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young men and women who were heading in the opposite
direction. Rather than fading away, they were moving toward
the rising sun. They had just become conscious of being Jews,
and their new awareness was leading them to search for mean-
ing, to grope for substance. They were asking themselves: What
is Jewishness? How did it come to be? How is it related to our
personal livese The answers were not easy to come by, particu-
larly in their world. So they were turning to Israel as the essence
and source. However they regarded the state politically, its very
existence became a factor in their lives.

Another Soviet Jewish intellectual, with more Jewish back-
ground, said to me: “You can’t imagine what Israel meant to
us in ‘those days.’ The trap door closed, the sky came down, we
were on the spot. Then came the gleam of faith and hope from
the East. Not for us, perhaps; not even for our children; but
for the Cause. We have been taught to live and die for a Cause.
Here was our own Cause, for which some have paid with their
lives and many of us been made to suffer. But the Cause would
survive, and carry us along into the future. There is a poem—by
Heine, I believe—about a fir tree wrapped in snow in the
winter cold of the north, dreaming of a palm basking in the
sun of the south . ..”

Chapter Four «

BIROBIDJAN —
THE DREAM THAT FAILED

‘“ ... The Bira is not the Jordan. It never was the

Jordan and it never will be.”
—Dominik Horodynski, in Swiat, Warsaw,
December 7, 1958.

The project of Birobidjan caught the fancy of Jews in all
parts of the world. For next to the dream of the Return to Jeru-
salem, there was always the Fata Morgana of territorial concen-
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tration; for some Jews it served as a surrogate for the dream;
for others, merely as a makeshift until the dream would come
true.

Traditionally, Jews blame all their troubles on their galut—
i.e., their being scattered in small minorities over the lands of
other peoples. To be gathered again in the land of their fore-
fathers became the national ideal, the essence of the Messianic
dream. As the ideal receded beyond reach, a new vision—actu-
ally only an iota, if at all, closer to reality—occasionally flashed,
like a falling star, for a generation walking in darkness: a new
homeland in a new place, regrettably with no ties to the great
past, but with hope for a better future.

In a difficult hour for Zionism, in 1903, when the Sultan of
Turkey closed all avenues to the realization of the dream, Herzl
himself turned to the Fata Morgana. The Father of Political
Zionism was willing to consider a territory’ elsewhere. He pre-
ferred a land close to the ancient home, one with which Jews
had historical association, like the Sinai Peninsula. But when
this was unavailable, and ‘Britain offered a stretch of 5,000
square miles of Central Africa in her colony Uganda, Herzl was
inclined to accept the offer. It took two years of bitter intraparty
struggle for the Zionists finally to reject it. A relic of the splinter
of that day, a Territorialist group, may still be found in some
changeless nook of the Jewish community. Illegitimately, Zion-
ist Redemption begot Territorial Deliverance.

The Balfour Declaration of 1917 made the fulfillment of the
ancient dream international policy, and Great Britain was en-
trusted with its realization. But the trustee had designs on the
trust. At times it seemed that the Jews might encounter greater
difficulty in achieving statehood in Palestine under the British
than under the Turks. The Balfour Declaration was barely ten
years old, and the Jewish state in Palestine still invisible on the
horizon, when the Fata Morgana of Birobidjan rose brightly
into view. Here was a territory for Jews minus all the handi-
caps such a project entailed elsewhere, and without some of the
disadvantages of Palestine.

Its area was about three times the size of the land offered in
Uganda a quarter of a century earlier and about one-third
larger than Palestine after the amputation of Transjordan in
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1920. Its climate was continental, tempered by proximity to the
Pacific: cold winters with much sun and no wind, hot summers
with lots of rain. Its natural resources were considerable—coal,
iron, tin, copper, asbestos, gold, dense virgin forests, rivers,
lakes, streams. The Trans-Siberian Railway ran for 200 miles
through the territory, and the Amur River, which forms the
Soviet-Chinese border, was navigable for 350 miles along the
frontier. Navigable also was the Biro River and, in part, the
Bijan River—the two streams from which the territory derived
its name. Above all, this large area was practically unsettled;
only some 30,000 acres were under cultivation, and the popu-
lation in 1926, when the region first came into consideration as
a territory for Jews, was 33,000. It consisted of diverse national
groups: Russians, many of whom were Trans-Baikal Cossacks,
Koreans, Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Chinese, and native peoples
like the Tungus, Goldi, and others. It would take no time at all
for Jews to become the largest single national group, and with a
little colonizing effort they would constitute the majority na-
tion.

As a virgin land Birobidjan required reclamation, drainage,
and roads. But this would be the case with any unsettled terri-
tory. The difference here was that the government of a mighty
state would undertake all the necessary improvements—with its
own experts and at its own expense. Similarly, all other invest-
ments, from exploration to equipment for collective farm, arti-
san co-operative, and industry, would come from the state. In
addition, the state would subsidize the new settler with free
transport, a gift of land and lumber for house and garden, and
a loan for household necessities and tools. In short, all the costs
which under Capitalist conditions would devolve upon the
settlers themselves were here to be borne by the Soviet govern-
ment. The Jews were expected to provide only the human ma-
terial, the settlers, the pioneers to go to Birobidjan and create
their own homeland, clear the forests, engage in agriculture
and the basic trades, and establish the social institutions. Some
of the toughest jobs, like road-building, irrigation projects, and
mining, could be done by the sturdier natives.

Hard as pioneer life in Birobidjan was bound to be, it would
be comparatively much easier than Jewish pioneering in other
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parts of the world. Fifty years after they had settled on land in
Argentina, Russian Jewish pioneers were still living out in a
wilderness, without telephone and telegraph connection, with-
out electricity, railway facilities, or modern farm macl,linery
In Birobidjan, the new settlers were to have some of the ad:
vantages of the modern industrial age at once, and more as
soon as the Soviet state could provide them. In Palestine, the
early Jewish pioneers, erstwhile university or yeshiva stud’ents
worked on dusty dirt roads in a blazing tropical sun, wielding,
hammers to crush rocks into gravel for road construction; they
cleared hills of stones with their bare hands, and struggleci with
the corrod'ed soil without farm machinery or proper fertilizer.
In comparison, pioneering in Birobidjan would not be an over-
whelming undertaking.

And in addition, the reward in the colonization of Birobidjan
was the. greatest imaginable, something the Jewish pioneers in
Argentlna could not dream of, something for which the Jewish
pioneers of Palestine had, eventually, to take on the British em-
pire. It was no more and no less than a Jewish republic, Social-
}st, of course, but with national status equal to other republics
in the Soviet Union. The official records are explicit on this
matter. President Kalinin explained the project to representa-
tives of Moscow workers and the Yiddish press on May 5, 1934
as follows: “The principles of Soviet national policy ar,e sucl;
tha.t each n.ationality is granted an autonomous political organi-
zation on its own territory. Hitherto the Jews lacked such a
political organization, and this placed them in a peculiar posi-
tion in comparison with other peoples. The Jews are now re-
ceiving what other nationalities possess—namely, the possibility
of developing their own culture, national in form, Socialist in
content.” On the appointment of Yosif Liberberg and Matvei
Khavkin as top officials of the newly designated Jewish Autono-
mous Region, President Kalinin told them that they would have
fulfilled their commission well if, after a reasonable time, they
had made Birobidjan “as Jewish as the Ukraine is Ukrair’lian."
And a resolution adopted by the Central Executive Committee
August 29, 1936, stated: “Birobidjan has completely justiﬁed,
the status of Jewish Autonomous Region which has been
granted it. For the first time in the history of the Jewish people
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its ardent desire to create its homeland, to achieve its own na-
tional statehood, is being realized. The Jewish Autonomous Re-
gion is fast becoming a center of national culture for all Jewish
toilers.” . N

Set against the background of rising al1t1-5§1111t{sm in I*Zu)rope
and the increasing restriction on Jewish immigration into Pales-
tine, the Birobidjan project received the general esteem, and
often the plaudits, of Jews everywhere. Even the president of
the World Zionist Organization, Dr. Chaim'Weizmanp, greeted
the project as a constructive turn in the life of ._Sowet Jewry,
regarding it as a “station” on the road to the JC\.\’ISh hornclailld
in Palestine. To some Jews the Birobidjan project was Soviet
Zionism, possibly intended as a competition to Ziqmsm, but of
service to national Jewish survival. Most Jews saw 1t as the next
best thing to Zionism, a chance for a full nauona]_ life, an urgent
need of the Jews of the Soviet Union, whu?re :]ew_vlsh content had
been withering since the Revolution. Yiddishists were _e!'ated,
inclined to ignore, if not accept under protest, the mlqul.ues‘of
the Bolshevist regime because it had enthroned the Yiddish
tongue. ‘

Strangely, the spell of the project was weakest among the
Jews for whom it was intended. There was greater ?nthumasm
for Birobidjan in New York or Buenos Aires than in Moscow
or Kiev. In 1981 and 1932, when the territory was briefly upe_ned
to foreign Jews as well, a thousand _would-be settlers zll'l'l}fed
from many lands, including the United States and Palestine.
But Soviet Jews did not flock to the region. With all the means
of propagan(la, enticement, inducement, a'_nld-pressur_e at their
command, the Soviet sponsors of the Birobidjan project could
not create a genuine mass movement of Soviet Jews to the new
land of promise. . _

The colonization plans were within reason. They envisaged
the immigration of a couple of thousand new settlers a year,
rising to a crescendo of 10,000, The goal was a ]cxymh popu'la-
tion of 100,000. Then, according to Kalinin's promise, a ]t?WlSh
republic would be proclaimed. (This goal was to be achieved
by 1942.) An average immigration of 7,000 a year for fourteen
years, out of a total Jewish population of between two zEn.d
three million, could hardly be regarded as an unattainable aim.
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Pre-Revolutionary Russian Jewry, from a population of be-
tween five and six million, had sent out over 100,000 emigrants
a year. Nevertheless, the Birobidjan quota was never filled in
any single year. In the one year that the influx came near the
quota, it proved catastrophic for the colonization. In the year
1932, about 9,000 new settlers arrived in Birobidjan, and about
one-half of the entire Jewish population left.

By the fall of 1934, when I arrived in Birobidjan, a total of
more than 23,000 had come, but less than one-half of them re-
mained. By 1939, the population of Birobidjan did reach 100,-
000, but only about one-fifth of them were Jews. The 1959
census gave Birobidjan a population of 163,000, but the num-
ber of Jews there has not yet been made public. Estimates by
travelers, both Soviet and Western, run from less than one-half
to about one-third, the concentration of the Jewish population
being in the city of Birobidjan and other urban centers. These
estimates included, of course, the Jewish orphans brought to
Birobidjan from other parts of the Soviet Union during the
Second World War (with the aid of the Ambijan of New York),
whose number was unofficially given as 3,500, and the new
wave of immigration generated after the Second World War by
an official propaganda campaign, plus the inducements of free
transport, a per capita bonus of 300 rubles, and a loan of 10,000
rubles to be repaid in ten years. When Nikita Khrushchev told
an editor of the Paris Figaro in April, 1958, that the project of
a Jewish Birobidjan was a failure, he was terribly right, al-
though he gave the wrong reasons for the failure.

The response of the Soviet Jewry appears smaller still when
we look at the elements constituting the immigrants. First to
come were the young Jews among the Party activists, who
deemed it their special Party duty to help develop this sector of
the Far East. They were not personally concerned by the na-
tional essence of the project. At the other end were adventurous
characters, likewise with little interest in the Jewishness of the
project, who came “just for the ride” or to “look and see.”
There had been so much ado about the Jewish Autonomous
Region, and transportation was free—so they came to see what
it was like; they could always return on their own. In between
were the genuine settlers who came to Birobidjan just because it
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was to be a Jewish region. They came not to build the Far East,
but to found a Jewish republic in the Far East. Some of these
were Communists who had retained a deep attachment to the
Jewish people and culture, ex-Bundists, ex-'l’oale Zionists, and
Yiddishists, a volatile element easily disillusioned.

The backbone of the colonization was the simple folk, honest
souls from the small towns who had not quite found thc.mselve§
in the new social order and were still looking back longingly to
the Jewish life that had been. In Birobidjan, they hoped, erws
might live again as they had used to, in the true Jewish spirit.
Under a Socialist system, of course, but Jewishly and by them-
selves. They were the proletariat who could be expected to
make the national Jewish revolution. But tbey were not many.
The Jewish intelligentsia did not go to Berbld]fln, not even
those who had been active in Yiddish cultural life and were
propagandizing others to go there. Miss‘;in.g also were the re-
ligious Jews. Thirteen years after the I(z_ilmm D.eclaratmn, there
was not a single synagogue in the entire Jewish Autonomous
Region, :

In the summer of 1934, I happened to be talking to a group
of Jews in Kiev, and we came to the subject of Birobidjan.

“What a wonderful opportunity!” I said.

“Where?” one of the group asked, as though he had not been
following the conversation.

“Birobidjan, of course.”

“Ah,” the man said, and turned away. The others agreed that
it was a good opportunity, but changed the subject.

Deﬁni%ely, tIE)ep Soviet Jews did not take to Biro.bid]an.. Why
were they unwilling to go there? Why has the project failed so
miserably?

Visit to Birobidjan

Birobidjan was young when I visited there in 1934. The ?and
had always been there, of course, but the name had been come_d
less than a decade before. The concept of its being a geograp_lnc
unit was not much older. The sense of urgency in its coloniza-
tion still fluctuated, rising with the strain in the international
situation in that part of the world. Like the Czars before them,
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the Soviet leaders were uneasy about the emptiness of this vast
border area coveted by whichever power, Chinese or Japanese,
ruled over Manchuria. The Czars had made sporadic attempts
to colonize the region early in 1860 with Cossacks, and again in
1908 with Ukrainian peasants. The Soviet leaders had endeav-
ored the same, with little more success, in 1926. But since 1928
hope had been centered on the Jews. They were a capable
people, as everybody knew. They were enterprising and ener-
getic, and they would have good reason to give the project all
they had.

In 1934, Birobidjan was still an empty pocket in the Amur
River, 5,100 miles east of Moscow. Tourists did not go there, or
anywhere else in Eastern Siberia. Foreign correspondents did
not travel that far either, except when headed for Japan or
China, in which case they would hardly get off at the tiny station
once called Tikhonka (Tranquility), now renamed Birobidjan,
and take a chance on getting a place on the next train. Few of
them, in fact, were aware that any change was taking place there.
Only those foreigners who were especially interested in the
project, like Dr. Rosen of the American Agro-Joint, or A. Ep-
stein of the Icor Movement, visited the region. At the Intourist
in Moscow, they said they could not arrange my visit to Birobid-
jan since they had no service there. At the foreign office the chief
press officer, Constantine Oumansky, said he could not arrange
it since such service did not come within the purview of his
department. But he seemed to indicate that such a trip was
possible. I read into his words that I was on my own in this
matter.

Constantine Oumansky was the most knowledgeable press
officer the Soviets ever had. He had a good intellectual back-
ground, having come from a well-to-do, educated Jewish family
in Kiev. He had traveled much and spoke several languages.
Above all, he had a keen mind and a fine sense of humor. He
rose quickly in the hierarchy of Soviet diplomacy, and reached
the post of Ambassador to the United States. During the Second
World War, when Mexico became a sensitive spot, he was
transferred there to become the most popular diplomat in the
country. He spoke Spanish, met everybody with a hearty abrazo,
and never missed a bullfight. His brilliant career came to a
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tragic end in Mexico in 1945 when his plane exploded while
taking off at the Mexico City airport. A strange fate, for as he
had taken the plane for Mexico in Moscow, his only child, a
daughter, had committed suicide because of an unfortunate love
affair. This was never reported in the press, since there were not
supposed to be unfortunate love affairs under Socialism, and no
one ever committed suicide. .

In 1934, when I told Oumansky about my desire to go to
Birobidjan, he asked, with a poker face: “Why Birobidjan?” In
the sophisticated, worldly, upper echelons they regarded the
Birobidjan project as one of the antics of Mikhail Ivanovich
(Kalinin), who was too artless for them. Kalinin was Bolshe-
vism's gift to the plain people. At the entrance to the large re-
ception hall in his official residence, as late as 1946, there was a
sign reading: “Wipe your boots on the mat.” Inside, there were
several signs on the bare walls: “Don’t spit on the floor.”

My problem of getting to Birobidjan was solved in the sim-
plest manner. I asked my Intourist guide, an immense, good-
natured girl with red eyes, if she would like to visit Birobidjan.
She replied that she would, of course; she had relatives in Kha-
barovsk whom she might visit on her way back. (I was to leave
the Soviet Union for Japan from Vladivostok.) I said I would
take her along as my personal guide if she could arrange the
trip. She could, she said. And she did. It was as simple as that—
although I often wondered if Oumansky were not behind it all.
Presumably, she did it all by herself: spent the greater part of
a day in line at the depot to purchase the tickets; made the ar-
rangements for accommodations in Birobidjan; established the
contacts that would make it possible for me to move about the
region as I pleased and to visit settlements, collectives, and in-
stitutions: even obtained a special permit from the Minister of
Communications, Tomsky, for me to cable news and articles
direct from Birobidjan to New York, without their being re-
layed through Moscow. And all went smoothly, the near eleven
days and nights on the train and the full three weeks in Biro-
bidjan.

Some things were trying, like getting from Birobidjan to
Smidovich by train, the only feasible way of getting there. We
had our tickets, but no train that stopped at Birobidjan had
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taken on new passengers in weeks. There simply was no room
But we needed no room. We were to go only one station less.
than two hours; we would gladly stand. However, no condl’lctor
would hear of it; when there was no room, there, was no room
The young lady suggested that we jump on the first train thaé
stopped aF the station, just as it was pulling out. They would
have no time to put us off, and by the time we argued it out
we would be at our destination. She wanted me to speak En lisl;
only, and not let on that I even understood Russian "ig"he

would be more considerate, I supposed, or perhaps they' woulg
feel I.was not dangerous. We did just that, but as chance would
hgve it, we jumped on a military train on which not even Rus-
sian civilians were permitted.

The conductor was horror-stricken—a foreigner in his car!
“How could you do it? How could you?” he wailed, looking a;
the Iptourlst lady. “You're one of us, you knew this was not
per{mtted, you knew this was a military train—how could you
do it? What'll happen to me?” ’

She t_ried to calm him, first clearing herself: ““What could I
d(')? Th,ls crazy American jumped on the train. I sad to follow
him——I'm responsible for him. Don’t worry, Little Father, we'll
get off at th-e next station and nobody will be the wiser. I,f any-
one brings it up, tell him it was a crazy American with not a
word of Russian, and an Intourist girl after him.”

There were also other situations where only the young lady
sf;emed able to find the way out. On our way to a collective
village, we unexpectedly came to a body of water our car could
not cross without stalling. The choice lay between giving up the
trip, and leaving the car at this spot and appealing to the mili-
tary patrol for horses. The local official who accompanied us
would not hear of our approaching the military. But the youn
lady did approach them, and she prevailed. When we had t(%
fly to .Amurzet, a point that could be reached only by plane at
that time of the year, and the local planes were two-seaters and
we were a party of three, the young lady managed to charter
two planes—to the amazement of the local officialdom.

A strange young lady was that Intourist guide whom I had
most to thank for my visit to Birobidjan. Her name escapes me
For all the time we spent together, I learned very little abou£
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her. She was a typical Russian woman with a touch of §ov1et1§m:
big, strong, hard-working, self-effacing, motherly, efficient, Wl.th-
out sophistication or a sense of humor. There were many like
her, mothers of the race, and the race still needed their mother-
ing. _ :

We arrived in Birobidjan late in the evening, and my ﬁl"st
pleasant surprise was the climate. I had heard so much about its
being terribly rigorous. It was mid-October now. Weatherwxfe.
I had left Moscow under the murky skies, cold winds, ?nd driv-
ing rains of autumn. After a couple of dfiys on the train, at th?
Urals we had ridden into the midst of winter, deep snow cover-
ing everything in sight, and mountains of it where it had }am
undisturbed. You had the feeling the snow had been there since
the Ice Age. As we got closer to Birobidjan, the snow thm:}ed
and dark patches of naked earth emerged from the vast white-
ness. Now there was no snow at all. It might have been a cold,
snowless day in December back home. The two young men who
came to meet us wore ordinary winter coats, not furr}t wraps
like the one with which I had outfitted myself for this visit.
The station was a sprawling, two-story, wogden structure not
unlike others we had passed. But here the sign bore the name
in two languages, Yiddish and Russian. . .

The two young men represented two oiflc:lal bodies, the local
government and the authority dealing with the seFtlement of
newcomers. One was rather talkative; the other said hzn:dly a
word. They conducted us to the station dining room for dinner.
This was the best eating place in town, the talking young man
said, and we had better plan on taking all our meals there. The
dining room, a large place, served as waiting room as “.fel].
Plain, square tables and hard wooden cl:a}rs—'ftll ma_de right
there in town, the talkative young man said with pride. T_hc
people who operated the restaurant were Jews, and spoke Yld—
dish among themselves, but the help seemrfd to be Mongc.ﬂl'an.
The atmosphere was more like that of a café¢, with people sitting
around the tables for sociability or warmth as much'as for food
or drink. They looked like simple folk: nondescript .cloth{?s:
unshaven; big callused hands; distinguishable by. their racTal
features as several different types of Mongols, Russians, Ukrain-
ians, and Jews. Not many Jews.
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I was put up in the one lodging place in town, actually a
shelter or clearing house for new arrivals. It was a long house,
with a corridor stretching through its entire length, from which
doors opened to ten rooms, all of about the same size and each
with one window to the street. Each room was occupied tem-
porarily by a whole family that might have as many as six or
even eight members, with all the belongings they had brought
with them, bedding, linen, kitchenware, and dishes. Each room
contained at least two beds, sometimes also a hard wooden
couch, and a table and several chairs. There were a can of
water and a large bowl for washing. The heating was the old
Russian style: a tile stove opening in the corridor but extending
into two adjacent rooms to heat them both at once.

The lodging place was real Yiddish territory. No other lan-
guage was heard there, but the people were not concerned
about linguistics. They were not speaking Yiddish for a cause,
nor had they come there for the sake of speech. Although they
knew Russian, their language at home had been Yiddish, and
quite naturally they continued to speak it in Birobidjan. Their
concern was with the practical matter of how they would ever
get settled. None of the people I met there found the place
better than they had expected. Most found it much worse. Some
took the situation philosophically: Rome was not built in a
day. Others, especially the practical wives, complained and pro-
tested. They had not been told the truth. They had not wanted
to come in the first place. A frequent complaint was that al-
though they had not expected to find a Garden of Eden, they
had not expected such a hell, either.

“What is the ‘hell’ of it?” I asked one disgruntled woman.
She looked at me as though she had just noticed my presence,
and must size me up to find out if I was acting the fool or had
merely been born stupid. Hell meant a variety of things: the
terribly crowded room at the clearing house, for instance, with
no prospect of decent living quarters. They were told to be
happy with what they had—the earlier pioneers had had to live
in dugouts. Well, they had not come out here to live in dugouts.
They had not had it that bad where they were. Hell meant
joining a miserable collective farm, “compared to which the
Byelorussian peasant village was Paris,” or going to work in a
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factory and earning more money, but finding nothing to buy
with it, not even food, “‘plain food—say, a potato.”

I wondered what had brought these frustrated, resentful peo-
ple to Birobidjan. I happened to be present at a family quarrel,
when the wife was berating her husband for his unconcern. In
a moment of respite, I asked, “Why did you come out here?”
There was a brief, strange silence; then the wife looked know-
ingly at her husband, and said to him: “This man wants to
know why we have come out here. Tell him why—tell him.”
The husband did not tell, and the woman said no more. My
question remained unanswered.

Some were a bit more communicative. One woman told me
she and her husband had come for the sake of the children.
What had been wrong for the children in their former home?
Would it not have been more practical for the children to grow
up in a large western Soviet republic than in this Godforsaken
place? Her response was terse: “They are Jewish children.”
Well, now that they were in the Jewish country, they should
make the best of it, shouldn’t they? The woman lowered her
eyes, and said nothing.

As might have been expected, rank adverse criticism came
from the returnees, the would-be settlers on their way back. I
ran into some of them at the tolkutchka, the flea market of
Vladivostok.

The tolkutchka is the last vestige of free enterprise in the
Soviet Union. There anybody can sell anything at any price he
can command. I found a surprising number of Jews selling per-
sonal effects and household goods. Were they strangers in town?
Of course. Where were they from? The Ukraine—Byelorussia.
How did they happen to be in Vladivostok? The answer, with
a derisive motion of the thumb toward the west and a wry
smile: They had been to Birobidjan. Did they not like it there?
The answer: Who did? What was wrong there? The answer:
What was right there? What had made them go to Birobidjan?
To see what the Jewish country was like. Well, what was it
like? It was not Jewish and it was not a country.

Some of the returnees made a serious effort to analyze the
reason for their coming and their leaving. It came to this:

Life had become hard and unpleasant for them at their native
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places. Vis-a-vis their non-Jewish neighbors, their social and
economic position had been reversed, and their non-Jewish
neighbors remembered them from the old days. They could not
join the peasantry and their ex-bourgeois status rendered them
declassed, excluded from industrial employment as well as from
civil and economic administrative positions. The only avenues
open to them were the artel (the artisan co-operative) and the
Jewish collective farms, mostly in the south. In Birobidjan
they thought, they could have these and more. They would a'é
once lose their ex-bourgeois status, have the opportunity to
work in factories and in the administration, and above all, “live
among Jews.” After all, this was supposed to become a Jewish
country. But what had they found? Terrible conditions, worse
than they had ever had where they were.

But what did they expect? A country handed to them ready-

made? Was it not up to-them to pioneer and build it up? They
could make conditions there as good as they liked.
) ‘_‘Listen, they are not developing that place for the Jews. It
is just another part of the Far East that requires development,
?nl()i”they have stronger people than small-town Jews to do the
job.

But if other people did the job, it would not become a Jew-
ish country, would it? '

”So. what? Listen, it’s all up to them. If they want it to be
a Jewish country, they will make it so no matter who clears the
forests and exterminates the mosquitoes. And if they don’t, it
lell make no difference how much pioneering the Jews put
into it.”

But were they not taking the matter too lightly? At stake
was a national Jewish home, a Jewish country.

The reply was a shrug of the shoulders and the cryptic re-
mark: “Jewish? How Jewish?”

Yet there was a brighter phase to the Birobidjan reality.
There were true Jewish pioneers in the region, dedicated men
and women motivated by a high ideal, who had come not to
take but to give. They sought neither ease nor comfort, and
were ready for any sacrifice for the great cause: a Jewish repub-
lic in the Soviet Union.

There was the tall, square, swarthy man in a tiny, partly
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cleared area of virgin forest, melting ptih in an ’immense black
Kettle over an open fire. His long hair apd trim beard were
black, his eyes fiery black, and his working clothes black as
well—a pillar of blackness against the eternal shadows of the
ancient trees. Standing immobile against the glow of the bl.lrn-
ing sticks, hardly taking notice of our _passing‘car,.he might
have been a fire worshiper performing his devotior}s in a w(.)r}d
of darkness. We stopped, and as I walked toward him, I noticed
back in the woods a powerful horse hitched to a tree.

The man was visibly flattered by our unexpected visit. Yet he
affected to be unimpressed. True, America was far away; but
he had come there from a place farther still. Alaska was nearer
to “his forest” than the Ukraine. How did he feel living alon'e
in the forest? Fine, wonderful. Was he not afraid? It was his
own forest—what had he to fear? His ego, his pride_, his self-
assurance, seemed to expand and encompass the enltlre‘forest.
Nobody had been there before; nobody could claun_lt. For
once, he had got there first. That forest was as much his as the
forests of the Ukraine were “theirs.” Here was one Jew happy
to have his roots in the soil, in soil he could call his own.

Much the same spirit 1 found at Waldheim, a show .place
then as it still is. This settlement looked like a welll-estabhsh'ed,
old-fashioned Russian peasant village: so'lidl); built log f‘,abms.
each occupied by a single family—no doubling or trebling up
as in other parts—with ample gardens well cared for. The peo-
ple seemed hardy, well-fed folk. There was an e\‘r‘xdent abun-
dance of partridge meat, pot cheese, and honey. All you see
here is the fruit of our own toil,” one of the pioneers tqld me.
“There was nothing here when we came—Iless than nothing, for
we had to clear the trees before we could start. Now look at us.
I step outside and expand my chest—it’s all my own, all our
own.” \ - N

One man insisted upon showing me his pig. He was raising a
big white sow for his own use. Th'ere was, of course, also a
collective piggery. I would be surprised to _hear, he said, wha:t
he was feeding his pig. Milk—good, l‘l.‘e.‘i]l milk. Sile‘ loved milk,
he said, patting her snout, trying to 1mpress me with both th]e{
prosperity of the settlement and the settlers’ complete brea
with Jewish tradition.

E a0
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The most eloquent affirmation of the faith of the true pio-
neers I heard in the Icor settlement, the poorest in the region;
its population had come mostly from the United States.

I had great difficulty in getting to Icor. The reason was not
so much its physical inaccessibility as the disinclination of the
local authorities to have me visit there. First, they kept post-
poning the trip—there were more interesting, more important,
places for me to see. Then, transportation was not available at
the moment. Every time I brought up the subject I was given
another excuse. As the time of my stay was running out, I be-
came insistent, and finally received a definite no. This was one
visit they could not possibly arrange. I begged, cajoled, threat-
ened—to no avail. In the end, I appealed to the highest author-
ity in the region: I was the first American journalist to visit
Birobidjan in its new status; there was an American colony
there; I had been in every other nook and corner of the terri-
tory—so how could I pass up Icor? The permission was finally
granted.

Perhaps it was unfair to come upon the good people of Icor
unexpectedly. But there was little they could have done to lift
the gloom of distress from the place. They might have cleaned
up their yards or tidied up their crowded quarters, but the
depressing state of their settlement could not have been con-
cealed. The rundown condition of the property, the drab, ram-
shackle buildings, the barren waste, their scrawny animals and
fowls, were unmistakable signs of poverty and privation, of an
unequal struggle with an unfriendly environment, of a defeat
that they refused to accept.

We arrived toward evening, when the people were returning
from the fields. The dirt of toil was on their hands and in the
wrinkles of their faces, but there was no indication of happiness
derived from communion with the soil. They looked more like
Chinese coolies than Americans or people who had lived in
America. Their old, threadbare American clothes showed
through the openings of their short padded coats. They were
embarrassed at having little to offer me in refreshment, but
would get up something—if they had only known that I was
coming!

“They’ve had hard luck,” my driver, a local man, sought to

!. .
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enlighten me in a whisper. “"T'wo crop failures i_n a row. Com-
plete—crops, fruit, pasture, cverythirlg._Wonderkul pt;Opic, ﬁne
spirit, but not really farmers. In America, perhaps. Everything
is easy there, too easy. Easy life makes people soft. You have
to be tough to make a go of it here. They might do better if
they concentrated on woodwork. . . . No, thcy'rt? not carpenters
either—but a Jewish organization in the United States sent
them equipment for woodwork and carpentry.” ‘

They were anxious to hear from me about conditions in the
United States, particularly in the cities they had come from.
Perhaps it was a rash inference, but it did seem to me there
was nostalgia and a note of sadness in th(?1r inquiries. .At the
end, the manager himself touched on their own situation. As
I must have noticed, he said, they were up against it. They had
found it tough when they started out; then had come one piece
of bad luck after another. But they were still on their feet, and
fighting. And they would fight it out. They had the courage
and the determination. He was not putting up a bold front;
that was really how they all felt. Whatever I told about them
in America, would I please also say that they were all happy,
very happy, in Icor? _

Iyloolgfg about for a trace of the happiness I was bemg.asked
to report. All I saw was grimness—hard, haggard faces w1thlout
a semblance of a smile. The manager may have read my mind,
for he appealed for understanding. All their lives, he said, ‘r.hey
had been Socialists, having dedicated themselves to that Ecleal
while still in their teens. In America they had squght nellther
comfort nor preferment. They might have gone into business
and amassed fortunes, as many of their friends had done. In-
stead, they had thrown themselves into the labor movemer}t,
the Socialist party, the Communist party. It was the Soc1a11‘st
ideal they had always lived by. Socialism was bou_nd to come 1n
America, of course—as all over the world. But 1t was st11.1 be-
yond the horizon. In the Soviet Union, it had a}ready arrived.
You only needed to build it up. Not talk about it, argue about
it, demonstrate for it—but just live by it. Could this be hard
for a real Socialist? Could a real Socialist be anything but happy
in it? _
" Atnd they were also Jews, Socialist Jews. Like the proletariat

-
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itself, the entire Jewish people were victims of the Capitalist
system. Jews had been persecuted, discriminated against, mar-
tyred. Jews called this Exile. But Exile was not a geographic
entity. It was a reflection of a social system. There was no future
for Jews under Capitalism. But in the Soviet Union, under
Socialism, the Jewish future was already here. After making the
individual Jew fully equal with the others, the Soviet Union
was undertaking to do the same for the Jews as a people—make
the Jewish people like other peoples, give them a country of
their own, a national Socialist Jewish home. Could a real Social-
ist Jew stand aside and just look on? Could a real Socialist Jew
be anything but happy in lending a hand?

Now take the matter of Yiddish and culture. They had never
been just Socialists. They were definitely Jewish Socialists.
Their language was Yiddish, their culture the one created by
the plain people in that language. They knew enough English
to join the general American Socialist or Communist move-
ment. But they had not. They had maintained their own Jewish
party in their own language. They supported their own Yiddish
press, literature, and cultural activities. They even taught their
American-born children to speak, read, and write Yiddish.
Yiddish, too, had become part of the ideal they lived by. Now,
what future was there for Yiddish culture in the United States?
Or in any Capitalist country? But here in the Soviet Union the
future of Yiddish was assured. It had already become a way of
life. Its persistence had been underwritten by the mighty Soviet
Union.

Now take it all together—imagine the great opportunity to
help build a Jewish Socialist state in the Yiddish language and
culture as part of the great international Socialist fatherland,
the Soviet Union! What more could a real Socialist Jew wish
for? Of what consequence were hard work and temporary de-
privation against this great mission? Happy the man who could
serve this ideal and live by it!

The manager was inspired by his own eloquence. A tint of
watery pink appeared on his pallid cheeks. His wife came from
across the room to stand behind his chair. She took new pride
in her husband. The stolid faces of the others, who had listened
attentively, showed a marked vivacity. They had needed that
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little speech as balm for their weary hearts. Perhaps they were
happy, really, without knowing it. I thought of a Salvation
Army street meeting without passers-by, the speakers preaching
salvation only to themselves. For myself, I appreciated their
idealism, but could not help thinking of their economic misery
and of their fewness. I could hear no echo of their attitude
among the masses of Soviet Jewry. But I said nothing. Imagine
a stranger at an agape rite of the early Christians, listening to
an exhortation on the immediacy of their Saviour’s return, then
coming up with the remark: “Yes, folks, but what will you eat
tomorrow?”’

The one cheery, heartening phase of life in Birobidjan the
new settlers seemed to be taking for granted. This was the pre-
dominance and pervasiveness of the Yiddish language and Jew-
ish culture. This was not much in net weight. The local Yiddish
newspaper, Birobidjaner Shtern, could not hold a candle to the
Yiddish newspapers then appearing in several of the major cities
of the country. There was as yet no literary journal, though
there were a few in Furopean Russia, and no book publishing
and no theatre. The building for a theatre had just been put
up, but only an amateur dramatic group was in formation.
There were Yiddish schools, of course, but you could find more
and better ones in Minsk or Berdichev, and there were no Yid-
dish high schools or academies—not yet. Those were the key
words: not yet. There was only a beginning, but already the be-
ginning had a distinction not found anywhere else in the vast
land. Here all Jewish children went to Yiddish schools; practi-
cally all Jews spoke Yiddish; the government was conducted in
Yiddish: and what little culture existed in the region was Jewish.
Here was one spot—indeed, the only spot in the world—where
the language and culture of the Jewish masses was primary, not
secondary; dominating, not dominated; and practically exclus-
ive. Whatever cultural activity another nationality had in its
own language was there too, in its own little ghetto, off the
beaten track which had already been pre-empted by Yiddish. 1
wondered how the non-Jews were taking it. Judging by the gen-
eral atmosphere, I had the feeling that they were accepting the
novel situation rather good-naturedly and kindly. They had
their own national homes, bigger and better ones; let the Jews

BIROBID JAN—THE DREAM THAT FAILED 189

also have something of a national home. They were more curi-

ous abouF what the Jews would accomplish than concerned
about their own status.

Why Birobidjan?

What prompted the Soviet Union to undertake a Jewish
Autonomous Region in Birobidjan?

Technically, it was a further step in the long and arduous
effort to solve the Jewish problem. The problem was only fun-
damentally inherited from the Crzarist regime. The current
severity was a result of the October Revolution, which had
wash‘ed. away the sources of livelihood of most Jews without
pmt‘n@mg others to take their place. The solution lay in nor-
n.lahzmg the economy of the Jews. Under the prevailing condi-
tions, normalcy meant principally agriculture, withhartisan
co-operatives a paltry second.

As I have explained earlier, a serious endeavor was therefore
made to turn Jews into peasants, as Czar Nicholas I had at-
tempted to do a century earlier. There was a special government
agency _for that purpose,-a Commission for the Rural Placement
of Jew1sh Toilers (Komzet) attached to the Presidium of the
Soviet of Nationalities of the Central Executive Committee.
There was a corresponding civil organization, Association for
the Rural Placement of Jewish Toilers (Ozet). These bodies
gladly accepted the material help of Jewish organizations abroad
like the Joint Distribution Committee (Agrojoint) of New York,
the JCW‘iSI:l Colonization Association (Ica),and a Jewish organiza:
tion specializing in teaching trades to poor ‘]ewish children
(Ort). Between them, these foreign Jewish orgénizations spent
clo_se to $20,000,000 in aid to the various reconstruction efforts
With Fhe Soviet population about 70 per cent agricultural thé
ambition was to have at least 40 per cent of the Jews in agr‘icul-
ture. But that meant settling a million Jews on land. Actual
plans were for half that many.

.At ﬁrs.t, the intention was to assign Jews land in their imme-
diate neighborhoods, and a number of Jewish collective farms
came up close to the thickly populated jewish towns of Byelo-
russia and the Ukraine. In fact, there grew up Jewish districts,
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tiny bits of autonomic Jewish territories, with Yiddish as the
language of the administration, the schools, and th_e local c01.1rts,
right in the heart of the Russian peasantry. Soon it was realized
that this was neither feasible nor desirable. Agriculture had not
yet been collectivized, and a large segment of the peasantry still
had little or no land. These peasants would resent giving land
to Jews, who had never tilled the soil, when they ther{lselvcs
had none at all or too little. They would certainly object to
having land kept idle for future colonization b'yf Jews. Bemd_ezs,
the end result would be small agricultural Jewish ghettos like
the Jewish towns of the Czarist days. The anomaly of the Jews
would be modified but not eliminated. .

Of necessity, then, Soviet thought turned to the more d:stal.nt
large and unsettled areas, where no local pro!)lel_ns would arise
as the result of a territorial concentration of Jewish popu!at}on.
Utilizing these areas had several advantages. It would relieve
the immediate Jewish situation. It would correct Fhe status pf
the Jews in the Soviet Union, bringing them within the Stalin
definition of a nation. And it would involve no radical depar-
ture from Soviet practice. Resettlement of the Jews would_be
only an item in the general plan of populating and developing
the unsettled distant areas. _

The Komzet was charged with finding a suitable territory for
the Jews. Several localities came under consideration, among
them the marshy land near the sea of Azov and the dry steppes
of Kazakhstan in Central Asia. The choice narrowed down to
two, the Crimea and Birobidjan, each of which‘had ardent
advocates among the satraps of the Jewish community, the Jew-
ish Communists who were active in Jewish life. In general, t‘he
Birobidjanists represented the two extremes among the Jewish
Communists: those who were really assimilationists and whose
concern with Jews was a Party assignment, alnd_ Ll}qse }\'ho had
been Jewish nationalists, Bundists, or Socml.lst-:i;omsts‘ and
were still emotionally involved in matters Jewish. To the [i1"sl'.,
the primary consideration was the larger interest of the Soviet
Union, and so of course the Far East had priority. To the sec-
ond, the aspect of speedy statehood was paramount, ;u?d f'or this
Birobidjan offered greater promise. Still fighting Zlol.usm or
purging themselves of that taint, they needed a setup which they
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could parade as an antithesis to World Zionism. Like Jereboam
presenting the Golden Calf, they would point to Birobidjan as
the real salvation of the Jewish people.

Those who were worried about the current Jewish situation
and sought a short cut to its amelioration chiefly preferred the
territory in the Crimea. They regarded that location as more
suitable for Jewish colonization. It was close to the large Jewish
centers and hard by the area where Jewish colonies had existed
for many years before the Revolution. The climate was equable
and the pioneering conditions not exacting. Many more Jews
would be inclined to go to the Crimea than to Birobidjan, and
they would adjust quickly and comfortably there. The money
that would have to be spent on improvements in Birobidjan
could be put to better use in assisting the existing colonies in
southern Russia. Those who preferred the Crimea also thought
that transferring Jews to Asia was an unnecessary concession to
anti-Semitism in European Russia. Their spokesman, Yuri M.
Larin, a member of the Central Executive Committee, bluntly
said that the “unsound noise about Birobidjan was in reverse
proportion to the real importance that area had for the Jewish
proletariat.”

However, the arguments adduced by the two factions had no
bearing upon the ultimate choice. The final decision came from
authorities who were concerned with Birobidjan, not with Jews.
Their problem was not to ascertain whether Birobidjan was
suitable for Jewish colonization, but to determine what to do
about Birobidjan. The first Five-Year Plan, which had just been
launched, called for colonization in the Far FEast. That vast
region contained a population of only 1,300,000, lower by
200,000 than the figure for 1913. The international Asian situa-
tion was worsening. Chiang Kai-shek, in control of most of
China through the Kuomintang, had just broken with Moscow.
Japan was maneuvering for dominion over Manchuria, which
she achieved in 1931 by setting up the puppet state Manchukuo
with Henry Pu-yi as emperor. The Amur region, particularly,
was in danger of infiltration from Manchuria, and steps had to
be taken to forestall the encroachment.

A scientific expedition was therefore sent out in 1927 to
explore the territory, primarily its agricultural possibilities.
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When the scientists returned with a favorable report, the terri-
tory was deemed a “‘natural” for settlement by‘_]ews. There Fhe
Jews could have all the land they needed without deprwm%
their neighbors, and they would be removed from the scene o
the encumbrances of the past. On the other hapd, .th.e Jews,
fired by their national mission, would rush to glrobld]gn -aﬁ?l
develop the region with all the energy, emerppse,.apd mt’eﬁl-
gence at their command. And before long, Birobidjan might
serve as an example to be emulated by other parts of the Far
EaSt. N . . .
However the decision was reached, the Birobidjan partisans
prevailed and set to work with a vengeance. Their ardor ncaﬂy
wrecked the project. The original Komzet plan had calhf:_d_ for
a year's preparation of the ground and of reception facilities
before the first settlers came. But no sooner had the decision
been made public than the Ozet began sending out w01:11d~b.e
settlers. Before the first month was out, some lnfndred immi-
grants had arrived at Tikhonka, then oqu a little town of
huts, but today the city of Birobidjan with a population of
40,000, By the end of the summer, the numbel: of newcomers
had reached 654, and 200 more were to come in the fall. But
more than half of them ran away before the snows fell, to spread
a tale of woe about their dismal existence in mlsg:':rable tents,
without supplies or employment; to tell of burning hf:at, of
floods and dreadful pests laying low man and beast. Theirs was
a small voice against the thunder of the meaganda for Bn:'obtd-
jan. Yet it could not be drowned out, partlcularly when it was
reinforced by the plaints of settlers who came the following
year and the next. The gap between propaganda and reality
was widening. Before long, the propaganda became more valu-
able than the reality. S nn _
The prospect of a Jewish autonomous region in the. So.wlet
Union assumed importance in the geneljal Soviet pl_lbhc rela-
tions abroad. America had not yet recognized the Soviet Union.
France was still hostile, and Britain was wary. The Five-Year
Plans required large purchases abroad in goods and know-ho:;r.
but the supplies of foreign currency were low. Credit and trade
were vital for the success of the Revolution. Neither could be
easily achieved in the existing hostile climate. And there was
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nothing in the Soviet policies, nor in the nature of the regime
or its attainments, to improve that climate. In this conjunction,
the treatment of the Jews in the Soviet Union was a feather in
the Red cap, and the endeavor to create a national Jewish state
would be bound to create a measure of sympathy. Here was
one Soviet policy none could quarrel with, one area in which
the Soviets had the edge on the West. With anti-Semitism on
the rise in Europe and America, some Western statesmen had a
guilty conscience about the Jews. Others may have had the
strange secret notion that a Jewish state in Russia would some-
how reduce the pressure of the Jewish problem in their own
country, or at least that their Jewish Communists would go
there.

Most of the Birobidjan propaganda was directed at the Jews
in the Western world. They were regarded as the first target
in the stratagem of public relations, for they were concentrated
in the principal centers of Europe and America, and were
worldly and articulate; they were represented in the organs of
public opinion, engaged in trade and commerce, and were not
without influence in Western political life. In the view of the
Soviet leaders, the Jews could be instrumental in helping them
attain their objective of better public relations with the West.

Although most Jews looked favorably on the Birobidjan proj-
ect, it could not be taken for granted that their attitude toward
the Soviet Union as a whole was affected by the propaganda.
For the anti-Communist Jew, the small promise of some good
could not outweigh the evil they saw in the over-all system.
The Nationalist Jew was too much concerned about the prob-
lems and the national effort in Palestine to be affected by
this territorial project that precluded Jewish nationalism and
tradition. To the religious Jew, no amount of Yiddish culture
could compensate for the total suppression of religious teaching
in, and the study of, Hebrew. Still, there was a small segment
of the Jewish intelligentsia—bourgeois liberals predisposed to
sympathy with the purpose of the Russian Revolution, though
not with its methods, and intelligent workers of leftist or Yid-
dishist leanings—that responded to an appeal generated by Com-
munist or pro-Soviet individuals for assistance to the pioneers
of Birobidjan. This response was by no means extraordinary,
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for American Jewish relief organizations were still operating in
the Soviet Union. Groups for lending material aid and moral
support to the builders of the Jewish state in Russia were
formed in the United States and other countries. They issued
publications, held public meetings, and collect.ed n.10ne.y‘f0r
equipment and other needs of the new settle‘rs in Birobidjan.
Some of these groups were of considerable importance. Or_l_e
American committee for Birobidjan had, at the height of its
popularity, a budget of $750,000, and its annual dinners were
a gala event. Among its guest speakers were such prominent
United States senators as Elmer Thomas and Alben Barkley,
and during the war years, when it feted Soviet 'Ambassador
Gromyko, the United States government had a military repre-
sentative on the dais.

To the extent that these groups nurtured a friendly interest
in the progress of the Soviet Union and stressed. the good work
for Soviet Jewry as part of Soviet national policy, they sserved
the propaganda end of the Birobidjan project. But their influ-
ence on Western thinking was limited by the meager results of
the colonization in Birobidjan and more particularly by the
lack of direct contact with Birobidjan. For all their devotion to
the cause, the leaders of these groups rarely received anything
directly from Birobidjan but sheer cheap propaganda. They
had no exact information on conditions there and no true indi-
cation of the existing problems. Letters containing inquiries of
a material nature went unanswered. Even acknowledgments of
the receipt of equipment shipped from America were djﬂ‘icglt
to obtain. Indeed, those shipments did not always reach Birobid-
jan after their arrival in the Soviet Union. They were not neces-
sarily used elsewhere; some may have been left to rust apd rot
unused. Clearly, the Soviet Union had little interest in the
actual material aid. The campaign for the material aid, the
moral support created thereby not only for the settlers. of Biro-
bidjan but for the Soviet Union generally, was of infinitely
greater importance than the monetary results. S

All through the years the relationship between Birobidjan
and its friends and advocates abroad was largely a one-way
traffic. The channel of communication between the Jews in
Birobidjan and the Jews of the world was little more than an
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outlet for the export of publicity material. The Jews of the
world were told how many centners of grain the colonists in
Birobidjan were getting out of a hectare of land, or how many
articles of clothing the clothing factory was turning out a
month; they were treated to paeans about every hillock of the
foothills of the Khingan chain and the variety of fish swarming
in the Bira. The Jews abroad were expected to be interested in
such items about their brethren in Birobidjan, to tingle with
excitement at the glad tidings and pour out their hearts in
friendship for the Soviet Union. But the Jews in Birobidjan
were not supposed to be interested in—and were not permitted
to learn—even the most elementary facts about their brethren
abroad, such as their number, their principal pursuits, and their
cultural achievements, nor were they given details about the
groups active in behalf of Birobidjan. All that the Jewish set-
tlers heard was an echo of the enthusiasm for Birobidjan among
Jews abroad and distressing news about their conditions—the
anti-Semitism, discrimination, oppression, and suffering. There
was evidently nothing, absolutely nothing, else to be reported
about the Jews of the world that could be of any interest to the
Jews in Birobidjan. ~

The tragic fact is that the Soviet rulers never regarded the
Jews of the Soviet Union as a part of the Jewish people, and
dogmatically severed all national ties of Soviet Jewry. They
refused to face the reality of a world Jewish people, except
when it was opportune for them to do so. At most, they en-
visioned a Soviet Jewish entity developing into another Soviet
nationality, national only in form, after territorial concentra-
tion. Even Kalinin did not go beyond this, and other Soviet
leaders, apparently even Stalin, did not go that far. Stalin went
along with the other members of the Central Committee for
practical considerations, though his heart was not in it and he
had no faith in the project. Although he could accept the recon-
struction of a Jewish state ideologically, as this was well within
the purview of his own national theory, his contacts with top
Jewish Communists, from Trotsky to Kaganovich, resulted in
his accepting their assurance that Jews needed no Jewish home
under Socialism and wanted none. Jews wanted to be assimi-
lated, they insisted, as they themselves had been. Perhaps they
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feared that identification with a distinct Jewish entit'y—i'f such
were formally to exist—would jeopardize their position in the
All-Soviet hierarchy. Of course, there was an Armenian nation
in the Soviet Union, yet Mikoyan was sitting in the Kremlin;
and Stalin himself was a Georgian, and there was a Georglan
nation. But these men were not Jews. '

This ambivalence toward Birobidjan in the Soviet leadership
had as much to do with the failure of the project as did the
indifference of the Jewish masses. While Kalinin was talking
of Birobidjan in terms of Jewish nationalism 'and a spiritual
center for all Soviet Jews, the Jewish Communists were Stress-
ing the need of colonizing the Far East for the good of the
Socialist fatherland. At the very time the Ozet was campaigning
for Jewish emigration to Birobidjan, thc_ Komzet resettled
Ukrainian or Byelorussian Jews in colonies in the Crimea. }t'mcl
at all times, non-Jews were also encouraged to go to Birobidjan.
In fact, considering the increasing disproportion between Jews
and non-Jews in Birobidjan, one might well conclude that the
non-Jews either came in larger numbers or that fewer of them
went back. .

Time played havoc with the ambivalence of the Soviet leader-
ship. With the progress of the Five-Year Plans, the urgency of
the Jewish situation eased. The solution of the Jewish probl:em
now seemed to lie more in and around the new state enterprises
than in agricultural settlements in a separate territory in a 5115-
tant corner of the land, and the original basic motive for Biro-
bidjan fell away. The more enterprises the state started, the
greater was the shortage of labor and the demand for people
with administrative experience or background, the Ru.sz;}an
bourgeois intelligentsia either having emigrated or remaining
sulking in passive resistance. Many Jews stepped in to fill the
gaps. Those Jews who could not make use of _the new oppor-
tunities were hardly the people to pioneer in the wilds of
Birobidjan. .

Moreover, the expectation that Jews would quickly popu]?fte
and develop Birobidjan, and create an example for the entire
Far Fast, failed to materialize; hence, another excuse for push-
ing the project lost its validity. As much as the _]ew.is!.l Commu-
nists tried to conceal the failure—they had the Presidium of the
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Central Committee pass a resolution in 1986 that the establish-
ment of the Jewish Autonomous Region had “totally justified
itself”; Khrushchev still believes that at first Jews “flocked” to
Birobidjan—the net result was there for all to see. Those re-
sponsible for the colonization of the Far East soon came to
realize that the Jews alone would not do the job in Birobidjan,
and thereafter they directed non-Jewish immigration to the
region as well.

There remained, then, the motivations of Jewish nationalism
and public relations abroad. But no Soviet leader except Kalinin
showed continuing interest in the creation of a Jewish national
home after it became obvious the Jews themselves were cool to
the project. As for public relations abroad, they were not de-
pendent upon the progress of the Jewish settlement in Birobid-
jan. By magnifying the achievements and withholding the news
of failures, Soviet propaganda could do well enough with the
mere existence of the Jewish Autonomous Region. To the
Soviet leaders, advancing steadily on an ever greater stage of
Socialist construction at home and increasing prestige abroad,
the propaganda value of Birobidjan became negligible. The
project was left in the hands of the minor local officials. Only
in a general epidemic of purges did Birobidjan rate some atten-
tion in certain quarters in Moscow.

Two Missed Opportunities

Twice within one decade the promise of Birobidjan soared
strikingly, only to sink down to lower depths. Both times the
force was the Jewish national sentiment. The first was in 1936;
the second, and apparently the last, was in 1946.

By late 1936, the population of Birobidjan was a little over
60,000, of which the Jews constituted some 30 per cent. The
Presidium of the Central Committee, as already indicated,
expressed satisfaction with the achievement. Perhaps the record
of immigration during the last two years—9,000 in 1935 and
7,000 in 1936—was the basis for their gratification. The fact
that many, if not most, of the newcomers were non-Jews, and
that a number of old Jewish settlers left during the same period,
did not seem to trouble the Presidium. The net result, as far as




Sl a h et

idd Al s IS

=

e —

198 THREE VISITS TO THE LAND OF CHANGE

the region was concerned, was progress. And the Presidium

recognized the basic reality that whatever enterprise there was
in the region came from the Jews. Encouragement of the Jew-
ish effort was therefore called for. And how was it dope? By a
direct appeal to the nationalist Jewish sentiment—within Soviet
ideological limits, of course. ‘

The statement of the Presidium stressed the fact _that it was
the first time in history the Jews’ aspiration to a national home
and a state of their own had been achieved, and that Bir_oblfi-
jan was due to become a center of Jewish culture. E_arher in
the same year Kaganovich, on his visit to the region, also
stressed the objective of creating a Jewish cultural center, and
called for wider use of the Yiddish language in all phases of
life and particularly in all departments of the adl:ninistratlon
of the region. The secretary of the Party for the region, Matvey
Khavkin, thereupon issued a call to all Yiddish writers and Jew-
ish scholars to settle there and help create the Jewish cultural
center. Khavkin had great plans, including a Jewish opera,
which would be “the only one in the world.” .

These expressions—"the only one in the world,” the Presid-
ium’s reference to “the first time in history,” and Kalinin’s talk
of Birobidjan being the home of “all Jewish toilers”—were of
great significance. They all went beyond the confines of the
Soviet Union. By implication, they took cognizance of a world
Jewry. The Jewish cultural center in Birobidjan W?u!d h'flve
meaning for all Jews everywhere. Out of the new Socialist Zion
would come the new Socialist torah for all Jews.

Strangely, young Birobidjan was passing through a stage not
unlike one we encounter in early Zionism. When the prospect
of the ingathering of the Exiles into Palestine dimmed, .AhZ?d
Ha’am came forth with his Cultural Zionism. The new Zion in
Palestine was to grow into a cultural center for all the Jews of
the world. Primary consideration was therefore to be given to
the quality of the settlement, not to the number of settlers. So
was it also to be with Birobidjan. The Jewish settlers ther.e
should not be discouraged by their fewness; neither should th_e1r
enthusiasm be dampened because they were a minority. Biro-
bidjan was to be their national home, and they could create
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there their national culture for “all Jewish toilers,” wherever
they might reside.

It is idle to conjecture where this new trend in Birobidjan
would have taken Soviet Jewry if it had not been cut short
almost immediately. The history of the Jews in the Soviet
Union during the last quarter of a century might have been
quite different. Suppose Khavkin's call had met with a favorable
response. Suppose Yiddish had become the all-pervasive lan-
guage of the region. Suppose a real center of Jewish culture had
developed in Birobidjan. Is it not conceivable that Birobidjan
might have become a great moral force in the life of the Soviet
Jews, sustaining them in their dark hour of moral and physical
crises, and a refuge from the Jewish problem wherever it re-
emerged in the Soviet Union? In all Soviet purges it was the
cultural leaders who were purged. The culture itself was per-
mitted to continue under new leadership. Only in the case of
the Jews was the culture liquidated as well. If Jewish culture
had been rooted in Birobidjan, it might have survived the
deluge at the turn of the 1950s. Even such as it was, it held up
a slight semblance of Jewishness, or a reminder of it, during
those years—the Hebrew characters and Yiddish words, however
devoid of Jewish content, were tolerated in Birobidjan when
they were taboo elsewhere in the land.

In the tragic wearisome sameness of the Soviet system, a
blight on high does not pass the lowly. If a conspiracy, real or
imaginary, is discovered in Moscow and Leningrad, everyone
takes it for granted that its ramifications and its agents will reach
out into the humblest hovel in the remotest corners of the land.
The eradication of the plotters cannot be regarded as complete
unless their accomplices, real or supposed, are apprehended
throughout the entire country. Accordingly, Birobidjan could
not be bypassed in the purges of the latter half of the 1930’s.
The secret agent sent there to check on the conspiracy had to
show results, and so naturally he found the place overrun by
“traitors, spies, Trotskyites, Japanese agents, etc.” The first
victim, Joseph Liberberg, who held the office of chairman of
the region’s Executive Committee, was arrested in August,
1936, and never heard from again. He was reportedly executed.
Matvey Khavkin was nabbed in May, 1937, and shipped to a
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labor camp. The interval was a I?eriod of terror a.nd fear,da.l‘l
sorts of people being picked up in the d?ad of night, to‘b is-
appear forever. No sooner had a substitute for Liberberg
arrived—and an important man he was, the head of the Ozet
in the Ukraine—than he was purged. Chairman followed chair-
man into liquidation; one secretary after ;_mOther landed in jail
before he could warm his seat of authority. Both the Komzet
and Ozet were dissolved in 1938. The entire Far‘East. was de-
clared out of bounds for security reasons. Immigration 1into
Birobidjan was transferred to the migration department of t.h.e
Secret Police (NKVD), which sought new settle'rs in the large
industrial centers with a considerable non-Jewish population.
A Jew had to be bold to resettle in Birobidjan in thqse peril-
ously confusing days. Indeed, anyone had to be intrepid to get
115 groove. . .
ou;isOfnlﬁ;;hgt be expected, Jewish immigration into Bu'oh:‘dgan
materially decreased with the onset of the purges. In addition
to the deterrence of the general atmosphere, word was spregd
in the Jewish communities that there was a run on Jews in
Birobidjan. The fact was that most of the arrested wer.e__]ew(i,
but this may have been because of the number of Jews in ad-
ministrative and sensitive posts (they were the most urbanized
and intelligent element) which made them vuln:erable to_ cal-
umny and intrigue. Immigration decreased to a trickle after the
Secret Police took over the resettlement, and petered out by
1939. During the war a number of Jews left fpr the front, ‘t?ut
none came in to take their place. Only the import of _‘]ew1sh
orphans augmented the Jewish population by immigration.
After the war, the original, but subscquel_ltly }'egarded as
obsolete, reason for a Jewish autonomous region hLera]ly‘rosze
from the ashes. Once again the Soviet Jews needed a territory
to relieve their distressing condition. Jews were returning fro‘m
the front, and from partisan camps or evacuation in Central
Asia, to their homes in the western and southern parts of Euro-
pean Russia, which had been under enemy occupation. Tl’}ey
found that their kin had been 5la11gllFerec_1 by the Nazls—m}tlh
the co-operation of the local population in some parts of the
Baltics and the Ukraine. Their homes were occupled by others,
their positions filled by others, who themselves in many cases
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had been uprooted by the war, and in any event, had no place
to go. For these reasons, and because of the residue of anti-
Semitism in the air, the reception of the Jews by their neighbors
was less than cordial. The departure of a returned Jew for
Birobidjan would have been welcomed by his neighbors. There
were still others reasons why Birobidjan loomed brighter for
the Soviet Jews at this time. The material differential was now
in reverse. Their own economic situation had deteriorated
while conditions in Birobidjan had improved. And their nation-
alist sentiment had never been more potent. The awakening of
national consciousness permitted to the peoples of the Soviet
Union during the war years had stirred no Soviet nationality
so deeply as the Jews. They did not have to be reminded of their
identity and their historic past—that they well remembered—
but they were nonetheless only too tragically reminded by the
savage enemies of their race. In their bit of national freedom,
they sought solace in the essence of their past and in solidarity
with their own. Now they were weary of living in a hostile
environment, and many would be willing to go to Birobidjan
just to be among Jews, where it would be natural to be Jewish.
And now there was an official stamp of approvall
Whether the Soviet authorities realized they had a Jewish
problem or not, they were aware that they had a postwar prob-
lem with the Jews in their land, and they turned to Birobidjan
as a ready-made solution. But some reorientation in the admin-
istration of the region had to be made, for much of the machin-
ery of Jewish autonomy had been dismantled in the years
immediately preceding and during the war. The local Yiddish
newspaper, Birobidjaner Shtern, had been closed. The literary
Yiddish publication Forpost had been discontinued, and no
Yiddish books had been published in spite of the availability
of Yiddish type and compositors. The Jewish division of the
Pedagogical Institute, which had been preparing teachers for
the Yiddish schools, had also been closed. Yiddish was no longer
in use in the administrative apparatus and public institutions.
In fact, all that was left of the Jewish autonomy was the Yiddish
theatre and a Yiddish intermediary school. But now the clock

was to be turned back—not all the way to 1936, although quite
a distance in that direction.
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The Birobidjaner Shtern was revivgd, issued tw_icc _weekly_ at
first, then four times a week. A new literary pubhcatlon,llﬁzro-
bidjan, was started to take the place of Forpost. Plans _we;.eldulnvn.
for reopening Yiddish e]ememarx schools, and the Yiddis 1t Ieta
tre began assembling a troupe of the first order, even going to
the extent of obtaining the release from a labor camp in Kolima
of a prominent Jewish actor who had been sent thexte;- 11;(,t]1e;
purge of 1938. The region library now had 30.,000 00 15 ol
Yiddish and Judaica in the 100,000 of its collection. Tl?e c;.ca
museum was expanded to contain matters of J'ewlsh interest
and to stress the connection of Jews with the region. .

At the head of the administration there were again Jews,
Silberstein and Bakhmutsky, young peoplelwuh ambltlc_)n flor
the Jewish character of the autonomous region. And .agal‘n the
idea of Birobidjan’s becoming the cultural center ‘[(.erboth
Jewry came to the fore. Jewish intc]lectual's \I\rere ulrg‘c:l tot.g:)
to Birobidjan, and a number did go. A I,em‘ngrz?d ] ex ish ar! 1sk,
Tshimerinoff, founded a studio for instruction in ar t.. A Mms.
composer, Rabunski, came to reorganize the Birobidjan music
school. Noted medical men left their posts to serve the expand-
ing Birobidjan hospital. Once more there was talk of a new
institution which would be “the only one in t‘he world”—not a
Jewish opera this time, but a Yiddish university. . ;
" The movement was sparked by a decree of the Presu.h.mr'a o
the Central Committee on January 26,. 1946, a1mpd spemﬁca.ll!y
at Jews and calling for renewed teforts in developmg. the jféwlls 1
Autonomous Region. A delegation of repre.sentatw_es of tl 1Ie
Birobidjan Jews toured a numlber of towns with a l.alge J(ijlbx].
population, telling of the achle\r‘crr?ems in Bir_oblcllian an ;:us
horting Jews to join them in bmk‘lmg the Jewish uto?or:ft_cs
Region. Their visits were dramatized by the !qcal .autllo l1 1‘a]
with public receptions and accompanying publicity in lt 1e O:. 1
press and on the radio, all of Whlf:]'l was ref?e;ted in t1cl Orsi{’?(;-
of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Coml'mttee, .f.iymk_:!.e, ‘tlwte .or;:}l; 11
dish newspaper in the Soviet Union outside ‘B:rol_)ldjau. . e;;l_){.
the heat was on for a large-scale Jewish emigration to Birobid-
]a?\.}ow there was consideration for the would-be settle‘r and
also proper organization. He was given free transportation, a
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per capita bonus of 300 rubles, and a credit of 10,000 rubles
for “inventory,” which included house furnishings as well as
tools and trade equipment. The settlers were fitted out in groups
and sent in echelons, their departure, stops en route, and arrival
at destination serving as occasions for public functions to propa-
gandize the movement. In Birobidjan the newcomers found
living quarters prepared for them and employment arranged
for. The response was greater than ever. In a little over two
years, the new immigration brought as many settlers to Birobid-
jan as had collected there during the preceding eighteen years.
The quality of the immigration improved likewise. The new-
comers included good, sturdy, experienced farmers from the
Crimea and the Kherson district, highly qualified industrial
workers, engineers, doctors, teachers, and even top managers
who had to go to considerable trouble to be released from im-
portant posts, like the noted director of the Kherson Elevator
(grain distribution center), who preferred a more modest posi-
tion in the Jewish Autonomous Region. Israel Emiot, a Jewish
poet who lived in Birobidjan at the time, reported the old
settlers as saying that they had not seen so many new arrivals,
so much energy and enterprise, and had not heard Yiddish
spoken so much, since 1936. The time had never been more
opportune. Back in the 1930's, going to Birobidjan had called
for considerable sacrifice in physical comfort and economic
opportunity, although the compensation in Jewish atmosphere
was slight. Any sizable Jewish community in western Russia had
much more of a Jewish life than Birobidjan could offer. Now
the situation was reversed. The sacrifice was small indeed, so
many Jews having been uprooted during the war and now
seeking new moorings, and the compensation was significant
psychologically, if not materially. After being exposed to war-
time anti-Semitism, Jews longed to be with other Jews, and the
prospect of living in a Jewish territory was alluring.

The new liberal spirit manifested itself also in renewed con-
tact with Birobidjan sponsors in the United States and else-
where, even though communication was still largely a one-way
affair. Now, at least the aid sent to Birobidjan duly reached its
destination. Canned food, articles of clothing, diesel motors,
mechanical saws, and factory equipment that had been shipped
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long before at last arrived and were properly distributed. In
the city of Birobidjan a new street was built with prefabricated
houses bought in Holland by American friends of Birobidjan.

I saw the reflection of the new trend at the Jewish Anti-Fascist
Committee in Moscow. There was much talk about it among
the members of the committee, although some were not with-
out misgivings. Ilya Ehrenburg continued his hostile attitude
toward any territorial concentration of Jews, which he called a
“new ghetto.” He wanted all Jews to be assimilated as he had
been. This would simplify matters all around. The Jewish
nationalist sentiment had done its work during the war. Now
that the war was over, it should be laid to rest. He was already
keeping away from the committee and all things Jewish. Other
Jews prominent in Soviet life, like the Pravda publicist, David
Zaslavsky, kept an unfriendly silence. This new Birobidjan
movement was the will of the Party, and the Party’s will must
be respected. But they had no faith in the results and hoped
it was all a wind that would soon blow over. Only the “Jewish
Jews” of the committee, those whose life work lay in the field
of Jewish culture, kept their faith in Birobidjan.

I happened to be present at a briefing Solomon Mikhoels,
the president of the committee, gave the chairman of the Region
Executive Committee, Silberstein. This new head of Birobidjan
was a young man who had grown up after the Revolution. His
knowledge of Jewish culture was limited to what he had learned
in the Communist Yiddish schools and what he remembered
of his grandfather’s tales. But he seemed to be very serious and
sincere about the little that he did know. Like an elder states-
man initiating a novice politician, Mikhoels pointed out the
pitfalls to avoid and where the stress must be laid. He advised
Silberstein to keep a firm, steady hand on the two ends of the
lever, on the elementary school and the top government office.
If Silberstein held these two Yiddish positions well in hand, all
in between would follow naturally. Silberstein seemed very
respectful and willing to learn.

Itzik Fefer, the secretary of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Commit-
tee, contrived a plan for the two of us to make a grand tour of
Birobidjan, with a film record from beginning to end. We were
to leave the Moscow airport after due ceremonies, and have
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receptions at all the stops en route, in order to show the en
thusiasm of the people in the Soviet Union, Jews and non-Je -
for th(".‘ dev.elopment of the Jewish Auton;)mous Region JOWS’
extensive visit in Birobidjan would, of course, be ﬁ]%ned' =
pletely. The film would then be shown in the fewiqh com junt
ties of the Soviet Union as part of the propaganda I’c;r emi m:l'm-
to the Jewish Autonomous Region. In his amusin t«:mgret n.
cheek manner, Fefer turned to me and said: "Andgi’f o1gue-mci
to, you could have a print of the film to take ith o &
T o e with you to
I realized that if Fefer's plan had a chance, it was only |
cause the ﬁim might be shown in America. ’Yet I was 1? :;3-
to unc.lerw-r:te the entire cost, if necessary, for I was anxio:aty
see Birobidjan again after a lapse .of twelve years, and SEhiO
would be my only opportunity. There was no Intou;ist servi :
whatever beyond the Urals. Moreover, the Far East was pra i
cally out of bounds for foreigners. Only Molottﬁ \:rh(zj ;]C':l‘
served as foreign minister, could give the pcrmissiclun to tralvu;
there. Lozalwsky, himself a deputy foreign minister and s t::ns:)E
of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, was supposed to t'tli.e tl .
matter up with Molotov. As I have explained elsewhere‘ a .
ently Molotov was either abroad or too preoccu hied }ipﬁtl[”"
weighty affairs to be approached. At any rate Feel'-:lzrl neverw' :
ceived a formal‘refusal—nt least to my knowled'ge. After waizilrl&
weceks for a decision, I decided to leave. Perhaps the bitter hre'.g
for Jews was already being mixed within the Kremlin wal]:
P§rhaps this effort was subsequently used as evidence in th”
trlgls: Hf)wever, I came away from the Soviet Union with the
cl(.ahmge’lmpression that now the Soviet Jews themselves wantcg
Birobidjan and were ready for mass imrhigration. If the current
trend were only permitted to run another decade, 1 felt sur
;h;ze Wﬁuld be a real Jewish autonomous regio.n, a,nd probabl;:'
Spuryls republic. But the movement was halted at its first
_ The anti-Jewish madness that began flowing out of the Krem-
lin at the end of 1948 did not bypass Birobidjan. In fact, the
Jews there found themselves in a worse position than Jews ’elsc
where. They were more exposed—collected in small communi:
ties where everyone knew everyone else, and where many were
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involved in what could be called ]ewi.sh activity. Any Jewish
activity—indeed, any item on the_re_glonal cultural progg'lr{a?ni
any act of Jewish character, even if it had had formal o i
sanction at the time—constituted a crime or incruminating evi-
dence. The official charge ran from artifically implanting 'Yld-
dish culeure in order to impose it on the rest of the population,
eason and foreign espionage. -
; "I"rhe Crimean plotgcharI;ed ag‘ainst the leaders-of .the Jewish
Anti-Fascist Committee was here turned into an 1n(?1ctmen.t fo_r
seeking to detach Birobidjan from thf: Sovmt.Umon, _tl.éll‘l.lt
over to Japan, and convert it into an .mternauonal anti-Soviet
base, as I have already mentioned. This was su.ppos.edly part of
the treacherous plan Mikhoels had brought with him from his
visit in the United States in 1943. The same two American
Jewish journalists who had been implicate_d in the Plot}ilgamst
the Jewish writers of Moscow were also involved mht -::chn;
spiracy of Birobidjan. They allegedly had come to t e Sovie
Union in 1946 to check not only on the progress of L'he treach-
ery” of the Crimea but on the “treason” of Blrobld']an as well.
The chief of the Secret Police for the Far East, Major G.ener;?l
Goglidje, regarded the latter as the more dangerpus, since it
concerned an entire territorial unit, a possible SO'VICt state.
The bill of particulars at the Bi.robidjlan trials coptamed
strange items. One concerned itself with art_lcles of clot}.ung and
shoes from America. These had been shipped by friends of
Birobidjan in the United States, who were well known to.the
Soviet representative there. The funds for them had been rals?d
at public meetings, many of which had been-addressed‘ I?y Soviet
diplomatic personnel stationed in the various locah.ues. The
articles of clothing and shoes had been cleared for shlpr.nent to
the Soviet Union by the appropriate official at the Sov1e.t con-
sulate; they had passed customs at the Sovu;t b?n-:’ler in tﬁe
proper manner, and been transshipped to BlI’ObldJaI-l bylr t {:
proper authorities. It had been as open, al?ove-boald, ega.
and friendly a transaction as could be, made with the knowle Ee
and approval of various officials, high and }0w. Ne\-ferth.eles; the
unfortunate people who took over the shipment in Birobidjan
and distributed it to persons admittedly needy after the de-
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structive war were rounded up as traitors who had manipulated
the whole thing as part of the conspiracy.

Another charge asserted that the exhibits in the Jewish mu-
seum were unrelated to the region and were meant to indicate
stages in the history of the Jews. Still others concerned the ex-
pression of bourgeois-nationalist ideas: speaking of the unity of
the Jewish people; the efforts toward expanding the Birobid-
janer Shtern; the intention to establish a Jewish publishing
house and the plan for a Yiddish university—in short anything
that gave a national character to the projected national Jewish
home. But was Birobidjan not meant to offer all this and more
to the Jews? The answer now was that it was all “artificial,” the
majority of the population being non-jewish. But if there had
been a Jewish majority in Birobidjan, those items would have
been quite in order; how could they be acts of treason now?
The answer was that they were manifestations of Jewish na-
tionalism, which was as dangerous as Ukrainian nationalism.
Besides, Jewish nationalism was linked with the supposed Jew-
ish reactionism and with the bourgeois Jewish enemies of the
Soviet Union. ‘

There is a telling remark by a noted Jewish writer who went
through this torture in Birobidjan, spent a number of years in
a labor camp, and finally managed to reach the free world—he
still retained a tender feeling for Birobidjan. He said that in
the brutal, frequently bloody, encounters with his inquisitors,
it often seemed as if they were throwing the Protocols of Zion
at him, as though the entire Jewish people were there on the
cross with him. One of the inquisitors, a Judge Oziersky of
Khabarovsk, boasted that he had read thirty books on Jews in
preparation for the writer’s case. Perhaps he had not actually
read that many books, but he had certainly read the classic book
on Nazi anti-Semitism by the high priest of Nazi racialism, The
Myth of the Twentieth Century by Adolf Rosenberg, for he
quoted passages from memory, to his Jewish victims.

Cracks in the Wall

A dark curtain fell between Birobidjan and the rest of the
world at the beginning of 1949. Even the one-way communica-
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tion halted completely. People in Mo§cotu knew next tc};{nolth-
ing about the situation in the ]ew1sh' Autonoméous : egﬁ?i
except that “there it was worse.” It was six years before 11(:: s
glimmer came out of the dark. An American newspaper m?)n,
Harrison Salisbury of the New York Times manage_d a peep be-
hind the curtain, He obtained permission, 1'are1y given, to \_:15}t
the Far East. In Birobidjan he was the first foreign visitor since
the war. And what did he find? ‘ B :
Salisbury quoted the administrative head of Ll}f 1(::g10n,._ ev
Yefremovich Vinkevich, as saying that, from the “factual ‘w.-lln:i:wi
point,” the Jewish Autonomous Region might as well b-e .ca ;31(
“Soviet Autonomous Region” since the ‘.}e.ws were ,u,tt}a y
“only one of a number of nationalities living in T.i.‘lf‘: .Eea
Vinkevich further told Salisbury that “except for insigni cant
older elements, all [Jews] read and. LI?F‘ the Russian élan_gdﬁgle
and in fact prefer Russian to Yiddish." Also, that the Yiddish
theatre became “unprofitable,” and had been convcrt-ed mt;) 1:;
club for young people. At an amateur shpw put on at the ¢ ul
to mark the twentieth anniversary of the toundmg ot.the Jewish
Autonomous Region in 1934, “there were Jewish i,?lk -dal:lf‘es
and songs along with Russian, Ulkl'auuan, and 1 algr. l\*;[’l . Sa mé
bury found no Yiddish schools. 1‘l1e:‘e was a Yiddish ec mgln _0
the Birobidjan Star, the Birobidjaner Shtern, appearing Lneg
times weekly, and two radio programs a week, on Tuesdays an :
Fridays, in Yiddish. Salisbury did not report on the cml:mt(;nt od
the paper or radio programs. AL L}l“lc local n:lLl‘SELlI"C_l, 1e ?Ll[ll‘l
“no emphasis on the Jewish side except for a (,‘opy do-] e
Birobidjaner Shtern of 1935. At the library, he was tol LII(':I'C
were 29,000 Yiddish books among the 1.00,0(?{} !Jooks at thE
library. He was shown a 1938 edition, in Yld(‘:hsh, of M:_xr
Twain’s The Prince and the Pawper and a Yiddish translatlml:
of a novel by Flaubert published in 1937. At the igcal dbofa
shop, Salisbury reported, Yiddish books were to bghfoun ,{1;1:
cluding “a 1939 edition of a Short Course of the History ofl .’u,
Communist Party and several volumes by Sholom Aleichem
ublished in Moscow in 1948.” _ ‘
v Salisbury asked Vinkevich to “explain the d‘lff.erenf:e énde‘:E
phasis given to the Yiddish language and culture 1n Bllrlo 1. ]a e.
compared with that placed, for example, on the Yakut languag
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and culture in Yakutia.” Vinkevich did not deny the difference,
and explained it by saying that the Jews were “a matured na-
tionality and therefore there was neither need nor place for the
kind of helping hand the Soviet extends to less developed na-
tionalities in aiding them to develop their language, literature,
history, and cultural heritage.” Apparently, since according to
his opinion the “Jews preferred Russian to Yiddish,” there was
no longer any more need for their “literature, history, and cul-
tural heritage” than for their language. All street signs, Salis-
bury reported, were in Russian and Yiddish. “Most public
institutions and some industrial establishments post their names
in both Russian and Yiddish. However, the oblast’s [region’s]
party and administrative offices carry their designations only in
Russian,”

Salisbury also reported—1I suspect with tongue in cheek—
that “as far as the knowledge and interest of Birobidjan Jews in
foreign developments concerning fellow Jews is concerned, [he]
was repeatedly told by Birobidjan officials that this interest was
no greater on the part of Jews than among any other groups of
Soviet citizens. Never during question periods, which uniformly
occurred when the correspondent was escorted through schools,
factories, or other institutions, were questions asked about Jews
abroad, Israel, Zionism, or other matters of Jewish interest.
Officials said this reflected a lack of interest on the part of Jews
in such matters.”

On general conditions, Salisbury reported being given the
figure of 200,000 for the total population, with the proportion
of Jews “‘about 50 per cent.” In the current immigration there
did “not appear to be a very high Jewish percentage among the
newcomers, but the movement of Jews to Birobidjan has not
completely stopped. There is a movement out of Birobidjan as
well as into it . . .” The biggest enterprise in the town of Biro-
bidjan was the state clothing factory. Jews played an important
role in the Birobidjan government.

Now, what did this first report after six years by an admit-
tedly impartial observer add up to?

The figures given Mr. Salisbury were obviously inaccurate.
Five years after his visit, the official census gave the region a
population of 163,000. The estimate of “about 50 per cent”’ for
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the Jews could have been close to reality, for most of the locali-
ties he visited were towns, industrial centers, or major co-opera-
tives. Those spots had always had a concentration of Jews. The
state clothing factory had initially been a totally Jewish enter-
prise, fewer and fewer Jews having gone into agriculture. Ob-
viously, too, there was very little left of the cultural autonomy,
and nothing at all of the great plans projected seven and eight
years earlier. All the “Jewish” there was in the Jewish Autono-
mous Region was the names on the street signs and some
names on the signs of institutions, the Birobidjaner Shiern, and
the two radio programs, and the latter two were Jewish only in
the linguistic sense. There was no Jewish content whatever, as
we know from other sources, either in the Birobidjaner Shtern
or in the radio programs.

This situation was corroborated by the poet Israel Emiot,
who returned from a labor camp to Birobidjan two years after
Salishury’s visit. He reported finding the same Jewish cultural
void as Salisbury. As one who had lived and worked in Birobid-
jan and knew the languages, Emiot could, of course, delve
deeper into the situation. He found only a few drab shelves of
Yiddish books in the library. All the works of Yiddish writers
who had been executed or sent to labor camps had been de-
stroyed. These embraced most of the Soviet Yiddish literature.
The large Judaica collection was rotting in a cellar. The poor
librarians had no heart to destroy it, yet dared not have it in
public view. Most Yiddish books owned by individuals had also
been destroyed for fear of incrimination. On display at the new,
large, modern bookshop were sections of books in several lan-
guages, but no Yiddish section. Only a few faded old Yiddish
pamphlets lay in a corner of a shelf. The librarian, a naive Rus-
sian woman, asked him: “What happened to the Yiddish writ-
ers? Did they all stop writing?”

The Birobidjaner Shtern had run a series, in translation, by
a member of the Nanaite tribe on the fishing habits of his
people, but not a line on any phase of the life of the Jewish
people. The Yiddish radio programs dealt exclusively with the
general local situation, with never a word about Jews or Jewish
matters. After going to considerable trouble, some leading Jew-
ish citizens obtained a permit for a literary evening at the
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library (it still bore the name of Sholom Aleichem), at which a
Ee\\: of the Yiddish writers who had returned from fabor camps
(this was in 1956!) were to read their unpublished writil]gs.l Tllle
program was opened by a representative of the Culture Depart-
ment, who spoke in Russian. The audience had no atilzncc
with her, and voices called: “Yiddish! Yiddish!” TheI;e were
L!]e same people Vinkevich had told Salisbury preferred Rus-
sian to Yiddish. ‘
The curtain rose on Birobidjan again in the spring of 1958.
Perhaps it was inadvertently lifted by Khrushchev himself. The
subject of Birobidjan happened to come up in an Ente‘rviéw he
gave to M. Serge Groussard, an editor of Figaro, which appeared
in tl‘f{t Paris newspaper on April 9, 1958, Mr. Khrush{:hles said:
. . . “The Soviet Union was the first in the world to decide L(;
help the ‘]ews,l not only as individuals, but also as a people. We
flfalye..clloseil i'or. this B:rolv)idjan, a region little populated, in
Siberia, north of Manchuria. We have put it at the disposition
of the Jews and accorded it a special status. It was a remarkable
gift. The land of Birobidjan is the most fertile there is. Over
there the climate is meridional, the cultivation of the.soil a
p’Ieasure. There are water and sun. There are immense forests
rich earth, minerals in abundance, rivers swarming with ﬁ'ill’
And what happened? Jews went to Birobidjan in masses. Ti;r:;;
were enthusiastic, exultant. From all corners of the Soviet Union
—and I could say from all countries of Europe which they could
leave to escape persecution—they rushed there. And then? ;-\l‘ld
theu: very few remained. Lately, the arriving and returning have
continued, but one must recognize the fact that the returning
hai more and more exceeded the arriving. .
How many Jews remain in that beautiful region? That I
could not tell e}faéttly in the absence of documentation. But
there must remain a large enough number. Why, in 1955 1
passed through Birobidjan myself, and, contrary to your inform-
ants, I have seen many inscriptions in Yiddish on the stations
and the streets about the stations. It must be admitted however.
that if we were to strike a balance, we would have tojstate that,
t}?e _]ew1:sh colonization in Birobidjan was a failure. The colo-
nists arrived there full of fervor, aflame with enthusiasm _and
then, one by one they left. ’

B
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“How to explain this disagreeable phenomenon? In @yfo;iii
ion, by historical conditions. The Jews have a!\fay:c, pre f:r _
the artisan crafts—they are tailors, they work with glass UFE pre
cious stones, they are tradesmen, druggists, carpenters. But if you
take construction or metallurgy, where people work as a team,
you would not find a single Jew—to my _l;}1mvl(:dg&. T'hey donh t
like collective work, group discipline. They ]??.ve always pre-
ferred to be dispersed. They are individualists. .

Both Khrushchev and Figaro were doubtless surprised at Flhle
impact his words made on public opini(.m tln'o‘ughoul the wor ? 3
Whether the reason was that this particular item was the onl y
new thing in the interview, or that this was the first t(lll'ﬂ;f't e
new ruler had expressed himself on Blrob'lcljan, or—and t uslm
more probable—that Khrushchev was casting a reﬁel(,:_uon ont 13
character of the Jewish people, his words were carried arf)urll
the world and commented upon universally a_nc‘i unf‘av_o‘m‘b y.
Their implication was forbidding. To be mdlwdual.lsm,cm a
collective society was apparently tantamount to being \ 01‘3-
munistic in a Capitalist society. Moreover, Fmre_was public ad-
mission of the total failure of a policy—a th}ng sn‘nply not dc'me.
in the Soviet Union, particularly in an area in which the Sovcllet(;
had persuaded the world to believe that they had succee €
most—the solution of their nationalist problems. An'd all this
coming to pass when the new State of Israel was forging al;:;-ad
and already carried some weight in world affarrs! CapltE’lJ {sm
was doing better with the Jewish problem, for all the brag-

io of the Soviets. '
ga(fixoscii)l gther cases where Khrushchev talked too freely, Soviet
propaganda stepped subtly into the breach to correct th.e Boss.
First, it feebly disavowed the text of the statement 1r.1 Figaro—
Khrushchev had not said just that. WhaF he had.sald was TlOt
given. This equivocation was not convincing, buF it was a straw
for those who were struggling to held on to their belief in trhe
pristine innocence of the Soviet state. Thel.'l on August 6, 19?8,
an article on the Jewish Autonomous Reglc?n }:)y one V. Pa}h-
man appeared in the Moscow newspaper .S?ur.etskaya Rc‘tsselya:
Ostensibly it was only a bit of travel9gue, just one man’s u:n
pression of Birobidjan today, but indirectly the article contra-
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dicted everything Khrushchev had told the editor of Figaro
about Birobidjan.
The burden of the Pakhman article is that Birobidjan is not
a failure: “All of a sudden the taiga ends, and before the eyes
come factory chimneys, houses, and neat streets . . . Fifty-three
per cent of all arable terraces (in the Khabar district) are con-
centrated in this area, also 39 per cent of the collectively owned
big-horned cattle.” The success of Birobidjan is presumably
due to the efforts of the Jews, at least principally so. The
other nationalities are assigned a secondary role: “Side by side
with the kolkhoz members of the Jewish nationality, there toil
here Russians together with Ukrainians, White Russians,
Mordvinians, and Far Eastern natives.” Not a single name of
a non-Jew appears in the article, which mentions a score of in-
dividuals. The Jews had not run away from Birobidjan, but had
remained and become attached to the soil; neither had their
children left the region. “The bee-master Zelman Gershovitz
Volfson . . . arrived at Waldheim in 1928"; Yekhiel Yosifovich
Rak arrived in 1931, has brought up nine children, three of
them working under him in his tractor brigade. Mordko David-
ovich Zaslavsky had been working at the same plant for twenty
years, has brought up three daughters, two of whom were h ighly
educated and returned to their native Amur land. The eldest
is a schoolteacher, the middle one a counsellor in a children’s
home, the youngest still in school. The Yiddish writer Boris
Israilevich Miller, who knows the entire region intimately, says,
"I became wedded to this country; I do not know where else I
could have lived.” So runs Pakhman'’s article.

By the same method of careful selection of facts and of sug-
gesting the general by the particular that he used to convey
the impression all Birobidjan was Jewish, Pakhman also wanted
to persuade his readers that the culture of the region was Yid-
dish. He did not mention Jewish cultural institutions, nor did
he give an indication that there were Russian cultural institu-
tions. But he states that at the library “named after Sholom
Aleichem there is a large collection of literature in Yiddish . . .
evening meetings were held for reading the works of the poet
Samuil Galkin and those of the local poet-song writer, Isaac
Brofman . . . Artists recite poetry and sing Jewish folksongs.”
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He sums up: “Much can be told about the cultural life in the
region, and about the regular and interesting radio-broadcasts
in the Jewish language by the local union [of writers]. Also
about the literary union set up at the editorial office of the
paper, and about the literary and artistic anthology Birobidjan,
which will be published on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the
autonomous region, and will be issued both in Yiddish and in
Russian.”

The pay-off comes in a seemingly irrelevant final section of
the article bespattering the State of Israel.

“How could one change this land [Birobidjan] for somewhere
else?” Pakhman quotes the “local inhabitants” as asking. Well,
it seems that some of the people of Birobidjan had made the
change—and were they sorry! Pakhman happened to visit one
pensioner, Peisakh Yakovlevich Mikhelson, whose daughter
Rakhil had married in 1946 and gone with her husband to
Israel. “Her letters are documents of a great human misfor-
tune,” Pakhman writes, and quotes from the letters: “I curse
the minute when I parted from you . .. I was young and foolish
... I suffer terribly here : . .” And, to her sister: “You should
never do such a foolish thing as I did. You are happy with what
you have . . . The Soviet Union takes great care of you, and
gives the people every opportunity for a decent life. In the
Soviet Union everything is by far better.”

On his own, Pakhman tells what some of the Birobidjan Jews
who, “under the influence of Zionist propaganda,” left for Israel
found there. “Immigrants, especially those arriving from the
Soviet Union, Peoples’ Democracies, India, and some other
countries, the Israeli authorities treated as unwelcome guests.
The people were cooped up in barracks, often could not find
work, dragged out a halfstarved existence, and all the time
were being scoffed at.” Why “Zionist propaganda” should entice
Jews in the Soviet Union to go to Israel only to be treated there
as “unwelcome guests” and be scoffed at was no more intelli-
gible than Rakhil’s staying on in the land of her “great human
misfortune,” inasmuch as, unlike the Soviet Union, Israel per-
mits people to leave the country.

On the basis of Pakhman’s article alone, one could conclude
that although there are some non-Jews in Birobidjan, the region
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18 almgst wholly Jewish; that the cultural life of the region i
exclusively Jewish; that no Jews ever leave Birobidjan gexce :
the few whg succumb to “Zionist propaganda,” whith is aboEt
the only evil in the glorious Jewish homelancf Birobidjan
The Pakhman article was not merely just au;other )igce. ub
l:shec_l I a newspaper. It represented a new lul‘nlin Sp' ,
p‘ub.hc relations. As devoid of Jewish meaning or value I(;Ylet
bldj'an now was, it was to be ;,:put back into circulation Sazsls o
Soviet propaganda piece. In addition to counteractin thal Pl;r?l-
effect of the Figaro interview, the article was e)&pecte(ig to 6<::o !
up, _1f not refute, the repeated rumors about the hapless stateve;
Soviet ‘]ewry.. It was translated into a number of lan uaﬂ‘eo
republished in all the Jewish Communist publications f;;mdb'S)
some n'onm‘Communist pro-Soviet magazines. Moreover, in sonlln
countries it was sent out by the Soviet embassies to érs in-
quiring about the status of Jews. i
I happen to know of one naive American Jew who wrote to
the Soviet Ambassador in Washington asking in all sincerit
why Lhe_re were no Yiddish publications, books, and school i
the .SDVIEIE. Union. He said he realized that the, murder ofstllln
Jewish writers and the suppression of the Yiddish cultural ins‘tie
tutions had been the acts of Beria and Stalin. But Stalin had-
been dead six years, and Khrushchev had been in power for
i;)fmebyealrls. He coulq not bring the martyred writers back to
" g,heuriOtedgo;lhliciPrevwe the Yiddish cultural institutions. Why
He recelveq a reply from the First Secretary of the Soviet
Embassy that in response to his questions he was being sent
translation of an article that had recently appeared in th%: Sovi :
prf:'ss, an_cl that its contents, the First Secretary hoped wou]ed
satisfy him. The article was Pakhman’s. But signiﬁF::an’tl tl
part about Israel had been omitted. The anti-Israel para )';',a f:i
were meant apparently for home consumption, or at Ieagst 2
for a country like the United States. , -
Sul;[‘he Pakhma!n article set the tone and served as a pattern for
Mozcegx'ent articles, correspondence, and radio broadcasts from
Within the month another article on Birobidjan was sent out
of Moscow, and was published, among other places, as far away
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as Montevideo, Uruguay. The occasion was the All-Union Ag-
ricultural Exhibition in Moscow. The author, I. Berezin, re-
ported on the “exhibits of Birobidjan” at the Far Eastern
pavilion. We learn that the Birobidjan tomatoes received “rec-
ognition not only in the Far East, but on an All-Union scale.”
The Kirov kolkhoz of Birobidjan “supplies with vegetables the
inhabitants of the cities of Komsomolsk on the Amur and Kha-
barovsk.” We learn also that the colonists have learned to
cultivate maize, which gives them the opportunity to expand
cattle raising, and they are getting “‘pure milk, the average
amount per head being 3,000 litres.” In short, the forty-two
large kolkhozes and seven sovkhozes of the region “enjoy the
bounties of successful production.” One kolkhoz has been able
“to acquire the necessary counting-machines’”; another was able
to purchase at the machine-tractor station 14 tractors, 4 com-
bines, 13 ploughs, and other inventory for 6,000 rubles.” All
agricultural settlements ‘“‘grow richer and richer every year,”
which makes it possible for them “to construct new houses,
well-ordered settlements, and to raise the cultural level of the
inhabitants of the region.”

But who are the inhabitants of the region? Even if we accept
the exaggerated estimate of a 50 per cent Jewish population,
Jews could not constitute more than 25 per cent of the agricul-
tural population, and probably not that much. For the Jews are
admittedly concentrated in the larger towns, in industry, and in
the administration. On the other hand, the large majority of
the non-Jewish immigration went into agriculture. In fact, sev-
eral months later, a Polish visitor to the Pravda Kolkhoz in
Birobidjan was told by the chairman, Comrade Peller, that only
six out of the 167 families in the kolkhoz were Jewish, and he
added laughingly, “Here we, the Jews, hold the positions and
run the kolkhoz.” Yet there was no mention of the non-Jews in
the Berezin article, except a special remark in connection with
the Thirty-third of October Kolkhoz—that “in this particu-
lar kolkhoz there are working together successfully side by side
Ukrainians, Russians, and representatives of other nationali-
ties.” But immediately thereafter the names mentioned were
unmistakably Jewish: “The president of the kolkhoz, D. Gal-
perin, was awarded a little gold medal; the agronomist Friedkin
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and the cattle breeders Bauman and Kol were likewise awarded
golc.i and silver medals.” Other names mentioned with hich
praise were Nakhum Ladizhinsky, Itzik Kandaly, Itzik Gurshr.;I
Nakhum Lagertan. Not a single non-Jewish name appears ir;
the article. At the beginning of the article, where the area of
the Jewish Autonomous Region is given, the comparison used is
“nearly twice the size of the State of Israel.” The concluding
sentences, summarizing the article, state: “The working Jews
h:wc: established themselves well in the Jewish Autonomous
Reglon_. They live here free and happy.”

‘Qf similar nature was a travelogue on the beauties of Biro-
bidjan brpadcast over the Moscow radio in November, 1958,
Once again there was a glowing description of the beautiful
.l;ndscapes and enthusiasm over the material success of the re-
gion. And again the non-Jews of Birobidjan were missing from
the picture. Twice it was mentioned that the signs are in Yid-
d1sl1' and Russian; once, the impression was given that the signs
are in Yiddish only (““All morning we walked through the c?ty
seeing u.fhat the houses were like and examining the signs Wit}':
inscriptions in Yiddish"). Listeners were told that “Birobidjan
1s not a Jewish word,” and that “in the 1930’s the first Jewish
§ettlers made their homes in the valleys of these two rivers, and
1t was they who formed their autonomous region in tlu; Far
East.” In this travelogue, too, the people and the names men-
tioned were exclusively Jewish.

The old newsman in the street (he knew everybody and every-
body knew him, of course) sold the Birobidjaner Shtern as well
as the Russian local paper. He introduced the radio correspond-
ent to three old ladies who, he explained, were very religious
and were returning from the synagogue. One of the two persons
whom the radio correspondent visited was Ilya Bekherman, who
had emigrated from the Soviet Union to look for work in éouth
America. “I stayed there for two years,” Bekherman told the
ct?rl"espondent, “but had no luck, and in 1931 I came to Biro-
bld}:‘iﬂ and helped to build the city. There were plenty of diffi-
culties in those days. We had to uproot the trees in the taiga
and build houses. That was the kind of work I liked because I
knew I was working for myself. I've been living in Birobidjan
ever since. We have three children. Our eldest son has finished
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college and is working at a factory as a mechanical engineer.
Our second son is now in college, and our daughter is still a
schoolgirl. Not once in the twenty-seven years I have spent here
have I been without work.” The second person the correspond-
ent interviewed was Paulina Gofun, a member of the Executive
Committee of the City Council. She told him of the marvelous
growth and industrial development of the city, adding, “Most of
the people are Jewish, but there are also Russians, Ukrainians,
and Byelorussians living in Birobidjan.”

The Tatars and native strains were not even mentioned. The
Russians, Ukrainians, and Byelorussians were given the cold
shoulder with the phrase “also living” there. Only the Bekher-
mans were flaunted for all the credit. The Soviet people have
never been exposed to greater national chauvinism than ap-
peared in the Birobidjan propaganda issued by their own gov-
ernment.

Four Eyewitnesses

Birobidjan has never been on the Intourist itinerary. Gen-
erally Irkutsk is about the farthest point east open to foreigners.
Still, exceptions have been made in special cases, mostly for
certain newspaper people. After years of prohibition, exceptions
were made again, particularly after Birobidjan was put back in
the news, but the exceptions were definitely one-sided—only for
people who had no personal interest in the Jewish character of
the region. During the latter part of 1958 and the first half of
1959, two journalists from Communist publications, Gunter
Linde for Wochenpost of East Berlin and Max Léon for Hu-
manité of Paris, and a correspondent for Swiat of Warsaw,
Dominik Horodynski, visited Birobidjan. At the same time, two
editors of two Jewish Communist papers, one in Western
Europe and one in America, could not obtain permission to go
to Birobidjan, although they tried hard for weeks while in Mos-
cow. During the summer of 1959, a correspondent of the New
York Times visited Birobidjan, but a columnist from a Jewish
newspaper in New York was not allowed to do so, perhaps just
because he had been there before, had come out with a favorable
impression, and joined an organization of the friends of Biro-
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bidjan in the United States. It seemed that the less one knew
about the Jewish Autonomous Region and the less one cared
about its being Jewish, the easier it was to get permission to go
there.

What did these reporters have to say about the Jewish char-
acter of Birobidjan today?

Dominik Horodynski of Swiat was apparently the most in-
quisitive. He asked direct questions and wanted clear answers.

Are there Jewish schools? “There were primary and secondary
Jewish schools. After the war they were liquidated, because par-
ents preferred to send their children to Russian schools, as this
would make it easier for them to continue their education. . . .”
In what way is the Jewish character of the region expressed?
“There is a Yiddish newspaper. Jews rise to administrative posi-
tions. The official signs are bilingual.”

Horodynski says that the Jews of Birobidjan had built a syn-
agogue in 1947, which burned down two years later, and the
?eiigious community then bought a small house and converted
it into a synagogue. There is no rabbi, and the services are con-
ducted by a cantor. The community has twenty-four members;
the cantor told him that on Yom Kippur and Succoth more than
fifty people attend. One Jew at the synagogue volunteered in
Yiddish to the visitor: “My daughters left for Israel, but I will
remain here. I have a pension, and it is much better here than
it was in the past.” Horodynski asked the cantor if there were
any young people among the fifty believers. “For a moment it
was quiet, and then a firm voice answered, ‘No, there are no
young people.” The cantor’s unexpressive glance was directed
into the far distance.”

Horodynski also gives his own impressions. ““As far as I could
see,” he writes, “the Birobidjan Jews do not attach great im-
portance to their Jewish origin. On the contrary, they assimilate
rapidly, and even desire assimilation. . . . True, complete as-
similation is not an easy process. There remain and exist differ-
ences of temperament, disposition, interests. For instance, the
principal pastime of the non-Jewish residents of Birobidjan is
hunting. Most of them spend every free moment in the taiga.
But it is a fact, as it was told to us, that no Jew spends his time
hunting. This fact makes a distinction, and separates people.”

R
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He concludes as follows: “The experiment to turn Jews into
farmers and to settle them east of the Mongolian border, in a
place where there was no Jewish tradition, could not be crowned
with glory. The Bira is not the Jordan. It never was the Jordan
and it never will be . . .”

Gunter Linde’s report on Birobidjan ran in two installments
in the Wochenpost. There is not a line in the two articles on
the present Jewish character, or the Jewish culture, of the re-
gion. His only reference to the Jewishness of the place is in
connection with its political origin. He, too, mentions many
Jewish names, but he merely observes that they sound German
(Eisenberg, Becker, Grossmann, etc.) and that their bearers not
only speak Yiddish but also understand German, or refers to
them in connection with their economic activities. He is the
only one among the correspondents to manifest an ethnic in-
terest in the region, but it is limited to the aborigines, his entire
second article being devoted to them.

We do learn from him, indirectly, a few interesting details
about the Jews there generally. One-third of the members of
the Waldheim Kolkhoz, the pride of the Jewish pioneers, is
non-Jewish. The kolkhoz specializes in raising hogs, and also
boasts of the number of deputies it has produced. Two members
of the kolkhoz, Rachel Fredkina and Shifra Kotchina, were until
the year before deputies of the Supreme Soviet; a third woman
member is a deputy of the Regional Soviet of Khabarovsk. Five
members are deputies in the district soviet and eighteen are
deputies in the Waldheim village soviet. Boris Halpern said to
Linde, “Together, twenty-six deputies. Pretty good for one
kolkhoz, isn’t it?”

The old Waldheimers also take pride in the achievement of
the new generation. “So many of the young people study at the
several universities of the Far East. Nachmen Berger’s daughter
studies at the Pedagogical Institute of Khabarovsk; Riand’s son
lives in the city as an author and art critic; and the son of
Yekhiel Yosifovich went to Moscow as an engineer.”

To the un-Marxian mind, this might look like a bourgeois
trend, at least in the sense of social values. But then the Wald-
heimers are called “the millionaires”—their kolkhoz makes so
much money.
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Linde’s figures are far out of line. He gives the total popula-
tion of Birobidjan as 250,000 (census figure is 163,000), and the
Jewish proportion as one-half. His general impression is rhap-
sodic. Here, in what he calls the “Pear] of the Far East,” is the
true wonderland. There is neither want nor contention. You
are almost back to the days before the Tower of Babel, when
all the people were one. At the textile factory, Klara Mikhail-
ovna Malkina is astonished at Linde’s question about how
many nationalities are represented in her brigade. She has no
idea. “We never ask,” she says, “about the origin of a person.
What matters is his contribution to production and his be-
havior to others.” The same sentiment is expressed by Comrade
Kul, the Party secretary of Waldheim: “Sound friendship and
good co-operation of people from all nationalities, this is our
might and our pride.”

According to Gunter Linde, the future has already arrived in
Birobidjan. The Jews and the others have already come through
the Socialist melting pot as one people.

Max Léon’s article in Humanité is more knowledgeable. The
figures he cites are reasonably correct. He understands the his-
torical background of the Jewish Autonomous Region, makes
reference to the condition of the Jews under the Czarist regime,
and even mentions the Nazi atrocities. He evinces an interest
not only in the scenery and production of the Jewish Autono-
mous Region, but in the Jews of the region as well—primarily
their welfare, but also their cultural life.

Of the Jewish cultural life Max Léon has this to tell: At the
tractor plant, a group of amateurs “presented a spectacle in
Yiddish, inspired by Russian and Polish folklore.” The local
radio broadcasts regularly “political, literary, and artistic pro-
grams” in Yiddish. A group of Yiddish writers, organized around
the Birobidjaner Shtern, fill one page of that publication weekly
“with novels, stories, and poetry”’; these writers also are simul-
taneously being published in The Extreme Orient (non-Jewish);
the better-known among them are Boris Miller, Isaac Bronman,
Max Riant, Nicolas Kapousto. A printing for Yiddish books will
be begun, using new type cast in Moscow and due to be deliv-
ered. (The article appeared July 14, 1959.)

The burden of Max Léon’s report is that there is no discrimi-
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nation in the Jewish Autonomous Region against—]Jews! He
quotes the director of the tractor plant, Lev Moyseevich Slutzky,
whose name recurs in all the articles on Birobidjan, as saying:
“Russians, Tatars, Ukrainians, Jews and non-Jews, we work to-
gether, never raising the question of one’s origin. We don't even
think of the fact that I am a Jew, and that the chief engineer
is a Russian of an Orthodox family. We have the same ideal,
the same objectives. We are one family.” And speaking of his
own observations, Max Léon says that Jews are found in the
most responsible posts in the Party as well as in the soviets.
“Two of the three secretaries of the Party of Birobidjan are
Jews. The regional commissions for health, finance, and agri-
culture are headed by Berdichefsky, Breugel, and Kharfin.
Comrade Kisselgofi is the director of the clothing factory,
Stoinko of the shoe factory, Feldman of repairs of agricultural
machinery. Fishman is the president of the largest kolkhoz of
the region, which exploits 7,000 hectares of arable land. . . .
The theatrical troupe that presented its first spectacle, In Search
of Joy by Rosov, contains a number of Jewish artists. The di-
rectress is Mira Chimenko. At the School for Teachers, Cecile
Dvorkina is responsible for the section of graphical arts.”

All this is good news, of course. But would Ukrainians boast
that there is no discrimination against Ukrainians in Kiev?

The “pleasantest memories and realities” that the corre-
spondent of the New York Times, Max Frankel, carried away
from his visit to Birobidjan were of gefilte fish with horse-radish
and cheese blintzes with sour cream. He also had a sip of cream
soda, which the people there enjoy cold, “like the people on
Seventh Avenue” and “unlike most Russians.” What else that
was Jewish did Max Frankel find in Birobidjan? Well, not very
much outside the street signs. Here is his report on the Jewish
aspect of Birobidjan as of May, 1959:

“No Yiddish is taught in schools, no Yiddish films are shown,
no Yiddish books are printed. A well-stocked bookstore had not
heard of a commemorative Yiddish edition of some works of
Sholom Aleichem, published in Moscow this year. At the library
there are said to be 12,000 old Yiddish volumes among the
100,000 books. Three times a week a two-page Yiddish news-
paper, the Birobidjaner Shtern, appears. Soviet reference books
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list its circulation as 1,000. Two newsstands had a few copies; a
third, placed near a publicly posted copy of the paper, has not
heard of it. The Shtern is a party organ and in large part carries
translations from the daily, four-page Birobidjanskaya Zvezda
(Zvezda, like Shtern, means ‘star’). A municipal culture official
says there are occasional Yiddish radio programs. They are not
advertised.

“Yiddish, in short, is a billboard language here. If Riga speaks
Latvian and Tiflis is run in Georgian, the most that can be said
is that Birobidjan recognizes Yiddish.”

Frankel reports that “most opportunities for the young are
outside the region.” Many youngsters leave—"‘they aspire to as-
similation, to opportunity alongside the Russians. They might
rebel against the Yiddish culture even if it were sanctioned.”

As to the Jewish religion, Frankel reports: “No youngster
ever shows up at the shack that serves as a synagogue. Friday
night and Saturdays, on the Jewish Sabbath, Cantor Kaplan
(there is no rabbi) leads prayers for thirty persons, more women
than men. Last Yom Kippur, the most important Jewish holi-
day, 400 worshipers walked to the little house, about half a mile
from the paved city. A few packages of matzohs arrive each
Passover from Israel, but the local bakery may one day produce

Metamorphosis of a postmark: The first, dated August 5, 1935, has
the word Birobidjan in Yiddish at the top, the same in Russian at
the bottom, with the initials of Jewish Autonomous Region at the
side. The second has the letters USSR at the top, the word Birobidjan
in Russian on the left side and in Yiddish on the right, with the ini-
tials as on the first. The third, dated December 5, 1955, does not
have the word Birobidjan in Yiddish nor the initials of the Jewish
Autonomous Region, only USSR at the top and the words for Biro-
bidjan Region.
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for the local faithful, it is said. Two big prayer books and three
Torahs (scriptures) were contributed by the Moscow synagogue
long ago. Jewish farmers in the province, most of them settled
twenty-five years ago or more, are a majority among the wor-
shipers . . .”

How the fifty worshipers on Yom Kippur reported by Domi-
nik Horodynski grew into the four hundred reported by Max
Frankel is one of the secrets, and hazards, of the correspondent’s
trade in the Soviet Union. The two correspondents may have
tapped different sources, or the same source may have had its
reason for understating to Horodynski and overstating to
Frankel. Horodynski was a Polish Catholic, Frankel an Ameri-
can Jew.

End of Hope

What can be said with absolute honesty about Birobidjan as
the Jewish Autonomous Region today? What may reasonably
be expected of it in the future?

Twenty-five years ago, I left Birobidjan with my chief im-
pression compounded of misery and hope. The misery was ob-
viously transitory, deriving from the raw pioneer conditions in
a virgin territory with a severe climate, from lack of planning
and inadequate prior preparation, and from the character of
the new settlers, urban people, unused to hard work and to
roughing it. Someday the marshes would be drained, and the
debilitating mosquitoes would decrease; the taiga would be
pushed back, and the pesty gnus would disappear; then people
would just plow and sow and reap. Someday there would be
solid, livable houses affording shelter in inclement weather;
there would be enough food to go around, and work not only
in the taiga but also in shops and factories. Life would be easier
and more comfortable, and many more Jews would be coming
“to fill the land,” as they remembered the expression of the
Bible. And it was all to be Jewish. In 1934, this was as certain
as any historical process can be.

The mayor of the town of Birobidjan was a handsome young
Jewish man who spoke Yiddish with difficulty. His vocabulary
was poor and his accent and grammar terrible. I suggested that
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we speak Russian, but he shook his head. “When 1 sit at this
desk,” he said, “I have to speak Yiddish.”

I cabled about a dozen 2,000-word articles direct from Biro-
bidjan. The telegrapher, a Korean girl, was bewildered. She
had never wired such long messages, and they were so foreign to
her, Russian being the only European language she knew. She
apologized for “not knowing Yiddish yet”—she was about to
begin a course in that language at night.

All Jewish children attended Yiddish schools, of course. There
were also Russian schools for Russian children. Visiting a Teach-
ers’ Institute for these Russian schools, I happened on a class
where Yiddish was taught. Some of the towheaded young men
with upturned noses spoke Yiddish no worse than that of the
Jewish mayor of Birobidjan. Since they were not going to teach
in Yiddish schools, why were they studying Yiddish? Well, inas-
much as they were to be teachers in the Jewish Autonomous
Region, they had to know the language of the Region.

One could well have quarreled with the substance of the
Jewish culture then being cultivated in Birobidjan, but there
was no question as to its being Yiddish.

Today, as of this writing, we can say with absolute certainty
that there is not a single Yiddish school, or any other form of
instruction in that language, in the entire region. There is thus
no provision for the continuation of the language. It may also
be said without fear of contradiction that Yiddish is no longer
an official language, necessarily used in public institutions, or
informally or customarily used there. Even the signs on the
buildings of the governing institutions and the Party and re-
gional administration are in Russian only. In short, Yiddish
is no more the official language in Birobidjan now than it is
elsewhere in the Soviet Union, except for what Max Frankel
aptly called “the billboard”—the signs on the station and most
of the streets and some of the older institutions. Like the *‘Jew-
ish” in Jewish Autonomous Region, the old signs persist. Like
the “Autonomous,” they have become meaningless. They might
be regarded as a tombstone on a stillborn hope.

As to the extent to which Yiddish is spoken privately, this
much may be said with a fair degree of accuracy: It is no longer
the means of communication in economic pursuits inasmuch as
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there are no exclusively Jewish enterprises. When I was in
Waldheim in 1934, there was not a single non-Jew about. Con-
sequently, the records of the kolkhoz were kept in Yiddish and
this language was spoken at all the meetings. Now that even at
Waldheim one-third of the members are non-Jewish, the records
and the meetings are necessarily in Russian. At home, among
the family or in social contacts with other Jews, when non-Jews
are not present, Yiddish is more likely to be spoken in Birobid-
jan than in similar circumstances in the large metropolitan
centers like Moscow, Leningrad, or Kiev, but no more likely
than in the small towns of the Ukraine and Byelorussia. In
other words, Yiddish is in greater use in Birobidjan because
most Birobidjan Jews came from small towns.

In yet another area has Birobidjan failed as a Jewish autono-
mous region. This is the economic sphere. A national home
presupposes a national economy. A nation striving to be cul-
turally self-contained must make sure that it is economically
self-sustained. It must create a balanced economic entity with
its own work and enterprise, if not with its own means. This
was understood by the early Jewish pioneers in Palestine, who
fought for the “conquest of labor”—that is, participation in all
fields of effort, however lowly or exhausting. There would be
no Israel today if all the common labor in Palestine had been
done exclusively by the Arabs. At the beginning of the settle-
ment of Birobidjan, when the national ideal was stressed, there
were Jews there willing to do all the pioneer work themselves.
They cleared the forest, turned the virgin soil, built roads,
learned to fish and hunt. They laid out streets, built houses,
and put up shops. But as the vision of a national home blurred,
the impetus weakened. They reverted to their old endeavors,
congregating in the towns, engaging in what Khrushchev called
“craftsmanship” (actually, small industrial co-operatives), and
naturally tending toward the widening fields of management,
administration, teaching, and the arts. Today there is no marked
difference in economic structure between the Jews of Birobid-
jan and Soviet Jewry generally.

Nevertheless, there are entries on the credit side of the ledger
as well. For the Soviet Union there was distinct gain here. Small
as the Jewish contingent has always been, it was their initiative
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and drive, if not always their physical energy, that brought
about all the progress of the region. Without the Jews, there
would have been no industry to speak of and hardly any com-
mercial farming. There might, instead, be in Birobidjan today
only a barely self-sustaining peasantry. This is the reason why
the visiting correspondents found so many Jews in the top posi-
tions. It is no exaggeration to say that the Jews are responsible
for those achievements of Birobidjan which the Far Eastern
authorities put forth with pride.

Although the Jews gave much to Birobidjan, there is no
doubt they also received something in return. Individually, as
Soviet citizens, they could have done as well—and many of
them, definitely better—in the more developed parts of the
country. As Jews, they had in Birobidjan an illusion that has
left a trail of “‘billboards.” Yet there was value even to such an
ethereal phenomenon as that illusion, and there still may be
worth in the “billboards.” It was good for the Soviet Jew, tram- ’
pled by the Revolution and slaughtered by the counter-revolu-
tion, to be told that he was to be like the rest, a people like all
the peoples in the vast Soviet land. He saw himself lifted from
his historic homelessness, removed from the gypsy category,
raised above the marginal position in which he found himself
despite his equality. The wandering Jew was finally to reach
home. It helped him to regain his pride, his faith in himself and
in humanity.

There is little that is Jewish in the Birobidjaner Shtern. But
the ancient square letters, the words reading from right to left,
are there. And they have been there openly, legally, approvedly.
Occasionally a bit of Jewishness creeps into the paper, a poem
or a story—on a safe subject, to be sure—yet it may be regarded
as Yiddish literature. The Yiddish radio program deals only
with crops and tractors, machines and suits and shoes, and the
local weather report. But the words are the same as mother, or
grandmother, used. There is not a Jew in Birobidjan who
needs the Yiddish sign on a street or building. But its presence
sets the language of the Jew alongside the Russian language.
That is almost like sitting next to Khrushchev. Of course it is
pitifully little compared to what Jews have in other parts of the
world. But tragically, it is something over there.
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The Jewish autonomy in Birobidjan is dead. Why don'’t they
bury it?

In the Soviet Union one hears various answers to this ques-
tion: It would require a change in the Constitution; the region
is listed there as the Jewish Autonomous Region. It might create
a bad impression abroad, especially in countries with large Jew-
ish communities. It would pull out a prop from the Soviet
propaganda which may be urgently needed sometime to coun-
teract the news spreading in the Capitalist world that all is not
well with the Jews under the Soviets. The shell must be pre-
served in case it becomes necessary to fill it again. None of these
explanations excludes the others. There may be some ground
in all of them. The last one is intriguing. Can there be such a
possibility? Is there any basis whatever for hoping for a return
to the original intent on Birobidjan?

Revision of the policy on Birobidjan could come only as part
of a review of the general Jewish situation. If the Soviet leaders
really believe what they say about their Jews, there is nothing
to review and no recason for a Jewish autonomous region. If
there is no Jewish nation or people, if Soviet Jewry consists of
Soviet citizens who happen to be of Jewish extraction but have
no relation to Jews in other lands or do not share in a common
culture, if these Soviet citizens of Jewish extraction are already
assimilated in the general population, except for some leftovers
from the old generation who still cling to some of the old tradi-
tion—if all these premises are true, then the conclusion the
Soviet leaders draw therefrom must be correct as well. And that
is to let well-enough alone. Time, the Reaper, will before long
remove the leftovers, and there will be no Jews in the Soviet
Union, and no Jewish problem. Why bother about a Jewish
autonomous region in Birobidjan?

No effort by the Soviet leaders, short of expulsion, which is
out of consideration, will bring large masses of Jews to Biro-
bidjan under the prevailing cultural conditions there. It is too
late in the process of crystallization of Jewish national conscious-
ness in the Soviet Union for the Soviet Jew to be attracted by
a “billboard” Jewish culture. He sees too clearly and knows too
well what he needs and wants.

It is conceivable, of course, that the Soviet leaders will face
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up to the reality of the Jewish situation, realize the existence of
the problem, and accept the challenge, as Lenin did in his day.
Should the Soviet leaders recognize the Jews as a people—past,
present, and future—and give them actually the equality and
national opportunity guaranteed by the Soviet Constitution and
enjoyed by many other nationalities, they may find it necessary
to fill the empty shell of Jewish autonomy in Birobidjan with
Jewish substance to attract a large number of Jews. But in that
case, much more would have to be done. Birobidjan could no
more contain all the Jews of the Soviet Union than Israel all
the millions of Jews in the world. The great majority of Soviet
Jewry would remain outside Birobidjan, and their problem
would require other solutions, as we shall find in the succeeding
chapters. The Jewish Autonomous Region thus becomes only a
part of the zeneral Jewish problem in the Soviet Union.

Birobidjan was a beautiful dream, but like other dreams it
was shattered on the rocks of reality.




