One evening he sent word to us 

in Tooretz to flee, because a massacre was awaiting the Jews on 

the next day. 

We didn’t believe it — until the next day, when some of us 

were taken to dig huge pits in the cemetery; the others were lined 

up at the edge of the pits and murdered. That was the beginning 

of the end. 

SIMHA POLONETZKY 

AN EPISODE WITH THE PARTISANS 

Those of us who escaped from the Swerzhne labor camp, 

late in January 1943, reached a village near the Yawiscze forest, 

controlled by the partisans. We were quartered in the peasants, 

houses, ten to a home. After breakfast, Commander Gilchik (a Jew 

from Minsk) arrived with another partisan and led us about ten 

kilometers to a burnt-out village named Kolki. We were asked to 

turn in whatever gold we had for the use of the Red Army. 

In the partisan camp we were set to digging bunkers in the 

frozen earth. Then we were told that if wished to remain with 

the partisans we would have to provide our own weapons. We split 

up into groups and headed for the farms. We stopped at a farm 

house, and | went in, leaving the others to stand guard. The farmer 

told me that the Russian soldiers stationed in the area, before with- 

drawing under German pressure, had thrown their weapons away 

in a nearby well. On examining the well we saw that it was quite 

deep and filled with debris of wood and _ stone. 
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startled but he reassured us. Then, after looking about, he asked us 

to sing the '’Kol Nidre”’ again; his grandmother, he said, was Jewish. 

As we sang, the German joined in, ever more loudly. The Jewish 

spark was still there... 

* Sonia and Reuven Lubetzky 

REUVEN LUBETZKY 

THE LIQUIDATION OF THE TOORETZ GHETTO 

At the outbreak of the war between Soviet Russia and Germany 

(June 22, 1941), Tooretz was 300 kilometers away from the front. 

The Russian forces in the town beat a hasty retreat, leaving it without 

any administration. 

We didn’t see many Germans, at first. They appointed a 
former official of Mir, Sarfimowics, as head of the local police. 

He immediately set about organizing a police force — young 

men from the local population. 

One day we received a message from the Jewish community 

in Mir, asking for financial help. Several of us, after obtaining 

permission from Sarfimowics, went to Mir. There we found that a 

Judenrat had been formed, headed by a Jew named Berman; he was 

sure that the Jews of Mir would not be massacred, since "we are 

giving the Germans everything”. 

In the gendarmerie of Mir there was a man named Josef 

Oswald, a former resident of Tooretz. He was a young Jew, and 

his real name was Shmuel Rufeisen. He had no documents, but 
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“KOL NIDRE” ON THE BANKS OF THE NIEMAN 

The "Days of Awe” of that year and what day was not one of 

awe, in the Swirzhne ghetto and labor camp ? — were intolerably 

hot; even the weeds crumpled with the heat. Yom Kippur Eve was 

so scorching that the Ukrainian militia men didn’t seek to torture us, 

as was their popular pastime. 

Some of our people decided to hold services that evening. 

They pretended to be ill, and later gathered in Block 11 for prayer. 

Still, they were too few to make up a minyan. 

| went out to work, as always, with Arele Shimanowitz and 

Yekutiel Kosmoi. The three of us had been transferred about two 

months earlier, from the sawmill to the Nieman River inlet, to take 

apart the rafts as they came in and tow the logs ashore — a 

backbreaking task, but the open space and the nearby forest bore 

a promise of freedom. We soon found a way to ease the job, by 

forming a V-shaped barrier in the water which forced the logs 

ashore on their own. It took us but a few hours to fill our daily 

labor quota, and when the German supervisor, satisfied with our 

work, went away, we would lie on the grass and rest, each one 

taking turns standing guard. 

Some distance away there was a house occupied by a military 

unit. We could see the soldiers moving about the yard, cleaning 

their weapons. To our relief we discovered that they were merely 

convalescing, before returning to the front. They didn't bother us; 

in fact, one of them came to us with scraps of food, which we avidly 

devoured, and a fragrant cigarette, the taste of which we _ had 

all but forgotten. 

On Yom Kippur Eve our superviser didn't appear. Arele 

decided that he would hide and, at night, go into the forest. The 

three of us felt a sense of exhilaration. We suddenly remembered 

what day it was, and we began singing '’Kol Nidre’, suiting the 

rhythm to the movement of the logs as we towed them in. 

Suddenly the friendly German soldier appeared. We were 
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load of lumber. We met with him among the lumber piles, and later 

he returned with us to the ghetto, unnoticed. The first group, led by 

Passorski himself, was to make the attempt at 9 o'clock, that evening. 

The exit point chosen for the escape was by the guard tower 

near the stream, which was usually left unmanned because of this 

barrier. The barbed wire enclosure was cut through with snips. We 

headed for the open fields, one group after another (the Reichman 

family joined us). The long board laid across the stream held out 

almost to the end, when it slithered into the water. We rescued 

those who fell into the water, but their toes soon froze. 

The opponents of the escape attempt discovered the flight and 

set up a hue and cry. The guards heard the tumult and fired warning 

shots. On the next day all who remained, except for the handful 

that found refuge in the homes of friendly Christians, were executed. 

We plodded through the snow-covered fields, without direction, 

and soon we discovered that we had been moving in a circle; the 

lights of Stolptze were clearly visible. At that moment huge 

searchlights began sending their beams on to the open fields. For 

this we were prepared; each one had brought along a piece of 

white cloth with which he now covered himself. After about an hour 

the beams were turned off, and our group moved in the direction 

of the Swirzhne woods, about four miles distant. This was the 

spot where we were to meet Passorski and his unit. No one was 

there. Some of us, Reichman among them, decided to go back 

and try to bribe the Gestapo; they were killed on arrival. A small 

group headed by Hanan Yoselevsky of Tooretz, went in the opposite 

direction, toward the Nieman River, hoping to find refuge with 

farmers they knew; this group was intercepted and killed. The only 

units to escape were the ones which fled straight toward the Nieman 

and the 105 persons of our group, who finally reached the forests 
around Pinsk. 
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of attempts by Jews to buy weapons from the Ukrainians, he and 

six others were executed. 

BAR RAPHAEL 

THE ESCAPE ATTEMPT 

From the villagers who came to the sawmill with their lumber 

we learned that all the Jewish communities in the area were being 

liquidated. The Ukrainians working with us urged us to attempt an 

escape. At first we thought that they were trying to trap us, but soon 

they themselves began slipping away. Some of us were certain 

that we wouldn't make it to freedom; unlike the Ukrainians, they 

claimed, we would be offered no aid or haven. We did nothing 

about it until, early in March, a villager came to the sawmill with 

a written message from a group of Stolptze Jews: ‘We Stolptze 

Jews escaped the last massacre and are fighting in the forests 

alongside the partisans. We are waiting for you. Flee while you 

still can’. We were greatly heartened and immediately set about 

planning for the attempt. We were careful not to involve those who 

opposed it; they would want to stop us, out of fear that an unsuc- 

cessful attempt would be the end of everyone. 

We had one rifle, which we kept in the attic of Block 30. We 

learned how to use the weapon — all but marksmanship, which was 

naturally out of the question. When word reached us about the 

German defeat at Stalingrad, we began preparing for the actual 

move. One night in November, in the midst of a torrential downpour, 

we were awakened by a tumult outside. Three men, among them a 

member of the Judenrat, the veterinarian Dr. Opperman, had escaped 

from the ghetto. We knew that their absence was bound to be 

discovered in the morning, and that the entire ghetto might be 

liquidated. A general flight seemed to be the only solution. While 

preparations for it were going on, the three returned; the rain was 

too heavy for them to make any headway. Those opposed to an 

escape now set up night watches to see that no further attempt 

should be made. After a few nights, this was abandoned. 

On January 29, 1943 the Jewish partisan Passorski filtered into 

the sawmill, disguised as a peasant and accompanied by a wagon- 
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that the Jews, neither begging nor pleading for their lives, were 

depriving them of the grisly satisfaction they had been anti- 

cipating. Only the cries of infants were heard from the silent 

procession. The elders walked first, dressed in their Sabbath 

clothes, prepared to meet their Maker, in their own way. 

We were taken to the Swirzhne labor camp and quartered in 

a large hut. We might have been able to escape some way, but our 

dejection about the fate of our families and the bitter cold did 

away with any thought about it. On the next day we were told that 

we would be quartered in homes ‘about to be vacated” in the town. 

We didn't have to think hard to understand. The Jews of Swirzhne 

were about to be liquidated. This happened at dawn on the very next 

day. From atop the wall next to our hut we could see everything; 

the Germans and their helpers ran down and shot every Jew in the 

assembled throng. The Christians pointed out the hiding places, and 

before the sun was high the last of Swirzhne’s Jews was dead. 

We were transferred to our new quarters, 20 to 30 men in 

three-room homes. In some of the ovens we still found the food 

prepared by the housewives, before they were dragged away to 

their death. 

At six in the morning we went to work in the sawmill. Later 

we were put to labor in the gravel pits, loading gravel on to the 

railroad cars which took the loads to the front. Our overseer assured 

us that he wasn't one of those Germans who liked to torture Jews; 

all he wanted was efficient labor. We kept at our backbreaking labor, 

hoping that it would save us from death. 

Early in 1942 we went back to the sawmill, a military enterprise 

and therefore a ‘safe’ haven for the threatened Jews. We were 

given a loaf of bread a week as our wage. The foremen were Poles 

and Byelorussians, except for one Jew named Levin whose 

expertise was needed. 

Our day of rest was Sunday. We were allowed to sleep a bit 

later. We laundered our worn clothes, (with sand, if soap was not 

available) and, if the Germans were not around, we went bathing, 

as soon as the weather allowed, in the small stream which coursed 

along the edge of the ghetto. We gathered in the former synagogue 

for ‘‘cultural’’ meetings, led by Tzwiertak, head of the Judenrat, an 

intensely clever man who knew how to deal even with the head 

of the Gestapo himself. In July of 1942, following an investigation 
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gun and shot him in the head. The firing squad then shot the others, 

and the riddled bodies fell straight into the grave. 

The second group, young men and women, was ordered to line 

up along the edge of the grave. Among them was my sister Litba. 

She saw me and whispered: "Good-bye, Yudl’’. The firing squad did 

its work, and the bodies toppled into the grave. 

The third group followed the order as it came. 

We were told to straighten out the bodies and cover them 

with earth. It was getting dark, and the police had already gone. 

We made our way to our homes. Friends and neighbors were waiting 

to hear what had happened. We spent the night in lament. 

On the next day the chief of police grandly announced that 

"such things will not happen again. The action was taken as punish- 

ment for failure to provide the proper contributions’. The work 

details were warned not to slacken, else their families would be shot. 

Two days later we learned that some 20 Christians had been 

taken to our cemetery in the dead of the night, and there they dug 

a grave large enough for all the Jews of the community. When the 

Germans learned that we had been told the truth, they insisted that 

the pit was intended to store petroleum. We had to believe them. 

The Liquidation of the Town’s Jews 

Early on a November morning, 1941, a large force of Gestapo 

men, together with a horde of policemen recruited from the vicinity, 

blockaded all the roads leading into the town and ordered all the 

Jews to assemble. Those found hiding were shot on the spot. The 

Gestapo men began their infamous ‘’selection”, lining up the Jews in 

several rows, then shifting them from one row to another in order to 

increase the tension. About 150 men were set apart for the labor 

force. They were told to get their personal belongings and enter 

the waiting cars; their families, they were assured, would soon 

follow. Our group of five cars was about two miles out of the town 

when we heard the rattle of machine gun fire. We knew what it 

meant. Later we were told how our families were taken to the 

cemetery and murdered, and how they went to their death, walking 

in dignity as they suppressed their dread, surrounded by the horde 

of savages prodding them with bayonets, past the Christian towns- 

people lining the street to witness the death march. The yells and 

screams of the Gestapo men rose higher and higher, as they felt 
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informed them that they were to wear the yeliow badge. Then they 

were ordered to get away on the run; their path ran between two 

rows of Gestapo men, with whips. The Christian populace stood 

around and enjoyed the scene. Friendships formed over scores of 

years vanished in a single moment. The more compassionate 

shrugged and said ‘What can you expect, when they killed our Lord’. 

The Judenrat was ordered to provide forced labor units every 

morning. Every now and then the Judenrat was ordered to furnish 

the Gestapo with certain sums of money, jewelry, ornaments, leather 

wear. 

The more fortunate in the work units were those picked out by 

the Polish landowners. Elsewhere the Jews worked under police 

supervision, subject to the whims of the guards. The Jews returned 
to their homes after nightfall. 

The months of forced labor without pay, of no sources of 

income and as a result of extortions completely impoverished the 

community. By mid-October of 1941 the situation was so bad that 

Jews could no longer help one another. The neighbors offered food 

in return for valuables; ‘take it,’’ the kindly neighbors said. '’Soon 

your valuables will be taken away, anyway.” 

We heard a rumor about the massacre of the Jews in Horo- 

dishecz, some 20 miles away, ostensibly because they cooperated 

with the partisans. We knew little about partisans. 

At the end of October, all the Jews were ordered to assemble 

in the town square. | was on my way there when a member 

of the Judenrat ordered me to join a unit of 12 men heading for 

the cemetery. We were given spades and ordered to dig a pit 

5% meters long and 2% meters wide. We knew that this was to be 

our grave, but the guards hit us with the butts of their guns and told 

us to hurry. One of us, a refugee who fled from Warsaw in 1939, 

couldn't keep up with the work. The guards had him lie on the 

ground; they beat him with their guns until he lost consciousness, 
then shot him. 

When our work was done, the Germans brought up some 55 

Jews, of all ages. At the edge of the pit they were divided into 

three groups. The first group had to undress, down to the underwear. 

The police chief, Sarfimowicz, came up to his old friend Heimowitz 

(once the manager of the Obrina flour mill, where Sarfimowicz had 

worked as chief miller; the two played cards together), drew his 
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Our area was taken over by the Russians. We welcomed them 

with shouts of joy because their arrival meant that the Germans 

would not come. From the west came a constant stream of Jewish 

refugees, and we turned every public and private facility into homes 

for them. Most of them remained for a brief period and went on 

to the large cities. 

The Soviet soldiers, while praising the paradise back home, 

quickly emptied the stores of their stocks, paying for them with 

the new roubles. Soon long lines began to form at the government 

stores for a loaf of bread or a bag of salt. But we had to keep 

smiling; the Soviets had eyes everywhere. 

We had occasion to witness Russian brutality in January, 1940. 

In 15°F below zero weather, the Russians exiled scores of Polish 

freeholders, distinguished veterans of the First World War, because 

the Russians suspected them of patriotism. Soon word got around 

that others of the ’’bourgeoisie’’ were due for deportation to Siberia. 

Still, there were benefits. During this period the Jews had 

equal rights. Antisemitism was officially forbidden, although the 

masses harbored it. The Jews managed to recover. However, their 

resourcefulness in dealing with the Russians aroused the envy and 

enmity of the Polish landed gentry, who were in mortal fear of seeing 

themselves converted into kolhoz units. Antisemitism was. still 

there: when the Jew Isaac Shmushkowitz was appointed monitor of 

the queues, the Jews were blamed for having invented the queue. 

All this came to an end on June 23, the day after the outbreak 

of the German-Soviet fighting. The Soviet soldiers and administrators 

left Tooretz in a hurried retreat. With them went a few of the more 

daring Jews. Four days later the Germans came, in orderly fashion, 

causing us to feel that the stories of Nazi brutality were grossly 

exaggerated; the worst we might expect was forced labor. We later 

learned that this behavior was a ruse to prevent Jews from wishing 

to flee. In those days we could have fled and gathered up the huge 

stock of weapons left by the Russians on the banks of the Nieman 

River. 

On July 10, the Germans organized the local hoodlums into a 

"civil militia’, with the specific task of making life miserable for 

the Jews. Early in August, the Gestapo came from its district 

headquarters. All the Jews were rounded up at the fire station, and 

the Gestapo, after telling them that they were worse than dogs, 
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We are aware of the turmoil in the world arena which has been 

caused, since those days, by the establishment and survival of the 

State of Israel. This turmoil has revealed the true nature of many 

sectors of the human community. About the Holocaust, on the other 

hand, there is no turmoil, only silence. 

Why ? Perhaps it is because of FEAR. The nations may well 

be afraid to discuss — hence to admit — the abyss into which 

human civilization had plunged when it allowed the German atroci- 

ties to continue unchallenged. The world simply cannot deal with 

the topic of the Holocaust and at the same time look the Jewish 

people straight in the eye. 

As for us, we are still seeking an answer. Why did it happen 

— to us? This is a twofold question: firstly, how could humanity 

allow such a reversion to bestiality; secondly, why was our people 

the victim. Can we not say that the world was silent precisely 

because we were the victims? And yet, are there not other mani- 

festations of such cruelty (albeit not to such a degree) of man’s 

inhumanity to man? Still, history has taught us that, while such 

instances may occur here and there in the world, none is a matter of 

national destiny; no people but ours is so destined, since no other 

people is the bearer of true civilization which the forces of darkness 

seek to overcome. Let us remember it. 

(From the book Binetivot Ha’emuna) 

YEHUDA GESIK 

THE POLISH DEBACLE AND SOVIET RULE 

When Germany attacked Poland, in September of 1939, the 

latter neither estimated correctly the strength of the invader, nor did 

it expect to be attacked by its neighbor on the east, Soviet Russia. 

"We won't give the enemy a button, much less an inch of ground,” 

claimed the Polish generals, when the Germans were already deep 

into Poland. 

The impending collapse of their country didn’t rid the Poles 

of their traditional antisemitism. In their fund-raising war effort, they 

demanded exorbitant sums from the Jews and destroyed many a 

household under the pretext of searching for arms. 
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the darkness of the world around us. in lost to restore souls 

However, the true importance is to be taught, not merely informed. 



IN MEMORIAM 

No mark of Cain their forehead brands, 

My people’s sheltered murderers. 

Serene they live, withdrawn into 

The anonymity of time. 

And I, bereft, of vengeance cheated, 

In dark despair turn cheek and pray: 

“O brethren’s blood, be the redemption 

“Of the foundering world that shed you.” 

Israel Isaac Taslitt 
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for six years in Gorodishetz); many of his pupils later joined the 

B'nai Akiva movement. 

The outbreak of the First World War caused him to move to 

Russia, where he founded a similar school. In 1922 he was able to 

leave Russia, and two years later he arrived in New York, joining 

the faculty of Torah Voda’at Yeshiva in Brooklyn, where he taught 

for 25 years, specializing in beginners’ Talmud classes. His greatest 

thrill came in 1966, when his grandson, American-born Reuven Kaplan, 

a student at the Flatbush Yeshiva, won second place in the Inter- 

national Youth Bible Contest in Jerusalem. 

Feivel Kaplan 

The second of Eliyahu Mordecai’s sons was reared in a Yeremitz 

heder, went to Tooretz to study with Reb Itche then to the Korelitz 

yeshiva. There he met and became friendly with Zalman Rubashov- 

Shazar, Israel's third President. 

In Minsk to attend the general high school, he was drawn into 

the revolutionary movement against the Czar, which led to his 

arrest. To avoid constant surveillance, he left Russia in 1912, went 

to London and thence to the United States. He joined the Poale-Zion 

and was among the founders of the Jewish Legion. He took part 

in organizing the "Rambam’” (cultural) branch of the “Farband”. 

During Israel's War of Independence, he was able to muster 

aid for the State, and in 1957, two years before his death, he 

visited Israel and witnessed the results of his life's efforts on its 

behalf. 
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in the home of his in-laws, the Kretchmers, in Jaffa. Already known 

as ‘an educator, he was appointed by Jaffa’s first rabbi, Naftali Hertz 

Halevy as teacher and supervisor in the new "’Shaare Torah” school. 

In 1895 the family moved to Jerusalem, and Rabbi Yosef Gershon 

became the head of his uncle’s yeshiva (Pree Etz Hayyim) and at 

the same time served as rabbi of the Meah Shearim Quarter. His 

erudition and standing were such that when he espoused the cause 

of Mizrachi and headed its Jerusalem branch, the anti-Zionist zealots 

in the community didn’t dare criticize him. In his later years he 

served as head of the Jerusalem Religious Council. 

MOSHE KAPLAN 

Eliyahu Mordecai (Alter) Kaplan 

The Jewish tradition of educating the young to the highest 

levels of Torah scholarship, without using the knowledge pro- 

fessionally in adult life, is well exemplified by Eliyahu Mordecai 

Kaplan. Born in a village (his father owned the water mill), he was 

tutored at home, then sent to Korelitz to attend a Talmud Torah in 

Korelitz and later to Mir, married there, and moved to Yeremitz, 

where he became the town mohel, while his wife Henie operated 

a bakery. His greatest pleasure was to serve as reader and baal- 

shahrit on the Days of Awe. 
His home was known as the miniature Sejm (Parliament). 

In addition to baking, Henie Kaplan ran a "snack restaurant” of sorts, 

and in the evenings the politicians of the town gathered to analyze 

the world events, as reported in the newspapers. 

When he was on his death-bed, he summoned Rabbi Eliezer 

Miretzky and entrusted to him the circumcision scalpel, which he had 

used so faithfully for almost half a century. 

A third of his family of ten children and many grandchildren 

were massacred by the Nazis. 

Rabbi Zvi Hacohen Kaplan 

The oldest son of Eliyahu Mordecai received his ordination from 

Mir Yeshiva but turned his attention to the Hebrew language and 

literature. He pioneered in the establishment of a Hebrew-speaking 

school, then an innovation in the small towns (his school functioned 
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We spent the night by the river. In the morning carts laden 

with food began coming from Tooretz and Korelitz, which had 

received word of the catastrophe. 

The problem of rebuilding the community was immense. Some 

Jews had relatives in America, and they appealed to them for help 

to rebuild the community institutions, mainly the synagogue and the 

ritual bath. The carpenters of Yeremitz and Tooretz, led by Shaul, 

set to work. The roofs were now covered with lime-soaked straw, to 

check the spread of fire. The problem of the additional weight 

was solved by Shaul through special construction, which later 

became popular in the entire area. 

Kashitz, the Polish landowner of the area, contributed lumber for 

the rebuilding of the synagogue and the bath house. The new 

synagogue was more spacious and decorative than the other. Rabbi 

Eliezer Miretzky made several trips to other communities to raise 

funds, and the carpenters refused to accpet any payment for their 

work. 

RABBI ASHER KATZMAN — Brooklyn 

THE SAGES OF YEREMITZ 

Small as was Yeremitz, it had noteworthy Torah personalities, 

due, perhaps, to its proximity to Mir. 

The rabbi of the town, Rabbi Eliezer Miretzky, was known as a 

most learned sage and preacher. His income from this post was very 

meager, and he was forced to go into business’ — stuffing fowl 

for fattening, for winter or Passover. He didn't regard this occupation 

as in any way degrading for one in his position. On market days he 

would buy the fowl from the peasants, moving from one cart to the 

next, as the peasant respectfully made way for him. 

He strove mightily to keep the young men from leaving the 

town, but the dire economic situation forced them to wander away 

in quest of a better future. 

Rabbi Yosef Gershon Horowitz 

Born in 1869 in Yeremitz, he was brought up in the home of 

his maternal uncle, Rabbi Shaul Hayyim Halevy Hurwitz, and when 

the latter went to Eretz-Israel in 1883 to found a yeshiva in Meah 

Shearim, he took the boy with him. The youth later married and lived 
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The Teachers and Tutors of Tooretz 

The education of the young was provided by melamdim, each 

with his own approach to pedagogy, practiced in his own heder. 

The youngster would begin his primary studies at the age of six in 

such a heder, and at 12 he was ready for the Talmud Torah in Mir. 

From my own days | recall Motte the Melamed, Hillel the 

Melamed, Meisel the Melamed (Humash with Rashi and Tanach). 

The next step was Reb Mottl: Tanach, Talmud, a bit of mathematics, 

leading to advanced studies in these subjects with Shlomo Hayyim, 

a fervent Hebraist. The top rung was attained in the heder of my 

father, Yitzhak Sapozhnik, as groups of four or five pupils “graduated” 

from one heder to the next. 

My father was a scholar and a man of general profound erudi- 

tion. He was an outstanding grammarian, and in his teaching he 

made wide use of the foremost commentaries. After three years in 

‘Reb ltze’s” school, the young man would have to decide whether 

he would go on to the Talmud Torah in Mir or to learn a craft; 

Tooretz had no higher education to offer. Most parents strove to 

send their sons to Mir, through the yeshiva; others sent them to 

government schools. This was the course of Jewish education in 

Tooretz until 1915, when the front lines of the First World War 

drew near the town, and organized Jewish life in Tooretz was 

disrupted. 

MOSHE KAPLAN — Jerusalem 

THE GREAT FIRE OF 1908 

We boys were in heder, on that hot summer day, when the 

tolling of the bells sounded the fire alarm. Our teacher, Reb Yitzhak 

Yosef, immediately dismissed us. We ran to our homes; the fire, | 

noted, started only three houses away from our heder. 

The wind quickly sent the fire raging through the neighboring 

streets. The fire brigade with its single hand-pump and eight barrels 

on two wheels could do nothing. The only thing to be done was to 

empty the other houses and stores and take their contents to 

safety on the banks of the river. 

The synagogue caught fire, too, but people kept running into the 

building to save the Torah scrolls and the sacred volumes. 

By nightfall, all that was left of the homes were the chimney 

stacks above the burned-out hearths. 
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author of Aderet Eliahu, and Rabbi Yitzhak Rabinowitz, known as 

Reb Itchele. Many among the laiety were genuine scholars, and the 

young people generally followed in the ways of their elders. 

Tooretz Under the Polish Regime 

The Bolsheviks came to power in the area right after the 

Russian Revolution, but they didn’t last long. They were attacked by 

the Polish legions under Pilsudski, and many fierce battles took place 

in the vicinity of the town. The population suffered greatly during 

this period of transition, until the Polish-Russian boundaries were 

finally set in 1921. The Soviets retained Minsk, while Steubtz went 

to Poland, becoming the county seat while the province was named 

Novohrudek. Tooretz and the heighboring towns became part of 

Poland. 
After the passing of Reb Itchele, the community chose his 

son-in-law, Rabbi Shmuel Markowitz, to succeed him. Aside from 

his scholarly prowess, Rabbi Markowitz was a gifted orator and 

preacher. Also, his familiarity with secular studies and world affairs 

gained him great respect on the part of the Polish authorities, and 

he was in the position to intercede for his people in adverse 

situations. 

| recall when the starosta (the prefect of the region) issued a 

decree forbidding Jews to peddle in the villages. The decree threaten- 

ed the livelihood of many Jews. Rabbi Markowitz paid repeated visits 

to the prefect until he finally persuaded him to repeal the decree. 

Such instances happened quite often, particularly when a new com- 

mandant was appointed over Tooretz; he took special measures 

against the Jews in order to gain popularity. Rabbi Markowitz exerted 

his personal pressure on the authorities to remove the commandant. 

To the community, Rabbi Markowitz was its protector and educator. 

Tooretz also maintained a high level standard of community 

life. It had two synagogues, sick visitation, wayfarers’ lodging, a free 

loan fund, a library, even a dramatic circle which gave performances 

for the benefit of those public institutions. It had a public bathhouse 

and a cemetery — all of these were manifestations of its high sense 

of mutual responsibility. Individuals faced with personal calamities 

— as when the drayman’s horse suddenly collapsed — were given 

funds collected right on the spot. Many an ailing person was helped 

by all-night vigils of friends and neighbors; his premises were 

cleaned by youngsters sent there by the community agency. 
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and fled. In time he became the chieftain of a band of robbers, 

but his longings for his native village were so strong that he sent 

the Tzar precious gifts and petitioned him for pardon. The Tzar and 

his court knew nothing about the incident, but investigation proved 

that the woman was alive. Yermak was ‘pardoned’ and given land 

and glory. When word of this reached the Nieman, the new settle- 

ment, as yet unnamed, was called Yeremitz, in honor of Yermak. 

SHLOMO SAPOZHNIK 

MEMORIES FROM MY NATIVE TOORETZ 

Many generations witnessed the existence of Tooretz, a town in 

the Province of Minsk with a Jewish population of about 140 families, 

living in the midst of a non-Jewish population of some 400 families. 

The town was situated on the highway from Steubtz to Mir and on 

to Korelitz via Tooretz all the way to Novohrudek. The railroad had 

not as yet made its appearance in the area, and the townspeople 

had to travel by horse-drawn vehicles to get to a railway station. 

Motor buses came on the scene only in the late 1920's. 

Life Prior to the First World War 

Tooretz couldn't boast of any affluent Jews. The people tradi- 

tionally followed the well worn adage: “Earn your livelihood from 

each other’ — and so they did, as well as from the neighboring 

villagers, who brought their farm produce to the market and spent 

the proceeds on purchases in the Jewish shops and stores. 
The Jews occupied the choice spots in the market place. They 

also lived in the larger houses, which housed the stores and saloons, 

as well. Several grain dealers also lived here. Beyond the market 

place lived the artisans and craftsmen — the shoemakers, tailors, 

carpenters, smiths. Some of the Jews engaged in peddling from 

their carts in the surrounding villages — pins and needles, fabrics, 

soaps, which they bartered for flax, eggs, beans and the like. 

This was how the Jews gained their livelihood, and the means 

passed on from one generation to the next, from father to son. 

Cultural and spiritual life was generally on a high level. Tooretz 

had several distinguished rabbis, among them Rabbi Eliahu Hayyim, 
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group in Tooretz, and his pretty sister Ida, and enjoyed a refreshing 

drink before going on to the river. 

The Christians in Yeremitz and its surroundings were known to 

be Communists. They maintained underground cells in all the neighbor- 

ing villages. The forests in the area, extending across the Soviet 

border, made connections easy. The Polish police kept hunting the 

Communists down, particularly before May Day. 

Because of their political views, these Christians were regarded 

as rather friendly toward their Jewish neighbors and, other than a 

few isolated cases, the relations between them were cordial. 

When the Germans came into the area, the people helped Red 

Army soldiers escape. Others threw their arms into the Nieman, 

burned their uniforms and mingled with the villagers. 

The Jews expected their neighbors to help them, too, at least 

by forewarning them of the German plans. But they were doomed to 

disappointment — and death. The ‘good neighbors” helped the police 

round up the other remaining Jewish families and murder them, a few 

hours before the Tooretz roundup. 

YOSEF BEN-ZVI (GERSHOVSKY) 

YEREMITZ-ON-THE-NIEMAN 

In 1648 the Swedish troops invaded Poland and Lithuania, sailing 

their boats up the Wisla and Nieman rivers. Arriving at the point 

where the Usha joins the Nieman, they found that the water course 
was not navigable for their large vessels: they went ashore and set 

up camp on a nearby rise, and scoured the country for commodities 

to send back to their native Sweden. Many Jews, fugitives from 

the Chmielnicki pogroms, came to the area. 
The name Yeremitz is said to have a curious history. A "goy”’ 

named Yermak attempted to steal a chicken from a coop in his 

native village on the banks of the Volga (this was in the days of 

Tzar Alexei, near the end of the 17th century). The woman who 

owned the coop thought that a fox was the thief; she came out to 

chase the marauder away, and found herself battling Yermak. His 

blows knocked her down. Yermak was sure he had killed the woman 



YEREMITZ 

HASSIA TURTEL — Jerusalem 

THE TOWN OF YEREMITZ 

Yeremitz, situated at the confluence of the Nieman and Ausha 

rivers, came into recorded history in the 17th century as the property 

of the Alalkowicz nobles, later becoming the dowry of Princess 

Sophia Radziwil. In the first half of the 19th century it served the 
same purpose for Princess Stephanie Radziwil, when she married 

into the Wittenstein nobility. 

At the time the Jewish population of the town numbered 108 

souls (11 of them tailors). It reached its peak at the turn of the 

century (about 260, or 30% of the total populace) but dropped as a 
result of the fire which swept the town in 1908 and the havoc of the 

First World War. In 1921 they numbered 113, or 18% of the populace. 

The Jewish community had a synagogue and rabbi, a public 

bath house and a ritual bath house. The deceased were taken to 

burial in the Jewish cemetery of nearby Tooretz. In the course of 

the years youth groups and relief agencies were founded, working 

closely with the corresponding agencies in Tooretz. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

YEREMITZ 

Only five kilometers separated Tooretz and Yeremitz, and the 

two communities were in close touch in all aspects of experience 

and endeavor. However, since Yeremitz was situated on the banks 

of the Nieman, which coursed through beautiful glades and forests, 

there was greater visitation on the part of the Tooretz towns- 

people, particularly in the summertime, for bathing and picnics. The 

visitors usually gathered at the Gershovsky home, where they were 

welcomed by Yosef, the son, the leader of the '"Hashomer Hatzair” 



72 SEFER TOORETZ—YEREMITZ 

do with the treasure. He hired a two-horse carriage and was driven 

like a nobleman to nearby Mir. He spent the whole day there, ate 

in the most expensive restaurant, then bought a top hat and a 

cluster of grapes (very expensive in Poland of those days). Toward 

evening he returned to Tooretz, drawing up to the shul between 

mincha and ma’ariv. 

The amazed onlookers soon turned into a laughing throng at 

the sight of Yoshke in his top hat and with his cluster of grapes. 

When word got around how it all happened, the one who lost the 

banknote came hurrying to the scene, but it was too late. 

Yoshke was killed by the Nazis in the second massacre. 

Different from the others in his lifetime, he shared the common 

fate of all. 

A gathering of the Tooretz-Yeremitz Townspeople Association. 
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Isaac Shmushkowitz 

He bore the stamp of a military man, from his handlebar 

moustache to the boots he wore, even on Sabbaths and holidays. 

Disabled in the First World War, he received a meager pension 

from the Government and worked at his cobbler’s bench, but this 

was not enough to sustain the six members of his family, and he 

took on the job of shamash in the old shul. 

He was squad commander in the fire brigade. One of his few 

pleasures was the Sunday parade of the brigade, in which he 

marched with his bemedaled chest far out. On the ladder drill he 

was as nimble as the best of them, although he was already a 

grandfather. 

When the Soviets were in power he was given a job keeping 

people in line at the food store. He insisted that people await their 

turn, and this earned him the enmity of some of the strong-arm 

Christians. He was shot in the street by one of them when the 

Nazis came in. 

Yoshke Hillels, The Town Eccentric 

The adults called him Yoshke Hillels, but we called him Reb 

Yosef because to us he was part of the old shul. 

Yoshke seemed to detest all the good things in life. His 

clothes were a mass of patches, and he slept on a bench in the 

shul, after spending a few hours in study. 

Yoshke was short of stature — under five feet, and he had 

a red beard which turned gray when he was yet in his early thirties. 

He ate at the tables of several families, and women gave him food 

in return for such services as inserting the tzitzit into the talit-katan 

of their pride-and-joy progeny or reciting kaddish for someone with 

no male issue, which he did at high speed. His words were often 

incoherent, and at times smacked of the Sermon on the Mount. 

He wore a coat in the summer, to keep out the rays of the 

sun. Whenever he became ill, he asked Epstein for medicines 

which he mixed in a mug and downed all together. 

One summer day Yoshke hit the jackpot: he found a_50- 

ruble note on the floor. Surprisingly, Yoshke knew exactly what to 
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Such were the figures in our midst in Tooretz — simple, 

amost unnoticed, but they were our own. As Sholem-Aleichem once 

put it: "Yiddish is the most beautiful language in the world because 

my mother spoke Yiddish”. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

"Reb Hayim Stashek’”’ 

If ''Stashek”’ does not sound Jewish, it is because its bearer 

was a blue-blooded Christian. He was the son of Kashitz, the 

largest landowner in the region. He grew up in surroundings of 

splendor, high life and abandonment. In his adolescent years he 

often got into trouble with the farmers’ daughters, but his father’s 

money always managed to rescue him and the family from 

embarrassment. 

One day Stashek came galloping into Tooretz and headed for 

the home of a farmer, as was his custom. On the way home he let 

go of the halter, for some reason, and the steed threw him. He was 

taken to the mansion, badly injured, and the doctors held out 

little hope for his life. 

In despair, Kashitz followed the advice of a friend — to call 

on the Jewish God for help. He sent a message to the gabbaim 

to recite the proper prayers for his son's recovery: with the message 

he sent a wagonload of farm produce to be distributed among the 

Jewish poor. 

On the Sabbath a mi sheberach was made for Stashek, and 

the cantor added to the name the Hebrew Hayim (life). Young 

Stashek recovered, and was thenceforth known in Tooretz as Hayim 

Stashek. The town wits went further and called him Reb Hayim 

Stashek... 
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him on the street. Under Soviet rule, he was now a Credit-inspector 

for the Gosbank. | chided him for having abandoned Zionism for 

Communism, to which he replied: "On the contrary, the more | 

mingle with the authorities, the more do | see that they have 

betrayed socialism and are ruling through terror. This kind of regime 

will never solve the Jewish problem. | would rather be now in 

Eretz-lsrael, paving roads, than hold this high office with this 

regime.’ 

The Nazis came to Niesviezh and "solved" the Jewish problem... 

YEHUDA TREYEVITSKY — Buenos Aires 

Epstein the medical practitioner: a rare specimen, vegetarian, 

went about barefoot in summer. The other medical men in the 

region had great faith in him. In the winter evenings he and Yosel 

Hillels studied Talmud together in the Bet-Hamidrash. He was 

particularly interested in what the Talmud had to say about animal 

anatomy. He never accepted fees from Jews. Non-Jews paid him 

in farm produce, poultry, eggs; since he was a vegetarian, he turned 

the "fees’’ over to the pharmacist in exchange for food he was 

allowed to eat. 

Yudl the Cantor once had a run-in with the young ‘'revolu- 

tionaries’ of Tooretz (this was in 1917). The youngsters went into 

the streets with the Manifesto, singing revolutionary songs, then 

converged on Heikl the shoe repairman’s shop to ‘liberate’ his 

“exploited” helper. The noise attracted Yudl. The youngsters read 

the Manifesto to him. Yud! was beside himself. “Good labor laws 

you want?’ he shouted. “What about ‘Six days shalt thou labor 

and rest on the seventh’, or "Do not withhold a laborer’s wage 

overnight’ ? New things you are going to bring in? Loafers, mischief 

makers, go back to the heder!”’ 

Ahre "Kolhun” was lame and spent much of his time in the 

Beth-Hamidrash, reciting Psalms, which he claimed he knew by 

heart. Once the heder boys asked him what vahalaklakos meant 

Ahre flew into a rage: '’Are there no other words in the Psalms than 

vahalaklakos ?”’ 

Hirsh Itche Kives was a master wood carver. His tools were 

primitive but he managed to fashion true works of art. 
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Zvi Eliyahu Turetsky 

When the Jewish community leaders decided to build a new 

synagogue, in 1930, they felt that someone should oversee the 

project, devoting all his time to it. Zvi Eliyahu Turetsky volunteered, 

although it meant neglecting his workshop, which was not very 

provident to begin with. 

He roved far and wide to sign up laborers at reasonable cost 

bargaining at every twist and turn, and he ‘schnorred” among the 

goyim for free labor and materials. 

When the synagogue was dedicated, Zvi Eliyahu was the 

happiest man in the world. Those who previously derided him for 

his “irresponsibility” now praised him for his ability. Sometime 

later two new Scrolls were placed in the synagogue, much to his 

delight. He was named shamash of the synagogue, and bore the 

title with pride. 

In the Nazi years, when Jews could no longer risk worshipping 

in the synagogue, Zvi Eliyahu organized a minyan in his home for 

the last Yom Kippur service, as one of the worshippers stood guard 

outside. Later, in praying for a blessed new month, he cried: '’Give 

us long life’. On the thirteenth day of that month he was among 

the murdered. 

AHARON HARKAVI 

Uri Itche Yalowsky 

Despite the low material state in his father’s home, Uri Itche 

was bent on acquiring knowledge and erudition. He was among 

the first to work for a library in Tooretz (4,000 volumes), the Free 

Loan Fund and the cooperative People’s Bank in the town. He never 

turned down a request to spend a night vigil at the bedside of 

a sick person. 

His wide studies made him an expert in accounting, and his 

income was assured. He was an enthused Zionist, and he often 

visited our home to read Hebrew journals. An avid debater by 

nature, he took the "’Bund” to task for negating the Zionist ideal 

In 1941, after he and his family had moved to Niesviezh, | met 
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worked hard until, at the very eve of the Second World War, he 

was in the position to bring his family. He managed to obtain a 

certificate through the Red Cross, but it came too late; his wife 

Celia and their child had already been murdered by the Nazis. 

The news felled him with a severe heart attack. He left the 

hospital six weeks later, embittered by the failure of the powers- 

that-be to halt the massacre. 

He remarried in 1947. By this time his practice had grown. 

He moved to a more fashionable neighborhood and kept his home 

open to his friends. But his fear of a sudden end to his life from 

his illness disturbed his peace. He planned to go to the United 

States for treatment, but death intervened. 

Yehuda Heimowitz 

He was orphaned at an early age. By the time he was 14 he 

already had to bear the burden of providing for the family. He 

became a tutor, and soon he earned a fine reputation in the field. 

Not the least of his attributes was his fine personal appearance — 

tall and lithe, black hair and eyes, noble bearing. He was the life of 

the young people. In 1928 he organized a branch of Hechalutz and 

helped his younger brother, Berchik, organize the Scouts. 

His time was then devoted to a correspondence course in 

bookkeeping. At the age of 17 he went to work as the head book- 

keeper in a large Novogrudek firm. He succumbed to an emotional 

crisis which led him to Communism, first in his writings about the 

hard life of a child worker and later in the Communist underground, 

where he quickly became district secretary and editor of its 

publication. He was caught, tortured by the police, and sentenced 

to seven years in prison. His good behavior earned him several 

privileges, among them the use of books and journals. While in 

prison he learned English and French, fluently. 

However, the wet walls of the prison impaired his health. 

He married a pharmacist from Lido, but his depressed state did not 

mend. He was murdered by the Nazis in Lido in 1941. 



66 SEFER TOORETZ—YEREMITZ 

Talmud against its deprecators, both the Christians and the enlight- 

ened Jews. It was said that he studied mathematics with the 

Talmudic sing-song, and readily admitted that his study of the 

Talmud lent depth to his later studies 

We of Tooretz and Yeremitz may be proud of the fact that 

Shlomo Maimon is part of our town’s history. 

Baruch Reuvkes 

Quite often, a man’s occupation reflects his intellect, his 

personality and values. This was not true in the case of the Jews 

living in the smaller communities of our region. Tooretz people 

who peddled wares from house to house in the villages were for 

the most part far above the nature of their means of livelihood. 

Baruch Reuvkes was such a peddler, selling notions or bartering 

them for farm produce; he also stored eggs, yellow cheese 

and all kinds of fruit for export. 

He had a prodigious reddish beard and wore a long coat, 

topped with a black visored cap above his weatherbeaten features. 

He was aman of the people, an enemy of rhetoric and pom- 

pousness. His laughter often veiled the pain he felt because his 

wife Freidl, an unusually clever woman, was bedridden. 

Baruch Reuvkes was extremely generous. His wife's two 

nieces lived with them, and they lacked for nothing; he even 

married them off. He also served in the Hevra Kadisha and 

was elected as warden in the old synagogue. One of his favorite 

acts of grace was the ransom of captives, but no one could ransom 

him when the Nazis came. He was murdered in the second massacre. 

Dr. Gabriel Zagursky 

The young men of Tooretz who managed to go on to higher 

education did not have an easy time of it. 

Dr. Gabriel Zagursky graduated a Russian high school with 

honors, but had to work and save money for the next stage of his 

education. He taught school long enough to assure the entrance 

fee of a Berlin medical school, and his brilliance won him enough 

scholarships to complete the course, as he denied himself every- 

thing but the barest existence. 

Poland offered no future for Jewish physicians, and Dr. Zagursky 

decided to go to Eretz-Israel. He arrived there in 1937, alone, and 
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THE PHILOSOPHER SHLOMO MAIMON 

Shlomo Maimon (1753—1800), the renowned philosopher who 

impressed Kant and influenced Schilling and Hegel, began his career 

as Shlomo Hyman, the itinerant melamed who tutored the children 

of the Jewish tavern keepers in the villages around Tooretz and 

Yeremitz. He changed his name to Maimon because of his great 

esteem for Maimonides. 

Maimon described these villages in his autobiography, in which 

he writes about the fanaticism and superstitions of the Jewish 

villagers. Maimon himself was not averse to enjoying the liquor 

served by the taverns, judging by his later life in Germany. He 

described the premises where he taught: "A dingy hut as _ black 

as coal inside and out, with a hole in the roof for a chimney... the 

windows were slats of wood held fast with paper strips across 

them... here the peasants sat on the ground, imbibing whiskey and 

chattering noisily. The tavernkeeper’s family was huddled in one 

corner, and | was behind the hearth with my dirty half-naked pupils 

and a torn humash, from which | translated the holy words from 

Hebrew into a Russian Yiddish”. 

From tutelage in the smoky gloom of the tavern, Maimon 

wandered far away, physically and intellectually, delving into Cabbala 

and Hassidism, accepting and rejecting them, until he reached 

Berlin. His bedraggled appearance and faulty German barred his 

entry into the fashionable salons of the philosophers, but his ideas 

and intellect broke through. His mental genius absorbed everything: 

mathematics, physics and philosophy, and, of course, the Talmud. He 

wrote eleven voluminous books in German and one — his autobio- 

graphy — in Hebrew, as well as several articles and treatises in 

that language. 

Maimon sharply criticized the modes of Jewish life he had 

undergone, the power of the heder teachers over their pupils, the 

rabbis and the Establishment, but he had high praise for the morals 

of the Jews vis-a-vis the morals of the others. He defended the 
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S. L. Hoffman 

The First World War wrought havoc with the already impover- 

ished Tooretz economy. When the war ended, many in the community 

were in dire straits. 

That was when S.L. Hoffman came to Tooretz, which he had 

left in 1900 and went on to success in the United States. This was 

the beginning of his benign interest in the welfare of his home town 

— and its lasted more than half a century, until his recent passing. 

On his very first post-war visit, in 1921, he founded the Free 

Loan Society, which was the basis for his further beneficence 

through the Loan Fund of the '’Tooretz and Yeremitz Townspeople 

Association in Israel”, which helped bring our brothers and sisters 

to Israel, from the concentration camps, the partisan units and 

the forests. 

The character and personality of S.L. Hoffman are reflected in 

the many articles in the Yiddish press. The tribute to him in this 

memorial volume is but a token of our appreciation of his deep love 

for his townspeople and his record of service to his fellowmen. 

Yafa Gesik 

Each year, at the close of our memorial meeting for the martyrs 

of Tooretz and Yeremitz, Yafa Gesik’s husband, Avraham, invited me, 

a resident of distant Haifa, to spend the night in their home. 

Hospitality was in Yafa Gesik’s blood — hospitality and 

enthusiasm for the rapidity of Israel’s growth. She saw good in 

everything, and she was always among the first to bring the plight 

of one family or another to the attention of the Association. As long 

as her health permitted, she helped her husband discharge his 

duties as secretary of the Association; both of them felt closer to 

each other because of the toils and hardship they had undergone 

together in the awful days of the Holocaust. 

Her passing was a calamity which each one of us shared 

with her husband. 
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of Tel-Aviv, which were under the juridiction of the Arabs of Jaffa, 

he fought for their annexation to Tel-Aviv. Blocked by the British, he 

organized the neighborhoods for self-service, with help from the 

Tel-Aviv municipality. 

During the first period of Israel’s independence he served on 

the Military Recruitment Board. 

When his doctors ordered him to desist from so much 

activity, Israel Svirenovsky went back to study. He formed a study 

circle from among his friends, and often slipped into one of the 

yeshivot in the city to join the students in a page or two of Talmud, 

incognito, until his health failed completely. He passed away on 

November 3, 1954, leaving his son, Eliyahu, to carry on with 

the work. 

Arye-Leib Svirenovsky 

He was a central figure in our midst — before, during and 

after the Holocaust. Genial, gracious, modest and ever ready to help 

others, he was the symbol of goodness. We still recall, with great 

warmth, the care and respect he gave to his step-mother, after his 

father, Reb Yitzhak Yosef, passed away. 

The Holocaust took away from him his wife Zina and their 
two daughters. He underwent the bitter hardships in the Swerzhe 

camp, the Nalibok forests and the Austrian DP camps. But the will 

to live gave him strength. He re-married and reached Israel in 1949. 

His older brother, Israel Aharon, was already in the country, a well- 

known and respected industrialist. He joined his brother in the 

enterprise and led a happy life until his brother’s death. His heart 

suffered from the shock, but he went on to tend to his many 

activities, among which was his participation in the meetings of 

the Tooretz Townspeople Association, almost to his very last day, 
in mid-June of 1975. 
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greats — Zangwill, Mendeli, Brenner, Barshadsky, Schofmann, — 

were not spared. 

Lubetzky might have achieved greatness in the field of belles 

lettres, had it not been for his extreme neuroticism, his inability 

to concentrate steadfastly, and his quest for dazzling, sudden 

triumphs. He wrote short stories and a novel, which was serialized in 

Hashelah. He decided to turn to the stock market and made millions, 

only to lose everything in a crash of the Austrian Government's 

finances. Overcome by the diaster, he took his own life. 

His writings should be collected and published. 

AHARON HARKAVI 

Israel Aharon Svirenovsky 

Among the Jews of Tooretz who contributed to the upbuilding 

of Eretz-lsrael, the name of Israel Aharon Svirenovsky heads the list. 

His early years were spent in study, in Mir, Novogrudek, 

Slutsk, and finally in Odessa, in the yeshiva of ’’Rav Tza‘ir’’. The 

First World War found him working in a munitions factory in 

Petrograd; later he taught in a modern heder in Slutsk, went to 

Voronezh to head a school for refugee children, and in the evenings 

he taught Hebrew and Jewish history to clandestine groups of young 

Zionists. 

In 1918 the Bolsheviks appointed him Education Commissar 

for Tooretz and the vicinity, but a year later he gave up the post 

and went to Brisk, then under Polish control, and became secretary 

to the local arm of the Joint Distribution Committee. After his 

marriage (to Hanna Spector of Brisk) he moved to Lodz and went 

into the textile industry. Several years later he was able to write: 

"| have gotten places and my position is secure. | have erected a 

factory, and being a General Zionist, | have now one goal, to settle 

in Eretz-lsrael”. This he did in 1932. After two years of hardship 

he founded the '"’Rekem” textile enterprise, then, with others. 

organized the ''Siv’ spinning plant, keeping it in operation even 

under discouraging circumstances. 

As a member of the committee for the southern neighborhoods 
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distance away and hid him in the undergrowth. When he came 

back on the next day, the boy was gone. 

| met Avraham Hayyim again in a partisan ‘family camp”. 

Of the 200 Jews in our group, only about 60 were left. He was 

bereft because he had lost his family. He managed to recover his 

spirits after the war, when he married Miriam Schwartz of Mir, a 

woman of noble character. When she died of an incurable illness, 

he broke down almost completely but again was sustained, this 

time, by his activity on behalf of the Tooretz Association in Israel 

and by the great measure of affection and respect shown him by his 

townspeople. He died on November 27, 1965, and with his passing 

our Association, as each of us individually, lost a noble soul. 

MOSHE UNGERFELD — Tel-Aviv 

Yitzhak Isaac Lubetzky 

In a community replete with scholars, Yitzhak Isaac Lubetzky 

was a ‘child prodigy’, a Talmudist at the age of five, blessed with 

a phenomenal memory and rare musical talent. At the same time, 

he was restless, always in the act of running away from people — 

and, one may add, from himself. Returning home at the age of 13 

after several years of study in Minsk and Wolozhin, he amazed the 

townspeople with his cantorial skill and his moralistic preaching 

(his sermon took three hours). For three years he wandered about 
as an itinerant cantor and preacher. At the age of 16 he married, 

and when his wife bore him a child he left her and went to Italy 

to study art. After two years in the Milan Conservatory, he went 

to Wilna to join the staff of the teachers’ college, but was conscript- 

ed to the army, deserted, and fled to the west. In Galicia he served 

for a time as secretary of the 'Ahavat Zion’’ association and began 

to dabble in journalism. Invited to teach in the State Conservatory 

in Budapest, he was dismissed as soon as it became known that he 

was a Jew, and he accepted the post of choirmaster in the main 

Vienna synagogue. There he married the sister of the noted author, 

Reuven Brainin, and soon he went over to the field of literary 

criticism. His critiques were rather acrimonious, and even the literary 
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pouch of gold coins from its hiding place and counted out 1,000 

rubles. Reb Raphael's life was saved. 

However, an attack of pneumonia and the pestilence in the 

area, plus the bad travel communications for the doctors called to 

his bedside, were too much for Reb Raphael. He died at the age of 

36, leaving four children. Two of them, Avraham and Yehuda, grown 

to manhood, reside in Israel and are active in the association of 

our townspeople. 

Avraham Hayyim Slutsky 

Born into a respectable and observant family, Avraham Hayyim 

Slutsky was, like his two younger brothers, Akiva and Arye, a man 

of wisdom and capacity. He went into the business world, married 

our townswoman, Rivka Lechovitsky, and moved to Lodz. He return- 

ed to Tooretz at the outbreak of the war, on the eve of the Holocaust. 

When the Nazis came, he and his older son, Shmuel, were 

put into the Novi Swerzhe labor camp. Shmuel managed to stay 

alive and finally escaped to the partisans; he was taken into the 

Red Army in 1944 and fell in the battle for Warsaw. 

Shlomo, the younger son, was 13 at the time of the roundup 

in Tooretz. He was taken with his mother and the townspeople to 

the cemetery for execution but was able to steal away and get to 

his father in the Swerzhe camp. | was also among the inmates. 

We began planning an escape. The night set for the attempt 

(January 29, 1943) showed 20 degrees below freezing. We made 

our way out of the camp to a stream which did not freeze over 

even at that temperature. We threw a large plank across the 

stream and began crossing. Shlomo, usually agile, slipped off the 

plank and fell into the water. We pulled him up at once, but his 

feet froze. We underwent much hardship before we could lay our 

hands on a vehicle. When we joined the partisans it was even more 

difficult to have the non-Jewish partisans (they outnumbered us 25 

to one) allow the boy to ride in a cart. One day, several months 

later, we were ordered to evacuate the forest because a large 

German force was approaching the area. This time the partisans 

refused to take the boy along. Avraham Hayyim carried his son some 
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convinced that the Jewish triumph as expressed in the exoneration 

of Mendl Beilis heralded the victory of Zionism, which he supported 

wholeheartedly. 

The great respect he earned as a scholar extended also to 

his business dealings. His word was unimpeachable, and his 

honesty refuted the common notion that business necessarily called 

for subterfuge. 

Without any doubt, the cause closest to his heart was Jewish 

education. After the First World War, he was chairman of a committee 

which drew up reforms in our local education; the old heder was 

replaced by more modern pedagogy. 

The precarious life of the Jews in the small towns throughout 

the region is exemplified in an episode which involved Reb Raphael, 

as his son Yehuda, then six years of age, still recalls. 

As the First World War was nearing its end, the vicinity was 

overcome by Haller’s bands. The Jews were afraid to sleep in their 

homes, and they sought refuge in the homes of Christian friends. 

The Gesik family hid in the silo of a farmer named Riharke. Suddenly 

two armed men popped up and accused Reb Raphael of hiding arms; 

as ‘proof’, they found” a hand grenade behind the silo. They told 

him to get ready to accompany them to staff headquarters, and in 

the meantime they went into Riharke’s house for a pitcher of 

cold milk. 

Raphael decided that this was a good moment to make a 

break for it. But the barbed wire hampered his movements, and he 

was only some 20 yards away when the soldiers were back. They 

called to him to halt or be shot. He remained where he was, scratched 

and bleeding. His wife, Ethel, also told him to remain where he was, 

and to the soldiers she offered a ransom of 1,000 gold rubles, 

although she did not have the slightest idea where the money was 

to come from. 

The soldiers took Raphael to headquarters. They told his wife 

to bring the money quickly, or else. The distraught woman did 

not know what to do, when suddenly she thought of Reb Boruch 

She hastened to his house. He was there; his wife was bed-ridden. 

and he could not seek shelter elsewhere. The couple listened to 

Ethel’s story and decided that nothing should stand in the way of 

saving Reb Raphael Gesik. Despite the danger (the soldiers might 

demand to know the source of the money), Reb Boruch took a 
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He used to come to our home, usually Saturday night. "A good week, 

Sheike,” he would say to my father, who was already worried how 

he could finance the coming week. "How are things with you ?” 

And without waiting for an answer, he’d say: "| have come to lend 

you twenty-five rubles.” My father, aware that he could not repay 

such a sum quickly, refused, at which Reb Avrohom said: “I know 

that you are trustworthy, Sheike, and that you have confidence — 

take the money and make a profit.’ Finally my father would agree 

to borrow fifteen rubles. 

Tooretz had many peddlers who made their living by packing 

their carts with goods and peddling them in the surrounding villages. 

One day my father’s horse became ill and collapsed. As a crowd 

collected, commiserating with my father over his misfortune, 

Yekutiel Simanowitz took twenty rubles out of his pocket, gave them 

to my father and said: "Reb Yeshayahu, take it and do well and 

return it’. And so it was. 

Tooretz was provincial, and its people were poor — but it 

had a heart of gold. 

AHARON HARKAVI 

Raphael Yosef Gesik 

Like Tooretz's popular Rabbi Shmuel Markowitz, Raphael Yosef 
Gesik came to Tooretz through marriage; his wife was the daughter 

of Reb Mordecai Zagursky and the granddaughter of Reb Itche 

Akiva Lubetsky. Also like Rabbi Markowitz, Reb Raphael Yosef was 

one of the outstanding scholars of Telshe Yeshiva, also proficient 

in Jewish and world philosophy, with a special fondness for 

Maimonides. | 

However, unlike so many scholars who sought gratification 

in Torah study, he was much concerned with the politics of his 

day. Nothing troubled him more than the impotence of the Jewish 

leadership in dealing with the tyrannous Czarist regime or with 

the Polish administration which came on its heels. This situation 

deepened within him the conviction that the era of Jewish redemp- 

tion was at hand; since "'Zion shall in justice be redeemed”, he was 
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the old devil and the shiny brim of his cap, growling into his sparse 

beard and inciting his grandchildren to stone us. 

Beyond the house was the home of the old town priest. As we 

went by, our nostrils were assailed by a strong smell of incense. 

Hurriedly we recited a passage from the Torah to offset the scent. 

Still, we halted long enough to knock down a few fresh chestnuts 

from the trees lining the priest's estate. 

A short distance farther rose a series of hillocks. The highest 

of them was the height of a two-story building. From its crest the 

town tanner pushed the doomed animals over the edge, then went 

down to take off their hides. We ran by the spot, holding our 

noses against the stench. 

We knew that we were drawing closer to the stream. In the 

distance the chalkstone layers gleamed white against the green of 

the farms around the village of Dulhiniwa and its brick kiln, 

protruding from among the low houses. 

The water in the stream was shallow but clear, reflecting the 

tall trees along the banks. We bathed and splashed, hoping that no 

one saw us. But no such luck. The shepherds, returning with their 

flocks, chose for some reason to go past the ‘'Roskosha’’. They 

beat us and took our shoes. We ran home barefoot and were berated 

roundly by our parents for our daring escapade. We felt even 

worse because we couldn't fight off the shkotzim. 

YOSEF DOV LACHOVITSKY 

"THE GOOD OLD DAYS” 

Many childhood impressions last a lifetime. | lived in Tooretz 

only up to my thirteenth year (later | was drafted into the Czarist 

army and spent two and a half years as a prisoner of war) and left 

it for good in 1920. Still, | remember many people in the community, 

first and foremost, of course, my melamdim: Reb Motte, Reb Hillel, 

Reb Moshe Lubchansky, Reb Mordecai Lider, Reb Shlomo Hayyim 

Treyevitsky, Reb Yitzhak Sapozhnik — all of them devoted to the 

cause of teaching Torah. 

There were others, of noble character. One of them was Reb 

Avrohom Zagursky, or Reb Avrem’'l Menies, as he was known. 
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and indifferent, pessimistic about their future. We tried to persuade 

them that Eretz-Israel was the sole solution. Our work was hampered 

by the antagonism of "Agudat Israel’ at one extreme and the “Bund” 

at the other. Tooretz also had a sizable branch of the Byelorussian 

Communist movement, headed by a young Jew, Shlomo Dawidowski. 

After hard work, we were able to organize a branch of about sixty 

adolescents, aged 12 to 18. The branch grew, so that by the summer 

of 1932 we were able to divide the membership according to age 

— "Buds”, Scouts’, ’’Awakeners’’ and ‘’Realizers’’. To cover our 

expenses we set up a bookbindery. Among our customers were 

Rabbi Markowitz, the Tooretz synagogue, Rabbi Miretsky of Yeremitz, 

the school and private individuals. The members also paid dues. 

That summer many of us attended camps, each group on its 

own. At the end of summer, several campers remained for a 

leadership course. This was the group of 18 young people, | among 

them, which later founded the Maale Hahamisha kvutza near 

Jerusalem. 

We had excellent relations with the other '’Gordonia’” branches 

and exchanged visits with them. 

That winter we went to a hachshara farm training camp. The 

following year | attended the world conference of "Gordonia’ in 

Lodz, and in 1935 | made my aliya. 

YEHUDA GESIK — Holon 

ADVENTURE ON THE ROAD TO ”"ROSKOSHA” 

A summer day, 1923. The scorching sun was still high, and 

no breeze to relieve it. 

This was the day after Tish’a b’Av. For three weeks we kept 

away from the river, the "Roskosha” bathing spot. The three of us 

decided to go there for a dip in the water, the first time unaccom- 

panied by adults. 

The road to the river was itself a challenge to the daring of 

three 9-year-olds. It was only Berele Heimowitz’s bravado that 

induced us to hide our fears. 

The first point of danger was the house of the wicked Yakopka, 
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YOUTH ACTIVITIES IN TOORETZ AND YEREMITZ 

The future held little promise for Jewish young people in the 

small towns of White Russia, particularly for those who remained 

at home. This, as well as the desire for learning, accounts for the 

many years which Jewish young men spent in the yeshivot; difficult 

as were the conditions under which they lived, they were still 

preferable to the life of forced idleness in their home towns, where 

local and government posts were closed to them. 

| attended the yeshivot of Stolptz, Baranowitz and Mir, during 

1927—1930. Then word reached the supervisor of the yeshiva that 

| was frequenting the library in the town, and at the end of the 

school year | was ‘released’. 

In the spring of 1930, several of us young people got together 

and formed a branch of "Hashomer Hatzair’’. The District Council 

sent us reading material and invited us to attend the summer 

conference in Romanowka, a village resort. Since my mother’s 

family was living there (had been for four generations), my parents 

readily gave their consent. 

About 60 boys and girls attended the camp; | was the only 

representative of our branch. Yaacov Goldberg of Niswiezh was the 

camp director and Feivel Gawaze was the main lecturer. The ideo- 

logical bent was extreme leftist with a bit of Zionism. Many of the 

participants are now living in Kibbutz Eilon in the Galilee. 

On my return home | reported the proceedings to the other 

members. We decided that the ideology was not for us. We broke 

up the branch and joined the ‘'Gordonia’’ movement, headed in 

Poland by Pinhas Lavon and Dr. Yeshayahu Shapira. We were urged 

to take this step by my brother Avraham and Emanuel and Yitzhak 

Mendelewitz, then students in Wilno and activists in ‘Gordonia’. 

There weren't enough of us in Yeremitz to form a branch. Yitzhak 

Mendelewitz and | were assigned the task of founding a branch 

in Tooretz. 

It was not an easy assignment. The young people were listless 
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what | really wanted was to show them my home town and what 

had become of it. 

At eight in the morning the Intourist car was ready to take 

me and my two grandsons to Mir and Tooretz. As we reached Mir 

| asked the driver to continue on to Tooretz first. 

We began with a tour of the market place. The houses were 

there, but all the occupants were goyim. Soon there was a crowd 

around us. | recognized some of the faces. There was no reason to 

think that these townspeople had behaved toward the Jews any 

better than the other "good neighbors”, but at the moment they 

tried to impress me that they were longing for the Jews. 

An elderly woman asked about Aharon Harkavi, the fabrics 

dealer. | told her he was living in Israel, very happy to be in the 

Jewish State. She stared at me in surprise. 

In the old synagogue, now a school, | met the principal. He 

was quite cordial, and was taken aback when | told him that the 

roof of the school was my contribution; on my visit in 1938 | saw 

that it was leaking badly, and | left money with the authorities for 

a new one. 

My heart was filled with bitterness over the changes. "Let's 

go, boys,” | said, in English. We went to the cemetery. It was in 

worse condition than six years earlier. Goats were grazing among 

the graves. Outside the fence, the new homes of the peasants were 

moving closer and closer, and soon there would be no trace of 

the sacred ground. 

Over there, | pointed to the hillock, lie the Jews of Tooretz 

of the early 1940's, massacred by the Nazis. My grandsons stood 

as if turned to stone and stared, as if trying to penetrate the earth 

and understand the horror. Then Bobby turned to me. ‘Grandpa, 

don’t you think you ought to say kaddish ?” 

My “Jewish grandson” knew what should be said, but did | 

remember what | had long let slip from my memory? Then suddenly 

my boyhood days in the Tooreiz heder filled my mind, and the words 

came as if | were reading them from the siddur: "Yisgadal veyiska- 

dash shmei rabbo”..- 

"Amen, answered my grandsons. 
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The old synagogue was still there, converted into a Russian 

school. The Bet-Hamidrash was gone. We drove into the market 

place. As soon as | stepped out of the car, an old goy with a long 

drooping moustache came up to me. "Don't you remember me ?” 

he asked, as | slowly grasped his extended hand. "Riharke, your 

old friend Riharke !”’ 

Riharke, to be sure! | remembered him. A friendly goy. He 

remembered my father and grandparents. Suddenly | remembered 

what my surviving townsman Motl Yalowsky had told me: a goy 

named Riharke had delivered Mashke Yankelevsky to the Nazis. 

| drew my hand away and asked the Russian guide, in English: 

"Ask him why he helped the Nazis.” For the first time, the guide 

refused: instead, he advised me not to enter into "recriminations” 

In the meantime, scores of goyim, dressed in the same caftans, 

kerchiefs and boots, surrounded the car. As | took out my camera to 

photograph the scene, they dispersed like chaff in the wind, my 

good friend Riharke among them. My impression was that they 

thought that my presence there with the Soviet representative was 

in order to prepare for their punishment, for the crimes they had 

committed against the one hundred Jewish families in Tooretz. 

Not finding a single Jewish survivor, after a quick walk through 

the town, | decided to visit the cemetery and see what was left 

of the Tooretz Jews. | soon saw that the fate of the dead was little. 

better than that of the living. Most of the gravestones had sunk 

into the ground. The inscriptions were illegible. In vain did | seek 

the graves of my beloved grandmother. | stood there, in tears, and 

recited what | remembered by heart of the El Mole Rahamim... 

My purpose in the second visit of Tooretz was quite different. 

This time | took with me my two grandsons, both of them American 

college students, Jeffrey, 20, and Bobby, 18, my "Jewish grandson”, 

as | called him; suddenly he had become aware of his Jewishness 
and was even inclined toward Orthodoxy. More and more, to my 

amazement, Bobby was moving toward the world outlook of his pious 

great-grandparents in Tooretz and Mir. How strangely the wheel 

turns: the grandfather had long drawn away from piety, the father 

hardly knew it, and here the grandson was going in the paths which 

his grandfather had abandoned. 

| took the boys along ostensibly to show them the economic 

and social life in Soviet Russia, but deep in my heart | knew that 
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TOORETZ REVISITED 

(Excerpted from the autobiography of S.L. Hoffman, published in 

1967, and articles in the Yiddish press, with foreword by 

Yehuda Gesik) 

The limousine of Prince Mirski drew up near the home of 

Leiser Beril Lubetsky, and out of it stepped S.L. Hoffman, the 

visitor from America. 

It was a great moment for the town, more so for Leiser Beril, 

who liked to rub shoulders with the highly placed as compensation 

for his humdrum existence. When he was invited to step into the 

nobleman’s resplendent car, it was for him the peak of pride. 

Mr. Hoffman amazed everyone with his sharp memory and 

good eyesight; he recognized several children by their resemblance 

to their parents, his friends of former days. He shook hands with 

everyone, chatted freely, and later helped the more destitute 

families. He also noted down the addresses of former residents 

of Tooretz, now in America, and promised to urge them to write. 

S.L. Hoffman left Tooretz at the age of 14. Faced with a bleak 

future in his home town, and unafraid of the uncertainties ahead, 

he made his way across the ocean to a new life on foreign soil, 

which quickly became his native habitat, as he took advantage of 

the many opportunities which America gave to capable people. 

For many years, prior to his recent passing, he was one of 

the foremost textile manufacturers in the United States and a 

prominent figure in public service. Twice he visited the Soviet Union, 

the second time after the Holocaust, when he visited Tooretz and 

brought word to us about its destruction. In all, he made twelve 

trios to Europe between 1921 and 1970, five of them before 1938. 

After the Second World War he was the first to visit the ruins of 

his childhood surroundings. The following is his story, as told to the 

New York Jewish Morning Journal in June, 1956: 

"Let us now go on to Tooretz,” | suggested to my companions. 

My maternal grandparents are buried in the Tooretz cemetery, and 

| have always been grateful to the town for the haven it gave me, 

after the fire in Mir drove us out. 

The car reached the market place. The buildings on the Mir 

road and Korelitz Street, also in the Potchowe alley were still there, 

but most of those on Yeremitz Street were gone. 
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the yeshiva for the summer vacation, they would join him in some 

construction work which added to the comfort of the house. 

On one occasion, a Jewish farmer sent word to Reb Itche that 

a strong wind had caused his barn to cave in. Reb Itche was not 

strong physically, but he was always ready to help a fellow-Jew. He 

went to the scene and was able to set the barn aright without 

dismantling it. He accepted no payment other than the farmer's 

gift of potatoes, a duck and a turkey for the holiday. The goyim 

also sought his advice and respected him greatly. 

Once Reb Itche intervened in a quarrel between two men, and 

one of them shouted at him coarsely. When Yom Kippur came 

around, the man came to ask Reb Itche’s pardon. "Why seek my 

pardon,” said Reb Itche, "when the Almighty will surely forgive you. 

He forgives so many odd people; why not you ?” 

On another occasion he was summoned to attend to a Jew 

who ate too much horseradish at the ’’Seder” and fainted. Reb Itche 

brought him to, then said: "Did you ever see a Jew who is a 

glutton for horseradish ? He is to take no more than an olives size, 

according to the law. Next time put a nail into his horseradish, sc 

that he wouldn't swallow it so easily.” 

Itche had five sons and one daughter. Two of them, Rabbi 

Yehuda and Reb Abraham, emigrated to Paris. Rabbi Yehuda was 

the chief Rabbi and spiritual leader of the Polish and Russian Jews 

in Paris. His brother, Rabbi Leizer, became Rabbi in Brighton 

(England), the other two brothers remained in Poland: Reb Hershel 

lived in Tooretz and Reb Nahum, a renowned scholar, lived in 

Nowogrodek. 

My grandmother Sheine, Reb Itche’s only daughter, married 

Reb Mordecai Zagursky, and the two families were thus unified. 

Their two sons died while both were still adolescents, and my 

mother, Ethel, was now the sole surviving child. She was given a 

fine Hebrew and general education. Despite her delicate physique, 

she took over the management of our store, when my father died, 

and often traveled in the cold of winter to neighboring towns for 

merchandise. With this, she kept house for her four children and 

saw to their education. Her sole reward was to look through the 

curtain in the women’s gallery and see us at prayer or discussing 

the weekly portion with the adults. She was 55, in the fall of 1941. 

when the Nazis murdered her and my sister Hanna, in the second 
roundup in Tooretz. 
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Reb Leizer’s five sons were scholars, too, and their gatherings 

always turned into legalistic disputations. One of them, Reb Meirim, 

was deeply interested in medicine and subscribed to medical 

journals and publications. In those days medical science was 

practically unknown in the small towns, and Reb Meirim proved to 

be an outstanding analyst. When writing the prescription, he would 

note down in Yiddish the Latin name of the drugs he prescribed. 

He never accepted fees and devoted his medical knowledge only 

to the poor. 

The oldest of the five brothers, Reb Mordecai, changed his 

family name to Zagursky, for reasons of military conscription, a 

usual phenomenon in those days. As the oldest son, he represented 

the family with dignity and graciousness. He died at an early age, 

and most of his children immigrated to America. 

Moshe Rozowsky, the third son, (called Moshe Dobrochitzer 

because he leased the Dobrochitz estate, less than two miles away 

from Tooretz) was known as a skilled arbitrator in complicated 

disputes. His sayings and anecdotes became part of local folklore. 

His role in public service was remarkable. He was excellent 

in debate, and on one occasion won a debate with the Polish 

scholar and professor in Oriental languages, Dr. Exwara Gnaiski, on 

the subject of belief in demons and spirits as reflected in the Talmud. 

Reb Moshe loved to do the cantorial liturgy on the High 

Holidays and to read from the Torah, suiting the intonation to the 

theme of the passage. 

Reb Heshil, the fourth son, was a fine scholar but also an 

intellectual. He subscribed to the Hebrew periodicals, Hamelitz 

and Hazefira. 

Reb Itche-Akiva was even more interested in medicine than his 

brother Meirim. Even though he was a "'competitor’”’ of Hayyim-Velv| 

and Yasha, the town’s medical men, they nevertheless called him 

in for consultation, as did the specialists summoned from out of 

town; the patients demanded it. 

He was also an inventor. One of his inventions was an oven 

which retained the heat and gave better baking. The oven became 

known as "Reb Itche’s Oven”. He was also skilled in watch repairing 

and taught the craft to his sons, who also turned out to be as 

manually adept as their father. Whenever they came home from 
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Later, when the Red Army drove the Poles all the way back 

to Warsaw, General Baraban set up his staff in Novogrudek. He 

often talked about his miraculous escape from the Poles. “A Jew 

from Tooretz let me go,’ he claimed. 

When the Russians came to Tooretz, they learned about the 21 

militiamen. These young men were about to be arrested, when word 

came from General Headquarters for the Russian forces to drop 

everything and join in the pursuit of the Poles. Other than the 

big scare, no damage was done. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

PEOPLE AND PERSONALITIES 

Ours is ageneration of passing fancies, of fleeting impressions. 

We would therefore do well to cast a look back to the generations 

before ours, to the people and their way of life, steadfast, spiritually 

strong, staunch of character. 

Tooretz had such people, and while memory is insufficient 

to do them honor properly, as much as we do know we should 

mention. 

In his "Selected Works (Buenos Aires, 1947), Mordecai 

Rozowsky writes about his forebear, Reb Leizer Lubetsky, who was 

also my grandmother's grandfather, as well as the grandfather of 

Rabbi Shimon Shkop, head of the Grodno Yeshiva. Born early in the 

19th century, Reb Leiser was a famed scholar, but his livelihood 

came from the fields and flour mill he leased from the landowners, 

who held him in great esteem. He won them with his patriarchal 

appearance, lucid speech and delicate humor (a family trait). He 

was also a gifted artist, decorating the house furnishings and 

fashioning ornaments for the ark in the synagogue. 

When addressing anyone younger, he always said "my son” or 

"my daughter”, as he also called the maid, long in the service of 

the household. Once she chastised one of the children, at which the 

youngster said: "You’re only a servant’. Reb Leizer felt pained 

when he was told about it: How can anyone call a Jewish daughter 

a ‘servant’ ?” 
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and | went out for our shift. The two militia men whom we were 

to relieve handed us a paper, which they asked us to sign. We 

were to maintain watch over 17 captured Bolsheviks. We found that 

14 of them were villagers, serving in the "Red Army” against their 

will. Two were vagrants picked up by the soldiers at the border. 

The 17th, on the other hand, was a Red Army general who was 

captured by the Poles when the "dropped in” to see his family 

before fleeing into the interior. The captives were being kept in 

a corral. 

We refused to guard the prisoners unless we had arms and 

would not sign the paper. The men we relieved wouldn't transfer 

the assignment to us unless we signed. After some altercation, the 

two Polish M.P.’s were summoned, and they forced us to sign. 

Leibe] and | then divided the roles: he would keep an eye on the 

“unimportant” 16, while | would guard the General. His name was 

Baraban. | felt that he wouldn't try to escape, since one of his legs 

was swathed with a rag and he was limping badly. 

When word got to my people about my assignment, they sent 

messengers to caution me not to let the General out of my sight. 

He cooperated nicely, causing no trouble at all. Then came a convoy 

of soldiers and wagons to take the prisoners to the command 

headquarters in Novogrudek. When Baraban saw the convoy, he 

begged permission to go behind the corral to attend to his personal 

needs. | went part of the way with him, as a matter of esthetics 

When | went to look for the General, he was gone, bandaged leg and 

all. | reported the bitter truth to the Poles. One of them slapped my 

face in anger. All of us ran to look for the escaped General in the 

wheat field on the other side of the corral, but he had vanished 

It looked as if | would be taken to Novogrudek for interroga- 

tion. The town was in an uproar. My mother began preparing my 

things for the trip. To our surprise, the convoy left without taking 

me along. 

One of the militia men, a good-natured goy, explained the 

reason for my unexpected good fortune: 

"If they would have taken him to Novogrudek, the General 

Staff would have known that a prisoner of the General’s importance 

had been placed under guard of a young man who wasn’t even 

given arms. The M.P.’s decided that it would be better to gloss over 

the whole thing. That’s why they left him behind.” 
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them and deliver the shipment to the command at the front lines. | 

was overjoyed. | climbed up into the lead wagon, and by evening 

we reached our destination, right by the trenches. The entire area 

in the thick forest of "Duzhe-Polia’, was crisscrossed with under- 

ground bunkers — actually large huts fashioned out of the trees in 

the forest. | found my way to the quartermaster. He signed the 

delivery slip, and after a few friendly words, he allowed me to go 

up to the trenches, about 200 yards behind the barbed wire stretching 

along the bank of the river. 
| made my way cautiously. From time to time the darkness was 

split by a rocket, followed by a rattling of gunfire from both sides 

of the waterway. | reached the trenches. The shooting had stopped. 

The Russian soldiers put their guns up against the trench wall. and 

sat down on the hard earth. Until the next command was given to 

get up and fire, they played cards, smoked, or chatted. | listened 

to them talk about the hardships which the war was causing to 

them and their families. 
Years later, recalling what | heard that night in the trenches 

| understood how the handful of Communists were able to seize 

control of the Russian people. It was their slogan ''No More Wars” 

that did it. The slogan was used by Leon Trotsky when he negotiated 

with the Germans in Brisk. When they refused to go along with 

the proposed terms, Trotsky coined another slogan: "No peace and 

no war’. 

LOUIS SCHILLING — Los Angeles 

HOME TOWN MEMORIES 

This happened right after the First World War, when the 

reorganized Polish army pursued the Bolsheviks deep into Russia 
They came to Tooretz with a small force. Two of them, military 

oolice, took over the administration of the town. To help them in 

maintaining order, they put together a militia unit of 21 local young 

men, Christians and Jews, and assigned them to various duties 

Instead of arms, they were given arm bands and told to patrol the 

streets, in eight-hour shifts. 

One morning, Leib! Svirenovsky (died in Tel-Aviv in 1975) 
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MEMORIES OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR 

It broke out on the 9th of Ab, 1914, and immediately the Jewish 

communities in the lands belonging to the Czarist Empire — Poland, 

White Russia, Lithuania and the Ukraine — with their total population 

of six million felt its impact. 

With the first victories of the Germans, the Russians forced 

the Jews to leave their homes, lest they spy for the enemy. This 

pretext turned the Jews into refugees. They and their families had 

to take to the roads, carrying with them all that was left of their 

wordly possessions. 

The Jewish communities farther away from the front at once 

organized relief committees for the refugees. 

For a while it seemed that Tooretz’s Jews would share the 

same fate, but then the Russian forces dug in not far from 

neighboring Yeremitz. The Jews conducted their lives on a permanent 

war footing, but kept their wagons in readiness for flight. 

The entire vicinity became a military compound of infantry, 

cavalry and artillery, mostly in the surrounding villages. Bridges 

were built and roads laid extending toward the front. The inhabitants 

of Tooretz suddenly found new sources of income, supplying 

provisions for the Russian forces. 

Our family was always in the baking business. We received 

huge orders for bread, and our small bakery worked at fever pitch 

to fill them. The storekeepers also increased their business, and 

people forgot that we were only seven miles away from the front 

and the German artillery. Gradually a mode of co-existence was 
established between the residents and the soldiers; all had the 

feeling of being in the same boat. Jews were allowed to use the 

military roads all the way to the barbed wire barriers at the 
front itself. 

As a young lad | was intrigued by the life of the soldiers in 

the trenches, how they faced the enemy, ready to kill without even 

knowing whom they killed. One late afternoon, when the soldiers had 
loaded their wagons with bread, my father told me to go along with 
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Zelikovsky, the heder melamed. He would drop in before noon, when 

the samovar would still be on the table. “Nu, let us warm our 

insides a bit,” was his stock comment. Mother would give him tea 

and cookies. Reb Hillel accepted his miserable state like Job, 

without complaint, even though his wife was sickly and his son, 

Yosef, was an old recluse, always in a state of melancholia. 

Another guest was Reb Moshe Rozowsky, a noble and gracious 

person, pious and scholarly, with an unusual sense of fairness, for 

which he was often called in to mediate complicated contentions. 

His son Mordecai became head of the Zionist organization in 

Buenos Aires. 

The third visitor was an elderly woman whom we called Aunt 

Rivka. Her life was dedicated to the collection of contributions — 

money, clothing or food — which she later distributed to the 

impoverished without anyone knowing who the recipients were. 

Mother supplied her with the names of the needy, and Aunt Rivka 

would slip into their homes by the rear door. Every Friday, at the 

break of day, she would tour the homes for freshly-baked hallot for 

the poor. All her children and grandchildren immigrated to America, 

where they all became active in charitable institutions. The oldest 

grandson, Louis Yalowsky (died recently) worked on behalf of 

the Hebrew University in Jerusalem even when illness laid him low. 

Another grandson, Sam M. Yalowsky, a manufacturer of women's 

wear, contributed, late in 1948, 40,000 uniforms for the Women's 

Corps, then in the process of formation; he is also one of the 

founders and main supporters of Boystown Jerusalem. The third 

grandson, Bernard, is active in Israel Bonds and the UJA in New 

York and an enthusiastic worker in his own community. 

Father also conducted the registries of births, marriages and 

deaths. Since there was no doctor in Tooretz to establish the cause 

of death, Father used to note, for those who died after 60, "Old Age”. 

It should be noted that not having a doctor on the spot accounted 

for the high rate of infant mortality, tuberculosis, pneumonia and 

cancer. The only building for purposes of public health was the old 

bath house. 
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On another day a young man, officially a Tooretz resident, came 

from around Pinsk for a passport. According to the authorities, 

every passport issued to Jews had to state that it was good only 

for the Pale of Settlement. When the young man saw this clause 

being stamped into the passport, he broke into a rage and wanted to 

know why he was being marked with a "yellow badge’. He then 

made the mistake of shouting at the secretary: "You will yet pay for 

the degredation of the Jews!’ at which the secretary returned, 

equally enraged, "If | hear another word from you I'll ask the police to 

arrest you on the spot!” Father quieted both of them. The secretary, 

he knew, was a reactionary and an ardent supporter of the Tzar. 

The season of conscription —- October — for the Tzarist army 

threw the entire town into a state of panic. All males, on reaching 

21, were ordered to appear before the Draft Board. Military service 

meant four years in the army. Father had to spend an entire week 

with the Draft Board in Novogrudek, while the youths from Tooretz 

were undergoing medical examination. Because of the depressed 

state of the Jews, many of the prospective soldiers did everything 

they could to fail the medical test. Father said that whenever an 

emaciated-looking young Jew appeared before the examiner, the 

latter would say, sarcastically: Well, what’s wrong with you ? 

Hernia, running ears, poor vision, starvation ?°° But on one occasion, 

said Father, a bright and resourceful young Jew from Novogrudek 

appeared before the Board. He, too, was asked by the official, how 

many days he hadn't eaten. It wasn't that, said the youth; ‘I had a 

nightmare last night which unnerved me. | dreamt | was in St. 

Petersburg, lodged in one of the fine hotels. In the middle of the night 

the police came and demanded to see my passport. When they saw 

marked in it that | was a Jew, they cursed me and arrested me 

because it was forbidden for Jews to be there. | argued that com- 

pulsory service in the army gave me the right to visit any place in 

the country, including St. Petersburg. The official, his face red with 

anger, said: "In the army they'll cure you of such dreams”. The 

local member of the Board added: "It's good for you that you are 

being drafted, otherwise your situation would be very bad.” To which 

the young Jew replied, ‘Do you think our situation now is very 

good ?”’ | often thought of these stories, after | had learned the 

meaning of antisemitism. 

Among the frequent visitors in our home was Reb Hillel 
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as the Meshtzenskaya Uprava, it was headed by a starosta (chair- 

man), elected every three years. Its main purpose was to see that 

the Jewish residents had passports, but it also represented the 

Jewish community in its dealings with the town authorities. 

In 1903 Father was elected to this post, and our home under- 

went complete change. Almost every evening the secretary (a 

wealthy local farmer) dropped in to check the incoming mail and 

reply in kind. Others came to get a passport or talk politics. My 

brother and | felt that Father’s prestige had gone up, but Mother 

was not at all pleased. She had to clean up after the visitors, and 

even though she was patient she was also very frail. Her pride was 

a scroll, written by a scribe, delineating her descent from a long 

line of rabbis going back to the days of King David. 

Father had several experiences indicative of the lowly state of 

the Jews in those days. One summer day a carriage stopped in front 

of our house and two men came in, one in the uniform of a Major in 

the Tzar’s gendarmerie and the other in plain clothes. They demanded 

to see the passport register, and matched the register with a 

passport they brought with them. The document turned out to be a 

forgery, executed in the tenure of the preceding starosta. Said the 

plainclothes man (he was the assistant to the prosecutor): ‘He's 

lucky he’s dead, otherwise he would rot in jail’. 

On another occasion a telegram came from the police station of 

Ofula, a town near the Austrian border. It seemed that the police 

were detaining a Tooretz resident named Hanan Yoselevsky. He was 

arrested as he was about to cross the border into Austria. The 

instructions were to “wire back at once whether Hanan Yoslavsky 

has a police record or is awaiting trial and whether the passport is 

genuine.” Actually the arrested man was Hanan’s older brother 

Herzl, who evaded conscription by using his brother's passport. In 

those days, photographs were not yet in use, and a general descrip- 

tion of visible identification was enough. By chance, the secretary 

was in our home when the telegram arrived. He was against con- 

firmation; on that very day he had seen Hanan Yoselevsky in the street. 

Father, however, refused to be party to the arrest and, on his own 

responsibility, wired back that the young man in question was 

under no legal stress and that the passport was genuine. Herzl was 

released and crossed the border. Later he managed to send a word 

of thanks to Father. 
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the Mir yeshiva. A few broke through into the open world and found 

their way to the university in Wilna — the Slutsky brothers Akiva and 

Leib (the latter a District Court magistrate in Haifa) and the 

writer. Gabriel Zagursky earned his Doctor of Divinity degree 

(Rabbi Dr.) in faraway Germany. My brother Eliezer acquired two 

Polish-French pocket dictionaries and went to study agronomy in 

Toulouse, in France. 

The young people who stayed behind devoted themselves to 

the local Jibrary and amateur theatricals. Among the actors and 

actresses were Sonya, Julia, David, Berl and Fania _ Litwinsky. 

Yehuda Heimowitz wrote lyrics and did stage settings. His leftist 

views put him in Grodno Prison for several years. He was one of 

the many talented young Jews whom the Holocaust swept away. 

AHARON HARKAVI — Haifa 

MEMORIES OF THE FAMILY HOME 

My father was descended from the Gaon Reb Gershon Harkavi 

(settled in Safed in 1819).His home in Tooretz was built and furnished 

in the popular style: the main room contained a plain white wooden 

table, set with benches around it; chairs, a buffet or any other 

furnishings were unknown, in those days. The bedroom had two beds, 

and sacks of straw substituted for mattresses. The infants were kept 

in wooden cradles; when these were outgrown they were passed 

on to a neighbor or anyone who needed them. 

Father had a storage room which also served as a store to sell 

flour and cereals. Most of the customers were Jews, and sales were 

highest on Thursdays, when the housewives came to buy flour for 

hallot. Before Easter many Christian villagers bought white flour 

for their holiday pastries. The income was never high. Mother was 

careful to buy no more than was necessary. She seldom bought fabric 

for a new dress. Father’s Sabbath suit dated back to his wedding 

day. My late brother and | received cotton suits before Passover, 

and we knew how hard it was to earn the money which paid for them. 

Community life was quite primitive and centered about the 

synagogue. Officially and formally, it enjoyed a kind of autonomy 

granted to the Jews in the small towns by grace of the Tzar. Known 
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for our friend S.A. Turetsky (now a member of Kibbutz Tirat Zvi), 

on the eve of his departure for Eretz-lsrael. We said our goodbyes 

and good wishes, but we couldn't keep the envy out of our eyes. 

The Tif’eret Bahurim Circle 

In 1935, in an attempt to stem the process ot demoralization 

among the young people, a circle of young men, Tif’eret Bahurim, was 

founded. Its counselor was Zecharyahu Bernstein. 

Although the association was officially under the aegis of Poale 

Agudat Yisrael, it was non-partisan and attracted young men of 

various colorations, the non-religious among them. The group met at 

the home of Malkiel Pomerczyk to play chess or watch the 

“champions”, Epstein and Plotkin, have a go at it. The young men 

also held Oneg Shabbat gatherings and listened to guest lecturers. 

Bernstein was a remarkable personality. A nephew of Rabbi 

Shimon Shkop, he was self-taught in many fields (he was chief 

bookkeeper of the Tooretz Bank), and most of his free time was 

spent helping others, particularly the little man. Later he went to 

work in a Lodz textile mill. During the Nazi occupation he was 

placed in charge of the sewing department. He managed to take 

in more workers than necessary in order to gain them the tag of 

"Beneficial Jew’. He was taken Auschwitz in one of the last 

roundups and there starved to death. 

ROZA BISHINKEWITZ 

YOUTH SEEKS OPPORTUNITY 

Most of us young people of Tooretz used to meet in the Beilin 

home. The youngest and oldest of the five children in the Beilin 

family were but ten years apart and had no difficulty understanding 

one another. 

Our young people looked to the future and saw very little to 

encourage them. Schooling was highly regarded, but the means for 

it were very meager. Some of us went to school in nearby Yeremitz; 

since public transportation was non-existent, we walked the three 

miles back and forth, in good weather and bad. Many boys attended 
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church, they would taunt the Jewish boys by bending their fingers 

to resemble a sow’s ear. At times this led to stone-throwing. We 

charged at them, pelting them with stones, almost up to the church; 

at times they would come at us, and we took refuge in the corridor 

of the synagogue. By this time it was dark enough for the havdala 

and “good week"’ greetings. 

Everyone and everything rested in Tooretz on the Sabbath, 

including the livestock. The horses, overworked during the week, 

gamboled about the pasture. It was also a great day for Hayyim’ke 

the tailor’s goat. All week Hayyim’ke (he wasn't an inch taller than 

five feet) worked hard patching clothes. He and his family and the 

goat starved more than they ate. On Sabbath afternoon Hayyim’ke 

took his goat to the pasture, then led it back home to nibble 

at the straw roof. 

The Power of a Melody 

Like many other towns, Tooretz had its self-hating Jew, Hadosh 

the pharmacist. One of his assimilationist manifestations was his 

refusal to speak in Yiddish. He never went to the aid of elderly 

Jewish women who came to the pharmacy (he was employed there) 

and had difficulty making themselves understood in Polish or 

Russian. He kept aloof from the Jewish community and never attend- 

ed synagogue services. His cronies were Polish teachers, town 

officials and police officers. 

Hadosh’s isolation was most marked on the nights of the Seder 

and Kol Nidre. Hadosh stayed away, perhaps because Christian 

residents of the town would cluster about the synagogue windows 

outside and listen to the haunting melodies of the Kol Nidre prayers. 

He walked back and forth along the strip of sidewalk in front of 

the pharmacy, alone, fighting back every impulse to return to the 

fold. 

The Young People — Idle, Unemployed 

With so many avenues for vocations and professions closed 

to them, the Jewish young people were forced into destructive 

idleness. Many of them were willing and ready to make their aliya, 

but Jewish entry into Palestine was limited to capitalists and 

students; all others had to undergo a five-year course of farm 

training and then await their turn. In 1937 we had a farewell party 
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Tooretz had several such cantors: Reb Yudel the Hazzan’s, Avreml 

Lechowitsky, Boruch Lubetsky, Shlomo the blacksmith, and Yaacov 

Lubetsky. The latter was known for his tearful supplications, as he 

recited the prayers; people said that this was caused by the fact 

that none of his sons and daughters reached the wedding canopy. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

MY HOME TOWN 

Once my memory turns to Tooretz, my mind overflows with 

recollections of my home town and my heart is filled with longing 

— perhaps Tooretz, to me, is the story of my youth. 

A small town with touches of splendor, shunting aside the 

less attractive aspects, the poverty and inertia, the fights over who 

was to get maftir. What | remember is the grove of old chestnut 

trees, near the old churchman’s home, the jasmin and sunflower 

plants in the garden patches, the fruit orchards, the wildflowers, 

grazing land and the songs of the shepherds at dusk. | also recall 

the hard winters, the blizzards, the warmth inside the home, 

with every crack and crevice stuffed with rags to keep the warmth 

inside. 

On the surface, Tooretz was a nondescript town, situated 

partly on a slope and the rest on level ground; low, wooden houses 

on both sides of the road, topped by the kretchmah, the remains 

of an old inn or fort (inhabited by demons, whispered the children) 

At the rise to the north was the synagogue, on a side street which 

provided good sledding in winter. Across the slope was the church 

and the proximity of the two houses of worship led to clashes 

between the Jewish youngsters and the Christian boys. The con- 

frontations usually took place on the Sabbath, toward evening. 

The Sabbath, particularly the post-cholent hours, was the 

highlight of the week, spent in deep and relaxing slumber. Later 

in the afternoon, the men went to the synagogue for mincha and 

maariv, with Psalm reading or chatting (in the corridor) in between. 

The quiet was broken by the church bells, announcing the vesper 

service. As the Christian youngsters passed by on their way to 
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SCHOLARS AND EDUCATORS 

In the Old World, where almost every Jewish lad attended 

one yeshiva or another, the tradition of learning produced many 

Torah scholars who did not turn to the rabbinate as a profession or 

source of livelihood. As a result, in every generation there was 

a large body of learned Jews, ballebottim, who lent the flavor of 

Torah life to their communities. 

Reb Moishe Dobrochitzer of Tooretz was a fine example of the 

lay scholar. Ordained for the rabbinate, he chose to farm a lease- 

hold for his livelihood, raised a family of a dozen children, well- 

learned and behaved, and married them off to the finest families 

in town. 

Other Jews took the middle course — not rabbis nor lay 

scholars but educators, often specializing in certain fields of 

teaching. My father, Reb Shlomo Hayyim, taught Bible and penman- 

ship, with a bit of mathematics. As he taught the Bible and quoted 

the Prophets, he would go into ecstasy, close his eyes, and declaim 

the passage with the fervor of an Isaiah. 

Itche Shliyames taught Talmud and grammar. He was very 

serious about his profession and demanded — and received — 

close attention to the subject. His excellent method of explication 

attracted many students. 

Hillel taught the young ones. He could hardly make ends 

meet, but on every Simchat Torah, wishing to make an impressive 

mi sheberach contribution, he would pledge to paint the synagogue, 

whieh he did, with consummate artistry, right after the holiday. 

Cantors and Readers 

At one time Tooretz had a ‘'city cantor” by the name of Plotkin, 
an excellent musician and interpreter of liturgy. Tooretz could not 

maintain him, however, and he went on to Bialystok. The town had 

to be content with baalei-tefiloh, ‘readers’ familiar with the liturgy 

but not necessarily endowed with outstanding voices. Fortunately 
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of Polish study, as demanded by the Ministry of Education, was given 

by Marussia Bronowski. There were three classes, and, with only 

two teachers, each class did written work, in rotation. The classes 

remained the same, advancing only in the amount of material 

learned, leaving the poorer students to shift for themselves. 

In the evening we would return to our homes, swinging our 

lanterns to light our way, as they cast streaks of light on the glisten- 

ing snow. The fresh air added to the gay atmosphere, and often we 

would break into song, trailing in the air, until the last of us was 

inside his warm home. 

Reb Shlomo Hayyim Treyevitsky 

Short, a small beard adorning his chin, with a prominent nose, 

he always looked serious, even when he smiled, but he had an 

amiable disposition, as befitted a scholar. 

In his time he was considered to be a radical in the teaching 

field. He deprecated the oldtime melamdim and their comparative 

ignorance of Hebrew grammar and Bible. He loved literature and 

Hebrew poetry, and often he would read to us chapters from the 

works of Yehuda Leib Gordon, David Frishman and their contempo- 

raries. Still, he was extremely traditional. Besides, he was a 

wonderful teacher. As we listened to his discussion of Pirkei Abot 

on hot Sabbath afternoons, we felt no envy toward those who were at 

that moment strolling out in the open air. 

Bible study was his hobby, to the point that at times he 

ventured far afield in his interpretation of the prophets, applying 

their words to his ideas of values, reward and punishment, and the 

like. In his zeal for grammar, he would insist on reading the Talmud 

with the proper grammatical pronunciation. 

Strangely enough, at first he looked askance at the profession, 

but at the prime of his work he managed to provide well for his 

9-member family. He also volunteered to conduct a Mishnayot 

group of adults, between mincha and maariv. 

As he advanced in age, many parents withdrew their children in 

favor of younger teachers. Slowly his health worsened, and in time 

all his pupils left him. His life was all but ended when the Nazis took 

it, in the fall of 1941. 
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The only girl we knew was the daughter of the iron tools 

dealer, who came in the evenings for a lesson. As soon as she 

came into our classroom, all the boys became real gentlemen. 

The oldest among us walked her home in the snow, and the rest 

remained behind, envious. 

When the month was over, my mother came to take me and the 

tutor to our home for the Bar-Mitzvah. She saw the low ceiling and 

was afraid that it would cause a recurrence of my _ childhood 

headaches. She decided that | wouldn't go back to Tooretz until 

the tutor had changed his residence. | was glad. Despite the warmth 

that | felt in his home and the knowledge ! had gained, the attitude 

of the older boys toward the tutor’s wife spoiled it for me. 

YEHUDA GESIK 

THE "HEDER” AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 

Reb Itche Sapozhnik, one of the best melamdim in the region, 

taught Torah in Tooretz for two generations. Too refined to follow 

the rule "spare the rod and spoil the child’, he had the knack of 

exerting discipline through persuasion even on the mischief-makers 

in the class. Many of the community’s leaders in later years readily 

asserted that their success in their advanced studies came from 

the training they had received from Reb Itche. He passed away 

in the last years of the First World War. 

After the war, the movement to modernize Jewish education 

led, in Tooretz, to the establishment of a school with an adequate 

faculty which included Leib Sapozhnik, Yehuda Treyevitsky, Yitzhak 

Pupkin, Yaacov David Litvinsky, and the noted grammarian and 

Bible instructor from Mir, Reb Shlomo Hayyim Treyevitsky. The 

school was housed in Zalman Bernstein's spacious building. In 1924 

several of the teachers retired, and the school went back to the 

"heder” type, with all its shortcomings. What was more, the school 

was moved to the women’s gallery in the old synagogue, so as to 

save on rent. During the hot summer, it was almost unbearable. 

In 1925 Shlomo Hayyim Treyevitsky reorganized the school. 

Mordecai Orchowsky, his former competitor, taught Talmud. An hour 
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and Russian and German and French and Arabic. His library, 

purchased out of his income, was marvelous to behold. My father, 

on a visit to the estate for business reasons, met the tutor and 

decided he was the one. But how was this to be done ? 

Here fate intervened. While many matchmakers importuned the 

tutor to consider the wealthy bride each of them had to offer, the 

tutor fell in love with the housekeeper of the estate and decided to 

marry her, though she was penniless. He took his wife, rented a 

house in nearby Tooretz (my father helped him), and opened his 

doors to students. | was the first one. 

First the tutor had to pass two tests. He visited my grandfather, 

in the nearby town, and impressed him with his Torah knowledge. 

Then he came to our home on a Sabbath and amazed my older sister, 

also a fine intellectual, with his wordly erudition. 

The tutor’s house was long and low-ceilinged. Half of it served 

as the tutor’s quarters and the other half was our dormitory. The 

hallway in between was the dining room. 

Our tutor had a methodology all his own. The first hour, when 

the brain was at its clearest, was devoted to mathematics. He taught 

us how to calculate by using the Hebrew calendar, new moons and 

the like: he would ask us, for example, to reckon the time of the 

new moon for August of 1492, when the Jews were expelled 

from Spain. Along with this we had a go at history and geography, 

for an hour, after which we held our prayers, ate breakfast, and 

turned to the Talmud, which we learned according to a unique 

methodology, which covered the subject, in all its sources, rather 

than so many pages of the tome. When we studied homiletics he 

would bring forth books in other languages and find corresponding 

material on the same subjects. 

We boys were much impressed by the love between our tutor 

and his wife. She was not highly schooled but had natural good 

sense and grace, and her love for her learned husband matched 

his love for her. We regarded the "other half’’ of the dwelling as a 

sort of honeymoon cottage. Unfortunately, the older boys began 

referring to it with lewdness, totally out of place and uncalled for. 

We didn’t have much to do in Tooretz. Our days were full. 

But on the Sabbath we would go to the Great Synagogue, and there 

our tutor would present us to the elderly, fine-looking Rabbi, for a 

brief oral examination of what we had learned during the past week. 
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in France, he asked the members to choose for their next leader a 

scholar of stature and to give him material aid as well as respect. 

He urged them to adhere strictly to kashrut, to build a synagogue of 

their own (but without an organ), to provide for the upkeep of the 

Talmud Torah (for which he had obtained a handsome contribution 

from Madam Wissotsky), to maintain the mikve and pure family life. 

Rabbi Nahum Lubetzky 

Rabbi Yehuda’s brother, Rabbi Nahum (called "the silvery Jew” 

because he was prematurely gray), was also a renowned scholar and 

of great help to his brother in his writings. He was a true lover 

of Zion and corresponded with Rabbi Naftali Zvi Berlin (Hanatziv). 

headmaster of Volozhin Yeshiva, on laws relevant to farming in the 

Land of Israel. Although offered important rabbinical posts, he pre- 

ferred to study. The family livelihood came from a fabric shop run 

by his wife and daughter. A son, Dr. Herzl Lubetsky, a lecturer in his 

alma mater in Germany until the advent of Hitler, fled to the United 

States. He visited Israel in 1970 and was commissioned by the 

Hebrew University to write a book on indemnities from Germany. 

ZALMAN SHAZAR — the Third President of the State of Israe' 

TO A LOCALE OF TORAH * 

| spent but a month in that little town, Tooretz, in the home of 

the marvellous tutor whom my father had picked for me. But this 

was the first month which | spent outside my parental home. It was 

the only month | spent in a kind of dormitory with older boys, and | 

felt that this month — the last before my Bar-Mitzvah — separated 

me from my childhood and launched my adolescence. 

My father sought for me a tutor with wordly knowledge as well 

as Jewish erudition. He found such a person in the home of a wealthy 

tax collector, on an estate in one of the forests near Yeremitz. 

tutoring the children. The tutor was as familiar with Kant, Spinoza 

and Maimonides as he was with the Talmud and the commentaries. 

Besides, he was a consummate linguist, being fluent in Hebrew 

* Abriged from Kochvei Boker (essays and reminiscence), Tel-Aviv: Am Oved 

and Davar, 1950. 
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Yeshiva. Rabbi Yehuda agreed, but on his way he stopped off in 

Kovno to see the great scholar Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan (Spector) 

When the two met, Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan was amazed by the 

erudition of his young visitor. 

Rabbi Yehuda kept a diary, which reflects the joy he felt at 

meeting fellow-Jews in his course of travels. He visited community 

leaders, scholars and men of authority, and gave special attention 

to the clash of cultures between the Jewries of eastern and western 

Europe and the friction between newcomers and oldtimers in the 

communities. He sharply criticized the modern religious and lay 

leadership, but bore great respect for the orderliness in which 

west European Jewry managed its affairs, even though he ascribed 

the disorderliness in eastern Europe to excessive zeal and enthusi- 

asm. 

Healed of his ailment, and after a successful tour of England 

on behalf of Mir Yeshiva, Rabbi Yehuda set about returning to 

Tooretz, via France. In Paris he met the great Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, 

who had come to the French capital to organize the community 

life of the Russian and Polish Jews; they had come to France to 

escape the hardships in their countries of birth. After the meeting, 

Rabbi Salanter suggested to the leaders of the community to invite 

Rabbi Yehuda to preach in their synagogue on the Sabbath. The 

audience was so impressed that Rabbi Yehuda was asked to become 

the spiritual leader of the community. At first he refused, but the 

growing tide of antisemitism in Poland, as well as the challenge of 

the opportunity to establish a strong Jewish community in France, 

persuaded him to bring his family to Paris and plunge into the work 

By forming strong ties of friendship with key personalities, among 

them Chief Rabbi Zadok Katz of the Consistoire and Baron Edmund 

de Rothschild, he was able to influence the oldtime French Jewry 

to accept the newcomers into its midst. 

The life’s work of this remarkable scholar was his painstaking 

analysis of an ancient manuscript which he discovered in the 

collection of Baron de Ginsburg in Paris, written some five hundred 

years earlier. He proofread the manuscript, completed it, anotated 

and published it in three volumes in Paris, during 1885—1900. He 

wrote several other books. 

In his will and testament to his congregation, written seven 

years (1905) before his death and about 24 years after his arrival 
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and morals, and implanted in them the tremendous love for study 

which remained with them all their lives. 

In 1929 he went to the United States to marshal help for the 

Yeshiva. Many hundreds of his former pupils rallied to his side 

They furnished help for the Yeshiva, and also made possible the 

publication of his manuscripts. 

Another of Rabbi Shimon’s significant deeds was the establish- 

ment of a Yeshiva K’tana (‘small yeshiva’) and the "Yavne"’ school. 

to avoid having Jewish children attend secular and anti-traditional 

schools. 

Rabbi Shimon was privileged to see many of his students 

serving as rabbis in some of the most important Jewish communities 

throughout the world. He died in Grodno on the eve of the disaster 

that was to overtake and engulf European Jewry. ‘Whenever | 

listened to his lectures,” said Prof. B.Z. Dinaburg of the Hebrew 

University, "| felt that he was opening my mind to thinking. For 

thousands of students he was a gifted pedagogue, as well as a noble 

and refined personality.’ 

YEHUDA GESIK 

Rabbi Yehuda Lubetzky 

As the scion of a long line of famous rabbis, Rabbi Yehuda 

Lubetzky was a child prodigy in Torah studies. He was not yet Bar- 

Mitzva when he was ready to enter Mir Yeshiva, but the headmaster, 

Reb Hayyim Leib Tiktinsky, would not admit him until he was 13 

because the other students would have felt outclassed. From Mir 

he made the rounds of the other yeshivot, so as to become familiar 

with the teachings of the great Talmudic scholars of the age. 

Married at the age of 16, Rabbi Yehuda tried his hand in trade 

but lost his entire capital. (He attributed the loss to his having 

borrowed money at interest, on which he frowned in principle, 

and also to his having taken time away from the study of Torah). 

He now dedicated himself to study, to such a degree that he became 

anaemic and had to go to Germany for treatment. The headmaster 

of Mir asked him to proceed to London and recruit help for the 
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As soon as the war was over, Rabbi Markowitz returned to 

Tooretz- The town was half in ruins. He quickly got in touch with 

townspeople in America and elsewhere, and soon the Jewish 

community and its institutions were restored. He then became active 

in the Yeshivot Committee, established in Wilno by the ‘'Hafetz 

Hayyim” and Rabbi Hayyim Ozer Grodzensky. In 1929 he was sent to 

Germany on behalf of the “Hafetz Hayyim’ Yeshiva in Radin. His 

visit to Frankfurt was a great event in the life of that important 

community. 

MOSHE ZINOWITZ 

Rabbi Shimon Yehuda Shkop 

Rabbi Shimon Yehuda Shkop (born 1860, died 1940) was one 

of the great Torah luminaries of his generation. From his native 

Tooretz he went to study in nearby Mir, thence to Volozhin, where 

he developed the unique method of Torah study which soon became 

known worldwide as '’Reb Shimon’s method”. 

At the age of 24 he was called by his uncle, Reb Eliezer Gordon 

(Reb Leiser Telzer), to teach in the Telshe Yeshiva, where he 

remained for the next 18 years. His book, Shaarei Yosher, setting 

forth his Torah study methodology, drew to his classroom the finest 

Torah students of the age. In 1907 he founded the Yeshiva of Briansk 

and in 1920 he became director of the large "Shaarei Torah’’ Yeshiva 

in Grodno, established four years earlier, at the height of the World 

War (several local yeshivot were founded in those days because long 

distance travel was very difficult). He agreed to take this post 

because the yeshiva was in dire administrative straits. Rabbi Shimon 

invited known scholars to the faculty, and many students began 

streaming to Grodno. The political situation, however, grew worse, 

as a result of the Soviet invasion of Poland in 1920. Rabbi Shimon 

refused to leave, and soon normalcy returned, with the signing of 

the peace treaty. 

His teaching was as serene as it was thorough; he would repeat 

the point of law until everyone in the class had grasped it completely. 

Between formal sessions, he talked to his disciples about manners 
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Perhaps one of his greatest achievements was the respect 

which he gained for Torah and Judaism as a religious magistrate. 

He was fair in judgment and strict in the execution of the verdict. 

Even the non-Jews from neighboring towns and villages came to the 

"Rabbin”’, who could neither be deceived nor deceitful. 

YEHUDA TREYEVITSKY : On a wintry Sabbath morning, after a 

heavy snowfall, Rabbi Markowitz was on his way to the synagogue, 

when the town commandant accosted him, with the demand that the 

town's Jews should go out immediately and clear the streets. 

The Rabbi quietly told him that it was Sabbath, and Jews were not 

to do any work on that day, but that they would do the work on the 

following day. The commandant flew into a rage and pushed the 

Rabbi to the ground. 

The Rabbi picked himself up, continued to the synagogue and 

spent the Sabbath as though nothing had happened. But right after 

Havdalla he went to Novogrudek to see the Governor. When the 

latter asked him for the purpose of his visit, the Rabbi said: "Your 

servant has insulted God’s servant’. When the Governor learned 

about the incident, he shook with rage and told the Rabbi: "You 

may go back home. By the time you reach Tooretz, the commandant 

will no longer be there.” And he wasn't. 

YEHUDA GESIK: Rabbi Markowitz was often called by the 

great Torah authorities to use his effective personality to stem the 

tides threatening the existence of traditional Judaism. In the elections 

to the community agencies, he led the fight to safeguard the 

people's spiritual riches. 

It was a long-standing tradition in Tooretz that Sabbath candles 

and yeast for the Sabbath “hallot’’ were purchased from the Rabbi, 

and for Passover all the "chometz' was sold through the Rabbi. This 

tradition not only added to the Rabbi's modest income, but also 

kept every family in town in personal touch with the Rabbi and 

his household. 

MOSHE ZINOWITZ: When the First World War broke out, 

Rabbi Markowitz and his family fled to the interior of Russia. He was 

appointed Rabbi and school supervisor for the Jewish community 

of Bershansk. Among the friends he made during this period was 
Rabbi Meir Berlin (Bar-Ilan). 
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the names of several maidens who regarded themselves as the 

town’s aristocracy — "but you should read books of deeper content.” 

The Rabbi didn’t moralize. He spoke quietly and in friendly spirit, 

and we didn't have to discuss the matter again. 

Rabbi Rabinowitch was the spiritual leader of Tooretz from 

1884 to 1919. His extensive writings were lost, except for the 

manuscript Birchat Yitzhak, which his son, Rabbi Shraga Feitl 

Rabinowitch, published in 1950 when he was Rabbi in Brooklyn, N.Y. 

DR. YERAHMIEL MARKOWITZ — Haifa 

THE LEADER OF HIS CONGREGATION 

In addition to his greatness in Torah scholarship, my father, 

Rabbi Shmuel Markowitz, was a true community leader. In his home, 

all matters pertaining to the community were discussed, as well as 

the needs of the individuals. He made sure that the drayman whose 

horse died should be given the means to get a new one, so that 

the source of his livelihood would not be cut off. Or if someone was 

charged wrongly by the Government, my father would go the county 

seat and not come back until justice was done. His influence in 

official circles made Tooretz the envy of many other communities. 

Education, of the adults as well as the young, was his prime 

concern. He founded the Jewish schoo] in Tooretz, hand-picked the 

teachers, and brought with him from Wilno the textbooks in Hebrew 

subjects for the school. He tried to persuade the melamdim to join 

the school faculty, so that they shouldn't lose their livelihood. By 
placing a teacher in the Polish language on the staff, he made it 

possible for the students not to have to attend the government school. 

He was deeply interested in the economic state of his flock. 

Realizing the need for a credit bank, he initiated action for its 

founding and was the first to contribute to its capitalization. Until the 

bank became self-sufficient, he directed its transactions, in his own 

home. 

It was to be expected that yeshiva students should knock on 

his door for Torah sessions. However, among his visitors were also 

many university students, home for the summer holiday, eager to 

absorb some of the Rabbi's wordly wisdom. 
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Rabbi Moshe Yehuda Leib Goldberg 

Born in Tooretz in 1820, he was known for his tremendous 

mental powers, being familiar with the entire field of Talmudic 

jurisprudence. His personality brought peace to the community, and 

many public institutions arose as a result. 

YEHUDA TREYEVITSKY 

THE GREAT RABBIS OF TOORETZ 

Rabbi Yossef Yitzhak Rabinowitch 

His patriarchal appearance, amazing scholarliness and good 

nature bring Rabbi Yitzhak Rabinowitch to mind as one of the 

greatest personalities in our town. Modesty was also among his 

noble virtues. When he was offered a post in a large city, he 

turned down the offer because he loved his community. 

As a young lad, | always accompanied my father on his visits 

to the Rabbi for a chat on Torah matters. | used to watch him and 

often felt a desire to talk to him. One day | got up enough courage 

and confessed to him that on one occasion | had drunk milk after 

tasting meat, but the meat was less than an olive in size. At which 

the Rabbi smiled, looked at me with his wise eyes, and asked: 

"But did you remember to recite the benediction over the milk?” 

One evening, as the Rabbi was taking a walk in the street, my 

mother spied him through the window. She asked my father to 

invite him in for a glass of milk (we had a cow). My father went 

out and extended the invitation. The Rabbi said: ‘’Well, it seems 

that your wife wants to see how | make the bracha over a glass 

of milk."” He came in and drank the milk, much to my mother’s joy. 

LEIB SAPOZHNIK 

When Rabbi Rabinowitch’s house burnt down, he and the 

rebbitzin moved into our home and remained with us the rest of 

their lives. 

Once, as | was reading a Hebrew novel, the Rabbi came up to 

me, looked through the book, and said, softly: "Leibe, why do you 

waste time on such books? This is good for’’ — and he recited 
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government official. The soldier kept shouting that he had served 

the Czar 25 years and wasn't going to allow this show of disrespect. 

The police officer didn’t know what to do, and referred the matter 

to the governor of the province. In the course of the investigation 

of the incident, the "Government rabbi’’ claimed that he had been 

sitting too far away to hear the cantor. The governor ordered that 

this rabbi should henceforth sit close to the cantor. 

Rabbi David Davidowsky 

For almost a quarter of a century served as the emissary of the 

"General Committee for the R. Meir Baal Haness” institute in Jeru- 

salem, for the central Lithuania provinces. 

Rabbi Elyakum Getz! Hurwitz 

Descended from a long line of rabbis and known as an out- 

standing educator. While in Tooretz, he wrote the first of his three 

books, tracing the history of Torah in Lithuania through the genera- 

tions of his own family. 

Rabbis Nahum and Eliyahu Hayyim Rabinowitz 

Father and son belonged to a family of "mitnagdim” which 

fought the Hassidic movement. Rabbi Nahum became Chief Magis- 

trate in Tooretz, which, under his influence, remained opposed to 

Hassidism during its entire existence. Rabbi Eliyahu Hayyim, who 

succeeded his father, wrote a handbook on kashrut and the laws of 

ritual slaughter. 

Rabbi Noah Rabinowitz 

Known as a ‘Talmud child prodigy’, he studied in Volozhin and 

was a favorite of its headmaster, Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik. 

The latter took his disciple with him when he was appointed Rabbi 

of Slutzk. Prominent in Jewish historical research, he defended tradi- 

tion against the inroads of the Enlightenment. As rabbi of Tooretz, he 

was among the first Zionists and worked to form the "Mizrachi”. 

He wrote three books of homiletics which served as models for 

the preachers of the day. 
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R. Yaacov Hayyim Meisel 

Scholar and community leader in Tooretz, during last quarter 

of the past century. Member of Bakshtansky family, renowned among 

Russian Jewry for its prominence in rabbinical and community circles. 

Reprinted scholarly works whicn had gone out of print. 

Rabbi Eliezer of Tooretz 

Attended Mir Yeshiva. Taken by his uncle, R. Abraham Shmuel, 

to Eishishok to serve as religious magistrate (dayyan), in this town 

of “perushim” (scholars who studied in seclusion), a post which he 

filled until his death in 1896. 

Rabbi David Tebele 
Entered Volozhin Yeshiva at the age of 15. Began career as 

tutor in the home of a wealthy contractor, later was Chief Magistrate 

in Stoibetz. In 1849 became Rabbi of Minsk. Known far and wide 

for his preaching and his work in religious research. His two books 

were published posthumously. 

Rabbi Yitzhak Rabin 

The only son of Rabbi David Tebele, he served as Rabbi of 

Tooretz for a short period and later joined the rabbinate in Minsk. 

where he was also active in the Mizrachi movement. 

Rabbi Abraham Shmuel 

Born in 1809, he was one of the first students in Mir Yeshiva. 

Became Rabbi of Eishishok. Extremely poor, he was said never to 

have sat down at his table without a guest partaking of the meal. 

In 1855, when he was the rabbi of the Russeino community, a 

peculiar circumstance took place in his synagogue. The “Government 

rabbi” arrived early and seated himself in Rabbi Abraham Shmuel’s 

place, near the ark. The enraged congregation could hardly restrain 

itself. When the cantor returned the Scroll to the ark he neglected to 

recite the prayer for the welfare of the Czar and the royal family. The 

“Government rabbi’ didn't notice the omission, but a veteran Jewish 

soldier was aware of it. He rushed up to the rabbi and berated him 

for overlooking the prayer. The rabbi began apologizing, but the 

soldier silenced him with a smack in the face. In the midst of the 

uproar the police arrived and arrested the soldier for attacking a 
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from under the wreckage, was boundless. On the next day, in the 

synagogue, my father had me go up to the Torah and recite the 

"haggomel”’ prayer of deliverance. 

MOSHE ZINOWITZ — Tel-Aviv 

TORAH AND THE RABBIS OF TOORETZ AND YEREMITZ 

The Torah sages, scholars, rabbis and magistrates whose names 

are associated with Tooretz and neighboring Yeremitz form one of 

the most glorious chapters in the history of their Jewish communities. 

While space does not permit detailed accounts of their lives and 

achievements, this volume would not be complete without paying 

them some of the tribute they deserve. 

Rabbi Dov-Ber Yoffe 

Known in the Lithuanian rabbinical world as R. '’Berl Toortzer’, 

he was born to a family of renowned rabbis extending over many 

generations and attained such excellence that he was considered as 

a replacement for Rabbi Kook as Chief Rabbi of Tel-Aviv-Yafo, when 

Rabbi Kook became Chief Rabbi of Eretz-lsrael. He wrote several 

commentaries on the Bible and Jewish law, but these were lost when 

the home of his son, Rabbi Mordecai Gimpel Yoffe, went up in 

flames. He served his native town, then went on to Korelitz and 

other communities until his death in 1929. His sons, sons-in-law 

and grandsons became famous rabbis and magistrates, authors ana 

community leaders. 

Rabbi Mordecai b.R. Pessach 

Attended Mir Yeshiva. Was Rabbi of Tooretz 11 years (1872— 

1883). Author of Darchei Mordecai, which gave him prominence in 

rabbinical circles. The cost of publishing weighing heavily on him, 

he accepted the post of Rabbi of Lona (near Grodno), where the 

affluent Arkin family defrayed the expense. Among his writings are 

eulogies of great rabbis of the age. 
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world. The spacious corridor was the favorite place for meeting 

friends and chatting. Reb Leib Pisotzner and Reb Moishe Yankelevsky, 

both witty and astute, were always in the center of the gathering. 

Yisrolik Yankelevsky, a brilliant young man with a fine voice, and 

Yom-Tov Litvinsky, the elegant eider, gave the congregation a treat 

whenever they were called to recite the Haftorah. 

After the cholent, the older folks had their Sabbath nap and 

the young ones had their day. We strolled to the glade of old pine 

trees near the boundary line of the land baron’s estate (another glade 

was near the church). We played games, gamboled on the lawns, 

and enjoyed the clean air. At sundown, as our elders were escorting 

the Sabbath out with Psalms and prayers, we trudged back from our 

communion with nature. 

All winter and into the spring, the streets of Tooretz were 

either covered with ice or were quagmires of mud. Winter was 

officially over when the loud-voiced Constable Bashtzet went from 

house to house with orders to clean away the last of the melting ice. 

This was also the sign for the groups of matzoh bakers to start 

working for Pessach. The wooden boards and rollers were taken down 

from the attic and given a planing down. The expert baker checked 

the hearth to see if it would withstand the weeks-long fire. 

The matzoh bakers were real professionals. Haim Yoslavsky, a 

cantorial buff, would chant melodies from the repertoire of Yossele 

Rosenblatt and at the same time sling a dozen matzot into the oven 

in a single move. Most of the people awaited their turn and baked 

their own matzot, which they then placed in wicker baskets or 

wrapped in white sheets which they stored away until the night of 

the Seder. 

Of all the holidays, | particularly remember a certain Succot. 

Our succah was in the corridor; a section of the ceiling had been 

fashioned to fold over and back, revealing the sky above us. The 

streets were filled with the lights coming through on every side. 

My brother Abraham and | must have shifted the ceiling section 

too much to one side. | was sitting near the house when the section 

suddenly slid down and came right at me. Fortunately, a pile of bricks 

on one side of me and the hedge along the property line of our 

neighbor, Hanina Izikowitz, caught the ends of the section as it came 

down, in a crash that could be heard all over town. The family 

rushed out, sure that | was done for. The joy, as | crawled out 
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ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND RELIGIOUS LIFE 

Tooretz in its better days was a model Jewish Lithuanian 

community. It lived in an atmosphere of friendliness and mutual aid. 

There was hardly an untutored male in the town. This upbringing 

led to volunteering for public service, and the community institu- 

tions functioned in all cases of need — Passover help for the poor, 

hostels for the traveler, or a fresh horse for the drayman whose 

steed had outlived its years. 

There was a time when the "have’s’” and the "have not’s”’ in 

Tooretz looked askance at each other, but with the union of marriage 

between the Hanina and Yalowsky families, relations became much 

better. Tooretz was also fortunate in that its people were not zealots 

in their political thinking. 

Except for the three general stores owned by Beilin, Perlman 

and Zackheim, trade in the town was skimpy, and its people had to 

work at several jobs in order to make ends meet. Yosef Yalowsky, 

the grocer, also stored eggs for the winter, leased fruit orchards in 

the summer, peddled notions in the villages, and even wrote 

mezzuzot and tephilin, all for a total income which hardly sufficed 

for his daily needs. Many a small merchant had to run sales on his 

wares in order to raise enough money to meet a note due. These 

sales undermined the economics of the town and caused some 

friction, to the point that the Rabbi was often called in to settle the 

disputes. The worst season was harvest time, when the peasants 

from the surrounding villages worked in the fields and didn’t come in 

to shop in town. 

In 1936 the Poles began setting up cooperatives and urging 

the non-Jewish inhabitants not to buy from Jews. The tax authorities 

also discriminated against the Jews, making their economic lot 

intolerable. Jewish tailors couldn’t cope with ready-to-wear items 

brought in from elsewhere, and the shoemakers were also hit hard. 

The great compensation was the Sabbath. The synagogues were 
filled with worshippers, eager to shed the pressures of the outer 
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to plan for a replacement. An advertisement to that effect was 

inserted into the local paper, and Michael Yossef Harkavy, the head 

of the town, was entrusted with interviewing the applicants. 

The first applicant, a Jew from Warsaw by the name of Epstein, 

had a medical diploma, but his dress was shabby and unkempt, 

and he himself was moody and introverted, due (as was later 

discovered) to family troubles. Still, his very attitude was in line 

with the contemporary idea that the doctor must be stand-offish 

and rather ill-disposed toward his otherwise pampered patients. 

Epstein became the physician of Tooretz, and in time he became 

much respected. The non-Jews paid him well for house calls. 

Then Epstein ran into some bad luck. He fell in love with a 

Christian woman in her late twenties, and attempted to win her 

affection by depositing into her account all the money he had 

accumulated (800 rubles, according to the bank teller). No one 

knows what became of the money, but Epstein’s wish didnt 

materialize. For a time Epstein lost all interest in everything and 

everybody. Finally he moved into the home of the pharmacist, ate 

better, and resumed his practice, mainly among the non-Jews, but 

now he drew closer to his own people and joined the "Young Men's 

Chess Club’ in Pomerczyk’s home. He was friendly with Yoske 

Hillels, also an eccentric; whenever Yoske fell ill, he would take all 

the medicines which Epstein prescribed for him, mix them all in his 

huge pewter tankard, and drink the mixture — this, he claimed, 

caused speedier recovery. He was caught in the second German 

roundup in 1941 and murdered, despite the strenuous efforts of many 

influential Christians to save him. 

In the mid-1930's Tooretz gained a physician worthy of the 

name, Dr. Bratkovsky of Baranowitz, one of the few Jewish gradu- 

ates of a Polish medical school. Dignified, courteous and friendly, he 

broke the tradition of aloofness which had always characterized the 

medical profession. He set up a modern clinic in Lipa Bernstein's 

house (after the police moved their headquarters to the home of 

the land baron Lipinski) and received patients in the afternoon, after 

his house calls. His fees were moderate, and the poor paid nothing. 

Dr. Bratkovsky was also one of the town’s largest donors to 

charitable causes. 

He, too, saved many hundreds of non-Jews from death, but 

they couldn't save him when the holocaust cut him down. 
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the illness, wrote out prescriptions in Latin, charged for their services 

and ruled the medical roost. Their competitors were amateurs, like 

Itche Akiva and Meirim Lubetzky, who took care of the poor without 

fee; (they, too, wrote out prescriptions in Latin). At times the pro- 

fessionals and the amateurs would get together for consultation. 

Toward the end of the century, a practitioner by the name of 

Kulik came to Tooretz. He was a freethinker, and his approach to 

healing was quite novel. He would chide the patient for trying to 

draw the family’s sympathy, then tell a few anecdotes, at which the 

patient’s mood would improve greatly. Kulik would then prescribe a 

few days in bed and tea with lemon every few hours. He 

wouldn't take money from his patients, and gained his livelihood 

from attending to the Polish noblemen in the area. He shunned pills 

and powders, preferring to let the body do its own healing with 

home remedies — cupping, tea and lemon, rest in bed, cold com- 

presses for headaches, and, above all, the enema. 

Quack remedies were readily available: incantations against 

the “evil eye” for erysipelas or swollen lips. Fear was driven away 

by melting lead and divining the cause of the malady by the shape 

which the cooled lead would take. The Evil Spirit was driven out by 

special incantations muttered while the patient’s head was wrapped 

in a blanket; his beating about wildly to avoid suffocation was 

proof that the Evil Spirt was making his way out from the body. 

Kulik fought valiantly against these superstitions. He was 

especially wroth with the medicine men who victimized the ignorant 

peasant women and cheated them of yards of flax fabric. 

In the 1890's, the health of Tooretz was in the hands of the 

medical practitioner Leibe, a quiet, easy-going Jew, who made his 

rounds carrying with him tubes, a glass of water with floating 

leeches, and homemade powders stuck in his jacket pockets. He 

walked slowly, even to emergencies, because his paunch would 

not allow him to make fast progress. His remedies also included 

home cures: castor oil, the enema, cupping, and the like — for 

seasonal ailments. At other times, Leibe attributed the ailment to 

poor blood, and here he put the leeches to work. If this didn't help, 

he would throw up his hands and advise the patient to go to nearby 

Mir, which had two full-fledged doctors. However, the trip was too 

costly for most of the town’s inhabitants. 

When Leibe departed this earth in 1908, the elders gathered 
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ancient stones — almost as if it were an archeological excavation. 

| located stones more than 150 years old. | identified names and 

dates, letter after letter, line after line. | checked my findings against 

the old "Hevra Kaddisha’’ register and felt highly gratified when 

they matched. 

The pages of my new register soon became filled with names, 

some complete, others merely the first or the family names. Once 

the name was entered, | inscribed it on a marker and thrust it into 

the ground, so that none in the cemetery would remain anonymous. 

| also managed to glean quite a bit of history from the different ver- 

sions of inscribing the tombstones, over the generations. 

The cattle herders in the Likowitz fields followed my work 

with deep curiosity, not knowing what to make of a single Jew 

probing about the cemetery all day. At times they threw stones 

and tried to provoke me into a fight, but | paid them no attention. 

When the undertaking was over | gave the register to Aharon 

Harkavi. | felt that | had indeed performed an act of "hessed shel 

emet’, and | have cherished the compliment a friend paid me: "You 

have given life to the dead”. 

Who would have thought that so soon this remark would be 

reversed, that Nazi hordes would, only a few years later, bring 

death to all the living in Tooretz! 

AHARON HARKAVI, YEHUDA GESIK 

MEDICAL CARE IN OUR TOWN 

Mordecai Rosowsky, in his Selected Writings (Buenos Aires, 

1947), left us an linkling of medical care as it existed in Tooretz late 

in the 19th Century. 

It seems that, until modern times, Tooretz had no physician or 

even a ‘certified practitioner of medicine’. Still, no ailing person 

was without medical attention of sorts, provided by medical orderlies 

or amateurs, all of whom derived their medical lore from contempo- 

rary books, Healers of the Sick and The Popular Healer, as well as 

from periodicals, the Talmud and Maimonides. 

In mid-19th Century, according to Rosowsky, the ministering 

medicine men in Tooretz were Haim and Velvi Yosha. They diagnosed 
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THE CEMETERY 

| have been asked to contribute to the material to be published 

in the Tooretz Memorial Volume. At this my memory went back 35 

years, when | compiled a memorial volume of another kind for 

the dead of Tooretz. 

This happened in the late 1930's. | came to Tooretz from Wilna 

on a holiday. As a graduate of the School of Technology, | was asked 

by Mr. Aharon Harkavi, then the secretary of the Tooretz "’Hevra 

Kaddisha’, to draw up a map of the cemetery and compile a new 

register of the departed based on professional drawings. The existing 

register was not too exact; many graves had no tombstones, and a 

kinsman visiting from abroad often could not find the grave he was 

seeking, much to the embarrassment of the ‘'Hevra Kaddisha”’. 

The Tooretz cemetery covered about eight acres. The sole 

access to it was by means of a narrow side trail which went up 

among thorns and weeds opposite the house of Malka Botwinick. 

There was no access from the road to Korelitz, since there the way 

was blocked by a steep hillock, while on the south the cemetery 

was bounded by the fields of the village of Likowitz. 

No one knew the age of the cemetery, but the partly sunken 

tombstones in the northeastern corner were evidence that it was 

several centuries old. 

| was intrigued by the proposal. It was challenging, and 

| accepted it on the spot. 

The task was not an easy one. First | had to overcome the odd 

sensation of spending so many hours alone among the dead. From 

my childhood days | had an ambivalent feeling about the cemetery. 

| was shocked at the sight of a human body being lowered into the 

grave. But on Tish'a b Av | loved to visit the cemetery; armed with 

a wooden sword, | felt a sense of bravery and national pride. 

After the first day | became accustomed to the silence. | learned 

the truth in the adage: "There is nothing to fear from the dead. 

One must have fear of the living.’’ For about six weeks | crept about 

the ancient graves, carefully removing the soil from under the 
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became laden with hatred for the Jews, on the part of the Byelorus- 

sian and Polish populations. The war brought an end to the Jews of 

Tooretz, except for the handful who escaped and fought with 

the partisans. The German brutality swept away this small but 

upright and noble community. May its memory remain forever. 

YEHUDA TREYEVITSKY — Buenos Aires 

ONCE-UPON-A-TIME TOORETZ 

After centuries of life as a small town, Tooretz felt the change 

wrought by the first World War, the new world which ended abruptly 

less than a quarter of a century later. 

My own memories go back to 1904 and the Russo-Japanese 

War. Suddenly the streets of the town resounded with military men 

and vehicles, on their way to the distant front in Siberia. The Jews, 

fearful of a pogrom, barricaded themselves in their homes, for 

days on end. 

Another event which shook the community was the Beilis trial. 

We all prayed that justice would be done. 

Tooretz had no industry, except for one plant — Haike Litvinsky’s 

soda water and cider factory. The "big business’’ people were 

Bashe Merke, who exported eggs, and Hanina Shonovitz, a "big time’’ 

horse dealer, with many land barons among his clients. The others 

were shopkeepers, grain dealers, and craftsmen. 

Since most of the heder melamdim did not earn enough to 

support their families, it was unanimously agreed that certain con- 

cessions be given to their wives, such as the town bakeries and 

fabric shops. 

The Russian revolution created a great stir in Tooretz, parti- 

cularly among the young people. The yeshiva students tried to 

modernize Jewish life in the town, much to the consternation of their 

elders. Slowly the elements of an organized community began to 

emerge, until it was caught in the maelstrom of the Holocaust. 
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A Free Loan Fund, administered under the guidance of its 

chairman Yitzhak Sapozhnik, helped needy Jews with immediate 

financial problems. With the solidification of Polish rule, the com- 

munity also established a bank (1926) to bolster economic activity. 

Interestingly enough, the initiator of this move was the Rabbi of 

Tooretz, Shmuel Markowitz, who understood the importance of 

economic development in raising the overall level of the community. 

Thanks to his efforts, the "Yekafa’ Corporation in Wilno allocated 

low-interest funds (at times interest-free) to enable the bank to 

thrive. The bank began its operations in the home of Rabbi Markowitz 

and was later moved to Zalman Bernstein’s home. Its directors were 

Yerahmiel Slutsky, Shlomo Sapozhnik, Arye Svirenowsky and the 

writer. The accountant was Bernstein, a thoroughly honest and de- 

pendable man of exemplary character and qualities. His son Zecharia. 

equally respected and dedicated, self-taught and highly intelligent, 

filled the post after his father’s death. 

The community had two hostels and several saloons, serving 

liquor and light meals to the peasants on market day (Tuesday) ; 

having disposed of their farm produce, they wound up the day's 

activities with a bottle of whiskey and a meal. 

During the winter season brisk business was done in grain, 

flax and flaxseed. About ten families engaged in the trade, buying 

flax and seed from the farms and selling them to the retail dealers. 

Several families leased fruit orchards. The four bakeries in the town 

were operated by the wives of the heder teachers, to supplement the 

family income. 

Zionism was naturally much in evidence in the community. 

The first Zionist club was organized by Aharon Svirenowsky. Unlike 

other localities, Tooretz, in its Zionist endeavors, encountered no 

opposition from the pious, since, in fact, all the Jews of Tooretz 

were observant. Zionism in Tooretz began in 1925-26, and most 

of its work was to gather money for the National Funds. The young 

people saw in Zionism also a means of modernizing the community. 

Their leading spirit was Uri Yitzhak Yalowsky, who also founded the 

Jewish library in town. The "Hashomer Hatzair” gained adherents, 

among them Nathan Litwinsky, Berl Treyevitsky, Yosef Harkavi and 

Berl Yoslavsky. 

A change for the worse came with the rise of the Nazis to 

power. Antisemitism raised its ugly head, and the atmosphere 
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TOORETZ AND ITS INSTITUTIONS 

Now that we, the survivors, are living in Israel and enjoying our 

national freedom, we can truly appreciate the tremendous inner 

spiritual forces which imbued the hearts of our townspeople, living 

in harsh and hostile surroundings. These forces were given body 

and soul through the numerous institutions in the town. 

At the top of the list were the synagogues, the heders and 

yeshivot. No Jewish boy in Tooretz was without at least a heder 

education. Many went on to the nearby Mir Yeshivah, where they 

took their main (and often the only) meal at the table of the more 

prosperous families. 

Mention should be made of the heder teachers, in tribute to 

their contribution to the spiritual wealth of the community: Hillel 

Zelikowsky, Moshe Lubchansky, Yitzhak Sapozhnik, Shlomo-Hayyim 

Treyevitsky, Yehuda Bunimowsky, Mordecai Ozhehowsky. The last four 

were of the more modern cast, and their curriculum included the 

Bible, Talmud, Hebrew language and grammar, along with modern 

grading systems. They also implanted the seeds of Zionism in the 

hearts of their pupils. 

Tooretz had two synagogues — the small ’’New’’ Synagogue and 

the large old one (demolished and rebuilt between the two World 

Wars). Each one held services thrice daily, and in between young and 

old gathered for study of the Talmud or for reciting the Psalms. 

An assortment of cantors from among the inhabitants provided 

listening pleasure on the Sabbaths and holidays. 

The public bath-house and ritual baths were widely used. The 

Hospitality Society was concerned with providing lodging and meals 

for important wayfarers and visitors, among them the _ itinerant 

preachers and the emissaries sent by the yeshivot to raise funds. The 

Society also saw to it that no traveler passing through Tooretz and 

having to remain there for the Sabbath should be without food 

and lodging. Gad Slutsky, the chairman of the Society, was always 

the first to invite a guest, at the Friday night service, and thereby set 

an example for the others to follow. 
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A farewell party for Shmuel Eliezer Turetsky (Zvieli, at center), on his aliya in 1935. 

1935 niws AYON Indy °9p> rod. aw — (deeay) opey awe Oxinw> moon 

In 1934: (seated, right to left) Feivel Kaban, Zecharia Bernstein, Shmuel Eliezer 
Turetsky (Zvieli), Uri Shimonovitz, Dov Turetsky, Uri Yitzhak Yalovsky. (Standing, 
r. to 1.) Hana Velitovsky, Avraham Chitovitz, Moshe Yaacov Mendelewsky, 

Aharon Nagnivitzky. 
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R. to I.: Peshe Lubetzky, Zalman Hoffman, Mirl Bat Haim, Leizer 

Lubetsky, Yaacov Trembitsky (the tailor). 

Obrina, the avenue of chestnut trees on the way to 
Yeremitz. R. to |.: Miriam, Pinhas and 

Shulamit Mendelowitz. 
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lively and active institutions, amazing in the scope of their activities. 

The community organized a bank, a night vigil of the sick (to let the 

family get some rest); the young folks set up a circulating library 

of books in Hebrew and Yiddish, and at times they put on dramatic 

performances to raise funds for some public enterprise. Audiences 

gathered to listen to speakers on Zionist, Jewish and wordly matters. 

Elections — to anything: the Polish Sejm (Senate), community 

councils, Zionist bodies, and the like — always aroused a fervent 

flurry of excitement. The young people were particularly enthused, 

and they worked in the campaigns as though the success of the 

movement depended on their efforts. 

The men who had at one time attended a yeshivah met every 

evening for a "page of Gemara’ with the rabbi. This gave them 

tremendous spiritual pleasure. 

The focal point of the town were the two synagogues, where 

people came for prayer and also for public meetings. The synagogue 

was the ‘Parliament’ of Jewish Tooretz. The time devoted to the 

reading of the Torah was used regularly by the more avid '’Parliamen- 

tarians” to slip out into the corridor and there voice their opinions 

of what took place during the preceding week, anywhere in the world 

and, needless to say, in Tooretz. The formal matters of the com- 

munity were decided at meetings in the home of the Rabbi; these 

meetings were particularly lengthy on winter Saturday nights. 

Friday afternoon was homecoming time for many Jews of 

Tooretz who had been out all week peddling to the villagers. As the 

Sabbath arrived, candles sparkled in every home, and the streets 

were filled with Jews going to the synagogue — religious Jews, semi- 

religious Jews, all of them sharing this festive family occasion. In 

winter, the townspeople gathered again in the synagogue, after the 

meal, to listen to dissertations by the Rabbi. The young people had 

their own cultural group. 

Poor as the Jews of Tooretz were, they were always ready to 

give some of their meager means to charity. They aided each other 

tide over hard times. And they had a passion for study and learning, 

from the popular legends of the sages to the tomes of the Talmud. 

When we were young, we thought Tooretz was too confined. 

We dreamt about the big, wide world. Now, as we look back, we 

realize that, despite all its faults and shortcomings, our town 

possessed real spiritual values, which command our respect and 

intensify our yearning for that vanished world. 
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Mordecai Rozowsky 

family. Mordecai Rozowsky settled in Argentina and became one of 

the Jewish community’s cultural leaders (Kibbutz Neot Mordecai in 

Upper Galilee is named for him). The Lubetzky, Zagursky and Slutsky 

families were ardent community workers, until the Nazis put an 

end to them all. 

Dr. YERAHMIEL MARKOWITZ — Haifa 

TOORETZ, MY BIRTHPLACE 

In all my travels, my thoughts always go back to my home town, 

Tooretz, its streets and alleys, the modest wooden houses and the 

more pretentious brick homes. | remember its people, the hard- 

working artisans and the "'privileged’’ storekeepers, waiting for 

customers. 

Several of my townsmen made a living from writing Scrolls of 

the Torah, which were sent to America. These ‘scribes’ didn't earn 

much, but their work was steady. 

The Jewish community was one big family, sharing joys and 

sorrows, everyone turning out for a wedding or a brith, visiting the 

sick, and escorting the departed to their final resting place. And, like 

in a family, there were quarrels and disputes, usually about how 

the community would be run best. There was no such thing as 

indifference. 

Perhaps this is why Tooretz, so small in numbers, had so many 
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THE SAGES OF TOORETZ 

During the 19th Century, the rabbinate of Tooretz was famous 

for its sages and scholars. Among the best known were Rabbi 

Fliyahu Hayyim b. Nahum Rabinowitz, author of Aderet Eliyahu, and 

Rabbi Mordecai, author of Darkhei Emet. 

Another distinguished author, on matters of law and homiletics, 

was Rabbi Yitzhak Yosef Rabinowitz, who became the Rabbi of 

Tooretz in 1884, having served in the rabbinical court of Rabbi Yom 

Tov Lipman in the neighboring community of Mir; several of his 

manuscripts were published in the State of Israel. His son, Rabbi 

Shraga Feitel Rabinowitz, escaped to the United States on the eve 

of the Second World War and was named rabbi of a Brooklyn 

congregation. 

Rabbi Yitzhak Yosef Rabinowitz passed away at the end of the 

First World War and was succeeded by his son-in-law, Rabbi Shmuel 

Markowitz, a product of the Telshe Yeshiva. When Poland was taken 

by the Soviets, he fled to Wilno and perished, together with his 

family, in one of the roundups by the Germans in 1941. 

The Tooretz community, under the leadership of its rabbis, was 

suffused with the Jewish tradition of learning. The children received 

their primary schooling in the heder. Later on, religious education left 

some room for wordly knowledge, as well. In his memoirs, Israel's 

third President, Zalman Shazar, tells about the attempt to merge the 

two (Kochvay Boker, Tel-Aviv, 1950, pp. 84—82). He recalls a young 

"Talmud virtuoso’, also proficient in Russian, German, French and 

Arabic who moved to Tooretz from Yeremitz, where he was a tutor in 

the estate of a rich Jew. He maintained a sort of dormitory in his 

home for his students, and introduced a revolutionary system of 

education, Talmud plus secular studies. Shazar himself attended this 

school’ one month before his Bar Mitzvah, in 1902. 

Tooretz had two synagogues, a bath-house, purification bath and 

a cemetery, as well as several charitable institutions. 

Among the better known families in Tooretz was the Rozowsky 
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was from one to three zlotys for every Jew. This suggests that the 

Jewish community of Tooretz, in the second half of the 18th Century, 

numbered about 150 souls. 

The community grew appreciably in the course of time. The 

Jewish Encyclopedia published in Czarist Russia states, on the basis 

of the 1897 census, that the current number of Tooretz’s Jewish 

residents was 737, out of a total population of 1,616. Part of this 

community growth should be attributed to the ‘bill of rights’ granted 

to the Jews of Tooretz, as aforesaid, by Kashitz. This document, 

which granted Jews the right to settle in the town, to build homes 

and engage in commerce and the crafts, was discovered by chance 

in the archives of the Kashitz family about 20 years before the 

Holocaust, when the Jews needed proof of their right to permanent 

residence, in the course of court action they had taken against the 

Christian residents over the right to use the public pasture lands of 

the town. A copy of this document was furnished by the undersigned 

to the YIVO Institute in Wilno; it may, perhaps, be found in the new 

YIVO Institute in New York. 

The First World War marked a sharp turn in the life of the 

Tooretz Jewish community. Many families left the town and went 

to live in Russian towns, as they fled from the approaching battle- 

front; also, the Pale of Settlement decree had been lifted, at least 

temporarily. After the war, the town was annexed to the territory of 

the new Poland. As the Polish authorities began exerting economic 

pressure on the Jews, many Jewish families immigrated to countries 

across the sea. The number of Jews in Tooretz consequently dropped 

to a total of 550 souls, on the eve of the Holocaust. 

The Jewish community of Tooretz was destroyed in late 

summer, 1941. On Heshvan 13, 5702, the Nazi troops, aided by many 

local collaborators from among the Christians, rounded up the Jews, 

took them to the Jewish cemetery and there massacred all of them. 

Only a small group of males, fit for hard labor, was spared. They 

were taken to a labor camp in a town near Swershne. Some of them 

later escaped into the forest, to join the partisan groups fighting 

against the Nazis. Their remnants, scattered all over the world, many 

of them now living in Israel, are all that is left of our town of Tooretz. 
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the spacious park planted on it, named (the reason for it is not clear) 

"Schwinter Park’. This was not a natural rise but, as stated in the 

geographical dictionary of 1892, an artificial mound built up during 

the period of the warfare between the Lithuanians and the Slavs. 

Later (1747) a church was built atop the rise, first as a small wooden 

structure and later (1886) as an ornate stone edifice which cost 

all of 45,000 Russian rubles, according to the dictionary. 

For the next 150 years after 1772, Tooretz remained under 

Russian rule. It was included in the '’Pale of Settlement’, outside of 

which Jews were forbidden to settle anywhere in the Russian Empire. 

At the end of the First World War, Russia was forced to forego the 

western part of Byelorussia in favor of the new Poland. As a result, 

Tooretz came under Polish rule in 1921 and remained there until 1939, 

when the Russians again took over the western part by virtue of 

the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact at the outbreak of the Second World 

War. Since then, except for the German occupation (1941—1944), 

Tooretz has been within the borders of Soviet Byelorussia. 

The Jewish Community of Tooretz 

It is difficult to pinpoint the beginnings of Jewish settlement 

in the town. Its community records were probably burned in the fires 

which periodically swept the town. Some information may never- 

theless be garnered from various encyclopedias and collections, 

particularly from the records of Lithuanian communities gathered by 

the renowned historian, Prof. Shimon Dubnow, and from the Book 

of Lithuanian Jewry, published in Israel in 1960. 

These sources indicate that there was an independent Jewish 

community in Tooretz in 1566. The community existed up to the 

Holocaust, that is, 400 years. 

The relative size of the Tooretz community in its early days 

may be gathered to some extent from the amount of taxes levied 

on it by the Lithuanian Communities Committee, as part of the 

total sum of the per capita tax levied by the authorities of Lithuania. 

The geographical dictionary of 1892 states that, in 1717, Tooretz paid 

a per capita tax in the amount of 340 Polish zlotys. Prof. Dubnow’s 

records contain the proceedings of a conference called by the 

Lithuanian Communities Committee in 1752, according to which the 

Committee apportioned a head tax on the Tooretz community totaling 

215 zlotys. The register states that the amount of the tax then due 
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HISTORY OF THE TOWN OF TOORETZ 

Tooretz is one of the oldest towns in the region called Western 

Byelorussia. Centuries ago, this region was the arena of warfare 

between the forces of the Lithuanian principalities and the Slavic 

tribes under the protection of the large principality of Kiev. Situated 

on the highway between Lithuania, via Novogrudek, and the Slavic 

principalities, via Nisuyezh and Slutsk, Tooretz was at that time a 

fortified point in those inter-tribal struggles. 

An item in the Wohlin chronicles, dated 1276 (seven centuries 

ago), mentions the destruction of Tooretz by Wohlinian Prince 

Vladimir, in his war against Prince Giligin of Greater Lithuania. For 

some time thereafter, Tooretz was regarded as the possession of 

the Great Prince of Kiev. However, in the 14th Century, when Kiev 

was weakened by the incursion of the Tatars, the Lithuanians 

defeated the Slavic princes, and the Lithuanian Archduchy ruled the 

area until 1569, when Lithuania and Poland were unified under the 

name of the "Lublin Union’. As a result, the region came under the 

influence of the Poles, politically and militarily, even though Lithuania 

exercised some measure of autonomy over its territories after 

the unification. 

The Polish influence on Tooretz was such that already at the 

end of the 16th Century the ownership of Tooretz and its environs 

passed into the hands of the renowned Polish general, Hudkiewicz. 

His family retained ownership for 200 years, until the first partition 

of Poland in 1772, as a result of which Russia annexed to its empire 

all the territories of Greater Lithuania. After the annexation, owner- 

ship of Tooretz and its vicinity went over to the family of the 

nobleman Kashitz, which apparently enjoyed greater favor with 

the Russians than did the descendants of Hudkiewicz. At the end of 

the 18th Century Kashitz granted the Jews of Tooretz a ‘'privilege”’ 

("bill of rights’), the details of which are given below. 

Evidence of the Tooretz fortifications, in the early period, is 

furnished by the high rise of ground in the center of the town and 



made this publication possible, | shall mention only the help by S.L. 

Hoffman of New York, who has done so much to keep our societies 

alive, to his very last day. 

We cannot but take note of the marvel of Jewish history, in 

that, at the very moment that our people was so sorely stricken, to 

the point of almost complete annihilation in the European disaster, 

the State of Israel came into being, not only to rescue the remnants 

but also to revive Jewish sovereignty, restore the pride and greatness 

of the Jewish people, and vindicate the eternality of Israel. This is 

part of the covenant which the Almighty made with our forefathers, 

that the seed of Jacob shall endure forever. 

Let us therefore enshrine in our hearts the memories of our 

fathers and mothers and all the generations of Israel. Let us continue 

with the propagation of our heritage and thus bring nearer the comfort 

of the redemption which the Lord G-d of Israel holds for His people. 

Menahem Ab, 5738 

Rabbi Zvi Markowitz 



INTRODUCTION 

Many are the motivations which bid the survivors of the 

Holocaust create memorial volumes and books of remembrance, to 

eternalize the communities destroyed in the disaster. 

These volumes are of tremendous significance. Many writers, 

in depicting the calamity which overtook the European shtetl, 

regrettably emphasized its negative aspects, with the result that 

their readers, particularly the young people, obtained a false picture 

of these thousands of Jewish communities. This accounts, in no smal! 

measure, for the negative attitude which the younger generation 

bears toward its immediate past. A balanced presentation of all the 

aspects would therefore render an important service to the future 

strength and cohesion of the Jewish people everywhere. 

Such a presentation would bring to light the life of the small 

Jewish shtetl in all its grandeur, as well as quaintness — the mani- 

festations of brotherhood and mutual aid, the institutions of Torah 

and learning, of welfare and physical health, the orphanages and old 

age homes, public baths, wayfarers’ lodges, banks and free loan 

societies, visitations of the sick and burial of the departed. It would 

portray the Torah personalities and the simple folk, the purity of the 

Jewish family, the role of the Jewish mother, the assistance given 

to needy brides, the upbringing of the little orphans. 

These volumes will provide future historians with the true facts 

about the Jewish shtetl. These volumes are also the monuments to 

the great and the small, the leaders and the flock. 

Few are the survivors who once called Tooretz and Yeremitz 

their home, and the means available to them are limited. We there- 

fore hesitated for a long time before deciding on the publication 

of this volume. At long last, thirty-five years after the destruction 

of our communities, we are bringing forth this Book of Remembrance. 

| trust that the readers of this volume will find that our Publica- 

tion Committee and Editorial Board have done justice to our martyrs 

and to our towns. Much effort and work has gone into preparing the 

material for publication, by a handful of dedicated townspeople This 

volume is primarily the fruit of their labor. Among these who have 
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IN MEMORIAM 

As the reader of this section will readily note, the English 

presentation is much briefer than either the Hebrew or the Yiddish, 

due to considerations of space. At the same time, an effort has been 

made to present a comprehensive view of the Jewish communities cof 

Tooretz and Yeremitz, from the early days to the last, so as to allow 

future generations to dwell on the character and makeup of the old 

Jewish shtetl, its scholars and plain people, the odd and the quaint, 

content with their lot in their life-time and hallowed martyrs in their 

death. 
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