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DEDICATION

By the next day, 30 April 1945, at 0:600, the Soviets launched an attack on the Reichstag,
but because of German entrenchments and support from 88 mm guns two kilometers away,
on the Berlin Zoo flak tower, it was not until that evening that the Soviets were able to enter
the building. The Reichstag had not been in use since 1933, when it burned, and the insides
resembled a rubble heap more than a government building. The German troops inside had
made excellent use of this, and lay heavily entrenched waiting. Fierce room-to-room fighting
ensued and it was not until two days later that the Red Army controlled the building entirely.
The famous photo of the two soldiers planting the flag on the roof of the building is a re-
enactment photo taken the day after the building was taken.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle of Berlin
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"Thus let all Your enemies perish, O LORD; But let those who love Him be like the rising
of the sun in its might." And the land was undisturbed for forty years.

--Judges 5:31



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Berlin
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International Jewish Cemetery Project
International Association of Jewish Genealogical Societies

BELITSA: Lida, Vilna

Located at 53°°39' N, 25°°19' E, 21 miles W of Navahrudak (Nowogrédek), 16
miles S of Lida. 1900 Jewish population: 679. Yizkor Pinkas Belica (Tel Aviv,
1968).

"...the abandoned Jewish cemetery in Belica, which is almost 54 [sic] centuries
old. Belica was once a Jewish scttlement and at this time there are no Jews there.
We organize Voskresniki (hours of unpaid labor) to clean the territories around the
memorials, to fix them in case of vandalism. In February 2001 Zenon Bunko
reported about the place where Jews from Lida and Vilnius were buried. We
needed two and a half years to gather proofs, documents and to find sponsors. On
the 13th of August 2003 the monument was opened. Boris Golubovich gave
money for the fence (8mx22m) around this "third ditch". And Lida's painter and
sculptor Richard Grusha put into the monument his talent and a great sum of his
Oown money.

Source: http://lidajews.narod.ru/indexen.html [February 2004]
Belica (LDRG) - Regional Special Interest Groups [March 2008]

Last Updated on Monday, 16 March 2009 22:09

http://www.shtetlinks.jewishgen.org/Lida-District/lida-dist.htm
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Translator’s Foreword

This eighth translation, in a series, carries a special poignancy with it. Belica was a tiny shtetl, where the
Jewish settlement never exceeded 150 families. Accordingly, its Jewish population was never as much as
even a thousand souls. As it’s Jewish population suffered the obliteration, that befell all of Eastern European
Jewry, it would have been easy for its history to have been swept into the oblivion of lost memory that
overtook so many other Eastern European Jewish communities, about which we, literally, have no enduring
record.

And yet, that did not happen.

Despite the fact that the proportional decimation of its Jewish populace was no less severe than that of other
communities, the few, who did manage to survive, were drawn to the same sacred commitment: to set down
for posterity, their recollections of their lives, the tribulations that they endured and survived, and a testament
to their grit, that is best embodied in the well-known metaphor: Am Yisrael Chai!.

As I have said before, neither the story, that is found here, nor its outcome, is new to us. Yet, there is
something special about the Belica survivors’ experience that gives added insight, added texture, to how
those beleaguered Jews went through worse than Hell, and yet came out at the other end, to rebuild a new
life, and carry on.

This compendium is especially rich in documenting the nature of the partisan experience. By dint of
geography, Belica was located pretty close, to the nexus of the partisan resistance movement, that fought the
Nazi Germans from the forests, of what was then Byelorussia. Accordingly, a significant number of the
survivors, who then wrote memoits, give us a more than average glimpse of what it meant to retreat into
primeval forest, in the face of a modern military juggernaut, and how they survived, and counter-attacked
against its predations.

We also learn, yet again, that it was not enough to simply fight against the Nazi Germans. We see, in stark
relief, the dangers that they faced from the predation of anti-Semitic Polish partisan units, and those of the
bands of Soviet POWs who roamed those forests as well, and who were fighting for their Rodina. And yet,
despite the latter, when the liberation in the East came, the Jewish partisans did not hesitate in joining the
Red Army, to make the final push on the Third Reich, and bring it down.

It is because of this, we dedicate this book to the effort of the Red Army in decapitating the Nazi monster,
with the Fall of Berlin in Spring of 1945, some 65 years ago.

While, again, it is true that the tragic outcome of the telling is known in advance, the record is enriched by
the endeavor of these writers, to tell this tale from their own unique perspective.

I am indebted to Tomasz Panczyk, in Poland, and Leon Szyfer of Vancouver Canada, for their assistance in
assuring that my rendition of Polish names and places, transliterated from Yiddish into English, were done
correctly. I am also grateful to my wife’s cousin, Oskar Kleinberg of Toronto, Canada, for his assistance with
the several occurrences of German in the text. A special vote of thanks goes first to my classmate, Sam
(Shmuel) Blumert for his insight into some esoteric Hebrew, and to Dr. Thomas Z. Fahidy, of Waterloo
Ontario, for clarifying Russian usage on my behalf. Finally, my thanks also go to Yeshaya Metal, the
reference desk librarian at YIVO in New York City, who, as usual, was ever ready with a suitable insight
regarding the occasional esoteric word that would surface from time to time.

WINTER 2010 Jacoé Selomon d)’wymﬂc
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Editor’s Foreword

2 Hear this, you elders; listen, all who live in the land...
..Has anything like this ever happened in your days\or in the days of your forefathers?

3 Tell it to your children, and let your children tell it to their children, and their children to the next
generation.

--The Book of Joel, Chapter 1
(Appears twice, once in Hebrew and then in Yiddish)

Page 9: “Candles of My Shtetl” portrayed by the artist, Yaakov Rosenbaum

With an ache in our heart that will not heal, and a sacred trembling tat does not dampen out, we provide with
this, the small remnant of our Belica landsleit their descendants, those who knew them, and those who follow
them — this Pinkas to memorialize our sacred community, which was torn out during the storm of
annihilation that befell the Jews during The Second World War and was completely eradicated in the full
sense of that metaphor. That desire, which nested in us during all of the years after the Holocaust, to erect
a memorial, in the form of a book, to our community that was desttoyed, was given physical form in this very
book, a result of the collective effort of the Belica landsleit in Israel and America.

The foundation for the realization of the concept to publish Pinkas Belica, was laid by our prominent
landsman Issachar Kamenetzky 7”1 — teacher and Zionist educator, writer and community activist. During
his visit to The United States of America, immediately after the Holocaust (1947) he crystallized the idea
with the landsleit there, and, in hindsight, created the three-sided union between the three concentrations of
Belica landsleit of that time: The Land of Israel, America and Europe (the survivors in the D. P. camps in
Germany, Austria and Italy). Among the latter, could yet be found those, who after having been in ghettoes,
concentration camps, and partisan brigades in the forests, had written down their experiences of those times,
and proposed, after the Holocaust, to flesh out and complete these memoirs with the thought of publishing
them in print. It was in this manner, that the survivors of our community mad good the responsibility, in this
Pinkas, to tell the world about the gruesome deeds of the Nazi Asmodeus, and his abettors, who with their
own eyes looked on during the time that their relatives and friends were murdered and slaughtered, who in
the last moments of their lives, gasped out the sole, holy prayer: remember, and do not forget!

In a circular from Issachar Kamenetzky to the landsleit in Israel (published in August 1956) it says: “...alarge
part of the material, especially about the period of the Holocaust, can already be found in the hands of the
editorial committee. However, a not insubstantial part is missing, especially about the period between the
two World Wars... If among you there are those who can spend the time, and tap memory for filling out the
required material, and would provide some financial support for the publication of the book, it will not take
long for us to make the book appear.” Despite the fact that many years went by from the time that this
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circular went out, the Pinkas bears witness (Four sections that take up more than S00 pages and 100 pictures)
that this appeal elicited a positive and friendly response from the majority of the landsleit in Israel and the
Diaspora. It is a fact that, approximately 60 landsleit retell their memories here, of the life they lived in
Belica before its destruction, during the Holocaust period, and thereafter. The also give a description of the
despair and feelings of sorrow that all of us carry, and will continue to carry for the rest of our lives, in our
hearts — in memory of our beloved martyrs who were brought to their end in the gruesome Holocaust. It is
necessary to emphasize, that because of a need to refrain from touching on the identity of the writer and his
writing — in this specific area of material — many details and repetitions of detail have been omitted, as well
as certain routines in content and form — something that was not avoidable, and can naturally be interpreted
as factual and essential.

So long as Issachar Kamenetzky was still alive (he passed away in the beginning of 1964) and afterwards,
when we continued without him, to carry the burden of tasks to have the Pinkas published — we jointed bore
the load in partnership, giving it our best effort, carrying out with love and compassion this, which was for
us, a sacred duty, in order to erect a monument in this form, on behalf of our community that had been erased
from the Book of Life. And, for a blessing, let us recognize, along with Issachar Kamenetzky, the following
scions of our town: The Rabbi, R’ Shmuel-Joseph Itzkowitz, Yehuda Kusielewicz, and Israel Zlocowsky —
who distinguished themselves with their commitment and activity for the publication of the Pinkas.

We bestow our blessings on the activists and members of the Belica Relief-Society in New York, both the
veterans there, and the newcomers, who individually and collectively spent a very significant amount of
money which assured the publication of the Pinkas. A special recognition for this is due to the Messrs:
Hirsch Shimonowicz, Joseph & Faygl (Kreinowicz) Schleider, Hasia and Nahum Stotsky and Shimon Baker
(Buczkowsky) — who individually spent larger sums and also dedicated their energy and time for the
gathering and sending expenses, and other activities for this Pinkas.

We owe deep thanks to three friends who are not scions of Belica, each of whom, in his own area, provided
support for the Pinkas. They are: The editor — L{ieber). Losh, a scion of Scucyn near Lida, who gave his best
energies to the formulation of content and appearance; the artist Yaakov Rosenbaum, a scion of Suwalki who
dedicated his artistic rendering to the memory of the Belica survivors, called ‘The Candles of My Shtetl’
(page 9)'; the teacher, researcher and writer, Joseph Cohen-Tzedek, a scion of Vilna, who worked over and
edited the scientific handling of the history of the Jewish settlement in Belica (page 31).2

And to the end, our plea is placed before our dear Belica landsleit: Read this Pinkas, and review well the
contents of its chapters, for your children and grandchildren, who did not know our community from up
close, for whose memorialization we went through this sacred labor. We have been privileged in this respect,
to see this Pinkas of ours appear at the time of the 20® Anniversary of the establishment of the State of Israel,
and very close to the great Jewish victory in the Six Day War, — and therefore, let it be a remembrance that
will be guarded and celebrated by our community here forever, and that the souls of its martyrs will always
remain bound up in the bond of life of coming generations — the guarantors of the rebirth of Israel.

This has been relocated to appear on the frontispiece of this book.
See page 1
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A Memorial to Our Shiet/

By Shimon Baker (Buczkowsky)
(Appears both in Yiddish & Hebrew)

Page 17: A Memorial Tablet to the Martyrs of Belica in the Synagogue dedicated to the Ghetto
Fighters, in Netanya.

With a deep feeling of respectful trepidation towards the memory of our nearest and dearest, who were
brought down in Sanctification of the Name, we publish this book about the life, struggle and destruction of
the Jewish settlement in our home town of Belica that was cut down.

The publication of this book did not come about easily, it took over twenty years until it made its appearance.
The material was not put together so quickly, and also the many pictures were not merely lifted out of
existing archives. Rather, strenuous effort was demanded of the Belica survivors in Israel and The United
States, in order to make it possible, so that this small ‘folio’ about the rise and fall of our shtetl community
should find its rightful place, and no small amount of energy and delay was demanded of the book committee.

Let it be stated clearly here: our book does not present itself as a great work, and it does not have the
ambition of excelling as a perfect work of literary language — this was not the purpose, despite the fact that
the purity of the language and the details of style were given attention.

The goal of our Pinkas is to relate the biography of a Jewish settlement in a small shtet]l near Lida, in the
Vilna district, where families lived as Jews and went to their deaths as Jews, in a hostile environment. The
gentile neighbors, in Byelorussian, Lithuanian and Polish towns, of which Belica was a part, as was the case
in other vicinities, with compact Jewish settlements in Eastern Europe, were, in the ‘best of times’ — with
only very small exceptions — ardent anti-Semites. Their real face was revealed during the German occupation,
when not only Jewish property, but also Jewish blood was treated with abandon. They did not wait for so
much as a spare minute, in order to murder the Jewish men and women, among them elderly people and
children — and in many instances, they outdid the Germans. The sorrowful years of the Jewish extermination
during the last World War showed that, even in the ‘tranquil times,’ it was an act of Sanctification of the
Name on the part of the Jews in the cities and towns of Eastern Europe, to live in an environment so hostile
to their presence.

With simple words, that derive their nourishment from the simple spirit of the Jewish soul, the landsleit from
Belica, who survived only by a miracle, tell everything that they know of their home town. The ancient
Pinkas of Belica, that transmitted facts from hundreds of years past, went up in flames, along with its faithful
guardians; all that remained were remnants, and how they were retold orally, from generation to generation.
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Everything that is related in our book, are things that come from the heart. The sorrowful experiences, and
the energetic resistance against the bloody German enemy, when he sowed murder among the helpless Jews,
was played out and carried on the shoulders of many of those who wrote, who share their work with us. It
is their hope, that these will be words that penetrate the heart.

In a world that is prepared to forget — and has almost entirely forgotten already — the sins of the German
nation, which under the leadership of Hitler, may his name be erased, took on the challenge of exterminating
the Jewish people, our book puts forth a strong historical reminder. It is therefore perhaps a good thing, that
it appears only now, some two decades after the end of the War — such a reminder is certainly more needed
now that it was before.

The memorial book of Belica, though it had only 130 Jewish families, also serves as a reminder to the
‘civilized world’ with its “democratic institutions,” that they morally bankrupted themselves with their
silence. when Jewish blood was being spilled in Europe. Not one of the great world leaders so much as risked
dipping a finger into cold water in order to save the Jews in the burning ghettoes and concentration camps
from a certain death. In between the lines of this book, the involuntary question cries out: can such a world
continue to exist?...

From this Pinkas of Belica, one can take away a picture of Jewish heroism and martyrdom under a variety
of circumstances. The sense of Jewish solidarity manifested itself with great strength also under the most
trying of circumstances. The helpless Jews did not shrink fearfully from death, even when they stood face-to-
face with the German murderers, whether he wore aNazi uniform, or not. Our book will serve as a monument

to these martyrs.

At a time, when quibbling goes on with respect to ‘what is a Jew’ this ‘tiny’ book about Belica permits us
to apprehend the extent, to which the Jewish people have been impoverished, as a result of the great
cataclysm of the last World War. The annihilation of six million Jews does not only pose a matter of the loss
of physical blood, but also the irreplaceable loss of spiritual and cultural value. In Belica, as had been the
case in thousands of other prewar settlements, no ‘theory’ was needed with which to establish who was a
Jew. If someone had posed such a question, he would have been thought to be insane. This is because in each
Jewish shtetl, a fully variegated Jewish life blossomed, a wellspring of Jewish treasure and creativity could
be found there.

Belica was a tiny, impoverished shtetl. It was very hard to make a living there, and mostly survived from the
weekly market day, which took place each Wednesday. However, it was powerfully laced through and
through with Jewish values. A portion of Jewish life held sway in every Jewish home. Every Jewish child,
even from the poorest family, went to the Yiddish-Hebrew Volksschule to learn. Did one need to ask “What
is a Jew?

Our book will also serve as a memorial to the personalities of our home town. Many of these anonymous
heroes of day-to-day life, have completely vanished from the Jewish arena, and will probably never be seen
again, even in other manifestations.
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Every Jewish shtetl in prewar times, as their Jewish residents, were strongly similar one to another, in
appearance and in its activities. Despite this, each Jewish city and town, just like each Jewish individual, was
a world unto itself. And therefore, it is good, that such Yizkor Books as the Belica book, which mirror the
problems, struggles, and way of life and downfall of a variety of Jewish communities — appear more
frequently. Every book is a new memorial, and a new testimony.

We hope, that in this book about Belica, a typical Jewish shtetl, which has appeared thanks to the
commitment of the committee and all of the landsleit in America and Israel, will also touch the hearts of our
children and grandchildren. this will help them to assess — and also preserve — our spiritual heritage coming
from past generations.
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A. A Wist of the Fivat Thirty-Six (36) Martyrs in Belica

Shot During the First Mass-Killing Near the Russian Orthodox Church

Rothstein-Stotsk Daughter of Dobk: End Summer 1942

28 Tammuz 5701 — July 23, 1941

Last Name First Name Description

Negnievitsky | Zechariah Shlomo

Sokolowsky Mordechai
| Tsigelnitsky | Eliyahu

Kotlarsky Mordechai

Kotlarsky Yehoshua

Kamenetzky  Yitzhak

Kalmanovich | Azriel

Kaufman Abraham-2v

Kaufman Shfatya

Kirschner Yitzhak The Shammes
Kremen Shiomo

Rosensweig | Leib |A Relugee
Rothstein  |Reuven -
Radominer Berl

Reisner Yehuda

Schwetsky Meir

Schmuckler Yaakov Ya'"Tz

A Refugee ? From Dereczin
8. Additimw to the
Baranchik Nathan 3 Tammuz 5701
Stotsky Fywel 26 Tammuz 5701
Kremen Chaim-Yitzhak |26 Tammuz 5701
Szeszko Eliezer-Chaim -

Szeszko Nechama-Leah |His Wife
‘Szeszko His Daughter
Stotsky Bashkeh End Summer 1942
Stotsky Resh'keh End Summer 1942

Last Name
Fein
llutovich
Baran

Baranchik

Burstein
Burstein
Burstein
Gapanovich
Gornitsky
Halperin
Wismonsky

Zager

Zelikovsky
Tatikansky
Mikulicki
Novogrudsky
Novogrudsky
Nokhbaum

List of

Jly 26, 1941
July 21, 1941
July 21, 1941

Aug-1942

|Aug-1942

Aug-1942

Radka

{Shiomo

Yehoshua

First Name

|Rabbi Gaon R’ Shabtai

'Solomon
|Hirsch
\David

| Aharon
|Hershl
\Pesach
\Joseph
|Pesach
|Yehoshua
\Abraham
|Meir

| David

| David
|Abraharn
(Mendl
'Nahum

those shot

\Mayewsky
Mayewsky
|Statsky

Description
Rabbi of the Town
From Lida

Son of Nissan

From Lida

in Belica

End Summer 1942
End Summer 1942
End Summer 1942 |



@. The FHirat Wist of those Exterminated in the Zhetl Ghettn

13 Iyyar 5702 —April 30, 1942

Last Name First Name Description First Name Last Name Description
Odzhkhow sky Yehudit Novogrudsky Shimon
QOdxhikhow sky Resh’keh Jonah's Wife Novogrudsky Mn'cheh His Wife
Odzhikhow sky Rache! Novogrudsky Dob'keh Their Daughter
Odzhikhow sky Leib Nussbaum Dvora
Odzhikhow sky Rka Hs Wite Negniew itsky Joseph
Orlansky Chana HrshTs Wife Negniew itsky Shayn'keh His Wife

With 2 Chikdren Nagnigw itsky Shrmuel Their Son

Baranchik Breineh saac's Wife Negniew itsky Esther-Rechel Their Daughter
Baranchik Chaim Ben Shirmon Negniew itsky Chava Their Daughter
Baranchik Chaim-Reuven Savitzky Moshe
Bussel Hrsch'l with Nechama His Mother Savitzky Nethama His Wife
Bussel! Nogh Sokolow sky Chana
Bussel Rivka Hs Wife & 2 Children | Sokolow sky Shmuel Her Son
Burstein Zlat'keh Stotsky Y ehudit
Galinsky Dvora Stotsky Faygl
Gapanowicz Mir'l Fisechner Chaya-Baylah And 3 Children
Green Banjamin Fleischer Zalman
Groon Batya Hs Wife Flaischer Vahel His Son
Green Esther-Rachel Their Daughter Kotlarsky (Halperin) |Chana And Her Daughter
Groeon Baylah Their Daughter Kaufman Hinde
Dziencelsky Shiomo Kusielew icz Zahman Son of Yudi
Dzigncelsky Rish'keh Hs Wife Kusialew iz Yashayahu-Moshe
Dziencelsky Esther-Rachel Their Daughter Kraw czyk Moshe The Shokhet
Dzigncelsky Shmuel Their Son Kraw ¢czyk Fruma His Wite, & 2 Children
Dziencelsiy Moshe Their Son Krasnoselsky Reizl
Halperin Peretz with Esther Hs Mother Krasnosalsky Perfeh
Halperin Raphael Krasnoselsky Gabriel Her Son
Wolkow ysky Tsipa Kremen Lieb'keh
Wismondsky Yitzhak Kramen Motkeh Hor Son
Wismondsky Fruma Hs Wife Kremen Faygl
Yudelevich Pessia The Cantor's Wife Rothstein (Stotsky) |Dob'keh And a Chiki
Mayew sky (Sotsky|Batya Rubinow itz Yehoshua-Mordechai
Mayeow sky Chid of Lejzor & Perfsh Shimonow iz Alta
Maggid (Kotlarsky) |Bracha Shelyuvsky Wolt
Miikow sky Alta Szeszko Joseph
Mecke! Chaya-Esther Szeszko Rosa-Leah His Daughter
Mackel Pessia Her Daughter Szeszko Sarah His Daughter
Mecke! Chane, Her Daughter-in Law|and a Grandchild
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A, The Second List of thoze Exterminated in the Zhetl Ghetto

Last Name
Odzhikhow sky
Odzhikhow sky

Qdzhikhow sky
kman
rman
Astrinsky
Astrinsky
Astrinsky
Orliansky
Baczkow sky
Baczkowsky
Baczkow sky
Baksht
Baran
Baranchik
Baranchik
Baranchik
Baranchik
Baranchik
Baranchik
Baranchik
Bussel
Bussel
Bussel
Bussel
Bronstein
Bronstein
Galinsky
Galinsky
Gapanovich
Gapanovich
Gapanovich
Gordon
Garfinkel
Goldstein
Goldstein
Green
Green

Wolkow ysky
Wolkow ysky
Wismonsky
Ziocow sky
Ziocow sky.
Zelikow sky
Zelkow sky
Zelikow sky
Zhukhovsky
Zhukhovsky
Yosselevich
Yosselevich
Yosselevich
Yosselevich
Yosselevich
Lozow sky
Lozow sky

Lozow sky
Lozow sky

Lass (Wolkow sky)

Leibow itz
Leibow itz
Leibow itz

23 Av 5702 —August 6, 1942

First Name Description Last Name First Name Description

Hiyahu Mayew sky AbrahantDavid

Resh’keh His wife & Chidren (Etka) | | Molozadsky (Kofla,Henya -

Fyv'sh Son of Nissan Maggid Y ekhezkiel |Son of Abraham & Bracha

Shimon Maggid Hehanan Son of Abraham & Bracha

Bash'eh-Malka | His Wife Novogrudsky |Bat-Sheva

Henya Novogrudsky  |ShmuekShimon  |HerSon

Zalman Her Son Novogrudsky Leah | {Wissmondsky)

Sonya Her Daughter Novogrudsky  |Herzl

Mer'keh Novogrudsky Rivka |And Husband

Rabbi R Chaim-Leib] Novogrudsky |Reizl |With Husband & Chidren
| Breineh His Wife Savitzky Leah

Faygl Their Daughter Savitzky Masha Her Daughter

Hinde Savitzky Dvora (Kalmanovich)

Baylkeh With 2 Children Savitzky Leah |Her Daughter

David Son of Yehuda Fein Mr'l-Yenta The Rebbetzin

Sarah | Wife of Nissan Fein Chana |Her Daughter

Reuven | Their Son Fleischer Zalman

Golda | Their Daughter Fleischer 'Bracha |His Wile & A Son

Reizl | Their Daughter Fleischer 'Rachel-Liebeh

Red'leh | (Sheliuvsky) Fleischer Chaim-Yitzhak Her Son

Gittl Wife of Yoss'l Fleischer Mndi Her Daughter

Aharon Fleischer Freid' | Her Daughter

Golda Wife of Aharon & 5 Children Fleischer Reizl | Her Daughter

Mordechai-Meir Kamenetzky Hassia | {Rudaminer}

Liebeh Wife of Mordechai-Meir & 2 Child Kamenetzky Hiyahu Her Son

Leah Koppelman Esther-Baylah

Bash'eh-Dvora Her Daughter Koppelman Mer'keh |Her Daughter

Joseph Katsev |Shrruel

Yaakov Kaufrman Batya Wife of Abraham-Zvi

Shprinza Lejzor's Wife & 2 Chikiren Klatchko |Gitt (Stotsky) & A Daughter

Noah-Abba Krasnoselsky Dob'keh

ftka His Wife & 2 Children Krasnoselsky | Shifra

Perleh Krasnoselsky | Freid| \Her Daughter

Grunya With 2 Chikiren Krasnoselsky Baylkeh |Her Daughter

Chaya-Tsirl o Krasnoselsky  |Abraham o

Rachel'eh Her Daughter Krasnoselsky  |Shayna |His Brother's Child

Mordechai Krasnoselsky  |Chana His Brother's Child

Malka (Kremen) | His Wife & 2 Chikiren Krasnoselsky  Two Sons of Sholom

Chana (Lejzor's Wif And 4 Chikiren Kremen Batya .

Leib'ah Kremen Zerakh |Her Son

Shayna His Wife & 4 Children Kremen Israel-Meiram o

Rachel With 2 Children Kremen Chaya-Bka

Chaya-Tila Kremen Rachel Their Daughter

Shiomo Kremen Liebsh Their Daughter

Miriam His Wife & 3 Children Kremen Sarah Their Daughter

Sarah Shimonow icz Mordechai

Yekheziel HerSon Shimonowicz | Hirsch-Blezer o ~

Tsip'eh Her Daughter Shimonow icz Tzivia His Wite, and a Son

Shrmuel Shimonow icz ta o

Zalman Shimonow icz Liebeh

Yoss'l , Shmuelewicz | Luzer o

Ziata His Wife Shrmuelew icz |Bkeh And 2 Children

Sarah Shelyuvsky Hirsch B

Mordechai Her Son Shelyuvsky Yehoshua |And Wife

Chana Her Daughter Shelyuvsky Yaakov R

Chaya-Gittl Shelyuvsky Shitra |Hs Wife & 2 Children

Abraham Her Son Shelyuvsky |Faygl

Rachel Her Daughter Szeszko | David

Aharon HerSon Szeszko Leah Hs Wite

Fruma And 2 Chikdren Szeszko ‘Batya Their Daughter

Chana Szeszko Dvora {Who Was Deaf)

Abraham Her Son

Jonah Her Son



. The Wist of those Exterminated in the Lida Ghettn
21 Tyyar 5702 — May 8, 1942

Last Name First Name Description Last Name Arst Name
Baranchik  |Chana \Nathan's Wife Tsigelnitsky | Freid
Baranchik  |Rachel | Her Mother-in-Law Tsiderovich | Moshe
Baranchk | Moshe-David Tsiderovich | Feiga
Baranchik | Mitt'eh \His Wife & A Child Tsiderovich | Shayna-Chana
Baranchk |Mina Daughter of Nathan| | Kotlarsky Moshe Eliyahu
Baranchik | Her Husband \And Children Kotlarsky Leib
Bronstein | Shakhna Kalmanmich |Ziss|
Vishnievsky |Chaim Kalmanovich | Feiga-Ethel
Zocowsky | Yud His Wife & A Child Kalmanovch | Zhvia
Yankelevsky | Shprinza Wife of R Lejzor Kalmanovich | (No Name Given)
Jasinowsky |Taibl Kalmanavch | Yitzhak-Eliyahu
Jasinowsky | Shlomo Kalmanovich | Dashkeh
Motikansky |Mereh-Rivka And 2 Daughters Kalmanovich | Yeshayahu
Novogrudsky | Chaya-Sarah Kalmanovch | Baruch
Novogrudsky | Eliezer Her Son Kamanovich | Yitzhak
Sokolowsky |Moshe (from Kanuszal And Wife Kamenietsky |Gittl
Sokolowsky |Eliezer Their Son Kusielewicz |Gitt'eh
Sokolowsky |Meir Their Son Kusielewicz |Hamnan-Yitzhak
Sokolowsky |Leah Their Daughter Kremen Elkeh
Stotsky | Velwel Rubinowitz (Ku Sarah-Dvora
Stotsky  |Sonya \His Wife & 2 Children  |Ruzhansky | Ephraim
Fleischer  |Yitzhak Ruzhansky | Dobtkeh
Fleischer | Tsipeh 'His Wife Ruzhansky |Rachel

Ruzhansky  |Sarah

Xxii

Description
Wife of Eliyahu

His Wife

Their Daughter

His Wife & Children
His Wife & Children

His Wife

Their Daughter
Their Daughter
Their Son

Ijbr Son
Her Son
With Wife & Children

And Family
With Husband & Childrer
And Family

His Wife
Their Daughter
Their Daughter



. The List of those Exterminated in the Scucyn Ghetto
22 Tyyar 5702 — May 9, 1942

Last Name | First Name Description LastName @ First Name Description
Goldstein  |Chaim Sokolowsky | Eliyahu
Coldstein | Rachel Hs Wife & A Son Sokolowsky |Eshkeh His Wife
Zocowsky | Hirsch *"* Sokolowsky | Dvora. Their Daughter
\docowsky | Shprinza Hs Wife Sokolowsky |Freidkeh Their Daughter
docowsky | Moshe Sokolowsky |Bunya-Leah Their Daughter
Zdocowsky |Sarsh With 3 Children Stosky |Eliyahu
docowsky | Tanhum Stosky Chaya-Sarah  |Hs Wife
docowsky | Fruma His Wife Stosky Chaim-Yitzhak | Their Son
Aocowsky |Chaim-Shiomo | Their Son Stosky Moshe-David ‘Their Son
docowsky | Perf'eh Their Daughter Stosky Ped'eh Their Daughter
docowsky | Isser Son of Joseph Stosky {Michael
docowsky | David Killed 6 Shevat 5702 Stosky Baylah His Wife & 5 Children
Znukhowsky |Chaya (Kaplan) Poniemansky |Chaim-Yaakov
Lozowsky |cHAYA Wife of Fyveh Poniemansky |Baylah His Wife & 2 Children
Luszniacki | Moshe Son of Aharon Tar Merchant |Fleischer  |Chaim
Meckel Eliezer Fleischer Mer'kenh His Wife
Meckel Baylah His Wife & 3 Children Kaplan Mend
'Meckel Feiga Killed 6 Shevat 5702 Kaplan | Dvora His Wife and 3 Children
Ratnowsky | Yaakov
Retnowsky | dva His Wife
Ratnowsky  |Mereh Their Daughter
Ratnowsky  |Hassia Their Daughter

@. The List of those Exterminated in the Noungrudok Ghettn
5702/5703 — 1942/1943

LastName Fird Name  Description Last Name First Name Description
tzkowitz |Gl Kharmet Moshe (Henya eah Zniocowsky's Husband) And 2 Crildren
tzkonitz  |Licbeh | Her Daughter Mayeasky Ash

Boczkowsky Melka  |Killed 11 Dec 1942 |Fein Yaakov The Rabloi's Son

Boczkoasky |Mashtkeh |Killed 11 Dec 1943 | Kirschrer Tanhum-Aharon
Baranchk  |Minkeh | And 4 Chiloren Kreinowicz | Lesh

Gdirsky  |Benjamin - Kremen Yaakov Sondf Shiomo
Gdirsky | Shoshana | And 4 Children Krermen Bashkeh Hs Wie
Gainsky |Creya Kremen Leah | {tezkomitz)

Garinsky |Fruma | Her Daughter Shepshelanich |Berl
Sheshko Natardvbshe
Sheshko Freidl With Children
Sheshko Rwa

Xxiii



. The List of those Exterminated in the Buaree Ghetto

5702 — 1942

Last Name | Fird Name Description Last Name
Gapanovich | Eliezer ] Nachumovich
Guevich | Miriam Wife of Asher & 3 Children | Nachumovich
Green Eliezer Son of Abraham Nachumovich
Zelikowsky |Meir Nachumovich
lev Eliezer Nachumovich
Mecke! Vehed  |With Wife & Children Nachumovich
Yewouch |Efke (Eisner) |With a Child Heischer
Leibowitz | Yerakhmeiel Anick
Meckel | Yaakov Son of Devid-Hirshl Anick
Mecke! Berl Son of Denid-Hirshl Kliaczko

Reisner

Reisner

Reisner

~ Firdt Name Description
Yaakov
Gdda Hs Wile
Esther Their Daughter
Mamie Their Daughter
Moshe Their Son
Heschd  |TherSm
Mordechai With Wife & Children
Meir
ltkeh His Wife & Crildren
Doctor
Dora ,
Lesh Her Daughter
Dabkeh '

3. @he List of those Exterminated in the Hillage of Sielc

(The Neman Train Station)
5702 — 1942

Last Name First N\ame | Description First N\ame | Last Name Description
tzkowitz Gittl Kharmat Moshe (Henya-L Zolocowsky's Husbe
tzkowitz Liebeh Her Daughter | |Mayewsky Fishl
Boczkowsky |Malka Killed 11 Dec 1944 Fein Yaakov The Rabbi's Son
Boczkowsky  |Mashkeh Killed 11 Dec 194{Kirschner Tanhum-Aharon
Baranchik Minkeh And 4 Children | |Kreinovich Leah
Galinsky Benjamin Kremen Yaakov Son of Shlomo
Galinsky Shoshana And 4 Children | |Kremen Bash'keh His Wife

XXiv



3. The Wizt of those Exterminated in ariouz Locations

Last Name First Name
Odzhikhowsky Bash'keh
Odzhikhowsky  |Min'eh
Mmenietsky Fywl
enietsky Malya
Ivenietsky Aviva
henietsky Rena
Amstibowsky Hirsch
Amstibowsky Sarah
Amstibowsky Malka
Amstibowsky Aharon
Amstibowsky Kayl'keh
Baksht Yaakov
Baran (Belitsky) |Baylah
Baranchik Eliyahu-Chaim
Baranchik Yeshayahu
Grodzinsky Yekhezkiel
Grodzinsky Eera
Grodzinsky Moshe
Wolkowysky Israel
Wolkowysky Abraham
Wolkowysky Esther
Zager Rivka
Zager Freida
Zager Leah
Zhyzhemsky Tsipa
Yankelewsky  |Eliyahu
Leavitt (Kremen) |Shaynkeh
Mayewsky Chaim-Berl
Nowogrudsky Kayla
Poniemansky Meir
Poniemansky Baylah
Poniemansky Yitzhak
Pisecner Yehuda-Nathan
Cederovich | Leah (Yankelevsky)
| Kamenietsky lsser
Koppelman Elimelech
Kaufman Rabbi R' Yerakhmiel
Kuritsky Jonah
Kuritsky Etkeh (Gapanowich)
Krasnoselsky Yitzhak
Radominer Lipa
Shimanovich Chaya-Baylah
Shmuckler Ze'ev (Vehwel)
Shmuckler Leah (Daughter of
Shmuckler Chaim
Shmuckler Muss'yeh
Shepshelevich Shayna-Liebeh
Szeszko Isaac

5702 — 1942

Description

(Jasinowsky) His Wife
Their Daughter
Their Daughter

His Wife
Their Daughter

His Wife

August 1, 1941

With Husband & Children
Iin a Camp

His Wife
Their Son
February 8, 1942

His Wife & 5 Children
And Family

(Kotlarsky) & Family
And Wife & Children

Daughter of Zerakh & Alta
And Family
And Husband with Children

And Children

Son of Meir

With Wife & Children

With Husband & Children

And Wife & Children

Son of Esther-Baylah, With Wife & Children
Son of Shfatyahu, With Wife & Children

His Wife & Daughter

Son of Gabriel
Son of Ber'l

Etta Grodziensky)

Their Son

Ther Son

Daughter of Shlomo Kremen

Son of Joseph, And Wife with Children

XXV

Locatlon
Warsaw, 1942
Warsaw, 1942
Volkowsk 1942
Volkowsk 1942
Volkowsk 1942
Volkovysk 1942
Baranovici 1942
Baranovici 1942
|Baranovici 1942
Baranovici 1942
Baranovici 1942
Village of Dakodowa
Wiszniewic
'Nowoyelnya
‘Smolensk Camp
Slonim 1942
Slonim 1942
Slonim 1942
Nowyelnya Camp
‘Zhaludok 5Sep42
Zhaludok 5Sep42
Astryna
Astryna
Vilna
Vilna
Dokszyc 1941
Slonim, June “1942
Vasiliski
Sielow 1942
Zhaludok 55ep42
Zhaludok 5Sep42
Skrybowa 1942
Zhaludok 5Sep42
Vina
Auschwitz
Vilna
Amdur 1942
Vilna
Vina
Smolensk Camp
‘Smolensk Camp
Me ’
Slonim 1942
‘Slonim 1942
Slonim 1942
'Slonim 1942
Kozlowshchina 1942

Vasiliski 1941



K. Those MWho Fell on the Battlefront and in the Forvests
Buring the Partisan Fighting

1941 - 1945

Description

(Jasinowsky) His Wife
Their Daughter
Their Daughter

His Wife
Their Daughter

His Wife
August 1, 1941

Location
Warsaw, 1942
Warsaw, 1942

Volkowysk 1942

Volkowsk 1942
Volkovysk 1942
Volkowsk 1942
Baranouci 1942
Baranovici 1942
Baranovci 1842
Baranovici 1842
Baranovci 1942
Village of Dakodowa

With Husband & Childre Wiszniewic

In a Camp

His Wife
Their Son
February 8, 1942

His Wife & 5 Children
And Family

(Kotlarsky) & Family
And Wife & Children

Nowyeinya
Smolensk Camp
Slonim 1942
Slonim 1942
Slonim 1942
Nowyelnya Camp
Zhaludok 5Sep42

Zhaludok 5Sep42

Astryna
Astryna

Vilna

Vilna
Dokszyc 1941

Daughter of Zerakh & Al Slonim, June 1942

And Family - |Vasiliski

And Husband with Child Sielow 1942
Zhaludok 5Sep42

And Children Zhaludok 5Sep42

Son of Meir Skrybowa 1942

With Wife & Children |Zhaludok 5Sep42

Leah (Yankelevsk With Husband & Childre Vilna

And Wife & Children

Auschwitz

Son of Esther-Baylah, V| Vilna
Rabbi R' Yerakhn Son of Shfatyahu, With | Amdur 1942

Etkeh (Gapanovi( His Wife & Daughter

Last Name First Name
Odzhikhowsky Bash’keh
Odzhikhowsky |Min'eh
venietsky Fywvel
Ivenietsky Malya
Ivenietsky Aviva
Menietsky |Rena
Amstibowsky |Hirsch
Amstibowsky Sarah
Amstibowsky ‘Malka
Amstibowsky |Aharon
Amstibowsky Kayl'keh
Baksht | Yaakov
Baran (Belitsky)  |Baylah
Baranchik | Eliyahu-Chaim
Baranchik | Yeshayahu
Grodzinsky Yekhezkiel
Grodzinsky |Eera
Grodzinsky 'Moshe
Wolkowysky \Israel
Wolkowysky |Abraham
Wolkowysky Esther
Zager |Rivka

Zager Freida
Zager Leah
Zhyzhemsky | Tsipa
Yankelewsky Eliyahu
Leavitt (Kremen)  |Shaynkeh
Mayewsky Chaim-Berl
Novogrudsky Kayla
Poniemansky Meir
Poniemansky Baylah
Poniemansky Yitzhak
Pisechner Yehuda-Nathan
Cederovich

Kamenetzky lsser
Koppelman Elimelech
Kaufman

Kuritsky Jonah
Kuritsky

Krasnoselsky Yitzhak
Radominer Lipa ‘
Shimonowicz Chaya-Baylah

Son of Gabriel
Son of Berl

Xxvi

Vilna
Vilna

'Smolensk Camp
‘Smolensk Camp

Me
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Regarding the Origins of the Shfef/ and its Community

By Joseph Cohen-Tzedek
Jerusalem

A. Economic Geography & Early History

‘Black Russia’ — that is what this parcel of land was called until the fourteenth century, that runs along the
upper basin of the Neman River, and south of its banks; ‘Black Russia’ — to distinguish it from ‘“White
Russia’ that runs to the east of it. This Russia includes the cities of Novogrudok® Nezbodziche, Zhditov. With
the development of this area, the following towns grew up and became larger: Iwje, Lopotse, Navael’nja,
Karelicy, Mir, and also Belica — and around it villages sprouted up: Bondary, Liniany, Krasnaya, Butily,
Tabola, and others. The sense of the name ‘Black Russia’ has not been made clear even to this day, but the
use of the term ceased from the fourteenth century on.

In the thirteenth century, the Lithuanian Duke Mindaugas (who died in 1263) united the separated Lithuanian
villages into one large holding and fiefdom, and also expanded its borders by the annexation of ‘Black
Russia.’ In the fourteenth century, with the conquests of the Grand Duke Gedymin (who ruled 1316-1341),
and his annexations to the east, ‘Black Russia’ because a core element if the Slavic districts in the expanded
possessions of Lithuania.

By the conquests to the east, Lithuania became a country of self-sufficient independence, whose Slavic
population was larger than its Lithuanian population. In those days, no significance was attached to the
nationality of their populations by the feudal lords. The lands were considered to be the essential fief of the
king, regarding its ownership and laws of inheritance of the kinship and of the kingdom of the land. And the
rights of ownership over each parcel of land was determined by it capture and taking possession of it. When
the rule of the Tatars spread in Eastern Europe, two centers arose that attempted to annex the possessions
of the Slavic rulers, who were attempting to throw off the yoke of the Tatars, but were weak in their attempts
to set up independent nations. Once center was — Moscow, in which the nobles of the house of Rurik ruled,
and the second, in the city of Vilna, in which Gedymin resided — these two competed for the relative
domination of the Slavic valleys. And until the seventeenth century, the hand of the Gedymin followers was
the dominant one. However, it should be understood why Gedymin did not sense to establish his capitol first
in the city of Novogrudok —— in the center of the Slavic settlement, and did not sense the need to adopt their
language as a second official language in his country.

Belica was tied to two principal cities for all of its existence: as a nearby neighborhood, these being
Novogrudok and the city of Lida, which can be found approximately thirty kilometers north of Belica.

3 In Yiddish, this name gets elided to Novardok. 1t is this latter form that is used throughout my
translation of the Tomaszow-Lubelski Memorial Book.
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Novogrudok, despite the fact that its name means ‘new city,” was one of the most ancient of the cities in this
region, in which up to the fourteenth century had no cities, and understandably, at the western end of this
reach. Novogrudok was established by Yaroslav Wolodzmierowycz, the duke of ‘Black Russia,’ in the year
1116. It was destroyed by the Tatars in the year 1240, but was rebuilt by Gedymin in the fourteenth century,
immediately after he captured that area. He constructed a strong fortification with a fortress, and established
his capital here. However, because this city was located on a open plain, vulnerable to attack by the Tatars,
he moved his capitol to Trakai, whose fortress was built on a island in the middle of a lake that had been
widened.* However, this was too close to the western border, the border of the Order of Crusaders [of Eastern
Prussia]. These warriors were, for the most part, from Germany, and for this reason were called the ‘Teutonic
Knights.” These were the knights that were driven out of the Holy Land after the failure of the crusades.
Since they could find no other refuge, the popes saddled them with the objective of conquering the
Lithuanian tribes, who were pagan, and to convert them to Christianity. The went up on the shores of the
Baltic Sea, and captured the ‘Prussians’ — one of the tribes of Lithuania, and wiped it out entirely. From that
time on, they adopted a policy of leaving the tribes of Lithuania and Poles together. This policy led to the
unification of the Lithuanian tribes into one kingdom, and it was out of fear of the Teutonic Knights, that
Gedymin sought to move his capitol city elsewhere. In the end, he found a satisfactory place that was
surrounded by primeval forest, in which there were high hills, that had the appearance of a natural
fortification. In the year 1330, he built his new capital city there, and its fortifications: and this was Vilna.

In the year 1507, Novogrudok became a provincial center, and the Voievode took up residence there in 1511.
He was accorded the privileges of a city under the Magdeburg Laws. Only after the city was totally consumed
in afirein 1751, did it descend from its prominence, and did not return to it, and it became just another town
among the remaining towns of the district.

The second city, to whose fate the fate of Belica was tied, was Lida. Lida too, was an ancient city of the
western Slavic areas, and was considered the capitol city of the ‘Black Russian’ valley. It was established
in 1180. In the year 1326, Gedymin erected its fortified tower, which stood as a guardian city during many
difficult wars. It was only because of the many battles fought in its vicinity, and only because of the severity
of the sieges laid to it, and to which the city was subjected, was it denied the opportunity to grow and spread
out and to become one of the important urban centers of the country. It’s very name bears witness to its
antiquity, whose Lithuanian meaning — is a bare plain — a forest whose trees have been uprooted.

After the death of Gedymin, his two sons ruled in Lithuania: Algirdas with Kestutis. When Algirdas died,
the Grand Duke Jagiello was made king, with the consent of his uncle, the oldest son of Algirdas . In 1380,
Jagiello handed over the city of Lida to the Duke Vaidilas (Wojdylo) as a dowry present, who took the sister
of Jagiello, Maria as his wife. The Duke Kestutis became angry at this, because he felt he had a claim to the
hegemony over this city. He arrayed his forces on the north bank of the Neman River, and with them, he
forded the river in the outskirts of Belica, and assaulted Lida. He captured its outlying areas, and tore them

1 Trakai Island Castle is located in Trakai, Lithuania on an island on the shores of Lake Galvé. The
castle is sometimes referred to as "Little Marienburg”. The construction of the stone castle was
begun in the 14th century by Kestutis, and around 1409 major works were completed by his son
Vytautas the Great, who died in this castle in 1430. Trakai was one of the main centers of the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the castle held great strategic importance.



down, captured the city, took Vaidilas (Wojdylo) into captivity and hung him in the city square...

Belica developed and grew from a fishing village to a blossoming town thanks to its location. It was located
beside the banks of two branches of the Neman River: beside the banks of the Nemanka®, and the Molczadka.
The banks of the Neman can be found beside Belica, and between them is a valley. And there, the waters of
the river flow down, and its stream does not get swept away. Because of this, the place is particularly
attractive for bridges. By means of a tethered raft, it is possible to connect one side of the river to the other.
For this reason, a station of a sort was established for negotiating the river. The region around it is rich in
lumber, whose trees are attractive for lumber, boards that are thick and good for construction and
manufacture. The boards that are tied together into rafts, go down the river until they reach the large cities
of Grodno or Kovno, and are sold there. And there is a part of them that continue on, until the river empties
into the Baltic Sea, to the city of Memel. From there, they reach the cities of Danzig, and the cities of the
German ‘Ganza®.,” to Denmark, and even England, who buy them for the construction of ships.

The Belica surroundings are rich in lakes that are replete with fish, that also populate the Neman River and
its branches. The fisherman was a root source of sustenance to the village peasants in the nearby area. The
land was fertile, and well-suited to the growing of wheat and corn, each according to its species, and there
were fields of rich grass, good for pasture, and for raising sheep and cattle. Nevertheless, there were plenty
of places that were covered in natural swamp and fields of clay. The peasants would also fashion cooking
pots from the clay fields. However, today, such pots are made from aluminum. In the vicinity of the village
of Jonzilow iron ore can be found, sulfur deposits, and sulfur springs. Iron works in the area were known
from ancient times. Most of the ‘Kurgans,” — the monuments over graves, in memory of heroes — the
graveyard products of tribes of nomads, going back as far as the days of the Scythians, testify to this. Even
in the excavations of the ‘Kurganu’ from the days of the Tatars, that would settle in the area, during the days
of their conquests in the twelfth century, it is possible to find armaments wrought from iron that were forged
from the iron works of the region.

From the accounts of the establishment of Novogrudok and Lida, it is possible to infer the time of the
establishment of Belica. The appearance of a village settlement in this place is associated with the days of
the establishment of the Duchy of Lithuania. It was at this time, that a station for the floating of lumber was
established here, using the river current, for which the need grew greater with the need to build fortifications

Also Niemenek
6 Reference to the Ganza Sea Cogh sailing ship of the 14® Century, used by the Germans in trading.

Kurgan (Russian: xkypran) is the Russian word (of Turkic origin) for a tumulus, a type of burial
mound or barrow, heaped over a burial chamber, often of wood. The distribution of such tumuli in
Eastern Europe corresponds closely to the area of the Pit Grave or Kurgan culture in South-
Eastern Europe. Kurgans were built in the Eneolithic, Bronze, Iron, Antiquity and Middle Age,
with old traditions still smoldering in Southern Siberia and Central Asia. Kurgan Cultures are
divided, archeologically, into different sub-cultures, such as Timber Grave, Pit Grave, Scythian,
Sarmatian, Hunnish and Kuman-Kipchak. A plethora of place names that include the word
"kurgan" spread from Lake Baikal to the Black Sea.



in the cities of Lithuania, that were erected in the time of Gedymin. As evidence that the town was
established in those days, one uses the ruins of a fortress and tower that once distinguished the location.
There are those who associate these fortifications to the time of Gedymin, but there are others who associate
them with his son, Kestutis (1297-1382). The purpose of the fort was to guard the river crossing, and to serve
as a deterrent to raids by the Tatars that sought to penetrate to the interior of the country, and that this place
did, indeed, serve to hold off more than one of their assaults in the past. Even in the year 1240, the Tatars
penetrated into ‘Black Russia’ through this point. when they torched Belica, who was at that time only a
village, and in destroying Novogrudok, which was already a city at that time, their fortunes grew for a period
of time.

Belica possessed all of the attributes needed to develop into a large city, as a station for transportation and
conveyance for all manner of goods that were manufactured in ‘Black Russia,” and it is vicinity — “White
Russia,’ to the outside world within the range of the Neman, such as: tanned hides of cattle, the fur of foxes
and bears, that were trapped in the forests, and a variety of agricultural produce.

In the wake of the frequent wars, Tatar invasions from the south, the Russians from the east, and the Livonian
Knights (these were the Order of the Sword — an affiliated crusader group that had settled along the Baltic
shore) from the north, and the invasion of the Teutonic Knights from the west, these resulted in the town
being destroyed over and over again. As an example, at the beginning of the fourteenth century, the Teutonic
Knights invaded, and in the middle of that century — again the Tatars, and this time, led by the heirs of
Genghis Khan. Each, in turn, put all the villages and towns in the region to the torch. The Tatars were turned
back by the duke Algirdas (1347-1377) smiting them hip and thigh in a battle in a valley along the banks of
the Dnieper River (1368).

In 1342, the wearer of the nation’s crown, Grand Duke Jagiello, grandson of Gedymin, was a guest in Lida,
before he was called to reign over Poland as well. He was in Lida at the time, on his way to Novogrudok,
where his wedding took place (the first of them) to Sophia, the duchess of the land of Kiev. On the way back,
his journey included Belica with great pomp and ceremony. However, not many days went by, and this
marriage was annulled, and the duchess of Kiev was compelled to return to her father’s house after being
divorced. The reason for this was a matter of state. In 1385, Jagiello converted to the Roman Catholic faith
and married Jadwiga, the Queen of Poland as his wife, and was proclaimed King of Poland. The explicit
condition of the marriage was the conversion of the Lithuanians to Christianity, and their allegiance to the
Catholic Church of the Roman Pope. It was by this means that a union took place between the crown of
Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania — a union, that it the fulness of time, brought about a national
union between both countries. However, this union also brought pressure upon the Lithuanian people, and
its culture, by the Poles. It also precipitated a divergence of religious sentiment in the country, because the
west-Russian foundation in Lithuanian was strong (because of the Byelorussians, the White Russians), who
belonged to the Byzantine Orthodox Church.

In 1392, the Teutonic Knights returned, allied with the Livonian Knights. At the head of this host stood the
Graf Leinigen from Germany, with Lord Bradford from England, because their goal was to convert the
remaining pagan idol worshipers among the Lithuanians, and the Russian members of the Byzantine
Orthodox Church, to Roman Catholicism, by force of fire and sword. The knights reached Lida, and put it
to the torch, and they did the same to all the cities around it, the large and the small, up to the banks of the



Neman, with Belica among them. However, they were unable to capture the fort at Lida, and it withstood
attack for many days, until relief came from outside. The Knights, at that point, were forced to retreat. This
invasion caused the battle to escalate into the great war between Poland and Lithuania united against the
Knights, that culminated in the brilliant victory of the allied forces in the Battle of Grunwald (1410).

In the year 1406, the Duke of Smolensk, Yuri Swiatoslawowicz crossed the Neman near Belica on his way
to Lida, in order to free his captured wife, who was imprisoned in the Lida fortress by the Duke of Lithuania.
He burned the city, by and large, but could not take the strong fortress, and was compelled to retreat from
it, in fear of the enemy, who had rushed to its assistance from the south. In his great anger, he torched all
of the cities and villages that were in his path, Belica among them.

About a halfcentury after these destructions, Belica was once again tried with being destroyed. According
to the terms of the ‘union’ — the joining of Poland and Lithuania (the conditions whose force persisted until
1569, until Lithuania switched to becoming a possession of Poland), the King of Poland stood at the head
of the united kingdom, even if in Lithuania itself, a duke that was subservient to him actually ruled. And
when Sbedrigailo (who died in 1452) ascended to the duchy in Lithuania he said that one must rebel against
the Polish hegemony, whose nobles were oppressing the Lithuanian nation, and taking advantage of them
for their own benefit. He desired a separation between the two countries and to renew the independence of
Lithuania. He arrayed his army in the east, and from there he went up to ‘Black Russia’ and captured the
fortifications of Novogrudok, at the time he forded the Neman beside Belica, whose fortress he also captured.
He then attacked the fortifications of Lida, — the linchpin of the country in the east. He was able to capture
the city, but not the fortress. In this way, his rebellion failed. Sbedrigailo was compelled, bitterly, to
recognize King Casimir IV (Jagiellonian) and as an embellishment, he received the district of Wolhynia as
a possession. In the meantime, Belica remained in a state of ruin.

B. The First Jewish Settlers

The Jews reached the cities of Lithuania and its towns from two opposite directions.

A small settlement of Jews had already arisen in Poland beginning in the eighth century, and it grew in the
twelfth century as a result of the exodus of many Jews from the cities of Germany, Austria and Bohemia,
because of the persecutions and slaughter of the crusaders. As early as the year 1264, the King, Boleslaw,
granted the Jews of Northern Poland (“Great’ Poland) his protection, as expressed in the document of
privileges that he gave them. In the year 1334, the King, Casimir IIl ‘The Great’ broadened those privileges
to all parts of his realm. There are those who say that he did so under the influence of his lover, —the Jewess,
Esther’keh. Many Jews moved into Lithuania from Poland in the fourteenth century, at the invitation of the
Grand Duke Gedymin.

The second stream came from the east. These were Jews of the Torah and Jews of the Rabbinical tradition
from the conquered areas of the Lithuanians to the east. — these were the territories that at one time was
encompassed by the kingdom of the Khazars, within in which many Jews dwelt, whose leaders, officials and
rulers had accepted the faith of Moses and Isracl. When the conquests of the Lithuanian dukes reached the
shores of the Black Sea, they also found Jews in the territory of Wolhynia, and Galicia, in the duchies of
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Kiev, and came into contact with Jews in the Crimea of the Tatars. Gedymin invited them to his cities anew,
to take up residence there, and to conduct commerce. And his son Kestutis took prisoners from among the
Crimean Jews, in the battle near the city of Azov, and led them back to his land to settle there.

The Jews of Lithuania conducted trade, the making of loans with interest, and served the kingdom as tax
collectors from the peasants, the nobility that owned estates. Their legal status was equivalent to that of the
lesser nobility, these being the nobles called in Polish, the ‘szlachta.” Their commerce, their activities,
possessions, and their religion and customs were well protected by what was documented in the privileges.

However, they did not reside this way in tranquility for long. When the treasury of the duke was depleted
relative to the debts he owed to his Jews, because the debts of the nobility of the land to the Jews grew large,
the Grand Duke Alexander decided — he being the brother to the King of Poland — to confiscate all the
property of his Jews. In the year “495, three years after the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, he followed
the example of Ferdinand and Isabella, and decreed an expulsion for the Jews of Lithuania. For those few
who underwent baptism and converted to Christianity, he accorded property rights and the privileges of
nobility. The rest left, walking stick in hand, with their packs, to begin their wanderings; the Jews of the
eastern valleys turned towards the Crimea of the Tatars, and the inhabitants of ‘Black Russia,” —to the Polish
borders.

The expulsion of the Lithuanian Jews silenced the country’s economy, and led to an ossification of trade.
In eight years time, the Duke Alexander was compelled to retract his expulsion and to invite those whom he
expelled to return to their accustomed places, and also promised them a return of all their lost possessions.
Most of these did return to their former places of abode, but not always were they able to get a return of those
possessions that were robbed from them. For many years afterwards, court cases continued between them
and those new owners of their homes and fields.

It is necessary to put down, that before the expulsion of Alexander, no Jews resided in Belica.

Mostly, there is no doubt that the Jewish settlement in Belica was established shortly after the establishment
of the communities in Lida and Novogrudok,

For Novogrudok was one of the very first of the communities in this area. In the archives of the high court
of the city of Lida, there were (up to the destruction of the city during the Holocaust) under care, laws that
were passed by the district court, that sat in session in the city of Grodno, at the time that Grodno served as
the chief city of the entire large province, that took in all of ‘black Russia.” These legal documents were
discovered and researched , and eventually published in the books of Professor Sergei Bershadsky (a
Ukrainian-Christian) who researched the history of the Jews of Lithuania. In his books, ‘The Archive of
Russian Jewry,” and “The Jews of Lithuania,’ he cited laws, in which the Jews of Novogrudok are mentioned.
And these laws go back to 1529! In this regard, for example, we find that in the year 1551, the Jews of
Novogrudok were freed from paying a special tax to the government treasury. In a similar manner, according
to the same source, it is explained that in 1563, the Jews of Novogrudok lived on only one street called
‘Podliaszaska,’ close to the fort. And therefore, the Jews, in that year, were ordered by the King Sigismund-
August to distance themselves from the fort (as a populace whose loyalty to the country was suspect!) And
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to settle behind it, on the Vyluska and Truszkowska streets, and to build their houses there.

There is yet other convincing evidence of the antiquity of the Jewish community of Novogrudok. The Jews
of Novogrudok are mentioned in the book of Responsa of the Maharshal. The Maharshal is R’ Shlomo Luria
who lived in the years 5270-5333 (1510-1573). Her served as a Yeshiva Headmaster in the Lithuanian city
of Brisk, and afterwards as the Headmaster of the Yeshiva of Lublin. In his book of Responsa, that was put
together in the sixteenth century (sign 59), he relates a story about the Jews in the city of Novogrudok, in
which a chaste and untouched Jewish girl was put to shame and abused, after she refused to dance a mitzvah
dance with him....

Nevetrtheless, Novogrudok never had a very substantial Jewish population. It had days of decline. According
to the Pinkas, ‘The Va’ad of the Lithuanian Countries’ (about which we will have more to say later), it is
known to us that in 1623, the community was placed under the supervision of the Lithwanian Brisk
community (this is Brest), which was the largest and most prosperous of the Lithuanian communities of that
time. And this was a sign of its decline, that was caused in large by the war with Sweden, at the beginning
of the 17® century. It is from this that we know that in the year 1765, there were in Novogrudok, and its
environs (it appears — together with Belica) 893 Jewish heads of household, paying the head tax. In Belica
proper, at that time, there were 288 Jewish heads of household paying the head tax.

Also, the Jewish community of Lida was one of the ancient ones. It is estimated that it was established after
the return of the Jews from the expulsion of the Grand Duke Alexander, in the first years of the sixteenth
century.

The Jews of Lida, like the Jews of Novogrudok, who traveled east to conduct their business, to the city of
Minsk, would cross the Neman River using the Belica crossings. It was here that the merchants collected
themselves in a group at a station by the river, to convey their merchandise to Grodno and Kovno. Many of
them engaged in forest products, for purposes of cutting down trees, and sending them in rafts down the river.
There were those who made use of rafts for the purpose of transporting finished furs and hides to Memel and
Danzig, on the shores of the [Baltic] Sea. These Jews were compelled to spend an extensive amount of time
in those areas, there were those among them who saw fit to establish an entrepot city — Belica, and inns for
lodging or residence. Among them were ones who saw it useful to establish hotels for the ‘nobles’ (called
Bypaxwit ® ’ in the local language — the workers that pull the rafts by rope in the upper river). And similarly,
it was the case for the fishermen, and like them, the farmers of the area, and especially for the workers that
cut trees in the forest. The intermediaries for the purchase of lumber and the jobbers that bought the
agricultural produce spent an extensive amount of time here, and saw that it would be to their benefit to build
their homes here. Over time, they established themselves here permanently, and also built themselves a
synagogue, and in contrast, also purchased land for a cemetery. And it was in this way that the Jewish
community in Belica arose, it would appear, after the middle of the sixteenth century.

Literally, boisterous ruffians.



C. The Medieval Period

In those days, the position of Starosta was bought from the monarchy by one of the higher nobility. The
payment of the price that the nobleman paid for this seat he paid out over time, deriving this from the taxes
he would levy on the populace, and also hold part of it as profit for himself.

In the year 1505, there was a dispute between two sons of the Polish-Lithuanian nobility over the position
of Starosta in Lida, between the house of Drozd and llinycz. The nobleman Drozd found himself an
influential advocate with the Duke Alexander (who after the death of his brother in 1501also served as the
King of Poland). This was the Duke Galinski, one of the advisors to the King, who because of his effort, the
king tock away the seat from Kryztof llinycz and handed it over to Drozd. When Alexander died, which took
place in the city of Lida in the year 1506, and he was buried there as well, the llinycz family returned to
demand the seat that had belonged to it, as a sort of “franchise.” The dispute continued for a number of years.
Only in the year 1522, when the district Sejm sat in session in Grodno, was the matter resolved, and the seat
of the Starosta was given over as the property of the noble Jermy Ilinycz including also the city of
Bristyczko, with the addition of Belica, and Lipniski, that were given to him as a hereditary holding. This
was the same Jermy Ilinycz who in the fulness of time allocated land from his holdings in Belica to the Jews,
who came there to settle in the middle of the town of Belica.

The Hlinycz family did not hold onto the office of Starosta for many years. This office passed into the hands
of the szlachta, a scion of a converted Jewish family, this being Jan ben Josef Abrahamowicz; they did not
change their name but rather left it in its rather prominently Jewish form. The reason for this, is Jan was the
son of the renown customs official Josef Abrahamowicz who worked in the district and achieve a great deal
of wealth and was welcome among the higher ranks of the Polish-Lithuanian nobility. In 1495, at the time
that the expulsion order was decreed, Josef Abrahamowicz did not want to part from the substantial
possessions that he had accumulated, both in land and buildings, that were being held by his as security for
monies that the nobility owed to him. Because of this, he was baptized as a Christian, and received the
standing of a szlachta....

Were we desirous of detailing the names of all the Starostas that served in Lida (and thereby also ruled over
Belica), during all the days when Poland was independent, we would have to pinpoint all the names of the
nobility in Lithuania that were famous. Among them were the families of Pac, Scipion, Radziwill, Sapicha,
and others.

In the years 1520-1573 Sigismund II ruled and held sway, the last of the kings of the Jagiellonian lineage.
From 1544, he served as the Grand Duke of Lithuania, and from 1548, he was King of Poland. Because of
his efforts, in the year 1560, there was a full integration of the two countries that up to this time were
separated by two legal systems. This enlightened king was an advocate of religious tolerance, and
implemented such freedoms in 1572 throughout the length and breadth of his united realm. In 1550, the king
turned over Belica as a possession, to the well-known Mikolai Radziwill, called “The Red.” In Polish history,
this Radziwill is known as an ardent disciple of Calvinism, in the Protestant Reformation movement. He
turned over the Catholic church building in Belica to people of this persuasion. From that time onward,
Belica became a mainstay of this religious sect, who up to this time, suffered from persecution and



harassment throughout the country. During the seventeenth century, all of the synods of the important
members of this sect and the Calvinist leaders, who received a variety of issues for resolution, were held in
Belica, and it its large, Calvinist church.

Seeing as we had mentioned a convert from Judaism above, who attained a high rank in the establishment
in this district, it is appropriate to enumerate a number of these, who lived and worked in Belica.

One of the honorific titles that the Polish-Lithuanian aristocracy coveted was the title of ‘Marszalek of the
Szlachta.” This title was not connected to any specific privileges, such as bonor alone, but rather it was
expressed in being the [titular] ‘Head of the local Nobility.” Every vicinity, and area around a town, of a
suburb, or of a big city, had its own ‘Marszalek of the Szlachta’ that presided. In Belica, and its environs,
between the years 1608-1626 four nobles served in this capacity in the following order: Samuel Wolowycz,
Jan Scipion, Josef Moiszowicz, and Jakob Judka. the last two were the offspring of converts.

Sigismund II the King of Poland from the house of Vasa (the royal house of Sweden), who ruled in the years
1568-1632, returned and passed the law that every Jew who converted to Roman Catholicism was
automatically granted the status of a szlachta. It was only in 1768, as a result of repeated demands of the
proud Polish nobility, that the Sejm annulled this law, in order that the ‘nobility who were sons of Jerusalem’
not increase substantially in the country...

The issue of the increase in the number of converts among the nobility in Lithuania at the beginning of the
sixteenth century became a regularly visible one because of the close contact between these two groups. In
Lithuania, up to the year 1556, and in Poland until 1538, the accepted dress of the wealthy Jews was like that
of the szlachta. Both groups were in the habit of dressing finely, with a sword buckled at their side, and to
ride on horses in their travels, or in a decorated carriage. The Jewish tax collectors would dominate the
debtors who were from the nobility, and would come to them, escorted by a cohort of soldiers that were
assigned to them as part of their duty to the country treasury. The wealthy Jews were accepted in the
company of the szlachta, and would participate in the festive occasions of these people and their parties.
During that period, the royal court received news from the clergy about mixed marriages between Jews to
the daughters of nobles without the Jewish partner undergoing a religious conversion...

It was only at the end of the century, that limitations were introduced on the social contact between Jews and
Christians. among these limitations: a prohibition against interaction with gentiles, and the designation of
Jews by means of a separate style of dress.

D. Autonomous Jewish Government

In accordance with a decree of the Polish crown, the ‘Va’ad Arba Aratzot’ — the unified rule of all the Jewish
communities in Poland and Lithuania — was established. The Va’ad was established in order to arrange and
collect taxes and levies on the communities, that they were responsible for to be paid to the national treasury.
This was done, because the government itself did not collect taxes on an individual basis from each and every
person. It would levy a ‘community tax’ on the Jews, that were set to be allocated. It was up to the Jews
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themselves to allocate the tax burden among the communities in accordance with its size and financial
capacity. And so, it was up to the Va’ad to allocate these tax burdens, to collect them when they were paid,
and to pay them into the national treasury. Because the Va’ad wielded such enormous influence in the setting
of tax rates on each and every community, it naturally became highly influential and a body of support and
also compulsion in all the internal issues that these communities engaged in. All arrangements regarding
community life for Polish-Lithuanian Jewry, religious, cultural, legal, all were set up by the ‘Va’ad Arba
Aratzot.’ Atfirst, the Va’ad was called a “Three Lands’ committee, (implying Poland Lithuania and Reisen,
meaning southern Russia). Afterwards, it was changed to a ‘Four-Lands’ committee: Greater-Poland, Lesser-
Poland, Lithuania and Reisen. The Va’ad was in the habit of having its sessions during the time of the annual
fairs that would take place sometimes in Lublin, and sometime in Jaroslav, occasionally in the city of
Kremenets, and in other cities as well.

A hundred years after it was founded, the communities of Lithuania separated themselves from the Va’ad
Arba Aratzot, because of differences in opinion that surfaced among them, and they established a ‘Va’ad
HaMedinot,” which was separate, that included three districts: the district of Brisk, the district of Grodno,
and the district of Pinsk. In the fullness of time, when the communities of Vilna and Slutsk grew, they also
became attached to the Va'ad HaMedinot, as distinct districts. These two committees served as the mainstay
of independence (self-rule) of the Jews, and a beautiful model for independent rule of our people within an
alien people, for the entire span of our history. However, it lasted under our control for only 250 years. In
the year 1754, during the reign of the King Stanislaw-August and in accordance with the decision of the
Sejm, the ‘Va’ad Arba Aratzot’ was dispersed, and its activities brought to a halt. In accordance with the
decision of the Sejm, each and every Jew would pay his taxes on an individual basis, as determined by the
levy that the regime would impose on him. In a like manner, the ‘Va’ad HaMedinot’ in Lithuania continued
to operate for an additional two years, and was dispersed in 1766 — before a full two hundred years.

The by-laws of the ‘Va’ad Arba Aratzot’ were transcribed into the formal records of the larger communities
of that era. It was in this way, that we received the folios of Cracow, Lvov and Posen. and the by-laws of the
‘Va’ad HaMedinot’ were written down in three copies: the Brisk copy, that of Vilna, and an encompassing
copy — that being the ‘Pinkas of the countries of Lithuania.” These records serve us as a dependable source
that can be trusted, in researching the legal, economic and cultural circumstances of the Jews in the unified
state of Poland-Lithuania.

What was the economic power of the Belica community in its day — this too can be deduced from the entries
in the previously mentioned writings, and can be deduced from the taxes were levied against it, by the
Lithuanian ‘Va’ad HaMedina.’ In the year 1670 [5330] the ‘Va’ad HaMedina’ was obligated to provide ten
thousand gulden to the treasury as a head tax. Against the communities of Brisk, and its environs — that was,
at that time, the biggest and most important of the Jewish communities in the diaspora of Poland-Lithuania.
a tax of 900 gulden was levied. Against Vilna, which at that time was still a small community, a tax of 180
gulden was levied. Novogrudok, based on its financial capacity, reached about half the level of Vilna, and
was charged with 75 gulden. On Belica, the charge was only 20 gulden. For comparison purposes: Smarhon
— 40 gulden, — about double. Also, in the year 1673, the same level of taxation was imposed without any
change.

The ‘Va’ad HaMedinot’ would also levy taxes on its communities for its own agenda, to cover a variety of
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expenses. These taxes, also, were allocated on the basis of the economic capacity of the communities, and
in accordance with the number of residents. In the year 5339, this being the year 1679, the following incomes
are recorded by the treasury of the large Va’ad as follows: Brisk — 15 gulden and 26 groschen; Vilna — 4
gulden 10 groschen; Novogrudok — 1 gulden 5 groschen; and Belica — only 20%2 groschen.

The picture changed markedly from end to end during the following century. In the year 1717, a tax was
levied only on the Jews of Lithuania that was very high, in the amount of sixty thousand gulden (as compared
with the ten thousand gulden of one hundred years beforchand), and against the Jews of Poland — 220,000
gulden. Of these, the levy against Brisk was 5, 135 gulden; Vilna — 1,100 gulden; Minks — 1,300 gulden;
Belica — 600 gulden; and on Novogrudok — 400 gulden.

Here one can see the ascendance in value of the community of Vilna by contrast to Brisk, and the precipitous
decline of the community of Novogrudok, and by contrast, the rise of the value of Belica. The reason for this
change will be explained in what follows.

E. The Chmielnicki Pogroms

In the year 1648, the scourge, Bogdan Chmielnicki, raised the banner of rebellion, in the midst of the
subordinate Cossacks, against their overlords — the Polish landed aristocracy, with the objective of liberating
his country from their yoke. The forces of the Crimean Khan were seconded to him, and the united forces
invaded Poland. The Cossacks hated the Jews much more than their Polish masters. This was because the
Jews served as intermediaries and functionaries between the masters and the Ukrainian peasants, who were
subordinated to them. And it was on them, the Jews, that the burden was placed to collect the taxes from the
peasantry for the benefit of the landlords. Accordingly, all of the anger and rage was, first and foremost
heaped on the Jews by the local populace, and they wreaked atrocities among them with manifest
gruesomeness. During the years of this war, between the years 1648 and 1654, tens of thousands of Jews
were killed at the hand of this Ukrainian scourge, who were butchered and slaughtered by the use of
unspeakable tortures, as martyrs to their violence, in Sanctification of the Name. In the Ukraine alone, more
than 300 communities were totally wiped out. As to the number of Jews killed in this Holocaust (referred
to as the Decrees of Ta”Kh v'T”At) there are varied opinions. Those who give conservative estimates say
on the order of 300,000 lives, while there are others who stand by a number of 600,000 people.

The result of the Chmielnicki rebellion was the partition of the Ukraine, with the part on the left side of the
Dnieper River taken from Poland, and attached to Czarist Russia. From that time forward, the center of the
Slavic peoples caused Moscow’s position to grow stronger than that of Vilna.

The Jewish communities in Lithuania were saved from the predations of the Ta”Kk v’T”At years, because
the Chmielnicki hordes did not reach its cities. However, in the continuation of these incidents, this
Holocaust did not skip over them. In the year 1654, after a lull in battle, the Cossack forces again descended
on Poland, now supported by the troops of the Czar Alexei Mikhailovich, for the purpose of annexing the
Ukraine in its entirety to Russia, including that part on the other side of the Dnieper River, and with it, also
the territories of White Russia, whose populace had been incited to rebellion against the Poles by the
Cossacks as well. At the head of this huge host that ascended against White Russia, apart from the officers
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of the Russian army, stood the bloodthirsty Hetmans Anton Nibaba, Makhanenko, and Krivoshafka. In 1655,
they cut down the following White Russian cities one after another: Mogilev, Gomel, Bykhov, Vitebsk,
Minsk, and afterwards the Lithuanian cities of: Lida, Vilna, Kovno and Grodno. In Mogilev, the Jews were
slaughtered in accordance with the orders of the head of the Czar’s army. In Vitebsk part of them were
slaughtered, and the remainder were plundered, forcing them to convert their religion, and exiling them deep
into Russia. A pandemonium broke out among the Jews in White Russia, as the armies of the Czar, and the
Cossacks drew nearer to the remaining cities that had become something of a general refuge for the Jews
streaming to the cities in the west. The Jews of Vilna, Lida, Kovno, and Grodno left their homes, and fled
to Zamut. The Jews in the more distant towns, such as Novogrudok and Belica did the same. Those who fled
literally had their lives in their hands, and those that remained behind, or were captured along the way, were
butchered mercilessly.

Even on the front that was on the right side of the Dnieper River, the Cossacks took the advantage, and smote
the Poles and slaughtered the Jews until they reached Lvov.

The retreat of Poland invited Sweden to enter into the fray of battle, in order to grab its share of the spoils.
Its king, Carl-Gustave X to whom the Baltic states of Ostland and Livonia belonged (Courland — at that time
belonged to Poland), invaded Poland from there in 1655, and captured it in its entirety, together with slices
of Lithuania and White Russia. Many of the Polish nobility, such as the Chancellor Radziewski or the Vilna
Voievode, the Duke, Janusz Radziwill, supported the Swedes... (the latter turned over Lithuania to the
Swedes). Then the order of battle was revered: the Russians came to Vilna as part of an agreement with the
Poles concerning an armistice between them, and they opened a joint campaign between them against the
Swedes (1656-1658).

The Swedes were the only side in these wars that did not carry out pogroms and attacks against the Jews.
They contented themselves with imposing a captive tax on them, that impoverished the community greatly.
However, because of this, the Jews were loyal to them, and paid the Swedes without any resistance, as the
tax was specified. This matter caused them a great deal of trouble subsequently, at the time that the Poles
returned to liberate their cities. They took revenge for the shame of their defeat and being routed — upon the
Jews: people were butchered by being dismembered limb from limb, children were slanughtered in the arms
of their fathers, women were raped, and those that fled into synagogunes were burned alive inside them...

Immediately after the Swedish retreat from Poland, a peace treaty was signed between these two (in the year
1660} and Poland returned to fight against Russia with the objective of reclaiming the Ukraine, this time
being aided by the Crimean Khan who was a Turkish vassal. The Russians were compelled to abandon White
Russia, and during their retreat, Lida (1659), Novogrudok and Belica (1660) again suffered from plunder,
abuse rape and murders. This war, leaving a trail of blood came to an end in 1667 when the two sides agrees
to a thirteen-year truce. The Ukraine remained divided into two parts, defined by the course of the Dnieper
River, with the left side belonging to Russia, and the right to Poland.

These tribulations inflicted a Holocaust on the Jews of Poland, Lithuania and the Ukraine. The latter was
wiped out in most of its territory. In the wake of the war, came hunger and disease. Many were left with no
protection, many were torn away from their kin. Many were sold off as slaves by the Cossacks to the Crimean
Tatars, who brought them to be sold in the markets of Kashty. There, they were redeemed by their brethren

12



in Turkey, who used their monies and the monies of Jewish communities in Italy and Holland. Many
wandered the highways and byways, in searching for the graves of their ancestors. Many Jewish women were
seized by Cossacks and taken as wives. Among them, there were those who were redeemed from the hands
of their captors by decree of the Polish king, Jan-Casimir, when he liberated his lands from the conquerors.

F. The Rise of Mysticism & False Messiahs

This awesome Holocaust that befell the Jews of Eastern Europe, in the wake of the 7a”Kh v’T” At decrees,
with the wars that ensued from it, destroyed 700 Jewish communities either in part, or totally, and
engendered a sense of resignation in the heart of the people. The single refuge from this oppression of the
soul was found in the strengthening of the splendor of mysticism, which stood as a last resort, in the absence
of any hope for the preservation and continuity of the people. Among the Jews in the west, mysticism became
a form of solace for the hopelessness that the people felt in the wake of the exigencies of the time, going back
even to the days of the beginnings of the Inquisition. Among the Jews of that generation, the yearning for
redemption grew strong, which found its expression in the teachings of the }"r1° which includes the Kabbala
and its various forms, which provided an answer to the reason for the sufferings of the people and its
purposes, which are to be seen as nothing more than a harbinger of Messianic times. The teaching of
mysticism struck deep roots in all the expanse of the Slavic Diaspora, and many chose to adhere to it for
purpose of finding solace in the exigencies of the time, through thoughts of the ‘end of days.’ It was not only
scholarly Rabbis and Yeshiva students who took it up, but also the simpler folk who drew their ideas from
the secrets of the Zohar, and from the mouths of orators and sermon preachers.

The lore of mysticism prepared a fertile ground for the spread of Sabbatean Messianism within the Jewish
community of Poland itself, both the Greater, and the Lesser, and in Wolhynia, Podolia, White Russia and
in a small part, Lithuania itself. Sabbatean Messianism also found activists and skilled missionaries who did
their work in the area with which we are concerned here. An example is, R’ Israel son of R’ Aharon Jaffa,
who was the sitting Rabbi and Bet Din Senior of Shklov, who wrote many books, such as “Or Yisrael,’
‘Tiferet Yisrael,’” and others. He traveled to many cities in Poland and Lithuania, in Vilna, Lida, Grodno,
Novogrudok, Slutsk, Minsk, Lublin, Posen, and gave sermons in the synagogues there based on the stories
of the Kabbala. He also was active in the dissemination of the “Ways of Mysticism.” There is no doubt that
his words also reached the people of Belica. It is possible to suggest that he may have even sermonized there
on the subject of Sabbatean Messianism, since it was his habit not to skip over any community that lay in
the ambit of his travel itinerary, whether it was large or small, in order to prepare those desirous of The
Redemption with words of solace concerning the imminent arrival of The Redeemer himself.

One of the pillars of Sabbatecan Messianism in Lithuania and Reisen was R’ Hesh’l Tsorayf of Vilna, who
was an advocate for the movement both orally and in writing. He, too, was an itinerant preacher to the
communities of the district, but in addition to this, he was prolific in the dissemination of ‘revelations’ and
prophecies about the Messianic King that had arisen in Izmir. R’ Hesh’l Tsorayf also sent forged letters,

? The Hebrew acronym for Kohkhmas Nistar (Hidden Wisdom), a Kabbalist treatise was published
by Moses de Ledn (c. 1250 - 1305), composer and redactor of The Zohar, in the name of Simeon
bar Yohai, the founder of Kabbala.
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against skeptical rabbis, to the heads of communities that were in particularly straitened circumstances. It
appears certain that some of them must have reached the attention of the community leaders of Belica. In any
event, there was a spirit full of messianic expectation and faith in Sabbatai Zvi, that blew through the district,
and were well known in the entire breadth of area between Pinsk to Minsk, and groups of Sabbatean
followers grew up in public in these two cities, as well as in Novogrudok, Belica, in Slonim and in other
nearby congregations. All of this, despite the work, that in the centers of Torah study that were close by —
in Vilna and Grodno, where enlightened Rabbis, who were men of influence and authority, endeavored to
rein in the movement throughout the expanse of their jurisdiction, and attempted to marginalize the
burgeoning boy of Sabbatean faithful.

The shameful denouement of Sabbatai Zvi, and his public conversion to Islam, caused two wings to form
from the extremities of his movement: either to entirely give up on Judaism, and follow in his path, or to
intensify dedication to a messianic ideal. In the ranks of the latter, the Vilna resident and Kabbalist R’
Abraham Kunky lived and worked in the mid-17th century. He was an itinerant preacher, who traveled to
all of the towns in the district in question, and gave sermons on the issue of faith in Sabbatai Zvi after his
conversion to Islam. He would explain the change of faith of the ‘Messiah’ by an esoteric argament based
on the Kabbala of the Ar’l, as an act of assuming a scourge of discipline, and a descent into the depths of
depravity, as a prelude to an ascent to a higher plateau. The Kabbalist Chaim Mal’ akh, a scion of Poland who
resided for a long time in Turkey, also attempted this kind of revisionism. He returned to Poland as a fund
raiser, and here also propagated faith in Sabbatai Zvi, despite the fact that he had converted away from his
faith. To both of them, it is necessary to append the great influence of R’ Yehuda HaHasid, who established
a new sect of ‘“The Hasidim and Men of Action.’

The Kabbalist, R’ Yehuda HaLevi (5395-5461)[1635-1701] came from the city of Siedlowca near Grodno.
His oratorical skill enabled him to attract many students. Unlike the other swom Sabbateans, who placed
their faith in Sabbatai Zvi, in that a passive belief alone will hasten the redemption, R’ Yehuda HaHasid
espoused a faith that was active in bringing about the hastening redemption, that would be facilitated and
brought nearer with the help of acts of contrition, accompanied by torture, fasting and suffering. And there
was yet another way to hasten the redemption — making aliyah to the Holy Land. In the ‘Community of
Hasidim’ that he established, there were many Kabbalists and outstanding scholars. The name, ‘Hasidim,’
was their name, and served in that capacity for a long time before the rise of the Hasidism as promulgated
by the Baal Shem-Tov.

The Rabbis of Lithuania who dreaded all manner of messianic initiatives, did not understand the fundamental
difference between the movement of R’ Yehuda HaHasid and the remaining adherents of Sabbateanism, and
they pursued him and his adherents. The journey made by R’ Yehuda HaHasid to the Land of Israel was
organized in 1701 under the direction of R’ Chaim Mal’akh. The journey, and all of its difficulties and
subliminal rhapsodies, is described in the book ‘Sha’alu Et Shlom Yerushalayim,’ (By R’ Gedalia
Massimiatic). Two of the men who made aliyah to the Land of Israel were R’ Sholom-Shakhna Belicer and
his brother, R’ Yud’l-Wolf, who apparently carried the name of their birthplace — Belica. Both of them died
along the way along with many others, and details about this are not available.

In the year 1700, the ‘Northern War’ broke out, and the cities of Lithuania and the upper banks of the Neman
River, once again, saw the forces of the Russian Czar fighting on this soil against the Swedes. The Jewish
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communities, that had barely bound up their deep wounds, from the previous wars, were again terrified and
further impoverished in both manpower and wealth.

In 1700, Czar Peter I {sic: The Great] entered into a tri-partite treaty with August II, the King of Saxony, and
Poland, and the Kingdom of Denmark against Carl XII, King of Sweden. Peter’s objective was, at that time,
to establish a presence on the Baltic Sea, and by this means, to ‘tear open a window for Russia onto the rest
of Europe.’ The adventurous cosmopolitan, Carl X11, an arrogant man, and wanting proximity to [sic: control
of] the sea lanes near Copenhagen, forced Denmark to abrogate the treaty. He smote the Russians at the
fortress of Narva in Estonia, and pushed on into Poland from Livonia by way of northern Lithuania. In 1702,
the upper banks of the Neman were captured and the communities of Novogrudok, Belica, Lida assumed the
burdens of the taxes associated with a conquered people.

From the east, the forces of the Czar Peter I drew close, to confront the Swedes, and in passing Vilna, they
concentrated themselves beside Grodno, at a time when most of the Jews in the city had fled to the west. Carl
XTI moved to surround Grodno from the rear, and at that point the Russians retreated into the Ukraine. They
went by a contorted way, by way of Brisk, and from there to the city of Kovel’ to Kiev. Along the way, the
Jews of Kovel’ and Kiev suffered at their hands. In the meantime, Carl XII smote the Poles and their nobility,
forcing them to abrogate their treaty with Russia. After this, in his hubris, he made a fateful strategic error,
and decided to deepen his move into the Ukraine, in pursuit of the retreating Russians. Beside the city of
Poltava, the Ukrainian Hetman [Ivan] Mazepa awaited Carl XTI, who had betrayed the Russians, and allied
himself with the Swedes. In heavy battle beside Poltava, Carl X1l was defeated and wounded in battle, and
he fled with Mazepa and escaped to Turkey.

For Russia, the results of this battle were particularly outstanding: it took possession of the Baltic states of
Estonia and Livonia, it established its new capitol city, Petersburg as a city located on the sea, and in the end,
it proclaimed itself to be an Empire — and its King — Peter The Great was proclaimed its Emperor in 1721.

As regarding the district of interest to us, a result of the ‘Northern War’ was the fact that the renown fortress
of the city of Lida, that which had stood until now in the face of so many Czars that had assaulted it (even
if it did not save the city itself from Russian troops in 1655, 1659 and in 1694), was torn down and destroyed
completely by the soldiers of Carl XII of Sweden in the year 1702. Since that time, it has not been
reconstructed, and remained in a state of ruin. The city of Lida then lost its status as a fortified city.

As to the Jews of Lida, Novogrudok and Belica, the consequences of the ‘Northern War’ heaped further
destruction and penury upon them.

All of these tragic events, that took place in this region during the 17® century, which we have recounted in
the fifth chapter here, served to reduce the number of Jews in this region, and weakened its economic power.
Therefore, it will come as no surprise, that in the records of the ‘Va’ad Medinot Lita,’ the following can be
found recorded in the year 5424, this being the year 1664 (two years before the ‘Year of Redemption,’
according to Sabbatai Zvi), that the community of Belica owed the Va’ad an enormous debt, that had
accumulated, and had reached a sum of 2,092 gulden. The community of Novogrudok was also mired in a
like-sized debt to the Va’ad treasury, a debt that amounted to 2,600 gulden.
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By and large, even in the 18" century, the situation of the Jews in Poland did not improve, with Lithuania
included in it. So, in the years 1741-1744 once again, pogroms and slaughter were perpetrated in the eastern
regions of Poland. On May 17, 1744, rebellious Ukrainians plundered and killed Jews in the town of
Tshiminica, and in the year 1744, against the Jews of the cities of Amstislav'® and Uman. In 1751, the White
Russian peasants rose up against the ‘Pans'"’ who oppressed them, and because of this, they slew all the
Jewish families living in the village of Krasnaya beside Belica. In these riots, the entire city of Novogrudok
went up in flames, which was mostly built up from wooden lumber boards, as was the case of the remainder
of the towns in Poland and Lithuania. Those Jews of Novogrudok who managed to save their lives, remained
in poverty without anything to their names.

During the 16" century, the Jews of Poland and Lithuania suffered both in wealth and in population, and their
numbers grew only slightly. However, there were places where their number dropped precipitously. In the
middle of the 18® century, the number of Jews in Belica declined, and stood at 288 souls...

G. The Clash of Hasidim & Mitnagdim

The 18™ century passed over the Jews in our area, shadowed by the sharp conflict that spread in the wake
of the contest between Hasidism and its opponents (the Mitnagdim). Belica sits midway between Grodno and
Minsk, and is an equal distance to Vilna and Vitebsk; the belief and concepts reached it from these opposing
extremes together.

Vilna, Grodno, with Lida, were, in those days, the centers of Talmudic scholarship in Lithuania. It was the
Vilna Gaon, R’ Eliyahu ben R’ Shlomo-Zalman, (1720-1797) known by the acronym, The Gr”A, that
elevated the importance of Vilna. He sought to enlarge and strengthen Torah even in the far-flung towns
using his emissaries and many students who became eminent Torah scholars. Among the great scholars of
the time we can count also, R’ Eliezer ben R’ Zvi-Hirsch, and R’ Alexander Ziskind, among the Rabbis of
Grodno. In Lida, counted among them, was R’ Duvid’l ben R’ Aryeh-Leib, called ‘der Lider’ by the common
folk. In Pinsk, at that time, R’ Avigdor ben R’ Chaim occupied the Rabbinical Chair, one of the outstanding
students of the Gr”A. The influence, that these men had, shone far beyond the mere ambit of where they
served in an official capacity, and their voices resonated in faraway places, even in tiny Belica.

But by contrast, R’ Menachem-Mendl sat in Vitebsk, who had served the Baal Shem-Tov during his lifetime,
and afterwards was both a student and colleague to the Maggid of Mezerich. The Gaon, Schneur-Zalman of
Liadi was counted among his pupils. R* Menachem-Mendl, under the direction of the Maggid Dov-Ber [sic:
of Mezerich], went as an emissary, to win hearts for Hasidism, and visited all of the towns in the district,
where he spoke and sermonized on behalf of Hasidism, both to the secular and teligious leaders. He spoke
in the synagogues of such cities as Minsk, Vilna, and even in small out-of-the-way towns. He visited Visneva
beside Volozhin, in Iwje, Navael’nja, Novogrudok, Karelicy and Asmjany. Certainly, he would not have
skipped Belica when he was in Novogrudok, even if its name is not recorded in the biography of this

39 Possible Mstislavl near Smolensk

i1 The Polish Nobility, from the Polish title ‘Pan,” meaning Lord, or Master.
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individual. He also took license to attack the Vilna Gaon but was asked afterwards to beg his pardon...

The Maggid, R’ Dov-Ber, was permanently ensconced in Rovno for a long period of time, and his teaching
of Torah was heard throughout the district. R’ Aharon ‘The Great’ of Karlin attracted adherents in our
district, and groups of ‘Anshei Karlin’ were organized in many locations, even in Vilna itself. Similarly,
groups of ‘Hasidei Mezerich’ were organized in Minsk and Vilna, led by R’ Menachem-Mendl of Vitebsk.

The town of Amdur'?, beside Grodno, was an important center of Hasidism, headed by R’ Chaim-Khaika,
the student of R’ Aharon of Karlin; this was a center that remained in existence for the entire life of its
Rabbi, R’ Chaim-Khaika.

The Rabbi, R’ Levi-Yitzhak, ‘Israel’s Defender,” was the rabbi in the cities of Pinsk and Zaluch’ye as a
young man, before he accepted the post of sitting Rabbi and Bet Din Senior in Berdichev, from where he
grew famous. At the direction of his teacher and Rabbi — The Maggid of Mezerich — he traveled to all the
towns of the area where he preached on behalf of Hasidism. He was in Horodec, and in Radaskovicy, in Mir
and Nizovisy, in Novogrudok, and based on its proximity to these places, also in Belica.

The Chabad style of Hasidism was also active in this area. As is known, the branched-out organization of
Chabad is based on ‘emissaries’ and ‘missionaries;’ the ‘emissaries’ — for the collection of financial
resources, and the ‘missionaries’— for the dissemination of the concept. Both traveled from city to city,
village to village, throughout the entire district and to all towns. And it was especially in the small and most
severely stricken places that they had their greatest success, because they did not encounter oratorical
opponents in such places that might prove to be dangerous to them.

In the year 5550 (1790) the number of Hasidim in the Minsk territory grew large, and they conducted
separate prayer quorums, and meetings to take counsel with one another. And a dispute ensued between them
and the Mitagdim. Evenin Vilna, a secretly convened ‘minyan’ was established, in the house of the wealthy
man, R’ Meir ben R’ Raphael. In the year 5453 (1793) the number of Hasidim in Pinsk grew large, and from
there, their influence reached the outlying towns in that area, and they proceeded to set up secret minyanim
in Novogrudok and also in Belica.

Ib a number of places in the vicinity, the hand of the Hasidim grew strong, such that there were those among
them who became heads of their community. In the year 5454 they were able to remove R’ Avigdor ben R’
Chaim from the rabbinical seat in Pinsk, who was a very active and sharp leader of the Mitnagdim. All of
this, despite the fact that the authority of R’ Avigdor was very great, and that affairs were conducted in thirty
communities in the vicinity of Pinsk according to his word; and this includes the community of Belica as
well. R’ Avigdor turned to the Gaon, R’ Eliyahu in Vilna, and aroused him to a heavy-handed action against
the spreading Hasidism.

e Called Ind(o)ura by the Christians
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In the middle of the century, there were differences and disputes even in Belica on the grounds of the clash
between these two conflicting influences, each of which poached on the other’s followers. It is only because
they were a minority among the residence of the town, that the community was saved from being
overwhelmed. And even until the middle of the 19™ century, there still was, on one side of the Great
Synagogue in Belica, minyanim of Hasidim [sic: only]. However, we have not been able to establish what
type of Hasidim these were, that is to say, according to which tradition and style they followed. However,
over time, their work began to flicker out, in the wake of the migration of the townspeople to the big cities,
and even due to emigration over the seas, and similarly in the wake of the pressure and excommunications
imposed by the great Torah scholars of the Mitnagdim, who harassed them... the activity of Hasidism
flickered, fell silent, and then vanished.

H. Before The Enlightenment

The consequences of the mysticism movements among Jewry differed greatly from one to the other. From
the turning to the Kabbala, came the movement of ‘Hasidim and Men of Action,” whose guardian and
spiritual leader was R’ Yehuda HaHasid, a movement that engendered aliyah to the Land of Israel. And
similarly, the Hasidism that emanated from the school of the Baal Shem-Tov, that cut a deep furrow and
flowering in the spirit of Jewry. But, in contrast, even on the ground where the Kabbala grew, there also was
the Sabbatean Messianic movement, whose results were so tragic to our people.

One of the offshoots of the Sabbatean movement, that manifested itself a century after Sabbatai Zvi, was the
movement of Jacob Frank, that led to a mass baptism in Poland, and the adoption of the Roman Catholic
faith. We have not conducted a thorough research into the Frank movement, and we do not have details of
its agenda, its means, its personalities and what happened to them. What is known, is that any number of
these converts were able in the middle of the 18" century, to achieve titles of nobility and landed estates in
the various territories of Poland and Lithuania. The szlachta, extant in the Frank sect, did not separate
themselves into a closed community, as for example, was the case with the Denoma of Sabbatai Zvi, but
rather, they became assimilated in the second generation in their proximity to Polish society. They
endeavored strenuously to be taken for Poles, trying literally, to obliterate their Jewish past.

We do not know how deep the impression of the Frankist movement was in our district. However, we do find
a recognizable number of landed aristocrats between Belica and Novogrudok, whose origins can be traced
to Frankist adherents and his coterie. Despite all of the subterfuges, and attempts to hide, the names of
several residents of the area, known by means of reliable witnesses, at the time suspected — but without a
basis — to be descendants of Frankist converts.

So, for example, on his estate beside the village of Liniany, near Belica, the owner by the name Szymanowski
resided, from whom the composer Karol Szymanowski (1883" - 1937) — one of the great Polish composers
after Chopin — was one of his descendants. It is clearly known that this landowner was the grandson of the
convert Samuel Moszkiewicz who was a well-known Polish historiographer of the time, who authored

® Karol Maciej Szymanowski (Tymoszéwka, Ukraine, 3 October 1882 — 28 March 1937,
Lausanne, Switzerland) was a Polish composer and pianist.
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writings on the territory around Novogrudok, was born, and lived on his estate near Belica. In his writing,
he assesses the family origins of a number of the residents in the area, but not even with a single word, did
he recognize his own roots, and that he was related to the family of R’ Shlomo Sega”] — one of the leaders
of the sect.

The roots of the philosopher-mystic Andrzej Towianski, who was born in the village of Antoszwince (1799-
1878), are very obscure, whose entire teaching is oriented to see Isracl in it s spiritual and national glory, and
was buffeted by a sharp mystical spirit that was Sabbatean and Frankist. His thesis, “The Thesis of Nature,’
was nothing more than a ‘translation’ into a Polish point of view, of the Lurianic Kabbala, and in a very large
measure, the Hasidism in the spirit of R’ Yehuda HaHasid. It included the foundations for the control of the
spirit over the flesh, an order of prayer based on fervor (but recited silently), immersions for purposes of
purification, a life of abstinence by subordination of the self, self-effacement, and a submission to the will
of God, and a directed outlook towards ‘revelation’ and the redemption of the people (Polish Jewry!), along
with the rest of humanity. This ‘Hasidism’ captured a number of renown personalities in the Polish
intellectual world, members of its generation, and from the members of the following generation. Among the
Jews that converted, Gershon Ross, a man from Vilna was drawn to it, a member of the well-known family
of publishers, who converted in 1842. The relationship of Towianski to the Jews and to Judaism attracted
to him his friend - the greatest of the Slavic poets — Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855).

As is known, the members of the Mickiewicz family caused all documents, relating to his descent, to
disappear after the death of the poet. In the museum named for him in Vilna (established in 1956) which is
located in the house where he completed his poem ‘Grazyra’ (1822) thete are no documents concerning his
birth, and the birth of his parents. This is what I was told after a number of different attempts to research this
matter there. The researcher Shmuel Safam has a picture in his possession of the well-known Polish historian
Leonard Czodzko', who was from the same generation as the poet. In 1834, the Polish historian wrote these
lines in the year 1834: ‘Mickiewicz’s father was from a noble family, but without any wealth,” and he added:
‘His father is descended of a Jew who converted to Christianity...” And if it is said that this matter [sic:
conversion] took place approximately 35 years before the poet was born (in the year 1798), it follows then
that the year in which his father converted was close to 1760, which was the year that the Frankist sect
converted to Christianity (they were baptized between 1759 and 1763). Professor G(ershon) Scholem, in his
book about the Frankists records a news item from the paper, ‘Allgemeine Zeitung des Judenthums,” from
the year 1838 (he says it was published while the poet was still alive!), which relates that in his childhood,
Mickiewicz was in the habit of visiting his Jewish uncle (apparently — his uncle on his father’s side — the
evidence of .¥.0." and also his arrangement of the letters), his uncle who had not left his faith... (In this
connection, see D. Lazar: “’Israel, the Older Brother,’; in ‘Maariv’ 17.9.1965).

The origins of the Mickiewicz family have been eradicated to the point that to this day, there is doubt about
the place where the poet was born. By and large, this eradication, and the silencing of these sources are in
themselves a loud witness and provide a strong correlation, which confirms the Jewish roots of the poet.
Most of the researchers locate his birthplace in the land around the village of Osibiec, in the area of Belica
on one side, and Novogrudok on the other side. Those who are concerned with fixing the name of the village

i Leonard Borejko Chodzko (1800-71) was a Polish historian, geographer, cartographer, publisher,

archivist, and activist of Poland's post-November-1830-Uprising Great Emigration.
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usually satisfy themselves with just designating the area only: beside the town of Belica, or beside the town
of Novogrudok.

Regarding the name of the poet’s mother, the information about her is also shot through with missing data.
We are certain only, that his mother Barbara, of the Majewski family, was the daughter of a convert from
the Frank camp. Regarding this, there is very reliable attestation from Polish sources. this was written by the
Lord, Xavier Branicki, according to the words of his friend — the poet himself, and he made this matter
known in the introduction that he prepared of his Polish translation of the book ‘The Path to Return,” by R’
Gabriel ben R’ Yehoshua Schussberg, that appeared in Paris a hundred years ago. (Se D. Lazar: ‘Bayn Shtay
Neshamot,’ in ‘Maariv’ 5.2.1965). As is known, in the first generation after their conversion, the people of
the ‘sect’ were in the custom of limiting marriage only to those within their own milieu... there are those that
see in the name Majewski, a relationship to the estate ‘Majewka’ which is near the village of Bondary, which
is in the Belica area.

It is interesting to note, that also the wife of the great poet, she, by happenstance, also has roots in the Jacob
Fraunk sect. In the Frank milieu, the senior individual was the elder, R’ Elisha Schorr from the village of
Rohatyn in Podolia. Upon conversion to Christianity, he and his sons took the name Wolowski, which is the
Polish translation of the name Schorr.’” The oldest son of R’ Elisha Schorr — Shlomo, was called Franciszek
Wolowski after his baptism; The name Franciszek —in honor of Frank himself, His daughter — Maria [Agata],
married the landed aristocrat Szymanowski of the Belica district, whom we have already identified
previously. As an aside, this Maria was a truly gifted pianist, to who the elder from Weimar — the great poet
—J. W. Goethe, both listened to, and utilized (see the same reference: ‘Maariv’ 17.9.65). Szymanowski’s
daughter, Celina Szymanowska, was the beloved wife of Adam Mickiewicz.

These facts explain in a measured way, both the sharpness that Adam Mickiewicz hurled at the Jews, and
also from another side, his pathetic relationship to the concept of messianic redemption of the Jews and the
Poles together; of two peoples whom he saw tied to one another.

And if we are discussing Mickiewicz, a man from the Belica vicinity, we are not given license to silently skip
over his love of this beautiful area, in which he was born and grew up. In his writings and letters, Belica is
mentioned a number of times, with feelings of affection and deep nostalgia. With the exception of his epic
poem ‘Pan Tadeusz,’ very few of the creations of the poet were translated into Hebrew. Because of this, we
will present a couple of excerpts here.

At the time ‘Pan Tadeusz’ was written, neither the great or lesser ‘Kingdom of Poland’ existed any longer.
Its territories had been divided up among its neighbors, and to it was left only the ‘Duchy of Warsaw’ as a
concession of Napoleon, the Emperor of France, under whose aegis the Duchy found protection. Belica itself
was to be found in that part of the territory under Russian Czarist rule, and was close to the boundary with
the Duchy of Warsaw. In the seventh book of the action poem ‘Pan Tadeusz,’ a conversation is portrayed,
that takes place among the szlachza of Dobrzyn, regarding the question of whether to take up the sword
against their protagonists of the house of Suflic. The good and wise Jew, Yankl, holds forth in the face of

B Schorr in Hebrew is an ox. In Polish, wolowina is beef.
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the inflamed hotheads in order to attempt to quiet the stormy tempers. He counsels to act with restraint, and
to wait until spring, for the invasion of Napoleon’s army, which is destined to come against the Russians,
as he says:

“...Iam a Jew, wars were distant from me, when I was
In Belica. And all I saw were Jews to the border;
They say, that the French are encamped at the borders of Lososna,
And a war is to break out yet by the spring of the year.
Wait a bit...”
(Translation of Y. Lichtenbaum)

In the vicinity of Belica, the widened and deep lake called Switez can be found, garlanded by a forest of thick
trees, and a beautiful ambience. A village by the same name is located at its shore. They are mentioned in
several places in ‘Pan Tadeusz.” Also the river, Osha, a branch of the Neman, which emptied into it near
Grodno, and flows by the village of Switez, it too is mentioned in the poem. To the legend of the ‘Queen of
the Lake’ who lives in the depths of its waters, Mickiewicz dedicates a marvelous ballad called
‘Switezianka.’

In the Belica vicinity, members of the Polish-Lithuanian nobility resided on their estates, suffused with great
wealth, and enjoying the fruits of the labor of their serfs. Themselves, they were oriented to spend their time
hunting, entertainment, but also involved themselves in matters of science and intellectual pursuits.
Accordingly, many of them achieved prominence in Polish history. Among them were people who served
in government, scholars, and men of science.

From among them, it is worth mentioning Jan Czuczut, a scion of the village of Zhafebo (1787 - 1848), who
was a friend and companion to A. Mickiewicz from the days of their studies at the school in Novogrudok,
and from the years they studies at the university of Vilna. It was their collection, preservation and translation
into Polish of the folk songs of the peasants, that they assembled in the White Russian style. It is also worth
recollecting Tomasz Zann, a scion of the village Siedlice (1791-1855), who was a writer and poet of the
romantic school, composing ballads and satires, that had a recognizable impact on A. Mickiewicz. It is also
appropriate to set down the names of the natural scientist, Dr. Wladyslaw Dybowski, the philosopher Florian
Bukhowic (died in 1856 and was buried in the village of Darevo), of the activist Julian Kursak, the patriot
Tadeusz Rejtan'S, the archaeologist — Samuel Moszkiewicz. All of them lived and worked in the area around
Belica and its environs.

16 Tadeusz Rejtan (1742 - 1780) was a Polish nobleman. He was a member of the confederation of

Bar and a member of the Polish Sejm from the constituency of Nowogrddek (today Navahrudak,
Belarus).
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1. Oppression Under Czar Nicholas |

During all of the days of Polish rule, the Jews of Belica engaged in wholesale and retail trade, in their town,
and in the sale of goods in the nearby villages. They were proprietors of inns, ran saloons for the sale of hard
drink, and proprietors of barbershops. They served as officials, intermediaries and collectors for the nearby
landowners. As those who stood between the arrogant ‘landlord’ and the serfs, they became targets for the
enmity of the exploited even more than the enmity of the exploiters themselves, and because of this, they
became even more endangered during the times of rebellion, albeit rarely so. As skilled craftsmen, they met
the needs of the peasants and the szlachta together. As beneficiaries from the protection of the landowners,
who were stubborn by nature, they were beholden to their good will, and were compelled to tolerate all
manner of dissipation and irrationality from the over-indulged nobility, who frequently abused them, and
lowered them to the point of depriving them of their human dignity. Their legal, economic and social status,
was never firm, and was vulnerable to being upset by the nobility that ruled them. Constraining laws would
circumscribe their endeavors, sometimes more, and sometimes — less. This was the plight of the Jews of
Belica until the end of the partition of Poland by Russia, Prussia and Austria, in the year 1772, 1793, and
1795. The final partition attached all of Lithuania and most of Poland to Czarist Russia.

As soon as the rule of Lithuania passed entirely into the hands of the Russians, the Russian lack of skill in
organizational administration became immediately evident. Over time, these new rulers did not find the
capacity to organize the management of the territories that were now under their jurisdiction. And Belica,
which belonged to Novogrudok —its larger sister city — at first was attached to Slonim, which was announced
as the provincial seat. In the fulness of time, after a while, even by 1797, the role of Slonim as the provincial
capitol was cancelled and Belica (along with Novogrudok) were included in a new province, this being the
province of ‘Lithuania,” that encompassed the tetritories around Vilna and Grodno, and put them into a
single, expanded province. This arrangement was quickly recognized as being flawed, and in the year 1801,
the ‘Lithuania’ province was broken into two provinces: One for Grodno, and one for Vilna; Belica and also
Novogrudok were attached to Grodno. However, in 1842, both of them becarme attached to Minsk, which was
151.5 km distant from them... while Lida, in the year 1801 was created as a provincial seat to the Grodno
province, was attached in 1842 to the Vilna province.

The new regime did not take any initiatives on behalf of those territories that fell like ripe fruit into its hands.
However, it immediately moved to implement a number of trial efforts to curtail the influence of the Jews,
and to distance them from the villages, and in that way, to minimize the economic activity of the Jews. [Thus]
began a period of the expulsion of Jews from villages, in which they had resided for generations. So, for
example, during the reign of Czar Nicholas I (1796 - 1855) the Jews were expelled from the village of
Krasno, which has already been mentioned above previously, this being the village that is beside Belica.
There were several tens of [Jewish] families there, whose livelihood depended on working the various fruit
orchards and vegetable gardens, and having ownership of the grain mill to produce flour. The expelled Jews
were compelled to go to the cities, increasing the overcrowding there, along with the unemployment, and the
village was permanently rid of its Jews.

In a similar manner, the condition of the Jews in Belica was impaired by a prohibition against working the
land [leased] from the hands of the nobility. Land management also was prohibited, which afterwards, will
of this, was permitted yet again. The limitations and prohibitions and permissions were interchanged among
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themselves, at times in accordance with the prevailing winds that were blowing through the upper echelons
of the government, and the whims of the provincial governors. The sense of well-being of the ‘community’
became abridged, and its aim was directed at the collection of those taxes that were uniquely levied on the
Jews, like the ‘korowka.” This tax was levied on the sale of kosher meat, that was sold to Jews. The
collection of the tax was first placed on the ‘community,” but afterwards, it was allocated to specific Jews
, who got the name ‘tax-collector.’ This arrangement led to the abuse of the position of tax-collector... in a
similar manner, a rather large tax was imposed to enable avoidance of military service, and a high tax that
permitted the conduct of commerce at a higher cost than that of people who were not citizens of the country.
The ‘Pale of Settlement’ was introduced that limited where Jews could live, but only in the cities of Poland,
Lithuania, and southern Russia (the Ukraine), that stood as a sign of land control and permission to live in
the cities; however, it was completely prohibited for Jews to live throughout the expanse of Russia itself.

The Napoleonic Wars, led by Napoleon Emperor of France, who invaded Russia in 1812, were felt in the
Belica vicinity, beside which, the French crossed the Neman River during their invasion (as was the case with
most invasions that came for the west in previous generations), on their way to Moscow. The same was true
of the battles that took place after their retreat, and their humiliating defeat, these also were felt near Belica.
And the Jews of Belica suffered at the hands of both sides. especially from the fleeing French, that plundered
everything they could, in their chaotic retreat.

The oppression of the Jews in Belica grew, and reached its zenith under the rule of Czar Nicholas I, who
ascended the throne in 1825, Immediately following his coronation, he passes a decree that surpassed
everything that had been done to Jews since the days of the Inquisition. In 1827, the tax that permitted relief
from military service, that was used by Jews to avoid military conscription and the obligation of the draft
which was otherwise universal, except for the Jews and their descendants, was nullified; this was done except
for the sons of merchants who were in the ‘First Guild’ (— paying up to 1,000 rubles per year), and a boon
to craftsmen with a license, attesting to their special expettise, and also excepting clergy.

The tenure of service in the military, in those years, was 25 consecutive years. The draft eligible was
obligated to present himself for service at the age of 18, and would be discharged from service at the age of
43. The same also was true for the gentiles. However, the young Jewish men who were 18 years old and
draftable were not found suitable for service because they lacked knowledge of the language of the land. In
response to this, caused the regime to draft into service children starting at the age of 12 and up, for the
purpose of ‘educating them’ in an institution that was called a preparatory school for the children of the
‘Cantonists.” Each community was given a specific quota of how many individuals to present to the
conscription office. The community leaders, its Rabbis and Gabbaim, were held personally responsible to
see to it that the quota was filled; if even one was missing, they were obligated a multiple of that in his place,
because the decree was dependent and stood on: themselves personally being conscripted in the case where
the stated conditions were not met. And because parents were in the custom of hiding their children, the
count was invariably short. Because of this, the people appointed by the conscripting authority would
indiscriminately kidnap children, while they were still very young, say age 8, and would attest to the fact that
they were draft-eligible... the objective of this decree was to tear away children from the oversight of their
parents at a tender age, and also from their normal surroundings, to distance them from the customs of their
faith, and to force them wether for good or bad, to convert away from their faith. The conscripts from Belica,
along with the remaining conscripts from the provinces of Lithuania, were sent to the contingents that were
encamped in the Prass province beside the Kama River, in the foothills of the Ural Mountains. It is not
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possible to describe in words, the suffering and torture undergone by these Jewish children who were given
over to the followers of the ‘MIaxka,’ that is the Russian ‘Uncle,” who had the responsibility to bring them
to the point where they would consent to convert to Christianity. He would do this with the help of a whip
and lash, systematic starvation, and other physical tortures, pressure and degradation. Many of those who
came from Belica did not get to return to home after 35 years of living in alien places, after having been
kidnaped at an age where the sense of religious and national identity had not yet established itself in the soul
of the child. Most died on the way, from cold, in hunger, from diseases and from the agonies of having to
‘serve one’s country....” only very, very few attained the time of discharge, at an advanced age, and were
given permission to live in the location where they were discharged, as Jews.

Because of this, at the time when the gentile population was growing at double or triple the size every 30
years, the number of Jews in Belica doubled only over the course of a hundred years! At the year 1765, there
were 288 of them, and by the census of 1847, the number had grown to only 544 people.

In 1856, after 30 year of the inquisition imposed with the kidnaping of the Cantonists, the decree was
annulled with the coronation of Czar Alexander II, along with the freeing of the serfs, and the Jews were
given equal treatment along with gentiles from the standpoint of the rules of military conscription.

J. The Enlightenment, Musar, & The Modern Era

The Jews of Belica were indifferent to the Polish rebellions against the Russians, their oppressors, which
erupted in 1830, and then again in the following generation — in the year 1863. However, the Polish owners
of the landed estates in the area, took a very active role in both, and the Polish populace that lived in the
Novogrudok area. In the two times after the suppression of the revolts, the local capture participants were
sentenced to hanging, and their supporters to exile; to exile to the wilds of Siberia. The regime confiscated
their estates, and sold or gave them to the nobility in the Russian security police. It was in this way that the
bitter and hasty end came to the ancestral homes of many of the original Polish szlachta,'” which had an
hereditary presence in the local soil. Noble Polish families, that had resided for generations on these estates
and in their manors in the midst of these forests, where switched out in favor of new families that came from
nearby. And the imposing fortress in Belica, in which well-known ancestral Polish families resided for
generations, like the Radziwills, the Scipions, the Pacs, and the scions of Sapieha, this residential complex
passed into the hands of Peter Wittgenstein in the year 1880 — a Baltic Baron of German descent, that had
taken up residence in Courland.

In the wake of economic initiatives by the monarchy, industrial development began to develop in Russia in
this period. Centers of manufacture blossomed in Lodz, Warsaw, Odessa and Bialystok, and they attracted
many from among the residents of the towns that were becoming impoverished. This phenomenon gave rise
to an internal immigration within the country, from the towns to the developing industrial cities. The wave
of pogroms, that grew strong during the ‘80's that was organized by the regime, ripened the role of most
Jews, into the revolutionary movement against Czarism, and in its wake, brought an upsurge in emigration
to new lands. During the same time that tens of thousands of the Jews of Russia sought their fortune on the

H The Polish word for ‘gentry.’



shores of New York, hundreds sought to make aliyah to the Land of their Forefathers.

Accordingly, over the course of fifty years, the rising population which was counted in 1847, when compared
to the new census of the year 1897, the number of the Jews in Belica grew very little. In that year, the count
of all of the citizenry in the Novogrudok area was close to a quarter of a million people; In exact terms —
247,636. And the number of Jews among them was 34,918, apparently 14% of them. And Belica itself, which
in 1847 had 544 Jews, in 1897, had only 697 Jews. In order to reduce the percentage of these, the authorities
added the count of all the residents in surrounding nearby villages to the count of the town itself.
Accordingly, the total count for Belica was recorded as 1,686 residents, of which 679 were Jewish,
comprising 40.3% of the population; this, despite the fact, that they represented 75% of the actual residents.
According to undocumented sources, but sources considered reliable, in the year 1905, the Belica population
was only 1,000 citizens alone, in which the number of Jews had reached 750 men and women.

There were adherents to the Haskalah movement in Belica as well. Already, by the end of the 19® century,
there were many in the town who knew the national language and read its literature. For purposes of
disseminating knowledge among the Jewish masses, through the Jewish papers of Russia, ‘HaCarmel,” and
‘HaMelitz’ the scholar, Abraham Eliyahu Harkavy, who was from Novogrudok, wrote mostly in the Hebrew
of the times. After a time, he became a distinguished professor at the University of St. Petersburg. When he
was still an educator at the Yeshiva of Novogrudok, a group of talented young people were attracted to him,
from the cells of the Haskalah in their city and the surrounding towns, to engage in the discussions of this
group, attracting also young people from the town of Belica, and they shared together in the dreams of
emancipation of Jews in Russia, and of the achievement of equal rights and of an enlightened and progressive
Judaism.

In contrast to them, in the middle of the 19™ century, R’ Israel Lipkin, known by the name Salanter, worked
and preached among the Jews of Lithuania. He oversaw and gave birth to the ‘Mussar’ movement in Judaism,
as a counterweight against Hasidism on one side, and Enlightenment — which precipitated assimilation — on
the other. The core of his teaching was the rounding out of the traditional form of the individual (a self-
segregation (within limits, however), and the improvement of the individual and the community collective.
His movement sought to overcome the ossification in religious life, and to give a ‘traditionalist’ impetus to
the raise the level of traditional commitment on the part of the Jewish masses. He organized large numbers
of groups to research the ‘Mussar’ movement, established libraries for the purpose of this research, beside
the ‘shtiblakh’ used for prayer, and similarly for the Yeshiva institutions who espoused this objective. His
efforts ran afoul of the rabbinate that was set in their ways, but came to overpower them, and grew strong.
Among the great Yeshiva instifutions that came to be considered as operating in his style, ‘the style of the
commentators,” can be counted Slobodka of Kovno, and the Mussar Yeshiva of Telz, Sluck, Radun, The
‘Commentary’ Yeshiva in Vilna, and those in Eishyshok, Mir and Zhaludok, Scucyn and Novogrudok. This
latter one had a great deal of influence over the upper class youth of Belica, most of whom studies their. The
better off Jewish families in Belica, would send their sons to the Novogrudok Yeshiva which was nearby,
and there, they spent most of their young years in the study of the Torah and Mussar. There, they would hear
the sayings of the founder of the movement, R’ Israel Salant[er], full of his reasoning and insight. They
included such sayings as: ‘A man must strive to better himself; because there is nothing worse than remaining
in a condition of the status quo”....or, ‘Life is like a ladder, and a man is obligated to climb it, and raise
himself!’ or, “There is no greater sin than to continue in the path that one is going, to do things in the way
they have always been done, and to conduct one’s life in the manner that it is being conducted!’
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The extreme standard of the Mussar movement was borne aloft by the Rabbi, R’ Joseph (Yoizl) Horowitz,
the founder of the Novogrudok Yeshiva, who shone its teachings and its influence on the lives of the Jews
of Belica. The ‘commentary’ of Mussar was in general put together in such a way that the community at large
could accept its demands What one does not find almost at all in the austere commentary, is the asceticism
that Rabbi Joseph-Yoizl preached. This strove not only to establish a fanatical brand of Judaism, that was
totally centered on integrity and hewing to the straight and narrow entirely. It sought to try and transform the
ordinary Jew into a n avatar of pure Mussar that had been cleansed. R’ Joseph-Yoizl of Novogrudok taught:
If you cannot overcome, you are obligated to overcome!’ or: ‘I never think: Is it possible? Rather: Is it
necessary?” And similarly: ‘If there is no way, I will pave it myself!’ R’ Joseph-Yoizl Horowitz had a great
influence on the Jews of Belica. His teaching did much to purify the established way of life that was extant
in ordinary life, in family life, and the community of his city, in Belica, and in many of the other nearby
places, and even those that were distant.

Before the First World War, a distinguished Torah Scholar served as the Chief Rabbi of Belica, who was also
aJew possessed of many other virtues. This is none other than R’ Joseph ben R’ Meshullam-Fyvusz Rudnick.
He was also a master of the Halakha, skilled in casuistry, and also a man possessed of highly admirable
character. He was born in 5635 [1875] in the city of Traby. He was educated at Volozhin, and at the Kollel
in Kovno. He was given his ordination by the Great Rabbis of his generation: R’ Shiomo Cohen of Vilna,
R’ Zvi-Hirsch Rabinowitz, the Bet Din Senior of Kovno, and R’ Moshe Donichevsky, the Rabbi of Slobodka
in Kovno. He was raised to be an ordained rabbi, to Halakha in the home of the Rabbi and Bet Din Senior
of the city of Horodok that is beside Bialystok. As a wife, he took the granddaughter of the Rabbi Gaon
Abraham Avli, the Bet Din Senior of Dvorchany, the author of book, ‘Ahavat Eitan’ (a commentary on the
Mishna, that was published by the hQouse of Ram in Vilna). R’ Joseph ben Meshullam did much in Belica
to advance Torah knowledge and the life of the community.

Already, in the first days of the Zionist movement, adherents could be found among the few Jews of Belica.
In the list of the lottery tickets distributed by the Zionist committee in Grodno, that was under the direction
of Leib Jaffak”z, it is recorded that in the year 1901-1902, 62 lotteries were purchased by the Jews of Belica
(this in accordance with the central Zionist archives in Jerusalem). And if the number of the Jews in the town
numbered about 750, it says that 8.2% of the general Jewish population participated in these lotteries. And
this was an enormous number, when you consider that in the city of Grodno itself, the seat of the Zionist
committee, they wete able to sell only 102 such lotteries.

%

Page 58 (Top): On the Neman River on a Summer Day
(Bottom) The End of Winter — On the Same Neman...

In the year 1914, the assassination [of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary] took place that
precipitated the outbreak of The First World War. By 1915, all of these territories had already been captured
by the armies of Kaiser Wilhelm 1L, Emperor of Germany. The Germans ruled in Belica up to 1918, and the
war pauperized the populace. However, a much greater level of impoverishment came with the setting up of
the Soviet regime in 1918, and the Polish-Soviet war that broke out immediately afterwards. On April 9,
1919, Belica was captured by the armies of an independent Poland that had arisen from the dust, but on July
19, 1920, the Red Army returned in its heavy attack against Poland, at which time it reached the gates of
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Warsaw, at which point it suffered its defeat. On October 1, 1920, Belica was liberated by Polish troops.
These wars led to the continued decline of Belica in general, and especially the Jews of Belica. Because of
this, the Jewish population of Belica in 1921 stood at only 483 people, comprising 32% of the residents of
the town, which counted over 1,500 residents. These — in contrast to the year 1900, in which there were 680
Jews, that comprised more that 40% according to an undocumented census.

The period of Polish independence did not bring any surcease to the Jews of Belica, as opposed to the
relative relief felt by the Jews in the cities in central Poland. The town, which was proximate to the ‘iron
curtain’ of the Russian-Soviet border, ceased, at that time, to serve as a means of transfer from Poland to the
cities of White Russia. The closing of the border was one of the setbacks to the commerce in Belica, and the
loss of the income from being a point of transfer caused a drop in external commerce, and a drop in its
earnings. Many from the place, [especially] the young who were coming of age, left their nests, and went off
to seek their fortune in other places, whether near of far, and even going off to countries across the ocean.

In September 1939, in the wake of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Agreement, Poland was partitioned anew, and
Belica was attached to Soviet White Russia. This devious Agreement didn’t serve Stalin for very long, and
in July of 1941, Belica was captured by Hitler’s armies. And when three or more years passed by, in the year
1944, Belica was again captured by the Russian Soviets, at which time not a single Jew was to be found in
the town...
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R’ Nachman ben Rabbi Dov-Ber Szebszinsky 7”3}

By E.M. Savitzky

In all Jewish cities in European Jewry, that lies plundered and ruined, it was possible to find great
personalities and elevated types of people.

Our town of Belica could take pride in one of its sons, who was one of the greats of Jewry in the generations,
and his name was R’ Nachman Szebszinsky.

He was a man who stood great both in Torah, righteousness and wisdom. Accordingly, he was expert in the
entire body of literature of our people, the ancient writings and all its ramifications, the medieval literature
in all areas, and also the modern literature in all of its tributaries.

It began with the Tanakh, which he knew entirely by heart practically letter by letter. The volumes of the
Mishna, the Talmud, Commentaries, the entire traditional literature, up to the Shulkhan Arukh, and its
interpreters, he would dedicate hours on a daily basis to engage with them, with depth and concentration that
was wondrous. From time to time, he would awaken from sleep take his ‘goose quill’ and make notes in the
margins of a book in his clear and shining writing, documenting some explanation or insight, put down the
pen by his side, and immerse himself in his study again, while a soft pleasant murmur would issue from his
mouth.

From ‘A Guide to the Perplexed’ by Maimonides and the rest of the research books from the golden period
of the middle ages, up to ‘Current Guides to the Perplexed’ of Rabbi Nachman Krochmal, from the
beginning of the period of the Enlightenment. there was not an author and book that he had not engaged with,
and he knew them all with a clear and deep understanding.

From the books “Teudah b’Yisrael’ by the Ribal’® and ‘Songs in the Holy Tongue’ by Naphtali Herz Wiesel,
to the books of Slonimsky, Frischmann, Peretz and Smolensky'®, the poetry of Bialik, Tchernikhovsky, and
Schneur - he read them all and enjoyed their wonderful creations with relish. Into his pure heart and holy
soul, he absorbed everything good and noble from our literature from all eras, and from all generations, and
in his clear eyes, saw no contradiction between the ‘old’ and the ‘new.’

But it was not only in our literature from all generations that he was so expert, but also in the literature of
the world, about which he had ideas in profusion and depth. He knew the Russian language fluently, as well
as its varied and multi-branched literature. I can recall two instances when he spoke with such fervor about

i Acronym for R’ Yitzhak Ber Levinson, father of the literature of the Haskalah.

“ Perhaps referring to the Russian Jewish novelist Peretz Smolenskin.
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the personality and the literary talents of Tolstoy. He once said to me: “You should know, that this ‘gentile’

Tolstoy, was one of the great and righteous people in the world.” He added: “There are excerpts from his
creations in which he attains heights of a sort that few of the greats in any generation achieve. When you will
read his well known book - * Bocxpecae®” you will run into such sentences that are literally driven into your
head.’

He also knew the German language and its literature. With a feeling of respect, he would recall all the great
German writers, poets and philosophers, and with special emphasis, he would speak about Goethe, Nietzsche
(to his great fortune, R’ Nachman was privileged to leave this world at the time that The Second World War
broke out, and did not live to see what the German nation wreaked upon his own Jewish people).

R’ Nachman was born in the city of Lida (according to my memory) on Tisha B’ Av of 5614 [1854], to his
father, the Rabbi Dov-Ber 7"t who was the Dayan of the Lida congregation. As a child, he studied in Heder,
and when he left Heder, his father personally tock a hand in his education, and from him, he derived much
of his lore and wisdom. When he grew up, he went to study at the Great Synagogue in the city, but he never
studied at a Yeshiva. His father who was a great Torah scholar, and outstanding in his piety, was also a
Maskil, and in general far from being extreme, and it was from him that he inherited his love and affection
for all genuine forms of literary creation. I recall how he told me the way he learned the German language:
‘When I was thirteen years old, my father traveled to Prussia, and when he returned, he brought me a gift —
a German-Hebrew dictionary, from which I began to learn the German language.’

He was an only son to his parents, but also had an only sister. His sister lived in Lida, and in his older years,
she would occasionally come to visit him. When he was twenty years old, he married the highly praiseworthy
and pure young girl, Malka, the daughter of R’ Yaakov Baranchik (nicknamed Yankl Tsin’keh’s) of Belica,
and it was there that he spent the rest of his life, until he passed away in the year 5700 [1940]. His wife,
Malka, was a “Woman of Valor’ and all the days of her life, she was engaged in business, running a large
store of woven goods — and from this, she honorably supported her family (as was the custom in those years).
Her husband, R’ Nachman, sat day and night, occupying himself with Torah, scholarship and wisdom, being
completely at peace, without having to worry about supporting his family, however, in his old age, his
financial situation deteriorated. In 1918, robbers assaulted the city, and killed four of the citizens of the city.
They also plundered all of the woven cloth from the store of the Szebszinsky family, and from that time on,
the family remained in a state of bareness, and want of everything.

After this great calamity, his wife Malka became ill with an incurable disease, and a short time later, she
passed away, and R’ Nachman remained alone. His only son — Moshe Noah, and his daughters, Min’cheh,
and Esther (Et’keh) were already married, and did not live in Belica, and as a result, he was left with no
means of support to sustain himself. Thanks to a number of loyal women, who were concerned enough to
look after his minimal needs, and especially R’ Yitzhak Kirschner (Itcheh the Shammes) who dedicated
himself to him, and saw to it that he would not lack for anything, R’ Nachman was again assured (although
not from the same secure sense as previously) of his modest sustenance, and he continued to dedicate himself
to his great and sacred work. Despite the fact that his spiritual and physical circumstances had markedly

Tolstoy’s novel, ‘Resurrection.’
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deteriorated, his spirit of this giant of a man was not broken. It is told of him, that the night after the attack
of the robbers, he came at his usual time to the synagogue, wrapped himself in his Tallit, put on his Tefillin,
and called out loud: ‘just as we bless the coming of good, so do we bless the coming of the bad, and we say
‘Baruch Dayan HaEmet,.”’ and he stood to recite the morning prayers with the same familiar fidelity that
he was known for on a day-to-day basis.

For a short time, he was unable to live by himself in his neglected house, and he went to live in the house
of R’ Ben-Zion Shilovitzky. After that, he settled himself back in his own home in such a fashion, that he
took in a family without charging them rent. He turned over his large house to this family and kept only a
small room for himself and in return for this, the tenants would prepare his meals for him on a daily basis.

A year after he got married, he left his young wife alone, and went to study at the famous Kollel of R’ Isaac
Elchanan [Spector] in Kovno. He remained in Kovno for two years, and there received his ordination to be
a Rabbi by the Gaon R’ Isaac Elchanan ?"Xt, who related to him with respect and great feeling, and wrote
great things about him on the document of ordination that he gave him. However, despite the fact that his
expertise in all aspects of Jewish law were profuse, and that he was ordained by one of the greatest of the
scholars of his generation, never, for even a minute, did he consider serving as a Rabbi. In his very nature,
he despised the rabbinate. It is interesting that I once heard the following from his lips, at the time that he
had grown old, as he was sitting in the synagogue behind the oven on the warm ‘lozhanka ®'.” He said: “The
winter is fierce, and when I walk from the Bet HaMedrash to my home, I feel a great cold in my head; I
would put on a fur hat, but I fear that I might be taken as some sort of a Rabbi.” This was the degree to which
he loathed the rabbinate.

A number of years after he got married, R* Nachman fell ill with Tuberculosis, and would spit blood, and
a great danger was seen to his life. Afterwards, he told me, that the condition of his health was so serious and
bad, that for two consecutive years he did not fast on Yom Kippur. To the synagogue, he would bring some
baked potatoes, and from time to time, he would stop praying, cover himself very well with his Tallit, and
take a little taste. (Those who prayed around him, did not sense what he was doing under his Zallit on this
holy and awesome day). However, thanks to the famous doctor, Professor Titus from Vilna, his condition
improved, to the point that he lived for [an additional] sixty years, even if, from time to time, he would still
spit blood. (His expectoration was known to all the residents of the town...).

R’ Nachman attempted to acquire a skill, so he would be able to support himself by his own labor. He
mastered the skill of accounting completely, and worked as an accountant at the factory of the Baranchik
family that had grown rich in Lodz. However, after a year, he left ‘his work’ in Lodz, and returned to his
sacred endeavor in the Belica synagogue. While he left the ‘work’ of accounting to others, he did not
abandon the ‘skill’ of accounting for all the rest of his days. At first, he accurately ran the books for the store
of his esteemed wife, for two reasons: A) To assure that she does not, God Forbid, profit more than what is
permitted by law (to fulfil the behest of our Sages of Blessed Memory, ‘He who would get drunk shall not

4 The bench placed near the oven, to enable worshipers to keep warm during the winter months.
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imbibe more that he can drink’); B) Not to deceive the regime with regard to paying taxes to the country, in
order to satisfy the Halakhic behest ‘what is the law of the land, is the law.’

Even after the death of his wife, and the destruction of his store, when he was forced to support himself from
charity, accountancy remained an large and important issue to him. He would always sit and ‘do
computations’ of his financial assets, as it were, in order to know if it was permissible for him to accept
charity from the alms box, or if his ‘wealth’ had exceeded the ‘200 zuzim’ — and therefore could not enjoy
the benefits of charity.

Many stories were told about his care in assuring that he would not earn more than what was permitted by
law and the Halakha. I heard, a number of times, from Mr. Ben-Zion Stotsky, the tailor, that was taken
regularly in Malka’s store, and it is the story as follows: Many times, when he would send the apprentices
to buy ‘little things’ from ‘Malka,” ‘Nachman’ would notify him that he owed him money, because the last
time he had bought him some fabric for a suit, ‘Malka’ made a mistake in calculation, and took more from
him than she was supposed to. And R’ Ben-Zion would add: And he was always watching over “Malka’ to
make sure that she returned to him what was owed him, in accordance with ‘his accounting.’

%

The method employed by R’ Nachman in the study of the Torah was ‘traditional.’ Just like one of the great
‘Rishonim,’” he did not like the approach of casuistry and literal interpretation of the text. He would always
delve deeply into the literal text at hand, until the underlying concept was explained, and clarified according
the methods of the great among the ‘Rishonim,” and would come out bleached, like pure white wool. Not only
once did it happen, that after several days, he would turn to me and say: ‘That which we had once talked
about requires that we add an additional word, and only then will the entire issue become clear.’

He would emphasize and say: ‘Strive to work in the Torah,” and not to take the easy way out of the literal
reading. I have met many scholars, who know how to pose difficult questions and formulate responses, and
to throw ‘Rishonim’ and ‘Akharonim’ at you — as if to throw sand in your eyes. But all of this stems from
their lack of understanding of the literal word. and he would then say: ‘The essential thing is that a person
is forbidden to lie to and fool himself; it is not an accident if you leave a ‘sentence’ or a ‘Halakha’ into which
you have not delved to the depth of its literal meaning — because it is not for you to finish the work.’

In order to portray the extent to which this great man would distance himself from ‘self-delusion,’ I will tell
what I heard from his mouth. He told me: ‘After my in-laws gave me the honor of leading a lesson in the
Mishna study group in the old synagogue, on a daily basis after the morning prayers, I would expound on
a chapter of the Mishna for them. I continued with this ‘exposition of the Mishna’ over the course of a half
year, but in the end, I stopped doing it. The reason for this, is the preparation of the exposition of the Mishna
took most of the day from me, and not enough time remained for me to do my other lessons. Because of this,
I decided to pass up the honor and not to continue with the study of the Mishna. And I remember his words
in Yiddish: “Well, how is it possible to expound on the chapter of the Mishna without previously reading
through the entire chapter of the Gemara with its commentaries? Doing this, took away most of the day, and
no time remained for me to keep up with my agenda, and my other scheduled lessons. And for this reason,
I gave up this honor, and stopped giving expositions of the Mishna.’
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Just as he had greatness, depth and conviction in his study of Torah, the same also held true for his piety.
Especially, it was a marvel to see his devotion to his ‘prayer work.” Each and every prayer that he uttered
during his long life, was a prayer of raising the soul, an elevated dialogue with his Maker, a delightful hymn.
He would apply the full force of his concentration in the study of the Torah in the hour that he sat during the
winter behind the oven (on the lozhanka) bent over the large Mishna volume, published by the Widow and
brothers Ram in Vilna. Either that, or he would be standing at his window in the Bet HaMedrash, during the
summer months, beside the ‘big clock,” where he would delve deeply into some deep and difficult concept,
at which time he would completely forget about his surroundings, and was not aware of any other person
standing in his general vicinity.

The same was true of his praying. At the hour when he stood to pray, his great and pure soul would literally
seem to separate from his gaunt and weak body. He would then engage with the words of the prayer, adhering
to them, letter by letter, and through them, he would connect with high and mysterious worlds, fly and ascend
to the heavenly heights, and would connect with and cleave to the Maker of all Worlds, who had created then
by the use of ‘speech,” ‘words’ and ‘letters.” At that same time, R’ Nachman would participate in the acts
of creation that were renewed cach day, at all times, and at every hour, as it is said, ‘who renews, in his
goodness, every day and all the acts of creation.” This miracle did not occur with R’ Nachman on the Days
of Awe, a time when each and every one of the Jews strived to draw near to his Maker, and to beseech Him
to forgive for what has gone on in the past, for a blessed and good year in the future. Rather, this was an
ordinary daily occurrence, morning in and morning out, during which he would rise, and then speedily walk
to the Bet HaMedrash. Each and every morning, when he would enter the Bet HaMedrash, he would stand
by his ‘window,” wrap himself in his ‘Tallit,” and with a great and wondrous fervor, he would begin his
prayer, as if this was a completely new prayer he was reciting, a prayer that he had never said, and had never
heard before. After many years, at the time that I am writing these words in memory of this giant, I begin to
understand and feel only the barest little part of how great this man was, the raging-soothing, angry-forgiving,
lofty-simple [individual that he was]. Only very few privileged people throughout all the generations were
gifted with possessing these conflicting powers, and our R’ Nachman was one of them. Inow stand far away
in space and time, and wonder from whence did he draw such wondrous-mysterious powers? How was he
able, during his long life, to return, day after day, to the same blessing, and to the same prayer? How was he
able to reveal ‘Genesis’, new creations, and the discovery of the ‘Endless’ and to return and return again,
God Forbid, to the fact that “The End is in its Beginning?’

I'feel that his greatness lay in his simplicity. He was simple in his learning. He was complete in his prayers,
and he was simple and honest in his behavior. It was this simplicity that endowed him with all these lofty
powers, these wonderful and noble ones. This simplicity of his brought him a complete harmony. His style
of learning was simple — like the simple and clear words of God, without any twisting or turning. Every day,
his prayers were simple, and yet new to him — like the growing of the grass, vegetables, the tree, fruit and
grain, a new growth ¢ach and every day. His behavior had the simplicity of a creature that hastens to carry
out the will of its Creator. He sat and studied Torah all the days of his life, because, in doing this, he felt he
was connecting with the words of Him who gave the Torah, and participates in the renewal of the days to
day ‘acts of Genesis.” With fidelity and simplicity, he would repeat each and every prayer each and every
day, as if it was a fresh discovery, because in this, he felt that he connects to that world that grows and
renews itself every day, with new and wonderful growth. His conduct was simple, loyal and modest, because
he took his cue from the forces of nature: the sun appears and gives light each and every day, does its work
with dedication and quietly, without aggrandizement. The moon and the stars come out regularly each and
every night for their predictable voyage across the skies, to illuminate the darkness without complaint or
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demands. All the powerful natural forces align themselves with a precise , faithful and complete harmony,
not showing any pride and asking no praise or thanks for it. So, therefore, why should he, a tiny mote of
creation, that is a small spark in the creation that knows no end, not to also behave with simplicity, with
faithfulness and modesty toward each and every human being?

This is the way this great man felt and thought, who graced our tiny shtetl. This simplicity of his, opened in
him immense natural forces to be able to draw strength from all natural forces, to digest and admix them
together, and from that to conjure a marvelous and delightful mixture. His dedication to his simple way in
all areas, fashioned his lofty presence, and his wonderful personality into a completely harmonious unity in
‘Akhaddad’ ... that governed his behavior so thoroughly on a daily basis in his observance of ‘Akhaddad....’

*®

And it was not only, in his spirit and in his ideas, that he was connected to and adhered with every fiber of
his soul to the divine words that could be found in Torah writings, in the esoteric meaning of its letters, that
illuminate and ennoble in every minute, mysteriously hidden worlds. Also in his deeds, he was careful to
fulfil all of the commandments of the Torah, making no distinction and not separating ‘easy commandments’
from ‘difficult commandments’ — all embodied the same sanctity. He would say: ‘ If a person wants to be
honest and complete in spirit and body, he needs to take care that his Torah be beside him at all times, whole,
complete, [faithful to] its esoteric and mysterious intentions, to all of its details, and practical deeds. All of
them, the commandments that are practical, and the commandments that are conceptual, all flow from the
same pure fountain, and all flow and come from one Shepherd, and there is no separating or segregating
between what is “difficult’ and ‘easy,” all are outgrowths of ‘the simple unity’ and it is not possible to
discriminate among them. It is forbidden to divide them up. God Forbid, into ‘seconds’ and ‘thirds...”

As he was always, with no surcease, given to delve deeply, research and explain, in the manner of the
traditionalists, pursuing the hidden secret, and after its ulterior meaning of each and every commandment,
so was he careful to comply with each Halakhic demand, as a ‘Commandment of Faith’ whose meanings and
mysteries are not given to us to apprehend — using the limited human intellectual capacities. I can recall
cutting his hair, not only once, and he would hold onto his side locks with his hands, in order that they remain
at their prescribed length not less than a handbreath, Eliyahu Szeszko, the son of R’ David Aryeh HaKohen,
that he once tailored a long black jacket for R’ Nachman, who said to him: “The iraportant thing, is you must
be careful regarding two things: — A. The threads, so that you do not God Forbid, introduce Sha’atnez into
the garment, and B. to round out one comer of the garment, so it will not be ritnally required to put fringes
on it.

It was in this way that R’ Nachman loved and cherished all 613 commandments of the Torah, and he
attempted to fulfil in his body and thought each and every commandment that is possible for us to fulfil in
this day, without discriminating between those that were ‘difficult’ and ‘easy.’ It was with this same holy
fervor of his, that he would carry out each and every commandment, whether he could with his enormous
powers grasp its sense and secret, or whether the sense and secret of the commandment remained hidden
‘vanished’ and ‘sealed’ from the world for eternity.

Along with his painstaking care, in the performance of each commandment in all its detail and steps, his
approach to the understanding of the lofty issues and the attainment of understanding of the Divine
revelations of the ‘unfathomable’ that renewed themselves daily in a regenerating creation, and manifested
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itself through a variety of different channels, was different. ‘In thought’ he would say: Every person is
obligated to try and attain, to the extent that it is within his capacity to apprehend, that which is ‘invisible
and hidden’ in what it is that envelopes and surrounds us. He must try to uncover and reveal, to whatever
extent possible, that light which is hidden in the black letters on the surface of the white parchment. [To
revels] the immense power, that is esoteric and eternal, that is revealed to us in the acts of creation that are
performed before our eyes anew, each and every day. Only when you arrive at the point that is above your
intellect and above your grasp, you are obligated to return to a simple and total faith, and it will serve you
well. And he would also say: Know that the essence demands that you have faith in the Creator of heaven
and earth, to be connected, pure and whole, but when it comes to thoughts, each person needs to be different
from his fellow human being, because each individual is a world unto themselves. He is obligated, utilizing
his own personal powers, to attain his own practical world, and in this way, he will be privileged to grasp
some small, modest part of creation in its entirety.

*

He had a great love for all genuine literary creations, from the ancient writings up to the modern ones of his
own day. He praised them and derived a great deal of pleasure from all of them. As can be seen from his
words: All emerged from the twenty-two sacred letters of the alphabet, the invisible... and therefore, there
is no differentiating between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane,’ all are derived, and flow from the same single
pure source. The difference between them lies only in that the “first” were clear and revealed prophecies,
while the ‘latter’ are hidden visions of the category ‘he prophesied, but did not know what he prophesied.’

It was not only once, that I heard from his mouth, of his affection and praise for all human writing, whether
it be printed or ‘handwritten,’ that had not had the privilege of being printed. I remember one time, as we sat
on a winter night on the lozhanka, R’ Nachman took a letter out of his pocket, and said to me: Here, read this,
and you will enjoy this ‘feuilleton’ that my daughter Esther (Et’keh) wrote to me. He added: She is quite
talents and, thank God, she knows how to wield a writer’s pen. May God show her compassion, and that she
be privileged to make her wisdom known in print, so that many may enjoy her pleasant and sweet words.

A number of times, I saw R’ Chaim Noah Kamenetzky 2" go over to the long table that stood behind the
lozhanka, and hand over Hebrew newspapers to R’ Nachman that came from the Land of Israel. With a smile
of a lucky father, he would say, ‘Read R’ Nachman, the words of my son Issachar. I promise you that you
will enjoy it very much. R’ Nachman happily received the newspapers from the Land of Israel, and after
several days, he would give the newspapers to me, in order to return them to R’ Chaim Noah. At that same
time he would say to me: “You too should read Issachar’s stories, and you will see how wonderfully he
writes.” Finally, he would add: “When did he learn to write that way?’

Together with his great and complete sense of justice, together with his awe for each and every syllable of
the letters of the Torah, he did not give duty to any person who sought to disparage any Hebrew writer of our
own generation. I stood, and listened to, a very interesting conversation between R’ Nachman and R’ Joel
Baranchik, the son of R’ Shimon Yankl Tsin’keh’s, who permanently lived in Riga, but would, from time-to-
time come to Belica to visit his parents and members of his family. R’ Joel was known in the religious world
as an accomplished Torah scholar, and he was especially renown as a great disciple of the ‘Mussar’
movement, being one of the outstanding student of R’ Yoizl of Novogrudok. The conversation turned, and
went over to the Hebrew writer Dr. Joseph Klausner, And then, R’ Joel began to assault Dr. Joseph Klausner
with very sharp words: ‘Klausner the atheist, the one who rejects all belief, the one who incites and perverts;
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with his writing, he has despoiled and misled hundreds of precious Torah scholars.” R’ Nachman sat quietly
as was his custom. Suddenly, he raised his heavy eyelids, and said, in the form of a question:’Where did you
getall of this? Aren’t you one of the fanatic men of ‘Mussar’ for whom it is forbidden to you to read ‘outside
books,’ and it is clear to me, that you haven’t read so much as a single word of Klausner’s. And from whence
do you arrogate the privilege of passing judgment against a fellow Jew that you don’t even know, that he is
a rejectionist, an inciter and perverter?’ R’ Joel began to defend himself, and said: ‘Is it not known that
Klausner says, the Book of Psalms was not composed by King David himself.” At that point, R’ Nachman
began to smile in his own manner and said: ‘Ha, Ha, Ha; Klausner says, Klausner says, and if Klausner says
this, the commentaries themselves say this.” He arose from his place, went over to the bookcase beside the
large clock, and took down a commentary on ‘Song of Songs’ and showed him: Here, the commentary says,
“The Book of Psalms was spoken by David and ten elders.’

*

At the hour when the Hebrew University in Jerusalem opened, a terrible conflict broke out between the
‘religious’ and the ‘freethinkers,’ regarding the study of ‘biblical criticism’ at the Hebrew University. It is
understood that the religious faction were opposed to this type of study at the university. One day, I
remember, I came to R’ Nachman, and told him what was written in the newspapers regarding this great
dispute that had erupted, and this was his sage observation: ‘Nu! And what do they want, these fanatics? That
study for the university student should be conducted the way one teaches a young boy in Heder? And there
are no emendations in Rashi...7"

Iremember yet another incident that demonstrates the breadth of view of this great man, We were still young
in age, among the ‘budding flowers of the Bet HaMedrash.” We became aware that the actress Ida Kaminska
was appearing in a play in Lida on Saturday night, and having discussed this among ourselves, we decided
to go on foot (God forbid, not to ride) on the Sabbath, to Lida. About ten of us young boys, from the coterie
of the Bet HaMedrash proceeded to do this, and we saw Ida Kaminska and returned home without incident.
First, the elders berated us regarding this terrible thing that we had done, but after a few days went by, the
matter was forgotten, and life returned to its normal course. Once again, we sat in the Bet HaMedrash, and
busied ourselves with the study of the Gemara as we had done previously.

However, when a few weeks went by, an incident occurred in town that reminded me of the burden of our
deed, the walk that we had taken on the Sabbath to Lida.

R’ Eliezer, the Ritual Slaughterer, traveled to Warsaw for the wedding of one of his daughters. Because R’
Eliezer was the Torah reader in the synagogue, there was no one who was available to read the Torah on that
Sabbath. My very dear friend, Michael Ratnowsky (who lives in Israel today) was among the young people
in the Bet HaMedrash, and he had the skill to read from the Torah. Well, as is understandable, he was called
upon to come up to the Bima and read the Torah. And here, one of the elders stood out, and began to grumble
in a low voice, and afterwards raised his voice and said: ‘ A couple of weeks ago, he desecrated the Sabbath,
by walking to Lida on the Sabbath, and now he is going to read Torah?!” A tumult arose in the synagogue,
and my friend didn’t know what to do — to go up to the Bima, or not to. At that hour, R’ Nachman. as was
his custom, was already standing, and leaning on the reading stand of R’ Yaakov Beksht 7”71 in order that
he be able to hear each and every word during the reading of the Torah. He sensed the tumult, and raised his
head to see what was going on. And when he heard the words of complaint from the mouth of the elder, he
turned to him ‘vehemently’ and said: “What? Are you too proceeding to pass judgment? Begone, you...” and
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he turned to Michael and said: ‘Go, go read.” Michael went up to the Bima, and read from the Torah, and
from that day on, no one had the nerve to ever bring up our walk on the Sabbath to Lida. From this we can
see the greatness and loftiness of this giant, who for all his days, sat behind the oven of the synagogue in our
shtetl. This incident reminds me of several discussions I had with him on the subject of sin and transgression.
He would always emphasize and say: You should know that no man had the right to exclude a Jew from the
community of Jewry; even if he has sinned and committed a transgression, he belongs to the body of all
Jewry — as in the words of Our Sages, of Blessed Memory, ‘He is a Jew, and despite the fact that he has
sinned, nevertheless, he is a Jew.” And in Yiddish he would say: ‘Nu, so if someone does indeed transgress,
does this mean that he no longer is a decent Jew?’ God forbid!

*

Did the people of this town recognize and appreciate this giant, who stood beside the last window on the
northwest side of the Bet HaMedrash? No, very few indeed recognized what he was, and his greatness. Very
few knew that among them could be found a man who stood ‘head and shoulders above them all.” All the
people in the shtetl, men, women, and children, felt, in their lack of perception, that a wondrous, but strange
persona was in their midst. In addition to being a great Torah scholar, he was equally skilled in secular
matters. Righteous in his relationship to God, and dealing justly with his fellow man, was a work that
occupied him for his entire life. He was complete in his integrity within his frail physique, his powerful spirit,
and his pure and holy soul. Yes, everyone sensed this might oak that cast a shadow over them, and shielded
them with its redolent and broad branches.

He was strange and different in his habits. He almost always went into a rage and became angry, even
screaming. Because of this, most of the people in town thought he was a tyrant, as a person not at peace with
the world around him. But only very few among an already small minority knew what a compassionate and
forgiving man he really was. Several times, when I sat beside him in the Bet HaMedrash, suddenly, the door
would open, and the sound of wailing would resound from the space beyond the door. Boys and girls would
burst in with heartrending crying, running to the Holy Ark, coming to beg for mercy on behalf of their
endangered father, or a dying mother. And when they would leave the Bet HaMedrash, R’ Nachman the
“Tyrant’ would get up and go to his corner beside the bookcase, bow his head and begin to pour out his words
before God with triple tears. With a genuine outpouring from his soul, he would pray for the well-being of
the imperiled man or woman, and especially for the sake of the vulnerable children, that they not, God forbid,
be left as abandoned and neglected orphans.

He was considered to be a person not at harmony with his surroundings. However, only the very few knew
how much this man loved to talk about the life around him. He loved to tell stories of the past, both distant
and closer, and he had a strong inclination to hear pleasant stories from others. From time to time, he loved
to hear a witticism or a sharp joke, and even occasionally a drawn out one. And he was always ready to hear
and enjoy a good and sharp joke when it was told.

In order to describe and show R’ Nachman’s 9%t greatness, I will present two additional sayings I heard
from the mouth of this holy man: A. “You should know that if a person writes a book, and he cannot shadow
what he has written, then his composition is no composition... B. Each and every person is obligated to
follow the path that he is beating out, and not to follow in the footsteps of others. As the prophet says: “The
ways of The Lord are true.” The prophet does not say ‘The way of The Lord is true,’” rather that The ways
of The Lord are true, and he emphasizes that there is not one perfect way for each and every individual, to
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attain the ‘infinite’ the hidden and the esoteric. There are many and different ways, and every one has to
follow the path suited to him, being that way that he is hewing according to his own capabilities. And he
added: It would be laughable if a midget were to dress in the clothes of a giant...

Ifeel with all the sentiments of my soul, that these remarks of his, demonstrate more forcefully the wondrous
feeling that dwelt and resided in the great soul of R’ Nachman 9"%3.

*

Page 70: Under the Bridge — On a Fall Day

Despite the fact that he was always occupied by his beautiful and faithful prayer, and by his many daily
lessons, this great man also set aside time for physical work. On a daily basis, he would sit for an hour, and
copy from books that he particularly liked. He did not do this for purposes of learning, or reading, but rather
in order to engage in physical work. He would say: this work has within it a double blessing, it tones the
body, and provides tranquility to the soul.

A number of years before he passed away, R’ Nachman fainted suddenly in the middle of his prayers beside
his ‘window’ in the synagogue. He was brought to his home and laid in his bed, and immediately summoned
the town physician. The doctor came, examined him and said: “You all can see that this man is dying, and
there is nothing that can be done for him, His dying may take several hours, or a day at most, but for him to
return to his [normal] strength, is impossible.” And so, R’ Nachman lay in his bed, for the final minutes in
this world. A candle burned on the table, as was the Jewish custom at a time like this, and beside his bed sat
a member of his family, R’ Yaakov Schmuckler (3™ Yankl Tsin’keh’s) to witness the ‘giving up of the
ghost.” R’ Yaakov Schmuckler told afterwards: ‘Suddenly, in the middle of the night, my uncle awoke,
opened his eyes, and looked at me with his large and penetrating eyes. I said to him: ‘Uncle, Nu? Isigned
to him by putting my hand to my mouth, meaning, whether he wanted a cup to drink; He answered in his
usual fashion, Ho! Ho! I gave him a cup, and then a second one, and this revived him a bit, and he returned
to his station. After this incident, and the doctor’s ‘assessment,” he lived another six years. However, during
these six years he was very weak, and he could not walk to the Bet HaMedrash, which was so beloved by
him. He returned to his full spiritual health, but not to his [normal] physical strength.

For most of his last days, R’ Nachman was bedridden. From time-to-time he would exert himself, get out of
bed, and walk about hither and thither in the big dining room of his house. Occasionally, on a summer’s day,
he would go out on the porch, spread himself out on the porch bench, and look with his sharp and penetrating
gaze at everyone coming and going by, in and out of the dreamy town that is undergoing change and is
passing away along with him from this world... it would appear that he was able to sense with his powerful
feeling, the coming of the Holocaust that was to destroy his shtetl, along with thousands of other Jewish
towns, sacred communities that had lived full and faithful Jewish lives, pure congregations, that in their
simple and honest lives, embodied the persona of the ‘Jewish grandfather’ for generation upon generation.

In the year 5740 (1940) after the Sukkot holiday, R’ Nachman passed away ?"31.

His son, Moshe Noah, who lived in the town of Rakow, came to accompany his great father to his final
resting place. Despite the fact that the Soviets, at that time, ruled White Russia, and it was not easy to
publicly display religious-national sentiments, all of the townspeople gathered, from the old to the young,
to escort R’ Nachman to his final resting place. All of us felt that it was a great privilege, that R’ Nachman
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passed away in his bed, as did the rest of the world, and was summoned to the Heavenly Yeshiva so that he
eyes would not have to behold the destruction of his people, a destruction that could already be sensed in the
outside world. I recollect the eulogy that our Rabbi, the Rabbi of the community, the Holy Rabbi Gaon R’
Shabtai Fein, 71, offered. He dwelt on the sentence from Isaiah 57:1 — ¢ The righteous perish, and no one
ponders it in his heart; devout men are taken away, and no one understands that the righteous are taken away
to be spared from evil.” He said: ‘The Tzaddik, R’ Nachman was summoned to the Heavenly Court, so that
he would not have to witness the ‘evil’ that we can hear descending on the nation of Israel.’

And it was in this manner, that the townspeople escorted their great son to eternal rest, with sweet feelings
and sentiments of solace, felling of sorrow, and weariness. They took comfort in the fact that R’ Nachman
could be given the dignity of a Jewish burial, but were saddened in the knowledge that they — themselves —
were not certain if they would enjoy that same privilege, when their time came — to be laid to rest with their
ancestors — in a Jewish burial place...

During the Shiva mourning period, R’ Moshe Noah assembled and organized the writings of his father, the
Gaon. After he arose from his mourning, he took this great legacy that his father had left him — a box full of
a variety of handwritten items; in Halakha, Legends, Jewish thought, and even poetry, and returned with this
precious treasure to his family in Rakow. Who knows, perhaps during the days of the Holocaust, R’ Moshe
Noah may bave turned over his father’s writings to a non-Jew, and after years and generations, perhaps the
writings of this giant will yet be found.

In addition to all of the great, lofty and important things in which R’ Nachman engaged, he also found the
time to keep a diary. He kept a diary beginning in the days of his youth, to the end of his long life, without
interruption. He would set down his thoughts with which he struggled, in order to reach the state of
completion and integrity that he strove for, and in it, he also set down everything that happened to him, and
every event that transpired in the town. At this hour, as I write these words, in order to support the
publication of ‘ Pinkas Belica,” to commemorate our devastated shtetl and in memory of our martyrs 71, that
we are preparing to have printed in our Holy Land, I especially feel the absence of this ‘diary’ of his. If we
only had this ‘diary’ today, we would not have to search and dig into unfamiliar sources, sometimes
unreliable ones, to find references in other sources regarding the history of our town. If we had this ‘diary’
we would have solid material for the publication of our ‘Pinkas’ whose objective is to give us a complete,
and living portrait of the ambiance of our shfetl, on all the types of its inhabitants, from the day it was
established to the day that we left it.

At the hour in which I bring my writing to a close, I am convinced that I have written down and made visible
only a small part of what it is possible, and necessary, to say about our R’ Nachman. I brought up merely a
small drop out of the ocean of the wisdom and righteousness of this great man, this one, who lived and
worked among us in our shtet!, modestly and clandestinely, without the shadow of desire to derive any
benefit from the publicizing of his greatness in the larger world.

I give thanks, and offer praise to The Creator of Heaven and Earth, and gave me the privilege to be able to
raise a memorial to my outstanding teacher, R* Nachman 9”¥t, who was one of the great men of the Jewish
people to come along in any generation. And in so doing, to make a contribution to the memory of our
devastated shtetl, and to the memory of its beloved martyrs 1"¥1.
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The Rabbis of Belica in the Nineteenth Century

By Eliezer Meir Savitzky
A. Rabbi R’ Yoss’li Belicer

From the elders of the shfetl, I heard about a great Rabbi, who was known throughout the Vilna area, by the
name ‘R’ Yoss’li Belicer,” one of the first pupils of R’ Chaim of Volozhin. R’ Yoss’li was known as a Gaon
in Torah and piety, and a devotee when it came to doing good deeds. He was particularly attentive in
performing the commandment of tithing from his own income. It is understood, that his income, from as
small a congregation as was in our town, was not great or substantial, but in spite of this, he would require
that all members of his family declare and make known to him each and every penny they brought in, and
if he became aware of any added income that came into his household, he would immediately set aside a
tithe. He would distribute this ‘tithe’ among the poor of the town, in the form of ‘anonymous giving.” He
would do this with painstaking care, such that even his closest friends did not know to whom he had given
his ‘tithe.” He did all this out of his own great sense of propriety, so as not to embarrass, God forbid, those
who have to receive charity.

This Gaon and righteous man, who concerned himself with all the issues of the town, lived his own life
within confining limits, and in great need. He would content himself, during the days of the week with only
dairy and vegetables. It was only on the Sabbath that he would deign to partake of meat, in honor of the
Sabbath.

His residence was in a tiny house that was part of the old Bet HaMedrash (dos polish shtibl), where he lived
with all the members of his family. He would spend most of the hours of the day in the Bet HaMedrash,
involving himself in the pursuit of Torah study. In his day, our town was a center of Torah study. Thirty
students, preparing for higher learning, sat in the old Bet HaMedrash, who came from towns both near and
far, to study and learn torah from R’ Yoss’li. Day and night, they would sit and sway over their large Gemara
volumes, intoning sweet chants, and the sound of Torah learning never stopped within the walls of the Bet
HaMedrash.

R’ Yoss’li would personally look after the needs of his disciples. He would arrange lodging, and meals for
them at the homes of the balebatim in his community. Every Jew who had a somewhat spacious abode, had
the great honor of having a disciple from this group as a house guest, and to give meals for ‘days,’ as was
the accepted custom of the times (every family would invite such a student for a set day to eat in their home).
The younger students would go to eat in the houses of the town residents. However, the older ‘bachelors’
did not go to such houses to eat ‘days’ excepting on Sabbaths and Festival Holidays, because chaste women
would bring them their meals in the Bet HaMedrash. It was in this manner that the necessary requirements
were provided for these disciples, in order that they be able to dedicate themselves to Torah study, with peace
of mind, and without any real world worries. As to the remaining small expenses, R’ Yoss’li himself took
care of these, and no one knew from whence he obtained the money for these expenses.
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After many years, R’ Yoss’li left our congregation and went over to a larger one. He was accepted to occupy
the rabbinical chair of the city of Krynki (Krynok) which was known as a large and important Jewish
congregation.

We do not know many details about his life and his sacred work in the city of Krynki It is told that all of his
charitable traits were revealed there as well, and there, he also especially looked after the indigent who were
too ashamed to extend a hand to receive charity. And he always did this in a self-effacing way, anonymously,
in order not to embarrass them.

And in Krynki too, he did not abandon his commitment to the dissemination of Torah study, and tens of
young boys and men would stream to Krynki to study Torah with R’ Yoss’li. While in Krynki, he developed
a substantial reputation among Jewry, and he was known throughout the entire country as a Gaon and a
righteous man, by his name, ‘R’ Yoss’li Belicer.’

It was told in the town, that in his old age, R’ Yoss’li left Krynki and returned to Belica, the reason being,
it was said, that he loved Belica and its people, and he wanted to live ont his last years in his first
congregation, whose name (Belicer) he carried all the days of his life.

Upon his return, and in his old age, he fell ill with a paralysis and was unable to walk on his own legs. A
wheel chair was made for him, and on it, he was transported each day from his house to the Bet HaMedrash,
and back. When he was old, sick and confined to his wooden wheelchair, he called once to his near ones, and
told them he wanted to marry a woman (it appears that his wife passed away before he did), and even
designated the ‘blushing bride’ that he wanted. His near ones were astonished at his words, but they could
not go against the will of their own rabbi who was so beloved and dear to them. They went and proposed the
match to the ‘blushing bride,” and she agreed to marry the aged and ill R’ Yoss’li. A few days passed, and
a wedding canopy was erected ‘at a good and auspicious hour,” and R’ Yoss’li sanctified the ‘blushing bride’
in accordances with the laws of Moses and Israel. With a modest smile, it was added that a year later, this
‘chaste young woman’ bor R’ Yoss’li a male child.

Apart from his brilliance and righteousness, R’ Yoss’li was also known as a ‘miracle worker.” In connection
with this, I hear from the elder R’ Moshe Wolkowysky (Moshe Bezalel Leib’s) the following story. When
he [sic: R* Moshe] was a young boy, a great fire broke out in town, and nearly half of the Jewish houses were
consumed in flames. All the men in town tried to extinguish the flames, but the matter did not work out that
way. There was a danger that all of the Jewish houses would go up in flames. Suddenly, R’ Yoss’li came to,
and asked to be taken out to the place where the fire was. He was sat in his wheelchair, and he was brought
to the point of danger. (R’ Moshe used to tell that he was one of the boys who pushed R’ Yoss’li’s
wheelchair to the location of the fire). R’ Yoss’li spread out his hands towards the fire, mumbled a prayer,
and the fire retreated from the houses of the Jews that remained, and went off in a different direction in the
town. It was in this fashion that Jewish houses were saved by the action of R’ Yoss’li the ‘miracle worker.’

R’ Yoss'li lived and worked in our town for a span of about fifty to sixty years, approximately, from 1800 -
1850.
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B. Rabbi R’ Noah Orlansky

Succeeding R’ Yoss’li, in the rabbinical chair of our town, was his venerable student, R’ Noah Orlansky, who
honored and praised his teacher and served at his hand for many years. When R’ Yoss’li left Belica, he asked
of the townspeople that they nominate his dedicated student to fill his place. The townsfolk who honored and
loved R’ Yoss’li very much, fulfilled his wish, and accepted his student, R’ Noah as the rabbi of the
congregation. R’ Noah occupied the rabbinical chair of our town to his last day.

R’ Noah was born (c. 1825) in the village of Lozyany, close to our town. His parents were known in the area
as honest, God-fearing people. they were charitable people, and excelled in extending their hospitality to
guests. Every Jew that passed through the village found a place for lodging and food in their home. The
peasants in the village also respected them, because they saw in them, Jews who were honest and
straightforward.

The elders would tell: when R’ Noah was studying during his youth at the Bet HaMedrash in Belica, he
would rise each and every day, and walk on foot from the village of Lozyany to the shtetl, and before
nightfall, he would return to the village to attend to his elderly parents, in order to discharge the
commandment ‘honor thy father and thy mother.” In the midst of his trip both there and back, he learned by
heart the renown book ‘Chayei Adam’ written by the well-known Gaor R’ Abraham Danzig.

R’ Noah, as was his teacher, R’ Yoss’li, was known as a formidable Torah scholar, and as a result he was
famous throughout the area, and for his great sense of charity. People came on a daily basis from a variety
of places, to seek advice from R’ Noah, sometimes regarding the means to get out of a difficult situation,
others coming to receive a ‘blessing,” to get healing of their bodily ills. R’ Noah would receive each and
every person graciously, and with his insightful and pleasant words, he would create an influence on his
guests, and each and every one of them would leave him in a state of tranquil spirit, and with the belief that
everything will come out well, to the best.

I can recall that R’ Nachman Szebszinsky would say: ‘R’ Noah of Belica was as well known in his time as
Israel Meir of Radun (The Chaferz Chaim) is today.’

R’ Noah was a rabbi committed to each and every member of his community, and worried like a
compassionate father about each and every individual in the shtet!, walking in the footsteps of his great
teacher, and engaging himself in the dissemination of Torah. In his day, as well, there were more than ten
‘disciples’ in the old Bet HaMedrash, who were immersed in Torah study, day and night. R’ Noah treated
these student ‘disciples’ with great affection, and worried about each and every one of them the way a father
worries about his own sons of tender age. Many of the students of R’ Noah, who were among the attendees
of the Belica Bet HaMedrash, afterwards went on to become famous Rabbis in large, and important,
congregations in Jewry.

I heard from R’ Nachman, that one of the ‘disciples,’ of the Belica Bet HaMedrash (a young man from the
shtetl of Lubicz) afterwards became the Rabbi of the Jewish community in the well-known city of Suwalki.
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Regarding a second young man, named R’ Gabriel, he would tell that he was thoroughly trained and expert
in everything, a Torah genius, and also a great Maskil.

After R’ Gabriel left the Belica Bet HaMedrash, he was the rabbi in a number of important congregations.
He occupied the Rabbinical Chair in the Polish city of Siemiatycze, and afterwards was he was also
appointed (as the Lubicz Youth) to be the Rabbi of the Suwalki community. After spending a number of
years in Suwalki, he left Europe and went to America. In the United States, he lived in New York, and was
one of the most important rabbis of greater New York, and one of the leaders of Orthodox Judaism in the
United States as a Whole.

Page 75: On the Banks of the Neman
Page 76: (Top):  Onthe ‘Old’ Bridge
(Bottom): On the ‘New Bridge

R’ Noah was a great lover of books, and thanks to this, the Belica Bet HaMedrash was known for its large
collection of important books that it housed. In the old Bet HaMedrash, it was possible to find ancient books
of considerable value. Not only once did I hear from an ‘emissary’ or a ‘Maggid’ that visited the city: ‘I have
been through hundreds of synagogues, and I have yet to find a treasure trove of books like this.” (Yiddish:
You cannot imagine what kind of a treasure trove you have here in your Bet HaMedrash).

R’ Noah put an ordinance in place, that each and every person in the town had to make a weekly charitable
donation to the ‘book fund,” and on every Friday, they would go from house to house to gather money for
the ‘book fund.” R’ Noah guarded these funds personally, as if they were the apple of his eye. Every time a
bookseller would come to town, he knew that he had an outstanding buyer here for his merchandise.
Immediately as soon as the bookseller had arranged his wares on the long table of the Bet HaMedrash, R’
Noah would approach the table, review the books, and buy books from him with the funds that he had at
hand. This was the way he always behaved, and he would not leave so much as a penny behind in the ‘book
fund’ that was in his pocket. To his last day, R’ Nachman would, with a sacred trembling, watch over these
books that he had received as a legacy from R’ Noah, on behalf of the Bet HaMedrash.

1 heard from the mouth of R’ Reuven the Baker (Ruv’eh der Bekker) about the exorcism of a ‘spirit’ at the
hands of R’ Noah. He told that a woman was brought to R’ Noah that had been possessed by a ‘Dybbuk’ and
they beseeched him to drive out this spirit from the unfortunate woman. R’ Noah gathered a minyan of
important Jews, to assist him in the exorcism of the ‘Dybbuk’ and R’ Reuven himself was among this
quorum.

R’ Noah ordered that the shofar be blown and he began to decree that the ‘spirit’ emerge from the woman.
At first, the ‘spirit’ stubbornly refused, and nervily replied that he would not leave the woman. After a long
conversation between the ‘spirit’ and R’ Noah, the ‘Dybbuk’ agreed to exit the woman on the condition that
he be permitted to exit by way of the throat. R’ Noah did not agree to this condition, and decreed to the
‘spirit’ that it should leave by way of the pinky finger. After a long and difficult struggle, the ‘spirit’ gave
into R’ Noah, and left the way R’ Noah had ordered him to. The elderly and feeble one would continue to
tell that after the ‘spirit’ left the woman, all those gathered saw a drop of blood on the pinky finger of the
woman, and she left Belica healthy, and whole both in body and spirit.
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The elders of the town would recollect the names of the three sons of R’ Noah, and they are: R’ Leib; R’
Yaakov-Meir; R’ Chaim.

It was said of R’ Yaakov-Meir that he was the most accomplished of the three. While his father was still
alive, he was already the Rabbi of Jasiniowka, beside Bialystok. And there, he occupied the rabbinical chair
all the days of his life.

Before he passed away, R’ Noah asked of the balebatim, that they should fulfil his desire to install his eldest
son, R’ Leib in the rabbinical chair of the town. The people of the town, who held R’ Noah in high esteem,
fulfilled his wish, and installed R’ Leib in the rabbinical chair of his father.

The third son, R’ Chaim, was not a rabbi. He lived his entire life in Belica, and supported himself by teaching
Gemara to talented pupils.

R’ Leib was the Rabbi of the town for many years, and he distinguished himself in his great charity. In old
age, when he felt that his memory was no longer serving him properly, he was afraid that ,God forbid, he
might err in some matter of law, or a ‘question’ on which he was asked to rule and that he would incorrectly
rule on Halakha. He decide not to continue as rabbi any longer, and publicized the fact that he wanted to sell
off his ‘rabbinical franchise.” When this became general known, a young Rabbi arrived — a pupil of the 2”33
of Volozhin — a formidable Torah scholar®, and a marvelous orator, and purchased the chair from R’ Leib.
This young rabbi, afterwards, became our beloved Rabbi whom we held in high affection, the Rabbi Gaon
R’ Joseph Rudnick 7”33, He is described further on, his son R’ Abraham Abir, and his prominent daughters,
Tema, Sarah and Breineh, who are found in Israel.

An Overall Portrait of the Town

By Issachar Kamenetzky

The town of Belica sits approximately a kilometer from the banks of the Neman River. The town was small:
four streets of one kilometer length, approximately, circumscribed its size. In its center was the courtyard
of the synagogue, and there could be found the two Batei Midrash — the ‘old’ made of brick, and the ‘new’
made of wood. The latter was burned down in a large fire that broke out on a summer’s night during the First
World War, and in this fire, many of the homes of the Jews were also consumed. Between the two Batei
Midrash, there was a wooden ruin (called the ‘Hekdesh’). Only the skeleton of that building remained, but
for many years, it was told, that the Hekdesh served as a lodging place for itinerant beggars. This ‘Hekdesh’

= Rabbi Naphtali Zvi Judah Berlin (1816-1893) also known as Reb Hirsch Leib Berlin,
commonly abbreviated as Netziv ( lit. "pillar") was Head of the Volozhin Yeshiva and author of
several works of rabbinic literature in Lithuania
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still stood, in its desolation, and it was said that demons and spirits hover within. Because of this, there was
a general fright about getting too close to it, when walking alone, and even when in a company, people
walked by quickly, in order not to tarry at this location.

Behind the ‘new’ Bet HaMedrask, stood a stone house, a house unique of its kind, and in its appearance and
style — the only one of its kind built of stone without any windows, and this was the bathhouse and the
‘mikva.’

The courtyard of the synagogue served as the center for communal life in the town. At a distance of several
tens of meters from the synagogue courtyard, the market square was spread out, with its two rows of stores.
There were four brick houses, and four houses with upper floors, with the water well in the center. From two
ends of the market, two roads continued outward: one led to the village of Nitsa®, and the second past the
Jewish cemetery (the ‘old’ and the ‘new’). Further on, were the areas of pasture, where the cattle of the Jews
grazed, and there was the Neman River where young and old alike would bather in the summer.

‘Behind the stores’ — was a road for wagons to pass, and a path for pedestrians. It was there, on the grass-
covered hills, that the Jewish children would play their games. The stretch of land ‘behind the stores’ was
finished off by a large stone wall, which also surrounded the Russian Orthodox church of the past, that was
changed to a Catholic church after the First World War, with the institution of Polish rule in the area. The
church with its green cupolas and crosses, with its huge bell, whose peal could be heard at a long distance,
with the coming of nightfall on the Sabbath, introduced something of a sad disquiet into the heart, that could
not be assuaged. The church stood silent all the days of the week, closed and locked up, with no one going
in or coming out. Only once in the week, on Sunday, the gate would be opened wide, to those coming from
the town and all the villages that were near it, but after a few hours passed by, with the completion of prayers,
the church would empty out again, and its doors and gates would be locked again. And it was in this fashion
that the church stood waiting — waiting in silence for its liberation each week, but every Saturday, at
nightfall, the bell would come to life, and begin to peal, and send out its call...

It would peal and send out its call... and there was something to the call and the pealing of the church’s bell.
Only a few hundred meters separate the church from the Jewish Bet HaMedrash, but how huge is this
distance, and how enormous the difference: fortification opposite openness; a deathly silence opposite the
living word of God; a set scheduled time on one hand, and a day-and-night activity on the other; a locked
fortress on the one hand, and wide open doors on the other; two different worlds — a world of cold opposite
a world of warmth...

Close to the church — the ‘Gmina’ house, the office of the council of the all the villages in the area. Beside
the office, on the other side of the street, the ‘Szkolka’ building, that being the government school, in which
only the children of the gentiles studies, and there was not a single Jewish child to be counted among their
ranks (during the time of the Polish regime, a few Jewish students studied there as well).

The Jews lived in the synagogue courtyard, and beyond it — to the bordering street, in the market square, and

Possibly Netech’, about six miles north and west of Belica.
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along the streets that emanated out of it. There was not a street in the town that did not have Jewish residents,
even the street called the ‘gentile street,” had within it either by mistake, or on purpose, two Jewish houses,
that were also consumed in the great fire (from that time on, the street could quietly be called the ‘gentile
street’).

The Jews of the town, about one-third of its population, approximately one hundred families, lived beside
their ‘gentile’ neighbors who were twice their number. And so they lived, these on their business and trade,
and the other on their fields and drink, these three times a day in their Bet HaMedrash, and the other one time
a week in their church. For how long did they live like this? — it is not known exactly. In the town itself,
nobody took an interest in its history, and from what time onward the Jewish presence began. However,
based on reliable sources, there is no doubt that the Jewish presence in Belica was there for at least a couple
of hundred years.

The Pinkas of the ‘Hevra Kadisha’ was found with my father 9”1, It was a thick volume, long and narrow,
in a leather binding, and light cover. When I was a boy, I glanced in it once or twice out of curiosity. In my
memory are preserved the images of smooth paper pages, with only the first of the pages containing writing.
On each page, there was a different handwriting, and a different color ink. The handwriting was not
particularly clear, and the ink was absorbed into the paper and had faded. Accordingly, it was difficult toread
the content and understand it. I paged through the Pinkas until I reached my father’s clear handwriting, and
I began to read and run through it. But these entries were already from recent times, our days.

The ‘old’ cemetery bordered on the ‘new,’ and stretched out over an adequately large parcel of land. The
letters carved into the headstones, were almost unintelligible, being covered in layers of dust, and overgrown
with moss that had covered them over the time.

At a distance of one kilometer from the town, the ‘Estate’ spreads out along with the ‘Palace’ in its center.
The ‘Estate’ had belonged to the Lord Trubeckoy, who turned over all the matters associated with its
management to his brothers. On a hill of several tens of meters [sic: in height] the ‘Estate’ stood beside the
edge of the Neman River. Every Sabbath, the people of the town would go out, and especially the young
people, to their favorite promenade beside the Neman. Only a narrow path separated the river and the
‘Estate,’ that was found ‘up above,” which was sutrounded by a sort of barrier of tall green and thick trees.
No one had the nerve to cross this high and mysterious barrier and enter within. Within the ‘Estate,’ it was
said, that day and night, the brother of the Lord walked around on guard, with a rifle in his hand. He was
prepared to shoot anyone who would walk within the boundaries of the ‘Estate.” It was not permitted for
children to do more than throw a long, penetrating glance at the barrier of the tall thick trees. In
comprehending their thickly entwined branches, perbaps they succeeded in revealing a way through that
would show some tiny corner of what transpired within. Perhaps they succeeded in hearing an echo of a
voice, and maybe some muted sound from whatever transpired in the inner sanctum of the ‘Estate,” and the
‘Palace.” Opposite this, the expanse of the Neman River spread out before them, completely revealed and
open, without any constraint...

It is difficult to establish whether the children of that time were attracted more to the ‘Estate’ with its
‘Palace,” the manicured fields, and the Neman, or to the Heder and the Batei Midrash, but we will return to
the Batei Midrash.
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The ‘old’ Bet HaMedrash was indeed old. The bricks from which the walls were constructed go back before
our time. The passage of time left their mark on them, and their red color faded. The windows in the building
were as high as a man. In order to open a window, or close it, it was necessary to get up on a bench. It is
possible that the windows were put up this high intentionally, as a security consideration, so that the
perpetrators of a pogrom could not burst into the interior during the time of prayer, whether while the
congregation was sitting or standing. It is possible that the height, in addition to making it difficult on an
attacker from the outside, also prevented those inside the premises to gaze outside and to be distracted from
prayer or to disrupt their study of the Gemara.

For the entire length of three walls of the ‘old’ Bet HaMedrash (apart from the eastern wall, in the middle
of which stood the Holy Ark), were very heavy wooden benches. Their appearance, and the way they were
positioned against the walls, their length and thickness, were all testimony to their age. The copper
candelabras for the wax candles that were lit on the evenings of the Sabbath and festivals, were decorated
with petals and flowers, and their entire appearance was ancient. The large Hanukkah menorah that only
appeared once a year, and immediately disappeared after Hanukkah, was made of a copper in a ‘button-
flower’ design, and it too, as was said — gave off the appearance of great antiquity....

Even the ‘new’ Bet HaMedrash didn’t look all that new. The wooden walls of the structure lost their natural
light color, and became darkened with the passage of time. However, in contrast to the ‘0ld’ Bet HaMedrash,
there were a surfeit of features inside of it, that took it out of the class of being ‘old.” The windows were
peither as high or as large as those of its predecessor, and the benches were not so thick, and the candelabras
and menorahs continued to sparkle in sunlight and candlelight....

The light has dimmed, the sun has grown dark, and the candles have been extinguished....
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Competition...
By Y. Kamoni

Jerusalem
Page 82: (Top): On the ‘Maom®.’
(Bottom): Under the Bridge
{(An Excerpt from a Story)

In what follows, is an episode that took place in Belica during the period of the German
occupation in the First World War; This episode was revealed by Issachar Kamenetzky (Y.
Kamoni) in the year 1934, and it appeared in the Israeli newspaper HaOreykh.

The German occupiers began to improve the streets and to repair temporary roads. They demanded workers
by the thousands. And the people of the town, whose other sources of livelihood had dried up, eagerly went
out to do this work. The dire need even sent the scions of the important balebatim out, along with the
haughty. These delicate sorts forsook the idea of clean hand out of fear of an empty mouth. However, the
wage of one mark a day was derisory, but where would it be possible to obtain a slice of bread and potatoes?
Mature men and women, and young boys and girls, aged 12-18 girded themselves, and went out to do battle
with the hunger that knocked at the entrances to their houses. And even if this meant they needed to consort
with the lower classes, and to put up with the nattering of the ignorant, this did not matter. One can’t be
particular at a time of danger.

And the exploitation was rife. no attention was paid to the tender age of the children who were worked hard
at all manner of labor: in the digging of tunnels, uprooting stumps, collecting rocks, splitting boulders,
spreading gravel, etc. And it was the overseer who possessed a particularly demanding eye. He would come
up to you, measure the pile of gravel with his piecing stare, and afterwards, lift his eyes to you, and wag his
finger disapprovingly:

- You are tiring, my flower!

We were three neighbors that went to work. The oldest was a Jewish man of about fifty years of age, of
middling height, sprightly and cheerful, young at heart and good-humored. He had smiling eyes, as if a sort
of membrane shaded them from the outside world. A playful and hearty smile flickered between the wrinkles.
No man knew that despite the laugh in his eye, his soul weeps withing, and he sighs in his depths. Like this
hard cold stone on the outside, and hidden within, burns a fire...

This Jewish man, was a wagon driver for his whole life. He would transport passengers to the nearby train
station, and barely eked out a living. During peacetime, he would be a frequenter of the house of the ‘noble’

The Ferry Boat
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in the town, and loved to joke with his regular passengers. With the entrance of the German into this area,
the times changed on him. Riding the trains was prohibited to the citizenry. His horse was appropriated for
the war effort. What did he do? He went and traded his whip for a hammer, and smashed rocks on the road.
His pay was one mark and twenty pfennig per day, or six marks a week. This is because Saturday was the
Jewish Sabbath, and Sunday was the gentile day of rest.

The second, my helper, was a young man of about eighteen years of age. He was tall and lean, and muscular,
a sort of filbert, whose center is empty, but whose shell is hard, and it is not easy to penetrate it. “Everything
a Man Desires” was the lamp unto his feet, both in his work, and his behavior and relationship to the fairer
sex. Are these not the things that stand at the top of the world. And their control is not achieved out of
thought, by rather by means of girding one’s trousers.

And I was the youngest of the group, a boy of about twelve years of age, who had just gotten off the student’s
bench. I had no idea what work was, and I had no idea of what the fairer sex was, I sat silently and watched.
I paid close attention, and learned a chapter from the book of ‘work.” Ilearned about the ‘ways of women.’
Ilearned my ‘law’ from the mouths of my older ‘teachers...’

Here we are smashing boulders. Everyone is absorbed by their hammer and stones. Everyone throws a
sideways glance over the pile of his neighbor, to see if his hasn’t gotten larger than one’s own. The oldest
in the group, the former wagon-driver, was the dominant worker. His pile, was the largest pile of gravel, by
far. Because of this, the Germans increased his pay by twenty pfennig a day. He actually earned this raise.
His large and wide pile of gravel stood out among the three of us, thick and full with its belly between its
teeth.... and he, with his legs spread apart, sets his eyes on the center of the pile of stones, and in the end, he
raises his eyes in pride and says: I brought forth these stones, I gave birth to them...

And to his neighbors on each side, he would turn, measuring their piles by eye, and after glancing with his
eyes to the left and right:

— Hey, flowers, on the contrary, try to emulate me!

And his eyes sparkle at that moment, and throw off flames. And I look and cannot tell if they are sparks of
joy, or sparks of ire and anger. Suddenly the lightning changes, and on his face a light smile hovers...

And so my helper enviously looked at him and decided:

—No matter what happens to me, I am compelled to enlarge my pile.

And so the competition began. With tensed extremities and tensed muscles, the blows of the hammer fell on
the stones. The blows fell stronger and more intensely, and the sounds of breaking were stronger even still.
The stones were bared, and were torn apart by the force of the blows, and they broke apart and spread out
beneath the rising and falling hands. And the piles grew, widened, and spread out.
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And one pile said to the other:
— I am bigger than you.

And so this was the competition. Stones competed with stones. Hammer competed with hammer. Hand
competed with hand. Mind competed with mind. Men competed with one another. The young competed with
the old...

And the victory did not tarry in arriving. The implements rested. Dirty drops rolled down the cheeks of the
older man. And I did not know if this was sweat or tears.

When the work was done, the overseeing soldier drew nigh, and with his gaze, he weighed the two piles and
smiled a wicked smile. He turned to the Jew, and leaned his finger against his nose, and proclaimed:

— It looks like you’ve grown weak, my good man!

Memories of Times Past
By Zalman Yosselewicz

The Shietl and ‘s Environs

The shtet of Belica is made up of four parallel roads (inits length), intersected by about ten side streets, with
the market between them. This is the entire settlement. Behind the shfet!, the Neman River flows, with its
beautiful banks, overgrown with redolent hay and high oak trees. On the high side, stands the ‘Palace’ of the
nobleman who owns the Belica estate. Under the hill, the road leads to the river. There, once can always find
the ‘Tapor’ to convey those arrivals who wish to come across from the second side of the river. Also, the
new longer bridges, goes from the shtet! in the direction of Zhetl.” On the other side of the shtet!, pine forests
stretch out, green meadows, and fruit-bearing fields, who belong to the residents — Christians from the shretl.
Several villages are scattered among them, deriving their sustenance from the earth.

The shtetl itself is poor. The houses — low slung and the few streets are small, and are as if they are sunk into
the ground. The roofs — covered in straw and on the straw, a heavy thick green moss grows. The few better
and more presentable houses, among them, a few that are built of stone, stand on the marketplace.

2 Today, called Dzjatlava
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The Livelihoods of the Shfet] Jews

Page 84: Zalman & Sarah Yosselewicz

How did the Jews of the shter! live? From whence did they derive their sustenance? Belica did not have rich
people or major merchants. Even markets did not set up and stop in this place. There were a few small stores,
with straw-covered roofs, and in each store, could be found a few rubles worth of merchandise. This, too,
was often hidden away, lest a tax inspector show up, and one would be compelled to pay taxes. Nahum the
storekeeper kept a small barrel of herring for the use of the entire sitesrl. He, himself, would sit in the Bet
HaMedrash and study. Itcheh Mereh’s kept a small amount of goods, he would study the Torah while his
wife would take the goods home at night, and in the morning — would carry it back to the store. The rabbi’s
brother sold yeast for the Sabbath and also to the bakers. Noah Koppel’s had a leather store, where the plain
leather was available for the peasants for ‘lapchehs’ (his son Mordechai was the sole maker). Esther-Malka
sold clay pots. Reiz’¢h, Shlomo the Melamed’s also had pots. Israel Gedalia’s had an ironmongery. In this
store, nothing was visible, and it was not possible to go inside, and the door was completely smeared over
with tar, in order to prevent the tax inspector from even crossing the threshold... The principal ‘businesses’
were run by Lieb’keh Dol’keh’s — only the nobility came to buy at her establishment, and an ordinary person
simply didn’t have the wherewithal for this privilege.

The one and only community leadership in the shtetl in those days, was in the hands of R’ Ruv’eh (the wagon
driver), the leader of the ‘citizen’s court.” The Jews belonged to the ‘Bomocraoe IIpasnes’[sic: District
Administration] and the Starosta was elected by the Jewish residents. The Czarist regime would certify him
afterwards. Passports or birth certificates would be gotten from the Starosta, and one would come to him in
connection with other municipal issues. It is self evident that the position of Starosta was a high one, and
he had a significant standing, and foremost, when the time came to present one’s self for military service,
and when the time came to make use of the so-called ‘Legatas.’ It was within his power to: add years, or
subtract them, as well as completely freeing a candidate from service.

In order for an individual to receive a pass, who might be under suspicion by the authorities, large sums of
money were paid. In order to support the ‘court,” with a permanent employee, a residence and lighting — the
Jews had to pay a tax to the Starosta, who had the right to levy a tax of up to one ruble. But even one ruble
was too great a sum of money for most of the Jewish populace, and many did not want to pay for these sorts
of purposes. This always elicited dissatisfaction among the Jews.

The Jews Among Themselves

The Starosta had his hangers-on and supporters, who learned bow to write their signature on a ‘left-sided’
paper. Quite often, they would get together and drink a ‘L’Chaim,” But these ‘people’ didn’t bestir
themselves to find out how they could ameliorate the poverty of the shtetl. It didn’t occur to them. When
people came to tell them that someone was dying of hunger — they expressed their sympathy.
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The Hevra Kadisha was also under the oversight of these ‘people.’ Paying no mind to the fact that there was
a committee with Gabbaim, the amount of money charged for burial was set by them, taking no mind of who
it was upon whom they cast their eyes.

For sure, other people could be found that did not want to put up with this injustice, and it would often lead
to conilicts. I recollect an incident with Lieb’keh Dol’keh’s who had built an alley way and had not deemed
it necessary to request permission in advance. This matter came to fisticuffs, and the hurling of stones by one
side against the other. The issue went up to the governor, who made a personal trip to restore order in Jewish
life...

Disputes would break out often, and it also came to fisticuffs being exchanged in the Bet HaMedrash, and
the hanging lamps would fly back and forth. On several occasions, Rabbi Reines 7”¥1 from Lida, was called
out so that he could restore tranquility to the shtetl.

New Times - New Decrees

The poverty in the shtetl was strongly visible. Only few individuals had enough of a living to get by. The
Belica Jews contented themselves with the minimum. Everyone had their own cow, and a garden with
vegetables. The manure from the cow was used as fertilizer for planting potatoes, and potatoes were stored
with everyone for the entire year. The central deficiency was in clothing, footwear for the Sabbath, etc. The
principal source of support for those in need, came from the Jewish settlers, and balebatim, who would send
in provisions for the Sabbath to the poor and the sick. The entire area around the shtetl was populated by
settlers — very warm Jewish people who would generously support and help the poor with whatever they
could. During Festivals and on the Sabbath, they would come into town with their families. It was these Jews
who held leases on the tracts and yards of the nobility. Others had stores, inns and saloons. This situation
went on for as long as Czar Alexander III ruled in Russia, and when he died, and his son, Nicholas II was
crowned, life became harder. Great hopes were placed on better times, but in the end, it only brought a
shower of new decrees against the Jews.

According to the first decree of ‘Novosielenya’ Jews no longer had the right to live in the villages, and had
to leave them. A monopoly was placed on saloons and stores. Only the longtime residents were temporarily
permitted to remain. The larger part moved to live in the towns, and a part — emigrated to America.

Institutions of Support in the Shfet/

At this precise time, a great fire broke out in Belica, and a larger part of the s#fesl was consumed in flames.
With the help of the merchants who did business in the area, that deait in forest products, it was re-built,
Immediately afterwards, a typhus epidemic broke out, The disease spread and we began to look for a way
to deal with it. My uncle, R’ Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky "1, was the first, who, and with him, another group
of prominent Jews of the shtetl, organized a ‘Bikur Kholim’ Society, which set itself the objective of trying
to save those who were seriously ill. Money was collected each week, which served as a fund to retain a
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doctor , to provide medicines and medical equipment. The young boys and girls voluntarily presented
themselves and made known their willingness to go and sleep at the homes of the ill, as well as serve them.
At that time, the organization of such a society was very much needs and indeed, was very useful.

The second important undertaking was the creation of a ‘Gemilut Hesed” Bank in the shtetl, whose objective
was to help the poor storekeepers and craftsmen. The first transaction of the Gemilut Hesed was given by
R’ Sholom Namiot, the lessor of the courtyard. After several hundred rubles were collected, each needy
person received a loan that they repaid on a weekly basis. The bank was useful to many people in the shfetl.
Atthe head of the Gemilut Hesed Bank stood: R’ Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky, Itcheh Lejzor Kaufman, Joseph
Paniemowsky?® and others.

Zionists in Belica

The Zionist movement also found its place in Belica. After circles of the movement began to organize
themselves in the area, R’ Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky, R’ Nahum Szebszinsky, Moshe Leib Konopkin, R’
Yehoshua Jasinowsky and Michael Lewkowsky organized and created the first Zionist group in Belica. Many
young people signed up as members. One would gather and together read the Zionist journal ‘Der Yid,” and
also ‘HaTzefira.’ Also debates were organized about the Land of Israel. Every Friday, we would meet
together at the home of my uncle, r’ Chaim-Noah, where we would discuss the issues of the day. There were
also many opponents and those who stood in our way, mostly from the religious element, who abhorred
Herzl’s doctrine. Ignoring this, the movement grew larger, and even assisted other towns to organize
themselves. Rabbi Reines 9”81 from Lida, made many strong efforts to strengthen the movement. His
influence was great in the entire region.

Belica Revolutionaries

Between 1900 and 1903, war ensued between Russia and China, and Russia took control of Manchuria. It
did not take long, and a war broke out between Russia and Japan. Many of the Jews in town became
frightened, and many of them emigrated to America and England. The war with Japan ended swiftly with
a Japanese victory. Because of this, Jews also suffered from trouble. A wave of pogroms burst over them,
and also a wave of plunder by the masses, which was incited [sic: by the regime] to obscure the nature of
[sic: and responsibility for] the defeat by Japan.

On the other side, this, again, engendered the rise of a revolutionary movement. Strikes broke out on the
railroads and factories. However, the Czarist authorities moved quickly to choke off every resistance and
a true democracy did not take form.

The Jewish revolutionaries were immediately exiled to Siberia and even shot outright. A small part of the
Belica revolutionaries escaped to America.

We do not know if the intent here was to write Poniemansky
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Peace returned, and life once again became normal. However, the state of penury in the shtet! remained
unaltered; [poverty] remained at a high level, and all means were sought to try and improve the difficult
economic circumstances of the sktet! Jews.

Rabbi Rudnick 5

The older rabbi of the shtetl, R’ Leib 7731, turned over the Rabbinical Seat to the younger R’ Joseph Rudnick,
who was a great scholar, an orator, and an activist on behalf of everyone. He was very well accepted in the
shtetl. He interested himself in the material well-being of the general community and thought was given to
how additional sources of income could be created. Rabbi Rudnick %"t called an assembly of all

breadwinners, at which time it was decided to travel and appeal to the authorities of the regime in Vilna, that
substantive market days should be scheduled to be held in the town.

Two balebatim, my father, Abraham Yosselewicz and Moshe Shimonowicz traveled to the Governor in
Vilna, and after expending a great deal of energy, and with the help of monetary gifts, they worked out that
every Wednesday, markets will be held in the shtet, and several times a year — full market fairs. After this,
the shtetl came to life. It became more fecund with sources of income. More businesses opened. The one
difficulty was the transporting of merchandise from Lida. The road was a very bad one, and the wagon
drivers would exhaust themselves in the process of conveying goods during the entire night, summers in the
rain, and winters in the snow.

The Economic Situation Improves Itself

Economic development was manifest on all fronts. Apart from the fact that storekeepers earned more income,
restaurants opened for the peasantry, who would [now] come in from the villages. A gramophone was
brought into the shtetl, and this was a great sensation. Also, a pharmacy was opened. I ran a drugstore and
perfumery business. In those days, a business of this sort reecked with the possibility of making money. Also,
an impulse to get an education began to grow among the young people. to obtain knowledge and round out
one’s understanding in worldly subjects. Part of them traveled to Lida to study, in the middle schools,
gymnasiums, and trade schools.

After the nobility began to liquidate their estates in the area, this trend also came to Belica. The forests
around the shterl were cut down, and the wood would be shipped to Germany, by way of Lithuania, using
the Neman River. Many Jewish merchants and tradespeople, who specialized in forest work, were employed
in this business, and the Christians, who worked in this line, also brought in considerable revenue into the
shtetl, and people made a living from this. On the other side, craftsmen feared that they would be left without
work, because the land on the estates will be left fallow, and they will have no way to make a living, once
the estates would cease to exist...
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The Belica Estate is Parceled Qut

The Belica estate belonged to Graf Wittgenstein and was under lease to the Jewish man, Sholom Namiot.
Immediately after the forests were exploited, it came time to deal with the land, buildings and other assets.
At that time, two Jewish men arrived, and made a proposal to the appointed intermediary Graf Krapynski to
sell the rest of the fields, land and buildings. The Jews showed Graf Krapynski that the expenses in running
these properties exceeded the income.

Krapynski made contact with Graf Wittgenstein, who was located out of the country. He obtained full
authority in connection with this transaction, and it was consummated. A merchant’s bureau opened in
Belica, and the residents were, again, able to generate income from this as well. Tradespeople like:
manufacturers, brokers and accountants concentrated themselves in the shtetl. When the payroll had to be
disbursed to workers, monies would fall into the hands of merchants, handlers, storekeepers, and others. The
shtetl would bustle with the simple forest workers, ferry men, wagon drivers, who brought in not only their
own earnings, but also increased the traffic in people. This was a time when the Jews of the shtet] had an
increasing standard of living, and everything progressed.

The Belica estate was divided up into parcels, and was sold to Christians from the nearby village of
Krasnaya. The palace remained in the hands of a Christian from Belica. The ferry from the estate was in the
hands of the philanthropist Munya Molczadsky, who in the course of the years, supported the Jews of the
shtetl, especially when the export of wood to Germany — by way of the Neman — was in his hands.

The First World War

After the events of 1905, the regime strengthened its control apparatus all over. An overseer and five
militiamen came to Belica, a court with a ‘Ziemski Nachalnik?',” to settle land disputes, a ‘mailman,’ and a
post office was opened. Understandably, these new authority figures created a certain amount of trouble in
the town, but we got used to this as well.

Years went by, and when was there not a time when the press would not bring a variety of news about anti-
Semitic pogroms in cities, and also [news about] underground revolutionary movements. In 1911, I presented
myself for military service, and I became a Czarist soldier deep inside Russia in the city of Ryazan.

Shortly before the completion of this service, I was permitted an ‘Oroycx®.” On arriving home, the First

World War broke out. I then traveled to my brother Zelig, as a guest, after spending several weeks at home.
He lived in Chernigov.

& Local territorial overseer

% A pass to take leave.
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When I returned to Belica, it was already at the end of the war. The Germans were in the stage of occupying
the captured territories. The Czarist Russian army —routed, and the Bolshevik army was moving deliberately
westward. The Germans impoverished the Jewish residents of the shzetl. They took everything for the use
of their soldiers. They took cattle, horses and wagons from the Christians. From the Jews they robbed
everything in the houses, and also drove them to hard labor, such as digging trenches and the like. Commerce
came to a standstill, and hunger reigned in town, along with disease and ruin. From more distant towns, Jews
would come with their last bit of goods, in order to barter for a bit of bread. They would, afterwards, drag
themselves over the roads, swollen with hunger. But this was not the end of the suffering.

The Russian Bandits and the Jewish Victims

Page 93: Zelda and Abraham Yosselewicz

Russian soldiers, who had been severely mistreated, organized themselves and escaped from prison camps.
They gathered themselves into groups and concentrated themselves in the forests, close to the villages. The
peasants supported them, and then they would go out on the roads, robbing and killing, especially picking
on the Jewish travelers, wagon drivers, and those Christians who were employed by the Germans. The
prisoners became bandits and they instilled a terror in the Jewish populace.

Zerakh Kremen, who was one of the balebatim of Belica, and owned a fruit orchard in the village of Holdava,
used to transport the produce to Lida to be sold. In one day, when he was transporting apples to be sold, the
bandits seized him, and killed him on the spot. They tied the horse to a tree in the forest, and everything on
the wagon was stolen.

After several days of searching, this Belica resident was found murdered in the forest, and he was brought
back and given a Jewish burial in Belica. This was the first victim of the bandits. This terrifying incident
instilled a great fear on the already exhausted Jewish populace. The German authorities could do nothing.
They too, trembled in fear of the bandits and did not extend any peaceful gestures towards them, when they
were approached for help.

Suddenly, rumors began to spread that the bandits wanted to attack the town itself.

On one winter night, a group of Belica bandits sneaked into town, and immediately entered the home of the
prominent member of the balebatim, R’ Yehoshua Jasinowki, and demanded a colossal sum of money from
him, and otherwise they would kill him. After a very difficult struggle with them, the bandits killed him in
his own house. On that same night, they also robbed money and valuables from Eizh’keh Reuven’s. After
the second attack, fear and terror reigned in the shtetl. At night, one would lock one’s self up very well, and
remain inside the house, for fear of an attack.

The young people decided to form a self-defense organization and buy arms, as a precaution against a new
attack, so that it will be possible to defend one’s self, However, there was too little money, and also, there
was no one from whom to buy.
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Shortly after this, when the Germans began to draw back, and there was no proper authority in the area, and
also no order, the Christians quietly spread rumors that the bandits are preparing to assault the Jewish
residents of Belica.

In 1918 (at the end of the year), a larger group of bandits came from the second side of the Neman, and
surrounded the Jewish streets. In the middle of a clear day, they opened fire on the Jewish market. The
Jewish self-defense was unable to mount resistance against such a force, and the bandits broke into the
houses. Robbing everything that came into their hands, they murderously beat and drove everyone from the
houses outside into the street. Our family hid itself in the small side street at the home of Blind Alter. They
found us there, and demanded that my father pay them ten thousand rubles and called him by his name,
knowing that he was one of the wealthy balebatim. When he declared that he could not provide such a sum,
they put him up against the wall to shoot him. As a former soldier, I begged them not to do us any harm. This,
apparently, had some impact. They pulled off our boots, beat us up pretty well, and they went off to plunder
some more. Frightening screams and the sounds of violence reached us from a distance, which emanated
from the Jewish houses, at the time when the people in them were begging not to be killed.

The bandits, however, carried out their objective. On that day, four Jews in the shtetl were murdered, and
Taib’eh Yankl Meckel’s was wounded.

The victims were: R’ Yankl Meckel, Chaim Dol keh’s, Mordechai-Noah Koppel’s and Ber’1 the shoemaker’s
father, who had come as a guest to his son from Lida. The bandits robbed all the Jewish valuables that were
in the shtetl, which they loaded onto five wagons, also taken away from the Jews, and took it away to the
villages over the Neman. The bandits also stole our wagon.

My father, 11"y became sick from the severe beating that he got, and was confined to bed for many long
weeks before he recuperated. These same bands attempted to assault Lida and Zhetl, but there, the self-
defense confronted them with arms, and drove them off.. Until such time that the Bolsheviks arrived, this
vicinity and also in Belica, there was no official authority. After the Bolshevik occupation, a bit of order
returned to life. However, despite this, there was no particular satisfaction at that time either, because the
Bolshevik army was poor, and it too was compelled to take from the already impoverished populace. The
Bolshevist army went on towards Warsaw. In the year 1920, the Bolsheviks encountered the newly-formed
Polish Legions, under Pilsudski’s leadership.

The Poles Take Over Control

There, the Bolsheviks suffered a severe defeat, and they fled back to Russia barefoot. It did not take long,
and the Polish Legions took control of substantial areas and also arrived in our vicinity. Once again, trouble
and suffering befell the Jews. Polish anti-Semites killed and robbed. Many of the prominent Jews were
arrested, on the basis of informers, who alleged that all the Jews were communists. Later on, when a
semblance of order was restored in the shtetl, all of the Jews were, once again, driven to hard labor by the
Neman River, in order to build up a ferry terminal for the army. Jews did the work, despite the fact that they
didn’t have the necessary materials that were required for the job, and on top of the fact that nobody had the
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faintest idea how to go about doing this. The worst of the troubles were those they had to withstand from the
local Christians — the resident citizenry. As Poles, they used every opportunity to incite the Polish
legionnaires. On one day, they arrested my uncle, R’ Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky, and took him off to their
constabulary. Thanks to the intervention of the priest from Yel’na, who was a very liberal person, and a
philo-Semite, he was released. Separately, R’ Chaim-Noah’s daughter, Shulamit (today in Jerusalem) put her
life at risk, and fell at the feet of the Polish constabulary officials, begging for their mercy on behalf of her
father, until he was sent home.

There was also an incident with David-Herschel’eh and his two business partners (Isracl Meiram Kremen
and Leib’keh Chaim’s) whom the Poles seized while they were transporting eggs and foodstuffs to Lida.
They confiscated the merchandise, beat the Jews severely, and took them off to the constabulary, which was
in the village of Njacec. Once again, we ran to the priest from Yel’na who intervened, and the three Jews
were released. We continued suffering a variety of troubles, from these very same Polish anti-Semites, until
the order became stabilized, and life began to return to normal.

The young people in the shtetl were exhausted by these experiences, during this severe war, and a large part
of them decided to emigrate to America.

The new Polish government got on its feet very quickly, and a democratic regime was established in the
country. Immediately, from the first years and onward, there was a council in existence in Belica, elected by
the citizens. A new bridge was built across the Neman, on the way to Zhetl, and also a paved road on the way
to Lida. Also, the streets in the town were paved with stones.

Life became much easier. Commerce once again started to develop, and craftsmen opened up new facilities.
There was a sense of pressure after the suffering under the legionnaires. Commerce was the source from
which nearly the entire Jewish populace made its living.

The road to Lida eased the connection to that larger city. It became easier to both bring and send
merchandise, as well as with simple coming and going to the higher echelons of the government.

The Belica Jew, R’ Yaakov Kotliarsky, started up a bus line to Lida, which was very useful to the shtezl.
A Volksbank and the ‘Khorev School in One Building
Page 96: The ‘Khorev’ School

A variety of institutional organizations began to organize themselves from scratch. My uncle, Chaim-Noah,
along with several other respected balebatim, began to intervene with the Jewish people of higher financial
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means about establishing a bank in the shtetl. The Jewish Assistance Committee, ‘JeKoPo ?*’ in Vilna,
helped with money, and each individual who subscribed as a member, paid in a ‘fee’ in the amount of 100
zlotys. The bank was one of the most important institutions that extended help for merchants, small
businesses and manual tradespeople. At the head of the bank, stood the following: Abraham Kremen, the
pharmacist, R’ Shmuel Joseph Itzkowitz, R’ Lejzor Yankelewsky, R’ Yaakov Kotliarsky, R’ Shef’tech
Kaufman. The secretary was my uncle —-R’ Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky, who dedicated his entire life to this.
Every week, the members of the committee would gather, and R’ Chaim-Noah would present a report of the
work done.

In that period of time, the [traditional] Heder system liquidated itself alittle at a time, and in the new schools
[that took their place] Hebrew was taught, as well as general subjects. Studies were conducted in the
women’s prayer court, the ‘Ezrat Nashim,’ of the old Bet HaMedrash. The new Bet HaMedrash had burned
down shortly after the war.

Temporarily, the bank was located in the home of Moshe Leib’s. There was no suitable place available, and
the committee began to think about a new building. Also, the parents of school-age children demanded that
a place should be found for a school. Several balebatim traveled to see the forest merchants Messrs, Shalit
and Shapiro, who donated wood. boards of lumber and workers from their factory. With their supportive
help, a new, modern, well lit building was constructed for the school — across from the large ‘Bet
HaMedrash’ (on the Schulhof Gasse), which was divided in two: in the smaller part, the bank was organized,
and in the larger part, the school with large, well lit rooms. As it happens this was a modern Hebrew school
with the name ‘Khorev.” Teachers and administrators worked there. The plane of studies was high, and there
was an effort to give the children a good education.

Our Belica children indeed did learn well, in all subjects, in Hebrew and in the Polish language. Many of
them then traveled off to study in higher schools in Lida and in Vilna. Many later became Hebrew teachers
and many also finished their studies successfully in other professions opened to them.

*

In these years, the Zionist movement developed, and many young men from the shtetl made aliyah to the
Land of Israel. Among these pioneer-immigrants were: Chay’keh Grodzinsky, and her sister Liebeh with
their brother Ber’l (today in Hadera); Issachar and Shulamit Kamenetzky; Rabbi Rudnick’s daughters —
Sarah, Breineh and Tem’eh; Ber’] Kaufman; Michael and Meiram Ratnowsky, Max Jasinowsky and many
others.

Cd An acronym for Espesickmit Komerer Ilomommuit ( Jevreyskiy Komitet Pomoshchi,)

which is the Russian for ‘Jewish Assistance Committee.’
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Our Institutions and Undertakings
Page 97: The Belica Drama Circle

Once again, a ‘Gemilut-Hesed’ Bank came into existence in the shtetl. Three balebatim were elected to the
committee of the ‘Gemilut-Hesed,” and the Gabbai was R’ Shmuel-Joseph Itzkowitz. The secretary was
Ephraim Ruzhansky.

Israel Zlocowsky did a great deal for the security of the town, with the organization of the ‘Fire-fighters’
Brigade. He contributed energy, time and effort, until the Fire-fighters Brigade developed and was
provisioned with many implements to extinguish fires — an accomplishment that was very necessary for the
shtetl. He also created an orchestra, that brought in merriment to a town that was half asleep. At every
wedding, or when any sort of parade took place, or any other sort of celebration, the orchestra of the Fire-
fighters Brigade, with R’ Israel Zlocowsky at its head, enlivened and amused the public. A rather large
enclosure, the ‘Serai’ was built, for all of the fire-fighting equipment, and this location also served as a place
for theater presentations.

Young boys and girls created drama circles, and presented a variety of Yiddish ‘pieces’ for the pleasure of
the onlookers. Also, artistic troupes would come to us from other cities. A theater presentation, in a small
shtetl like Belica, never ceased to be a major sensation.

Life developed normally, and circumstances became stabilized. The democratic pull of the regime could be
felt, which at that time was the political line of Pilsudski — the leader of the reconstituted Poland.

The condition of the Jews improved considerably, and this was evidenced with each individual, it not being
important as to what specifically his livelihood was. The shtet] was built up a bit. Communications improved.
The bus to Lida already was running twice a day. Later on, [there were busses] to Zhaludok and Scucyn. One
of the balebatim of the transportation lines, which was called ‘Lidzianka’ was Abba Gapanowicz, and in the
same business, the young Belica men Yankl Kremen and Yankl Meckel also worked.

During the evenings, a chapter of Mishna was studied in the Bet HaMedrash. There was also a Tehilim study
group. Older men also established other groups [of this nature].

Also, the ‘Hevra Kadisha® modernized its work. An added parcel was purchased adjacent to the existing
cemetery, and it was cordoned off. This was a colossal accomplishment, after having years go by when this
objective could not be attained.

The last Gabbai of the Hevra Kadisha before The Great Catastrophe, was R’ Sheft’eh Kaufman 7. It was
in his house that the ancient ‘Pinkas Belica’ could be found in which all the important occurrences in the
town had been written down, over the course of hundreds of years, as well as a list of all the deceased.
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The End Draws Nigh...

These improved circumstances came to an end with the death of Pilsudski in the year 1935. Other winds
began to blow. The anti-Semites reared their heads. Anti-Semitic organizations were created, such as ‘En-
Da,’ and ‘AZAN.’ In the universities, Jewish students were beaten. Later on, they had to sit on the left-side
benches. Also, pickets were set up in front of Jewish businesses, and Christian customers were not permitted
to shop at Jewish establishments. Pogroms became frequent occurrences.

There were also many enemies of the Jews in Belica, and they would often incite the mob to a pogrom aimed
at the Jewish stores. They would especially do this on market days.

Hard times encroached on the Jewish populace in Poland, especially after the Hitler regime consolidated its
control over Germany, and then went after the Jews in Germany.

Refugees that fled Germany also got as far as Belica, where they told of, and portrayed the terrifying
incidents that the Germans were visiting upon the Jews.

New refugees would arrive on a daily basis. All bare and naked, because the Germans took everything away
from them. Everything that we heard from them appeared to be so impossible, so impossible...

And so the time flew by. The situation grew worse from day to day, until the Polish-German War broke out
in the year 1939, and that which seemed to be so impossible, became very close, tragic, and real...

The Bloody Rosh Hashana of 5679 (1918)

By Menachem Niv
{Max Jasinowsky)
Page 100: Taib’l Jasiniowsky (on the right) and Family

Page 102: (Top): At the Entrance to the ‘Paraveh Mill’*
(Bottom): In the Woods of the Neman Glass-works

It is the year 1918, three days before Rosk Hasharna. 1t is late afternoon. 1, a young boy, barely nine years
of age, am playing with my friends on the grass behind the stores. My father, along with Garberowicz (from

0 The steam-driven mill
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Neman) had just then arrived back from the forest. My father calls to me, and sends me to a certain gentile,
to take Garberowicz to the Neman station. I do not find the gentile at his home, and so my father sends me
to a second one. My mother does not understand why Garberowicz has to travel home at such a late hour,
since he could spend the night with us. My father, however, stands firm on his demand: ‘In these days,
everyone must sleep in their own home,’ he says. Did his heart foresee what was going to happen at night?

It is night. Someone brutally awakes me from sleep. I open my eyes and see two gentiles before me with guns
in their hands. Shlomo and Maly’eh stand frightened beside my bed. The gentiles order us to go with them
and they take us to the bedroom of our parents.

In that room, my father is standing shoved in between a bureau and a small table. A bandit is poking him with
the point of his gun, and demands ‘genrmit’ (money). Blood is running off my father. He begs for mercy from
the bandit, asking that he stop hitting him, “Take — he says —everything in the house, here are standing boxes
full of fabric, Thave no money, because today there was a payroll day in the forest.” The bandit does not want
to hear this, and keeps on beating him.

At a specific moment, when, it would appear, that he could no longer bear the beating, he turned over the
little table. The lamp that was standing on the table fell to the floor, and the flammable liquid caught fire.
My mother threw pillows and blankets on it, to extinguish the blaze.

In the confusion, a shot is heard, and here, we see our father fall to the floor, with blood spurting from his
heart. Our mother wants to help. but one of the bandits does not let her: ‘Or nprrepaeng * (He is faking),
he says. Our mother challenges the bandit, and the next thing, I see my mother also lying on the floor. The
bandit had given her a kick with the tip of his boot in her side. She fell, and was unable to get up.

As our mother later told us, when she came to, it was light in the house, and our father was to be found in
the bedroom. Holding her hand, he died, and left a widow and three orphans.

As it later was evidenced, the bandits, while it was still day, had hidden themselves in our two-story house,
where the pharmacy was later to be located. A Russian doctor lived there, who was an escaped Russian
prisoner, and who was connected to the bandits. Also, other Russian escapees hid themselves out in the
forests.

Several elderly German soldiers maintained order in the shtetl, who were semi-invalids (a stronger garrison
was stationed in Njacec). In leaving their hideouts at night, the first thing the bandits did was to tear out the
telephone wires, which led to Njacec. Additional bandits came to their support. Near the forge, at the end
of the Netech’ Street, wagons from the villages stood ready to take in the plunder.

On that night, they attacked two other houses, Eizhik’s, and my aunt Faygl, where Eliyahu Yankl’s alsolived,
with his wife. Fortunately, [the bandits] satisfied themselves with giving a severe beating, and robbing
whatever it was that was available. In the Bandit group that attacked our house, was the bandit ‘Otiec Andrei’
and as it was told, wherever he attacked, a victim had to fall.

Nearly fifty years have passed since that tragic night, and to this day, I can see the terrifying picture before
my eyes, just as if it had taken place yesterday.

63



Jewish Settlers Around Belica

By Dov Kaufman
Page 104: The Train Station at Sjalec (Neman)

The Belica vicinity was one of the largest in the Lida district and encompassed close to seventy villages. In
each village, at one time, 1-2 Jewish families lives, who were engaged in a variety of occupations:
storekeepers, smiths, land managers and tenant farmers for fields and orchards. A large part of these Jews
were knowledgeable in Torah and did many mitzvot.

These, approximately, one hundred Jewish families in the villages, were counted as an integral part of the
130 families in the shtetl, and were intimately connected to the shtetl in commerce, in buying and selling,
and with all of the tradespeople, and especially with the ‘Heders’ for the education of the children. Before
the High Holy Days (Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur) all the village Jews would come to town with their
wives and children, with tens of wagons packed full with packages and food. The wagons were stood with
people they knew, or around the houses of study. which were overflowing with guests for the holidays.

This is the way things went on until 1905, which brought with it, not only the revolutionary movement, but
also a movement of pogroms. Indeed, this last movement, tied to blood-libel incitements, brought matters
to the point that part of the Jews abandoned the villages. In the year 1912, when a well-known decree was
issued by Czar Nicholas [II] about a special ‘Pale of Settlement’ for Jews, these settlers had to quickly
liquidate their assets in the villages, and moved to the city. Only a very small number of Jews, who had
[certain] privileges, remained in the villages.

During the war years 1914-1918, almost all Oof the Jews abandoned the villages because of a fear of battle
operations, as well as assault by bandits. Only the Jews of Hancavicy and Vaskovicy remained as residing
Jews until their final liquidation by the Nazi murderers in 1941.

*

The village of Sjalec, (10 km from Belica) was always a sort of suburb to Belica. There was not a financial
initiative taken in town, in which the residents of Sjalec did not take part. Most of all, it is important to stress
the great goodness and open hands of the Szliapocznik-Garberowicz family.

Even the Keren Kayemet boxes were to be found in Sjalec, and every couple of months a couple of young
people would go there to empty the Keren Kayemet ‘pushkas.’

Because of the train station and the Neman River, there was much lumber concentrated in Sjalec to be sent
by either train or the river. For this reason, many outside people could be found there, who brought in
business and a great deal of activity.

The village always had its own minyan for prayer, even on the High Holy Days. At one time, there was a mill
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and a factory in the village. In the years 1926-1929, Halutzim preparing for aliyah were brought there for
training, prior to emigration to the Land of Israel.

In the years 1934-1936, a lumber factory was built and expanded, where hundreds of workers were engaged
and employed, among them also local and Belica Jews.

The Jewish Settlers Around Belica

Compiled By: Z. Itzkowitz, Y. Baranchik, Y. Zlocowsky, Z. Yosselewicz,
E.M. Savitzky, D. Kaufman & Y. Kremen)

Page 107: The Shelyuvsky Family (From Naharodavicy)

Page 108: (Top) Yehuda Szeszko (‘Der Stoker’"’) and Wife
(Bottom, Left): The Szeszko Sisters
(Bottom, Right) David-Leib Szeszko

Orig Village Last Name First Name Occupation
Order
1 Ustye Novogrudsky Abraham Miller
2 Antonowca Wein Aryeh Prominent Factor
3 Oszyc Gryn Abraham Smith
4 Belica Ferry Molczadsky Munya
5 Belica Estate ~ Namiot Family
6 Baraky R' Meir-licheh
7 Bondanka Nisselevich David & Meir Millers
8 Boyaczky Wilkomirsky R' Mordechai
9 Borowic Families Two Jewish Farmers & Saloonkeepers
10  Boyary Lejzor & Son, Fyvel Der ‘Boyarer’
11 Belevisy Gapanowicz R’ Lejzor The Land Manager
12  Butily R' moshe-David The Land Manager
13 Bory liutowicz Hirschl The Land Manager
13 Bory Nisselevich David Pitch Merchant
14  Bondary R' Hirsch'l Storekeeper
15  Benevichi Family Combing Wool
16 Glushitse Lushnatsky R' Aharon & Family Pitch Works Deep in the
Forest
17  Gezgaly R' Fyv'eh Innkeeper
18  Drozdowa Fyv'eh-Yosh'keh's R' Abraham Innkeeper

Brother-in-Law

A Indicating he is from the village of Stoky.
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19
20
20
21
22
22
23
23
24
25
26
27
28
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

37
38
39
40
40
41
42
43
a4
45
46
46
47
47
47
47
47
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56

Dzitrik
Hancary
Hancary
Holdava
Hancewicz
Hancewicz
Waskewicz
Waskewicz
Zachepichi
Zaymishche
Zareczan
Zbljany
Zbljany Estate
Zbljany Estate
Czertok
Tabola-Osowa
Yamonti
Jeremic
Letucy
Lozany
Jukovsina
Lubienica

Lesniki
Mostreukha
Mostowlian
Mocevicy
Mocevicy
Mostishche
Mesilowka
Netech'
Nowy Sad
Ogorodniki
Naharodavicy
Naharodavicy
Sjalec
Sjalec
Sjalec
Sjalec
Sjalec
Sjalec
Soroki
Solomianka
Stoky
Piasky
Panimaniec
Pieskowski
Paracany
Pocuki
Pistuca

Novofrutsky

lliutovich

Kaplinsky
Shmuckler
Kaplinsky

Family
Novogrudsky

Krasnoselsky
lliutovich
Zlocowsky

{A great Scholar)
Several Jewish Families

Levin
Chazan
Zlocowsky
Molczadsky

Dworetsky
Rafalovich

Kaplinsky
Shelyuvsky
Urinowicz
Garberowicz
Gryn

Yellin

Yellin
Mayewsky
Szliapocznyk

Szkliarsky
Szeszko

Odzhikhowsky
Odzhikhowsky

Belicki (A Great Scholar)
Sokolsky

Basheh

Saul

Yankl

R' Isaac & Son

R' Eliyahu & Son, Leib'l
R' Yankl

Nehemiah & Family
Family, et al.

Israel

Joel & Fyv'eh
Jonah's Aharon
ltcheh
Abraham
Yosheh
Raphael
Averm'l

Leib'eh

Yankl

R' ltcheh-Leib

R' licheh & Son,
Yehoshua

R' Avrem’|

R' Yaakov

R' Chaim

Yankl

Fyv'eh

Moshe

Velvel & Ber'l
Shakhna

Sholom & Son, Nehemiah

R’ Velvel & Family
Family

Family

Hirsch & Family
Yaakov & Family
Shlomo & Family
Lejzor-Mattess & Family
Abraham & Family
Family

R' Abraham

R' Yehuda

R' Herz'l

R' Baruch & Son Yankl
R' Aharon

R' Isser

Abraham'l

Abraham'l
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Farmer
Miller
Innkeeper

The Ferryman

The Smith
Farmers
Innkeepers
Innkeeper

Factor

The Land Manager
Miller

Der Taboler

Der Jamenter

The Factor

The Dyer
Innkeeper
Factoring on the Estate
Miller

Cupboard Builder
A Scholar

Der Moszewicer
Innkeeper
Millers

A Factor
Innkeeper

Miller
The Land Manager

Estate Factor
Innkeeper
Miller & Factor
Innkeeper
Pitch Works
Innkeeper
Innkeeper

The Factor



57
58
59
60
61
62

62
62

63

65
66
66

Fal'kovichi
Caplic
Klyukovichi
Korshaki
Kalpinsk
Maloe-
Konyushany
Maloe-
Konyushany
Maloe-
Konyushany

Schneider
Odzhikhowsky
Bussel

Der Zachepicher

Sokolowsky
Sokolowsky

Der Drozdower

Bol'shiye-Konyushany

Kryvicy
Korolinka
Ruda
Ruda

Baranchik

Graznik

Family
Shimon

Zelig & Family
Israel

Nathan

R' Chaim

R' Moshe-David
R' Yankl

R' Yeshayahu
Yehoshua
Hesh'

Meir

Family
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A Dyer

A Smith

A Smith
Innkeeper
Combing Wool

Estate Factor
Estate Factor

The Factor
The Factor
The Musician
Der Ruder






Part Two

B PO

iy misiarmis







My Father, The Rabbi Gaon R’ Joseph Rudnick 5”33

By Abraham Abir (Rudnick)
Page 112: The Rabbi Gaon R’ Joseph Rudnick and His Wife
Page 113: The Family of Rabbi Gaon Rabbi Joseph Rudnick

Page 116: Facsimile of the obituary for Rabbi Joseph Rudnick that appeared in the Vilna Orthodox
Jewish paper ‘Dos Vort,” May 26, 1933. (1 Sivan 5693, Rosh Hodesh).

Page 126: Two pictures taken on the ‘Market’ in Belica (1930) during the visit of the daughter of the
Rabbi R’ Joseph Rudnick, Mrs. Sarah Ram, who came as a citizen of the Land of Israel to
visit the shtetl.

The life and history of my father are precious and close to my heart more than my own soul, and this
endeavor has enabled me to make their essence visible in writing, according to how these things were etched
into my memory, and from what I heard tell by others.

While still in early childhood, my father stood out for his talent and intelligence, his good nature and his
lively and faithful heart, and everyone forecast great and wonderful things for him. When he grew up, he was
educated at the Yeshiva of Volozhin (he learned at the same table with the young Chaim Nachman Bialik),
and afterwards continued to be educated at the ‘Kollel’ in Kovno, and was given ordination, with the license
to direct, by the Gaonim —R’ Shlomo HaKohen 7”3} of Vilna, Our Teacher, the Rabbi Zvi-Hirsch Rabinowitz
9731, the Bet-Din Senior of Kovno, and the Gaon, R’ Moshe Donichevsky, the Bet-Din Senior of Slobodka.

The father-in-law of my father 7”Xt (my grandfather) was the Rabbi Gaon Abraham Avli, the Bez-Din Senior
of Dvorchany, author of the commentary on the Mishna, ‘Ahavat Eytan’ that was incorporated into the
printed edition of the Mishna by ‘Ram Publications’ (my grandfather is mentioned in the book, ‘Ohalei-
Shem’ dealing with the great Rabbis of Russia).

My father’s first steps into the rabbinate were in Horodok that is near Bialystok — a factory town for the
production of woven wool goods — in the home of the local resident rabbi, R’ Nissan Brody 7”33, a famous

rabbi and a principal activist on behalf of Hovevei Tzion. He was greatly influenced by him in the way he
conducted rabbinical affairs.

My father-in-law, Rabbi Shmuel Avinoam (Zuckerman), who lived in Horodok at the time, tells about
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him from his memories: “In those days, the Rabbi Gaon R’ Nissan Brody took sick with a very severe and
long-lasting illness, before he was sent out of the country for treatment by the doctors — and he invited the
young bachelor rabbi R’ Joseph Rudnick, a man who stood out for his generous qualities and good deeds,
to conduct the rabbinical affairs in his absence. In a very short time, R’ Joseph managed to endear himself
to all the members of the city, to earn their loyalty, whether they were rigorously observant or freethinking,
rich, or poor. We, the youth among the Zionists, organized a Talmud study group on the building of the
Zionist Committee, and R’ Joseph volunteered to lecture us. His lessons were interesting, to the point that
in a short time, the number of listeners grew large enough so that even the large hall was not adequate to hold
the entirety of those wanting to participate, and many would stand and listen through the open windows. This
is because his explanations were easy to grasp, full of substance, and easy to understand, and in those places
where they were appropriate, they were clothed in parables and examples drawn from the day-to-day lives
in our own times.”

“These lessons made a unique impression of its kind on myself and my comrades, who from that time on,
began to get seriously interested in the study of the Gemara, and left an indelible impression on their soul
and character. I will never forget the looks of the many of those who listened to his explanations, and their
joy at they found in the enlightenment in the Talmud, which they had for years already forgotten, and if they
remembered anything, it was somewhat dray and tasteless, and were now shown some taste and meaning in
these words, and could be likened to someone stumbling on a treasure chest, and were quick to remark so
on their feelings in this regard.”

“When R’ Nissan 7”3t passed away, many in the town demanded that R’ Joseph be selected as the Rabbi,
but R’ Joseph himself was nominated by those who proposed to find a match for the older daughter of R’
Nissan 77¥3, who would be a bachelor, ordained rabbi, and would be worthy of the exalted position of rabbi
in our shtetl, and with this, the question of the recently orphaned family was also resolved, and so it was
done.”

The connection between the family of R’ Nissan and my father’s family continued afterwards, after my father
left Horodok. Friendly relationships continued for many years between them — between the family of R’
Nissan, and my father’s family, including my father’s brother — R’ Shlomo Mayerson (who for many years
was the administrative leader in Hadera) who brought R’ Nissan's daughter and her children to the Holy
Land yet in the days of The Mandate, and took an interest in their fate until such time as they grew up and
settled in the Land of Israel.

At the end of his tenure in Horodok, my father received an appointment to the rabbinate in the shtet! of
Belica, and it was here that his talent and understanding of how to direct community affairs was revealed.
Under the difficult conditions of the ‘Pale of Settlement’ when matters of making a living were as difficult
as the parting of the Red Sea, and life was not secure because of the danger of attack by a predatory and
exploiting Christian populace, and the malevolent authorities sought to interdict the initiative of Jews, and
oppress them — the position of the rabbi was very difficult indeed. Apart from matters of religion, he would
worry about all the other community issues, issues of the shtetl, everyone down on their luck, and all of the
institutions that provided support and charity, Bikur Kholim, Linat HaTzedek, Hakhnasat Orkhim, Gemilut
Hesed, Hevra Kadisha, Talmud Torah — as similarly caring for those who studied Torah, Shas study groups,
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Eyn Yaakov, Mishna, and the like. It was he who had to make the effort, and was the facilitator, because the
balebatim were busy with the concerns of making a living for their families, and only the very few could
dedicate time for public service.

And seeing that the rabbi did not have the powers of police or other physical means, it was only through the
influence of his character and authority, and in his powers of reasoning and persuasion, that he was able to
sway the capable in the town and direct them to the extent possible in addressing community-wide concerns.
Among the prominent activists in Belica were: The pharmacist, R’ Abraham Kremen, The mill operator R’
Shmuel-Joseph Itzkowitz, and many others.

The Rabbi’s home was the center of community life, containing a room set aside, called ‘the Bet-Din Shtibl,”
in which, apart from formal legal hearings that were brought for the Rabbi’s disposition, all meetings of
community groups, committees and commissions took place.

R’ Abraham Kremen would relate:

“ When the activists sat down to meet, the Rabbi would sit as their head, and would patiently hear out the
ideas and opinions of each and every participant, and everyone awaited the opinion of the Rabbi and his
decision. The Rabbi weighed a great deal in his mind, taking into consideration the merits of the issue and
the welfare of the community, and afterwards would convey his thoughts, which were accepted by everyone,
and afterwards, as the leader, he would implement the decision, even if he were thwarted along the way by
difficulties.”

His understanding of life was of great assistance to him, in his many endeavors, that had a variety of nuances
to them, and we would run out of space to try and detail them. Despite this, e are compelled to put down a
number of stories about these undertakings, as I heard them told by the people of Belica, holocaust survivors,
who are found with us today in the Land of Israel, and also from the mouths of those who were not fortunate
enough to get here, and perished in the Holocaust.

Dov Grodzinsky3? (Hadera) tells:

“ In the year 1918 groups of bandits organized themselves, who would hide in the surrounding villages, to
rob passers by, and also to assault the smaller towns, among them Belica. Our Rabbi was active in organizing
defense, with an unusual amount of dedication — and like the Patriarch Jacob, in his time, he relied on three
means: buying off the predators, prayer, and battle. However, out of recognition that our inferior strength
in Belica could not stand up to the many strong and armed bandit groups, he decided to personally go out
alone and meet the bandits, to speak with them, and ask them to spare the lives of the townspeople. The
people who stood with him tried to discourage him from doing this dangerous thing, but he did not consent

2 There is an ambiguity in the writing that makes it difficult to tell if the names Grodinsky and
Grodzinsky are the same or truly distinct.
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to change his mind under any circumstances, and turned to the gate, but his neighbor Gitt’eh ran to the gate,
and stoutly stood in his way, not permitting him to pass, and in this way saved his life.”

And this was not the only time he took his life into his own hands, in order to save the lives of those in his
town, both individuals and groups. With is force of personality and character, he obtained the release of Jews
who were captives of soldiers who stood ready to execute them.

R’ Joseph Baranchik tells:

“ At a time, when there was no flour for the baking of matzoh, our Rabbi kz traveled with other activists
to the city of Grodno (a distance of about 100 km) along faulty roads during the melting of the snow, in a
wagon hitched with horses, and returned from there with wagons loaded with flour for matzoh. And how
great was the joy of the community, at the prospect of being able to celebrate the Passover according to its
proper ritual custom.”

When, occasionally, a sever dispute would erupt (that could not be brought under control even with the
power of the police), it was sufficient for the Rabbi of knock once on the table and to announce, “Silence”
and immediately silence and calm would ensue, because they loved and respected him.

And in addition, R’ Joseph Baranchik tells of his sermons, especially on the eve of Yom Kippur after Kol
Nidre, at a time when the entire congregation stood oppressed and pursued and the Rabbi that lived with them
, and endured with them during the year, and knows the troubles of each and every individual, encourages
them by example and exhortation, and with words of the redemption that is destined to come. As a great
believer, he would bolster their hearts with [visions of] the good future, and nourish the souls of his listeners
with words of Torah, fables, told in good taste and with a full heart, full of affection for his listeners, and
these things would be received in the hearts of his listeners and become etched into their memories.

And so it was with every important event, in general, or specific, the Rabbi knew how to aim and direct his
words to the point — because it was the custom in the shtetl to invite the Rabbi to all events, such as a
wedding, a Brit Milah, and also by contrast, God Forbid, to an event of loss, and the habit of the residents
was to recollect, at every opportunity, the sayings of the Rabbi in every form of conversation or discussion,
and this also served as a form of justification of the words of someone trying to justify a position.

In his lessons — whether it was from the books Chayei Adam and Eyn Yaakov for the simple folk, or the
Mishna or Shas, or a page of the Gemara for the scholars in the shfet! (who, thank God, were not missing in
Belica), there were always many people around the tables.

Among the scholars, I will recall here Rabbi R’ Chaim-Leib Buczkowsky (a leather merchant and
manufacturer), a very substantial and sharp scholar in Torah, ordained as a Rabbi [himself] who was a loyal
friend to my father, very dedicated to him, and accompanied him in all that he undertook (when my father
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left Belica to accept the rabbinical seat in Dieveniskes®, there was a debate over whether R’ Chaim-Leib
would take his place in Belica). Among those worthy of recollection here is also R’ Shmuel-Joseph Itzkowitz
(that I have already mentioned above), the father of Zerakh and Rachel Itzkowitz (Hadera), who studied
Torah and Mussar in the great Yeshivas of Navahardok® with R’ Joseph Zund] %%t and was one of his
choice students.

R’ Shmuel-Joseph Itzkowitz, as a young man, was a great scholar, and for those times, also possessed very
modern outlooks, and was a community activist that was dedicated and loyal, knowing how to deal with
issues by applying common sense, of good temper, and he knew how to achieve compromise in a peaceful
way, and because of this, he was always a help to my father. And the friendship between them was a great
one, and passed to their children in great measure, to the point that they felt closer to one another than
relatives do. The flour mill of R’ Sh. Y. Itzkowitz was run in partnership with R’ Yehoshua Jasinowsky (the
father of Menachem Jasinowsky, one of the workers at the electric company), and he, too, was a loyal friend
to my father.

Irecall, when we were already in Dieveniskes, we received an honored guest in our home, a teller of parables
(- our house was always wide open to every guest and needy person; my mother, the Rebbetzin, who was
a great righteous person in her own right, would receive every guest that my father brought from the
synagogue with great courtesy, and if there were not enough beds, they would take the doors off their hinges,
and use them for the children of the house, and turn over their beds for the use of the guests). But this guest
came to Dieveniskes when my father was already fatally ill, and he did not have the strength to deal with hi,
and consequently, he complained to me, and said: I cannot receive the guest in accordance with our standing
customs of yore —but if R’ Shmuel-Joseph of Belica were with me now, he would surely take the guest from
me, without me having to tell him, because this is what he would do in order to spare me this burden in my
currently stressed condition.

In general, most of the men in Belica were Torah scholars, and possessed of beautiful spirit, and they well
knew how to value the character of my father k”mz. When my father passed away, the people of Belica came
from great distances, and in their many numbers, to his funeral in Dieveniskes, and they remembered to tell
that the Shokhet, R’ Lejzor (who was a scholar and a righteous man) would always say, that Rabbi R’ Joseph
Rudnick would approach any ritual question with great expertise, and knew how to analyze the underlying
question posed before him with great skill and attention, ruling, in the end, according to the Halakha.

The education of Jewish children in Torah and proper conduct was the central goal of his life, and he
dedicated a great deal of his energy and resources in order to send those with the capacity, to study in the
Yeshivas, and for those who were not so capable, he concerned himself with seeing that they learned a trade.
R’ Sheft’] the Tailor from Belica told, during the funeral, that when his son, Yerakhmiel traveled to study

B In modern day Lithuania. Not to be confused with Dainiskes, also in Lithuania.

o An alternate spelling for Novogrudok
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in a Yeshiva, the Rabbi went to see him off, and when he extended his hand to say goodbye, the young man
felt something hard roll into his hand, and the Rabbi who sensed his puzzlement said to him: ‘Don’t worry
my precious one, take this money, which will be of assistance to you in the strange land you go to.’

My aunt, the Rebbetzin Rut’l (in the United States) told me, that in giving charity out of his pocket, he would
give it without counting, and when he was asked: ‘Rabbi, why do you do this,” he would answer “What do
I have to count, only the pauper counts!’

My father was opposed to the method of casuistry that was the practice in the Yeshivas of Lithuania, where
even in the lower Yeshivas, they inculcated the young students with Tosafot and involved arguments, without
paying attention to the straightforward literal meaning of the Gemara. In his view, it was necessary to first
study the Gemara without the Tosafot, and only afterwards with selected Tosafot that relate to the literal
meaning, and only when the student has already filled his belly with many different lines of reasoning from
the Shas, is it possible to permit the study of the Gemara with all the Tosafot.

He would say that the answer to the questions of the Tosafot on the first page could be found by the student
himself, once he reached the tenth page. As to myself and the friends of my age in Dieveniskes, he did not
send to learn at the lower Yeshivas, but rather brought us to the higher Yeshiva in Radun, and there, with the
counsel of the overseer, R’ Eliezer Kaplan, took as a teacher for each of us, one of the senior students of the
Yeshiva, and they taught us each separately, only the Gemara without Tosafot. And indeed, his method of
instruction proved to be right with us, because we were able to advance so that after a year of this type of
study, I was accepted to the sixth form of study at the well-known Yeshiva in Baranovici, with the Gaon, R’
Elchanan Wasserman, whose style of study was also via the literal text, without the twists and turns of
casuistry.

My father 9”33, supported me generously for all the time that I was in the Yeshiva, and I was not compelled
to have to take my meals at the tables of the balebatim, eating each day at a different home of the balebatim,
as was the custom then, and similarly, I was not compelled to draw on the Yeshiva treasury, and I did not
benefit from the so-called ‘stipend’ (as this form of support for Yeshiva students was called) even at the time
when I studied in the higher Yeshiva.

*

My father was a faithful shepherd to his flock, and thanks to the spiritual leaders and guides like these, our
people were able to survive for so many generations in its long and difficult state of exile. And it goes
without saying that he was a good husband to his wife, and a dedicated father to his children.

My mother told me, that he was in the habit of taking out the garbage at night, and bring in pails of water,
and even to split the wood for cooking and heating, in order to spare my mother the labor, because we had
no household help in our home. Despite this, the entire burden of maintaining the house, and even being
concerned about income, all fell on my mother 1"Y, and she knew how to run a Rabbi’s home with dignity
and grace. Because, apart from her righteousness, and boundless love of Torah, she was a “Woman of Valor’
and beautiful, knowing how to overcome all manner of difficulties and was a great helpmeet to my father,
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even in rabbinical matters, to the point that it was said of her that she is the Rebbetzin, not only because her
husband was the Rabbi, but in her own right. From the considerable extent of the experiences that she saw,
and heard, she knew how to rule on many matters of Halakha, but she was very careful not to say, off the
top of her head, how my father might rule, but she would expertly convey details of the issues that were
brought into our house, to my father, at those times when my father was away from the house.

My father did not always have the free time to concern himself with his household and children, but for sure,
he dedicated special attention to orphans (perhaps because he, personally, was raised as an orphan).

When my sister Bruriah was in The United States (together with her husband, Abraham Aloni), Yaakov
Cohen told them that he was orphaned as a child, and that our father looked after him, caring for his
education and sustenance, and was quick to bestow guidance and extra affection on him, in order to full the
most important gap in his life, and he remembers this, and feels it with all the fiber of his being.

I remember, once on the evening of the Sukkot holiday, an orphan boy came into the synagogue, and was
wearing a torn hat. When my father saw this, he called the haberdasher, and asked him to immediately bring
a new hat for the child, on his account, and that is what the haberdasher did.

Also, my stepbrother Rabbi R’ Aharon, told when eulogizing my father, that for all his days, my father
restrained himself from showing any special affection for his sons and daughters that he sired, on the
suspicion that this would adversely affect his stepson, for whom at all times, and under all circumstances,
he found the time to teach him Torah and proper manners, even if there was not enough time to do this for
his own biological children. When my stepbrother came to our house, he was six years old, and tied himself
with his entire soul to my father, and he, also, was privileged to take over his rabbinical chair after he [sic:
my father] died, fulfilling his appointment with great success, because he followed in the footsteps of our
father, and in his experience, after having become renown in his youth among the Rabbis, and was marked
for greatness, were it not for The Scourge "1, that brought him down along with six precious souls of his
family (in Ponar, that was in Vilna). The efforts by myself and Rabbi Zwick (his brother-in-law) from
Petakh-Tikva, to bring him to the Holy Land were in vain, however, a young sapling did remain from him
that lived to be able to fulfill this legacy in peacetime, to make aliyah with his family, because he was a great
lover of Zion, and in his last days, R’ Kalman Farber related to me, today he is an officer of the Ramla
district — he was with him in Viloa, he was saved, and reached the Holy Land — and on his great focus in the
study of Torah, and his variegated understanding, I was told a great deal, in sorrow and pain, about his
comrade from the Yeshiva of Radun, R’ Moshe Levin, separated for long life, the Rabbi of Netanya.

It was not only orphans that my father looked after, but all the families in his community, because one of his
sacred duties was to write letters to America, so that they would help their relatives who remained behind
in Russia, and there was practically no instance that his requests went unanswered. He would couch his
letters in a terse, clear style, so as not to burden those who received and read them, and he would incorporate
a lot of emotion and warmth of heart in them. Thanks to the support of relatives, the Jews in the ‘Pale of
Settlement’ were able to sustain themselves, and they were able to give an education to their children, and
even keep up the community institutions. My father had a robust connection to the activists in America, who
sent very substantial sums to the shatesl.
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Our family, as well, was able to survive mainly because of the support we got from our relatives in America,
and not from the meager salary that the community gave to the Rabbi. My aunt, Chaya-Henya dedicated
herself to this goal, who undertook this endeavor, approaching other relatives to provide support to their
‘relative the Rabbi,” who was held in esteem and loved by all. My uncle, R’ Yaakov send emigration papers
to my father several times, and entreated him to come to America, but the concern over the education of the
children, and his spiritual inclination, dis not make him desire life in America, and he kept deferring the
matter. Because of this, my father yearned to make aliyah for his entire life, and was greatly overjoyed by
the privilege of his brother R’ Shlomo Mayerson 7", the Head of the Hadera Council, who was privileged
to see his daughters make aliyah while he was still alive, and settle themselves in Hadera ( after them, most
of the people from Belica that made aliyah went, and settled in Hadera, and it was in this way, that Hadera
became a center for Belica émigrés in Israel.).

My father would get upset with those of our townsfolk who had relatives in the United States, in those cases
where each of them saw the other as a competitor destined to capture the funds from their common relative.
There were instances where one of them would ‘snitch’ on the other, saying that they really were not needy
of support, because he has a substantial enough income to support his home. About the same time, an
incident occurred that a family relative from a nearby town asked my father to write t0 a common relative
in he United States about his straitened circumstances, and to encourage him to send support for him. My
father immediately fulfilled this request by his relative, and immediately wrote to the common relative, in
which he described the hard-pressed circumstances of straitened family, with words that came directly from
the heart, and entreated him to help. After a shott while, an answer was received, containing a thanks to my
father for his effort on behalf of the plight of affected party, with a check for [both] my father and the
relative. My father used this incident in order to chastise those of mean spirit and explain to them, that it is
exactly the opposite: ‘All who ask (pray to) a friend, they shall be answered first.’

*

May father expended tremendous effort an a great deal of energy, in his concern for the members of his
community in regard to the decrees of the government, whose purpose was to rob the means of sustenance
away from the Jews, which centered primarily around the Wednesday weekly market, at which time the
village residents would bring their agricultural produce for sale and, who in turn, would buy in the stores and
order their necessities in the various manufacturing outlets in the town. And here, the government demanded
the relocation of the market outside of the town, under the pretense of a hygienic need, namely to clean the
market of dirt and filth, but the real purpose was to curtail and cut off the income to the Jewish storekeepers,
because it was anticipated that Christians would open stores outside of the town. My father neither rested
nor did he keep still, working and encouraging the town activists to work, even appearing before the
authorities to argue his case, that there is a desire to rob the Jews of their means of livelihood. In the end, the
authoritics agrees to leave the market in its place, and only the livestock market was moved outside of the
town, to a location very near to the town.

The authorities also sought to undermine the bakeries, in their demand that bread only be baked in electric
bakeries, this at a time when there was no electricity in the town. My father traveled to the Provincial Head
and asked for this decree to be annulled, and the Head conveyed his surprise that an intelligent man such as
him would oppose a regulation that was for the good of the populace and to help protect their health. To this
my father replied: T am located here for tens of years, and I have never once heard of any instance that
someone in the town, or its surroundings ever died of eating bread, and because of this remote possibility,
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you want to bring a certain death to tens of people. In the end, the Head was persuaded to set this decree
aside, until such time that there would be electricity in the town, and there would be a possibility of installing
electric ovens in the bakeries.

And it is of interest to look at a story of a Jewish baker, at the time the communists invaded Poland. At the
end of The First World War, the Jewish baker was accused by the communist army, that he had baked bread
for sale without permission to bake, and because of this, he stood to receive a death sentence. Despite the
fact that my father knew that the communists did not pay attention to Rabbis, for the sake of saving a life,
he decided to go and try to persuade them otherwise. They dug in, and questioned him as to how long he
knew the accused, and my father replied that he always knew him, as an honest and respected individual, and
that this was the first time he had every been accused of a transgression, whose full implications he probably
did not even understand, and accordingly, deserves to be forgiven this time.

When the trial was ready, the prosecutor said to my father, that everything that they do, is open to the public,
and therefore they would all go outside, where he would give his reply and decision. Outside stood a unit of
soldiers. My father with the prosecuting officer stood opposite them, who announced the recording in the
formal record of the hearing, and when he finished, he turned to my father and said: ‘From what you have
said, it appears that you are a friend of the accused, and there is one sentence for the transgressor and his
friends.” My father wanted to reply, but one soldier from the rank, a Jew, put his hand to his mouth, hinting
to him that he should keep still, and in this, he saved his life. When my father would tell about this incident
afterwards, in which he explained what he had known in advance, that in the eyes of the communists the
Rabbi was seen as a guilty party, he would add and say, that peace is pleasant even to those who are not
observant, and it appears that ‘I am a Rabbi also to the communists, because they need a Rabbi more than
all of the townsfolk...”

In this connection, they would tell about an incident that took place in the days of the Czar, when they also
hated Jews, but they would listen to the religious representatives of the community. In that time, the Patriarch
came to visit Belica, and the entire population turned out to receive him, among them the Jews, with the
Rabbi at their head, meeting him according to custom — with bread and salt, and he blessed him in Hebrew,
with the priestly blessing, and the Patriarch replied to him in fluent Hebrew. This mad a very strong
impression on the Christian populace, and the esteem of the Jews rose in their eyes.

My father was also welcome among the gentiles, and their intelligentsia were friends of his, including the
Russian ‘Pope’ who was considered his friend. When the Poles captured the area, they confiscated the
Russian Orthodox Church, and installed a Roman Catholic clergy, and the ‘Pope’ was driven out, despite the
fact that the populace was largely of the Russian Orthodox faith. At that time, the ‘Pope’ came to my father
to pour out his heart, and to lament the injustice done to the members of his community, and he cried before
him bitterly. My father comforted him, as is the custom, and when he left, my father said: ‘I am astonished
at how he learned to complain so well about his bitter fate, and to weep, literally, like a Jewish Rabbi....”

&

Despite the fact that Belica was small, there were many troubles in it, and a great deal of involvement, and
these issues robbed him of all his time, to the point that the only time he had left for Torah study was in the
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night hours. If, in the dead of night, you were to walk through the streets of town, you would see a light
shining in one of the houses, and a sad sing-song melody would be heard, and this was the sitting Rabbi who
sat and engaged in Torah study.

Frequently, one could encounter the Rabbi on the ways of the town, going to visit the sick, or to a house
where there were orphans. There are no words adequate to describe his love for the members of his
community, and their love for him, and the degree to which they held him in esteem. Despite all of his
immersion in community matters, he found time to fulfill his mission and participation in additional needs.

The Chafetz Chaim %%} issued a by-law, that every sitting Rabbi should visit three communities for purposes
of delivering sermons, and that each and every Jew should donate no less than two dollars a year for the
benefit of the Yeshivas. Among those communities that my father visited were the community of Goniadz
beside Bialystok, where there was no Rabbi, and when my father finished his last sermon, he was given an
offer of the Rabbinical seat and was asked to come to Goniadz. After this, a delegation of the respected
people of Gunic came to Belica, in order to convince my father to take the offer of the Rabbinical chair.
However, when the townspeople sensed this, they became very angry with them. On one of the Sabbaths, an
important emissary arrived from Goniadz, and as it happened, my father was not in town, and on this
occasion, the members of the community reneged on offering the visitor an aliyah to the Torah, and as it
happened this was a prominent man, and this was the emissary coming to ‘steal’ their Rabbi — and
consequently refused to extend him an honor. The guest, who was a learned man, reacted to this in saying:
“The aliyah to the Torah is not as important as aliyah into the Torah — to study it, and to know it,’ and as a
result I forgive you for the slight that you intended for me.

And it was not only for the Yeshivas that my father worked, but he also volunteered for an entire month (in
the month of Tishri) to spend time with the Gaon R’ Elchanan Wasserman, in the country of Latvia, and did
work their for the Yeshiva Ohel Torah in the city of Baranovici (that is where he sent me afterwards, as I
have said, to study Torah, because he held the Rabbi’s teaching methods in high regard).

*

When questions regarding Kashrut arose, it was the custom to come to the house of the Rabbi. And here, on
one Priday, as I passed through the market with my father, a woman approached us with a chicken in her
hand, and took advantage of the fact that she was able to intercept my father on his way, indicating she had
a ‘question.” “You did well, mt father replied, “Why should you exert yourself to go on Friday all the way
to my house,” and in the midst of talking, entered a nearby house, he was handed a knife, and he opened up
the chicken. He examined it, and gave the ruling that he gave.

*

From my childhood on, Iloved helping my father build the sukkah that he built himself (he would walk with
me to gather the skhakh). The sukkah was large, because during the holiday, the house of the Rabbi was
visited to perform the mitzvah of visiting a sukkah, and the entire community would come into the sukkah,
to taste a bit of food, and to celebrate after the recitation of Shir HaMa’alot in the synagogue.

*

On every Friday, my father would personally go around to inspect the eruvs, in order to assure that no one
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would, God forbid, violate the Sabbath, in the movement of anything from one property to another on the
Sabbath. There was a season, when the eruv was torn every Friday, and my father would make the effort to
repair it, and they even attempted to turn to the constabulary, because they suspected that the gentiles were
doing this to upset the Jews, but in the end it became clear that the police themselves were doing it for their
amusement, in order to anger the Jews.

Israel Zlocowsky (Netanya) would tell:

‘In the year 1919, the Poles came into the town, and at their head was a detachment of cavalry, and they
demanded of the Jews that they bring a huge amount of oats, and if it turned out to be insufficient — they will
be punished severely. The Rabbi, accompanied by one of the prominent gentiles, went to request a removal
of the order, but did manage to reduce the demand considerably. The Rabbi personally went through town,
and gathered the grain, and the better people among the gentiles helped my father in obtaining the grain.’

This was after The First World War, and I remember that my father sat in his courtroom and studied the
Gemara, and because of the heat, had taken off his jacket, and remained sitting only in his Zallit-kattan.
Suddenly the head officer of the police (the son of the Russian Orthodox priest) entered, and when he saw
the officer, he rose to put on his jacket, but the officer, who apparently was impressed by his dignity said:
‘Why do you have to put on your jacket, it is much nicer this way!’

*

As to every little thing, sometimes a dispute over a single small golden coin (worth 15 agorot), Jews would
customarily come to the courtroom to undergo a judgment, as our sages taught: we infer that the children of
Isracl were litigious, etc. (Rashi, Deuteronomy 1:12). It was customary, that after the arguments of the sides
was presented, each side would pay the Rabbi a judge’s fee, but in most cases, my father would not take such
a fee. In those instances that he would request a judge’s fee in advance, he would pay the one who demands
money, the sum that was demanded, and in this way eliminated a biased judgment. In cases where the
complainants were poor, he would pay the demand out of his pocket and say: ‘see, I have been privileged
with a boon, for a minuscule amount of time, I have earned so much time, and from you, judging and dispute,
rage and anger.’

If it happened that someone recollected a financial promise that he himself did not remember, or if there was
a misunderstanding at the time of a negotiation, or a slip of the tongue, my father would immediately take
out his wallet and pay, without getting into any discussion, even if the details were not recollected, or even
if the demand was very faulty, because if he were to initiate questioning or clarification, and explanation,
it would be an insult to the dignity of the person making the demand.

My Sister Tema (in Hadera) Tells:

‘During The First World War, when I was a little girl, our father took me in hand, and gave me a pitcher of
milk, and went with me to a poor family encumbered with many children, and told me to take the milk in
there. On walking home, he said: ‘How can we drink milk and they have none?
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Ido not remember the details concerning my father’s change of position, or the negotiations, and my father’s
agreement to accept the appointment as the Rabbi of Dieveniskes, however I do remember the time when we
made the move to a new location.

When the news spread through Belica, that my father was going to go to a different Rabbinical seat, the town
was like a boiling pot. People began to plot means to prevent him from leaving. They decided to double his
pay, and people came to beg him to stay on in his cutrent position, emphasizing that this was everyone’s will,
even from those who do not value the Rabbi’s role in leading the community.

When the wagons sent from Dieveniskes arrived to take our belongings and furniture, all the residents of
Belica assembled with the single mind of preventing this, even if by force, but my father explained to them
that the parting from Belica and its people was just as hard for him, but in view of the fact that he had
accepted the contract of being Rabbi from the people of Dieveniskes, and seeing as they also had invested
energies into the arrangement of a residence for a Rabbi, he could not take back his acceptance.

Under guard, so that nothing would interfere with the work of the wagon drivers, they began to load and tie
everything, and when they finished this loading, they left for the road, and we all traveled by train. The
townsfolk all came to escort the Rabbi on his way, and the entire community went to the synagogue, and the
Rabbi took his leave with a heartwarming sermon, in which he cited the words of the prophet Samuel when
he crowned King Saul: ‘Whose ox have I taken, and whose ass, etc. (I Samuel 12:4) and added to this the
words of Rashi ‘I would ride on an ass to deal with the work of attending to their needs’ (and I did not take
from them). As always, and in this case as well, the words were appropriate to the occasion, because they
all knew that he served his community with total dedication and his salary was minuscule.

The entire community — men, women, and childten — escorted the Rabbi and our family from the synagogue
to the outskirts of town, and hear the march halted, and R’ Eliyahu Sokolowsky spoke and said: ‘For lo, the
Rabbi was like a gold braid that united us all, and bound us one link to the next link, and now that he is
leaving us, let all of us guard this unity, and let us walk in the way that he has taught us.” And in tears, all
took leave of one another, with wishes for success in the new location.

In the confusion, we had forgotten about R’ Itcheh the Shames, who was tied body and soul to the Rabbi and
his family, and now as we were moving away, we sensed his absence from the crown, and my father was
worried that something may have happened to him. When we arrived at the Neman train station, and were
getting ready to board the train, being very worried, suddenly R’ Itcheh appeared, crying and wailing like
an infant, unable to utter a word, not even ‘good-bye.” He attempted to enter the train with us, to travel with
us, but we persuaded him to return home with the wagon driver that had brought us.

We traveled for about three hours until we reached the station at Benjakoni, and it was here that the
dignitaries of the Dieveniskes community were waiting for us, and we all went into a house full of light that
had been arranged for our use in the station, in our honor, and wine and refreshments were put out, and we
sat with everyone around a set table in an atmosphere of friendship and with pleasant conversation. At this
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party, I remember the tailor, R’ Shmuel Kherson, the Gabbai of the synagogue, who also led prayer services,
and he entertained the guests with his sweet voice. Also, Zush’i-Yankl the owner of the pitch works, and
Aryeh-Leib Rogel, the owner of the pharmacy appeared, as did many others. My father got into a discussion
with R’ Aryeh-Leib regarding the house that was being built from scratch after the fire, and he was happy
to hear that it was already built up to the ceiling, and the remainder of the construction would be completed
shortly.

On the following morning, we continued on our way — and the distance from Benjakoni to Dieveniskes
(about 30 km) we covered in a wagon hitched with horses. The road passed through pine forests and gentile
villages, and only one small village with twenty Jewish families, named Kolilszuk was halfway along the
road. We were told that at one time they had their own Rabbi, but in recent times, the village appended itself
to Dieveniskes.

Here we encountered Jews who had come on foot from Dieveniskes in order to receive the Rabbi, and among
them, etched in my memory is R’ Pesach the Shames, a Jew who was possessed of humor and light of foot.
He told us that a few kilometers from Dicveniskes, the entire community was waiting for us, and they had
erected an honor gate for the arrivals, and my father was very moved, and said: ‘Jews who live in a sea of
rural gentiles, raise themselves from their daily routine, and give up a day of work, in order to take part in
offering their respect to an officer of the Torah by which they live their lives, and who from their own good
will have selected him as their spiritual leader, is this not independence and freedom in the midst of
bondage?V’

We arrived at the rendezvous point, and the entire town — from the very young to the very old, children and
women —everyone stood at attention. I remember that my sister Bruriah — at that time a student at the Hebrew
Gymnasium named Epstein, in Vilna — stood up in the wagon, and spoke in Hebrew.

From there, the entire retinue continued to the synagogue, which was all lit up by the light of the day, and
this added a special festive air. My father, wrapped in his Tallit, went up to the lectern beside the Holy Ark,
and gave his sermon in front of the townsfolk who filled the premises to its capacity. I do not remember the
details, but before my eyes, the spirits of those who stood there, are standing now, and the pleasure on the
faces of the listeners, and the nodding of their heads as a sign of agreement with his words.

When my father descended from the Bima, the entire congregation surrounded him to shake his hand. My
father led this community for nearly ten years up to his last day.
&

My father 7”3t was a great lover of Zion, and dedicated part of his time to Zionist activities, participating in
get-togethers for purposes of developing the Land, and he did a great deal for the Zionist ideal in his
community. I remember, in one of his exhortations, he said to the members of ‘HeHalutz HaDati’ in Belica:
‘And here the sons of Gad and Reuven said to Moses, we will be among the first to go among the children
of Israel... but Moses, our Teacher amended their words and said to them: — you will gird yourselves to go
before the Lord to battle; from this we learn that the pioneer is first to go before the camp in the name of the
Lord, that is how Moses taught us, and so it is for us to act accordingly in our day.’
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In Belica, all of the young people were Zionists, and committed to the concept of building the land, and many
of them participated in such training, and subsequently made aliyah to the Land of Israel.

Irecall aninstance, when I stood to pray the morning service privately in one of the corners of the synagogue
in Dieveniskes, and the voice of my father, choked from crying, reached my ears. I went over to see what had
happened, and I found him sitting and teaching his neighbors the Mishna in the tractate of Bikurim, which
described how her forefathers brought the first pickings of the fruit to the Holy Temple with great pomp, and
the Mishna concludes with when they arrived at the Temple Mount, ‘Even Agrippa the King carried a basket
on his shoulder and entered.” Out of a surfeit of emotion and longing, my father cried, along with his
students, who were balebatim, and to this day, that image stands before my eyes — mature men, sunk in the
concerns of their daily lives, crying from a surfeit of longing for the glory days in the Land of Israel.

May father always underscored his satisfaction that he was privileged to have some of his children in the
Land of Israel, and he would add: ‘People say that whatever a person does not achieve in his life, he achieves
through his children; I myself did not make aliyah to the Land of Israel, but I was privileged to see that my
children did.” And so, while he was still in good health and well-being, he planned to visit the Land of Israel,
going to his brother R’ Shiomo who was very much beloved by him, and he said: After I return from my visit,
let us all make aliyah and settle in the Land, all the members of our family. He received a visitor’s visa to
enter the Land of Israel, and everything was ready for him to make the trip, but in the meantime, he suddenly
felt not well, and decided to turn to Dr. Shabad in Vilna, to give him an examination. During this
examination, the doctor discovered that he had an incurable cancer.

My brother Aharon and sister Bruriah traveled with our father to Vienna (Austria), where there were great
experts in medical science, and they were followed by my uncle R’ Shlomo and my sister Sarah, and
everyone did whatever was possible to save his life. Despite taking him into an operating room, and putting
him under anesthesia, the doctors declined to operate after they conferred on the type of disease and the
condition of the patient. He did not know that they had not operated, and said afterward that he doesn’t feel
that it did him any good, and that he was getting better.

Towards Passover of 5693 [1933] my father returned to Dieveniskes from Vienna, and for the night of the
Seder, he even got out of bed, and with great difficulty, he consumed the requisite amount of matzo and said
that he could not taste it. Despite the great suffering that grew stronger with each passing day, he did notlose
his hope that he would regain his health. and he would repeat: How pleasant and beautiful the world is.

He kept on from day-to-day, and on 23 Sivan 5693 [June 17.1933] Friday™ in the afternoon, he returned his
soul to his creator. .f1.2.3.3.1

Friday of that weck was 22 Sivan, or June 16.

84



The Rebbelzin and Rabbi Amongst the Community

By Bruriah Aloni (Rudnick)

The home of the Rabbi blended beautifully into the life of the shtetl, and it accelerated the pace of the needy
working people. Because of this, he was respected and held in high esteem.

The income of the Rabbi was based on the sale of certain specific necessities. given the acronym ‘Gezela ™

for Gazeh (Kerosine), Zaltz (Salt), Licht (Candles), and Hayvn (Yeast). That is to say, the Rabbi had a
‘concession for the sale of these items, only in honor of the Sabbath.

Out of his own good will, my father passed over the right to sell some of these iterms mentioned above, and
we would sell only the candles and yeast (sales of the necessities were set by the Rabbi with the consent of
the community). There was not a house in the shfetl where Challah was not baked in honor of the Sabbath,
and therefore, every Thursday, all the citizens of the town would come to by yeast (and candles).

Our mother 91, the righteous Rebbetzin, a pretty woman, a scion of a family of prominent great Rabbis going
back in a chain for 36 generations, would engage in the sale of these previously mentioned necessities. As
previously mentioned, each Thursday, after a hard day’s work in the house, she would take out her
merchandise, and put it on a special table, in the room used for the Bet-Din, and engage in her sales. She did
not depend on family members who wanted to take her place in this labor, and not, God forbid, from a
suspicion of shorting the customers, but rather, because during the sale, she would engage in conversation
with everyone, asking about their business and undertakings, and everyone would pour our the troubles they
had on their hearts in front of her — and because of this, my mother did not want to pass up the process. Many
in the shtet! would wait until Thursday, for a face-to-face meeting with the Rebbetzin, so they could come
into her house and to hear words of encouragement and succor from her mouth. Because of this, she knew
all the people in the shtetl, and set her price in accordance with their socio-economic status, and only the very
few paid the full price that was set. From the poor, she received either a small, or only symbolic payment (in
order that they not be embarrassed), and for many, she would add flour, or other necessities in honor of the
Sabbath, for no charge, and she would do this discreetly, with grace and tact, so that the recipient would not
know about it, and not be exposed because of their need.

Our mother was noted for her fine memory, and if one of her needy customers would not appear on a
Thursday, to receive the necessities, on the following day, she would send one of the children to bring the
goods to the needy person, in order to avoid, God forbid, denying them for the Sabbath — and leaving them
without meat, fish, and all sorts of good things to eat.... and it was in this spirit, that my mother organized
a group of activists who would help her with the assembly of donations on behalf of the needy. If a
misfortune befell a family, such as a merchant losing his assets, or a horse of a wagon driver falling, my
mother would personally get on her own two feet and approach the well-to-do in the town, and collect the

=6 A play on the Hebrew word for robbery.
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required funds, in order to get the family back on an even keel. It was in this way that our mother was a
helpmeet to our father in all community affairs that he supported, aid, education, in which he was appointed
as a head, and would encourage others to engage, faithfully, in community service, as, for example, in Bikur
Kholim, Linat Tzedek, The Gemilut Hasadim Bank, and the Elementary Hebrew School.

This latter institution was, in my mind, was the crowning item in my father’s effort in the shfetl, for the sake
of study and education. He opened the doors of the school to all groups and movements in the shtetl, in order
that they conduct — after school hours — their activities there, and in this way, he drew them close to the issue
of the school itself. In the vision of his spirit, he saw that the school could cause the realization of his own
world view, to educate the young generation of his community in accordance with his own personal spiritual
values, and in accordance with his unshakeable core beliefs. He applied his entire energy and efforts to
getting the school opened, whose expenses were large: educational materials, and books for everyone who
needed them (and who in the shter] was not needy?) Teacher salaries, maintenance of the building, and like
items.

All the concerns of the school were on his head. and he demonstrated his capacity — he knew how to do the
work, and engage others in the work, writing to the emigrants of the shtetl in America, to get them
enthusiastic about his ideas, and his views, and he got their support.

All factions, even the communists, tried to get their officers elected to the school committee, in order that
they have an influence over the education of the children, and it was not only once that there were very sharp
differences of opinion. But my father always found the way to work out a compromise among the
antagonists, and to cause the decision to conform with his point of view.

It is necessary to point out that the school stood at a high pedagogic level and a high level in its studies, and
he always knew how to find the appropriate teachers. Nevertheless, each faction sought teachers that were
sympathetic to its own spirit, and it was necessary to find teachers that knew how to keep all satisfied, that
would be satisfactory to the observant as well as the more secular, and the Rabbi would carry the day out of
his emphasis on the traditional and pedagogical character of the candidate. He would preside over periodic
discussions with the teachers, and his eye was open and alert to all that went on in the school. His work on
behalf of the school earned him respect and affection among all the residents of Belica, from all walks of life
and persuasion, most of whom were exterminated, and are today no more.
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Episodes from the House of the Resident Rabbi

By Tema Bakhamotsky (Rudnick)
Page 130: Facsimile of a page from ‘Oholei Shem’ about ‘Belica’ and Rabbi Joseph Rudnick
Page 131: Tzila Rudnick

My father, The Rabbi Gaon R’ Joseph Rudnick, when he was 28 years old, was appointed as the Rabbi of
Belica. I was a little girl, but I was impressed by the reception that the shter! organized in honor of its Rabbi,
and this impression has not left my mind.

We arrived at the Neman railroad station towards evening (about 10 km from the shreti), and from there, we
were required to travel by wagon. All the people of the shtetl, from the young to the old, came out on foot
to welcome us, and each one carried a candle in their hand. My mother 93 , my sister Sarah, and I, traveled
in an ordinary wagon, and my father ?"$t was taken in a ‘carriage.’ It was an entourage that was a sight to
the eye: At its head was the carriage, and after it, the wagon, and after them, and around them — the entire
community walking on foot.

When we reached the shzetl, we were taken into one of the ‘beautiful, spacious’ houses by the standards of
that day (the rooms were lit with large kerosine lamps) and a large congregation pressed itself into the house
and outside of it. The windows were wide open, and everyone was craning to ‘catch a glimpse’ beside a
window (we stayed to live in this house for a set time).

%

All community life, and the details of town affairs centered on the Rabbi’s house, and whatever he said — was
the law, since he ruled accordingly, was the judge, advisor, arbitrator, teacher and educator.

Each Yom Kippur Eve, the notables of the shtez! would come to the Rabbi’s home for a discussion and to
taste the interpretation of law that had been previously prepared in a unique way for this day. Between
Mincha and Maariv on Simchat Torah the balebatim would be seated around the table in our home, to
partake in sweet words and to hear Torah matters. Song would burst out of our house, and would echo in all
comers of the town, after which, my father "¥t would be escorted in a parade, with dancing, to the
synagogue to rejoice with the Hakafot. This same picture would be repeated after the Maariv service — this
time, from the synagogue back to our house, each person with a lit candle in hand, a heatt full of joy and a
song on their lips.
*

There were no kitchens in the shtetl, and cattle were largely slanghtered at night, close to midnight, and if
a ‘defect’ would be revealed in the lungs, they would immediately come to the Rabbi with the ‘shyleh.”” We
children, had been asleep for some time already, and suddenly a tumult was heard in the house — here comes
the ritual slanghterer and the butchers, bringing the lung, putting it on the table, and waiting for the Rabbi’s
word. My father "3t would look at the lung, palpate it, look in the volume ‘Yoreh Deya’ and issue a ruling.

From the Hebrew word for a ‘question,’ indicating an issue requiring Rabbinical disposition.
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Irecall the incident of the ‘kerchief’ —a ‘kerchief’ had been stolen from one of the women, this being on a
summer night, when windows were kept wide open. What to do? In the ensuing Sabbath, they held up the
reading of the Torah in the synagogue, and announced an ‘excommunication,’ so that the thief, or anyone
who knows about the theft, should return or give information about the stolen item. And lo, in the following
week, on one evening, at a time when my father was busy with a Bet-Dir case, I spied something through
the window, and a scream escaped from my throat: Here is the ‘kerchief!’ — what happened? After the
announcement of the ‘excommunication,’ the person who had possession of the stolen item must have
become frightened, and what was he to do — to return it to the woman directly, well his name would then
become publicly revealed, and so, he chose rather to simply put the ‘kerchief’ beside the Rabbi’s house,
assured that it would be returned to the woman without the matter receiving any publicity.

*

During the First World War, when the German invader reached us, they grabbed a townsman with regard to
a matter that caused them to convene a military tribunal. The military command was at some distance from
us, in the city of Bialystok, and it was in the middle of winter, and who knew what the outcome of the
military court would be, he could end up being sentenced to death. My father decided he would put himself
in harm’s way personally, and along with one of the other prominent members of the town, (Itzkowitz or
Kamenetzky?) traveled to Bialystok, to enter a plea on behalf of the accused — to free him an save him — and
indeed, succeeded in his journey.

After the First World War, when the Poles seized power, the pillaging of the ‘Poznan cadres’ exceeded all
bounds, and they assaulted the Jews, tearing out their beards, and throwing them from the trains. On one of
those days, my father was traveling by train to Vilna to meet with teachers for the town school, and the
‘Poznan cadres’ fell upon him as well, in the Lida station. Hinde Beksht was traveling with him, who was
a Woman of Valor, and she debarked in the station, and reported this to the commandant, and he provided
my father with a military guard until he reached Vilna.

*

My father was an ardent Zionist as far back as his childhood. He participated in a variety of meetings of the
‘Mizrahi,” and afforded his children a Zionist Torah education. His desire to reach The Holy Land was not
consummated because of his illness and untimely death, but this desire was achieved by his children. To his
satisfaction, we made aliyah, and he would publicly express his satisfaction about this. Members of our
family were exterminated in the Diaspora Holocaust of our people, and we did not have the privilege of
realizing our father’s dream of having us gather our entire family in the Land of Israel.

May the souls of those who were killed in the Holocaust be guarded with us for eternity.

The Rabbi Gaon R’ Aharon Teitz 7"D133

By Rabbi Moshe Levin
Rabbi of Netanya

Page 133: The Rabbi Gaon R’ Aharon Teitz
Page 134: From Among the Townsfolk in the Twenties
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I studied together with the famous Rabbi Gaon R’ Aharon Teitz 't of Belica. However, in the Yeshiva, he
was called R’ Aharon ‘Dvenishker’ after the place where his parents lived, Dieveniskes, where his father
231 served as the resident Rabbi.

I studied together with him at the renown Radun Yeshiva, run by the Chafetz Chaim ?"pv8t who stood at its
head. At that time, the Yeshiva was at its peak splendor, both in numbers and quality: Approximately three
hundred students learned there, among them Gaonim, and great scholars, whose being was suffused with
Shas and Poskim, and the fear of God was their treasure, such that if they were privileged, so would be we,
to have them today grace the reputation of our people with their erudition, wisdom, and charitable actions.
The very few of them that survived the Holocaust, who were saved from the polluted talons of the Nazi beast
of prey and its accomplices 2", today occupy the premier positions in the rabbinical and Torah world, like
the Gaon, R’ Mordechai Savitzky 8"9%, the Rabbi of Boston in the United States, and others like him who
studied at this previously mentioned Yeshiva.

And in this period of zenith, the young R’ Aharon 9”3 carved out a special place for himself in this Yeshiva
— he challenged the ability to focus, and everyone looked upon him as someone who stood head and
shoulders above everyone, and saw in him one of the leaders in the future. It was because everything about
him spoke of grace and glory, both in external appearance and internally — he was pleasant in his disposition,
quiet and confident. I cannot recall a single instance when I saw him get angry, without an ability to control
himself, everything that he had to say was done so in a pleasant manner, carefully weighed, and with
understanding. He was a person of impressive appearance, nobility and fine temperament, all of this carved
into an athletic physique, and his physical stature reflected his inner spirituality. His expertise in Shas and
Poskim stood on a firm foundation, and didn’t just float around in the air, he was organized and paid attention
to detail, and he was on the mark with everything that he did.

And here, apart from his great, substantial and encompassing knowledge of Shas and its commentaries, in
all Talmudic subject matter, he developed a broad and orderly understanding as well. How greatly was I
impressed when on one occasion, I saw his graduation diploma in which it all spoke of honor, with unusually
high marks adorning it. Learning and wisdom amalgamated themselves in him, and became a single unit, his
character being a manifestation of the words of our Sages in Pirkei Avot: ‘If you have studied the Torah, do
not keep it to yourself as a favor, because it was for this purpose that you were created.” The wisdom, Torah,
and Enlightenment, that he carried with himself, were sunken deep in his soul. body and demeanor, as if they
were created together with him, and that this was the way he was born coming from his mother’s womb.
However, he had a fine pedigree, being the scion of Rabbis of considerable scholarly stature and piety,
however, the great spiritual legacy that he inherited came as a result of his own personal effort in scholarship,
because he was one who was diligent to apply himself, and did not know how to remain idle.

We studied together in a group, learning ‘Yoreh Deya, and we put so much of ourselves into this, that we
practically never thought to ask one another any personal questions. Apart from the R’ Aharon the scholar,
the expert, and the wise man, I do not know any other R’ Aharon — how he grew up to that point, and where
he obtained his wisdom and knowledge, and in what way, I do not know.

Of him, I will say the words of Bar Kipok about Rav Ashi (Tractate Moed Katan, 25B). Rav Ashi said to Bar
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Kipok, ‘And on this day, what do you say?’ He said, I believe, ‘If a flame falls among the cedars, what is the
vine along the wall to do?’ This statement requires some study to understand it: If it was Bar Kipok’s
intention to simply point out the difference between that which is high and that which is low, he would have
only had to mention the vine, without appending it to the wall. It would appear that Bar Kipok essentially
meant to find the difference not only between what is high and what is low, but also the difference between
what is high and what is higher, because sometime it is difficult to distinguish between the cedar and the vine
as to which is higher, because the vine might by happenstance grow along a high wall that reaches to the sky,
and it is possible that the vine will attain a length higher than the cedar. However, there is a fundamental
difference between them: the height of the cedar comes from itself alone, from its own independent
characteristics, but not so the vine, who of its own character, is low, and only by chance that a high wall is
nearby, is it able to raise itself. And it was in this way, that Bar Kipok wanted to circumscribe the impact of
Rav Ashi in contrast to the remainder of the great scholars, who succeeded in raising themselves only by
virtue of the wall, that is to say, by virtue of the place, and the key of life that happened to fall their way.

These words really do fit the Rabbi Gaon R’ Aharon Teitz 9"%1. He was likened to a cedar that grew from
within himself, his persona radiated from his own light, and also because of his immense learning focus, and
his effort in Torah and wisdom, under all conditions and circumstances. Because of this, his short life are
carved into me with an eternal stamp, and about him, we will be able to cite the words of R’ Joseph son of
R’ Yehoshua who heard from heaven ‘Fortunate is he who comes here, and his Talmud is in his hand.’ That
is to say, that whatever Talmud he has mastered, he did so at the cost of his own personal effort.

This was the type of person R’ Aharon was. And therefore, it is no wonder that in the rabbinical world, he
earned a respected place, when he personally took the rabbinical chair in Dieveniskes and its environs, and
was one of the principal spokespersons, because he possessed all of the virtues required for leadership. What
a pity it is regarding those swallowed up by the earth.

A Candle of the Soul to Dear Parents

By Zerakh Kremen
Page 136: Abraham & Malka Kremen

Page 137: Left: Shlomit Kamenetzky, during her visit to Belica (1938) as a citizen of the Holy Land;
The Pharmacist Abraham Wismonsky; Malka Kremen,

My father, R’ Abraham ben R’ Yaakov-Shmuel Kremen 71, was born in the year 1884.He was orphaned
from his father (a baker) at a young age, and then the entire burden of his education ans the support of the
family fell on his mother and oldest sister Dvora.

Already at ‘Heder’ age, my father, as a boy, demonstrated that he was a very intelligent child, and for this
reason, his Rabbis and teachers advised that he continue with his studies. By dint of his own effort, without
any special help, he continved his secular studies and thanks to his dedication and talent, he became a
pharmacist.
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The old, established pharmacist in Belica, at that time, was Mr. Wismonsky %", and he sold his pharmacy
to my father 9”1 in partnership with R’ Yehoshua Jasinowsky 9”1, who was wealthy, and afterwards left
Belica. In this way, my father remained the sole pharmacist in the town, and in those days, when there was
not a physician in the entire surrounding area, and only in the city of Lida, the town pharmacist was not only
a pharmacist, but also a physician, veterinarian, and even a faithful family advisor.

I can recall that my father k”z would tell how he rescued people and cattle from certain death, by means of
first-aid that he devised on the spot, following common sense...

During the time of The First World War, when most of the residents of the town left Belica and went off to
the east, my father 9"t remained in the town, and was transformed into the head of all concerns for everyone.
Especially, he stood out in the administration of help during the typhus and cholera epidemics, that
penetrated the entire area, and he worked day-and-night to save lives, without any form of compensation.

After the capture by the Germans in the year 1915, he was appointed by them as the ‘amtsforshteher’
meaning — an official responsible for the area, and on the strength of his position, he became the ombudsman,
on behalf of the Jews, with the occupying regime.

The gentile populace also respected and loved him. At every occasion, when the bandits would attack the
town, his family was never assaulted in a harmful way, despite the fact that his medicinal inventory was
pillaged in the pharmacy. Also, during the time of transition between regimes, in 1918-1920, the local
gentiles protected him and his family.

In the year 1916, my father married my mother, Mrs. Malka, who was also from the Kremen family — from
Zhaludok (they were distant relatives). My maternal grandfather, R’ David Kremen (Der Holdover) 7"33, was
known as a formidable scholar, and as a successful merchant in the entire area. Before she got married, my
mother completed a course in being a pharmacist’s assistant, in Odessa, and carried the title of ‘Pharmacist’s
Assistant,” and as a consequence, was of great help to my father in the pharmacy.

My older brother Yaakov was born in the year 1917.

After the end of The First World War, when the Polish government was established, my father dedicated
himself during this entire period to community work, in all aspects of life in the shtetl, especially in the
school committee and in the Bikur Kholim (he would provide medicines to those who required them either
free or at half-price). When the fire-fighters brigade was founded, he was its first president, and accordingly,
he was appointed by the authorities as the Public Guardian for all the people in the region (Opiekun-
Spoleczny) and was one of the members of the local council (‘Gmina’). When the order went out from the
government to organize the Jewish communities, the community of the Lida district organized itself, and our
town was added to that of the Lida community. The official representative of Belica in the district community
was R’ Shmuel-Toseph Itzkowitz 93, but a local committee was organized in the town, in which the following
were active: My father 2”3, Shlomo Jasinowsky 7”3, Chaim-Noah Kamenetzky %1, Ephraim Ruzhansky 7,
Israel Zlocowsky 9”1, Zalman Yosselewicz 1.
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Despite the fact that he was a pharmacist (an occupation thought to be ‘free-thinking’), my father was an
observant Jew who took care to observe the traditional customs in our house. He, personally, prayed three
times daily, and loved to lead services in front of the Ark (he had a sweet voice, and even led services on the
High Holy Days).

On Wednesday 9 Sivan 5693 (April 4, 1933) at the end of the local market day in town, he felt badly, and
got sharp pains in his chest. The doctor who was summoned tried to save him, but his strenuous efforts were
of no avail — and he passed away in a half hour. A heavy pall of mourning settled over his family and over
all the people in town. In escorting him to his final resting place, the Rabbi of the town, and a number of the
balebatim eulogized him, and he was laid to his eternal rest with great respect.

My mother continued to run the pharmacy (hiting a qualified pharmacist to help her), and similarly continued
to dedicate herself to me and my brother with all her soul, and concerned herself with the continuing of our
education.
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