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FOREWORD

Once | happened to be walking down a long curving corridor. For no reason, it occurred
to me to stop and look back. I could see for some distance in clear light, but then the
corridor began to dim, and finally it faded into complete darkness. The farthest reaches
lay beyond my sight. | often wonder if our memory does not function in the same way.
We peer into our past until we reach a point where the light of recollection vanishes, and
we are no longer certain whether what we remember is actual experience or imagined
experience based on something repeated over and over again in our presence.

Marie Waife-Goldberg, My Father, Sholom Aleichem, p.I5.

“Tell me more about your escape from Tcheikeshik... and the time the Germans bombed
Rassein... and about the night you spent at a farm without letting your parents know...”

When my children were young, and it was my turn to tell them a bedtime story, | would
often put aside the prowess of the "Little Engine That Could" and tell them some of my
adventures in Rassein, the Lithuanian town where | was born and spent the first 15 years of my
life. The idea of someday writing a memoir of that vanished period was probably born at the
bedside of one of the children. But it was the urging of my grown children in recent years that
persuaded me to undertake the pleasant task of engaging my memory for fun, as a small legacy, a
tribute to my parents, brothers and sisters and as a memorial to members of my family, Jews and
non-Jews, and countless other people who died at the hands of the Nazis in Lithuania and
elsewhere.

In this Memoir of my boyhood I have faithfully recorded events in which | participated or
observed, as well as impressions which have left a strong imprint on my memory. Parts of the
narrative which deal with matters obviously not known to me at the time, such as the history of
Lithuania and Rassein, our family's antecedents and the course of World War | outside the
narrow scope of my birthplace, are based on published accounts (listed in an appendix) consulted
in the process of writing this account, and on conversations with my sister Frances and my
brothers Reuben and Martin, to whom | acknowledge my deep gratitude for their encouragement
and assistance. They are, however, in no way responsible for any errors of fact or omissions in
this chronicle. I cannot vouch for the accuracy of certain details of a social or political nature, but
thought it best to record my recollection of them in the context of my growing up in Rassein.
Another way of saying it is that this is not an historical or sociological monograph, but rather a
fragment of an autobiography.

Several aspects of the narrative seem to stand out as | look back on that distant period of
my life. As a child and boy | was very much a part of my family and people, but partly as a result
of my parents' near total involvement in making a living and because of the long German
occupation (1915 - 1918), it was possible for me to grow up with a minimum of familial and
social restraints with regard to religious convictions and observances, making friends with
children outside our "class", and sexual exploration. The German occupation in particular was
decisive in exposing me to much that was novel and dramatic in what might otherwise have been
the rather uneventful life of a boy in an East European shtetl. But even without the tumultuous
events of the War, life in Rassein for me and other young people was only a prelude to
emigration - to America in the first instance, but also to South Africa and to some extent to
Palestine. Much as the East European shtetl has been romanticized in such productions as
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"Fiddler on the Roof" and novels, it was essentially a way station on the road to other worlds -
"die golden medine” (America), Zionism, or revolutionary involvement. My 15 years in Rassein
have, | believe, left a strong and lasting imprint on my life and undoubtedly influenced my
choice of career, a lifelong interest in working with people and for social change in the interest of
a more humane society.

March 21, 1976



1. Rassein: An Ancient Lithuanian Shtetl

Although | was aware of the existence of other towns in Lithuania besides my own, had
visited two of them briefly, and had heard of such large cities as Kovno, Vilno, Warsaw and the
giants of the New World - New York, Baltimore, Worcester - Rassein was the center of my
world during the first 15 years of my life. In imagination | traced its history not to Lithuania's
past and present, or to the Czarist realm, but to the Bible and to the chief historical events which
affected the wanderings of the Jews since the destruction of the Temple and the eventual
dispersion of the Jewish nation. If I had any curiosity about Lithuania's and our town's history as
| was growing up, it was swept away by the tumultuous events brought about by World War |
and the German occupation. It was only toward the end of the War, when | witnessed the birth of
the Republic of Lithuania, that | became interested in the country's past and most of what |
record here | learned long after I left Rassein.

Bordering on the eastern coast of the Baltic Sea, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia form the
group of Baltic States, each with a history marked by invasion, union, absorption, and
independence with relation to Sweden, Poland, Germany, Czarist Russia and more recently the
Soviet Union. Speaking a Baltic language belonging to the Indo-European family, and
predominantly Roman Catholic, Lithuanians appear in historic records since the 2nd Century
A.D. During its earliest history as a nation, Lithuania was hard pressed by the Livonian and
Teutonic Knights, and to protect itself the ancient realm joined with Estonia and Latvia to form a
strong, unified state in the 13™ Century. At one time the Grand Duchy of Lithuania became one
of the largest states of medieval Europe. In 1569 Lithuania sought protection against the
Russians, merging with Poland in an uneasy union, and for several hundred years the two
peoples were closely identified. As a result of the partitions of Poland before and during the
Napoleonic wars, Lithuania was annexed by Russia and became a part of the Czarist empire until
the end of World War 1. Following the defeat of Germany, which had occupied the country for
most of the War, Lithuania became an independent republic in November 1918, and in spite of
almost continuous conflict with Poland, and to some extent Germany and the U.S.S.R., managed
to remain independent until 1940. As a result of the Soviet-Nazi Pact the U.S.S.R. occupied
Lithuania and after elections (the legitimacy of which has been strongly disputed) Lithuania
became a constituent republic of the U.S.S.R. During the Second World War Germany occupied
Lithuania, and following the defeat of Hitler the country once more reverted to its former status
as the Lithuanian S.S.R. The incorporation of the country as a constituent republic of the U.S.S.R.
has never been recognized by the United States and the republic maintains a consulate in
Washington to this day.

Occupying an area of approximately 25,174 square miles, with a population somewhat
under 3,000,000, Lithuania was until1940 largely agricultural, with dairy farming and stock
raising prominent in its economy. Since the end of World War Il it is reported that there has been
considerable industrial development. The ancient city of Vilna is once more the country's capital,
with Kaunas and Memel (Lithuanian Klapeida) the other major centers of population.

Rassein (Lithuanian name Raseinai) is one of the oldest Lithuanian towns, with a
recorded history going back to the 13th century. Located in the western part of the country, the
town served as the seat of the regional court and the meeting place for the area's nobility until
Lithuania’s last partition in 1795. Early in its history the Dominicans and Carmelites built notable
churches and monasteries in the town. The Dominican Baroque church and monastery, built in
the middle of the 17th century, are being preserved to this day as architectural monuments. The
town's total population (of whom a large proportion were Jews) numbered 8,516 in 1857, but
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declined in subsequent years, numbering somewhat over 5,000 after World War I. From its
beginning Rassein was an important agricultural trade center and during the period of Lithuanian
independence (1918-1940) served as the county seat.

Jews first appeared in Lithuania in 1321, as the center of Jewish existence in the Diaspora
shifted, first from their ancient centers in the Near East and North Africa to western Europe, and
later to Central Europe - particularly Germany, Bohemia, Hungary and Austria - and finally to
Eastern Europe - Poland, the Baltic provinces, Russia and the Balkans. Known as Ashkenazim
(Ashkenaz is the Hebrew name for Germany), and speaking Yiddish, based on the German of the
Middle Ages, the Jews moving into Eastern Europe were in flight from Western Europe, and
particularly Germany, during the periods of religious and political tensions symbolized by the
Crusades. Conditions for their settlement in the East seemed to be particularly favorable in
Lithuania where Jews were granted "charters of privilege" as early as 1388, whereby they were
able to live as "freemen" with rights differing only slightly from those enjoyed by the gentry.
The Jewish population grew to 3000,000 by 1897, and constituted about 10 percent of the
population. For several centuries before Lithuania achieved its independence the Jewish
community, although small in number in comparison with Polish and Russian Jewry, it made
notable contributions to the cultural and religious life of its people. Lithuania had a number of
distinguished yeshivot (rabbinical colleges or seminaries), learned rabbis and was a center of
Haskalah (enlightenment-- a movement promoting the secularization of Jewish life). Vilna (or
Vilnius), the country's ancient capital, was referred to as "the Jerusalem of Lithuania”. Lithuania
was one of the few East European lands in which Hassidism (the folk religious movement
opposed to the rabbinical emphasis | on formal learning) never took hold. It is interesting that
one of the meanings applied to Litvak, the appellation for a Lithuanian Jew, is that of a learned
but skeptical person. Other nuances of the name are less complimentary, such as a shrewd, clever
fellow and sharp trader.

Jewish life under the young republic developed rapidly as a result of the favorable
political and legal conditions prevailing in the country. Nevertheless, the Jewish population
declined as a result of emigration and numbered only about 175,000 at the outbreak of World
War 1l. The Soviet occupation of Lithuania on the eve of World War Il and the subsequent
invasion of the country by the Nazi armies had a disastrous effect on the Lithuanian Jewish
Community. A small number of Jews left the country in the wake of the Russian retreat in 1941,
and when the Germans occupied Lithuania they massacred the remaining Jews. In 1970 the
Jewish population of the Lithuanian S.S.R. was reported to be 23,600 or less than one percent of
the total population of 3,128,200.

We do not know when Jews first settled in Rassein, but as one of Lithuania's oldest and
best known towns, we may presume that Jews appeared there early in its history. It is noteworthy
that the authoritative Jewish Encyclopedia (New York and London, 1912) has an article on
Rassein, one of the few Lithuanian Jewish communities described. As early as 1775 the town
had a rabbi prominent enough to be mentioned in this important work. Referring to it as a
"district city in the government of Kovno, Russia", the Encyclopedia tells us that Rassein "had a
prosperous Jewish community in the first half of the nineteenth century, and was a center of
Haskalah, or progressive ideas, when Abraham Mapu lived there (1837-44)". Mapu (1805-67)
wrote the first original Hebrew novel, Ahavat Zion (Love of Zion). The Encyclopedia goes on to
say that "most of the men who were animated by progressive ideas left Rossien for more
promising fields of activity in larger cities, and a fire which almost totally destroyed the city in
1865, and the hard times which followed the brief period of revival in the first part of the reign of
Alexander Il, contributed to the city's decline. In 1866 Rossiena possessed 10,579 inhabitants of
whom 8,290 were Jews... By 1897 the entire population had dwindled to 7,455, mostly Jews. The
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chief articles of commerce are wood and grain for export..." By 1923 the town's population
numbered 5,270, of whom about 4,000 were Jews. The dwindling Jewish community suffered
the fate of most Jews in Lithuania when the Nazis overran the country during 1941. The few
Jews who survived the holocaust have left a grim account of the systematic rounding up and
extermination of the Jewish population by the Germans, aided by the native fascists.

The historical events regarding Rassein and Lithuania sketched here were entirely
unknown to me when | was growing up. Before 1914 my interest in history was limited to the
absorbing panorama of the Bible, and during the German occupation there was enough living
history to excite any young person. Had my curiosity about Rassein been aroused, | would have
been especially eager to talk with a remarkable self-taught genealogist, Reb Moshe Markovitz, a
cobbler by trade, who with the help of his sons compiled a well known book, Shem Hagdolim
(Names of the Great Ones), detailing the histories of Jewish families in Lithuania, and especially
Rassein. | visited his shop many times and at the request of my brother Mendel he prepared a
brief genealogical account of our family, which is summarized later in this memoir.

Recent sociological and historical writing dealing with the vanished world of the historic
Jewish communities of Eastern Europe has popularized the term shtetl (literally, small town or
little city). It was the shtetl which was the "stronghold™ and carrier of the East European Jewish
culture. As the well-researched study, Life is With People, puts it:

"Whether among Poles or Russians, Lithuanians or Hungarians, the Jews retained their
ways and their language responding to the environment, assimilating much of it, integrating it
into their way of life, yet keeping the core of their own tradition intact. They spoke Yiddish,
wrote and read Hebrew, bargained in broken Polish and Ukranian. In large cities, as time went
on, more and more of them rebelled against the sole authority of the Torah. The shtetl, also
touched by waves from without, felt the impact less violently and resisted more sturdily. Only
the wars and revolutions of the twentieth century with the final destruction of six million lives,
put an end to its role as the current home of the tradition.”

The ebullient Leo Rosten, in his The Joys of Yiddish, puts it this way:

The Jews of the shtetl were poor folk, fundamentalist in faith, earthy, superstitious,
stubbornly resisting secularism or change. They wrote in Hebrew or Yiddish, shunning
foreign tongues among themselves. They were dairymen, draymen, cobblers, tailors,
butchers, fishmongers, shopkeepers, peddlers. They considered their exile temporary and
dreamed of the Messianic miracle that would any day return them, and their brethern
around the world, to the shining glory of a restored Israel in the Holy.Land.

Rassein as | knew it was certainly a shtetl, but perhaps because of some characteristics
peculiar to it, or as a result of the prolonged German occupation, it was strongly influenced by
secular factors composed of Russian culture, revolutionary echoes, Zionist aspirations and
German influences. Although predominantly Jewish in character, Rassein had some of the
features of a Russian provincial town as portrayed in, say, Chekov's plays. Just as my life in
Rassein has heightened my appreciation of the tales of Sholom Aleichem, modern Hebrew
poetry, the German romantic poets, especially Heinrich Heine, so it has given me added insight
into the atmosphere of such plays as "The Cherry Orchard™" and "The Three Sisters™. However
| regard my native town, it has had a profound influence on many aspects of my life in ways that
may not be fully known to me consciously.



2. Family Origins

In writing this Memoir it seemed appropriate to say something about our family's
genealogy, but as | thought about it | realized that | knew almost nothing about our family's
origins and that the term genealogy was most inappropriate to describe the little I did know. As a
child 1 did not have any curiosity about my parent's family history, never heard my mother or
father mention their parents, who died when | was very young, and I did not seek information
from other sources. Except for the modest celebration of Bar Mitzvah, no notice was taken of
anyone's birthday and the ages of my brothers and sisters were known to me only in an
approximate way. When | came to America and filed for naturalization papers | inquired about
my date of birth, which my mother said occurred in the "third week of Sh'vot™ (the Hebrew
month equivalent to January). | translated this to mean January 24, 1905 and let it go at that.

There exists a traditional family "genealogy”, prepared for my brother Mendel (Martin) in
1918 by Reb Moshe Markovitz, a Rassein shoemaker who spent a life time collecting
information on rabbis, scholars, and prominent Jewish families and published the results of his
vast research in several volumes. There is probably no way of verifying the account of this
remarkable Chronicler who traced the history of our family on my father's side to medieval
Hungary and one "Reb Schneur, who was minister of finance of Hungaria and was killed for the
sanctification of the holy name". The descendants of Reb Schneur then changed their name to
Zaks (an acronym for "the holy offspring of Schneur"). The family is next traced to Lithuania
and it is possible that the name Volpe (our family name) was derived from the name of a town in
Poland on the Lithuanian border. My mother's family is traced to the German city of Altona and
several Lithuanian centers. Reb Moshe Markovitz counts among our ancestors rabbis, scholars,
prominent community leaders and Shokhtim (ritual slaughterers).

Although lacking interest in our family's history, I did have a strong sense of family
identity. This was based on our family's standing in the community, as evidenced by the location
of our pew on the eastern wall of the synagogue, my father's reputation as a Talmudic and
Hebrew scholar, his knowledge of several languages, travels in Lithuania, Poland, Russia and
Germany, the size and prominent location of our store. Our well built house stood out on our
street and contained such amenities as a piano, record player and a small library. My sense of
belonging to a well established family was further enhanced by our friendship with the
prominent families of the community and the selection of our home by one of the German
commanders as his headquarters during the early stage of the German occupation in 1915. When
Rassein was a part of the Czarist empire | was probably too young to have any sense of
affiliation or loyalty to Russia. During the German occupation | was strongly drawn to German
culture and was so impressed by the military prowess of the Germans that the possibility of
becoming in some way a citizen of the German domain seemed very real. These sentiments, as
I shall describe later, vanished as the Germans seemed to be on the point of military collapse and
| became enthusiastic about the emergence of Lithuania as an independent republic. Later, when
the prospect of emigration to America presented itself, | began to think of myself as a future
American. Throughout this period my strongest affiliation was with the Jewish people, nation, or
folk, not so much as | knew it then, but as represented in the Bible which I regarded less as a
religious work and more as an historical narrative. Whether living in Czarist Russia, occupied
Lithuania, the republic of Lithuania or looking toward emigration to America, it was natural for
me as a young person to align myself with the Zionist movement, which held out the hope of a
return of the people of the Bible to the Holy Land.



To return to my family's origins. What | have learned has come to me from my living
sister and brothers, who certainly know more than I do, but whose knowledge is nevertheless
incomplete. My mother Peshe (Pauline) was born in 1867 in Rassein, the daughter of Mendel
(der Shokhet) ziff, married for the third time to Chalayeh, not a native of Rassein, who also bore
him two sons, Azriel and Berl. Berl emigrated to America at the beginning of the 20th century
and made his home in Worcester, Mass. Azriel left Rassein shortly after we emigrated to
America and came to live in Worcester with his family. Three of my mother's stepbrothers also
immigrated to America. Two of them, Abbe and Scheul, made their home in Worcester, and the
other, Louis, lived in a number of cities, eventually becoming professor of mathematics at the
University of Louisville and completely estranged from his family. The estrangement, it has been
said, was the result of the family's disapproval of his love for a seamstress, the daughter of a
shoemaker. My mother died on April 18, 1948.

My father Avrohom (Abraham) was born in 1868 in Ragole, Lithuania, the son of Velvel
and Reizel Volpe. He had two brothers, Chaskel and Zalmen Hendel, who emigrated to
Cleveland and Baltimore respectively. My father's father, Velvel, too had immigrated to
Baltimore, worked as a peddler for a short time and then returned to Lithuania. It is said that
when he was peddling his customers had difficulty pronouncing his name and he was advised to
change Volpe to Wolfe. My father had three sisters, Miriam, Sore Golde and Fraddel, all of
whom immigrated to America. My father died in September 19109.

My parents had eight children. Joseph, the oldest, was born in 1891 and died on
September 23, 1918 while serving in the armed forces of the United States. Reuben, born on
October 5, 1893, lives in Baltimore. Feigel (Frances) was born on January 20, 1897 and lives in
Worcester. Freida, born in September 1899, died in 1941 in Palestine. Mendel (Martin) was born
on December 15, 1902 and lives in Asbury Park, N.J. Velvel (William) was born on May 7, 1909
and died in New York on May 21, 1951. Another sister, Yentele, died in infancy. Joseph
immigrated to America in 1907, Reuben in 1912, while | and my sisters Frieda and Frances and
brothers Martin and William (Bill) immigrated to America with our mother in October 1920.



3. Early Memories of Home and Family

My earliest memory, perhaps dating to the time when | was a toddler, is of sitting on the
floor of' our large kitchen near one of the wood ovens similar to a Dutch oven, watching a
woman helper leave the room and wondering whether she would return. | spent a good deal of
time in the kitchen when very young, enjoying the warmth and activity all around us, and
occasionally tasting, if not eating, charcoal. When | was able to climb, the elevated area behind
the cooking and baking stove was a favorite spot to hide or look for something to play with.
Except for late afternoon, and Saturdays and holidays, when my mother was home, | was cared
for by servants and helpers who occasionally took me to their own homes. | remember the strong
smell pervading the servants' small apartments, probably resulting from the cooking of food,
especially the forbidden pork, and my fright when the man of the household became violent in
argument during a family quarrel. When my mother came home from working in our store she
took me in her arms and listened sympathetically to my queries and complaints. | have the
impression that my father was absent from the home a great deal of the time either on business or
in the synagogue engaged in study. His departure on journeys and returns from them were
always important events in the home accompanied by a little ceremony when he would sit down
briefly then rise and leave. Occasionally he would give each child a coin as a going away present.
On returning he would generally bring small presents from his travels. My early childhood years
were probably quite uneventful and ended abruptly when my mother brought me to the cheder
for the start of my varied education.

The house where | spent most of my years in Rassein was located on "Beheimes Gass"
(Cattle Street), so named perhaps because it led to the main pasture for the cows owned by
residents, including ours. It was a one story frame structure with a large attic and small pantry-
like basement. For a family the size of ours the house was rather small, consisting of a dining
room, large kitchen, living room and two bedrooms, one of which was occupied by my parents.
Attached to the rear of the house was a small shed where we kept our cow, and hay and some
implements. We had a tiny back yard which was generally muddy from the cow's tramping in
corning and going. There was a great deal to interest me in the homes, stores and workshops in
our immediate neighborhood and beyond. The bakery next door was always a lively place to visit,
even though their specialty was bread. A few doors away there was a small sawmill where |
watched the shaping of planks and played in the sawdust. Opposite the mill there was a
substantial tailoring establishment where, | learned when | was older, some of the town's
socialists or "Bundists™ were employed. | was frequently sent to purchase small food items in the
combination grocery store, saloon and inn a short distance from our home. This was an
especially busy center on market days when the peasants used the inn as one of their
headquarters. When | was old enough to read Dostoyefsky's "Crime and Punishment" | placed
the famous saloon scene in this neighborhood inn.

There was little differentiation between the town's residential and business sections,
although some streets had more shops than homes. Our store, more like a small department store
than a general store, was located on the principal business street in a two story brick building
made prominent by the fact that the officers' Club (or Klub as we called it) was housed on the
second floor of this building. Whenever | could get away from school | was drawn to our shop
where there was always something exciting going on - crates to be unpacked, merchandise to be
stored, window displays to be arranged. On busy shopping days, especially during the German
occupation, | was often asked or volunteered to help in selling and running errands. The weeks



preceding Christmas and New Year were especially fascinating when our store featured a
dazzling assortment of Christmas tree ornaments in a variety of shapes and colors.

Familiar as the town had become to me | never tired of exploring its streets, alleys, shops,
synagogues, churches, schools, workshops, mills, saloons, inns and roads leading to the country.
The contrast between the liveliness of the street life and the confinement of school was very
striking and there was always a strong urge to escape from the school room. The choice of places
to visit ranged from shops selling hardware, notions, bolts of cloth, groceries, candy, bicycles, to
the many workshops making shoes, clothing, furniture, and the homes of relatives and friends in
and out of the town. Although | did not consciously think in terms of class differentiations it was
obvious to me that our family belonged to .the upper stratum of Jewish society, as judged by our
economic status, the high reputation of my father as a scholar and businessman, the location of
our pew on the eastern wall in the synagogue, the size of our house and its amenities - a piano,
record player, books, two samovars, good china and silver — and the fact that we had a live-in
maid and part time helpers. 1 do not recall choosing my friends from the better educated families,
but my sister Frances tells me that there was a "pronounced caste system" and that the more
affluent families regarded "the workingman, tailor and shoemaker" as coming "from a different
world" whose children were to be avoided as friends or even walking companions.

When | was growing up | was closer to my mother and sisters than to my father and older
brother Mendel, who, although only a few years older than I, regarded me as much younger and
took little interest in me. | had no special responsibility for my younger brother Velvke, but had
the feeling that | was to look after him whenever there was a family outing or whenever we were
thrown together. My sister Frieda was especially solicitous of me and would sometimes invite
me to accompany her on excursions with her girl friends. She taught me simple card games, how
to play a game similar to tiddly-winks in which small knuckle bones were used as disks, and how
to make toy furniture using the glossy brown seeds of the horse chestnut tree and matches. With
both parents engaged in the store, | was allowed a good deal of independence but welcomed my
mother's interest in my welfare when | was young. She had little time for the children but came
home as often as she could to take care of us when we were very young. My sister reports that
my mother "never found time to take a vacation™, by joining families who spent short periods in
a neighboring village which stood in the middle of a forest of pine trees. One of our neighbors
who was accustomed to take vacations once asked my mother why she never went anywhere.

My mother replied that she couldn't leave her husband, children, home and store. The neighbor
said, "So what if you die?" To which my mother responded, "Then | won't be able to come
back."”

My father always appeared as a distant, though not unkind figure to me. He was generally
reserved in his relationships with the younger children, but he could be quite playful when in a
relaxed mood. One of his favorite practical jokes was to invert an empty egg shell in an egg cup
and hand it to me, saying, "Here, Meyke, have another egg." I usually humored him and cracked
the egg with a spoon to discover that it was empty. He would laugh, only to repeat the trick a few
days later or suggest that I do this to someone else. He liked to joke with people and tease them.
My father subscribed to a Warsaw newspaper which he lent to neighbors and friends. | remember
one time when one of our neighbors brought the newspaper back to my father who asked him
whether he had left some news for him. He swore that he had left the paper intact.

| did not really get to know my father until his illness when | was twelve and | more or
less took it upon myself to minister to him in many ways - removing and cleaning his bed pan,
bringing him clean bandages, helping him dress and trim his beard, bringing him newspapers and
books and staying in his tiny bedroom when he was very ill. From overhearing conversations
between my sisters, especially after his return from Berlin where he was taken by my sister
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Frieda with the permission of the German occupation authorities, |1 knew that he was probably
fatally ill. I thought quite consciously how his death would affect our family and saw myself as
playing an important role, possibly because of what | had done to help my father during his long
illness. When my father died there was a great deal of crying among members of our family and
| desperately wanted to cry too but couldn't. I tried to wet my eyes with spit but still couldn't
bring forth tears. This made me very sad and | wondered why | did not react the way others, and
especially my mother and sisters did. Perhaps | was too absorbed in thinking of my new
responsibilities toward our home, business, and my mother to show emotion openly.

My father's death and funeral was a notable event in the town. His body was carried in a
coffin from our home, which was completely surrounded by townspeople, to the synagogue
where it was placed on a platform in the courtyard. Most of the people who had come to our
home followed the casket and were joined by others who filled the road leading to the synagogue.
There was a constant hubbub, but all fell silent as my uncle Azriel Ziff rose to deliver the hesped
(funeral eulogy). He had been with my mother almost constantly and as he scanned the
assembled mourners a light snow began to fall. I remember only the opening words of his
discourse which were, "A bombe iz gefallen,” (a bomb has fallen), an obvious allusion to the
wartime atmosphere. From the synagogue the procession proceeded on foot to the Jewish
cemetery some distance from the town. | walked with our family and had the consciousness of
becoming a yossem (orphan), endowed with a special grace according to Jewish tradition. Some
of my friends joined the mourners and, so | thought, already regarded me with special concern. (I
am reminded of one of Sho.lom Aleichem"s stories, "I'm lucky - I'm an orphan,"” about a boy
who became a "privileged character” when he was left an orphan). The straggling column moved
in silence, except for the mournful but lively cries of alms collectors who shook their cans with a
jingle and the cry: Tzdokoh tazil memoves! (charity saves from death). When we finally reached
the cemetery, well known to me from previous visits, | hung back somewhat knowing that there
would be a great deal of wailing at the graveside, eventually reaching the scene as it carne to an
end. We returned home in what seemed like an exhausted state, to settle in for the traditional
Shivah, the seven day period of solemn mourning. No food was prepared by us during this time,
relatives and friends supplying all of our needs. The atmosphere in the home was somber the first
few days, with each visitor starting up a fresh wave of reminiscence and weeping. As the days
passed, however, a lighter mood became evident and by the fourth or fifth day | observed my
sisters not only smiling, but occasionally laughing and conversing quite normally. This puzzled
me at first, but | came to understand the contrast between the period of deep mourning and
outward show of grief and its resolution toward the end of the mourning period.

| am sure that I experienced the usual childhood illnesses, but | have no recollection of
having been really ill during my life in Rassein. The ill of the town were treated by three
physicians, I believe, one of whom was Jewish. During his long illness, my father was treated by
a tall, very impressive gentile physician who seemed to be very solicitous of my father and cared
for him with kindness. Once when | complained of a severe stomach upset, brought on no doubt
by the eating of green apples, my mother took me to Dr. Mankovsky, the Jewish physician, who
told my mother that | was quite well. | continued to complain and someone offered the
explanation that "worms had gotten into me from eating so many unripe apples.” | did suffer
from innumerable tooth aches and frequently walked about with a huge bandage to cover a
swollen face caused by an abscessed tooth. Our woman dentist was an imposing figure and
invariably treated an abscess by killing the nerve.
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4. My Education in School and Out

My formal education began at age three or four when my mother, without much previous
notice, led me to the traditional cheder and presented me to the head teacher, a white bearded old
man who also served as the shames or sexton of our synagogue, Chaye adorn (the Life of Man)
located a short distance from the cheder. Since my older brother Mendel attended the same
cheder, and | passed the house of the sexton, which also accommodated the school, every
Sabboth, holiday, and some weekdays on the way to the synagogue, | already had some
familiarity with the practice of regular school attendance by boys. My entrance into the noisy,
somewhat chaotic atmosphere of the chedar holding my mother's hand made me realize that a
drastic change was about to take place in my life. The melamed (teacher) welcomed me and to
allay my fears, my mother dropped a coin on the table and gave me a sour ball and then left me
seated next to the teacher at the head table.

The single school room was occupied by 30 or 40 boys, aged 4 to 8, mostly seated around
three or four oblong wooden tables reciting, reading aloud, babbling, shouting. The school day
began at about eight and lasted until five or six with two breaks for dinner at about 12 and supper
late in the afternoon. When weather permitted the entire student body rushed outdoors at a signal
from the head teacher or his helper to play in the small fenced yard adjoining the school. The
outdoor play was active, sometimes rough and involved no equipment except an occasional
rubber ball, the forbidden sling shot and perhaps a home-made whistle. The ten minute walk
home for dinner and supper was a welcome change from the many hours of sitting and "learning
the Torah (the Pentateuch) slowly and painfully by rote. There was always the temptation to
linger on the way back from home but the return to school in darkness during the fall and winter
months was scary trudging through unlighted streets, frequently in deep snow or mud, and
sometimes beset by dogs, drunken citizens and an occasional wandering man or woman
obviously mentally ill. I was supplied with a candle burning lantern and sought companions for
safety, but mostly walked by myself.

The rote method, practiced by small groups of pupils with occasional instruction from the
teacher, was apparently effective enough to teach me to read the Torah with some fluency by the
time | was six or seven. This was probably the chief accomplishment of the first three years of
schooling in the cheder.

There was some informal practice in writing the Hebrew alphabet and an occasional
exercise in writing short sentences from Genesis. Mainly | remember the endless recitations of
biblical phrases, sentences and paragraphs, many in some way related to synagogue readings and
prayers and all of which merged easily with the school exercises.

| attended cheder six days a week, except for holidays. The only vacation from school
was enjoyed during the half day attendance during the eight days of Chanukah. It was almost
impossible to play hooky since one's absence from cheder was observed by family and
townspeople who were prepared to report the fact to my parents or the teacher. Discipline in
cheder was maintained more or less by shouted commands, the active involvement of the teacher
and his aide who did not hesitate to use some form of corporal punishment. | was not spared the
customary treatment, but was nevertheless aware that | had a privileged position because of my
family's standing in the community and synagogue and the presentation of a loaf of sugar to the
teacher a day or two before Passover. This perhaps protected me from being harshly disciplined
for the infraction of some unwritten rule, fighting or staying in the yard longer than permitted.

Advancement in the cheder was marked by being moved from one table to another in
relation to its distance from the teacher and the increasing emphasis on reading more difficult
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sections of the Torah, and later some portions of the Talmud. Since attendance was on a year-
round basis, there actually seemed to be no beginning or end of the school year, at least as far as
| was concerned. There were no examinations as such and it was assumed that each pupil would
progress at his own pace. From time to time the teacher came to our home for dinner on some
Sabbath, at the end of which he was expected to "test” me in the presence of my father. |
generally dreaded these public examinations and never knew at the end of them whether | made
the grade.

The cheder and more advanced Hebrew schools in the town were privately operated and
did not seem to be under the supervision of the Jewish community authorities. The Russian town
administration did not supervise the Jewish education of the children, but more or less required
boys and girls to attend the Yevreiskaya Uchilische (Jewish School) several mornings a week
beginning at age eight. Those who qualified were later admitted to the two gymansia for boys
and girls. The Jewish School was municipally operated and located on the second floor of a
prominent brick building in the center of town. I attended this school from 1912 to 1914 and
studied Russian, arithmetic and geography. The atmosphere of the school was quite different
from the primitive cheder. There were two large classrooms with individual school desks for
perhaps 150 students. We were supplied several text books and asked to bring notebooks and
pencils and erasers. There were several teachers (non-Jewish) who presided from large desks
backed by black boards which were used extensively in the teaching process. There were class
recitations, individual and occasionally class examinations. There were maps and photographs of
the Czar and Czarina on the schoolroom walls. From time to time the classes were led in singing
Russian popular and folk songs. In contrast to the drabness and chaos of the cheder the Jewish
School seemed to me exciting and opened educational opportunities previously unknown to me. |
was especially proud of being able to go to the tiny stationary store smelling of books, paper,
pencils and glue, to purchase the tools for my new schooling. Mathematics was a completely
new subject and the singing was always fun, especially since the woman teacher, who knew our
family through our store, decided that | had a good voice and once asked me to sing solo before
the entire class.

The highlight of my two years in the Jewish School came on May 1, when the annual
school picnic was held. Preparations for this event were made weeks in advance, although the
only requirement was that we bring a packed lunch, a new experience for most children. The day
before the picnic | walked to the pasture where our red and white cow was kept and accompanied
her home to make sure that she would produce enough milk for the family and, most important,
for my picnic lunch. Pupils assembled in the large school yard, where we played during recess,
early in the morning and lined up for the two kilometer walk to Lilac Woods, an informal park
which was a great favorite with young people, and the site of the picnic. The walk with the entire
school body was thrilling in itself, although | had walked to the area with friends many times
before. When assembled under a large tree in the woods, we were instructed about the activities
of the day - walking in groups, singing, dancing games and, of course, eating lunch. Above all,
the picnic put me in closer touch with girls than was possible in the classroom, during the round
dancing and games. The day passed rapidly and ended in a straggling march home.

Returning to the cheder in the afternoon was always a disappointing experience, for |
would have been happy to study in the Jewish School all day, every day. But | knew that my
"studies" at the cheder would soon be over and that | would be transferred to a more advanced
Hebrew school, whose teacher, a younger man living not far from our home, conducted his
"modern™ school in the living room of his home. He had the reputation of being something of a
nar (fool) who was unable to maintain discipline, but had a great interest in Hebrew as a spoken
language and lent his books to pupils who were interested in reading modern Hebrew. Except for
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attendance at the Jewish School several mornings a week, the hours at the "modern™ school were
the same as at the cheder. The atmosphere was less oppressive, most of the time the pupils
seemed to be in control, Bible and Talmud study was more advanced (I was especially interested
in the sections of the Talmud dealing with law, ethics and family relationships) and, above all,
the teacher interested me in the study of Hebrew as a modern language. In studying the Talmud |
made an effort to observe how well the legal and ethical precepts were actually practiced in my
home and community. One Talmudic section, dealing with the employment of workmen, their
compensation and promptness in paying for their services, impressed me especially since so
many of the townspeople were poor and depended for their livelihood on day labor. Knowing
very little about the status of the Jewish community in relation to the larger world, | regarded the
Talmud and Bible not so much as works of history or philosophical discourses, but as guides to
everyday living.

Thanks to the teacher of the new school, | was exposed for the first time to “literature”.
Until I was 10 or 11 the Bible was the only book | read extensively. | regarded the Bible not as a
religious work, but as a kind of anthology of historical narratives, short stories, poems,
proclamations of a nationalist character, laws and biographical information about fascinating
men and women. Abraham, Jacob, Isaac, Esau, Joseph, Pharoh, David, Saul, Solomon, Deborah
and the many other Biblical figures were very real people to me, whose adventures, relationships
and ultimate fate interested me intensely. The story of Jacob, Isaac and Esau (""The voice is the
voice of Jacob, but the hand is the hand of Esau™), Joseph at the court of Pharoh ("There came a
time when a Pharoh did not know Joseph"), David fleeing from the wrath of Saul (David takes
refuge in the tent of the chieftain and pretends to be mentally ill, but the chieftain is not
impressed since he has a mentally ill daughter and tries to discourage David from staying by
telling him that he already has enough meshugoim), Saul caught in a tree branch in his hasty
flight, Deborah and her defiant Song of Deborah, the story of Samson and Delilah, David and the
Philistines - these constituted my reading and stimulated my imagination. The teacher
dramatized our Bible reading and began to interest us in Zionism, Palestine and Hebrew as a
living language. Every Friday afternoon he offered us a choice of several Hebrew short stories to
read at home and | eagerly accepted them. The stories, dealing mostly with some historical
incident in the Diaspora seemed to be a continuation of the Bible. Two stories in particular
impressed me very much. One dealt with the adventures of several Jewish boys who had been
kidnapped by gypsies with whom they lived for a number of years but eventually escaped, and
another told of the chapers (catchers) who shanghaied Jewish young men for military service
when the community was obliged by the Czar's authorities to deliver the proper quota of men for
service in the army. When | had shown sufficient proficiency in reading Hebrew, the teacher
gave me the prize of his small library, Robinson Crusoe, which I read in one day and later
borrowed again.

Attendance at the new Hebrew school was interrupted for a short time following the
German occupation. When | resumed my education attendance became sporadic due to the
exigencies of the war and occupation, a prevalent restlessness, the relaxation of discipline both at
home and school, the many distractions offered by the military (such as movies several times a
week, parades, outings) and the requirement that I assist in our store on busy days. | "graduated"
from the school when | was fourteen, but pursued my education with private tutors in Hebrew,
Russian and what might be called "science”. Some of my tutors were paid for their services and
some volunteered to help me together with several of my friends.

Attendance at the Russian Jewish School ended abruptly when the fighting neared
Rassein in 1915, and ended with the German occupation. Far from arousing anxiety, the war,
rumors of battles only a few miles from the town and the possibility of invasion, excited my
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interest in the startling events, as if Rassein had suddenly become a part of a world | knew
nothing about. There was a rumor that one of the women teachers was of German extraction but
she continued to teach. Then one morning, when the Russian military and some town officials
had left with the imminent approach of the German forces, the assembled pupils were told to go
home. There was no explanation, but it was obvious to us, filled with rumors and the evidence of
the flight of officialdom and an air attack on two successive days, what was up. We lingered in
the class rooms for a while and someone was bold enough to throw a spitball at the portraits of
the Czar and Czarina and pull them down from the wall.

For several weeks or months after the German occupation, there was no schooling of any
kind. The entire population was observing with awe and admiration the methodical manner in
which the German troops left behind by the combat units installed themselves in private homes,
the few public buildings and tents. With so much time on our hands, the erstwhile students
roamed the town and its environs, fraternized with the troops, extracted candy from the ample
commissaries, learned German words and phrases, followed the motorized vehicles wherever
they went, and came home only at meal times, which were irregular anyhow. | did help in our
store, since the Germans soon patronized all of the shops and | enjoyed my contacts with them.
The spree which young people indulged in as a result of the occupation soon came to an end with
the reopening of the Jewish School under German auspices with most of the old teachers in
charge. German now replaced Russian as the language of instruction, portraits of the Kaiser and
Austrian Emperor soon appeared on the walls, we were taught the German national anthem and
some folk songs and introduced to German history. The revamped school continued to function
until the end of the War and was later incorporated in the school system gradually established by
the Lithuanian authorities when Lithuania became a republic. The teacher who was supposedly
of German origin became the principal or assistant principal. | remember visiting her cottage on
the outskirts of town with some other members of our class and being impressed by the beautiful
flower garden of pansies, nasturtium and lilac bushes - the only flowering plants known to me by
name, besides a number of flowering weeds such as dandelion and cornflower. My recollection
of the three years spent in the German school is rather meager, perhaps because life under the
occupation was so much more exciting and varied. | did learn to read and speak German quite
fluently and was introduced to German literature, geography and history.

While attending the German school, I continued my studies at the advanced Hebrew
school and had occasional private lessons in Russian, and now and then "dabbled" in science
with the help of several young men. Scientific terms in German, Russian and yiddish had a
special fascination for me and | enjoyed repeating words like atmosphere, probleme, natoor,
physiologie, natooralnie, astronomie, ekonomie, agronomie, politik, socialismus, etc. even
though I did not always know their meaning. The "study" of weather conditions was a special
favorite and | was deeply impressed when my young “teacher” informed that one could predict
weather by the wind drift, and then illustrated by wetting his forefinger and raising it high over
his head to announce that the "wind is blowing from Kamchatka", which meant, he told me, that
there would be a cold spell. He illustrated the principle of water evaporation by boiling down a
small pot of water and then pointing to a sediment of salt at the bottom of the pan. | read a
biography of Thomas Edison in serial form on the reverse of our daily calendar pages, and
admired the Germans for introducing electricity in the town. | eagerly thumbed our illustrated
Russian dictionary which had many sketches of machinery, mechanical inventions and famous
scientists. Insofar as | had any education in the year or two prior to our departure for America in
September 1920, it consisted of these informal lessons in German, Hebrew, and Russian and
"science”, reading the few books available, stamp collecting which led to a study of geography,
studying text books in mathematics, listening to the discussions of the Bible and Talmud by the
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synagogue study groups, conversations with German soldiers about life in Germany and, most of
all, observation of the multi-faceted life developing as a result of the occupation.

Bar Mitzvah, the religious ceremony by which a Jewish boy becomes a formal member
of the community when he reaches age 13, was, in contrast to contemporary practice, a simple
and muted affair, at least in war-time Rassein. My preparation for the synagogue ceremony
required little time and effort since | knew Hebrew and had witnessed the traditional rite many
times in the synagogue. Perhaps another reason for the lack of special attention to the experience
was my father's grave illness and the fact that our family synagogue was being repaired at the
time. My father was too ill to attend the celebration, my uncle Azriel Ziff, taking his place, and
the affair took place in a private home which served as a temporary synagogue. | was ill at ease
during the ceremony and few people present paid much attention to it. There were no presents,
but my brothers and my father wrote messages of greeting in a small album. 1 did not feel any
different after the Bar Mitzvah and continued my formal and informal education in the
community as before.

In retrospect it would seem that the educational system for Jews in Rassein, and probably
in most of the small towns or shtetlach of Eastern Europe, was not directed at any kind of
vocation or profession (with the exception of the rabbinate), but to the acquisition of knowledge,
language arts, traditions, ethical precepts related to Juadism and to the Jewish past. Education in
general subjects - Russian, mathematics, geography — was provided in the state administered
Jewish schools. Those who qualified were admitted to the gymnasium, one for boys and one for
girls, with little or no hope of going on to the University in one of the larger cities of Russia. Had
the war not occurred | would probably have attended the gymnasium and then emigrated to
America, or possibly Palestine. As it was, the War and German occupation both interrupted and
enriched my education by exposing me to German and German literature and Kultur and to the
many other by products - social, cultural, sexual - of the German presence for more than three
years.

By the time our family embarked for America, my educational baggage consisted of a
speaking, reading and writing knowledge of Yiddish, Hebrew, Russian and German and some
acquaintance with Lithuanian and Polish. | had a fairly thorough understanding of the Old
Testament, mainly as a work of history and ethics, some familiarity with the Talmud and a few
creations, mostly poetry, of modern Hebrew literature. Although I was able to read Russian and
German quite well, 1 had read few books in these languages, perhaps because they were not
easily available except to my sisters and older brother. | had a serious interest in the study of
geography, mathematics, "science" and history, but my specific knowledge in these fields was
limited. As a result of my stamp collecting hobby and correspondence with other stamp
collectors in the Baltic states, | became thoroughly familiar with the new map of the world
following the World War. | became somewhat familiar with the ideologies and programs of
political parties, operating mainly in the organized Jewish community formed after the
establishment of the Lithuanian Republic, such as General Zionists, Poalei Zion (left Zionists)
and the Bund, radical and generally anti-Zionist. Echoes of the Russian Revolution reached
Rassein through various channels but had no special significance for me since | was primarily
interested in Palestine and in America, which seemed to be our destination following the death of
my father. News from America came in letters from relatives and an occasional visitor at the
conclusion of the War. Although 1 still attended synagogue from t