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PROLOGUE


My grandmother, born and raised in the small Ukrainian town of Kostopol, told the story of her experiences before and during the Holocaust only once and only to me.1 In 2009, I curled up on the couch in her study, pressed “record” on a small cassette player, and said, “Tell me about your life. I want to know everything.”

Despite my grandmother talking for hours that day, I really did not learn very much about her life. Her storytelling was achronological and discursive, and I was, to my regret, more focused on her experiences during the Holocaust than I was in hearing stories about her life before. Eager to learn more, I located a copy of a book called Sefer Kostopol, whose Hebrew title means “Book of Kostopol,” and had it sent to me.2 When the book arrived, it was carefully packaged, secured in brown paper that was then covered by a thick layer of bubble wrap. It was sent as a precious object, with a sticker reading “FRAGILE” on the outside packing. When I opened the parcel, I immediately noticed the scent of the book, slightly musty and vaguely woodsy; it smelled like an old library or a used bookstore. I ran my hands over the cover, touching the bold black Hebrew print, and was surprised by its significant weight when I picked it up. The rich cream-colored pages were silky smooth and thin. I turned them slowly; I had a sense that if I was very careful and very lucky, some essence of my grandmother would emerge from these pages, that she had to be here among the almost four hundred pages that make up this book.

Sefer Kostopol is a yizker bukh: a collaboratively authored memorial book devoted to the life and death of Kostopol, one of the thousands of Jewish communities destroyed during the Holocaust.3 There are over one thousand of these place-based volumes, each written to memorialize a small village or large city decimated by the Nazis and their collaborators and to pass collective community memory to descendants of both the victims and the survivors.4 As Arie Lerner, the editor of Sefer Kostopol wrote, the volume was not created as an objective monograph, in which authors “choose the material they want according to their discretion and present the testimonies and other documents in their own style and according to their taste” but, instead, as a container of memory, in which an editor “must approach the documentary material available to him with heart and compassion—out of respect for the memory of the victims of the Holocaust and out of maximum consideration for the sensitivity of their relatives who survived the fire.”5

All yizker bikher are both books and objects, and each contains text and images that work in tandem. Their narratives consist of vibrant descriptions of everyday life before the Second World War and—only toward the very end of the typical volume—individual and communal experiences during the Nazi era. Sefer Kostopol, for example, includes material ranging from an essay that describes the town’s six taverns in detail (“the fourth tavern, which belonged to Hersh the Elder, was the poorest tavern,” and “the sixth tavern was … the only one where you could have a real meal”) to an accounting of the nicknames most common among the Jewish community (many were based on occupations or places of origin, but others were more personal, such as Ephraim the Blind or Zalman the Fool; my great-grandfather Jontel was listed as “Yom Tov,” which means “good day”), from descriptions and memories about the synagogues, cantors, and schools to recollections about the town’s important lumber trade and sawmills.6 The chapters about the Holocaust constitute just under 15 percent of the volume (57 of the 386 pages) and include essays about the events that unfolded in Kostopol, as well as individual testimonies. Equally present in so many of the books, including the Kostopol text, are visual artifacts, such as maps, sketches, photographs, and documents from prewar daily life. The visual components of these volumes illustrate the particulars of what was lost. They constitute a different form of testimony, one that emerges from the memorial nature of yizker bikher.7

On one of my early journeys through Sefer Kostopol, I closely read the captions of the photographs. I was particularly drawn to images of children and young adults, hoping to learn more about what life in Kostopol would have been like for my grandmother. Less than halfway through the book, I found a relatively informal photo with a caption that read, “A class at the Polish state school, 1927” (figure P.1).8 The caption has a parenthetical also, which is unusual. It says, “In this class there were several Jewish students; the one on the extreme left is the Ukrainian Shpilkin, who served the Germans and carried out the massacre of Kostopol Jews.” Over one hundred pages into the volume, and there was this picture—just like so many others, showing young people, both Jews and Ukrainians, dressed casually, comfortable enough to lean in toward one another, except in this photograph there is a murderer.

[image: A black-and-white photograph of a group of twenty-one students and their teacher. The photo was taken outside, and the students are arranged in two rows, with their teacher in the center.]
Figure P.1. “A class at a Polish state school, 1927,” Sefer Kostopol, edited by Arie Lerner (Former Residents of Kostopol in Israel, 1967), 123.


Still, I have a difficult time writing about the power of this image. There is nothing violent in it, no sign of what was ahead for the young people who posed together one day in 1927, fourteen years before the Germans occupied Kostopol. Instead, it shows how personal the betrayal and violence of the Holocaust were, how exceptionally ordinary the perpetrators could be.

There is also a map, drawn and labeled from memory by Yaakov Cherlin, a survivor of Kostopol; it is the first image that readers of Sefer Kostopol encounter as they open the book (figure P.2). Contributors to the volume would probably have been familiar with it; it was included in the prospectus that explained the memorial book project to the surviving Kostopol Jews. The Book Committee of the Organization of Kostopol Expatriates in Israel, which wrote a brief overview to the prospectus, explained that it was “attaching to this brochure the map of Kostopol, which will surely evoke sad thoughts about a community that was and is no more.”9

[image: A hand-drawn map, labeled and annotated in Hebrew, that includes roads, buildings, open fields, and other landmarks, with numbered points corresponding to a legend at the bottom left. The map features a directional arrow indicating north and highlights significant locations, including the synagogues and schools, with small sketches.]
Figure P.2. Yaakov Cherlin, map of Kostopol, Ukraine, in Sefer Kostopol, edited by Arie Lerner (Former Residents of Kostopol in Israel, 1967), 8–9.


The map was designed, then, as a way to help the Jewish remnants of Kostopol reanimate what no longer existed; it was not a wayfinding tool in the literal sense but was designed to help survivors of the community navigate their memories of space and place. It serves a similarly metaphorical purpose for the next generations: It does not have the ability to guide us around current-day Kostopol but does allow us to imagine the world as it once was.

As a granddaughter of a survivor of this town, I see this map as a different sort of tool, one that allows me to visualize where I come from and offers me the chance to find my way back to my grandmother. When I indulge my most magical thinking, I imagine that I can see the paths she walked, the places she loved, the people who shaped her. Because it is a map of the past, designed to forestall the memory death of people and places that no longer exist, it may be seen as sacred or, perhaps, “secularly sacred.” If sacrality points to an object that is regarded with reverence, and secularity to a worldly object, not necessarily connected to religion but certainly to the past—and to the violent deaths of so many—which demands its own form of respect, then the memory map created for this yizker bukh certainly bridges and connects these planes, the sacred and the profane, the religious and the secular. Created to honor Jewish Kostopol in this way, it fulfills the Jewish commandment of zachor, remembrance, itself a sacred obligation, a duty, and a connective thread across the corpus of yizker bikher.10

It also, of course, is a map of a place that was destroyed. While it cannot be used for navigation in space, it certainly can help to navigate through time, as a memory map of a lost home. Nevertheless, the map offers a range of information about prewar Kostopol. Many of the locations included were those that supported the community as a whole: the fire station and town council building, the factories, mills, and markets. Five schools can also be seen: the Tarbut (secular, Zionist) school, the vocational school, and three folk schools. Easily identifiable on the map are a soccer field, three synagogues, and two churches.11 The map highlights the fact that the community remembered is not “just” Jewish—Kostopol was home to both Jews and non-Jews, who lived, worked, and prayed, if not together, then certainly as neighbors. The map also allows me to understand the spaces my grandmother told me about; I can find the synagogues, the dirt roads, and the train station where she left for school with her friends each day.

The map is what might be described as temporally imaginative: It was made to highlight aspects of prewar Kostopol, but the ghetto—not formed until 1941—was included, drawn as a relatively small rectangular space on the northeastern side of the map labeled with the word “ghetto.” Located next to two of the three synagogues, the ghetto is surrounded on three sides by what appears to be either fencing or barbed wire. And while the interiors of most of the blocks look as if they are covered in grass or other vegetation, the block where the ghetto was situated appears lifeless, barren. It also shows mass graves, located on the southwest and northeast corners of the map, drawn as deep black ovals with ragged edges and white lettering.

I have traced the borders of the ghetto and the outlines of the graves with my finger countless times; each time, I whisper the Shema, the first prayer I remember my grandparents teaching me.12 This central Jewish prayer reaffirms my faith in God, and I recite it in the name of so many. I do this because my family was murdered at the edge of one of these graves and because only fourteen Jews who were in the Kostopol ghetto survived the war; my grandmother and her father were two of them.13 This tiny ritual makes me, somehow, feel closer to my family. It is my own enactment of the way that Sefer Kostopol operates as a kind of matzeyve, a gravestone, the way the concreteness of the map enables memorialization.

If the class photograph with the Ukrainian boy Shpilkin forces me to consider the depths of betrayal that took place during the Holocaust, and the memory map allows me to imagine Kostopol as it once was, the memorial photo album included after the necrology, the list of the dead, illuminated all that was lost. The photographs included were most often casual, indicating that they were from family collections. There are images of families, friends, and small children, all who were murdered during the Holocaust. Moreover, the album is arranged much like the photo albums I have on a shelf of my bookcase, containing captioned images from my childhood. Many of the pages in those albums, captioned by my mother, include photographs of my grandmother—the reason I came to Sefer Kostopol in the first place.

In some ways, I firmly believe that this book was meant for me; yizker bikher were largely written for “future generations,” and I am among those who are the descendants of Kostopol. As an artifact of remembrance, however, this precious volume leaves me wanting more. I want to know where my family lived and if my grandmother’s friends Manya and Riva lived close by. I wonder if anyone in my family knew Shpilkin, or others, in the class photo from 1927. I am curious about the differences among the synagogues and how many people used the soccer fields. The book—through both the information it conveys and the questions it raises—invites me to imagine my grandmother’s lost world. And I can do this, can imagine, but it often slips through my fingers, and holding onto the traces remains difficult. In the end, the book does not do the impossible thing I most want it to do: It does not help me find my way back to a place I will never know and a person I wish I could speak to again. Instead, it offers glimmers of that lost world, and that in itself is something powerful and important.

My careful and repeated readings of Sefer Kostopol, and my enchantment with its form and construction, led me to the research contained in this book. Because yizker bikher are memory texts rather than history books, scholars have largely overlooked them. It is my hope that this book shines a bright light on these invaluable sources and brings them into the conversations about prewar Jewish life, the Holocaust, and the ways survivors wanted to be remembered.






Introduction


The Second World War destroyed thousands of Jewish communities and six million Jewish lives. In its aftermath, survivors of the Holocaust sought to reclaim the memories of what they lost. One critical way they did this was by collaboratively writing yizker bikher, memorial books, devoted to the lives and deaths of the Jewish communities of eastern Europe. Created not as objective histories but as portable containers of memory, yizker bikher are both books and objects, and they contain text and images that work in tandem. They comprise rich descriptions of everyday life before the Second World War: institutions, folklore, mythology, idioms, memoirs, biographies, and—only toward the very end of any given volume—individual and communal experiences during the Nazi genocide. Equally present in the books are hand-drawn maps, sketches, religious iconography, photographs, and documents from daily life.

Over one thousand of these volumes exist, written to memorialize the hometowns of the writers and to pass collective community memory to descendants of both the victims and the survivors, as well as to serve as a perpetual global reminder of the Holocaust.1 Yizker bikher are composed of both individual and collective memory; they are memory texts that collapse time and space, combine and compress events, and merge past and present. Each book contains information about prewar life, religious beliefs, politics, social class, and the spaces and places that made up a town. They also offer first-person accounts of the Holocaust, giving readers insight into daily life during the years of the German occupation. The narrative effort to reanimate the past, its places, and its people, alongside the photographs, hand-drawn memory maps, and recovered documents from before and during the war, was a significant attempt to forestall the short span of memory. The volumes actively work to reconstruct the past and express truth about lives that were cut short. In this way, yizker bikher are compelling because they offer readers a simple, devastating idea: Something was there, and now it is not. Through the books, survivors invite readers to become witnesses to the past.

The corpus of yizker bikher represents an extraordinary effort against oblivion. The most important accomplishments of these books were to confer dignity to the dead and to fight against memory death. Contributors to yizker bikher sought to create an everlasting memory and to avoid the complete erasure that seemed a possibility after the horrors of the war. The books are a metaphorical ner tamid, an eternal light, a symbol of Jewish constancy in the face of destruction. Each volume is also a form of protest that stresses the urgency of survival, continuity, and history. Through this lens, yizker bikher are a concerted effort to reclaim humanity and accountability. Each is a lament against death, powerlessness, and the calamitous outcomes of an ideology of hatred. Readers of the volumes become aligned with writers who demand both remembrance and justice. The survivors refused to accept the destruction of people and culture; they also refused to accept the status of victim.

Each memorial book generally takes one of three names, which point to slightly different purposes. All of the volumes include the name of the town being memorialized. The town name is preceded by words such as yizker bukh, indicating that the book served as a substitute for the traditional memorial service; sefer, suggesting that the book is to be regarded as a holy text; or pinkes, meaning the book is a substitute for the lost town chronicle.2 Most volumes serve all three purposes: They preserve the names of the dead, chronicle important people and events in a given town, and include stories and essays that honor a way of life that was destroyed during the Holocaust.

This book argues that these remarkable documents, taken individually and as a whole, have been overlooked by the scholarly community and demand renewed attention.3 As we enter a postsurvivor era, these volumes fight against sedimented ways of engaging with the past, drawing readers in to colorful, vibrant scenes of Jewish life, the recurrent cruelty and murder inflicted by Germans and their collaborators on Jews, and the meaningful ways survivors wished to remember their lost loved ones and hometowns. Further, an examination of yizker bikher serves to reshape the landscape of how we understand the Jewish experience after the Holocaust. Survivors, contrary to the persistent “myth of silence,” were angry; they mourned the loss of their homes; and they wrote to remember, judge, and grieve.4

Postwar yizker bikher do not represent the first Jewish memorial books; long before the Holocaust, Jews wrote narratives in remembrance of destroyed communities. In the Middle Ages, memorial texts were authored in response to attacks on Jews in the Rhine region, and in the early 1900s, similar books appeared in response to European pogroms.5 It is the scope and volume of post-Holocaust yizker bikher, however, that set them apart as unique, almost miraculous. After 1945, as the war and mass migration scattered survivors across multiple continents, they managed to find one another, share recovered documents and photographs, and write, edit, and publish these paper monuments in the aftermath of the violence, displacement, and trauma they had only recently encountered.6

In the wake of the Holocaust, existing mutual aid societies for immigrant Jews from the same central and eastern European hometowns, called landsmanshaftn, generally organized and produced yizker bikher. Many landsmanshaftn were formed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to help immigrants get their bearings after their arrival in their new country. The primary destinations for the émigrés were the United States, Palestine, Canada, Argentina, and South Africa.7 The financial resources available to individual landsmanshaftn varied, depending on the economic situations of their members. As a result, size, scope, and professionalism of the yizker bikher varied, too; they range from amateur paper pamphlets published in displaced persons camps to elaborate, multivolume editions edited by professional historians and published decades after the Holocaust. Some volumes focused on individual towns, some focused on larger cities, and still others memorialized entire regions or even countries.8

Each book reflects common Jewish religious practices. These are foundational to the genre; yizkor is the name of the Jewish service that remembers the dead. The language in the books also is loaded with religious meaning. For example, during the fifteenth century, the ideas of kiddush hashem (dying for the sanctification of God) and kodesh (martyr) were first used to describe Jews who were killed for refusing to give up their religion; these terms were applied to those who were murdered during the Holocaust throughout the corpus of yizker bikher.9 She’erit ha-peletah (surviving remnant) is another biblical reference that is used repeatedly across yizker bikher. Contributors commonly refer to the Holocaust as the khurbn, the destruction, alluding to the destruction of the Holy Temple, considered, along with the Holocaust, the most devastating crime committed against the Jewish people. Similarly, writers of the volumes referred to the Nazis as Haman and Amalek, biblical enemies of the Jews. The Mourner’s Kaddish, the prayer for the dead, is embedded in yizker bikher repeatedly, ensuring that prayer is a central element of the books.

Yizker bikher were not only influenced by religious writing; they grew out of two related-but-different forms of secular literature that were developed throughout prewar eastern Europe: khurbn-forshung (destruction writing) and alltagsgeschichte (history of everyday life).10 The demarcation between these strands of writing, in many ways, is difficult to locate because they are so thoroughly intertwined, not only temporally and geographically but methodologically. Critically, both khurbn-forshung and alltagsgeschichte asked all Jews, regardless of background, to become zamlers, collectors, of artifacts and documents that facilitated the writing of Jewish history “from the inside.”11

The documentation of anti-Jewish violence and destruction is found in the earliest Jewish liturgical writing, but it was reshaped in the modern era. In the wake of the 1903 Kishinev, Russia, pogroms, the poet and ethnographer Nachman Bialik’s widely read long poem In the City of Slaughter brought worldwide attention to the atrocities.12 Two decades later, the vast archives of evidence gathered in the immediate aftermath of the 1918–1921 Ukrainian pogroms were instrumental in the acquittal of Sholem Schwarzbard, a Jewish poet who assassinated Symon Petliura, the individual responsible for the pogroms.13 Historical documentation, then, was established as an important, even necessary, response to destruction.

Yizker bikher were not only an extension of the prewar destruction writing; they were also influenced by the historical and ethnographic scholarship that flourished in the early part of the twentieth century. These impulses are best seen in the creation of the Yidisher Visnshaftlekher Institut, the Yiddish Scientific Institute, or YIVO, founded in Berlin, Germany, and Vilna, in present-day Lithuania, in 1925. YIVO was committed to fostering Jewish life in the diaspora and supporting the development of a rich, secular Yiddish culture.14 The goal for the YIVO historians was to “do history” in a new, less traditional way: Rather than focusing on the Jewish elite, they aimed to create a history of everyday life. In order to create a history of common Jewish people, YIVO cultivated a large group of dedicated zamlers to gather oral histories and material objects from those who lived across eastern Europe and encouraged all Jews to document their lives in their own words. Simon Dubnow, instrumental in documenting the pogroms in Kishinev and Ukraine, also inspired this collecting; he envisioned that the objects and documents gathered by the zamlers would be maintained in an archive. Once established, this archive would preserve Jewish culture, encourage Jews to engage with their history, and make it possible for emerging scholars to study the daily life of eastern Europe’s Jewish communities.15

YIVO, headquartered in Vilna, soon opened branches throughout eastern Europe, as well as one in New York City. Within and between the branches of YIVO, historians and writers developed a transnational scholarly apparatus that ultimately survived the Holocaust. YIVO scholars published prolifically, and their work was read in newspapers and journals across the Yiddish-speaking world.16 Critically, the YIVO historians saw themselves as public scholars and, as such, wrote for the educated Yiddish-speaking public. This intellectual vibrancy was animated by their choice of language: Yiddish was a folk language, of and for the people. YIVO historians, then, saw their readers as both creators and consumers of historical and cultural knowledge and engaged them in those dual roles. This commitment to public scholarship was so strong that in 1935, Dubnow contrasted historians at the Hebrew University and those at YIVO by saying, “The difference is clear. There—research for specialists; here—for every thinking person.”17

The work of YIVO continued—and took on increased importance—as the Nazi occupation swept across eastern Europe. Those who were familiar with YIVO methodologies established archives in their own places of imprisonment, including ghettos in Bialystok, Kovno, Lodz, Vilna, and, perhaps most notably, Warsaw. In the Polish capital, the YIVO historian Emanuel Ringelblum and his colleagues collected official documents, diaries, questionnaire responses, essays, poems, stories, and photographs, which they carefully concealed in milk cans buried beneath the ghetto.18 Their archive, one that contains evidence both of the atrocities committed by the Nazis and of the Jewish life that persisted within the ghetto, is evidence of the commitment of all Jews, not just historians, to write their own history.

A small group of historians trained in the YIVO tradition survived the Holocaust and, soon after their liberation, began to engage the surviving remnant of European Jewry in the process of writing their own history. Before the war, they had never focused their work solely on calamity, and their everyday approach to history writing was unchanged even by the overwhelming loss wrought by the Nazis. The historians were not alone in their desire both to document life and to gather evidence of atrocity; they noted that a large number of survivors were involved with projects of remembrance and commemoration.19 Many of these memorial projects grew into yizker bikher, with their rich descriptions of all aspects of Jewish life, stark testimonies to Jewish destruction, and carefully collected artifacts, such as photographs, artwork, and maps.

Perhaps because of the roots of yizker bikher in both religious and secular traditions, they fall into an academic gray area. Ignored by scholars as romantic, nostalgic volumes, they have rarely been considered as works worthy of serious study. The early scholarly appraisal of the volumes is one key reason that academics largely dismiss these postwar memorial books. For example, in 1955, the historian Jacob Shatzky concluded, “Love for the subject one is researching should always go with competence. Unfortunately, one cannot say this about the present work.”20 In the decades following Shatzky’s review, other historians offered additional critiques, including a lack of both objectivity and factual knowledge, as evidenced by the historian Abraham Wein’s 1973 assessment that “in several instances, the sloppiness of the editing is very blatant, and there are signs of carelessness in the handling of documents.”21 He continued, explaining that “more than once, a book has been printed without any distinction between factual material and articles that speak only of grief and agony.”22 As a result of these reviews (and others like them), yizker bikher were set aside as sources unworthy of academic consideration.23

But yizker bikher are neither primary nor secondary sources; they are not documents of the Holocaust, nor are they “objective” monographs. Instead, they are “mosaics of stories” in which contributors attempted to be both accurate and reverent; they are “the often eloquent voices of simple people determined to preserve a glimpse of a world they knew, loved, and lost.”24 Although the corpus of books has, at times, been dismissed as a nostalgic form of fiction, the mourners who contributed to the volumes were committed to the faithful re-creation of their reality. And in order to do this—to faithfully re-create reality—the books needed not only to testify to destruction but to illustrate the texture of life before the catastrophe.

The collective nature of the memorial books meant that there were often multiple accounts of the same event that independently verified one another. Interested in better understanding the process of creating the volumes, the historian Jack Kugelmass and the anthropologist Jonathan Boyarin sent a survey to yizker bukh editors.25 The survey asked if the editors “consider the individual articles and the overall picture as constituting a historically valid record,” and “if it is distorted in certain respect, how so and why.” One anonymous editor, who edited over twenty books on his own and coedited several others, responded with the following:


I am against the contention that the memorial books do not contain genuine historical material. On the contrary. The authentic material, very close to the truth, can be found only in the memorial books. I would say perhaps even more than in the historical books. Why? Because they are written by living witnesses, people who experienced it themselves.

[The imprecisions and distortions] in no way diminish the deeply thought out, and also objective descriptions, even if they are personally expressed.… The future historian must decide, must choose, must segregate, and because so many memorial books have appeared, he can compare them. That is his task. The task of these people is to tell what they remember. What these Jews tell—is what comes from their hearts.26



In other words, the personal essays were not intended as history but as memory texts.

The editors of Sefer Radomysl highlighted the memorial nature of their book in a different way: When stories conflicted with one another, they included both. They acknowledged, “We are conscious of the fact and still have left it without comments. What matters most,” they argued, “is that in spite of the contradictions, integrity is being preserved.” The editors wanted to ensure that “the whole atmosphere is there.”27 They valued capturing the essence, or quality, of places and people rather than creating a more objective record. The goal of illustrating the spirit of a place is, or should be, what scholars and researchers see as central to the genre.

Despite the fact that editors of yizker bikher never claimed that their books were objective histories, the genre was dismissed, and the scholarly discussion was effectively closed; this book aims to reopen that conversation. It examines volumes that had multiple contributors, were published in Israel, America, or Argentina, and contain rich visual material and varied narrative structures. Ultimately, I worked with approximately 280 books in either their physical or digitized form. Hundreds of yizker bikher have been digitized and can be easily accessed through the New York Public Library and the Yiddish Book Center, and many have been translated in whole or in part on a Jewish genealogy website called JewishGen.28 Because there are so many volumes, I initially focused on books published before 1980 about towns in Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belarus.29 Over time, however, I found myself looking at larger swaths of books in order to understand and analyze their components. For example, my work with memory maps led me to consider hundreds of digitized books, some of which became more central to my work overall.

While the digitized volumes grant researchers easy access to the text of yizker bikher, the electronic form necessarily precludes a study of the material qualities of each volume and, further, eliminates many of the qualities that make them unique as textual objects. As a result, I examined physical yizker bikher at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, the Wiener Holocaust Library in London, and the University of Pennsylvania’s Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Studies in Philadelphia. At all three, I relaxed the boundaries of my study to work with volumes categorized as memorial books by the institution, regardless of year published or geographical focus. Ultimately, I worked with around one-quarter of the corpus, made up of any volume catalogued as a yizker bukh by the New York Public Library, the Yiddish Book Center, the Katz Center, the Wiener Library, or the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.

This book argues that yizker bikher are important—and understudied—accomplishments of reanimation of prewar Jewish life, condemnation of the Germans and their local collaborators, and memorialization of the people, places, and ways of life destroyed during the Holocaust. It is organized into six substantive chapters. The first three chapters orient readers with the history and materiality of yizker bikher. Chapter 1 situates the genre within the (primarily) Yiddish cultural and intellectual milieu of the interwar years and examines two yizker bikher published in New York after the Ukrainian pogroms of 1918–1921. Chapter 2 focuses on the challenging process of conceiving, organizing, and creating a memorial volume in the wake of the Holocaust. Chapter 3 examines the material and visual qualities of yizker bikher, including their covers, bindings, paper quality, maps, and photographs.

The next three chapters demonstrate three core functions of yizker bikher: reanimation, condemnation, and memorialization. Chapter 4 illustrates the idea that survivors wanted to remember—and to be remembered for—their lives and the vibrant communities they were a part of before the Second World War and the Holocaust. After an examination of excerpts from yizker bikher, this chapter is anchored by a “narrative tour” of the imagined town of Heimish that draws on content from across the corpus of volumes. Chapter 5 argues that contributors to yizker bikher wrote in order to name the guilty and to document their crimes. Rather than considering “perpetrators” or “collaborators,” they wrote about “Nazi vultures,” “bloodthirsty beasts,” and “German murderers.” They sharply and directly indicted their neighbors who collaborated with the Germans, as well as “the enlightened world” that turned away from the ongoing atrocities. The essays, images, and documents in the yizker bikher therefore form an archive of evidence to the crimes committed in thousands of towns across eastern Europe. Chapter 6 focuses on the memorial aspect of yizker bikher. Each book was created as a portable matzeyve, a portable gravestone, through both its form and its substance. Publishing committees, editors, and contributors created repositories of memory, honoring people and places destroyed during the Holocaust.

This book offers one path through the rich corpus of yizker bikher, illustrating that the volumes reanimate prewar Jewish life, constitute archives of evidence that document the events of the Holocaust and clearly apportion blame, and serve as sacred objects of memory that honor the people and way of life destroyed. The conclusion suggests a number of other paths scholars might follow in the future when considering the corpus of books. As yizker bikher become the subject of further research, they will undoubtedly continue to reshape our collective understanding of Jewish life, death, and survival in and around the Holocaust.







1
Written in Blood and Marrow



Yizker bikher are part of a long Jewish tradition of documenting both life and destruction, one that dates back to the destruction of the First Holy Temple in Jerusalem. And while it is not necessary to travel quite so far back in time to understand the form and function of post-Holocaust memorial books, it is useful to begin at the turn of the twentieth century, when Jewish ethnographic and historical writing were taking shape. During these years, Jewish life across eastern Europe underwent a dramatic transformation. Whole communities were “casting off the old and taking up the entirely new.… People ceased to be observant and adhere to the received old customs.… They only seldom told the beautiful old folktales, and the entire past started to be forgotten and little by little vanish.”1 Jewish historians, ethnographers, and writers traveled throughout the Pale of Settlement (a western region of the Russian Empire encompassing part of modern Poland, Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, and Moldova) to document the “legends and tales, full of spiritual content, poetic beauty, and rich imagination,” previously only “received and transmitted from mouth to mouth, from generation to generation,” before they were lost.2

The writer and ethnographer Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport, who used the pen name S. An-Sky, was among those dedicated to documenting Jewish life in the Pale.3 Best known for his play The Dybbuk, An-Sky was raised in a poor, religious home but grew into a committed populist. Between 1912 and 1914, he and a small team of ethnographers and photographers undertook a vast project called the “Jewish Ethnographic Expedition,” visiting approximately seventy communities in the Pale and ultimately collecting thousands of folk stories, legends, customs, and superstitions, taking hundreds of photographs, and acquiring more than seven hundred objects of Jewish tradition and ritual.4 An-Sky hoped to use the stories and artifacts from the expedition as the basis for the first comprehensive ethnographic study of the Jews of the Pale. Though he did not, ultimately, accomplish this, his work “helped preserve fragments of a civilization wiped away by subsequent wars, revolutions, and genocide.”5

An-Sky was interested in Jewish communities, ways of life, and people; he wanted to document the Jewish past in order to influence the Jewish future using the tools of ethnography, history, and folklore. He was particularly concerned with the poor, tight-knit communities of the Pale as the “unique locus of authentic Jewish culture and Jewishness.”6 In essence, An-Sky believed that as Jews embraced a more secular culture, they became cut off from their traditional, religious roots. Despite his sense that the Jews of the Pale were becoming unrooted, he did not seek to foster a return to old ways of life; instead, he wanted to use his work to help Jews create new ways of being, to use their past to build their future.

An-Sky’s impact outlived him, influencing Yiddish history writing through the present day. In fact, the first yizker bukh published in the United States was directly shaped by An-Sky’s vision of Jewish history and ethnography. Khurbn Proskurov, Yiddish for “The destruction of Proskurov,” published in 1924 in response to the pogroms carried out by Symon Petliura in Proskurov, Ukraine, is “considered to be the first of the modern memorial books or yizker bikher, which would emerge as a full-blown genre in the wake of the Holocaust.”7 The foreword to the volume was written by Abraham Rechtman, born in Proskurov in the late 1800s and a member of An-Sky’s exhibition team. Rechtman’s later work, particularly his magnum opus about the An-Sky expeditions, Jewish Ethnography and Folklore, provides a lens through which to understand Khurbn Proskurov and, by extension, the yizker bikher that followed its publication.8

Rechtman devoted a chapter of Jewish Ethnography and Folklore to “Communal Pinkesim,” explaining that “the pinkes is the mirror of folklife from previous generations.”9 “Every incident, no matter how small or large, which took place in the life of the community” was recorded in the pinkes; it was “the community’s memorial book, … a memorial for future generations.”10 Each eastern European Jewish community had a constellation of pinkesim, from the central pinkes hakahal (community notebook or community register) to those kept by synagogue treasurers, judges on the rabbinical courts, and the wide range of trade unions. Entries in a pinkes were relatively haphazard, with notes and entries from different years sometimes appearing on the same page.11 As a result, some pinkesim were organized chronologically, and others thematically. Regardless of the system of organization, the pinkes “served as a repository of collective memory and as a textual link in the chain between the community’s past and future.”12

Moreover, the pinkes, Rechtman noted, “was always considered to be a holy object.”13 He described the material qualities of pinkesim, writing that they were bound in “beautiful leather, gilded with gold, in the same format as large Gemaras, often even longer and wider.… The title page of a pinkes as well as the first letters of every new paragraph containing the rules were decorated with extraordinarily beautiful ornamentation and illustrations. Often, each individual page of a text was adorned with a hand-drawn frame, painted with exquisite artistic images, in various color schemes.14 From this description, it is easy to interpret the material qualities of Khurbn Proskurov, to see the ways in which it, too, was conceived as a pinkes.

Rechtman’s comparison between the material qualities of the pinkes and the form of the Talmud, which he referred to as the “Gemara,” is particularly applicable to the chronicle of the pogrom, the only chapter in Khurbn Proskurov written in both Yiddish and Hebrew.15 The pages of this chapter are laid out like pages of the Talmud, with columns of wrapping text, notes about the context, and additional biblical quotes (figure 1.1). The text closest to the binding is written in Yiddish (indicative of the primacy of the language), with the Hebrew nestled inside.

The artistry of Khurbn Proskurov is similar to the “extraordinarily beautiful ornamentation and illustrations,” with some individual pages “adorned with a hand-drawn frame,” of those that Rechtman found within pinkesim. The title page and the page that introduces the necrology, the list of the dead, are a pair, illustrating the enormous loss expressed in the book (figures 1.2 and 1.3, respectively). The frame around the title page is ornate, busy with flowers in bloom on their vines, and formal in style. The necrology, on the other hand, is framed by empty vines inelegantly looped around the border. The language used on these pages, too, mirrors itself: The title page mentions the “holy souls who perished”; the necrology refers to “those killed as martyrs.”16

[image: A black-and-white page of text framed by a simple border with two columns of text, one in Yiddish and one in Hebrew. At the bottom of the page is a footnote, also written in both Yiddish and Hebrew.]
Figure 1.1. A page resembling the Talmud, Khurbn Proskurov (New York, 1924), 12.



[image: A title page is ornately and symmetrically framed by a floral border. The title is in large font along the top center of the page in Yiddish.]
Figure 1.2. Title page, Khurbn Proskurov (New York, 1924), n.p.



[image: The page that starts the necrology is framed by a border made up of a looping pattern.]
Figure 1.3. Necrology page, Khurbn Proskurov (New York, 1924), 75.


The content of the memorial volume on the whole is evocative of a community pinkes. The structure is relatively simple: (1) the foreword, (2) an account of the pogrom, which ends with photos and names of children orphaned as a result of the violence, (3) fifteen short eulogies for individuals/families and an alphabetical necrology, and (4) a description of the Proskurov Relief Organization in America. Contributors to post-Holocaust books employed a powerful, poetic writing style similar to that found in the pages of Khurbn Proskurov and a similar book structure, with one key difference: Postwar volumes almost always include essays about prewar Jewish life.

Rechtman’s foreword gave shape to the tone and style of Khurbn Proskurov, and his ethnographic training was evident in his rich, descriptive prose. He wrote of “malicious gossip” and “foolish tales of hatred and enmity against Jews” that lingered “until the Revolution broke out,” at which point Jewish “hearts filled with radiant hopes over a bright, happy and beautiful future.”17 Describing the outbreak of the massacre in Proskurov, Rechtman wrote that, “like thunder in a fair sky in the middle of a beautiful, fair bright day … the bloodthirsty Petliura and his bestial crew threw themselves suddenly, like wild beasts, upon our frightened, defenseless brothers and sisters.”18 He concluded his brief foreword with an urgent plea, drawing on the Jewish tradition of lamentation, to remember those who “lived and—before their time—were cut off,” writing,


And their blood cries out to us from the depths of their graves with a thousand resounding voices: Don’t forget us! Remember us from time to time. Tell about our life and death to your children and grandchildren, to the coming generations.19



Rechtman’s words are closely aligned with those of his mentor, S. An-Sky, who wrote in the foreword to the Jewish Ethnographic Program that “our past, soaked with so much holy blood and so many tears shed by martyrs and blameless victims, sanctified by so much self-sacrifice, is disappearing and being forgotten.”20 Unlike the forgetting that An-Sky highlighted, Rechtman’s involvement with Khurbn Proskurov indicated his own commitment to memory.

After this appeal, the editors of the volume once again mark Khurbn Proskurov as a sacred object with an image of a gravestone bearing the word “Yizkor.” Beneath it is a quote from the book of Isaiah referencing the docile, silent manner of “a lamb that was led to the slaughter” and a directive to readers: “every year on the anniversary read this to your children and grandchildren.”21 The connection to the yahrzeit, the anniversary of the death of so many Jews in Proskurov, points to the holy nature of the book.

Immediately following the image of the matzeyve is a chapter called “The Destruction of Proskurov.” Written by Alter Groyser and Zusya Vohl, it spans the next twenty pages of the book. The authors began by grappling with the idea that “the simple folk were, as usual, absorbed in his own business and no one listened to—or observed—anything that was happening around, to the rumors of a storm borne from afar that was coming closer to us, bringing death and destruction.”22 They did not see that “the terrible misfortune, the frightful sorrow and fury, were steadily coming toward us too.”23 These words, perhaps, give context to the quote from the book of Isaiah found on the drawing of the tombstone that precedes this section, which reads, in its entirety,


He was maltreated, yet he was submissive,

He did not open his mouth;

Like a sheep being led to the slaughter,

Like a ewe, dumb before those who shear her,

He did not open his mouth.24



The helplessness expressed in this verse—and the fact it was included in Khurbn Proskurov at all—might seem, at first, an insinuation that the Jews of Proskurov played a role in their own murders. When considered alongside the notion that even as violence was coming closer to Proskurov the Jews believed that they would survive, however, it becomes an observation about human nature: the stubborn sense of hope that allows us to imagine ourselves safe.

The authors went on to include a haunting account of the massacre of the Proskurov Jews, beginning with an explanation that “the murderers mostly used cold weapons, swords, spears, and knives, while they only used the hot, shooting weapons in case somebody tried to run away. This was so that the shooting would not be heard on other streets.”25 There are gruesome details about the ways the murderers tortured their victims before they died, painting a horrifying picture of the terror that swept through the town. Groyser and Vohl also, though, highlight the fact that “there were many Christians who hid Jews in their homes and others who placed themselves at the doors of Jewish homes and told the haidamaks (members of the Ukrainian Cossack paramilitary) that Christians lived there. Thereby they saved many Jews from certain death.”26 “The murderers,” they wrote, “were cowards”: “Where they merely imagined a suspicion of resistance, they passed by the house and did not stop.”27

The protection of Jews by their Christian neighbors during the pogroms was an anomaly—one that Groyser and Vohl recognized. Within the harrowing description of the pogrom in Proskurov, the authors discuss the fate that met the Jews of Felshtin, a neighboring town, and the role their Christian neighbors played in enabling the massacre. They explained that in Felshtin,


the Christian inhabitants of [Felshtin] helped by indicating where the Jews were hiding and also helped rob and plunder Jewish possessions. The few Christians who helped some Jewish survivors from [the town] and took them out in the fields, did this for large sums of money. They took everything from them, leaving them in the field poor and naked. In this regard, things were different for us in Proskurov.28



Not only does the form of Khurbn Proskurov resemble that of a pinkes, but the specificity of its content does as well. One poignant reminder of the close-knit nature of Proskurov is seen in the description of orphaned children. The authors explain that because “the bloody massacre left behind a horrible heritage of 960 orphans, … the exhausted, bloodied community exerted itself and, with its last strength, founded three orphan homes in which 200 of the beaten down orphans, for whom no redeemer or friend had been found, were accommodated.”29 The children who were cared for in each orphan home are pictured, and the photographs are captioned with the name of each child, as well as the names of their parents. The authors stress the obligation of the members of the Proskurov landsleyt, writing,


We are all obliged, and especially the relatives of the orphans, to continue to perform the holy duty of helping them to develop until they are grown and meet the world like honest, fine and civilized people of whom their parents would not be ashamed.

People from the Proskurov region!! Do your duty! If not for the sake of the unfortunate orphans, then for the sake of the honor of their holy parents.30



The idea of a Jewish nation in the diaspora, then, was evident in this early memorial volume; the borders of Proskurov expanded to include all those born in the community, no matter where they might have traveled. Taken as a whole, Khurbn Proskurov had almost all of the ingredients of later yizker bikher, including a personal, emotional foreword, a detailed account of the violence, a necrology, and a description of life after the pogrom. As noted, the only “core” aspect of postwar volumes that it omits is a reanimation of prepogrom life.

When Khurbn Proskurov was published in the United States, Yiddish culture was flourishing across eastern Europe. In 1925, Yiddish was the lingua franca of roughly three-quarters of the world’s Jewish population, and this language formed the basis of an identity that transcended the divisions among Jewish communities, creating a more cohesive culture.31 YIVO was founded within this fertile interwar environment, envisioned as an institution that would unite diaspora Jews “instead of a government” by focusing on eastern European Jewish life.32

As YIVO scholars began to plan their work, they encountered the same challenges that An-Sky, and Dubnow before him, faced: a lack of written primary source material for their work. Continuing down the ethnographic path forged by An-Sky and his compatriots, YIVO initially sent scholars on trips to document and collect folk material, though budget constraints quickly put an end to that. As a result, YIVO cultivated a vast network of zamlers as part of their Ethnographic Section. Between 1926 and 1929, thousands of zamlers were organized into zamlerkrayzn (collectors’ circles), primarily focused on collecting folkways for YIVO’s Ethnographic Commission. Ultimately, there were zamlerkrayzn in 163 cities, which, collectively, succeeded in gathering fifty thousand items of folklore that were accessioned by YIVO.33 YIVO’s zamlers came from all walks of Jewish life, from teachers and students to manual laborers and merchants. Those who volunteered for the Ethnographic Commission sought to gather “the treasures of Jewish folk creativity” that, they feared, were on the verge of being lost with the passage of time.34 They worked to collect folktales, holiday customs, and more recent experiences, such as memories of life during World War I.

Another division of YIVO, the Psychological-Pedagogical Section, used a series of questionnaires to gather information about past and present schooling and about the lives of children more generally. Importantly, the section encouraged teachers to treat zamling, collecting, as a natural part of the teaching and learning process and to engage students in the work. The involvement of Jewish children in the zamling process served two purposes: The section received valuable folkways, such as children’s stories and games, and YIVO was able to cultivate the next generation of zamler-scholars.35

In January 1933, YIVO opened its headquarters in Vilna. Soon after, the building was “bustling with activity, filled with scholars, schoolchildren, and workers coming to consult or supplement the valuable material that filled its storerooms.”36 With the opening of YIVO’s first exhibit, Jewish Social Movements, almost five thousand visitors arrived each week, and special hours were added for school (and other) groups.37 By 1936, YIVO was such a popular site that it needed to set aside visiting hours for guests to tour the building. An article in Yedies, a Yiddish-language newspaper, stated that “people come from all countries and parts of the world, and as they arrive in Vilna, they first of all [travel] to YIVO.”38 Though YIVO was geographically centered in Vilna, its Yiddish-speaking audience was spread across eastern Europe and well beyond, from North America to South Africa. Zalman Reisen, a central figure in the institute, explained that YIVO functioned as “a means of organizing Jewish creative energy across countries and borders, a point of connection for all the dispersed parts of our people, the intellectual ingathering of the exiles for the international Yiddish nation.”39

Throughout the 1930s, YIVO expanded its reach through a range of initiatives, all of which had three common goals: to collect data in the form of survey results and analysis for the institute, to engage more people in its work, and to foster a positive self-identity among Jews.40 It developed programs specifically for young people, including a youth autobiography-writing contest and academic sessions for emerging scholars, that sent the message that the next generation had a part to play in addressing contemporary problems. Moreover, workshops for teachers, classes, and public exhibits attracted thousands of people to the Vilna headquarters. Beyond these programs, YIVO also increased publications intended for its global audience. YIVO Bleter (YIVO pages) was created with a broad readership in mind, and columns like the “Question Box” invited engagement between readers and YIVO staff.41 The Bleter had a truly international audience, with readers in the United States, Argentina, South Africa, and Australia.42

In the years immediately preceding World War II, YIVO refocused on the importance of scholarship in times of crisis, on khurbn-forshung. As early as 1933, Emmanuel Ringelblum proposed that the Historical Section collect material on the gzeyres Hitler (Hitler decrees), and in 1937, when the Warsaw Friends of YIVO celebrated the opening of the building in which they would work, they urged Jews “not to throw down one’s hands, not to become tired.… Don’t fall into resignation and despair.”43

It was in this era of well-known and well-developed Yiddish scholarship that the Felshtin Zamlbukh, the “Felshtin Anthology,” was published.44 Like Khurbn Proskurov, this pre-Holocaust yizker bukh, published in New York in 1937, was designed as a portable matzeyve to honor the Jews who were murdered and the way of life that was destroyed in the Petliura pogroms. Also like Khurbn Proskurov, the Felshtin Zamlbukh began with an extended account of the pogrom. Before the harrowing description, however, is a list of “those killed in the pogrom” compiled by Felshtiner Jonah Baum.45 It is not simply a list of the murdered; the entries also include notes about how the individuals or families were killed and the age of the victims. The list of the dead is nine pages long and includes comments such as, “Yaakov Kagan, son of Shlomo, stabbed at home with a bayonet, 15”; “Fridel Kum, famous for his quips and quotes, his wife and their grandchild, a tiny baby”; “Yosel the Redhead’s son, Chaim”; and “Susia Goldman, Hirsch’s (Son of Shmuel) wife Tuva Goldman, son of Pinchas, all shot near bathhouse, 18.”46

The accounting of the dead ends with an apology, which reads, in part, “It is certain that about a quarter of the number of victims of the massacre are missing. May the unmentioned saints and their living relatives forgive us for not mentioning them in this book.”47 Baum included an extended description of the process through which the list was created, writing at several points about his dismay at not being able to account for all of the murdered Felshtiners and explaining that some of the survivors did not help with this project. He reconsidered his disappointment, however, upon receiving a letter from a survivor of the pogroms, Shmuel Landau. The letter explains why he was unable to help with Baum’s endeavor. Landau wrote,


You ask me to help you create a list of those who perished, and the biographies of our sisters and brothers—the Petliuran martyrs. Believe me, I wanted to do everything for our collection book. But I’m afraid to go to work. Let me tell you my bitter secret: my dear Jonah! From the terrible experiences, at that time, during the massacres in Proskurov and in our Felshtin, I was left with a serious illness. They call it “hysteria.” After dawn, when I remember those terrible days, I fall into hysterics, so that I tear my hair out of my head, scream with loud voices.… I’m always ready to assist in the work on the book, but not in this work. God knows I can’t … I can’t.48



In the Felshtin Zamlbukh, Baum then wrote that “we certainly forgive our beloved friend Sh. Landau, perhaps we need to forgive all the Felshtiners for not wanting to participate in the work of the collection book. Who knows, maybe nothing more than broken shards remained of them either.”49

Following the list of the murdered, the Felshtin Zamlbukh has three parts, “The Massacre,” “In the Old Home,” and “In the New Home”; like the later post-Holocaust yizker bikher, only about one-third of the volume is dedicated to the period of destruction. Rather than an example of khurbn-forshung alone, this volume—and the hundreds that emerged in the wake of the Holocaust—is a model of An-sky’s ethnographic endeavors and the alltagsgeschichte approach that was adopted by YIVO. Perhaps as a result of the efforts made by the editor and book committee to gather as much material as possible, the Felshtin Zamlbukh included a range of material, such as letters, first-person accounts, official documents, photographs, and art.

While Khurbn Proskurov visually resembled a community pinkes, the Felshtin Zamlbukh was designed with illustrations that help tell the story of Felshtin Jewish life and of its destruction. Among the standout features in the Felshtin Zamlbukh were the illustrations made by Notte Kozlovsky, a well-known illustrator of Yiddish children’s books. Along with his other illustrations, Kozlovsky created a map that was used in various ways throughout the volume. The impressionistic map, showing a sun-drenched, peaceful town, first appears at the start of the volume (figure 1.4).50 While not many buildings are recognizable, it is an image of religious inclusivity, showing, for example, both synagogues and churches. The same map is used as an introduction to “The Massacre,” except here the map is seen on a scroll, pierced through by a bayonet (figure 1.5).51 It appears as if the letters that form the title are dripping, evocative of either blood or tears, perhaps both. The scroll, reminiscent of a Torah, is damaged, torn around the edges, and dirty with what looks like ash.

The engaging nature of the art by Kozlovsky belies the terrifying content of the text. One haunting example of this content is an essay called “The Thirteen Questions Regarding Ritual Purity,” written by Rabbi David Novoseller.52 His piece begins with an explanation: “After the pogrom, recuperating after having been severely wounded, I was asked 13 questions regarding ritual purity. The names of those asking the questions and the answers I gave are not important to anyone.” Rabbi Novoseller included each of those thirteen questions, some of which are about laws governing Jewish burial:


When the Petlurists were coming up to the attic where we were hiding, my brother and I escaped through the chimney and ran away. After the pogrom, we returned and went up to the attic. We found a pile of flesh, hacked and cut to pieces, which could not be recognized as having been a human being. We did not know whether or not it was our father whom we left behind in the attic. Should we bury this flesh near our mother, whom we found murdered on the frozen river? …

While we were fleeing, the Petlurists grabbed my wife and killed her in the street. Pigs ate her flesh. After the pogrom, with my last bit of strength, I came out of hiding and drove away the pigs. I found a few pieces of flesh far from her body. Should I bury them in her grave?53



[image: An illustrated map depicts the layout of Felshtin. Visible on the map are roads, forests, open spaces, and clusters of houses. Some important landmarks, including two churches and two synagogues, are drawn in more detail.]
Figure 1.4. Notte Kozlowsky, map of Felshtin, in Felshtin Zamlbukh, edited by Jonah Baum (First Felshtiner Progressive Benevolent Association, 1937), n.p.


[image: An illustration of a scroll with torn edges shows the map of Felshtin pierced by a bayonet. Hebrew text along the top of the scroll reads, “The Massacre.”]
Figure 1.5. Notte Kozlowsky, “The Massacre,” in Felshtin Zamlbukh, edited by Jonah Baum (First Felshtiner Progressive Benevolent Association, 1937), 23.


Others raise questions about the guilt of survivors:


We were eight people hiding in a cellar. My nursing baby was crying loudly. I kept pressing my breast into his mouth, but it did not help. They pleaded with me to keep him quiet, but I could not. I said, “You take the child and do whatever you want.” They all shouted in unison, “Heaven forbid, we won’t touch the child.” Petlurists soon came into the cellar and murdered everyone, including my child. I am the only one they did not kill. Now Rabbi, my conscience is tormented. I cannot sleep. I am sure that I was the cause of their deaths.…

Seven o’clock in the morning Samosenko gave his pogrom speech to his 800 soldiers saying, “In the name of God, whoever lets a Jew bribe him to spare his life is a traitor. We will drown our enemies in Jewish blood and revive our pride! Last night you did what you pleased, now you do Batko [Father] Petlura’s will!” My son pulled out his revolver and wanted to shoot Samosenko, but I did not let him do it. Now that this calamity befell our people, I feel that maybe, if I had let my son kill Samosenko, the pogrom would not have happened.54



Amid these haunting questions, Rabbi Novoseller includes one question that he did, in fact, answer:


“Rabbi! We buried your wife and your two little girls. We found a large piece of flesh from a leg. After examining your wife and daughters, we saw that their legs were intact. Whose is it, and where do we bury it?” I replied, “That flesh is from my own leg. Bury it together with my wife and daughters.”55



These questions represent the brutality of the attacks, the ruptures they caused, and the ultimate (if painful) survival that some of the Felshtin Jews found. Both rupture and renewal are themes that run through the text of the Felshtin Zamlbukh, as well as through Kozlovsky’s art. The pair of images that end “The Massacre” and begin “In the Old Home” highlight these ideas (figures 1.6 and 1.7, respectively).56 The first of these illustrations immediately follows the hundreds of pages of harrowing accounts of the atrocities. It shows Felshtin in ruins, with buildings that appear to be smoldering. Rising from the rubble is a skull created from the smoke and ash; it is an image of death. The next image, on the other hand, has the words, “In the Old Home,” written on a sunlit scroll that runs across the top of the page. This scroll, unlike that found on the opening image of “The Massacre,” is intact and unmarred—there is no destruction here. Under the title is an open book, drawn as if the pages are turning, moving readers back to the beginning of the volume. This illustration is a signal, alerting readers to the change in content and tone that they are about to encounter. It gives the illusion of traveling back to a more peaceful time, offering readers a chance to see all that was destroyed during the pogroms.

[image: An illustration depicts a skull emerging from flames. Below the flames, a silhouette of destroyed buildings and ruins is visible.]
Figure 1.6. Notte Kozlowsky, image of destruction, in Felshtin Zamlbukh, edited by Jonah Baum (First Felshtiner Progressive Benevolent Association, 1937), 254.


[image: An illustration features an open book with visible text and detailed pages, placed on a dark surface. Above the book, a scroll reads, “In the Old Home,” written in Hebrew. Light emanates from behind the banner.]
Figure 1.7. Notte Kozlowsky, “In the Old Home,” in Felshtin Zamlbukh, edited by Jonah Baum (First Felshtiner Progressive Benevolent Association, 1937), 256.


Editors of the hundreds of memorial books published after the Holocaust made sure that their volumes focused on the vibrant life that existed before the catastrophe—an approach that was modeled by Jonah Baum, the editor of the Felshtin Zamlbukh. The section about life in Felshtin before the pogrom contains thirty-five essays and spans over three hundred pages.57 The essays are wide-ranging, touching on the natural and man-made landscapes; the history of the town; the economic, social, and religious environments; common medical treatments; and personal memories of daily life. In contrast to the violent language used in “The Massacre,” the essays included “In the Old Home” are warm, nostalgic, and inviting. Readers are introduced to the people and places that made Felshtin “home” for those who lived there.

The final section of the Felshtin Zamlbukh is called “In the New Home.” It contains six essays about the Felshtin landsmanshaftn in the United States.58 There were a variety of organizations that Felshtiners formed, such as the Felshtiner Alliance, the Felshtiner Club, and the Felshtiner Relief Committee, and their activities and accomplishments were catalogued and included in the memorial volume. At the end of this section is another image that uses the map found on the title page of “The Massacre.”59 Here, though, the map is no longer tattered or evocative of violence. It appears enveloped in clouds and seems to have floated through time and space to alight on a city below. It is coming to rest on Manhattan, recognizable by its skyscrapers. Kozlovsky illustrated a bridge between past (Felshtin) and present (New York), with text that reads, “Felshtiners in the world” (figure 1.8). This image shows the connection between the old home and the new, between the older generations and those born in the United States. It illustrates a continuity of culture regardless of geography or temporality.

[image: An illustration split into two contrasting sections. The top section depicts Felshtin with open fields, houses, and churches, surrounded by clouds. The bottom section shows New York as a cityscape with tall buildings, crowded streets, and a figure standing among a mass of people. Between the two sections appears large Hebrew text, reading, “Felshtiners in the World,” bridging the village and the city.]
Figure 1.8. Notte Kozlowsky, “Felshtiners in the World,” in Felshtin Zamlbukh, edited by Jonah Baum (First Felshtiner Progressive Benevolent Association, 1937), 666.


In the “Short Resume” that serves as the English introduction to the volume, Jonah Baum wrote,


When the shocking news of the Pogrom reached us here, we … were prostrated with grief.…

What were we to do? The dead were beyond all aid. It was the living who called for our help.…

We immediately set out to do all we could.… We formed a relief committee to collect funds.…

Each memorial day reopened our own wounds.… To Dr. Jehiel Kling, all credit is due for the idea of this book as a monument to the massacred Jews of Felshteen.60



This gives additional meaning to Kozlovsky’s illustration, developing it into a powerful metaphor that extends beyond this volume—it is a symbol of the link between old and new that was seen in the postpogrom books and that would be seen in the hundreds of yizker bikher produced after the Holocaust.

Two years after the Felshtin Zamlbukh was published in New York, Germany invaded Poland. YIVO continued its work in Europe through 1941, even as several key figures, including Max Weinreich, Jacob Lestchinsky, and Elias Tcherikower, left Europe for the United States between 1938 and 1940.61 In New York, these historians ensured that the work of the institute continued, and once the enormity of the destruction became clear, they committed themselves to documenting the catastrophe. In the immediate aftermath of the war, YIVO enlisted zamlers to gather survivor testimonies from displaced persons camps across Europe, and YIVO historians wrote and published scholarly pieces about the scope of the Holocaust. In addition to documenting destruction, YIVO continued its work of preserving the Jewish past.62 Because eastern European Jewry was largely obliterated during the Second World War, prewar immigrants became a source of stories, photographs, and objects from the old country.

Ultimately, though the process of creating a yizker book was emotionally and practically taxing, survivors and prewar émigrés saw the publication of the memorial volumes as an important way to honor their loved ones, as modeled by Khurbn Proskurov and the Felshtin Zamlbukh. They contributed essays and photographs, time, money, and emotional labor in order to produce portable matzeyve, paper tombs, worthy of the vibrant lives that were ended before their time. Moreover, they added links to the “golden chain,” building on the long lineage of Jewish liturgical writing and documentation of destruction.63







2
Restore with Printer’s Type



Like so many eastern European Jews who were living in Palestine during the Second World War, Tuvia Nisengarten, originally from Staszow, Poland, “had no illusions about the fate of the town” but held onto hope that some of his family managed to survive. When the first Holocaust survivors arrived in Israel in 1945, however, he felt as if “the abyss opened up under [his] feet.”1 It became immediately clear to Nisengarten that practical support for survivors was needed, and he and other prewar émigrés from every small town and large city across eastern Europe “dedicated themselves to the mitzvah of saving lives.”2 Landsmanshaftn worked to collect money, build homes, and create community centers in Israel and other countries of resettlement.

Only after the urgent task of resettling survivors was well under way, those who did not experience the horrors of the Holocaust firsthand gathered to listen to “every word that came from the mouths of the isolated survivors” and struggled to find some way to memorialize all that was lost. As Nisengarten explained,


We sat up for entire evenings with the new olim, and many suggestions (not fully articulated, to be sure) were raised, whose essence was to create a memorial to perpetuate the memory of Staszow. These took various forms: a perpetual lamp; gathering archival materials, documents and books connected with the history of the Staszow Jewish community; a location for meetings and gatherings; and the like. But the ideas lacked substance.3



Prewar émigrés and Holocaust survivors, together, grappled with how to honor their loved ones and hometowns. Some, like the landsleyt from Bolechow, planted trees; the book committee noted, “900 trees were named for victims whose names were given to us by their relatives. 100 trees were in memory of the anonymous victims who left no relatives to perpetuate their memory.”4 Others built monuments or created memorial plaques for cemeteries in Israel and the United States. These monuments, though, raised questions in the minds of some survivors, like Baruch Laskin, the former secretary of the Zinkov Society, who asked, “What is the purpose of erecting this monument? Is it possible that we built it only so that we, here in America, should remember the terrible catastrophe that happened in Zinkov?”5 The editorial board of Radzivilov; sefer zikaron echoed this idea, writing that “the monument is silent, its agony locked up within the marble.”6

Nachum Margolin, a member of the book committee for Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Meytshet, also expressed his concern that a memorial stone would not adequately honor all that was lost during the Holocaust.7 He wrote, “The small marble plaque on Mount Zion in Jerusalem would have been the sole monument that in the future would remind us, our children and descendants” of life in Meytshet before and during the Holocaust without their yizker bukh. Margolin went on to say, “The entire bundle of life in Meytshet throughout the previous generations … would have been forgotten and buried along with those dearest to us in the pits of the ‘Chwojnik’ that absorbed their pure blood—had this book that lies before us not been written.” Moreover, Sefer Meytshet would be “a form of a great, powerful eulogy that had never been said over the graves of family—for there are no graves.”8 Memorial books, then, were created to “revive memories of the community,” and the idea to build these paper tombs spread across landsmanshaftn, eventually becoming “the custom in Israel.”9

Once the decision was made to create a yizker bukh and book committees were formed, one of their first tasks was to write and circulate a short prospectus for the proposed volume. The prospectus, sent to all members of the landsmanshaft, was a way to communicate the plan for the project, solicit financial support, and ask for contributions in the form of “lists, memoirs, letters, and pictures about the life of Jews, including information about people, institutions, factions, societies, and organizations.”10 Newly formed committees explained that they wanted to organize collaboratively authored volumes to honor their loved ones and lost communities. On the first page of the twelve-page prospectus for Sefer Zikaron Weilun, the committee wrote,


The Weilun memorial book must be a reflection of our former home, which was so brutally destroyed and erased. In the book of remembrance, all moments, events, adventures, and experiences need to be expressed. Different facts, good deeds, memories, figures, and types. Let nothing be forgotten: days of sadness, days of joy, and hope for a better tomorrow.11



After this introductory page, the remainder of the pamphlet contained material that was representative of the types of essays the committee hoped to receive, including community anecdotes, historical overviews, descriptions of important people and institutions, and personal accounts of the Holocaust. On the back cover, the committee included a mailing address for contributions, along with additional information:


The Weilun book is being prepared for printing. In order to complete the book, you are asked to contribute:




a)material and photographs about the old home,

b)a list with the names of all dead, which will be included in the book with a special mention without any charge, and

c)eulogies of deceased relative. Price of a whole page—with or without an image—is $60, and half page $30, a quarter page $15.12



It took ten years after the prospectus was circulated for Sefer Zikaron Weilun to come to fruition.

Moving from prospectus to publication was a challenging process, and it makes sense that after the Holocaust, landsmanshaftn relied on the familiar pattern of the pinkes as a model. Editors and book committees wanted to create lasting documents memorializing the lives and communities that were destroyed, and the pinkes, with its patchwork collection of topics, forms of text, and systems of organization, was a natural model.13 Some editors were explicit in their desire to create their memorial volume in the style of the pinkes. For example, Eliezer Yarushalmi, the editor of Pinkes Navadorek, explained, “The pinkes is a type of link in the chain of pinkesim that were customary in Jewish communities. They consisted of reports and documents of all the happenings in the community.”14 Pinkesim consisted of more than just reports and documents, though. “They were vessels of tears and blood, of the few celebrations and the many sorrows that people experienced, as well as comments about good deeds”; they were “a testimony and a memorial to the Jewish communities.”15 Yerushalmi continued with an explicit articulation of the connection between the town’s prewar pinkes and the post-Holocaust memorial book, writing that “the present pinkes, the Navadorek Pinkes, is here to tell the orphaned generation and generations to come all that the community experienced from its very beginning hundreds of years ago until its terrible destruction.”16

Bezalel Baler, the editor of Pinkes Kovel, expressed his belief that the Kovel landsleyt would be familiar not just with the concept of the pinkes but with its significance. He explained, “[I am] sure that … the people of Kovel, wherever we may find ourselves, will know how to judge the value of this pinkes which we have published. We shall preserve it as a dear and holy possession, with the same importance and even holiness with which the Jews of Kovel preserved through so many generations the pinkes of our town.” The preservation of Pinkes Kovel was so critical because it “is the only remnant that remains of our beloved hometown.”17

The memorial books, whether envisioned as a pinkes, a sefer, or a bukh, were embraced as a meaningful, even holy, form of commemoration. Contributors and book committees conceptualized them as a way to fulfill the sacred obligation of zachor, remembrance. Because of this, editors approached their task “trembling, with holy awe, and with a sincere feeling of responsibility,” and many agreed to step into their role only with great reluctance.18 Elhanan Ehrlich, the editor of Sefer Staszow, recorded his discomfort in his introduction to the book. He wrote,


And at this point I should make a confession. In the month of March 1959, when the Publication Committee asked me to undertake the collection, preparation and editing of material, I was taken aback not so much by surprise as by the very idea. I did not feel myself worthy of this holy and difficult task.… I could not make up my mind whether to agree or refuse.

However, two attempts to entrust the editing to talented and suitable persons, not from our town, both failed. That made matters even worse. Yet I consoled myself with the thought that the two persons in question were both complete strangers to all that had once made up Staszów, whereas I had known every detail about it. This was no trifle in a task of such a kind, and might even atone for any lack of talent and experience.… And so finally, fully aware though I was of my own limitations, I agreed to undertake this task.

I must aver that I approached the task praying and hoping that I might not fail, that I might show no bias but be as objective as was humanly possible. I have set out to give a faithful picture of Staszow which is engraved in our common memory.19



Ehrlich was aware of his limitations (real and perceived) and, still, undertook the project precisely because of its weight and meaning.

The introduction to Sefer Staszow, immediately following Ehrlich’s editorial remarks, adds context to the process of publication of the volume. Shlomo Heimann, on behalf of the publication committee, explained that ten years prior to publication, survivors from Staszow met to determine “the best way of preserving memory” of their loved ones and hometown. They “knew that there was nothing to compare with a book that, by means of its words and pages, can contain and present the living essence and death throes” of Staszow.20 Despite this knowledge, many were reluctant to undertake the project because of the challenges they anticipated. While they did move ahead to complete their memorial book, Heimann felt obligated to “stress that the achievement of this difficult objective was made possible thanks only to the obstinacy and boundless devotion of a handful of people who by slow, patient and ant-like labor overcame both the technical difficulties and spiritual doubts.” He takes special care to point out a particularly painful challenge, writing,


Much toil has been devoted to expanding the circle of participants, and not without success. Yet it should be noted that those from whom we expected most were the ones who disappointed us most bitterly. Some, indeed, did not reply at all. This was an important element in our difficulties and also caused a great deal of time to be wasted.21



The absence of some “expected” contributors was noted throughout the corpus of postwar yizker bikher. Ezekiel Erlich, a member of the book committee for Sefer Ostrovtsah, explained that the volume


went through many a crisis and caused frequently feelings of despair and depression, almost wiping out the hope of ever publishing the volume. The initiators of the idea, especially the first amongst them, our colleague Zafriri (Morgenlender), had many of their illusions shattered owing to the indifference of the Ostrowce Jews in Israel and in the Diaspora.



It took “nearly two decades” from the conception of the volume until its publication, and—even then—the editorial team was “aware that more was omitted than included.”22

The disappointment and sorrow expressed by the editors of Sefer Staszow and Sefer Ostrovtsah echo that of Jonah Baum, the editor of the prewar Felshtin Zamlbukh. In the 1937 memorial book, Baum wrote,


It was difficult for us to collect and prepare this book. It was even more difficult to compile the list of those killed. The list was intended as the most important part of our book. And yet we did not succeed, as we had hoped to collect and immortalize all the martyrs of Felshtin.… To this day, we cannot in any way explain the real reason why the Felshtiners kept silent on our heartfelt request.23



Baum ultimately forgave those who did not help compile the list of the dead and considered that the survivors of the massacres in Felshtin were, perhaps, “nothing more than broken shards.”24 Rather than a tone of understanding, though, the contributors to postwar yizker bikher largely conveyed their frustration with their necessary omissions. Perhaps this was because the task of those who participated in the creation of the post-Holocaust volumes—approximately one thousand editors and between seven and eight thousand writers—was larger in scale than anything the editors of Khurbn Proskurov and the Felshtin Zamlbukh could have imagined.25 While the earlier books were created to remember, honor, and grieve for loved ones and neighbors who were murdered, as well as to condemn the guilty, the postwar books had an additional purpose: to reanimate the towns and culture that were destroyed. The staggering scope of the loss demanded the cooperation of everyone with a connection to their bygone world.

Certainly, as Jonah Baum pointed out in 1937, the process of creating a yizker bukh was an emotional one, and editors, contributors, and members of book committees had to grapple with existential questions. In Khurbn Glinyane, published in 1946, Irving Goldstein, the chairman of the Emergency Relief Committee for Gliniany and Vicinity, wrote, “Shall I weep over the complete devastation of the land of my home, or shall I try to perpetuate the beauty and spiritual meaning of my childhood memories?”26 Goldstein leaves his audience with a clear understanding of how close to his subject he was; he acknowledges his despair over the annihilation of his home and his desire to perpetuate his “childhood memories.” With these words, Goldstein acknowledges that he was creating a memory text—from childhood memories, no less—rather than a historical source.

Fourteen years after Goldstein struggled with how to present his community to the world, Moishe Fuchs raised a similar question in Yisker-bukh fun der Tshekhanover yidisher kehile. He asked,


Have we, in full measure, fulfilled our debt to the previous generations of Ciechanow Jews and the last destroyed generation? Have we, as necessary, brought into this yizker book the types and characters of simple Jews, of community leaders, leaders of the generation, idealists and fighters for national and human freedom with which our small Jewish community was so rich?27



The grief of losing so much, and the responsibility of properly honoring so many loved ones, is clear. Fuchs saw his participation in the Ciechanow yizker book as an obligation, a moral imperative, as a “debt to the previous generations” that he wished to pay in full. He juxtaposed the secular and religious natures of his hometown, poignantly noting that his “small Jewish town” was “rich” in fighting for “human freedom.” Fuchs eloquently expressed that while Jews were striving for common, human freedom for others, they were murdered precisely because they were Jewish.

Around the same time as Moishe Fuchs expressed his grief, Arye Margolis, the editor of Sefer ha-zikaron le-kehilat Ostrov-Mazovyetsk, also acknowledged the burden of honoring the dead, writing,


How does one take written material and restore with printer’s type their Jewish life, the process of the tragic destruction in our dear old home, where we were born, brought up, and spent our best years and which therefore demands a memorial from us for future generations?28



This author lost his home and the places where he made his memories; he recognized that “printer’s type” will never adequately replace what was taken. He referred to his “dear old home” and the place where he spent his “best years.” Like Irving Goldstein and Moishe Fuchs, this author alerted readers to the idea that it was impossible to look back on the past without seeing, first, the destruction that ended it.

Yizker bikher were not “just” repositories of emotion and memory created by survivors and prewar émigrés; editors and book committees wanted their books to be read. They frequently stated their goal of transmitting knowledge of their community to future generations. For example, the editor of the Kitever yisker-bukh notes in his introduction, “This written-down tombstone for Kitew serves as a shining memorial for the martyrs. This book should be present in the house of each and every landsman. Our children should learn about the martyrology of our town and its martyrs and always remember about them.”29 When scholars consider the volumes today, the implicit assumption may be that the books were written solely for the descendants of survivors and victims, although a close reading suggests that the authors of yizker bikher expressed some ambiguity about who should read and absorb their accounts and lessons. The Kitever passage highlights a tension about the intended audience. Taken literally, “children” suggests direct descendants. In a broad sense, however, the argument can be made that “children” refers to future generations of Jews, or simply future generations.

Future generations, however defined, were not the only audience. The editor of Sefer Ozieran ve-ha-sevivah, M. A. Tenenblatt, wrote, succinctly, that “historians and essayists will need this book’s content.” He went on to contemplate future historians who would “probe every detail and every hint” of the corpus of yizker bikher in order to gain a better understanding of prewar life and the events of the Shoah.30 And so, while “historians and essayists” may not have been the primary intended readers of yizker bikher, the inclusion of statements like this one point to the range of ways in which contributors to the volumes considered how their work might be used in the future. In overlooking the rich accounts of the yizker bikher, historians have neglected to probe “every detail and every hint,” an omission that stands to be corrected.

In 1967, Elias Schulman, who served as the secretary of the Historical Section of YIVO in Vilna before the Holocaust, speculated that “some authors have ignored [the volumes] out of lack of knowledge, others out of snobbishness.”31 Yizker bikher, however, do toe the very thin line between history and memory, leaving room for questions about how to interpret them. Editors anticipated this to some degree and sought to overcome that tension by acknowledging the volumes as memory texts. In Sefer Bolechow, the Editorial Board explains,


The chapters on experience and folklore are not the fruits of the pen of professional, experienced writers. Rather, these are solely collections of memories and experiences, a slice of life in our city, of its people, happenings, struggles, desires, and aspirations.32



A note in Sefer Miechow relates that each of the writers “expressed his or her deepest thoughts as remembered and saved by them in memory.”33 Efraim Talmi, the editor of Sefer Sierpc, acknowledged the back and forth between history and memory when he wrote that “in the future, a historian … will use the material collected in the memorial books as his important references,” and he continued that the books contain “an abundance of material for getting to know the spirit of the people, something that may be missing in more scholarly tomes.”34 What becomes clear in reading these passages is a tension between the concepts of history and memory: Yizker bikher were based on memory, but the hope was that they would inform history.35

Despite all of the impediments to creating a yizker bukh, those who organized and contributed to the volumes were committed to bringing their vision of their book to fruition for members of their community, their descendants, and future generations of writers and historians. They “restore[d] with printer’s type” the vibrancy of eastern European Jewry and the complexity of Jewish life before the Holocaust. Printer’s type, however, was not the only medium editors and book committees used when assembling their yizker bikher; they also worked to ensure that the object of the book itself reflected its important, sacred status. When the textual and visual content was aligned with the material aspects of any given memorial volume, it was, finally, complete.







3
A Book Out of Ash



Baruch Kaplinski, the editor of Pinkes Zhetl, invited his landsmen to “visit” their destroyed town through the pages of the memorial volume. “I’m sure,” he wrote, “you want, occasionally, even for a short time, to walk down its streets, see the houses and people, and glance at their faces. Yes? So, come. Take this book. Turn the pages and look at the pictures. Here stands Zhetl, here are the lanes and streets, the people and houses.”1 The act of picking up the book, turning the pages, and looking at the pictures, then, carried readers to a lost place and time. And while Pinkes Zhetl is almost five hundred pages long, Kaplinski highlighted the object of the bukh and its visual qualities in his invitation, rather than the essays.

Like Kaplinski, all the editors and book committees made choices about the material and visual qualities of their yizker bikher. The sensory experience of picking up a yizker bukh is unique; even slim volumes are generally oversized, and most are relatively heavy. The texture of the covers is fairly consistent across books—they are most often leather that became soft over time in the places where previous readers handled them. The feel of the pages varies much more from one book to the next. Like Sefer Kostopol, some volumes had pages that were silky smooth and made of rich, cream-colored paper; others were printed on paper that was onion thin, and still others contained paper that was thick and newspaper-like. Decades after publication, all of the volumes that I have worked with emit a scent similar to the volume from Kostopol, slightly musty and woodsy.

Two relatively early yizker bikher, Khurbn Volkovisk (1946) and Czenstochowa yidn (1947), are illustrative of just how different two volumes can appear, even as they have identical goals of memorializing loved ones and the places they once occupied.2 Khurbn Volkovisk is small, thin, and fragile. When I studied it in March 2023, the glue that binds the book was no longer tacky, and the thin, stiff pages tore easily. The cover was made of paper rather than leather or even cloth, and the copy I worked with bears the marks of water damage along the spine. It contains some photographs, but its fewer illustrations and relatively poor production quality render it as a modest volume. Published just one year after the Volkovisk memorial volume, Czenstochowa yidn was designed as an oversized volume with glossy, sleek pages and a leather cover. It is rich with images, including photographs and commissioned illustrations.

[image: A book with a brown leather cover with gold, embossed Hebrew text that reads, “Sefer Klobutsk.” The edges of the book appear to be slightly worn.]
Figure 3.1. Cover, Sefer Klobutsk; mazkeret kavod le-kehilah ha-kedoshah she-hushmedah, edited by A. Wolf Jasny (Former Residents of Klobutsk in Israel, 1960).


The cover of a volume and its title work together to illustrate that it was conceived as a holy object. The covers of the memorial books generally resemble a siddur, a Jewish prayer book, and are relatively simple, often bound in leather with a title written in gold embossed letters (figure 3.1).3 Some covers are slightly more ornate, with letters designed as candles, for example, pointing to the memorial nature of the book. The titles generally include the word sefer, marking the book as holy. Some, like the memorial volume from Korelits, include the word zikaron, the Hebrew word for remembrance, identifying it as a holy book of memories (figure 3.2).4 This language—sefer zikaron—keeps the emphasis on the sacred nature of the volume while expanding it: The book is sacred, and so are its contents. This is one representation of the genre as both object (holy book) and text (memories). In the instance of Korelits sefer zikaron, there is also a subtitle, found above the name of the town, which reads “the life and death of a community.” The communal, memorial nature of the book is further illustrated through the form of the word “Korelits”; each letter is fashioned like a memorial candle, a way to honor the dead.

[image: A book with a blue leather cover featuring the town name, Korelits, written in large, gold Hebrew letters. Below the title is a subtitle, “sefer zikaron,” and, curving above the title, it reads, “the life and destruction of a Jewish community.” At the top left corner of each letter of the word “Korelits,” there is a memorial candle—six in all.]
Figure 3.2. Cover, Korelits; hayeha ve-hurbanah shel kehillah Yehudit, edited by Michael Walzer-Fass (Korelits Societies in Israel and the U.S.A., 1973).


The end pages of a yizker bukh were often—but certainly not always—left blank. When editors and book committees did choose to use the space, they generally included a map. There are two types of maps found on the lining pages: regional maps and community maps. The regional maps situate readers in space and illustrate how vast and widespread the destruction of the Holocaust was.5 The map in Kartuz-Breze; sefer zikaron ve-edut le-kehilah she-hushmedah hy”d, for example, shows Bereza underlined near the 1939 border of Poland (figure 3.3).6 It is surrounded by towns like Luboml, Kovel, Rovno, Rava-Rus’ka, and Tarnopil, each with its own matzeyve in the cemetery of paper tombs.7

[image: A detailed map shows eastern Europe, particularly Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. Cities and transportation routes are marked, as is the Baltic Sea, on the upper left, and the Black Sea, on the bottom right.]
Figure 3.3. Map, end pages, Kartuz-Berezah; sefer zikaron ve-edut le-kehilah she-hushmedah hy”d, edited Chaim Ben Israel (Organization of Survivors of Kartuz-Breze, 1993).


The other type of map is the local, or community, map. If the regional maps illustrate the totality of what was lost, the community maps highlight the particulars. The map of Sarny, for example, was titled “the plan of the city during its occupation by the Nazis” (figure 3.4).8 A range of places are labeled: various synagogues and churches, the park, the theater, and the cinema, hospitals, the bank, the municipal building, and various club buildings, like those of the Hashomer Hatzair and soccer clubs. This map also highlights the tension that exists in this volume (and across all yizker bikher) between reanimating life and documenting destruction; it includes the boundaries of the ghetto and traces the “last path of the martyrs” to the “field of extermination.” The “position of the machine guns” is noted, as are the sites of three mass graves. Another example of this tension can be seen in Sefer Kalish, in which an inviting-looking map appears to have been burned, so that all that is left is a remnant (figure 3.5). Kalish, here, is a fragment of what it once was.9

[image: A grayscale map with neatly drawn roads and borders. The title, found in the bottom right of the map, reads, “Sarny: plan of the city during its occupation by the Nazis.” The ghetto covers most of the right side of the map, and its barbed-wire border is clearly visible.]
Figure 3.4. Map, end pages, Sefer yizkor le-kehilat Sarny, edited by Yosef Kariv (Former Residents of Sarny and Vicinity in Israel, 1961).


The cover pages of yizker bikher served a different purpose: They highlighted the sacred nature of the books with a focus on the Jewish commandment of zachor, remembrance. Brainsk; sefer ha-zikaron contains a cover page on which remembrance was rendered in a nostalgic, almost child-like, style (figure 3.6).10 Commissioned from the Yiddish children’s book illustrator Notte Kozlovsky (who created the images for the Felshtin Zamlbukh), it shows what appears to be a still-smoldering desecrated cemetery, rendered in the artist’s signature style. The sorrowful, nostalgic image represents all that was lost, remembers the destruction, and speaks to the deep and fond memories contained within the volume.

Some editors of yizker bikher chose to include images that are symbolic without veering into nostalgia, like those of Sefer Klobutsk and Kehillah Dunaszerdahely (figures 3.7 and 3.8–3.9, respectively).11 The cover page of Sefer Klobutsk bears an illustration of a single, lit candle with a flame of bright orange and soft yellow that is captioned, “a candle for the souls of the Klobutsk community.” The color is unusual—generally, the images found within yizker bikher are in black and white. The wick of the candle does not appear to be wax; instead, it is made up of faces. In the center, hands are completely covering a face; the person appears to be praying, weeping, or both. The rest of the faces, simple line drawings with little detail, represent the families—children, parents, and grandparents—murdered during the Holocaust.

[image: A grayscale map that appears to be burned around the edges. There are neatly drawn roads and labels written in Polish. A church is clearly marked with a cross; the market square is delineated on the bottom right of the map; and wooded areas are visible, marked by sketches of trees.]
Figure 3.5. Map, end pages, Sefer Kalish, 2 vols. (Israel-American Book Committee, 1964–1968).



[image: A black-and-white illustration with Hebrew text that reads, “Braynsk; sefer ha-zikaron,” at the top, surrounded by what appears to be smoke. Below, an open book labeled with “sefer zikaron” rests on a pile of broken gravestones, some of which bear inscriptions in Hebrew. Debris is visible in the background. The artist’s signature, “Notte Kozlovsky, 1948,” is visible at the bottom.]
Figure 3.6. Cover page, Braynsk; sefer ha-zikaron, edited by Alter Trus and Julius Cohen (Braynsker Relief Committee of New York, 1948).



[image: An illustration of a lit candle with a prominent orange and yellow flame against a dark background. The body of the candle is textured with illustrations of faces and hands. Below the image, the caption reads, “a candle for the souls of the Klobutsk community.”]
Figure 3.7. Cover page, Sefer Klobutsk, edited by A. Wolf Jasny (Former Residents of Klobutsk in Israel, 1960).


[image: A grayscale illustration featuring a large synagogue in the background. In the foreground, there are six lit candles with dripping wax. Large Hebrew text that runs across the image reads, “Kehillat Dunaszerdahely.” The dedication, in small font, is at the top left, and a biblical quote, in slightly larger font, is at the bottom left of the page.]
Figure 3.8. Cover page, with overlay, Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Dunaszerdahely, edited by Abraham Engel (Community of Dunaszerdahely Emigrants, 1975).


Another example of a highly symbolic cover page is seen in Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Dunaszerdahely, the 1975 volume that memorializes Dunaszerdahely, Slovakia. There is an image of the town’s Great Synagogue, destroyed during the war, and six lit candles. A small inscription at the top of the page reads, “Dedicated to the memory of the thousands of martyrs, the members of the Dunaszerdahely community and its surroundings who were killed for the sanctification of Hashem during the years of the Holocaust.” At the bottom is a quote from the book of Isaiah, which says, “To me, you are very dear, and I love you (Isaiah 43:4).”

[image: With the overlay lifted, the image is no longer in shades of gray but black and while. The illustration is the same, but the words “Kehillah Dunaszerdahely” are no longer visible.]
Figure 3.9. Cover page, without overlay, of Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Dunaszerdahely, edited by Abraham Engel (Community of Dunaszerdahely Emigrants, 1975).


The cover page is found behind a lightly opaque overlay, which reads, “Kehillah Dunaszerdahely.” This additional layer creates an unusual and highly constructed “entrance” into the yizker bukh. When the overlay is lifted, the words “Kehillah Dunaszerdahely” are no longer visible. Without the physical community, only one thing remains: remembrance. The candles are a powerful symbol of the memory that lives on. Not only are they yahrzeit candles, but there are six of them, representative of the six million Jews murdered; all are foregrounded before a drawing of the Great Synagogue. With these opening images, the publishing committee made their intention clear: The book was created to remember, to honor, and to memorialize Jewish Dunaszerdahely and for the next generations to carry that memory with them into the future.

The landsleyt from Chelm, Poland, published two yizker bikher: the first in 1954 and the second in 1981.12 The editors of the 1981 publication included a multilayered, highly detailed drawing on the cover page that represents the idea of rebuilding (figure 3.10). The image is both cohesive and dissonate at once, as if it were created by consensus. Any one of the components would have made for an interesting cover page; all of them in concert with each other are hard to navigate. An object that appears to be both a scroll and the top of a gravestone is inscribed with words that read, “Sefer Zikaron Le-Kehillat Chelm.” As a scroll, it is evocative of a Torah, the holiest of Jewish object texts. By representing the top of a gravestone as a scroll and marking it as a holy book of remembrance, the editors place this volume within a long Jewish tradition of religious destruction and rebirth. Below the scroll, on what appears to be the base of the matzeyve, are words that read, “forty years after the destruction.”

The scroll and base that form the matzeyve are surrounded by flames of both remembrance and destruction. Reaching up from behind the scroll are flames with arms and hands reaching from, or being consumed by, the fire. The scroll itself is not consumed, indicating a line of demarcation between past (the destruction) and present (the memorializing). The base, too, contains flames in the form of fourteen individual fires that look most like a series of individual ner tamidim, the eternal light that is found in every synagogue near the ark that holds the Torah.

On either side of the matzeyve is a Shabbat candle. The candlestick on the right looks damaged and dirty, and the flame appears to be flickering. It rests on a pillar of gravestones, leaning on one another, haphazard and displaced. On the left, the candle is pristine, with a flame that burns bright and stands tall. It rests on a solid pillar, perhaps of black marble, which bears the words, “In Memory of Chelm.” As with the flames behind the matzeyve, the portrayal of the candles moves readers from past to present.

[image: A highly detailed cover page with a small stamp in the bottom left corner of the cream-colored paper that reads, “Center for Judaic Studies Library.”]
Figure 3.10. Cover page, Sefer ha-zikaron le-kehilat Chelm; 40 shanah le-hurbanah, edited by Shimon Kanc (Chelm Society in Israel and the U.S., 1981).


Running along the bottom of the page is an image that, when read from right to left, is a third portrayal of the passage of time. The gravestones that rest against one another on the right-hand side of the page bleed into a drawing of a town that appears to be empty. The lines used to sketch the town are fluid and curved; they are a contrast to the sharp lines around them. The resulting juxtaposition of styles is jarring, and the town appears to be melting. Sitting to the left of the town is an elderly man, who is an image of despair. He holds his head in his hand and looks down at a book filled with columns of writing, probably a list of the dead. Finally, on the bottom left, slightly in front of the pillar that supports the candlestick, is a small monument with a plaque that reads, “the names of the martyrs.” Resting on the monument is a ner tamid. All of these components—the scrolls, gravestones, flames, and candles—offer an image of life, destruction, and rebuilding, themes commonly found within yizker bikher.

Yizker bikher, however, were not designed solely to remember the beauty of Jewish life; they were also created to avenge the murder of Europe’s Jews and to condemn those who were guilty of the heinous crimes. Some editors made sure that readers would confront the theme of destruction upon opening their book by using bold, horrific illustrations. The art of the horizontally oriented title page of Strzegowo yisker-bukh, published in 1951, has a river of blood that runs beneath the length of the image (figure 3.11).13 On either side of the page stands a candle that is just beginning to melt. Each flame is the same deep-red color as the blood surrounding the candles. This blood—like the “earth that is saturated with Jewish blood”—also grounds a large central image of the number 6,000,000 with detailed drawings contained inside each numeral.14 The images unfold chronologically, with the artist moving his audience from Nazi soldiers to scenes of deportation, concentration camps, death camps, and—finally—death.

Beyond the entrances and liminal spaces of yizker bikher, each volume has rich visual qualities that point to the content and themes that book committees wanted to convey. Because The Kalish Book was published entirely in English, it offers unique insight into what survivors and prewar émigrés wanted their descendants to know.15 It is a condensed version of two earlier volumes written in Hebrew and Yiddish, one about the Holocaust published in 1964, the other about prewar Jewish life published in 1967. There are three publication notes included in The Kalish Book, which read,

[image: A page that is oriented horizontally rather than vertically and has a black background. The word “yizkor” is written in large white font across the top. A white candle with a red flame is found on each side of the page, and what resembles a red river runs along the bottom. In the center of the page is the number 6,000,000; each numeral contains an image drawn in black and white, with some light pink streaking through the illustrations in places.]
Figure 3.11. Cover page, Strzegowo yisker-bukh (United Strzegower Relief Committee, 1951).



The Hebrew and Yiddish text of the first volume were composed in the year 1964, seven centuries after the promulgation of the Kalish statutes (1264).

The Hebrew and Yiddish text of the second volume were brought to the press during the six-day war of Israel, 5–10 June 1967 (26 Iyyar, 2 Sivan 5727).

The English version, prepared by I. M. Lask, was completed and printed on the Eve of Passover 5678 (1968).



The inclusion of these publication notes directly connects The Kalish Book to the centuries-long history of Jews in Kalish, to the nascent State of Israel, and to the Jewish calendar. Another way to describe this might be to say that the publication notes highlighted the cycle of Jewish life, Jewish struggle for survival, and Jewish continuity.

These opening pages come before an image of the title page of the Polish Jewish artist Arthur Szyk’s illumination The Statute of Kalisz.16 The Statute, completed in 1932 and largely considered to be Szyk’s “single most important historic work,” typifies the concept of illumination: “the beautiful decoration and presentation of a significant text.”17 The “significant text,” in this instance, is the identically named “Statute of Kalisz,” a medieval law issued in 1264 by the Polish duke Boleslaw the Pious of Kalisz that guaranteed Jews particular rights in his domains.18 Szyk’s Statute is made up of forty-five separate images that “illustrate scenes from Polish history against a background of translations of the law in English, Hebrew, Yiddish, German, Polish, Italian, and Spanish.” Moreover, Szyk’s art is imbued with his politics, seen through his portrayal of Jews as “strong figures who are not afraid to die for the cause.”19

Szyk’s cover page is one of seventeen images from his illumination; the others are found later in The Kalish Book. Szyk’s work highlights the contributions that Jews made in Polish history and development; images in the memorial volume include a Jewish officer killed while fighting for Poland in the Napoleonic Wars, Jewish physicians called to heal the queen, Jewish sailors exporting produce through the Port of Danzig, and Jewish craftsmen and tradesmen. Also included are the translations of the law into Yiddish, English, and Hebrew. An image of a stern, learned Jewish man is central to Szyk’s Yiddish translation; this same image was included immediately following the introductory text of the volume and again at the very end. This pair of images highlights the perpetual cycle of Jewish life, struggle, and growth that Kalish is a part of—and is one of the core themes of The Kalish Book.

The book committee for Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye enlisted an illustrator named Larissa Balnik to make the art for its memorial volume; she created a visual experience for readers through her rosy, nostalgic sketches that focused on reanimating Jewish life.20 And so, where the inclusion of Szyk’s art gave The Kalish Book a certain heft, connecting the volume to the long span of Jewish history, Balnik’s images brought Yanova to life. The first encounter with Balnik’s art comes as soon as Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye is opened, on the end pages of the book (figure 3.12). The image she created is of the market square with various artisans and merchants at work, including a dressmaker, a fishmonger, and blacksmiths. It is a warm, inviting illustration that places the focus firmly on life rather than destruction.

[image: A mustard-yellow and cream illustration depicting prewar Jewish life in Yanova spans across two pages. Blacksmiths, woodworkers, traders, and merchants are in the foreground; people working the land are illustrated in the middle ground; and orderly looking homes are in the background. The right side of the illustration contains a dedication plaque describing a commitment to peace and a sticker marking the book as belonging to the Annenberg Research Institute Library.]
Figure 3.12. Larissa Balnik, end pages, Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye; tsum ondek fun di khorev-gevorene yidishe kehile in Yanove, edited by Shimeon Noy (Janova Society, 1972).


The remainder of the book includes seventeen of Balnik’s illustrations. Most often, they are small sketches of a person or two that are based on descriptions in the essays. For example, an image with the caption “Grandmother churning butter” accompanies the essay “I Loved to Go to Grandmother,” by Chaya Grabersky, and another captioned “Chuna the partisan” is embedded in the essay “People of Yanova Join in the Fight Against the Nazis,” by David Rubin.21 Balnik’s illustrations are playful and lighthearted, as if they were intended for an audience of children. Even when she sketched a Jewish man dressed in a striped uniform, wearing a Jewish star, there is an element of childlike appeal to it.

Perhaps Balnik’s most stunning addition to Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye is the two-page illustrated map and corresponding key of sixty-three “places, buildings, and public institutions” that she created according to the memories of two Yanovians, Daniel Riklis and Rahmiel Gerber (figure 3.13).22 The legend is almost superfluous; the map itself is so visually captivating that additional details can be found each time it is “read.” An elderly man with a cane, for example, can be seen walking into the synagogue, a couple embraces in the park, and a group of children play a game of soccer. Alongside landmarks that were unmistakably Jewish—like the Jewish cemetery, seven synagogues, the Tarbut school, and the New Beit Midrash—the map also includes places that served, exclusively, the non-Jewish community and those that served the entirety of Yanova.23 Within the text of Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye, however, there are 243 pages dedicated to the prewar years, none of which touch on non-Jewish life at all.24

[image: This hand-drawn, highly illustrated map of Yanova is on a yellow background. Roads and rivers are drawn in red, with surrounding fields, buildings, trees, and scenes from daily life depicted in fine black ink.]
Figure 3.13. Larissa Balnik, map of Yanova, Lithuania, in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye; tsum ondek fun di khorev-gevorene yidishe kehile in Yanove, edited by Shimeon Noy (Janova Society, 1972).


Maps created and drawn from memory were commonly included in yizker bikher. Like the maps found in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye, Sefer yizkor le-kehilat Sarny, and Sefer Kostopol, they were invitations for future generations to become familiar with the towns as they once were. They were not crafted as tools to help readers get from one place to another; they show places that no longer existed as they once did. They were not objective or drawn to scale. The memory maps were created to represent life, to give a sense of the places, people, and atmosphere of a town. Each was inherently personal; mapmakers included and acknowledged the places that mattered to them. The number of people and places identified varied from one map to the next, ranging from humble legends with a handful of entries to legends so expansive, like the one included in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye, that they were given their own page. These comprehensive maps seem to embody the sentiment expressed by Rivka Borek, a contributor to Sefer zikaron Voyslavits, who wrote, “I don’t miss the nameless, unpaved streets, nor the forests, orchards and gardens.… I miss the people.… How strange it is that there isn’t a single person or place I can’t recall” (figure 3.14).25 The majority of places included in this legend are individual homes, reinforcing the tight-knit communities that existed before the Holocaust. It also supports the idea that yizker bikher honor the memory of the individual, the familial, and the communal.

[image: A black-and-white map of Voyslavits, Poland, spans two pages. Neatly drawn roads can be seen, with community landmarks and individual homes numbered. There are three legends to the map, found on the top right, bottom right, and top left. Synagogues and churches are labeled with Stars of David and crosses, respectively, and an urban garden is illustrated with sketches of trees at the center left of the map.]
Figure 3.14. Map of Voyslavits, Poland, in Sefer zikaron Voyslavits, edited by Shimon Kanc (Former Residents of Voyslavits, 1970).


The maps represent a range of decisions made by editors and book committees, and each has a different look and feel to it. What unites them is their adherence to the Jewish commandment of zachor, remembrance. The creation of the maps was one way to forestall memory death of the town and to honor the places, people, and ways of life that once existed across eastern Europe. The authors of the maps generally did not re-create the years of the Shoah but the years that preceded it, in line with the books as a whole. They wanted to ensure that, through the maps, the memory of life, rather than the rupture of death, was what persisted.

The photographs included with the memorial volumes are representative of another set of decisions made by the book committees and editorial teams. The Kalish Book, for example, contains two photo albums: the first, “Kalish Jewry by Day,” highlights the people who lived in Kalish, while the second, “The Face of Kalish City,” shows the places and spaces they occupied before the Holocaust (figure 3.15).26 Much like the memorial album in Sefer Kostopol, these are reminiscent of family albums. Pictures were carefully arranged on the pages, some with photo corners superimposed, adding to the sense that these were private, family photographs. Unlike the album in Sefer Kostopol, though, the photos in The Kalish Book are not captioned with names, dates, or places; they are accompanied by vague captions, such as “wide-branching families,” “youths,” “the older generation,” and “societies and organizations.”

On the one hand, the lack of identifying detail leaves the reader on the outside of the album, unable to make sense of who they are seeing or in what years the photos were taken. Unless intimately familiar with prewar Kalish Jewry, the specifics are obscured, and only the impressions remain. On the other hand, because the captions are nebulous, readers are able to form their own connections with the past.

The organization and employment of photographs is very different in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye (figure 3.16). This memorial book has several clusters of photos, as well as copious images scattered throughout the volume. The Yanovian Yitzchak Burstein collected all of the material for the volume; he carefully captioned each photograph with names, locations, and years. The first cluster was embedded within Burstein’s extended essay, and the people and places it shows were generally referenced in his essay.27

Figure 3.16 shows one page from the first collection, containing neatly arranged, well-captioned photographs of people who were members of Yitzchak Burstein’s social circle. Several of the same people are present in multiple photos, including the author and his sisters and the siblings from, for example, the Pogirsky and Goldshmid families. The photographs give readers a sense of daily life in Yanova, showing young people who appear to be carefree and happy. There are other clusters throughout the volume, highlighting Yanovians making aliyah, playing various sports, engaging in youth group activities, and posing for class photographs. With rare exceptions, the photographs are captioned with names, years, and locations. The photos display the camaraderie and closeness of people who believed that they had long lives ahead of them.

[image: Three black-and-white photographs are mounted, each with corner holders, in rows on a gray background. Their collective label, “school children,” is typed on the top right corner of the page. The top photograph features a group of boys and girls, along with a teacher; some of the students are smiling and learning in toward one another. The middle photograph shows a large group of male students assembled in five rows. Each student wears a shirt and tie and has his arms crossed in front of his chest. The bottom photograph depicts a group of students who appear to be older teenagers, with their teacher positioned in the center. They are standing in front of a multistory brick building.]
Figure 3.15. School groups, “The Face of Kalish City,” in The Kalish Book, edited by I. M. Lask (Societies of Former Residents of Kalish and the Vicinity in Israel and the USA, 1968), n.p.


[image: Five black-and-white photographs show families and young adults at a beach. In three of the images, young people are wearing bathing suits or casual clothes, leaning in toward one another, and smiling; three young girls, all appearing to be younger than five, can be seen in the photograph on the top right. The image on the bottom right shows two men in front a wooden structure; people in the river can be seen in the background. In the center right of the page, a title reads, “groups of bathers, 1927–1932,” and each photograph is captioned with the names of the individuals seen.]
Figure 3.16. Photo collection, in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye; tsum ondek fun di khorev-gevorene yidishe kehile in Yanove, edited by Shimeon Noy (Janova Society, 1972).


One additional visual component of yizker bikher can be categorized as ephemera, objects from daily life, that offer insight into eastern European Jewish culture. The range and volume of ephemera included in any given volume was limited by what survived the Holocaust and further shaped by what editors and members of book committees found interesting or important. The majority of yizker bikher included at least a few ephemeral objects. Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Dunaszerdahely, for example, includes the “certificate of right of settlement” given to Dunaszerdahely Jews in 1739, a birth certificate from 1856, a marriage certificate from 1857, the front page of a weekly newspaper from 1930, and lists of political candidates.28 Brzezany, Narajow ve-ha-seviva contains an illustrated newspaper advertisement for a Purim ball organized by the Craftsmen’s Guild, stamps and artwork by a local artist, images of religious objects, and detailed plans of twelve different places of worship.29

A unique, oversized, two-volume yizker bukh about Vilna, Lithuania, published in 1974, is made up almost entirely of cultural artifacts.30 A large image of the “arches that remained from the old ghetto gates at Butcher Shop and Glazier Street” is embossed in gold on the cover, and the title, Jerusalem of Lithuania, is embossed in gold in Hebrew, English, and Russian along the binding.31 There is a document pocket tipped into the inside cover of volume 1; it contains a large map of Vilna.

Leyzer Rand, who collected and arranged the material contained in the books, explained,


Our most comprehensive aim was to prepare for the interested Jews and non-Jews of the post-Holocaust generation and the generations to come a thematic handbook and guide of Jewish life in general and its various modes in a community that was regarded as the Jerusalem of the Jewish shtetl civilization in Eastern Europe.32



Jerusalem of Lithuania, then, was created for Jews and non-Jews, for descendants of Jewish Vilna and future generations of interested individuals. As editor, Rand shaped a highly compelling volume effectively memorializing the once-vibrant Jewish community of Vilna almost entirely through photographs, artwork, and artifacts; there is very little text at all. The volumes do not have tables of contents, nor are the 540 pages organized in an easily discernable way. Each page is somewhat kaleidoscopic, with images and captions (in four languages) sprawled in different directions.

Like other visual components of yizker bikher, ephemera can be “skimmed” fairly quickly; with only a glance, readers can understand what the artifact is and begin to interpret its importance, something that is not possible in the same way in a narrative. For example, a single page from Jerusalem of Lithuania shows twenty-nine different appeals day tags, small tokens given to individuals who donated to charitable organizations (see figure 3.17).33 Each tag is written in Lithuanian, Yiddish, or both, and some include small illustrations. The appeals are for a wide range of causes, including the Talmud Torah, the Jewish Gymnastic and Sports Society of Vilna, and the old-age home. The overlapping tags are arranged haphazardly across the page, giving the impression of a busy, philanthropic community.

If the ephemera included in any given memorial volume was shaped by the interests of the editor, it is fair to say that Leyzer Rand was interested in everything—there was no aspect of day-to-day life in Vilna that was too mundane for inclusion in Jerusalem of Lithuania. Early in the first volume, there are facsimiles of documents that testify to the long history of Jewish Vilna: town charters, deeds to important buildings, and covers of community pinkesim. And while it is difficult to catalogue the wide range of material included in the book, all of it underscores the rich and diverse Jewish community that existed. Religious practices of traditional and progressive Jews can be seen through the rabbinical writings, synagogue schedules and admissions cards, and fliers with the times of sunset for candle lightings. Education at all levels was central to life in Vilna, from early childhood learning through postsecondary learning at institutions like YIVO. The scope of educational ephemera found in the volumes includes grade books, class photos, diplomas, textbooks, academic transcripts, student magazines, invitations to student performances and graduations, and teaching certificates.

[image: A page shows twenty-nine different appeals day tags. Each tag is written in Lithuanian, Yiddish, or both, and some include small illustrations. The tags are arranged so they are overlapping and are displayed haphazardly across the page.]
Figure 3.17. Appeals day tags, in Jerusalem of Lithuania: Illustrated and Documented, edited by Leyzer Rand, 2 vols. (Vilno Album Committee, 1974).


The cultural milieu of Vilna was central to the volumes, and Rand included a staggering number of periodicals and newspapers; book covers; library catalogues; programs for the theater, the opera, the ballet, and art exhibitions; acting troupe touring schedules; fliers about sports competitions; and team photographs. Another core of the volumes was the political and economic life of Vilna, seen through the lists of political candidates, census reports, immigration charts, political cartoons, meeting minutes, codes of conduct, annual reports, financial reports, promissory notes, and union membership cards. Some of the ephemera found in Jerusalem of Lithuania defies neat categorization but offers glimpses into Jewish life in Vilna before the Holocaust. There are postcards and letters, invitations, fliers, advertisements, and even slips from prescription pads used by different doctors.

Like so many other yizker bikher, Jerusalem of Lithuania also included khurbn-forshung: documents and artifacts from the years of the Nazi occupation.34 This effort to carefully collect such artifacts was, perhaps, inspired by the work of the Central Jewish Historical Commission (CJHC). Though only in operation from 1944 to 1947, the CJHJ was founded by several surviving Yiddish historians, including Philip Friedman, and adopted research methods used by YIVO before the war. It had a network of twenty-one local commissions and vast network of zamlers who sought to “collect any printed or handwritten material, and other photographs, illustrations, documents, and material evidence” from the surviving remnant.35

The artifacts of khurbn-forshung found in the volumes about Vilna were organized somewhat thematically. About halfway through the second volume is a page that acts as a signpost of sorts, letting readers know that they will encounter artifacts of “destruction, resistance, and perish” (see figure 3.18).36

The first theme in this section is “destruction,” and artifacts contained on these pages include labor permits, ghetto passports, photos of German and Lithuanian “liquidators,” sketches and maps of the ghetto, a chart of labor units, documents from and about the ghetto police, and photographs of words etched onto the walls of the ghetto prison. Resistance in Vilna was both cultural—seen through, for example, a graduation notice from the ghetto elementary school and a poster advertising a sports festival in the ghetto theater—and physical, evidenced by the words to the partisan hymn, sketches of ghetto hiding places, and the plan for a ghetto-made bomb. The third theme, “perish,” is seen in the photographs of the destroyed buildings, parks, and streets.

[image: A page, labeled “destruction, resistance and perish” in Yiddish, English, Hebrew, and Russian, has two photographs of destroyed buildings, one of a barren field, and another of what appears to be a mass grave. At the bottom, there is a sketch of, perhaps, a soldier.]
Figure 3.18. “Destruction, resistance, and perish,” in Jerusalem of Lithuania: Illustrated and Documented, edited by Leyzer Rand, 2 vols. (Vilno Album Committee, 1974).


In putting together the remarkable collection of ephemera, Rand brought Jewish Vilna to life; his work epitomizes the idea that the “history of Jewish suffering” is not the entirety of “the history of the Jewish people.”37

The material and visual aspects of yizker bikher, then, help orient readers to the goals of the volumes: The photographs, maps, and cultural artifacts reanimate prewar Jewish life, the illustrations highlight all that was destroyed during the Holocaust, and the design of the books designates them as sacred objects of memory. Members of the next generations, a primary audience in the minds of the editorial teams and book committees, who do not understand Yiddish or Hebrew can make meaning of the books by “reading” the physical and visual components. The text, of course, offers the opportunity to hear directly from the survivors and prewar émigrés who contributed their memories and experiences to the books. And, more than the finality of the Shoah, what they hoped to remember, and to be remembered for, was the way they lived.







4
Here, Dreams Are Woven



The editors of, and contributors to, yizker bikher—regardless of where they were from—saw their towns as creative, vibrant, lively, dynamic, exciting, sublime, energetic, outstanding, vivacious, rich, effervescent, sparkling, and wondrous. The Jewish communities that were spread across eastern Europe “possessed initiative and zest”; they were full of “pioneers of untraversed paths.”1 Each town was enriched by its “bustling Jewish life,” with families waiting in their homes “with reverence and awe” for the Shabbat Queen and young people eagerly joining the maskilim, supporters of the Jewish Enlightenment.2

The volumes consistently highlighted the “warm nest for Jewish life and culture” that existed before the Second World War, as well as the diversity of Jewish beliefs.3 Yizker bikher explored often contradictory Jewish experiences, including Zionist and Diaspora nationalist movements, traditionalists and maskilim, and the tension between freezing Jewish traditions and forging ahead with new rituals. The introductory essays of the books painted a nuanced picture of the people who lived in each community and their social, political, and cultural lives. Contributors to yizker bikher often invoked the “ordinariness” of their loved ones and neighbors by accentuating the diversity of their community. In Chorzel, for example, there were “rabbis, scholars, honorable community activists, wealthy and poor people, observant people and free-thinkers, Zealots and heretics, maskilim and ignoramuses, philanthropists and misers, merchants and tradesman, people interested in improving the world and Zionist pioneers.”4 This nuanced, varied description goes a long way toward upending sedimented ways of thinking about prewar eastern European life.5

While the details vary, the ideas and patterns of language are similar from one introductory essay to another. In Wyszkow, Jews are distinguished as “the Sabbath ones and the weekday ones, the religious and the secular ones, those who believed in Zionism and those who were anti-Zionists.”6 In Nadworna, there were Jews of “all economic classes, of all religious affiliations and of all political parties. There were businessmen and workmen, professionals and laborers, Hasidim and Maskilim, Zionists and assimilationists. All classes and parties lived in peace with one another.”7 In Zhetl, there were the “religious authorities, the progressive enlightened Jews, the passionate Zionists, the pugnacious pioneers, and the flaming revolutionaries.”8 The authors of Sefer yizkor Goniadz wrote that their town “contributed accomplished personalities in various areas with honored names in the Jewish world, even including interesting folk-types. It was a lively town with virtues and flaws, greatness and smallness, storm and tranquility, light and shadow like life itself.”9 In these rich passages, an array of experiences emerges, highlighted by the varied descriptions. This can be seen throughout the volumes; the same tensions were present across the Jewish communities of eastern Europe.10

Throughout the corpus of yizker bikher, the connection between the place itself and the people who lived there became evident. The connection was a powerful, almost mystical one. Turobin saw itself as “a lively cell in the body of Jewish communities.”11 In other yizker bikher, towns were compared to the stars in the sky and limbs on a body, imagery that is found frequently in Jewish literature.12 Much like the regional map that lines Kartuz-Breze: Sefer Zikaron, readers are shown the deeply connected nature of Jewish communities. Community after community asserted itself as one of many. Passages that highlight this connection to others include “maybe our town Działoszyce was not very different from hundreds and thousands of other Jewish communities in eastern Europe” and “Staszów was one of the countless small Jewish towns of Poland, one of the shtetlach.”13 The editors of the Radzyn yizker bukh explained, “On the map of Europe there is a country called Poland which has many cities and towns on it, and under every name there is a dot. Our Radzyn is marked with such a dot.”14 Readers can imagine this without looking at a map. It is a web, delicate and fragile yet sturdy enough to serve as a home to those who take care of it. And while the authors spent hundreds of pages explaining what made their homes so very special, they saw their lives and fates as intertwined with one another.

Through the descriptions in these early essays, readers are given a glimpse into another world, one full of warmth, community, and life. This is blunted, however, with small but striking comments about the subsequent destruction. Passages of beauty are prefaced with “in the old times when the Jewish community existed” and “from the dark region of its perishing.”15 Destruction is felt in a visceral way because of verb tense; in the passages about life, everything was written in the past tense. As the authors of the introductory essays pointed out, each place still exists—but they are emptied of the Jews who lived there. This created a sense of a void, looking for something that was once there but is no longer. In one yizker bukh, the writers note that “the neighborhood of Czenstochow that Jews built and inhabited is now either utterly ruined or settled by non-Jews.”16 The Brzezin yizker bukh is even more explicit, saying,


Should this shtetl be called Brezin, Brzezin, or Brzeziny, the way it was, or the way it certainly is now, by its Polish name? … Because the shtetl is no more, let it be called whatever it is called now. No longer is there a Jewish Brzezin.17



This powerful statement was about identity and the struggle of fitting in and living in a complex, heterogeneous society that was now gone.

The contributors asked their readers to imagine what is now negative space. To accomplish this, book committees included hundreds of pages in each volume dedicated to reanimating the vibrant life that once existed in Jewish communities across eastern Europe. And, while the details differ from one town to the next, the rhythms and paces of life were remarkably consistent. This is seen across the thousands of pages and wide range of sources that helped reanimate prewar Jewish life in the shtetls, small towns, and big cities of eastern Europe. Book committees included photographs and maps, of course, as well as copies of official documents, newspapers, song lyrics, and other cultural ephemera. The texts also contain varied forms that work to convey a range of information. In general, each yizker bukh contained essays grouped into chapters like “The History of the Town,” “Know from Whence You Came,” “Anecdotes from the Town,” “Memories,” “Hasidim,” “Cultural and Educational Establishments,” “Activist Youth and Social Awareness,” “Movements and Political Parties,” “Between the Two World Wars,” “People and Personalities,” and “Journeys to the Land.”18

Within these chapters, there are “narrative tours,” my term for the richly detailed essays describing the man-made and natural landscapes, the pace of daily life, the myriad ways that Jews—as individuals and communities—took care of one another, and tension between traditional and Enlightenment values. These narrative tours offer readers a huge range of information, delivered through a literary-style exploration of people and places, and their folksy tone captures the neshama—the soul—of the town. They are one of the most compelling sources used to reanimate life contained in yizker bikher.

While there are hundreds of narrative tours contained across the corpus of yizker bikher, taking a traditional analytic approach to them fails to capture their spirit. In order to do justice to the memorial function of the essays, and to their authors, it is important to me to illustrate their essence. As a way to portray the creativity with which contributors reanimated the culture of their hometowns and the particulars of the people who lived there, I created Heimish, an amalgamation of the small towns represented across the volumes.19 It is not based on any one particular town and, therefore, must not be taken as historically accurate; instead, it should be understood as a faithful representation of the material included in a range of yizker bikher.20

What follows is written as a narrative tour that incorporates material from a wide range of essay styles and types to provide a glimpse and flavor of the accounts that yizker bikher offer. There was no “typical” town, but Heimish stands in for the thousands of communities that no longer exist.


A Walk Around My Town, Heimish

Heimish, my small town in Poland, was no different from the larger towns and smaller shtetls that surrounded it. In my memory, I see Heimish as it once was. I grew up in the old part of town and my house was small and simple. It looked like the other houses around it. I could look up and down Jewish Street and see the neatly kept homes of the locksmith, the tavern owner, and the ordinary Jews. No sign of these Jews can be found in Heimish anymore.

I can see the Old Synagogue and the Great Synagogue next to each other, with the large yard in front of them.21 The windows of the Great Synagogue were long and made of colored glass. High above the roof was a round tower that appeared to change color from blue to green to gray along with the changing colors of the sky. Around the tower was a balcony with a parapet, but I never saw anyone out there. The inside of the Great Synagogue was awe-inspiring in its spaciousness, height, and beauty. It was also awe-inspiring as a gathering place in times of joy and times of stress.

When I was younger, the whole kehillah gathered inside the Great Synagogue or outside in the synagogue yard for events: concerts and speakers and, in later years, for political rallies and speeches.22 When I think about this, I think the whole atmosphere above Heimish must have been filled with the sounds of birds and Yiddish songs and mothers chasing after toddling children.

From the corner of Jewish Street and Nowa Street in either direction are chederim and small study houses and Hassidic shtiebelach.23 They sit in between homes of some of my friends, may their souls be bound up in the bond of life.24 Also on Nowa Street was the Merchant’s Synagogue, with the large women’s section at the top of the wide staircase and the beit midrash in the alleyway behind.25

In that same little alleyway was a shtiebel. On holidays, particularly Simchat Torah, beautiful Hassidic songs burst through into the night, with young and old voices mingled together.26 Even when it was very late and most of Heimish was asleep, there was an echo of dancing and hand-clapping that emanated from the shtiebel. A little further on from there is the workers’ home of the Poale Zion, up on the third floor of number 7.27 To get there, you had to take old wooden steps that groaned and sagged when you walked on them. It was above a preserved fish shop, and you could always tell who spent time there from the noticeable scent that lingered on their clothing.

In the early mornings, before dawn, many Jewish men, the more religious men, would rush to their beit midrash or shtiebel to say their morning prayers with a minyan, and some lingered for chavruta, which was like a study group.28 When they were done, they would go off to work or to Yaakov’s tavern. Yaakov was a short, stocky Jew with red cheeks covered by a thick beard. He had the best pickled herrings and stuffed fish in Heimish, and his tavern was always full to overflowing after morning prayers.

The Merchant’s Synagogue was where my father, may his soul be bound up in the bond of life, prayed. The men with better-off businesses would sometimes stay there all afternoon talking about politics and economics.

On Shabbat, Heimish must have been the most enchanting place in all of Poland! In all the world over, maybe.29 Now there is no more Jewish Heimish. The synagogues and shtiebels, all the Torah scrolls, were destroyed by the German murderers, may their names be blotted out.30 But then, when I was young … When I was very small, I knew it was Friday because I could smell the challah baking in the oven.31 When I was old enough, I stood in the kitchen with my mother, may her soul be bound up in the bond of life, and waited to braid the challah before it baked. During the winter months, she poured me steaming tea from the samovar to sip while we baked. We used the cups that belonged to her mother, my bubbe, and I was sure that the world was full of goodness.

Then on Friday afternoon, the shamash—the sexton of the Old Synagogue—began his work.32 He would walk from one storefront to another, into and out of the marketplace, shouting, “Jews, Shabbat! Close the stores! You have to begin preparing for Shabbat!” Soon, the storekeepers would close their shops and return to their homes. As the sun was beginning to set, Jewish men would stream from their houses in their finest clothing and quickly walk to synagogue, where the atmosphere was festive. After prayers were completed, they would return home to eat Shabbat dinner, usually consisting of fish, noodle soup, and either chicken or beef. No Jew in Heimish, no matter how progressive, worked on Shabbat, and Friday evening brought a sense of peace to each home.

On Shabbat morning, we walked to the Merchant’s Synagogue as our neighbors went to their shtiebels and synagogues. We greeted each other in the traditional way, “Shalom Aleichem, Aleichem Shalom,” peace be with you, and with you be peace. After services, we went home to enjoy a meal fit for royalty, with five or sometimes six courses and often with guests at our table. My mother prepared our Shabbat meal. We started with fish, followed by chopped liver with chives, then cholent containing potatoes and grits.33 There was more still: kishke, chicken or beef, and—finally—my favorite, tzimmes.34 The large meal made us sleepy, so after we ate, we rested or napped. It was so quiet in Heimish that I could hear the rustle of a leaf on a tree. The stores were closed, the worries of the week were pushed to the side, and, while families celebrated Shabbat together, the streets were empty. Before long, though, the young people of Heimish drifted outside and took walks in the forest or the park or by the river.

Shortly before evening prayers, as Shabbat drew closer to its end, Heimish Jewry waited for the stars to appear. The sun sank. It grew darker and darker, and through the windows, one could see the swaying shadows of the trees as though they had already begun to pray without waiting. Then suddenly the cantor began to sing, first in a whisper, then with his voice growing louder and louder, and it seemed like every Jew in Haimish responded. The echoes spread far and wide, and we all knew that our voices accompanied the Shabbat Queen on her departure.

Heimish was an ordinary town (now we think of it as a shtetl, but then we thought of it only as home), and a typical week revolved around the market.35 Market days began before dawn, when the town was quiet, when the alleyways and streets were empty. Before dawn, the market square, too, was empty, except for butcher blocks made from tree trunks, lying askew. When I was very young, a whinny from a horse came through the quiet, but this gave way to other, more modern sounds over the years. As the sun began to brighten the sky, doors began to creak open, and silhouettes appeared against the dark-blue sky. The religious Jews of Heimish—the cabinet maker, shoemaker, furrier, blacksmith, tailor, melamed, and all the rest stepped outside, each with his tallis tucked beneath his arm on his way to his beit midrash or shtiebel.36 It was almost time for the morning prayers, and a minyan was needed. The shamash and his assistant opened the prayer rooms earlier and made sure they were clean, the water for the hand casks were refreshed, and the lanterns were lit.37

As the sky grew bright, women carrying baskets of greens and grains began to emerge to set up their shops and stalls. One stall had fresh bread and crusty rolls. Another had boxes of crisp bagels, ready for the mothers of cheder boys to buy for their children. Basia, my mother’s friend, carried a large basket that was overflowing with vegetables. Once they were ready for the day, the women spoke among themselves, trading gossip about neighbors and news of upcoming happenings. As the men who went to pray with the first light returned, some stopped at Yaakov’s tavern for a small glass of whiskey and something to eat—sustenance before the work of the day began. Other men, on their way to the beit midrash for a later minyan, would stop to haggle with the peasants, who came from nearby villages with potatoes, wheat, eggs, cheese, and butter, hoping for a deal on some of the choicest goods.

The locks on the shops could be heard as they opened. The storefronts at the center of the market were situated on the first story of fine, two-story homes. Here I see in my memory the textile merchants, the haberdashery, and the ironware shop. The butchers came out of their homes and straightened their blocks before laying out their wares. There were a few butchers in the marketplace, and each had his place—just like the bakers and vegetable sellers. When things were slow in the early morning, merchants and craftsmen would congregate once more, sharing more gossip or discussing current affairs. As soon as a customer entered the square, they would hurry back to their stands. On market days, the shtetl sprang to life, and things weren’t slow for very long. The square became crowded with peasant wagons as they arrived early in the day with their goods to trade or sell. They used whatever money they made to buy what they needed, maybe textiles, meat, or even a coat for the cold winter months from the furrier. On Fridays, never official market days, peasants would often come to trade their goods for the fish put out by the fish sellers in honor of Shabbat.

The park was near the center of Heimish, and close to it were the handsomest shops—a perfumery, a bakery, and a hotel. The booksellers, too, had their shop there. They were an old couple with white hair and round glasses over their twinkling eyes, both of them. They kept all of the Yiddish writers stocked, alongside the stories and histories written in Hebrew, and gave small candies away to their young customers. The walls were lined with shelves crammed with books, some arranged neatly and others in leaning stacks. In this part of Heimish, there was already electricity, but the booksellers insisted on using only oil lamps. When a customer wanted a book, any book, the old man knew just where it was. He climbed up on a ladder if the book was out of his reach, holding the oil lamp in his hand as he went.

When it was time for a new school year, all of the students in Heimish went to this shop to buy and sell their schoolbooks. A long table was set up outside, and the old woman stood behind it with big piles of books in front of her. She could buy, sell, and trade books at such a quick pace that it was hard to keep up. She lost money on those book-market days, but it didn’t matter to her. She received such pleasure from seeing the children leave with their books held tightly in their arms!

The homes in this part of Heimish were handsome, too. I can still see the two-story homes and the streetlamps that glowed brightly at night. On the corner facing the park was a large house with an internal courtyard. The city bookbinder lived there, the owner of one of the five mills in town, a physician, the district judge, the Heimish cantor, and many others. There is not a trace left of the generations who lived in this house.

Here, too, are the butcher shops of Itzhak the Bull and Shlomo the Red. Both men were very strong, and the peasants were afraid of them. Yom Tov Shpeilman had his barber shop, and the leftist circles would congregate there. Yisrael Epshtein was a Zionist and a philanthropist who had a haberdashery in this part of the town. The iron shop of Shmuel Stern was my favorite place, because it was where my friend Chana lived. Books were all over the house; it always looked to be in disorder, but the family was very warm and friendly. All of these holy Jews, may their names be bound up in the bond of life, were killed by the Nazi murderers, may their names be blotted out!

On the other side of the park was the Tarbut school and, further down, the secular school. There, Jews and Poles learned together in the same classrooms, from the same teachers. They were friends. Who could have known that these old “friends” would one day impress the German murderers and lead the very people they sat beside to their deaths. May their names be blotted out!

Heimish was like all Jewish communities, built on a river so there was water for the mikveh and a place to cast away our sins on Rosh Hashanah.38 The river was also where we spent much of our time. The boys would climb up the tall, wide tree whose branches sloped above the water and jump into the river from as high as they could climb, racing out to the sand hill in the distance. Whoever won the race would cheer and gloat … until the next winner took his place! Winning the race was a great honor among the boys. I sat with my girlfriends, laughing at the boys showing off for each other and for us.

The young men who would soon start university or begin to work in earnest swam like ducks, with foam flying from their bodies. The best swimmers among them climbed to the top of the giant wheel of the water mill, took a deep breath, and jumped into the tumultuous waterfall caused by the wheel. They flew through the air, swam back to the sand hill to rest in the sun and, finally, back to the beach to fetch their clothes and talk with the young women watching them.

Some of the women still washed clothes in the old way, along the south bed of the river. They put three stones in the water, using two of them to stand on, beating the clothes against the third until all of their laundry was clean. The sounds of the laundry whipping through the air and smacking against the stones could be heard in the distance, reassuring the children swimming that their mothers were close by if they were needed.

Spring was my favorite time by the river, and it was ushered in with the sound of frogs. They rose from their burrows in the depths of the water and crackled and croaked, as if a chorus. The water, too, seemed to bloom. In the winter months, the surface was frozen and unwelcoming; but as spring came, it became covered in green leaves and water lilies. All of Heimish was alive, and everything, it seemed, was possible. During the hot summer months, the young people got rowboats and sailed across the river during the evenings. Sounds of their laughter and singing carried back to the smaller children, tucked into their beds, dreaming of being out on the river when they were old enough.

Three bridges crossed the river: the Jewish Bridge, which was wooden but made in a very sturdy fashion of strong, seasoned oak; the Iron Bridge, which was more handsome; and the Middle Bridge, which had small paths on the edges where young people in love walked hand in hand.

On this side of the river was the pharmacy of Chaim Levin. Do you remember the joyful ring of bells when the door opened? As you entered, you were amazed at the scents that reached your nose from the medications and perfumed water. With the tinkling sound, Chaim appeared, wearing gold spectacles. He was a kind man who helped establish the hospital and the modern bathhouse. His wife was a Zionist activist, and she always helped orphans, widows, and the poor. They had three daughters and a son; only their son Hershel survived, and he is now in Israel with a wife and some children.

A bit further on is the house of Meita Levin the baker and her son, Leizer the Intelligent, a member of Poale Zion. The owner of the lemonade enterprise, Moshe Yalinovich, lived in this neighborhood. He quenched the thirst of the residents on the hot summer days. Moving on, we come to the two-story house of Silberman. As far as I recall, the two brothers, Efraim and Shlomo, and their sister, Sara, lived there. I don’t remember where the parents were, what happened to them, but they were no longer around; so the Maccabee youth ruled over the house. They would come there straight from the meeting place. The sports counselors also lived there.

Close by was the forest, full of possibilities. Chana Stern and I walked across the Middle Bridge and spent time in the forest all year round, in the shade of the trees during the summer and among the bare, snow-covered branches in the winter. With our friends, we took walks and played games, brought our younger brothers and sisters on hikes, and watched as the adults and the elderly wandered through nature to relax.

People traveled from nearby cities to enjoy time in our forest. The visitors spent their time lying on the grass, inhaling the sap from the pine trees, napping, and talking to one another, or they walked in the forest to collect walnuts, mushrooms, strawberries, and various grains. We loved when Jews from the big cities came to the Heimish forest. The women were so fashionable. My girlfriends and I paid close attention to what they wore and how they carried themselves so we could do the same.

Back across the Jewish Bridge and a walk down the Street of the Road, we come to the train station with the Paths House next door. The Paths House was the center of much excitement. It is still there today; but there are no Jews left in Heimish, and only Polish is spoken there. Before the German vultures darkened our cheery blue sky, it was a gathering place not only for the Heimish Jews but for Jews from all of the smaller towns nearby. The best news seller was just outside the Paths House. He sold the dailies and weeklies from Heimish and from Warsaw. Heimishers and travelers passing through would get a newspaper and make their way inside to discuss and debate their political views.

Outside the Paths House was where, at one time, the wagons parked and the porters waited. Those porters would sometimes argue over who would help a visitor; one would pull one way, and the other would pull the other way. Later, the bus had its small station there, and the Dawidoff brothers became the owners. They took passengers back through Heimish and over the Iron Bridge.

Before young people made aliyah, it was the custom for their good-bye party to end at the Paths House.39 I watched them go and was envious of their bright smiles and big futures. I hoped it would be me one day. As we sang songs and cheered them off, their parents hugged them with fat tears rolling down their cheeks.

All of the important visitors to Heimish arrived on the train. Their hosts would wait for them at the station and take them directly to the Paths House. Political thinkers, intellectuals, musicians, writers, even a professional acting troupe once came through Heimish! Some of our esteemed guests became leaders in Palestine; some left to join the growing Yiddish intelligentsia in New York.40 Most were killed by the German murderers. (May their names be blotted out!)

In Heimish, there were many scholars of Torah and of secular subjects alike. In those days, young people wanted all kinds of knowledge. The beit midrashim were full of Torah students who gained traditional knowledge and wisdom. These same young men also embraced socialism and progress. Many traveled to study in university, when it was still possible for Jews to study. Others did not have the means to do this and instead went to the large library that was run by Ben-Zion Horn, and there they acquired both wisdom and knowledge.

There was great respect for these scholars. Everyone honored them, and because they were the heads of the youth organizations, the children admired and adored them. They organized the groups that primarily dealt with political and Zionist matters.41 They held question-and-answer sessions, planned Chanukah and Purim parties, and prepared themselves and others for eventual life in Eretz Yisrael.42

Even in a small town like Heimish, there were a dozen political groups, which created a lively environment. Overnight, sleepy little Heimish was overflowing with political speakers, rallies, and demonstrations. We thought it was terribly exciting, even as the older generations worried that the changes would cause divisions that would never heal. The political groups organized more youth activities, and the young people of Heimish learned of one ideology or another. The ranks soon filled with people who thought more about politics than prayer. The brothers who lived in the house next to mine, Moshe and Shimon Weingurt, belonged to different parties, and one evening, their debate turned into a physical fight.

Many young people joined the Scouts organization, which was led by Elias Serge. Elias gave wonderful, impassioned speeches in Yiddish and organized activities with singing, acting, gymnastics, and hikes. The Hashomer Hatzair was a competitor to the Scouts organization, and there were many arguments in Heimish about which group to be a part of.43 There were cases of “defection” from one group to the other, and the Weingurt brothers were not the only ones whose parents had to interrupt a fight!

Sports added to the dynamic atmosphere in Heimish. The first sport that was popular was gymnastics, but then soccer and track and field were established. Some of the athletes founded the Maccabee sports organization in town and spent much of their time developing sports programs and stressing how important sports were for individual people and also for Jewish community life. As more young people played sports, there were practices, trainings, meetings, and lectures held each day and evening—on the sports field during the summer and in an indoor hall during the winter. This activity enticed more and younger people, boys and girls alike, to join the Maccabee organization.

The Heimish soccer team was quite successful and played in competitions against the neighboring towns. These turned into big events, and many people would come to watch. Sometimes, there would be a band that came to play, and a victory left the whole town in a jubilant mood.

Most of the members were also members of Zionist organizations, and with every wave of immigration to Eretz Yisrael, the sports teams might have gotten smaller. But the younger children enthusiastically took the place of the older group, and we always had some hundreds of Heimisher Jews in sports organizations.

There were many “characters” walking around the Jewish streets of Heimish. I see these figures in my memory, and I hear their urgent request: “Please talk about us, so we are not forgotten!” I ask forgiveness for those I do not mention.

Most of the figures that I see were simple Jews, humble, without pretensions or special demands. Not many well-to-do among them; everyone worked hard and was content with what they had. They were businessmen, tavern owners, bakers, and butchers. They were peddlers, day laborers, and handymen.

The narrow streets and crowded places in Heimish created close neighbors and brought people together. Everyone had a good friend to share their joys and sorrows with. This nearness caused people to assign their friends nicknames, sometimes mockingly and sometimes fondly—all according to the circumstances and the feelings. Sometimes the nicknames were taken from their occupation or their origin. When a Jewish woman would say, “I am going for a while to Black Bashe” or “to bubbe Yente,” she meant that she went to her closest friend.

The names would be inherited from generation to generation, from the great-great-grandfathers or grandmothers. From those who originated in certain places, I remember the names: Shmuel Matchever, Leibke Patchayever. Or by the character or a special trait of the person: Shalom God-forbid, Little Mendele, Yellow Berysz (yellow-haired), Mejlech the Red (who was a Communist), and Moszek Batia’s (son of Batia). There were nicknames by the occupation or profession: Binyamin the carpenter and Binyamin the cobbler, Wolf der Beder (bathhouse attendant) and Lejb Beker (baker).

Some of the characters of Heimish stand out in my mind. Shlomo Bender had a round face and always a big smile. He owned a restaurant, had a warm heart, and was always ready to do a good deed. Feivel the Porter was short and had a very muscular build. He was not very smart and had some speech troubles—he pronounced “k” as “t” and “m” as “n.” As his name indicates, he earned his living as a porter. He got up early, said his prayers, and went to the train station. Visitors to Heimish put their luggage on his back. When he was overloaded, you couldn’t tell if he was a person or a walking cargo! Feivel the Porter lived with his mother, and he wore very shabby clothing most of the time. But on Fridays, after he visited the bathhouse and dressed for Shabbat, he looked like the richest man in Heimish.

I wish, as a woman, to write something about several righteous women. These were mothers, aunts, and good neighbors who did a great deal of work quietly and modestly. I want to describe here the generous characters and good deeds of a few of the women from Heimish who did their work unofficially, without being members of a social organization, without telephones, and without meetings and committees. They did their work due to their warm Jewish hearts and their sense of responsibility. They conducted their work quietly and without fanfare; they gathered a bit of flour, a bit of sugar, some foodstuffs from here and there and brought it over to needy families. They did this in a secret fashion, so that nobody would know who the donors were. Because of this, the recipients would not be embarrassed by the public knowledge that they were needy. In the darkness of night, covered by a large kerchief, the righteous women would go around to the homes of the needy, the ill, or other such families who would have preferred to die of hunger rather than having their plight become public knowledge.

Esther Adler was a clever woman, full of energy and good humor. Her home was always open to needy people, Jews and non-Jews. On Shabbat, she always had poor souls around her table, and she served them as her most honored guests.

Tzile Gurvich was also dedicated to helping those in need, but not everyone knew this. She treated everyone pleasantly and always helped with a generous heart.

Sore Beyle the Butcher Woman was a woman of valor: She worked during the day in a butcher shop, and at night, she repaired overshoes. She was very dedicated to performing kind deeds, but only in secret. And every Friday, one could see Sore Beyle carrying a large apron in which she gathered loaves of challah for the poor and for needy families.

Beyle-Rive Wolk was the “mother” to the Hashomer Hatzair youth in our town. A big group of young people would meet in her tiny home and talk about various problems, arrange lectures, and argue about different Zionist topics. The atmosphere there was warm. She understood this generation, whom other mothers could not comprehend. She was always happy, always with a smile on her face.


This time in my memories has come to an end. I went back to Heimish just once. I saw the synagogues destroyed and the New Cemetery turned into a place for animals to graze. My beloved forest was a mass grave. There were Poles living in my house, in all of the Jewish homes. There were no Jews left in Heimish.



* * *

The tour of Heimish began like those contained across the corpus: by acknowledging the destruction, making sure that readers know that they are viewing life as it once was, not as it is today. In the first paragraph, readers learn that the essay was crafted from memory with the lines, “in my memory, I see it Heimish as it once was.… No sign of these Jews can be found in Heimish anymore.” Because this is a memory text rather than a historical rendering of life in the town, it paints a generally nostalgic, rosy picture of life. Like the essays it draws from, the focus was not on the hardships that the Jewish communities faced, such as the increased antisemitism after the First World War or the economic crisis that began with the Great Depression in the United States. In this way, it gives insight into what it was that Holocaust survivors wanted to focus on and what they wanted future generations to know and remember.

The narrative tours were written in a stream of consciousness style, with authors moving from one subject to another, referencing the people, places, and events most important to them. Each narrative tour highlights the close-knit community that once existed, and this was replicated in Heimish. In this essay, it can be seen in the descriptions of, for example, Yaakov the “short, stocky” tavern owner, who had the “best pickled herrings and stuffed fish in Heimish,” the booksellers with their “twinkling eyes,” Feivel the Porter, and Chaim Levin, who owned the pharmacy where there was a “ring of bells when the door opened.” Women were represented in many narrative tours, though in a more limited capacity than men; they also contributed essays—generally about other women—to the corpus of yizker bikher.44 Most often, the women depicted were described as “righteous women” or “women of valor” and were defined by their charitable deeds and kind nature. All of the people, both men and women, who were portrayed in Heimish were drawn from innumerable descriptions in yizker bikher.

Religious beliefs, practices, and places were always included in the narrative tours but were generally not the primary focus. Instead, contributors wrote about the ordinariness of everyday life: boys having swimming races in the river, girls admiring the clothing of visitors from big cities, the excitement of sporting events, and walks across the “Middle Bridge, which had small paths on the edges where young people in love walked hand in hand.” This reinforces that the narrative essays were memory texts, as the tours generally focused on the small moments of daily life—on what was important to the author.

In the midst of the serene descriptions, however, every contributor included comments about the town (“now there is no more Jewish Heimish”), about the Germans (“may their names be blotted out”), and about their loved ones and neighbors (“may her soul be bound up in the bond of life”) that reinforce the fact that entire communities and ways of life were destroyed.

While yizker bikher were written only after the destruction of the Holocaust, editors made the decision to use the majority of each volume to reanimate prewar Jewish life. Even as we lose the generation of survivors and prewar émigrés, an opportunity exists to refocus on the textures of the lives they lived and the communities they built. Attending to the vast material contained in yizker bikher not only offers a way to honor the wishes of the contributors but encourages this generation—and future generations—to recontextualize the rupture of the Holocaust within the golden chain of Jewish life.








5
The Angel of Death Entered



At the end of the Second World War, as Holocaust survivors traveled home after their imprisonment in the concentration camps or their years hiding in forests and attics, they were confronted with the unthinkable loss of everything they once knew. This overwhelming grief was written into the fabric of each yizker bukh. Contributors wrote, for example, “There was a Jewish community in Czyzewo, and it is no longer” and


There once was a community in Sierpc. It was a city among cities, a community among communities, and is no more.… A town that was half Jewish, and where there are no more Jews … The houses that are no longer there, and the Jews who lived there and are no longer …1



These lines, found in the introductions of Sefer zikaron Czyzewo, and Kehillat Sierpc; sefer zikaron, respectively, highlight a core idea of all yizker bikher: Something was there, and now it is not.

The anonymous authors from both Czyzewo and Sierpc gave voice to a painful truth: The life of the community can only be seen through the lens of destruction. This destruction was categorized by cruelty, chaos, torment, and violence, and contributors to memorial volumes used a range of terms to describe those who committed crimes against them. In yizker bikher, the term “perpetrator” rarely, if ever, appears; instead writers used powerful language that placed unmistakable blame: “the Nazi devil machine,” “children of the devil,” “Nazi foe and their henchmen—may their names be blotted out,” “Nazi warriors,” “German villains,” “German murderers,” “Nazi barbarians,” “the poisonous snake—Hitler,” “German people [with] animal instincts,” “wicked men,” “vultures,” “Amalek,” “black vultures,” “Satan,” “Angel of Death,” and “bloodthirsty beasts.”2 They talk about the “German invasion” or “German occupation.” Across the corpus of yizker bikher, survivors of the Holocaust use the terms “Nazis” and “Germans” interchangeably, though rarely without an additional qualifier: Nazis become “Nazi barbarians”; Germans are “German murderers.” Much like the term “perpetrator,” “collaborator” was not used when referencing the local population who aided the Germans; instead, contributors referred to Poles, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and the like.3

In the introductory essays, contributors placed blame directly and forcefully on the Germans and Nazis for the crimes that they committed. The violent images and brutal language used in the following excerpt from Kowel reinforced the idea that the term “perpetrator” was then, and remains today, insufficient.


This book was sculpted by hands that were cut, legs that were severed, eyes that were torn out, hearts that stopped beating.… These scrolls are arteries through which streams the blood of the sainted, pure angelic children of Kovel. They were slaughtered and burned. It is also the blood of our holy souls. The hearts of all those who were so dear to us and left us forever are beating in these scrolls.

… The bones of our youth are rotting in the cemetery on the other side of the river. Young hearts have stopped beating and young people no longer eye the blue sky as they sing.… There is no God in this place.4



The imagery of “hands that were cut, legs that were severed, eyes that were torn out” implies action: Someone cut hands, severed legs, and tore out eyes. These actions scarred the collective soul of the Jews of eastern Europe (and around the world) and deserved a ferocious response; those who committed these atrocities—the Germans—deserved absolute and unequivocal condemnation.

This passage is also compelling because of its focus on the loss of children, something referenced in many yizker bikher. The phrases used, “pure, angelic children” who were “slaughtered and burned,” “bones of our youth are rotting,” and “young hearts” that have “stopped beating,” were crafted to inspire additional moral outrage from the reader. The language of “pure children” being “slaughtered and burned,” with, eventually, their bones rotting in a cemetery “on the other side of the river” is inescapable. The detail about the cemetery on the other side of the river implied that even in their death, these children are far from their homes and their families; this thought prohibits the reader from shifting their gaze. There is no respite from the agony of this image. It is so powerful, in fact, that “there is no God in this place.”

There may be a tendency to dismiss this language in some way, to declare it hyperbolic or otherwise overly emotional.5 And while Eliezer Leoni, the editor of Kowel, certainly wrote with passion and poignancy, his sentiments should not be discounted. His language was brutal and explicit about the violent ways that Jews were killed and the relentless despair of the survivors. Leoni’s anger was shared by contributors and editors across yizker bikher. M. A. Tenenblatt, the editor of Sefer Ozieran ve-ha-sevivah, wrote,


As those who were burned alive and mothers breastfeeding their infants when they are dismembered in front of them and tossed to the trash, ask before the Throne of God: “If justice exists, why do the wicked live and become old, and even become mighty in power?”6



This shocking excerpt imagines the dead imploring God for an explanation as they search for justice after the horrifying violence committed by the Germans. The dead have been “burned alive” and were “breastfeeding babies” who were “dismembered” and “tossed in the trash.” Again, there is unseen action in this passage. People burned others alive; they dismembered babies and discarded them with trash. This is a series of actions that should be beyond human imagination.

The descriptions of those who were culpable for these crimes vary, but the labels used are found in extended, metaphorical contexts. Sefer Wierzbnik-Starachowitz offers a particularly vivid portrayal, saying,


Suddenly horrible winds began to blow. The sky was covered with black vultures. Satan entered and quickly destroyed the contented life. A stormy, bloody stream flooded the towns and villages of Europe.… The Angel of Death entered.… He murdered without any pity.

How was the forest filled with people? How were the souls of Jews torn away from their bodies? How is it that our fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and friends were hurt, tortured, and eliminated?7



This is yet another striking characterization of the murderers and their entrance into the community. It is not “perpetrators” or “Germans” or “Nazis” that readers meet in this passage but “black vultures” who covered the sky, “Satan,” and the “Angel of Death,” all ushered in with “horrible winds.” The horror visited on Jews was biblical in scale and language. Anger and fear were made palpable with these words, and readers, again, find themselves flooded with almost involuntary images of the scene described. Just one moment later, readers are made to witness forests filled with Jewish bodies, torn from their souls, and are accosted with the relentless torture and elimination of “fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters and friends.”

A speech given by landsman Moyshe Garber at the unveiling of the memorial monument for Zinkov, Ukraine, was included in Pinkes Zinkov. He began his address by placing the destruction carried out by the “Nazi villains” in the “centuries-old martyrology” of Jewish “blood and tears.” The “terrible deeds carried out against” the Jews, he explained, were “unparalleled in all of human history, down the centuries and generations.”8 Garber named past murderers, beginning with Attila the Hun and ending with Khmelnitski and Petliura. All of these historic massacres, though, were “child’s play” when compared to the “sadistic, bloodthirsty deeds” of the Germans. There was additional language that framed this: Garber spoke sarcastically of “‘civilized’ German cannibals,” not simply “Germans”:


They have outstripped by far all the mass murders in history, such as the massacres by Attila the Hun, Genghis Khan, the Crusades, and the Spanish Inquisition led by that pious mass murderer, Torquemada, may his name and memory be blotted out! Even the massacres perpetrated by Khmelnitski and Petliura were child’s play, compared with the sadistic, bloodthirsty deeds of the “civilized” German cannibals.9



It was not only the Germans who were guilty of betraying humanity. Garber goes on to accuse the “so-called dignified, honorable, civilized world” of “shutting their eyes, blocking their ears, and turning their face away.”10 These are willful actions, not incidental. The world “did not want to hear and see … tiny innocent children” begging for their lives on their way to the “gas chambers and kilns.” He wrote,


And the so-called dignified, honorable, civilized world was silent, shut its eyes, blocked its ears, turned its face away, and did not want to hear the heart-rending cries coming from the dark slaughterhouses, from the murder and torture factories called concentration camps. They did not want to hear and see the outstretched, emaciated, twitching hands of millions of Jewish men, women, elders, and tiny innocent children, who begged in their last agonized moments, as they were taken en masse into the gas chambers and kilns, “Save us! Save us!”11



Garber was not alone in his condemnation of the “so-called … civilized world.” Many contributors to yizker bikher found the world complicit in the crimes committed against them. In the memorial book created to honor the destroyed community of Nowy Dwor, Mayer Blake, the treasurer of the Nowy Dwor Relief Committee, wrote,


All that remains, that will never be forgotten, are the tall mountains of ash, where our enemies to this day search for gold from human teeth, and the so-called living embers, the survivors, who stick like a bone in the throat of the nations, the fighters for peace and democracy. The leaders of the world don’t know what to do with these embers. Perhaps, rekindle the extinguished ovens and throw them back in, putting an end to the problem? They don’t quite have the courage to do that. They won’t; they can’t do it. After all, the war is over.12



This passage begins with a series of haunting descriptions of bodies, of “tall mountains of ash” and the “search for gold from human teeth.” Over time, it has (perhaps) become easier to turn away from this language; after all, images of skeletal bodies piled one on top of the other have become shockingly common, standing in for a deeper examination of the humanity that was destroyed.13 The use of bodies in this passage, however, is harder to look past as it moves from literal to metaphorical, painting the picture of survivors who “stick like a bone in the throat of the nations.” That evokes a visceral feeling, the raw scraping of a sharp edge, the struggle to swallow, to consciously attend to what is so often unconscious.

Blake continues on, saying,


Perhaps they can offer to help again, as taught in the golden rule? Surely not, because they could have done that earlier, when the flames had just begun to burn. But if they wait, maybe “they” [the surviving Jews] will commit suicide. But, spitefully, we won’t; we want to live.…

The cries of pain from the suffering, together with those who still have a conscience, will resound in the ears of the world until justice will triumph.14



The violent imagery gives way to rage at the world, with the writer asking if help might be offered and, quickly, determining that those in power “could have done that earlier, when the flames had just begun to burn.” The author believed that the world wanted his death, even by his own hand, and, in the ultimate act of “vengeance,” he asserts “spitefully, we won’t; we want to live.” With the final invocation of “cries of pain” that will “resound in the ears” of “those who still have a conscience,” Blake again expresses his sense of despair and isolation. The language effectively and powerfully drives home the point: Survivors perceived the world as having stood idly by as their families and homes were taken from them.

Over two decades later, in 1969, similar feelings of desperation and solitude continued to emerge. A passage by Jack Ziklin, one of the editors of the volume about Gombin, Poland, reads,


And the enlightened world stood by, washing its hands in innocence, without coming to the rescue of the blameless millions, whose only crime was the fact that they were Jews—members of an ancient people that, to its misfortune, had been forced to live among other nations.… During the Holocaust it became clear to us, more than ever, that there was no one the Jews could pin their hopes on but themselves.15



These excerpts make clear the fact that during the years of the Shoah, the Jews of eastern Europe perceived themselves as alone. In their eyes, the world abandoned them, leaving them to suffer their destruction. With their words, the survivors accuse the Nazis, the Germans, and the Western world. The essays contained in yizker bikher condemn those who looked away, and contributors to the volumes force readers to face this complicity directly.

The language used with consistency across the memorial books was explicit and carefully chosen. In fact, survivors were clear in stating that one reason for the creation of the yizker bikher was “in order to record the malice and evil of those whom we lived among [referencing their Polish neighbors] for hundreds of years.”16 Some contributors were even more direct; the author of the introduction to Yizker-bukh fun der Tshekhanover yidisher kehile wrote that he hoped the memorial book did “not allow the flame to be extinguished of our lasting hatred of the German murderers that brought such a catastrophe to our people,” a directive found in many of the volumes.17 What becomes clear is that the contributors to the yizker bikher were willing to name, and place blame on, those who murdered their loved ones and destroyed their homes. These excerpts are, without exception, full of deep despair and barely contained rage. The authors of the introductory passages are hyperbolic in some places, imaginative in others, direct and forceful in still others. The content of the essays written about the Shoah, too, were well aligned with this introductory language.

Editorial teams and book committees from across eastern Europe had the same goals for the section of their volumes focused on the Holocaust: to document the crimes committed against the Jews of their town; to name those who were guilty; and to refocus attention on the ordinary Jews who lived, struggled, resisted, suffered, and died during extraordinary times. A close reading of the articles that comprise the seventy pages about the Holocaust in Kovel, Ukraine, illustrates how these goals were met.18 The essays in Kowel document, in detail, the atrocities that the Germans and Ukrainians committed against the Jews in the town. An extended testimony written by Ben-Zion Szer serves as an anchor for this archive, meticulously chronicling events from the early days of the German occupation through the liquidation of the two ghettos they established.19 Szer documented the relentless violence wrought by the Germans and Ukrainians, and his record does not allow readers to avert their gaze. Perhaps because his account is unusual in its scope, the editor of Kowel, Eliezer Leoni, added a footnote to the account. He wrote,


For many nights I sat with Ben-Zion and wrote down his testimony, and I spent quite some time on the arrangement and wording to give them a proper Hebrew appearance. I put a lot of effort into the work, because I was convinced that this testimony was unique. This is an authentic historic report, written by a man who with his own flesh and his own eyes witnessed all of the horrors of the extermination of the Jews of Kovel. With this testimony, the Kovel Yizkor Book exceeds local boundaries and becomes a universal Jewish document, so that even those not of our city will read these shocking words with bated breath.20



Leoni testified to the truth of Szer’s account, as well as stating his hope that the chronicle will be a “universal Jewish document,” read by Jews who have no personal connection to Kovel.21 Indeed, it is difficult to imagine that anyone, Jew or non-Jew, would be able to read Szer’s “shocking words” without sharing Leoni’s view that they are an “authentic historic report” that should be read universally.

Szer avoids vague descriptions, instead offering specific details that testify to the scope and personal nature of the atrocities. His very first sentences make the terror of the occupation come to life:


On the first day of the entrance of the Germans to the city, several Jews went out, including Leibush’s son-in-law Pessiah Resilas and his sixteen-year-old son, into Trisk Street. They, and six other Jews, were immediately kidnapped and taken to Kovka Bukser courtyard. They were ordered to dig a pit and climb down inside. When they were lined up in the pit—they were killed where they stood.22



The first Jews who were killed by “the Germans” are named—“Leibush’s son-in-law Pessiah Resilas and his sixteen-year-old son” were among them. While readers may not know who these individuals were, it is clear that Szer did. By including their names, he immediately made clear that behind the statistics were individuals who were known and loved, people with full lives ahead of them. Szer continued to name the individual people who suffered during the early days of the German occupation. He wrote,


About 60 of us went to work in “Vyturio Kovel” between the tracks and the canal, where people would throw broken glass, barbed wire, and scraps of tin. They ordered us to take off our shoes and dance barefoot on the broken glass. One of those with us was the butcher Rivka Aidless. Rivulets of blood trickles down his legs and we lifted him in our arms.23



The humiliating torture of dancing barefoot on broken glass and the subsequent care that was given to “the butcher Rivka Aidless” illustrate both the chaotic cruelty with which “the Germans” operated and the selflessness and concern that motivated the Jews of Kovel. These two instances are indicative of a common pattern to the German occupations of towns and cities across eastern Europe that began with random executions and moved quickly to senseless torture.

The initial wave of terror, chaos, and death was often followed by the desecration of sacred objects, which was the case, also, in Kovel. “About a month after the Germans arrived,” twenty men were ordered to collect and burn all of the two hundred Torah scrolls in Kovel.24 Szer wrote, “The Germans provided us with gasoline and ordered us to burn the Torah scrolls. The scrolls burned, the letters vanished in the air, and the wind scattered the ashes in every direction.”25 During the early months of the German occupation, “except for the absence of a guarded fence surrounding the Jewish parts of town, all relevant aspects of a Nazi-ruled ghetto were present.”26

Szer wrote about the individual who organized and ordered the crimes committed in Kovel: Polizei-Hauptwachtmeister Fritz Manthei, the German head of Kovel’s Ukrainian police force. Like most of the other contributors to Kowel, and to the corpus of yizker bikher, Szer was not interested in understanding Manthei or explaining what drove his actions. He offered, instead, his experiences and perspectives. Manthei was introduced into Szer’s chronicle when he ordered the butcher Moshe Feldman to be hanged on the eve of Passover 1941.27 On this first mention of Manthei, Szer used the aside “may his bones be crushed,” the opposite of “may his blood be avenged,” which he used after the name of almost every single murdered Jew he wrote about.28 While the memorial volume as a whole does not include a large number of atrocity photos, it does show an image of another Jew, Wolf Kipper, who was hanged in 1942, effectively using the photograph to strengthen the archive of evidence contained in the book and making it clear that hangings were relatively common occurrences.29

Though Szer was not focused on what motivated Manthei, an essay found later in the volume by the survivor Aharon Weiner portrayed Manthei as a rabid ideologue.30 Weiner was a Jewish shoemaker from a nearby town who was forced to live and work in the home Manthei occupied. As a result, he was in the unique position of not only closely observing Manthei but listening to him. Weiner describes a man driven by three things: ideology, ambition, and paranoia. Manthei believed that “there is no place at all for Jews in the world” and “thought along the lines of global destruction—a total annihilation of world Jewry. He openly stated that the Earth cannot stand both Nazi Germany and the international Jewish capital. Hitler could not be certain of his conquests as long as the Jewish community of the United States was still in existence.”31 This deep-seated ideology blossomed into ambition to create a world, not just a continent, free from Jews. According to Weiner, Manthei “fully believed that the Nazi conquests would reach across the ocean. The Fuhrer would rule over the entire world including all the seas. The United States would be overcome and he, Manthei, would be invited to establish Majdanek and Auschwitz in Greater New York.”32 Paranoia was the last piece of this triumvirate, no doubt animating Manthei’s cruelty. At one point, Manthei told Weiner,


“These cursed Jews are tormenting me. They do not let me sleep at night. It seems to me that there is at least one Jew left alive.” He was afraid that his loyal helpers, the Ukrainian policemen, did not execute the precise job on behalf of the purity of the Aryan race. He was certain that the most dangerous enemies of the Reich are still in the town. “You see, how can I sleep if my enemies are around me?”33



This horrifying mix of ideology, ambition, and paranoia almost certainly encouraged the chaotic brutality that was a hallmark of Manthei’s actions in Kovel.

Despite the fact that Manthei was the organizing force of destruction, Szer, like other contributors, did not place blame only on “the Germans.” Though it is clear that, from his perspective, without the Germans there would have been no Holocaust, Szer included “the Ukrainians” among the guilty. He explained that “about a year after the Germans arrived in town, the Ukrainians whispered in the ear of the Gebietskommissar asking what is the point of having ghettos in all of the towns in Vohlyn, and yet Kovel was being given favorable treatment? [And so,] two ghettos were established in the city,” one for the elderly, women, children, and the sick, the other for “workers of various professions.”34 Here, Szer condemned the Ukrainians, while at the same time, he pointed out that the Germans occupied Kovel for “about one year” before they were urged to establish the ghetto—and that year was absolutely characterized by cruelty.

Szer’s careful documentation extended through his writing about the executions that were carried out in Kovel. Before the first massacre, which took place on May 17, 1942, 277 Jews were forced to gather in Brisk Square to await their executions.35 While there, Rabbi Nahum Moshele spoke to those assembled, saying,


Dozens of generations of mankind from Noah and Abraham left behind a remnant of memory.… Dear Jews, the world is so beautiful, the trees are blossoming, the birds are reciting poetry … Jews, we are approaching martyrdom. Let us be united as one person.36



His words expressed his despair at leaving the beautiful world, even as he urged those “approaching martyrdom” alongside him to “be united as one person.” Following Rabbi Moshele’s speech, Yosef Avrech, a teacher in Kovel, spoke directly to Manthei. He said, “Don’t imagine in your soul that you will win the war. I tell you, your defeat will soon come. It’s a shame, such a shame, that I will not see your downfall.”37 These last words from Rabbi Moshele and Yosef Avrech represent the grief, helplessness, and rage expressed not only in Kowel but across the corpus of yizker bikher.

Szer’s testimony continues to carefully highlight the ways in which the Jews of Kovel cared for one another, as well as their ongoing desire to be avenged. He also continued to carefully lay out the crimes of the Germans and Ukrainians, pointing to the desecration of Jewish corpses and of Jewish graves, the rampant starvation, the meaningless “work,” the horrible punishments for imagined crimes, and the unending search within and outside the ghetto for every single Jewish man, woman, and child.

One locus of cruelty was the Great Synagogue, where Kovel’s Jewish population was taken before being murdered. Once inside the synagogue, after being checked for valuables by “the Ukrainian policemen,” adults “were ordered to squat with [their] heads down and between [their] legs. Anyone who raised his head could expect a bullet from the murderers.”38 In another essay, the survivor Asher Peres recorded “just the tip of the iceberg … for the sake of the next generations.” He described a scene from inside the Great Synagogue, writing,


The Ukrainian policemen—may their name be obliterated—played out a gruesome scene: they tossed the children in the air as one would toss a ball and on falling the pure little angels were torn to shreds, turning into a mixture of blood, ripped flesh, and broken bones. All this was performed before the eyes of the horrified mothers.39



Szer’s account of the events in and around the Great Synagogue echoes that of Peres. He wrote about a mother who was “struck in the back with the plank with the long nails; when he pulled it out of her body, her liver and lungs fell out onto the ground,” and her baby was “beat[en] against the pavement.”40 He wrote about the Ukrainian guards who “defiled” “ten pretty girls aged 15–16,” explaining that “from all the torture they suffered, they had no strength left to stand on their feet.”41 And he wrote about the father who drank sulfuric acid after losing his sanity when his three-year-old daughter “burst out crying, endangering their lives and the lives of the others hiding with them; he grabbed the child by her arm, slaughtered her with the razor and threw her out of the attic to the ground.”42 Szer did not include the gruesome, violent details to shock; they were not extraneous. He deliberately documented, bit by bit, what life was like under the German occupation.

When describing the atmosphere inside the Great Synagogue, Szer explained that “everyone knew that the end was near and his days were over, and the unfortunates approached the walls of the synagogue and wrote their first names and surnames, and that on this day they became martyrs. And if someone remained alive, he should avenge the blood that was shed.”43 Szer, unlike his neighbors, friends, and loved ones, wrote his last words on the synagogue wall three times and evaded death each time.

In the summer of 1944, Shlomo Perlmutter returned to his hometown of Kovel. With the “six mourners and orphans” who remained, he went to the Great Synagogue, where “hundreds and thousands of writings were etched on its white walls.… Letters written in pencil, ordinary and unsharpened, in colored pencils, with pen and ink and some even scratched with fingernails.” He copied seventy-eight of these messages—the last words of almost all who wrote them—and planned to return to copy more, though he soon learned that “the walls of the synagogue had been painted over and this is how the writings disappeared forever.”44 The etchings that Perlmutter saved from oblivion are included in Kowel; one of them belongs to Ben-Zion Szer, who wrote, “Ben-Zion Szer went to his death for nothing. 27.8.1942.”45

In Perlmutter’s brief essay introducing the last words, he expressed his own desire for vengeance, explaining, “Seeing the upheaval and the emptiness caused me to want revenge. I was pleased that not only our beloved had suffered, but the Polish and Ukrainian residents had lost their homes as well.”46 He was particularly struck by one message, written near the Holy Ark. He went on to explain,


Its composer had obviously spent much effort to do it with his fingernails in the hard wall. It shouted out of terrible pain and was noticed immediately. The composer worked hard to write it as high as possible and I had difficulty copying it. It said: “Here live the dead ones. Their blood cries for help in their sentence to death.” I looked at this several times and when I finally understood, I was unable to take my eyes off it. There were dried blood stains near the writing. Even after several years the stains did not fade and this left in me an even deeper appreciation of the terrible events that had taken place here.47



Each individual who left a message on the wall did so out of a desire to be remembered, and Perlmutter felt the “scores of souls” that “filled the deserted room” and “pressed for a trial.”48

Many of the messages were simple, composed only of names and dates: “Frieda Stillerman daughter of Yizhak Marder 15.9.1942” and “Josef and Gitl Rappaport 27.8.1942.”49 Some left earnest messages of their desire for life and apologized to those they left behind. Niura Rajber-Landau wrote, “I so badly wanted to live.”50 An individual who left only his first name, Henikh, wrote, hauntingly, “Alas, we wanted to live.”51 Yente Soyfer left a note for her mother that read, “Forgive me! Mama, you should know that I was caught when I went for water.”52 Chaya Rabiner recorded the following: “Forgive me. I did not want to cause you pain. I could not do anything else.”53 With these last words, Kovel’s Jews left haunting evidence of the brutality wrought by the “German murderers,” “cruel murderers,” “Hitlerists,” “Germans,” and “barbarians”; approximately one-third of those waiting for their deaths included a cry for vengeance.54 Yehuda Shechter wrote, “We demand vengeance! Cruel vengeance!”55 Liuba Rozenszveig left a message to “avenge our blood!”56 Yisrael Wajnsztejn left the following words: “The pure Jewish blood, may it drown all the Germans. Vengeance! Vengeance!”57 And an unsigned message read, “I am twenty years old. Oy, the world around us is so beautiful. All that I am craves life. Have my final moments come? Vengeance! Avenge me, whoever reads my final wish.”58

Vengeance—the desire for it and the shape of it—is expressed across the corpus of memorial books. The ironically titled “Letter for My Friend Hans,” written by Ezri Etsmun for Pinkes Gostynin, offers a very different vision of what vengeance might be. Etsmun writes a letter “in [his] thoughts … from Tel Aviv, from afar,” to Hans, his “longtime friend from childhood and youth’s times.” He is not sure if Hans is “still alive or not” but wants to talk to him anyway. Etsmun describes Hans for the reader; his “gold blond hair,” a face “so burnt from the sun,” and his “refined” mother.59 Etsmun and Hans used to read together and go to the train each morning for school. Hans was fond of Edy, Etsmun’s little brother, who would see them off with a toy hidden under his coat. And while Etsmun “fled from the storm at the right time, when life was still flowing calmly,” Edy and their sister remained behind, as did Hans. And so he asks,


Small Edy, so sweet, your friend

You often pressed him against your heart,

Tell me, I beg you, did the little boy cry

When you suffocated him with gas?60



Writing directly to Hans, Etsmun shares the shape of the vengeance he wishes on the man who he once considered his “good brother.” He wrote,


And odd, I don’t wish that you encounter death.

On the contrary, that would make me sad.

I want you to live, Hans, without escaping

The smell of blood that you spilled.

Or my look, stiff and silent,

That will follow you all the days,

When you take a son or daughter into your arms,

Or a wife, when you will need some peace.

If you pick up a book—my stare will be in it,

In every single line and word.

Wherever you will turn, you will find

The memory of hideous murder.61



It is not the release of death, then, but the suffering caused by the knowledge of the heinous crimes he committed—not against strangers but against those he once held dear.

While many contributors offer prayers begging God to avenge the Jews, to “pursue … the Germans, the Nazis … with anger and destroy them,” others expressed a very different sentiment, also born from rage: They no longer believe in God.62 Baruch Axelrod, a member of the Kobylnik landsleyt, contributed a piece called “Instead of the Orphan’s Kaddish” to the memorial book for his town. In it, he accuses God of indifference, writing,


I stand at attention on [the] graves, and they will not hear me say Kaddish.

They also did not hear the prayer of “El Maleh Rachamim” because the heavens were high and the gates of mercy were closed.63



Axelrod declares that when he visits graves, he will not say Kaddish, just as no one said the El Maleh Rahamim over the Jews who were killed during the Holocaust.


I knew that you would not listen to my prayer, HaShem.

Because you did not listen to the prayer of infants and babies nursing in their mother’s arms. As you have not listened to the prayer of the elders and the holy ones whose eyes were raised to heaven and the Shema Israel prayer on their lips. And as they were united with the Holy Name, HaShem, the O-N-E, they were all cut down one by one.64



He is not turning away from the souls of his loved ones, though—he simply no longer believes that God will listen to his prayers.

Each essay about the Holocaust emanates from an individual desire to grieve, to condemn, to lament, and to remember. When taken as a whole, the thousands of contributions that testify to the destruction caused by the Germans and their local collaborators represent a relentless search for justice. Justice, however, was defined in a range of ways, including rogue vengeance and legal prosecution. Justice also meant honoring—and perpetuating—the memories of loved ones who were killed and members of the community who had no family left to mourn for them. No matter what sort of justice Holocaust survivors and prewar émigrés were searching for, they—without exception—understood that one necessary step on their path was the construction of a lasting memorial for their decimated kehillah.







6
The Cemetery Was Never Empty



In 1955, the historian Jacob Shatzky wrote that yizker bikher “are for the most part gravestones, not books. As is well known, no one reads gravestones.”1 Yizker bikher, though, have never been simply gravestones; they are deep and rich records of lost cultures. Moreover, the idea that “no one reads gravestones” might be true in today’s cemeteries, but the matzeyvot in eastern European Jewish cemeteries were, in fact, meant to be read. Eastern European Jews saw gravestones, and the cemeteries that contained them, as places of meaningful connection between the living and the dead.2 Eliezer Shaklai explained the role of the cemetery in his contribution to Sefer Brzezany, writing, “The cemetery is part of the community. It serves as a live testimony to the history of the community from the beginning. It is as old as the community is.” Brzezany’s cemetery was found “in between the vegetable gardens and fields of grain, in the southwestern corner of town, to the right of Riska Street, on a hill surrounded by a stone wall.” The cemetery was always busy; there were “mass visits in the month of Elul. During the early hours of the morning, many visitors came in. Of course, people would also visit during the year on memorial days and also just to pour out their hearts in this holy place.”3

Photographs of gravestones were often included in yizker bikher, and a careful examination of them points to the idea that in prewar eastern Europe, they “revealed a whole society: scholars and traders, artisans and soldiers, as well as community leaders and ordinary men who together formed the thick fabric of Jewish life over many centuries.”4 These matzeyvot contained carefully chosen images and extended descriptions that were much like eulogies; both the artwork and the text emphasized the moral virtues, the education, or the occupation of the deceased.5 A photograph of the Old Cemetery in Sefer Brzezany shows matzeyvot crowded together, leaning at odd angles with grass growing wildly in between them. Some tombstones visible in the image have a Shabbat crown etched on them, indicating the religious values of those buried, and others appear to be decorated with a carving of a cask, indicating that the deceased was a member of the tribe of Levi (the cask represents the role the Levites played in supporting the Temple).6 Sefer Dunaszerdahely contains photographs of over twenty gravestones, as well as images of the New Cemetery and the Old Cemetery.7 Many of the matzeyvot have eulogies etched on them, like that of Meir ben Israel Katz, “whose sons are also righteous” and gave generously to the poor; Zalman Leib, a wise teacher and fair judge; and Shmuel Asady, whose “good name is mentioned even afar.”8

Whether matzeyvot were read or not, visiting the burial sites of loved ones was an important way of fulfilling the commandment of zachor—the obligation of remembrance. In the absence of gravestones for Jews murdered during the Holocaust, and in the wake of the destruction of Jewish cemeteries across eastern Europe, contributors to yizker bikher used simple, direct language to mark their books as “matzeyve,” “eternal tombstones,” “memorials on unknown graves,” “memorial candles,” and “permanent tombstones.”9

The creation of metaphorical matzeyve was intentional. One editor wrote that “a memorial made of stone will be eroded and lost in the stream of time but a spiritual remembrance in the form of a book persists through the generations.”10 Another wrote that “a tombstone of paper must be erected.… We, the survivors, have to erect a sanctuary of paper to consecrate their souls.”11 Across volumes, readers learn that “the pages of this book are stained with tears,” that “our book … was not conceived as a stone headstone … but as a Book of Life,” and that the books are intended as memorials “on unknown graves standing on earth that is saturated with Jewish blood.”12 Across the corpus of yizker bikher, editors and contributors clearly and consistently labeled their volumes as matzeyve, with all of the memorial obligations, feelings of grief and loss, and desires to perpetuate the memories of life that the designation carries with it.

Hundreds of villages, along with larger eastern European towns and cities, published yizker bikher, and each one was considered a matzeyve to the people murdered during the Holocaust. This concept of yizker bikher as a memorial came from survivors who missed the physical connection to the dead that usually comes from a cemetery. As a way to mourn their loved ones, and to retain a link to their past, they created what are, essentially, tombs on paper. Tombs, of course, are sacred spaces for the dead and places where the living go to honor and mourn those who passed. Yizker bikher act as tombs in spirit, if not in physicality. The introduction to Rozhinoy sefer zikaron, for example, notes, “it was clear that these dear souls ought to be memorialized through an eternal monument, one which is not connected to a particular place and which stands forever—that is a monument in a book.”13

Yizker bikher, then, were not only created to share memories and shape history but were also created to forge a connection between the living and the dead that would normally exist in the cemetery. An allegory written by Josef Keller for Pinkes Gostynin called “A Meeting at the Old Cemetery” is helpful in understanding the ways in which those connections were forged and what happened when they were severed.14 The allegory began by explaining that Gostynin Jews visited the New Cemetery in their town frequently: They went to visit the graves of their parents and other relatives when there was exciting news to share, during the month before the High Holidays, and when they went to honor the yahrzeit of important figures in the town. “That’s why,” Keller wrote, “the cemetery was never empty, because there were always warm, living people among the cold tombstones.”15 This connection allowed the souls of the deceased Jews of Gostynin to rest peacefully. After the Holocaust, however, the “silence disturbed the rest of those deceased,” and “it was difficult for them to understand why they were left so bereft and alone.”16

Keller imagined a meeting of the Jews buried in the Gostynin cemetery, where they awaited news from four members of the chevra kaddisha, the sacred burial society, who went to visit the grave of the Gostynin Rebbe to determine why the living no longer visited. As the dead gathered in wait, “a whiteness cut through the darkness” of the old cemetery; it was “the dead wearing their kittels and taleisim,” “the white, caved in tombstones that partially covered the graves,” and “a table covered with a white tablecloth … in the center of the cemetery.”17

The messengers eventually came back without an answer and, more shocking, with the news that the Rebbe’s grave had disappeared. Upon hearing this, the assembled fell into a state of anguish. Shortly after, “a mighty wind with fearful howling arrived,” accompanied by “a thick cloud of dust.” Through the noise, a “voice from Heaven” asked, “Do you not know that your children, your brothers and sisters, the entire Gostynin community were killed by the German murderers in gas chambers and crematoria in all the unsettled Polish cities and they didn’t even make it to Jewish graves?” And then, Keller wrote, “the darkness suddenly thickened. The white strip of the old cemetery disappeared, even the tombstones became black from the darkness. There was not even any sign left of the dead.” The cemetery was—and always would be—“forlorn and bereft.”18

Contributors, editors, and book committees consistently sought to place the destruction of the Holocaust in a broader historical-religious context, and Keller did the same in his allegory. The Torah teaches that creation began with an utterance—“let there be light”—and, with that, “God separated light from the darkness.”19 Keller’s words were reminiscent of these, found in the book of Genesis, when he wrote, “a whiteness cut through the darkness.”20 Light, something otherworldly, was sudden and distinct from the darkness that surrounded it. While Keller was describing the assemblage of the Jews buried in the Gostynin cemetery, he maintained his focus on lightness. He described both their attire and appearance: There was Reb Leybish wearing “a white kittel with a silver stole around his shoulders”; Reb Yekel, who wore a “white, satin yarmulke”; and “the hoary white” Reb Shmuel.21 These men, and the others who were assembled, were portrayed as innocent—free of the horrible knowledge about why their loved ones no longer visited them.

This lightness was in contrast to the darkness that descended when they learned about the destruction of “the millions of holy Jews,” among whom they would “find the holy ones from Gostynin.” Keller gave this darkness weight, substance, in his description; he described a “thick cloud of dust” and a “dense, powerful darkness” that contained the ashes of “the millions of holy Jews.” It was a “black cloud of wind” that would serve as an “eternal memory, that an entire Jewish world was destroyed.”22

This description of darkness is evocative of the biblical ninth plague, the plague of darkness, which descended on the Egyptians for three days. It was a “thick darkness” that afflicted the Egyptians, one in which “people could not see one another, and for three days no one could get up from where he was.”23 The darkness was so heavy, so complete, that each Egyptian was isolated—they were unable to see one another, just as they were unable to move to find one another. Darkness, in Keller’s allegory, was a different sort of plague, one that punctured the lightness, the innocence, in which the dead of Gostynin rested. It descended when the dead learned what happened to their loved ones and to the “millions of holy Jews.” This darkness, too, was isolating: The cemetery in Gostynin would remain without visitors, and “there was not even any sign left of the dead.”24 The gathering that took place in that pure white light was over and, presumably, would not take place again.

The destruction of Jewish cemeteries was not just metaphorical. Across eastern Europe, matzeyve were ripped from the ground and used to build roads and walls, and bodies were exhumed by locals looking for gold. As a result, “words alone [became] the matzeyve.”25 The Editorial Board of Sefer Zikaron Czyzewo wrote,


In the ruins of the two Czyzewo desecrated, shamed, and destroyed cemeteries lie the bones of our great-grandfathers, the founders and builders of the town. We stand today with bowed heads, to erect a memorial for the murdered martyrs in the form of a Yizkor Book that must serve all of them as a cemetery in which the souls of our nearest and dearest may rest.26



Here, the board members highlight the ruin of Czyzewo’s two cemeteries, saying they had been “desecrated, shamed, and destroyed.” The board members initially shared a version of this sentiment with their landsleyt when they sent an appeal soliciting material for their planned yizker bukh. Not only had the existing cemeteries been desecrated, but the mass graves of Czyzewo Jews were unmarked. “From generations of Jews and Yiddishkeit,” they wrote, “there remains only enormous mass graves without gravestones, without the smallest memorial that should shout out to the world about the terrible tragedy that happened there. On the huge mass graves wild grass is already growing.” The covering of the unmarked mass graves “erases the traces of the horrible murderers and they will be forgotten along with our entire past life in Czyzewo.” Not only, they feared, will past Jewish life in Czyzewo be forgotten, but the “traces of the horrible murderers”—the material proof of the crimes—will be erased.27

The urgent appeal continued with the directive that “we must not tolerate this!” The editors explained that it “would be a great injustice, … a desecration of the honor of the martyrs,” if a fitting memorial was not created. It was the “large, holy duty” of the living to remember the dead. All Czyzewo survivors “must erect a matzeyve, an eternal memorial! A matzeyve that should tell our children and the future generations about this tragedy and to perpetuate the memory of our martyrs! … To perpetuate the memory of our town with a matzeyve, we must create a memorial book for Czyzewo.”28

The Editorial Board of Sefer Zikaron Czyzewo was intentional in laying out the relationship between the desecrated cemeteries, the murdered Jews who did not receive a proper Jewish burial, and the sacred memorial function of their yizker bukh. A section titled “After the Deluge” contains essays written by returnees to Czyzewo; each of the authors makes mention of the destruction of the town’s cemeteries.29 In Chana Gormadzyn-Gotlib’s essay about her brief return to the town in which she grew up, she wrote, “I run to the cemetery; the eternal resting place is defiled, too. The headstones lie thrown around, broken. Peasants dig in the sand.… Woe to the bones that have no rest. Woe to my eyes that see all of this!”30 She expressed the belief that Josef Keller illustrated through his allegory in Pinkes Gostynin, that the dead cannot rest because their graves have been “defiled.” She shared a lament not only for the dead but for herself as well—the notion that so many Jewish souls “have no rest” will haunt her thoughts.

Y. Dawidowicz, in his extended essay about his return to Czyzewo, also described the cemetery as “defiled.”31 The word has multiple meanings; it can mean “made foul,” “dirty,” or “unclean,” and it can mean “desecrated.” Both Gormadzyn-Gotlib and Dawidowicz note that the cemetery has been made foul by “peasants [who] dig in the sand” and “garbage of all kinds.”32 The desecration of the cemetery is also noted: “The eternal resting place is defiled,” and “there is not one trace of generations of holiness.” Dawidowicz felt that “the holiness of that place was greater and more fearful than a usual cemetery” precisely because it “was the cemetery of a world that was brutally annihilated.” Dawidowicz went on to explain that “everything that was a reminder of that world must be held sacred and dear.” He was concerned not only with the physical remains of the dead but with the memory of the “world that was brutally annihilated.”33

Narrative contributions to yizker bikher were not the only ways in which editors marked them as matzeyve; they also used a range of visual elements. Art—particularly of gravestones—was commonly included throughout the volumes. The Editorial Board of Sefer zikaron Czyzewo, for example, chose to put their opening text inside an image of a matzeyve. This preface immediately opens by marking it as a memory text by saying, “in this book before us, we unite ourselves with the holy memory of the dear natives of our town,” and goes on to describe the work of creating the memorial volume as a “holy task.”34 It concludes with the opening words of the Mourner’s Kaddish, “Yitgadal V’yitkadash,” adding a literal element of prayer to the imagery of a sacred object.

In the wake of the loss of such sacred spaces, yizker bikher offered landsmen the opportunity to memorialize loved ones who died before the war, whose gravestones were destroyed, and whose cemeteries were desecrated. In Gostynin, and across eastern Europe, survivors returned to find that “there was no sign of the entire cemetery.… The earth was ploughed and seeded, and the past—erased.”35 Josef Keller and Yissachar Motil explained in the pages of Pinkes Gostynin that “because the bestial Hitler murderers tore up the gravestones and used them to pave the streets,” he was “placing a gravestone here.”36 In this way, he built paper tombs for those who were left “bereft and alone” in the desecrated cemetery of Gostynin and for his loved ones who made up the “dense, powerful” darkness that he describes in his allegory.37

Both of these yizker pages for Josef Keller’s family contained in Pinkes Gostynin have a gravestone, either literal or metaphorical, at the center (figures 6.1 and 6.2). In the first picture, the family was gathered at the matzeyve of Josef Keller’s grandfather. In the other, the Keller family posed for a photograph in an unknown location. It appears as if a person was cut out of the image, and in their place is a metaphorical gravestone for Josef Keller’s parents. On both pages, the people in the photographs were killed during the Holocaust; the captions identify who each person was. These memorials reinforce the idea that the living and the dead are connected and that remembering the dead is a responsibility. Both those whose peace was disturbed by the silence in the cemetery and those who were unable to find peace until they were honored were represented together in this image, bound together through the memories of the living.

[image: A black-and-white memorial photograph of nine people posed around a gravestone. A tenth person was added to the image; a photo of his head was, seemingly, cut from another photo and added to the top left of the group. Everyone is dressed in warm clothing, including coats and hats. Above the photograph, there is text that reads, “For the holy memory of my entire family, gathered around the gravesite of my father, Yaakov Mendel Keller, of blessed memory. All those gathered around the gravesite were killed along with their children by the German murdered in Poland.” Beneath the photos are the names of the individuals seen in the picture. A black-and-white photograph showing a family, seemingly inside a house. There are eleven people in the picture; it appears that a twelfth person was cut out of the center of the image. In his place is a rectangle with text that reads, “Instead of a gravestone for our father Tzvi ben Yaakov Leyb, of blessed memory (died in 1936 in Gostynin), and mother Bluma Miriam bas Yisrael Itche Keller, of blessed memory.” Above the photograph, text reads, “As a holy memory of my beloved and dear parents, brothers, and sisters-in-law who were killed by the Nazi murderers. Honor their memories!” A caption below the photograph lists the names of those seen above.]
Figures 6.1 and 6.2. Memorial pages, in Pinkes Gostynin, edited by J. M. Biderman (Gostynin Memorial Book Committees, 1960), 382, 396.


The allegory in Pinkes Gostynin illustrates the pain of memory death, the anguish felt by Jewish souls not only when they are forgotten but when there is no one left among the living to remember the dead. In other words, a soul suffers when it is no longer remembered. This idea is a biblical one: In the Mishlei, the Proverbs, it says, “the mention of a righteous man is for a blessing, but the name of the wicked shall rot.”38 An interpretation of this, written by Rashi, a thirteenth-century French rabbi who authored influential and comprehensive commentaries about the Torah and the Talmud, explained that the first part of this means that “whoever mentions a righteous man blesses him.” The second part means that “decay develops” in the name of a wicked man, “for no one wishes to mention his name, and it is automatically forgotten.”39 In other words, the living should speak of the dead to bring their souls peace but allow the names of “the wicked” to be forgotten. Another way to think about the importance of remembering the dead is by considering the phrase often used when a Jew dies, “may his memory be a blessing,” which is a directive to the living to think and speak of those who have passed. Jewish rituals for death and mourning are both prescriptive and communal, and these words are no different. Jews are responsible for the souls of the dead, and the way to fulfill that obligation is remembrance.

Yizker bikher were one way to help the she’erit hapeletah, the surviving remnant, honor the communal rituals that enabled them to fulfill the commandment of zachor, which, under normal circumstances, begins as soon as a Jewish individual dies. Before burial, the body is never left alone, as Jews believe that the soul is bound to the body for, at least, some period of time. The chevra kaddisha washes the body and dresses it in a shroud, and a shomer—a guard—is selected to sit with the body until burial. These are the immediate ways in which the living care for the dead but certainly not the last. After burial, there is a series of rituals organized by time and guided by community. There are seven days of sitting shiva, a year of saying Kaddish, and the annual yahrzeit.40 Each of these are times for both prayer and for remembrance, and each demands a minyan, a group of ten. By design, no Jew mourns alone—the living are supported as they remember the dead.

These rituals did not—could not—take place for Jews murdered during the Holocaust, so in many ways, book committees became chevra kaddishim, ensuring that the dead were remembered by their communities. While each yizker bukh perpetuated the memory of a community, the necrologies, the lists of the dead, sought to ensure “the mention of the righteous man.” Great care was taken in each yizker bukh to ensure that the necrology was as complete as possible, and book committees and editors used different methods to accomplish this. Most commonly, they organized the necrologies by family. Sefer yizkor Goniadz, for example, includes an alphabetical “list of families who perished.”41 In this volume, the number of people from a family listed together ranged from three, such as the Khtiba and Kirzczner families, to twenty, for the Gelbard and Todorowicz families.42 Within these lists, some people were given additional descriptors; for example, Itshe Berniker, Chana Dina’s son; Blumka Farber, Yisroel-Yitzhak’s widow; Yankl Todorowicz, the tailor; and, Mordechai Ribak, the baker are memorialized in the Goniadz volume.43

While alphabetical necrologies were most common, there were other ways the lists of the dead were organized. Aharon Meyerowitz, the editor of Megilat Kurenits, made the decision to shape the necrology “according to streets so that the townspeople could recognize their beloved neighbors, the homes, and the streets all as one complete entity.” The survivor Yitzhak Zimmerman “made the list, checked the corrections, and even corrected the list that had been corrected by others.”44 In this way, Zimmerman created a map, of sorts, that helped his fellow landsmen to reenvision their hometown and to honor and remember each individual murdered during the Holocaust. As one of the few Jews from Kurenits who survived, he was able to provide additional information about when, where, and how many of his neighbors died. For example, he notes that Ita Gilberstein, “an excellent partisan,” died in the forest, and Neta Rodnitsky, his wife, Riva Zlata, and their two children “perished the day of the slaughter,” September 9, 1942.45 By noting the date of death, when it was possible, Zimmerman ensured that the individual yahrzeit could be honored.

Despite the fact that Zimmerman aimed to include “the name of every martyr,” Meyerowitz expressed that “the most worrisome part” of his work as editor of the volume was compiling a complete “list of our beloved.” If some names were accidentally omitted, the book committee would, he wrote, “make an addendum.”46 This was not simply a way to keep the peace among the living, who no doubt would be upset that their loved ones were not included; it was also a promise to the dead that not a single soul would be forgotten. Meyerowitz’s offer of an addendum is indicative of the idea that remembering the dead is an ongoing and communal process. For the dispersed Jewish community of Kurenits, an addendum to the yizker bukh was a way to ensure that the prewar community was memorialized completely. As a result, the dead were remembered, and the living had the opportunity to fulfill their obligation.

Other book committees and editors took a different, less communal, approach to potential omissions. Immediately following the necrology in Yanove oyf di breges fun Vilye, for example, is a page that is blank, with the exception of twelve widely spaced lines and text, written in Hebrew and Yiddish, that reads, “The list is long, and certainly not complete. This page is dedicated to filling in missing names.”47 Mordechai Wolf Bernstein, the editor of Yizker-bukh Pulawy, took a similar path, first explaining that while no effort was spared in compiling “a full list of all the martyrs, … there are certain families and names missing.” This was because “there were families of which there was not one member left to remember them.” Bernstein went on to say that “the list of names is in the order of the aleph-bet,” and he gave directions to his landsmen: “if someone finds missing names, he should add them to the empty lines we have ready at the end of the list.”48 Sixty-nine pages later, after the necrology and extended memorials, are two pages where Palovers are prompted to “write down the names” of loved ones “killed by the Nazi murderers and … omitted from the list.” They should also “include information, when possible, about when, where, and how” their loved ones were killed—whether they were included in the original list or not.49

The Kalish Book is another volume that has space for readers to create their own list, with several critical distinctions. First, the volume does not include a necrology, something fairly uncommon among the corpus of yizker bikher. Perhaps as a way of creating memorial space, Baruch Tall, chairman of the Publication Committee, included two pages in the volume, each with the words “My Family” in Hebrew, Yiddish, and English and lines for readers to list the names of their family members.50 The text on the first page (figure 6.3) is placed on top of an image of a lit yahrzeit candle, already beginning to melt; on the second (figure 6.4), it is in front of a newly growing tree. These two images suggest that the pages were designed with different purposes in mind: Names of those who lived and died in Kalish belong on the page with the memorial candle, while names of the next generations belong with the growing tree. Both images are commonly found across the corpus of yizker bikher, with hundreds of volumes using yahrzeit candles to represent memorialization and trees in various forms—severed, burned, newly planted—to highlight the roots and growth of the Jewish people.

[image: A page that has a thin border and is mostly blank, featuring horizontal lines for writing. In the top right corner, there is an illustration of a lit memorial candle with wax dripping and text that reads, “My Family,” in Yiddish, Hebrew, and English. A page that has a thin border and is mostly blank, featuring horizontal lines for writing. In the top right corner, there is an illustration of a growing tree and text that reads, “My Family,” in Yiddish, Hebrew, and English.]
Figures 6.3 and 6.4. Memorial pages, in The Kalish Book, edited by I. M. Lask (Societies of Former Residents of Kalish and the Vicinity in Israel and the USA, 1968).


The different ways in which the editors of the Kurenits, Yanova, Polav, and Kalish volumes approached incomplete necrologies highlight a range of Jewish beliefs and traditions, including communal memory, the obligation of remembrance, the importance of yahrzeit, and the continuity of the Jewish people. They also reinforce the idea that yizker bikher are, in fact, more than gravestones—and more than books. As objects, yizker bikher are sites of remembrance and memorialization, enabling the communal memory and mourning that was impossible during the long years of the Holocaust. Interacting with a yizker bukh, whether as a site of prayer, grief, or remembrance, whether looking at the photographs, reading the essays, or scanning the names that make up the necrology, honors not only the dead but the wishes of the surviving remnant, as well.

Once all of the work collecting and documenting was done, yizker bikher lived in the homes of survivors and prewar emigres, intended to be passed from one family member to the next. Memory, though, is an ongoing project, one that requires subsequent generations to find new ways of fulfilling the obligation to remember. To that end, there have been efforts to bring yizker bikher to a range of readers through school projects, digitizations, and translations. These endeavors underscore the idea that yizker bikher not only can but should play a central role in how we think about the Jewish communities of eastern Europe and their destruction.

The first of these remediation efforts took the form of memorial volumes made by Israeli schools in the 1960s and 1970s. The “heads of Yad Vashem, in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and culture,” decided that “every school in the country would adopt the memory of one of the communities destroyed by the Nazis during the years of the Holocaust.”51 Kostopol, Ukraine, was one of the communities that was memorialized through a school project, something that Arie Lerner, the editor of Sefer Kostopol, called a “beautiful educational idea.” Students from the A. D. Gordon State School in Herzliya, encouraged by their principal, Yosef Tushman, an émigré from Kostopol, “got to know the history of the town in the old days, about the life of the community, and about its customs.”52 They published a short book containing interviews with Kostopol émigrés, a version of the map found in the prospectus, photographs from prewar Kostopol, and hand-drawn illustrations.

The student-drawn cover of the book shows a barbed-wire fence running along the bottom, leading into what, at first glance, looks like a tree but, upon closer examination, is a lit memorial candle (see figure 6.5). The words “we will remember alongside” are written inside the flame, and “Kostopol” is written on a path that leads from the fence in the foreground to a town in the background. There is something poignant about the word choice, about the acknowledgment by the Israeli students that they were not the sole keepers of the memory of Kostopol but instead would hold the stories they heard of the town in order to perpetuate them.

Brzezany, Ukraine, was another town “adopted” by an Israeli school, this time the Rambam School in Hadera. The principal, Elisha Oren, wrote a short essay for Sefer Brzezany explaining the school’s efforts. In his view, it was “natural for our nation to preserve in our memory the greatest calamity—the calamity of our century—the Holocaust of the European Jewry, caused by the Nation of Israel’s greatest oppressors, so that our nation would never suffer such a Holocaust again.”53 Interestingly, Oren’s focus seemed to be on the destruction of Brzezany rather than the rich prewar Jewish life and culture. He further connected the project to Yom HaShoah, writing that in the Rambam school, they “go beyond that single day”:


Every year we dedicate a whole week to study and delve deeper into the Holocaust and heroism chapters. As part of the study week, representatives of the Brzezany community, remnants of that Magnificent Zionist Jewry, visit our school for some years now and tell our students about the life and death of the Brzezany community, one of many.… Brzezany will not disappear or be erased from our nation’s historical memory. It will continue to live and exist in the hearts of its remnants and in the hearts of the students of the Rambam School in Hedera. It would become, like other wiped-out Jewish communities, a torch lighting the way of the nation in its homeland.54



[image: In a black-and-white illustration, a town is drawn along the top of the page, with three buildings and several trees. A barbed-wire fence runs along the bottom of the page, and a lit memorial candle is on the lower-left side. The words “we will remember alongside” are written inside the flame of the candle, and “Kostopol” is written in a path that runs between the town and the fence.]
Figure 6.5. Cover, Kostopol, edited by Yosef Tushman (A. D. Gordon State School, 1965).


The approaches taken by the principals Yosef Tushman and Elisha Oren to the student-authored memorial books that their schools published were, in some ways, different: Tushman’s students took an approach more in line with the corpus of yizker bikher that were published, focusing on prewar life as much, if not more than, the destruction, and Oren’s students centered “the Holocaust and heroism” more than the events that preceded it.

While the memorial volumes produced by Israeli schools do not appear to have continued beyond the 1970s, JewishGen, the online “global home for Jewish genealogy,” has been expanding its Yizkor Book Project since 1994. The goal of this memory project is “to facilitate access to Yizkor Books and the information contained in them,” and, almost certainly, the expected audience for the project is exponentially larger than that of the Israeli school initiatives.55 The core of the project is translations of yizker bikher into English; as of 2023, 965 volumes have been translated in their entirety, and hundreds more have been partially translated.56

The leadership team of the Yizkor Book Project sees their work as a sacred responsibility; the language they use to write about their efforts is well aligned with that found in the yizker bikher themselves. They explain,


[Because] Yiddish and Hebrew are no longer commonly understood by a significant percentage of Jews today, … JewishGen has undertaken the sacred responsibility of translating these books into English so that the culture and way of life of these communities will be preserved and transmitted to future generations. It is our hope that the translation of these books into English (and other languages) will assist the countless Jewish family researchers who are so desperately seeking to forge a connection with their heritage.57



While all of the translations are freely available online, JewishGen also established a press that publishes the translated yizker bikher upon request, offering an opportunity for members of the next generations to own a bespoke, translated volume of their own. It uses a “print on demand” model, in order to “print even single books on demand and ship to individual buyers,” which is “ideal for a situation with a limited specialized audience.”58 Its printed, hardcover memorial books have “interiors in black and white, whereas the covers are in color and often are replicas of the covers of the original Hebrew and Yiddish Yizkor Books or contain some artwork from the books or displays a significant historic photo.”59 The JewishGen guidelines for cover editors are open-ended, stating only that they need to “create the cover using Photo Shop of some other software likely using a scan of the original Yizkor Book cover and modifying it by inserting English, laying it out on a provided template; or possibly creating a totally new cover.”60 The resulting covers are often inviting and visually captivating.

Many JewishGen volumes include notes from the project coordinators or translators, as well as content that became available after the original volume went to print; these additions offer insight into the memorial function of these remediated books. The translation of Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Meytshet, published in 1973 to memorialize the Belarussian Jewish community, is an excellent example of an “enhanced” yizker bukh. It contains three additions: a “letter from the web site coordinator,” a “letter from U.S. Army Chaplain Rabbi Oscar Lifshutz to his mother in Chicago,” and an “enhanced map from page 24.” Myrna Brodsky Siegel, the project coordinator for the translation of Sefer Meytshet and a descendant of the town, explained that contributors to the original volume hoped that “through this Yizkor book the lives of the poor souls and the beloved shtetl they lived in would not be forgotten.” She went on to write,


In the years to come, each time someone with a bit of sensitivity comes to read the stories of the people who lived in Maytchet, perhaps there will be a small lessening of the overwhelming destruction and grief as their lives will be remembered. That is the least that we can do, as we know these dear people deserve to be honored, and their hopes and dreams of a better life will be remembered.



Here, Siegel points to the very same idea that contributors put at the heart of their work: The “overwhelming destruction and grief” will be lessened because the people of Meytshet will be remembered. Moreover, she writes, “these dear people deserve to be honored”; it is, in fact, “the least that we can do.” She admits that “the translation of the book may not be perfect”; despite that, she feels “a great sense of pride with mission accomplished.” She explains that although “most of the survivors have passed away,” she hopes that “now that the translation of the book is completed the victims of the Shoah and all subsequent survivors are looking down and ‘kvelling’—that through the translation of this book they and their beloved shtetl are being remembered now and for generations to come.”61 Siegel, then, hopes that victims and survivors who have since “passed away” are “kvelling”—a Yiddish word that means something akin to bursting with happiness and pride. The focus of the imagined joy, though, is not her, or her work, but the idea that “they and their beloved shtetl are being remembered now and for generations to come.” In other words, it is the escape from memory-death that will bring peace to the dead.

Another addition to Sefer Meytshet that offers valuable insight into the role yizker bikher play in perpetuating memory is the “enhanced map from page 24” (see figure 6.6).62 It was “prepared for Myrna and Shael Siegel’s trip to Meytshet” in 2004 by Martin Small, “A/K/A Mordechai Shmulevicz,” who became Siegel’s mentor after they met in 1986. Siegel explains in her “Letter from the Web Site Coordinator” that she and her husband visited Meytshet in 1995 and 2004:


As we walked the streets the stories my parents and other family members (who had shared their memories with me), made the streets of this beloved shtetl come alive. The large church my mother lived across the street of stood out and I envisioned my mother helping take care of the wounded soldiers that were housed there during World War I. It was here she learned to speak several different languages. And I could sense the smell of my grandmother’s delicious “zermelach,” just like the ones she sold in their store.63



There are two ways to navigate to the “enhanced map” on the Meytshet pages of the JewishGen website: The first is directly from the table of contents, and the other is a link below a translation of the original map included in Sefer Meytshet, found within the contents of the JewishGen site. Ultimately, there are three maps in what might best be considered a series. The first is the map contained in Sefer Meytshet, which is relatively simple.64 The Molchadka River is easily identified, along with major roadways, the rail line, wooded areas, and buildings, some of which are labeled in Hebrew. The next is the JewishGen translation by Amir Shomroni.65 It is a fairly standard JewishGen map, in line with its goal to “unlock the valuable information contained in Yizkor Books,” with each Hebrew label translated into English and added to the map in royal-blue typed font.

[image: A map shows several Meytshet streets, the rail line, and the Molchadka River. Fifty locations are marked by number, with arrows leading from the small squares representing the buildings to their number.]
Figure 6.6. Martin Small, “Enhanced Map of Meytshet,” in Myrna Brodsky Siegel, project coordinator, Meytshet: In Memory of the Jewish Community, a translation of Sefer zikaron le-kehilat Meytshet, edited by Benzion H. Ayalon (Meytshet Societies in Israel and Abroad, 1973), JewishGen Yizkor Book Project.


In making the final map in the series, the “enhanced map,” Small added annotations and a remarkably detailed legend to the original.66 It is immediately clear in reading this map that it was made to be used: An annotation that reads “you arriving to Meichet” was added to the road leading from Baranowiec, at the top right of the map. Small also added some color to the map: The locations related to the Christian population are colored in a deep maroon, and the area with “all Jewish houses” is colored a pale yellow. Other areas are shaded in gray, but there is no discernable pattern to them.

It is the legend, though, that brings this map to life. Some of the places on the legend were sites important to the community as a whole, like the water mill (39) and the line of stores (7); some, like the area of three synagogues (2) and the rabbi’s house and cantor’s house (3), were important to the Jewish community; and still others were important to the Christian community, like the Catholic church and living quarters (36) and the gentile cemetery (37). Many places on his legend were once occupied by members of Myrna Siegel’s family, including Chaim Meir Gorski’s shoe store (12) and house (33) and Moshe Aaron Boretcky’s flour mill (45), his home, and the homes of his sons and their families (44). There are also places on the legend that identify homes and businesses of families that Siegel got to know in the decades following the Holocaust, such as the Novomiski liquor business (4) and houses (47), the house of Vikna Belski (17), and Freidl Margolin’s store/café (19). Finally, Small noted a number of places that were personally meaningful to him: his grandparents’ house (10), his uncle’s hardware store (14) and home (29), his parents’ house (28), and his cousin’s motel (49).

Many of the entries on the legend have additional information. Small noted, for example, that the main synagogue (2c) was “named Kalte Shul. [It was a] large brick building, high ceiling painted with biblical scenes; men’s section 15–20 steps down and women sat in the balcony; no heat and was used for holidays. Shtiebel for Hassidim and Beit Midrash small synagogue”; and he notes that his cousin’s motel (49) was “for guests who came for the summer to the heath forest; we would tie hammocks between trees to use as beds.”67 Detailed, personal descriptions like these were included in many yizker bukh map legends, but this one was written in 2004 rather than 1973, when Sefer Meytshet was published. In this way, readers are offered a glimpse into what Martin Small remembered decades after the Holocaust—the spaces and places that were personally meaningful—and what he wanted to share with Myrna Siegel: the vibrancy and connectedness of prewar life in Meytshet.

Ultimately, yizker bikher are—and have always been—more than gravestones. Certainly, each bukh was created as a sacred object, one that fulfills the obligation of remembrance and offers a connection to the people, places, and ways of life destroyed during the years of the Nazi genocide. They also, though, offer new generations of scholars and writers unique insight into the life and death of eastern European Jews and Jewish communities. Beyond connection and insight is something else: All of the memory projects—from the original yizker bikher to the small-scale Israeli school books to the digital translated volumes—ensure that the memories of the Jews of eastern Europe would always be for a blessing.






Conclusion


In the aftermath of the Holocaust, survivors and prewar émigrés created yizker bikher—collaboratively authored, place-based memorial books that represent a confluence of Jewish liturgical, ethnographic, and historical writing. The postwar volumes were not the first yizker bikher, but they were by far the single largest memorialization effort by the Jewish community in history. The surviving remnant of almost every prewar eastern European Jewish community took part in this effort because—simply put—every prewar Jewish community was destroyed. Despite the overwhelming challenges that book committees, editors, and contributors faced, the yizker bikher they created are remarkable accomplishments of reanimation of Jewish prewar life, condemnation of the guilty, and memorialization of those who were lost. The volumes contain rich and detailed information about how the Jews of eastern Europe lived before the Holocaust and about how the Germans and their local collaborators destroyed that life. Moreover, they were created as sacred objects that bring peace to the souls of the dead and honor the places they occupied in life.

In the earliest appraisals of these books, some prominent historians cast doubt over their utility for scholars. In 1951, for example, Philip Friedman, the first director of the Central Jewish Historical Commission in Poland, wrote that “a fair number of these publications enhance and romanticize the hometown by cloaking various negative aspects of its Jewish life in an idealistic veil”; in 1955 Jacob Shatzky wrote, “there are historical recollections that are really folklore.”1 However, just over a decade later, Elias Schulman countered these reviews, writing, “It is astonishing that this immense source about Jewish life on the eve of the Holocaust has for the most part been ignored by writers, researchers, and historians who have written about it in Western languages.… The loss is theirs and that of Jewish historiography.”2 And then, in 1983, Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan Boyarin wrote in their introduction to the seminal From a Ruined Garden, “Generally overlooked in writing about the Holocaust is the single most important act of commemorating the dead on the part of Jewish survivors. These are the hundreds of yizker bikher.”3 This book has intervened in this decades-old debate on the side of Schulman, Kugelmass and Boyarin, and, more recently, Monika Adamczyk-Garbowska and Adam Kopciowski (authors of a 2014 book chapter that highlights the value of yizker bikher), arguing that it is incumbent on scholars to reconsider these important sources.4 Changes, advancements, and trends in scholarship over the past fifty years have given us new ways to understand yizker bikher. For example, memory studies as an academic field did not come into its own until the end of the twentieth century, and knowledge generated in that field can certainly help better contextualize the corpus of memorial volumes.

When we do revisit the corpus of yizker bikher, it becomes clear that they are exceptionally rich sources that demand renewed focus. First and foremost, contributors to the volumes put the emphasis on the vibrant Jewish lives and culture that existed before the Holocaust. Book committees and editors chose to include a wide range of narratives, photographs, and memory maps to provide a, perhaps, rosy and nostalgic view of prewar Jewish life—but the view, nevertheless, that survivors and prewar émigrés wanted to remember and share. Oftentimes, editors took time to explain that their books were created as memory texts. Mark Tarkov and Abraham Mittleberg wrote in their 1951 editors’ introduction to the book on the town of Belchatow,


It is possible that in the individual chapters of memoirs written by individual authors, which are presented in this Yizkor Book, there are facts, episodes, events which are repeated. But these repetitions are the result of various points of view and various worldviews, and therefore, bring out more clearly the coloring of the described period, showing all the aspects of the pulsating Jewish life of the erstwhile Belchatow.5



They forthrightly acknowledge the challenge of multiple contributions and highlight the positive: that the repetitions and range of viewpoints “bring out more clearly the coloring of the described period.” Immediately following Tarkov and Mittleberg’s introduction, there is “A Word to the Reader” from the Book Committee. The committee also explained the memorial nature of the book, writing,


It is understandable and quite possible that there would be some errors in some of the articles in which facts and people are mentioned, so we ask your forgiveness in advance.

Our only intention in publishing this Yizkor Book was to give a complete picture of our town as everyone saw it, to show the Belchatower Jews in their pain and in their joy, in their struggles and strivings up to the time of their demise.6



In other words, the editors and members of the Book Committee wanted readers to know that their memorial volume might have repetitions, omissions, and errors but that these made it all the more human and all the more representative of life as it once was.7 It was this humanity—this life—that formed the core of each yizker bukh.

But the volumes were also crafted as archives of evidence, containing first-person, detailed accounts of the brutal destruction of Jewish life. The chapters contained in yizker bikher documenting the Holocaust were, certainly, emotional laments for loved ones and hometowns ravaged by the war. Perhaps more importantly, contributors expressed intense anger and cried out for both vengeance and justice, naming the individuals and the nations that actively took part in the genocide of the Jews or that willfully turned away from what was happening. Using the strongest possible language for an almost indescribable tragedy, survivors of the Holocaust condemned the Nazis and the Germans, generally using the terms interchangeably.8 Harrowing survivor narratives and an array of official testimonies, documents, maps, and photographs relentlessly excoriate the Germans and their local collaborators. They wanted to be clear about who was guilty and about what crimes were committed. Moreover, the survivor community considered how wide-ranging that guilt was and how much of German society—and of society as a whole—should shoulder the blame.

Finally, yizker bikher served as portable matzeyvot, or tombstones, paper tombs that were sites of connection between the living and the dead. As objects, they resembled siddurim, Jewish prayer books. Contributing to a yizker bukh gave survivors and prewar émigrés an opportunity to fulfill the commandment of zachor, of remembrance. In remembering their loved ones whom the Germans murdered, they brought a sense of peace to the souls of the dead and left a record of their lives for future generations to read and honor.

When we accept that yizker bikher are critical, underutilized sources, it opens multiple new avenues for research and interpretation. Building on the ideas in this book, scholars might more closely focus on just one of the material or visual aspects of the volumes—the maps or the photographs or the art, for example. Moreover, the form of the original yizker bikher is quite different from the form of the later generation of books, including reprints, translations, and digitized volumes. One fascinating line of research would look at the various versions of the volumes to better understand both the form and the function of each.

Across the corpus of yizker bikher, there are thousands of pages about hundreds of Jewish communities across eastern Europe. There is still much to learn about and from, for example, the representation of women or the elderly or people on the margins of the community. Likewise, a careful mining of the descriptions, found in almost every book, about the relationship between sports, culture, and politics would offer new understandings of prewar Jewish life. It would be worthwhile, also, to examine how contributors wrote about emigration to Palestine before the war, as well as how they wrote about Israel after the Holocaust. Scholars who focus more specifically on the Holocaust might examine the range of official documents written by the Germans and their cooperating local commissions and those authored by survivors as a part of the official record. The first-person accounts of the Holocaust might be closely read to trace the ways survivors wrote about local collaborators and how they wrote guilt and complicity in the immediate aftermath of the war.

These extraordinary sources reanimate prewar Jewish life, condemn the guilty, and memorialize the people, places, and cultures that were destroyed. The surviving remnant—the book committees, editors, and contributors—created yizker bikher despite overwhelming obstacles. All of their work, however, only comes to fruition if yizker bikher are used—and that is up to us.
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GLOSSARY



	ALIYAH: Hebrew; the act of going up; emigrating to Israel

	ALLTAGSGESCHICHTE: German; the history of everyday life

	AMALEK: Hebrew; biblical enemy of the Jewish people

	BEIT MIDRASH(IM): Hebrew; study hall; a space dedicated to the study of the Torah

	BLETER: Yiddish; pages

	CANTOR: An individual who leads a congregation in song and prayer

	CHALLAH: Hebrew; Braided bread eaten on Shabbat and other holidays

	CHAVRUTA: Hebrew; friendship; a study partnership

	CHEVRA KADDISHA: Hebrew; burial society

	CHOLENT: Yiddish; a Shabbat stew

	EL MALEH RACHAMIM: Hebrew; the Jewish prayer for the dead

	ERETZ YISRAEL: Hebrew; land of Israel

	GEMARA: Hebrew; commentary that comprises half of the Talmud

	GZEYRES HITLER: Yiddish; decrees of Hitler

	HASHOMER HATZAIR: Hebrew; The Young Guard; a secular Jewish youth organization

	HASSID(IM): Hebrew, derived from the Hebrew word chesed, “kindness”; adherents of Hassidism

	HASSIDISM: Hebrew; a religious revivalist movement within Judaism

	KADDISH: Hebrew; a prayer praising God; the Mourner’s Kaddish is a part of Jewish mourning rituals

	KEHILLAH: Hebrew; community

	KHURBN: Yiddish; destruction

	KHURBN-FORSHUNG: Yiddish; destruction research

	KIDDUSH HASHEM: Hebrew; a religious or moral act that causes other to honor God

	KISHKE: Yiddish; a sausage-like dish often made with matza meal, schmaltz, and spices; usually cooked with cholent

	KITTEL: Yiddish; a white cotton or linen robe worn by some religious Jews on holidays

	KODESH: Hebrew; sacred

	LANDSLEYT: Yiddish, plural; compatriots; people from the same town

	LANDSMAN: Yiddish, singular; a fellow townsman

	LANDSMANSHAFTN: Yiddish; association of landsleyt organized for social and charitable purposes

	MASKILIM: Hebrew; adherents of Haskalah (the Jewish Enlightenment)

	MATZEYVE(-OT): Hebrew; gravestone(s)

	MEGILAH OR MEGILAT: Hebrew; scroll, volume; an extended account

	MELAMED: Hebrew; teacher

	MINYAN: Hebrew; count; the number of Jewish adults (ten) required for certain religious obligations

	NER TAMID: Hebrew; eternal light that hangs above the ark in every synagogue

	PINKES(IM): Hebrew; the record book of a Jewish community

	POALE ZION: Hebrew; a movement of Marxist-Zionist Jewish workers

	RABBI: Hebrew; the Jewish spiritual or religious leader

	REBBE: Yiddish; the spiritual leader in the Hasidic movement

	SEFER(IM): Hebrew; books of Jewish religious literature, generally viewed as sacred

	SHAMASH OR SHAMES: Hebrew; synagogue sexton

	SHE’ERIT HAPELETAH: Hebrew; the surviving remnant; generally used in reference to Holocaust survivors

	SHEMA: Hebrew; the Jewish prayer that serves as the centerpiece for morning and evening prayers

	SHIVA: Hebrew; the week-long period of mourning in Judaism

	SHOMER(ET): Hebrew; watchman; an individual who watches over the body of the dead before burial

	SHTETL(ACH): Yiddish; market town

	SHTIEBEL(ACH): Yiddish; Hasidic prayer rooms, also places of community gathering

	SHUL: Yiddish; synagogue

	SIDDUR(IM): Hebrew; a Jewish prayer book

	SYNAGOGUE: Hebrew; consecrated space of Jewish prayer

	TALLIS: Hebrew; fringed prayer shawl

	TALMUD: Hebrew; the set of teachings and commentaries about the Torah; the basis for Jewish law

	TARBUT: Hebrew; culture; Tarbut schools were a network of secular, Hebrew-language schools in the former Pale of Settlement

	TORAH: Hebrew; the first five books of the Hebrew Bible

	TZIMMES: Yiddish; traditional Jewish stew made of carrots, yams, and dried fruits

	YAHRZEIT: Yiddish; the anniversary of a death in Judaism

	YARMULKE: Yiddish; a brimless cap worn by Jewish men to fulfill the obligation that the head must be covered

	YEDIES: Yiddish; news

	YIZKER BUKH/BIKHER: Yiddish; memorial book(s)

	YIZKOR: Hebrew; may God remember; the public observance for the community of the bereaved

	ZACHOR: Hebrew; remember; the Jewish commandment to remember that is repeated nearly two hundred times in the Torah

	ZAMLBUKH: Yiddish; collection book; anthology

	ZAMLER(S): Yiddish; collectors

	ZAMLERKRAYZN: Yiddish; collectors’ circles

	ZAMLING: Yiddish; collecting

	ZIKARON: Hebrew; memorial, remembering








NOTES



PROLOGUE


	1For more about Kostopol before and during the Holocaust, see Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust Remembrance Center, “Kostopol,” accessed February 8, 2025, https://collections.yadvashem.org. For more about Kostopol during the Holocaust and the sites of mass execution, see the testimony in Yahad in Unum, “The Map of Holocaust by Bullets,” accessed February 8, 2025, www.yahadinunum.org.


	2Arie Lerner, ed., Sefer Kostopol (Former Residents of Kostopol in Israel, 1967).


	3Yizker bukh is the Yiddish term for “memorial book” (plural: yizker bikher). These books are sometimes referred to in Hebrew as sefer zikaron. I chose to use the Yiddish to honor the language most commonly spoken by those who were murdered during the Holocaust.


	4For more reading about yizker bikher, see Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan Boyarin, eds., From a Ruined Garden: The Memorial Books of Polish Jewry, 2nd ed. (Indiana University Press and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 1998); Rosemary Horowitz, ed., Memorial Books of Eastern European Jewry: Essays on the History and Meanings of Yizker Volumes (McFarland, 2014); Eliyana Adler, “Translating Trauma: The Afterlife of Holocaust Memorial Books,” Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 23, no. 2 (2023): 200–220, muse.jhu.edu/article/913171; Jennifer Rich, “Let This Book Be a Monument: Yizker Bikher and Jewish Collective Memory,” Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 23, no. 2 (2023): 183–199, muse.jhu.edu/article/913163. Hundreds of yizker bikher have been digitized and can be found on the New York Public Library and Yiddish Book Center websites.


	5Arie Lerner, “In the Margins of the Book,” in Sefer Kostopol, 380–381.


	6“In the beginning there were the taverns”: Sefer Kostopol, 20–21; “And these are the names …”: Sefer Kostopol, 21–22; “Synagogues and Cantors”: Sefer Kostopol, 53–56; “Hebrew Education in Kostopol”: Sefer Kostopol, 107–138; “The lumber trade”: Sefer Kostopol, 140–141; “The sawmills”: Sefer Kostopol, 142; “The Shoah”: Sefer Kostopol, 190–220; “The Survivors Tell”: Sefer Kostopol, 221–247.


	7For more about the visual architecture of yizker bikher, see Barbara Mann, The Object of Jewish Literature: A Material History (Yale University Press, 2022).


	8Sefer Kostopol, 123.


	9Sefer Kostopol, 2. One relatively common way that book committees involved their landsmen in the creation of yizker bikher was to circulate a prospectus for the volume. The prospectus contained a brief overview of the goals of the forthcoming memorial book and, in some cases, images, including maps and photographs. The prospectus for Sefer Kostopol does not contain any publication information; I found it tucked inside the yizker bukh when it was sent to me.


	10The word zachor, “remember,” appears around two hundred times in the Torah, and the Shabbat before Purim is named Shabbat Zachor. For more about the commandment of remembrance, see Yosef Haim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (University of Washington Press, 1982).


	11Tarbut is the Hebrew word for “culture.” There was a large network of Tarbut schools in the Pale of Settlement in the years between the two world wars.


	12For more about the Shema, see Chabad, “10 Facts Every Jew Should Know About the Shema,” accessed October 29, 2025, www.chabad.org.


	13Sefer Kostopol, 190, says that fourteen people who were in the ghetto survived the war. The USHMM Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, vol. 2, 1387–1388, however, says that fifteen people survived. See Alexander Kruglov and Martin Dean “Kostopol,” trans. Ester-Basya Vaisman, in The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, ed. Geoffrey P. Megargee and Martin Dean, vol. 2 (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2025), 1387–1388.
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	2Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan Boyarin, introduction to From a Ruined Garden: The Memorial Books of Polish Jewry, ed. Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan Boyarin, 2nd ed. (Indiana University Press and United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 1998), 2.
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