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In the very midst of civilized Europe, at the dawn of the new era for which the world awaits its charter of liberty and justice, the existence of a whole population is threatened. Such crimes dishonour not only the people that commit them, but outrage human reason and conscience.


ANATOLE FRANCE, 1919





   

   


INTRODUCTION


“Will a Slaughter of Jews Be Next European Horror?”


In the years after the Holocaust, survivors around the globe began compiling memorial books, one for each city and town. These literary monuments to destroyed communities preserved local stories and documented the names of victims to keep memory alive. As a historian of eastern European Jewry, I have long appreciated the way these memorial books provide insight into the everyday rhythms of ordinary life. In them, contributors share anecdotes about the local schools, the fire brigade orchestra, the soccer club, the Zionist youth group. They paint portraits of local celebrities whose fame extended only as far as the wheat fields around the town: a favorite teacher, a respected rabbi, the town councilor, the water porter everybody knew. They document events small and large: the time a Jewish soldier returned home from the Russo-Japanese War, the time a traveling theater troupe from Odesa came to town, the time a fire burned down Yankl Friedman’s inn, the day the Nazis arrived.


But such memorial books are not only histories of the prewar period; they are also prehistories of the war itself. Take, for instance, the memorial book from the town of Proskuriv, located in today’s Ukraine. The book’s title, Khurbn Proskurov, captures the calamity the city endured. The Yiddish word khurbn (“destruction”), a term derived from the Hebrew ḥurban, denotes the destruction of the two biblical temples in the sixth century BCE and the first century CE—the ur-catastrophes of the Jewish people—and has since been used to describe an array of other disasters, from earthquakes to the sinking of the Titanic. After the Second World War, it became widely understood to refer to the fate of European Jewry under the Nazis.


As is typical of memorial books, Khurbn Proskurov begins with a dedication: “To the memory of the holy souls who perished during the terrible slaughter that befell the Jews of Proskuriv.” The frontispiece depicts a common image in Holocaust art, a single memorial candle and a rosebush with thorny stems evoking barbed wire. A landscape of rolling fields beneath a city on a hill suggests the bucolic countryside around Proskuriv, with fields of flax and wheat and orchards of cherries and plums. As in many such memorial books, the text is in Yiddish and Hebrew and includes a foreword by a well-known townsman—in this case, the folklorist Avrom Rechtman. There are the usual tales of local personalities and municipal institutions. The book concludes with the names of the martyred, a list that extends to thirty pages.


What differentiates Khurbn Proskurov, though, is that it was written in 1924—nine years before Hitler’s rise to power and fifteen years before the start of the Second World War.1 It commemorates a different khurbn, a different holocaust. Or, perhaps, it is more accurate to say, the real beginning of the same Holocaust. The destruction of Proskuriv took place a year after the establishment of a Ukrainian state that promised broad freedoms and national autonomy to its Jewish minority, and three months after the armistice of November 11, 1918, that ended the Great War. Delegates from thirty-two nations had just gathered in Paris to work out the treaties that would formally cap what H. G. Wells called “the war that will end war.”2 Meanwhile, thirteen hundred miles to the east, on the afternoon of February 15, 1919, Ukrainian soldiers murdered over a thousand Jewish civilians in what was at the time possibly the single deadliest episode of violence to befall the Jewish people in their long history of oppression.
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Frontispiece to Khurbn Proskurov
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The massacre in Proskuriv was not an isolated event. Between November 1918 and March 1921, during the civil war that followed the Great War, over one thousand anti-Jewish riots and military actions—both of which were commonly referred to as pogroms—were documented in about five hundred different locales throughout what is now Ukraine, and which was at the time contested territory between Russian, Polish, Ukrainian, and multinational soviet successor states of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires.3


This was not the first wave of pogroms in the area, but its scope eclipsed previous bouts of violence in terms of the range of participants, the number of victims, and the depths of barbarity. Ukrainian peasants, Polish townsfolk, and Russian soldiers robbed their Jewish neighbors with impunity, stealing property they believed rightfully belonged to them. Armed militants, with the acquiescence and support of large segments of the population, tore out Jewish men’s beards, ripped apart Torah scrolls, raped Jewish girls and women, and, in many cases, tortured Jewish townsfolk before gathering them in market squares, marching them to the outskirts of town, and shooting them. On at least one occasion, insurgent fighters barricaded Jews in a synagogue and burned down the building. The largest of the anti-Jewish massacres left over a thousand people dead, but the vast majority were much smaller affairs: more than half the incidents resulted only in property damage, injury, and at most a few fatalities. The numbers are contested, but a conservative estimate is that forty thousand Jews were killed during the riots and another seventy thousand subsequently perished from their wounds, or from disease, starvation, and exposure as a direct result of the attacks. Some observers counted closer to three hundred thousand victims. Although that higher figure is likely exaggerated, most historians today would agree that the total number of pogrom-related deaths within the Jewish community between 1918 and 1921 was well over one hundred thousand. The lives of many more were shattered. Approximately six hundred thousand Jewish refugees were forced to flee across international borders, and millions more were displaced internally. About two-thirds of all Jewish houses and over half of all Jewish businesses in the region were looted or destroyed. The pogroms traumatized the affected communities for at least a generation and set off alarms around the world.


I HAD ALWAYS thought that the Holocaust was simply inconceivable before it happened—that it was beyond the ability of humans to imagine, to predict, or to prepare for. My father, whose story of survival informed my early knowledge of the Holocaust, emphasized how “normal” everything seemed before. He lived an upper-middle-class life in Budapest, enjoying fencing lessons and family vacations at Lake Balaton, until the Nazi invasion of Hungary in March 1944. Likewise, the most famous victims of the Holocaust had their first encounters with genocidal antisemitism only several years into the war. Anne Frank went into hiding in July 1942, and the Gestapo discovered her secret annex in August 1944. Elie Wiesel reports that he first heard rumors of massacres as early as 1941, but it was not until May 1944 that he was deported to Auschwitz from the Sighetu Marmaţiei ghetto, which had been set up a few weeks earlier. Many popular portrayals of the Holocaust similarly emphasize the suddenness and unexpectedness of what took place. When I bring my students to the Holocaust Memorial Center in Farmington Hills, Michigan, for instance, they enter the exhibition in a large open space filled with Jewish ritual objects and photos of everyday Jewish life in Europe, testifying to a vibrant, rooted existence. Then, turning a corner, they encounter a massive portrait of Adolf Hitler looming over a long hallway that descends into the next exhibit room. The impression is that Hitler appeared out of the blue, with no hint of the coming apocalypse.


But the evidence is clear that the murder of six million Jews in Europe was not only conceivable but feared as a distinct possibility for at least twenty years before it became a reality. On September 8, 1919, for instance, the New York Times reported on a convention held in Manhattan to protest the bloodshed then underway in eastern Europe. UKRAINIAN JEWS AIM TO STOP POGROMS, the headline read; MASS MEETING HEARS THAT 127,000 JEWS HAVE BEEN KILLED AND 6,000,000 ARE IN PERIL. The article concluded by quoting Joseph Seff, president of the Federation of Ukrainian Jews in America: “This fact that the population of 6,000,000 souls in Ukrainia and in Poland have received notice through action and by word that they are going to be completely exterminated—this fact stands before the whole world as the paramount issue of the present day.”4


A few months before the Times warned of the extermination of the Jews of eastern Europe, the Literary Digest ran an article on the unrest in Russia, Poland, and Ukraine with the tagline WILL A SLAUGHTER OF JEWS BE NEXT EUROPEAN HORROR? These fears were enunciated in a comprehensive report by the Russian Red Cross that soberly concluded: “The task that the pogrom movement set itself was to rid Ukrainia of all Jews and to carry it out in many cases by the wholesale physical extermination of this race.”5 The American Jewish anarchist Emma Goldman, who spent much of 1920–1921 in the region, described a “literary investigator” she met in Odesa who had been collecting materials on the pogroms in seventy-two cities. “He believed that the atmosphere created by them intensified the anti-Jewish spirit and would someday break out in the wholesale slaughter of the Jews,” Goldman wrote.6 The Nation titled a 1922 feature article on the pogroms in Ukraine THE MURDER OF A RACE, as though searching for a phrase to describe what would later be termed “genocide.” Writing from Paris in 1923, the Russian Jewish historian Daniil Pasmanik warned that the violence unleashed by the civil war could lead to “the physical extermination of all Jews.”7 The Great War and the breakdown of social order had brutalized society, fostering a disposition toward barbarism and bloodshed.8 The slaughter of over one hundred thousand Jews and the complete elimination of Jews from individual towns fostered the idea that the Jews as a whole could one day be annihilated.
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The New York Times report on efforts to end pogroms in Ukraine, September 8, 1919





During the interwar period, Jews not only spoke about the violence of the pogroms in cataclysmic terms, they also acted accordingly. They fled the threatened region by the millions, radically altering the demography of world Jewry. They established far-reaching self-help and philanthropic organizations. They lobbied the Great Powers, pressing the newly established states of Poland and Romania to accept clauses guaranteeing the rights of minorities in their constitutions. They colonized new lands, setting the groundwork for the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. They memorialized the pogroms in elegies and art. In the Soviet Union, one of the successor states to the ravaged region, they joined the civil service, government bureaucracy, and law enforcement expressly to prevent such atrocities from ever happening again and to bring the perpetrators to justice. And they acted, alone and in groups, to forestall what many adamantly believed was a coming catastrophe.
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An ad for the Literary Digest’s special edition, “Will a Slaughter of Jews Be Next European Horror?”





These actions cast suspicion on the Jews of Europe, whose desperate movements were seen as threatening what American president Woodrow Wilson had hoped would be a “just and secure peace.” The hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees arriving in Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Budapest, and Warsaw taxed the resources of these war-weary cities. Demagogic propagandists and pamphleteers stoked fears that the newcomers could be closet Bolsheviks, igniting a worldwide red scare and paving the way for the rise of right-wing political movements. Governments responded by issuing new border regulations; Romania, Hungary, Poland, Germany, the United States, Argentina, and British Palestine—the countries to which the largest numbers of Jewish refugees were fleeing—each revised their immigration policies to foreclose further Jewish immigration and to insulate themselves from the Bolshevik menace. The pogroms had rendered the Jews “the world’s foremost problem,” as Henry Ford’s diatribe The International Jew put it in 1920.


DESPITE ALL THE alarms it raised at the time, the extermination of over one hundred thousand Jews in the aftermath of the Great War has largely been forgotten today, overwhelmed by the horrors of the Holocaust. Its absence from history textbooks, museums, and public memory of the Holocaust is startling. Yet the pogroms of 1918–1921 can help explain how that next wave of anti-Jewish violence became possible. Historians have sought explanations for the Holocaust in Christian theological anti-Judaism, nineteenth-century racial theories, social envy, economic conflict, totalitarian ideologies, governmental policies that stigmatized Jews, and power vacuums created by state collapse.9 But rarely have they traced the roots of the Holocaust to the genocidal violence perpetrated against Jews in the very same region in which the “Final Solution” would begin only two decades later. The primary reason for this oversight has been a particular focus on the persecution of Jews in Germany, where anti-Jewish violence in the decades before Hitler’s rise to power was relatively rare, and on the Nazi death camps in occupied Poland, where the German bureaucracy modernized and intensified its killing methods. Even the systematic shooting operations common in Ukraine were seen as categorically different from the type of localized frenzy of violence characteristic of pogroms. Pogroms, in short, seemed like relics of a bygone era.


But over the last several decades, historians have come to recognize that in the German-occupied regions of the Soviet Union, the killing was driven primarily by animosity toward Bolshevism and the perceived prominence of Jews in that movement, the same factors that had motivated the pogroms of 1918–1921.10 Detailed examinations of the massacres that occurred in Ukraine and Poland in 1941 have also revealed the complex ways in which political instability, social and ethnic stratification, and group dynamics turned “ordinary men” and “neighbors” into killers.11 These studies have expanded our allocation of culpability to include not just remote leaders like Hitler, abstract political philosophies like fascism, and large impersonal organizations like the Nazi Party, but also common people who made decisions on the local level. They have reminded us that about a third of the victims of the Holocaust were murdered at close range, near their homes, with the collaboration of people they knew, before most of the death camps even began functioning in 1942. Indeed, survivors of these massacres referred to them as “pogroms,” linking their experiences to a familiar prototype. At the same time, a closer analysis of the pogroms of 1918–1921 shows them not only to be ethnic riots carried out by enraged townsfolk and peasants, but also military actions perpetrated by disciplined soldiers.


What happened to the Jews in Ukraine during the Second World War, then, has roots in what happened to the Jews in the same region only two decades earlier.12 The pogroms established violence against Jews as an acceptable response to the excesses of Bolshevism: the Bolsheviks’ forcible requisitioning of private property, their war on religion, and their arrest and execution of political enemies. The unremitting exposure to bloodshed during that formative period of conflict and state-building had inured the population to barbarism and brutality. When the Germans arrived, riled up with anti-Bolshevik hatred and antisemitic ideology, they found a decades-old killing ground where the mass murder of innocent Jews was seared into collective memory, where the unimaginable had already become reality. As the demographer Jacob Lestschinsky presciently noted on the eve of the German invasion of the Soviet Union, the “heritage of atrocities” left by the “Ukrainian horrors” of 1918–1921 had “still not fully healed.”13 The continued presence of Jews was a constant reminder of the trauma of that era, of the crimes that locals had perpetrated against them and their property, and of the terrible repercussions of those actions. The Nazi German genocide, with its unprecedented scale and horrifying death toll, offered the prospect of a type of absolution, the opportunity to remove the evidence of past atrocities and to relativize the sins of the previous generation, to allow the pogroms to be forgotten amid far greater villainy. As US president Bill Clinton put it during a visit to Kigali, where he acknowledged his failure to prevent the 1994 Rwandan genocide: “Each bloodletting hastens the next, as the value of human life is degraded and violence becomes tolerated, the unimaginable becomes more conceivable.”14


MOST OF UKRAINE was once part of the historic Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a multinational republic hailed as a “paradise for Jews.” In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though, this commonwealth was torn apart by neighboring powers. The lowland plains and vast steppes stretching eastward from the Zbrucz River across the Dnipro river basin to the Donets River, and from the Black Sea in the south to the Prypiat marshes in the north, were incorporated into tsarist Russia, becoming the provinces of Volhynia, Katerynoslav, Kyiv, Podilia, Poltava, and Chernyhiv. The area west of the Zbrucz, including the Carpathian foothills, became the Austrian province of Galicia.


In the early twentieth century, nearly three million Jews lived in these lands. Constituting about 12 percent of the overall population, they coexisted in a mutually beneficial, if fraught, relationship with Ukrainian peasants, Russian bureaucrats, and Polish nobility.15 The Jews were an underclass, differentiated from their neighbors by their religious practice, language, clothing, names, occupations, and by hundreds of discriminatory legal edicts imposed upon them by a succession of tsars in the lands under Russian rule. The most notorious of these were the residency laws that restricted most Jews to the “Pale of Settlement” in the western provinces of the Russian Empire and to the Kingdom of Poland, which was also controlled by Russia.


In many of the cities and the small market towns, or shtetls, that overlooked the valleys and riverbanks, Jews made up more than a third of the total population and Yiddish was the most commonly spoken tongue.16 Most of these Jews worked as artisans, shopkeepers, or petty merchants, eking out a living in one of Europe’s poorest regions. But a small elite were making a mark in the growing metropolises. The port city of Odesa, the fourth-largest city in the Russian Empire at the turn of the twentieth century, attracted Zionist dreamers, Marxist revolutionaries, reform rabbis, Hebrew poets, and Yiddish playwrights. Kyiv, the medieval capital, only allowed Jews who met certain economic or educational criteria to settle in the city, but it, too, was acquiring a notable Jewish character, particularly around the booming sugar and grain industries. And Lviv, the largest city on the Austrian side of the border, drew, in addition to peddlers and traders, a growing number of Jewish entrepreneurs, who settled among the Polish upper crust that dominated the city.17


In the countryside, by contrast, Jews were a rarity, even a curiosity in the villages, where they typically made a living managing Polish noble estates or running roadside inns and taverns. Over 80 percent of the rural population spoke Ukrainian, a Slavic language that (despite a growing highbrow literature) was often disparaged as just a dialect; Russians called the language and the people who spoke it “Little Russian,” while Austrians referred to them as “Ruthenian,” a term derived from the same root as “Russian.” The cities and the surrounding villages, in other words, spoke different languages, both literally and metaphorically. It is no coincidence that the Yiddish term goy can refer to a peasant as much as to a non-Jew, just as the Russian word for peasant, krestianin, is derived from the Russian word for Christian. For the most part, Ukrainians adhered to Orthodox Eastern-rite Christianity, which they inherited from Byzantium. In the eastern and central regions, the church was headed by a metropolitan; in the west, believers were in full communion with the pope in Rome and were therefore commonly known as Greek Catholics.


In literature, Ukrainian village life was often romanticized. The Ukrainian poet Taras Shevchenko idealized its authenticity along with the freedom-loving rebelliousness of the people. His 1841 epic poem Haidamaks, for instance, celebrated the revolt of peasant insurgents against the Polish overlords and their Jewish managers. In Austrian Galicia, the socialist writer Ivan Franko wrote popular stories about hardworking Ukrainian oil workers who are cheated by their Jewish bosses. The image of indolent Jews exploiting the labor of the peasantry and mocking Christianity were tried-and-true tropes in Slavic folklore. A popular myth told of Jews holding church keys or other holy objects as pledges. Jewish estate managers and moneylenders were accused of impoverishing the peasants by issuing them credit they could never repay, and Jewish tavern keepers were blamed for peasant drunkenness. But, most of all, Jews were simply baffling to regular churchgoers, who wondered why they adhered to such bizarre practices and why they obstinately rejected the truth of Gospel.18


Jewish folklore and literature, for its part, could also be cruel and demeaning, often portraying Christian peasants as drunken simpletons. Sholem Rabinovich, the Yiddish writer better known as Sholem Aleichem, whose stories are mostly set in these lands, portrayed the pious Jews he wrote about as living separate lives in a hostile environment, satisfied that God had created Jews and Ukrainians differently. As his most famous character, Tevye the Dairyman, puts it, “He created man in His likeness, but you had better remember that not every likeness is alike.”19 In Sholem Aleichem’s world, Jews prefer the thirdclass cabin, where “you can feel like you are at home” and where “it is only us brothers, the children of Israel.”20 In his stories, each community keeps largely to itself, interacting primarily in the highly controlled environment of the market, where money depersonalizes their relations and “everything is mixed up together: goyim, horses, cows, pigs, Gypsies, wagons, wheels, harnesses, and Jews of all kinds.”21


Nevertheless, in ordinary times, relations between Jews and Christians were peaceable, sometimes even amicable. Peasant farmers would ride their carts into town to have their wheat ground in a Jewish-owned mill or to have the sugar extracted from their beets in a Jewish-owned factory. They would sell the flour and their produce to Jewish traders who brought it to market, and, while in town, would pick up some dry goods from the Jewish shops, and perhaps stop by the Jewish blacksmith to have their horse’s hooves reshod or a kitchen implement repaired. The Jewish cobblers, tailors, coopers, glaziers, and small-shop owners clustered around the market square and the muddy streets leading into it, while Ukrainian townsfolk tended to live farther out, closer to the fields, orchards, and pastures. In the east, Jews shared the urban space with Russian bureaucrats and military personnel garrisoned in town; in the west, they shared it with Polish nobles, many of whom were impoverished despite their distinguished ancestry. The growth of large factories in the first years of the new century also attracted growing numbers of Ukrainians to the cities; they labored there alongside their Jewish coworkers, then often returned to their villages in the summers to help with the seasonal farm labor.


Western Europeans tended to regard this part of Europe as economically backward. Barely industrialized, it was largely dependent upon the grain of the famed black-earth zone, which runs along southern Volhynia and Kyiv provinces eastward into Russia.22 The forgiving land disincentivized agricultural innovation. It allowed the peasant farmers to maintain the old three-field system of crop rotation: to plow with oxen, reap with scythes, and thresh by hand.


However, the construction of railways and the development of soap, tallow, and leather factories transformed the crumbling market towns and regional administrative centers along the rails into bustling cities and created a new class of wealthy Jewish manufacturers. By the turn of the century, tobacco and sugar beet factories were emerging all around Kyiv Province, many of them named after their Jewish owners: Kogan, Rotenberg, Shishman. The growing disparity between town and country energized a revolutionary movement, which sprouted among the urban intellectuals and factory workers and quickly spread to the rural masses. The Great War intensified the growing unrest by destroying harvests, demoralizing villages, and destabilizing families. But it was the revolutionaries’ promise of a postwar redistribution of the land from the predominantly Polish nobles who owned it to the Ukrainian peasants who farmed it that most excited the countryside.


As the great multinational empires collapsed in the waning days of the Great War, a Ukrainian People’s Republic emerged, promising an equitable distribution of the land and autonomy for the region’s national minorities, a commitment celebrated by Jews around the world. But the area quickly became embroiled in a bitter conflict, often called, somewhat simplistically, a civil war. Various proponents of Ukrainian statehood wrestled with anarchists, warlords, and independent militias, while fighting against a “White” army seeking the preservation of a united Russia, a “Red” army trying to establish a global Bolshevik empire, and a Polish army intent on recovering its historic borders. This war, from 1918 to 1921, led to the loss of about one million people in Ukraine through famine, disease, and military violence.23 These casualties added to the six hundred thousand tsarist soldiers killed at the front during the Great War and more than two million soldiers and civilians across the Russian Empire who perished from disease.24 Between 1914 and 1921, Ukraine lost nearly 20 percent of its total population.25 The region’s troubled history is reflected in the appellations that scholars have given it: “Bloodlands,” “Shatterzone of Empires,” “The Lands Between,” “No Place.”26


As is the nature of wars with no clear fronts, the enemy—whose identity could shift from week to week—could be anywhere and was often imagined to be in the rear, hiding among the civilian population. Accusations and rumors of collaboration ran rampant, encouraging individuals to stick closely to those most like themselves and to turn on those they perceived as different. Influenced by newspapers, broadsheets, and official proclamations, large segments of the population blamed the Jews for hoarding bread, importing hostile ideas, giving comfort to the enemy, and conspiring against the nation. At times, particularly in moments of regime change, these tensions were enacted in violence, often led by war veterans and deserters habituated to combat and unable to readjust to civilian life.27


The ensuing pogroms were public, participatory, and ritualized. They often took place in a carnivalesque atmosphere of drunken singing and dancing; crowds allowed for a diffusion of responsibility, drawing in otherwise upright citizens and ordinary people who in different circumstances might not have joined the proceedings. It was often the participation of these close acquaintances, trusted clients, and family friends that most galled the victims, instilling in them a feeling of powerlessness and alienation, a trauma that outlasted their physical wounds. Later in the conflict, the violence became more organized and methodical, carried out by military units acting on direct orders. These repeated attacks served no military purpose but rather expressed the sense that the Jewish civilian population was an existential threat to the new political, social, and economic order. To the distressed victims, who had expected the army to defend them and restore law and order, the attacks were a great betrayal.


Jews were not the only ethnic or religious minority targeted—Armenians, Mennonites, Muslim Crimean Tatars, as well as Ukrainians themselves, suffered heavily. But Jewish civilians alone were singled out for persecution by virtually everyone. The Bolsheviks despised them as bourgeois nationalists; the bourgeois nationalists branded them Bolsheviks; Ukrainians saw them as agents of Russia; Russians suspected them of being German sympathizers; and Poles doubted their loyalty to the newly founded Polish Republic. Dispersed in urban pockets and insufficiently concentrated in any one contiguous territory, Jews were unable to make a credible claim to sovereignty. They could be found on all sides of the conflict, allying with the group most likely to maintain stability and ensure the safety of the community. As a result, no party fully trusted them. Regardless of one’s political inclination, there was always a Jew to blame.


THIS BOOK IS divided into five parts. The first provides background, focusing on the history of anti-Jewish violence in the Russian Empire and the impact of the Great War, including the treatment of Jews during the Russian occupation of Eastern Galicia and the mass expulsions of Jews from the war zone. It then looks at the revolutions of 1917 in Russia, the establishment of Ukrainian statehood (with its promise of autonomy for all national minorities), and the Bolsheviks’ negotiations to end the war. It concludes with the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire in November 1918, when Ukrainian and Polish claims of statehood clashed in Lviv, and Polish military units capitalized on the chaotic situation to target Jewish civilians in what became the prototype of a new genre of pogrom.


The second part offers a detailed examination of some of the 167 documented pogroms that took place during the first three months of 1919 in the provinces of Volhynia and Podilia. In these pogroms, militias acting as part of the army of the Ukrainian People’s Republic initiated or authorized attacks on Jewish civilians. The pretext for each episode was an allegation or rumors that the Jews were planning an uprising to install a Bolshevik government. But the military leaders were also motivated by a desire for loot, which they believed Jews were hoarding in their workplaces and homes. Once the veneer of public order was breached, ordinary citizens joined in the plunder and the city grew habituated to anti-Jewish violence. In the aftermath, Jewish aid workers initiated a campaign to document the violence for posterity, collecting testimonies in the hope of eventually prosecuting the guilty parties.


By April 1919, the Ukrainian People’s Republic had mostly been defeated by the Bolshevik Red Army. However, large pockets of the region were controlled by insurgent warlords who moved into the power vacuum. Motivated by greed and the lust for power, they terrorized the Jewish populations in their midst. The third part of the book looks at some of the 307 documented pogroms unleashed by these warlords, as anti-Jewish violence spread throughout the region and peasants turned against their Jewish neighbors with pitchforks and machine guns. This section then draws upon memoir literature to look at the town of Slovechno, which produced its own local warlord who turned neighbor against neighbor. It concludes in Paris, where Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews debated the causes of the pogroms in their quest for international recognition.


The fourth part focuses on the Bolsheviks’ triumph over their most formidable foes—the Whites’ Volunteer Army and the military of the Polish Republic—as well as the last pockets of peasant resistance. In the late summer and fall of 1919, the White Army made significant inroads into Ukraine, briefly threatening the Bolshevik hold on the region and providing for the possibility of a restored Russian Empire. Made up of volunteers from the defunct tsarist army, the Whites had a die-hard hatred of the Bolsheviks and a fervent belief that the Jews were responsible for the revolution. They adopted scorched-earth tactics in the 213 documented pogroms they committed and left a legacy of anti-Jewish propaganda in their wake. But the defeat of the Whites did not end the turmoil. After years of intense violence in the town of Tetiiv, for instance, armed peasants forced the local Jews into the synagogue and burned it to the ground. In their final bid for military supremacy in the region, the Bolsheviks contended with a Polish invasion before battling their way back to the gates of Warsaw thanks in large part to the efforts of the famed Red Cavalry. Once again, this section demonstrates how the general tolerance for violence escalated with each episode, until the Bolsheviks were finally able to secure control over the region, gain a monopoly on the use of force, and put a stop to the pogroms.


The final part of the book looks at the global aftermath of the pogroms, arguing that the refugee crisis they created contributed to the rise of far-right politics in Europe, as global fears of Bolshevism became closely associated with Jewish migration. Collective memory of the pogroms further polarized relations between Jews and Ukrainians. In the newly established Soviet Union, revolutionary tribunals summarily shot peasant leaders on the charges of banditry and counterrevolutionary activity; urban zealots invaded the villages of Ukraine, wresting the land from the people and the churches from the faithful; and Soviet procurement brigades forcibly requisitioned grain and livestock from starving peasants. All this intensified animosity toward the new government and toward the Jews, who were blamed for its excesses. The concluding chapter examines the pogroms the Germans instigated when they invaded in June 1941, showing how the Nazis exploited local memory, drew upon existing patterns of violence, and capitalized on the popular association between Jews and Bolsheviks when they initiated a new and final round of slaughter.







   




A Note on Sources, Numbers, Dates, and Place-Names


We know about the pogroms thanks to the heroic efforts of aid workers, lawyers, and communal activists. As they rushed to provide medical assistance, resettle the refugees, care for the needy, and hold perpetrators responsible, they also recognized the historical implications of the violence taking place around them. “It must not be silenced!” declared the Central Committee for Relief of Pogrom Victims in a circular it distributed widely throughout Ukraine and to the Yiddish press. “You must tell and record everything. Every Jew who comes from a suffering city must report what they have seen so that the evidence will not be lost.”1 The Jewish population responded in force, producing tens of thousands of pages of testimony and reports in the days and years after the violence. Drawing extensively upon this material, this book not only tells the story of the pogroms but also honors the extraordinary work of those who documented them.


IN AUGUST 1914, a group of Russian Jewish industrialists and bankers established the Jewish Committee to Aid Victims of War, a voluntary relief association to coordinate the distribution of aid to Jewish war victims and to help resettle the refugees.2 The committee, with funding from private philanthropy and the Russian government, acted as an umbrella organization, overseeing numerous prewar Jewish charities and local self-help societies. As the catastrophic impact of the war on Jewish communities along the border became increasingly evident, the committee expanded its scope. Under the directorship of the aid worker and socialist Zionist activist Nokhem Gergel, it eventually employed hundreds of medical personnel, teachers, lawyers, and other aid workers, who were stationed in 325 localities around the Russian Empire.3


In January 1919, as pogroms began to replace the war as the most immediate concern of relief agencies, Gergel and other aid workers established the Central Committee for Relief of Pogrom Victims in Kyiv to distribute aid to the “thousands of orphans, hundreds of widows, decimated cities and towns, and violated women.”4 The committee relied for the most part on private philanthropy: “Let every community organize its own committee to collect money and let them send what they have collected to the Central Committee,” its circular declared. “Every Jew is obligated to give and nobody should refuse.”5 


As the political situation in the region deteriorated during the early spring of 1919, infighting among the Jewish organizations and parties that supported the committee hampered its work. In May, the Bolsheviks forbade the Central Committee to function in areas under their control and instead directed relief work to their own Committee to Aid Victims of the Counter-Revolution. The Russian Red Cross also established a Relief Committee for Victims of Pogroms.


Gergel’s Central Committee, which continued to function in regions where the Bolsheviks had not established control, turned primarily toward documenting evidence of the pogroms. Under its auspices, the historian Elye Tsherikover, the Yiddish philologist Nokhem Shtif, and the demographer Jacob Lestschinsky—all of whom had previously been active in Jewish socialist and Zionist politics—established an Editorial Committee to Collect and Publish Material About the Pogroms in Ukraine.6 The committee collected firsthand testimonies from victims and witnesses, protocols from various commissions, memoirs, official declarations, military orders, press clippings, lists of victims, and photographs. It also sent out questionnaires to local officials—rabbis, burial societies, and aid organizations—asking for biographical details of those who could be confirmed dead and statements from those who survived.7 Responses ranged from scribbled notes of a few lines describing a personal experience to detailed typewritten reports spanning dozens of pages and incorporating multiple perspectives and witness accounts. Written in the immediate aftermath of traumatic events, some display raw emotions or are phrased to maximize impassioned reactions; others are presented matter-of-factly and with cold precision. Many draw upon well-worn tropes and familiar imagery. Some respondents sent meticulous typed lists offering the names not only of those murdered but also of the injured and of women and girls who had been raped; others only jotted down first names on scraps of paper. Some victims were identified in full (“Yitshok Vaynberg, age 60”); others only by last name (“Dubinsky, age 45”); and still others only by description (“itinerant, name unknown, 65 years old”; “three young men from Piotrkow”).8 Whatever information was available, local do-gooders forwarded on to the committee in Kyiv. As can be expected, details are sometimes misremembered and cannot always be corroborated, but the similarities in testimonies taken by different people at different times and in different places lend credence to the overall narrative.


Further, in addition to calling upon the goodwill of the public, the committee also dispatched lawyers to the sites of pogroms to take testimonies, collect photographic and documentary evidence, and issue reports. Iosif Braudo conducted investigations in Kyiv and Podilia provinces, Ilya Tsifrinovich worked in Volhynia and Podilia provinces, and, most important, Arnold Hillerson investigated the Proskuriv and Ovruch pogroms. During the tsarist period, Hillerson had established himself as a defender of Jews, famously representing victims of a 1906 pogrom in Białystok during an influential civil trial. On account of his courtroom speech at that trial, in which he condemned antisemitic groups tied to the government and exposed the tsarist military troops who provoked the violence, Hillerson was charged with inciting rebellion, treason, and the overthrow of the existing social order. The case against Hillerson became a cause célèbre and a test case for the still relatively new Russian judicial system. For calling the perpetrators of the Białystok pogrom to justice, Hillerson was sentenced to one year in prison. The comprehensive reports he authored about the 1919 pogroms were widely distributed and subsequently published in multiple languages.


In 1921–1922, Gergel, Tsherikover, Shtif, and Lestschinksy fled Bolshevik rule and settled in Germany, bringing with them tens of thousands of pages of documents they had collected, which they were able to smuggle out of the Soviet Union with the help of the Lithuanian ambassador Jurgis Baltrušaitis. In Berlin, they converted the Editorial Committee’s materials into the Eastern Jewish Historical Archive and planned the publication of a seven-volume series on the pogroms.9 At the same time, Tsherikover and Shtif helped establish the Yiddish Scientific Institute (YIVO) to serve as an institutional base for eastern European Jewish scholarship.10 Following the Nazi seizure of power in Germany, YIVO set up its headquarters in Vilnius, taking part of the Eastern Jewish Historical Archive with it, while Tsherikover took other parts with him to Paris. After the war, activists affiliated with YIVO shipped and smuggled some of the remaining materials from Vilnius and Paris to New York, where YIVO had been reestablished.11 While much of the archive was lost in Vilnius, 753 folders containing 63,168 numbered pages are available for consultation at YIVO’s archives in the Center for Jewish History, and 606 folders from the Paris collection are available at the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem.


Alongside these efforts, numerous amateur writers chronicled individual pogroms they witnessed, either in single-author memoirs or as part of larger memorial book projects.12 The most prolific of these private investigators was Eliezer David Rosenthal, a Jewish teacher from Bessarabia, who embarked upon a personal mission to collect information on pogroms in every town in which they had occurred. With the support of the Hebrew writer and publisher Hayyim Nahman Bialik, Rosenthal eventually published three volumes of documentation.13
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A form signed by S. Roysh stating that five people in his household were killed during the Proskuriv pogrom, February 15–18, 1919. The victims range in age from nine to forty years old. The Eastern Jewish Historical Archives contain 485 such forms from the Proskuriv pogrom.


As the Bolsheviks secured their hold over much of Ukraine in the summer of 1920, they consolidated the existing Jewish relief institutions into the Moscow-based Jewish Public Committee. The Kyiv branch’s archive, which was declassified in 1991, includes over thirty-three thousand pages of victim lists, testimonies, and administrative material.14 Tribunals and trials from later in the decade generated additional documents, testimonies, and reports, many of which were incorporated into the YIVO archives and the collections of the Central State Historical Archives of Ukraine.


Finally, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, a relief agency established in November 1914 to provide aid to Jewish communities affected by the war, recorded testimonies from refugees who had fled the chaos of the war zone to Warsaw. Later, when the committee was able to send representatives to Ukraine, it issued reports based on firsthand observation, all of which fill in additional details on the pogroms and their aftermath.


EACH OF THESE organizations also attempted to calculate the number of victims, achieving totals ranging from forty thousand fatalities to three hundred thousand. Even the counts of individual pogroms vary, often by a factor of three or more. Some organizations counted bodies in mass graves or cemeteries, while others surveyed the population for the names of the deceased. Some organizations carefully estimated the number of excess deaths based on statistical sampling, whereas others hastily broadcast exaggerated figures to raise global alarms. Each mode of reckoning resulted in a different number of victims and survivors.


The Soviet Jewish Public Committee estimated that 180,000 to 200,000 Jews were murdered in 1,520 pogroms in Ukraine and Belarus between 1917 and 1921, leaving some 300,000 orphans and directly impacting the lives of 700,000 people.15 Jacob Lestschinsky, the demographer and aid worker, estimated the total number of immediate victims at 75,000, to which he added another 125,000 who subsequently died of disease and malnutrition. Lestschinksy set the total number of those whose lives were affected by the pogroms at 600,000, including refugees, orphans, and widows.16 Nokhem Gergel, on the other hand, estimated the total death toll at 50,000 to 60,000 victims, a figure he arrived at by counting 31,071 documented deaths and calculating an average death toll of 45.5 people per pogrom. He then used this average to project fatalities for pogroms for which no precise figures were available. Finally, he added another 16,000 to 26,000 to the total in order to account for those he assumed subsequently died of their wounds and were not included in initial necrologies.17


In 1921, the Jewish Section of the Soviet Commissariat of National Affairs, an official branch of the Soviet government, counted 33,398 names in the lists collected by the relief committees. In towns and cities for which more detailed information was available, the Jewish Section found that only about a third of the fatalities had been counted, mostly because the lists neglected those who perished of hunger and disease or died of their wounds as a direct result of the pogroms. For instance, in Borshchahivka, a small town of 4,000 people, 18 people were killed in the pogrom of June 1919, but another 31 subsequently died of their wounds. In Yustingrad, 143 Jews were killed in a mass execution in August 1919, but by 1920 the impact of the violence had led to about 800 Jewish deaths.18 Thus, the Jewish Section concluded that the total number of deaths was three times the number of names included in the necrologies, and set the official fatality rate at 100,194, exactly tripling the 33,398 figure.19


Due to the chaotic situation on the ground, the massive movement of people, and differing interpretations of how to count and whom to count, we will likely never arrive at a precise tally of victims. It is safe to say, though, that taken as a whole, the pogroms of 1918–1921 were the largest catastrophe to befall the Jewish people to date. They were also only the beginning.


THE BOLSHEVIKS NOT only transformed the political landscape of Eurasia but also changed the way the calendar was rendered under their rule. Prior to February 1918, Russia and its former empire counted the days in accordance with the Julian calendar, which was thirteen days behind the Gregorian calendar used in the rest of Europe. Thus, the 1917 storming of the Winter Palace—the “October Revolution,” which took place on October 25, according to the Julian calendar—was celebrated in the Soviet Union on November 7, its Gregorian date. The change, though, was not universal, as some opponents of the Bolsheviks continued to adhere to the “old style,” as did the Orthodox Church. To ease confusion, I have chosen to use the Julian calendar when referring to events that took place within the orbit of the Russian Empire prior to the Bolshevik Revolution, and the Gregorian calendar for all subsequent dates.


A note on place-names. In an irony of history, Proskuriv, where one of the worst pogroms of the era took place, was renamed Khmelnytskyi in 1954 to commemorate the three hundredth anniversary of the 1648–1657 uprising led by Bohdan Khmelnytskyi. Khmelnytskyi, whose statue still stands in one of Kyiv’s major squares and whose image graces the five-hryvnia banknote, is a figure lionized by Ukrainians as one of the fathers of their nation for his role in fighting against Polish oppression. But he is loathed by Jews who remember instead the massive wave of anti-Jewish violence he unleashed. The uprising he led resulted in what was possibly the deadliest attack on Jews worldwide before the pogroms and is memorialized in countless Jewish dirges and martyrologies.20


This single example is just one demonstration of how contentious the naming of places can be. Even in 1919, when the Proskuriv pogrom took place, the spelling and pronunciation of the city’s name varied. The seventeen thousand Jews and five thousand Russians in the city generally referred to it as Proskurov, whereas the eight thousand Poles called it Płoskirów, and the five thousand Ukrainians pronounced it Proskuriv. Many place-names in this region have similar histories, posing quandaries for those who choose to write about them.


In cases in which there are numerous variations of the same name (Lemberg, Lviv, Lwów) I have chosen to use a transliteration of the current official name. In most locations, this means I use the Ukrainian variant. However, in order to avoid anachronisms, when there has been an actual name change—Proskuriv to Khmelnytskyi, for instance—I have maintained the name of the city as it was known at the time in the linguistic variant of the country in which it is currently located, with the current name in parentheses at first mention. I have included Kishinev in this category, which may not be recognizable to English readers in its official Moldovan variant of Chișinău. The repeated name changes throughout the region remind us of the ever-changing climate in which the subjects of this book lived and died.
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WAR AND REVOLUTION


MARCH 1881–DECEMBER 1918
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The Last Years of the Russian Empire


The word “pogrom,” derived from the Russian gromit’, to smash or destroy, and related to the Russian word for thunder, entered the international lexicon in the 1880s. By the early 1920s, it had become so familiar that a champion racehorse in Britain was named Pogrom; it won the 1922 Epsom Oaks and the Coronation Stakes.


In the Times of London, the word first appeared on March 17, 1882, defined in parentheses as “riots against the Jews.”1 The riots to which the paper was referring first broke out in a tavern in Elizavetgrad (now Kropyvnytskyi, Ukraine) during Easter week of 1881. Easter had long been a perilous time for Jews: reminded of the myth that Jews were responsible for killing Christ and offended by the continued Jewish presence in their midst, churchgoers would often feel emboldened to assault their Jewish neighbors. But this time the unrest was precipitated by the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, who had been killed a month earlier by revolutionary terrorists, at least one of whom was revealed to have had a Jewish background.2 Similar riots soon took place in Kyiv, and the following summer they spread to over two hundred communities throughout the southwestern provinces of the Russian Empire, as impoverished peasants, demobilized soldiers, railway workers, and laborers attacked Jewish-run shops, canteens, mills, and banks. Accompanied by occasional instances of physical violence, the riots, which continued sporadically for over a year, resulted in an estimated twenty-five to forty Jewish fatalities.


Right-wing Russian newspapers encouraged the attacks by blaming the Jews for the murder of the holy tsar. Left-wing activists, meanwhile, saw the riots as the first stage of a wider revolution: the Jews, they believed, were merely the weakest link in the moribund imperialist system. Jews themselves blamed the pogroms on the new tsar, Alexander III, whom they accused of scapegoating the Jews in order to divert popular economic, political, and social unrest away from those in power.3 In reality, the wave of riots was likely motivated less by the political agendas of the elites than by the economic resentment of the masses against those Jews who were becoming more visible in the urban marketplace. The unrest spread not as a result of some deliberate governmental conspiracy but rather because the understaffed local police were unable to effectively put it down.4 The pogroms of 1881–1882 were seen as a major turning point in Jewish history long after the violence ran its course, stimulating mass migration to the Americas, the origins of the Zionist movement, and the radicalization of Jewish students and intellectuals throughout the Russian Empire.


Twenty-one years later, during the 1903 Easter week, anti-Jewish riots broke out again, this time in Kishinev (now Chișinău, Moldova). A cosmopolitan metropolis of over one hundred thousand people, nearly half of whom were Jewish, Kishinev was located in the Russian province of Bessarabia, bordering Romania. The local paper had been circulating spurious stories that a Christian child found dead in the neighboring town of Dubosary had been the victim of a Jewish ritual murder; the “blood libel,” the medieval myth that Jewish law requires the use of Christian blood for ritualistic purposes, continued to resonate in Russia long after it had been debunked in western Europe. Enflamed by the paper’s hatemongering, hundreds of rioters attacked Jewish residents, first in the marketplace and then around the city. Within two days, forty-nine Jews were murdered and many more assaulted, robbed, and raped.5


The publicity that surrounded the Kishinev pogrom, as well as the failure of the tsarist government to punish the perpetrators, was likely a factor in a similar episode that took place in September 1903 in Gomel, a mixed Jewish-Christian city of forty thousand in Mogilev Province (in today’s Belarus). Spurred again by rumors of a missing child, Christian townsfolk attacked Jews and charged them with having murdered the child for ritual purposes. This time they were met with resistance: in the aftermath of the Kishinev pogrom, Zionist youth and Jewish socialist activists had concluded that passivity in the face of violence invited further violence. A Jewish self-defense committee in Gomel fought back against the assailants; the riot ended with ten Jews and eight Christians killed, as well as extensive property damage and numerous injuries.


The mass mobilization for Russia’s war with Japan in February 1904 brought more attacks. Peasant recruits ransacked Jewish-owned taverns to enjoy a last night of drunken debauchery before heading into battle, and minor altercations between Jews and Christians in marketplaces around the region led to wide-scale looting and violence.6 When word spread that the American Jewish banker Jacob Schiff had provided loans to the Japanese government to finance its war effort, the right-wing press accused the Jews of aiding the enemy, inciting yet more anti-Jewish violence. In total, dozens of Jews were killed in some forty episodes of rioting and looting that year.


As news of Russian military defeats at the front circulated back home, general unrest threatened the very foundations of the tsarist empire. Beginning in January 1905, worker strikes, military mutinies, and peasant uprisings paralyzed the economy. Several illegal Marxist-inspired political parties that had formed clandestinely in the last years of the nineteenth century each aspired to direct the popular discontent into a political revolution. The Socialist Revolutionaries tried to rouse the peasantry with promises of seizing nobles’ land and delivering it into the hands of those who toiled on it; Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks, meanwhile, focused their attention on organizing the urban proletariat. As it turned out, the sectors of the population most receptive to such revolutionary calls were ethnic minorities who had been oppressed by the tsar, the Jews most of all. The largest of the revolutionary parties, in fact, was the General Union of Jewish Workers in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia, better known as the Bund, which advocated both for a socialist redistribution of resources and for national minority rights, particularly the right to use the Yiddish language for education and cultural development.7 Jewish intellectuals were also prominent in the leadership of other leftist political parties: many hoped to shed their ethnic and religious difference—what they regarded as the stigma of Jewishness—within a united community of international workers. The historian Isaac Deutscher famously called this type of revolutionary a “non-Jewish Jew,” a “Jewish heretic who transcends Jewry” yet still “belongs to a Jewish tradition.”8


On the other side of the political spectrum, the Union of the Russian People, a monarchist party that championed Russian national identity based on Orthodox Christianity, blamed the empire’s Jews for the growth of the revolutionary movement and the political instability of the time. It had the support of the Black Hundreds, paramilitary forces made up mostly of petty government officials and veterans of the Russo-Japanese War, who spread antisemitic conspiracy theories and engaged in anti-Jewish thuggery.9 The Black Hundreds were responsible for inciting many of the violent clashes with Jews that punctuated the politicized and chaotic atmosphere of the summer of 1905. Some of these episodes were perpetrated by tsarist loyalists riled up by the right-wing and antisemitic press; others by traveling thugs, intent on roughing up their targets and making off with stolen booze and valuables; still others by disaffected workers simply lashing out against war shortages and acting in the heat of the moment. They were manifestations of popular discontent, premodern ethnic riots fused with criminality. The state tolerated a limited amount of bloodshed as a means of releasing pent-up frustrations, but when the riots got out of hand the police would intervene to put them down and restore equilibrium.


One of the worst of these confrontations took place in Zhytomyr, the capital of the province of Volhynia, about one hundred miles west of Kyiv.10 Zhytomyr had been selected in the 1840s as one of only two cities in the empire (along with Vilnius) to host a state-run rabbinical school, intended to train future leaders in secular subjects as well as religious matters. Over the decades, the school had attracted a number of upwardly mobile young intellectuals, but Zhytomyr never fully blossomed into the type of illustrious intellectual center the school’s founders had hoped to fashion; instead, it remained primarily an administrative seat, and a largely provincial city. Its architecture was dominated by the large neoclassical and neo-Byzantine buildings of the provincial government: the Treasury, the Main Administration building, the Military Services Offices, the State Bank, the Office of Trade and Industry, and the Ministry of Justice. Interspersed among these official edifices were the predominantly Jewish-owned shops and stores that catered to the governmental clerks, bureaucrats, and ordinary petitioners seeking their services. Most of the thirty thousand Jews in the city—one-third of its total population—were poor artisans and shopkeepers, struggling to make a living in the wartime economy. At the turn of the century, locals would purchase their rubber galoshes at Vaysman’s store, their medicines and cosmetic supplies at Shvartsman’s, their watches and clocks at Pomerants’s, their brushes at Gitman’s, and their “surgical supplies and bicycles” at Zilbert’s metal workshop.11 Jews and Christians shopped together, traded with each other, and cordially shared the city streets, parks, and public spaces, even as they tended to maintain separate social circles and communal institutions.


The vast majority of Jews in the city looked to their rabbis rather than revolutionaries for answers to their questions. But a small number of Jewish students, eager to show that “Zhytomyr is not Kishinev,” established self-defense brigades affiliated with the Bund or with the Socialist Revolutionaries. Alarmed by the growing number of armed Jews, some Christians worried that “the Jews intend to retaliate against the Christians” for the Kishinev pogrom and “massacre the Christians.” Black Hundreds sympathizers printed leaflets blaming the revolutionary movement on the Jews, urging the Christians to boycott Jewish shops and the Jews to emigrate to “China, Japan, or Palestine.”12


On Saturday, April 23, 1905, during the feast of Saint George’s Day, a group of peasants from a nearby village started throwing rocks at some young Jewish men spending their Sabbath boating on the Teteriv River. It was good old-fashioned fun for the teens to taunt the Jews. The boaters, though, were all members of the city’s Jewish self-defense brigade; they were armed with revolvers, and convinced that if Jews were to avoid becoming victims they needed to defend themselves with force. They fired warning shots into the air, sending the peasant boys running into town shouting that Jews were shooting at them. Alarmed residents spilled out of their homes with clubs and axes and attacked their Jewish neighbors. The next day, word of the incident spread, leading to further marketplace riots, gunfights that pitted the self-defense brigade against the police and the military, and the death of twenty-one Jews. “Zhytomyr looked like a graveyard after the pogrom,” according to one account.13


News of the unrest reached the nearby town of Chudniv, where a Jewish self-defense brigade mobilized and marched toward Zhytomyr. As the brigade reached Troyaniv, a neighboring village, Christian residents—stunned by the unusual sight of armed Jews marching through the countryside—sounded the church bells in alarm and came out in force to defend themselves against the invaders. The small Jewish community of Troyaniv intervened, begging the armed Jews to give up their weapons lest the townspeople turn on the innocent members of the community. The self-defense brigade acquiesced to their coreligionists’ anxieties. But as soon as they disarmed, the townsfolk fell upon them with swords, axes, and clubs. Seven members of the brigade were killed in the melee, while a pair managed to hide in the synagogue. The next day, a crowd of peasants broke into the synagogue and found the two Jews—one in the attic, the other in the Torah ark. Neither survived the angry mob.14


Zhytomyr was just one site of strife. Across the Russian Empire, dissatisfied students, alienated clergy, oppressed minorities, and ordinary workers and peasants organized massive demonstrations in the fall of 1905 that eventually compelled the tsar to issue his October Manifesto, granting some civil liberties and establishing a parliament. The concessions did little, though, to quash the demands of revolutionaries for more radical reforms. In the tense atmosphere following the release of the October Manifesto, antisemitic baiting by the press, the Black Hundreds, and individuals within the tsarist police incited over six hundred pogroms in two months, resulting in extensive property damage and up to three thousand fatalities. As terrifying and devastating as these pogroms were, though, their scope was circumscribed: the military remained on the side of law and order, curtailing the disorder when possible and zealously guarding its monopoly on violence. Still, the pogroms of 1903–1906 helped model behavioral patterns that were further refined with each wave of unrest.15


The deadliest of these incidents took place in Odesa. On October 18, patriotic demonstrators carrying icons and portraits of the tsar clashed with a procession of radical students, leading to a breakdown of authority in the city. The next day, laborers, dockworkers, and other rioters spilled into the seedy Moldavanka district that the writer Isaac Babel would make famous in his Odesa Stories. Encouraged by the inaction and even participation of the local police, they destroyed Jewish property and killed an estimated eight hundred people in four days of rioting. Many were motivated by their resentment against Jewish prominence in the grain trade or by rumors of Jewish disloyalty. Student militias and Jewish self-defense brigades tried to fight off the rioters but were overwhelmed and ultimately proved ineffective.16


In the fall of 1906, the tsarist police finally cracked down on the unrest and put an end to the pogroms. At the same time, the government enacted further reforms that alleviated some restrictions on the press, political party formation, public gatherings, and the rights of ethnic minorities. A flowering of Jewish culture followed. Yiddish drama circles emerged out of amateur gatherings to entertain eager audiences in theaters, fire halls, and barns; Jewish writers narrated the times in Hebrew, Yiddish, Polish, Russian, and even Ukrainian; Jewish fiddlers, cimbalonists, and clarinetists performed at weddings and celebrations, often alongside Gypsy, Hungarian, or Romanian musicians; and countless social, educational, and leisure clubs brought together like-minded people.17 But the tsar continued to restrict Jewish residency to the Pale of Settlement and to limit Jewish access to higher education, the civil service, and the military.18


Many officials in the Russian bureaucracy scorned the Jews as the enemies of Christendom or viewed them as an alien group of ruthless competitors in the economic marketplace. Still others believed they were part of a global conspiracy. The notorious forgery The Protocols of the Elders of Zion—first circulated by the Black Hundreds publisher Pavel Krushevan in 1903 and widely disseminated among Russian ultranationalists—denigrated the free press, liberalism, democratic elections, and countless other aspects of modernity as Jewish plots to dominate the world. The Protocols seemed to confirm what many in the Russian government had long suspected: that Jews were devious agents controlling world markets and manipulating kings and parliaments to the detriment of innocent Christians.19 The extent to which agents of the Russian state were willing to believe the most absurd accusations against their Jewish subjects became clear in 1913, when prosecutors pursued a highly publicized case against Mendl Beilis, the Jewish superintendent of a Kyiv brick factory, who was wrongly accused of murdering twelve-year-old Andrei Yushchinsky in order to use his blood for ritual purposes.20 It was in this frame of mind that the Russian Empire would enter the Great War.


IN RESPONSE TO a Serbian nationalist’s assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir presumptive to the Austrian throne, on June 28, 1914, the Russian General Staff, viewing Serbia as a “vital Russian interest,” placed its forces on a war footing. Prewar military alliances were triggered in rapid succession, and the Triple Entente of Russia, France, and Britain found itself at war with the Central Powers of Austria-Hungary, Germany, and the Ottoman Empire.21 People of all nationalities greeted the mobilization of forces with patriotic demonstrations. In Russia’s Ukrainian provinces, peasants holding icons and pictures of the tsar assembled in front of churches, while Jews carried Torah scrolls in processions through town squares. Many Jews in the Russian Empire hoped that the tsar’s alliance with Britain and France would introduce liberal ideas to Russia and result in the removal of residency restrictions and quotas.


The four hundred thousand Jews serving in the tsarist army at the beginning of the war welcomed the opportunity to prove their worth. They were aware that the commanders were watching them closely, skeptical of their ability to fight. Indeed, many officers and members of the General Staff distrusted Jewish servicemen, a suspicion they passed on to their troops. The officer corps, a conservative group drawn from the old imperial elites, tended to associate Jews with the economic modernization threatening the status of the landed nobility, and with the revolutionary movement endangering their hold on power. “The presence of Jews in combat units is certainly undesirable,” wrote one commander to his superiors. “They are poorly developed physically, they are barely able to endure the difficulty of infantry life, they often get sick, they are very sensitive, and their nervousness is detrimental to others.”22 Jewish soldiers, another top commander asserted, “are not only useless, they are harmful.”23


In the fall of 1914, during the first months of the war, the Russian army advanced rapidly into Austrian Galicia, home to about nine hundred thousand Jews who had been granted full citizenship and legal rights by the Austrians. The prominent Jewish presence in the conquered region unnerved the Russian soldiers. They were mistrustful of their own Jewish comrades, whose knowledge of Yiddish made them easy conversation partners for the Galician Jews; unit commanders complained that their Jewish infantrymen seemed to have more in common with the Galicians than with their fellow soldiers. The military brass worried about Jews fraternizing with the enemy, deserting their units, and betraying Russian military secrets. Because Yiddish and German are closely related, Jewish soldiers in the Russian army were often tapped as interpreters. Their officers and fellow soldiers wondered if they were in league with the enemy.


Rumors about Jewish betrayal of Russia and secret loyalty to Germany ran rampant. As the ethnographer and aid worker S. An-sky wrote in his wartime diary: “It all began with whispered accusations, secret allegations, and libels, with the purpose of depicting the Jews as betrayers of Russia [ . . . ] Jews served the enemy as spies, they communicated with him through secret telephones, conveyed the best-kept secrets through light signals or bonfires, sent him millions of rubles in gold, etc.”24 An-sky recounted ludicrous stories of elderly Jews smuggling Germans hidden in sacks across bridges and of Jews sneezing to signal passing airplanes. The folklorist Avrom Rechtman shared that in Proskuriv, which was near the front during much of the war, there were rumors that Jews were smuggling money to the enemy by hiding the riches in pine caskets and disguising the transfer as a funeral procession. Another rumor had it that a Jew was caught communicating with the enemy with a telephone hidden under his beard.25 Peasants claimed to have seen a German airplane filled with gold land in the Hornosteipel Rebbe’s courtyard.26 The historian and economist Nikolai Poletika recalled hearing military officers in Kyiv in September 1914 boast that “first we will deal with the Germans, and then with the Jewish traitors.”27


During their advance, the military commandeered Jewish homes and broke into Jewish-owned taverns and wine cellars, often beating and robbing the occupants. Officers gave free rein to their troops in Jewish neighborhoods, permitting them to plunder as a reward for their conquests. Soldiers torched the largely Jewish market towns along the border, on the false pretext that Jews were aiding the enemy and shooting from their windows at the Russian soldiers. In 1914 alone, Russian troops killed eighteen Jews in Lviv, eighteen Jews in Brody, and more than one hundred and fifty Jews in Jarosław. These atrocities were committed in the hours after the Russians secured military control, not in the heat of battle.28 According to a concerned Russian foreign ministry official, the war, “which could have been holy and honorable, has instead become a raid of some wild horde, a mockery of all law and honor.”29 Jews were also legally discriminated against: those who had held administrative positions under the Austrians were promptly dismissed by the occupying army, Yiddish cultural organizations were closed down, Jews were prohibited from traveling from one district to another, and Jewish landowners were dispossessed. “They ruined them, down to the last penny, seized their horses and cattle, grain, and machines,” wrote Ansky.30 Some two hundred thousand Jews fled Russian-occupied Eastern Galicia to safety in Vienna.


Fearing Jewish treachery, units of the Russian military forcibly removed Jews from towns along the front lines. Such measures were part of a new policy to deport suspect individuals from zones of combat. Although the policy was originally intended only to be applied to individuals, local commanders immediately used it to deport entire populations—Germans, Turks, Armenians, Bulgarians, as well as Jews. The deportations became more systematic in January 1915, when, upon hearing rumors that Jews had been rejoicing at Russian defeats, the imperial commander in chief, Nikolai Yanushkevich, circulated an order authorizing the expulsion of “all Jews” in zones where the military was active, a region that included almost the entire Pale of Settlement.31 Some thirty thousand Jews were deported to Warsaw from the smaller towns in the vicinity. The three thousand Jews of Grodzisk, twenty-five miles southwest of Warsaw, were given only three hours to gather their belongings, as crowds of locals shouted: “Go to Palestine!”32


In April and May 1915, Austria launched a major counteroffensive, driving the Russians out of Galicia. The Russian army adopted a scorched-earth policy, ransacking and burning down towns as it hastily departed, and took 50,000 Jews as prisoners.33 It also issued a new round of deportation orders, now targeting the northwest provinces of the Pale of Settlement; this time, approximately 190,000 Jews from the Baltic provinces of Kovno and Courland were packed into cattle cars and deported hundreds of miles to the east, far from the front.34 In other instances, the military took hostages from among the Jewish population, detaining about 5,000 rabbis, communal leaders, and wealthy businessmen and threatening to murder them if the Jewish community misbehaved. One witness described the Jews of Panevėžys (in today’s Lithuania), north of Vilnius, being driven toward the train station, “their belongings in hastily formed sacks, table cloths, baskets, chests, all falling down in heaps. Children losing their parents, parents rushing about looking for their children. Children crying, the sick groaning, clamoring, screaming.”35 Jews were often told to bring their valuables to a central point, where their possessions were auctioned off to local residents before their former owners were forced into trains.


In the trains, deportees suffering from scarlet fever and diphtheria were crowded in together with the healthy. Food and medical care were scarce; local Jewish communities were overwhelmed and unable to provide assistance. In Kyiv Province, a report issued by the Jewish Committee to Aid Victims of War noted that “thousands of women, the elderly, and children—hungry, naked, exhausted, suffering—are existing between heaven and earth, not knowing when the end of their torment and wandering will be.”36 At major railroad stations, like Korosten and Sarny, where trainloads of refugees were passing daily, officials refused to allow local aid workers to feed the starving Jews, convinced that the Jewish aid committee was “the main leader of the Jewish revolutionary movement in Russia.”37 “The slow-moving trains were not allowed to stop at stations where food could be supplied to the poor wretches,” wrote one correspondent. “The trains could stop only at a distance of at least one kilometer from any station. But the poor stricken people who were carted away in these trains were perhaps not much worse off than the thousands upon thousands for whom the trains had no accommodation, but who had to leave nonetheless.”38


The overflow of deportees forced the government to loosen Jewish residency restrictions and allow for the settlement of some Jews outside of the Pale of Settlement. Christian residents of war-torn towns greeted the unwanted arrival of downtrodden and destitute Jewish newcomers with dismay; they feared the refugees would burden local social services and viewed them as a threat to the public order. Many associated the Jews with the German enemy or blamed them for fomenting the revolutionary movement. Small communities also feared that Jewish newcomers would import the troubles of the big cities. But perhaps most important, they were wary of the epidemics that traveled in the unsanitary freight cars with the passengers. Scarlet fever, measles, diphtheria, typhus, dysentery, and even cholera killed thousands and made no distinction between Jew and Christian.


By July 1915, Russia had not only retreated from its newly acquired territories in Galicia but had also lost its Baltic possessions and the Kingdom of Poland. Emboldened by the prospect of redrawing borders in a postwar world, Ukrainians and Poles began planning for eventual statehood in overlapping territories. Polish nationalists envisioned a republic that would replicate the historic borders of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth by reuniting the Kingdom of Poland with Austrian Galicia and the western provinces of the Russian Empire that made up the Pale of Settlement. Ukrainians, meanwhile, dreamed of a state that would encompass the large Ukrainian-speaking populations of Eastern Galicia as well as Russia’s southwestern provinces, encompassing most of the southern half of the Pale of Settlement. The Germans, for their part, plotted to undermine Russian rule from within: they promised the Ukrainians support for statehood and secretly channeled funds to revolutionaries who sought to overthrow the tsar. The French, on the other hand, permitted Polish legionnaires to train in France in expectation of eventual Polish statehood, which would serve as a bulwark against  German expansionism. Within this contested region lived the largest Jewish community in the world, divided in its political loyalties between those who placed their faith in Bolshevik internationalism, Russian constitutional democracy, Polish freedom, Ukrainian autonomy, German culture, Austrian tolerance, French liberty, Zionist sovereignty, and the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
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The Revolutions of 1917


“We, the intelligentsia, hardly knew the people among whom we lived,” lamented the Jewish lawyer Arnold Margolin soon after his final departure from Ukraine.1 Margolin had spent the summer of 1917 campaigning as a liberal candidate for a seat in the inaugural All-Russian Constituent Assembly. It was the first general election in Russia since wide-scale demonstrations in February had forced Tsar Nicholas II—grandson of the assassinated Alexander II and son of Alexander III—to abdicate the throne. “I traveled in locomotives, tenders, the corridors of passenger cars, and in freight cars,” Margolin recalled.2 He was preaching the new gospel: that the February Revolution heralded a modern age of interreligious understanding and cooperation, that Jews, Russians, Poles, and Ukrainians could flourish in an autonomous Ukraine as part of a federated socialist republic. In some towns, he would stand on a table in the market square and lecture massive assemblies of three thousand soldiers and peasants on the concepts of national autonomy, federal government, and land use indemnification, as his audience cheered in approval, grumbled their dissent, or just nibbled on sunflower seeds.


It still seemed inconceivable to Margolin that the tsar had been overthrown. As the son of a wealthy sugar baron, industrialist, and philanthropist, Margolin had been spared most of the restrictions that affected the Jews of Russia. Still, he knew their sufferings, having first made his mark as an attorney for Jewish plaintiffs affected by the pogroms of 1903–1906. In 1913, while Nicholas II was celebrating the tercentenary of Romanov rule with a gala performance of Mikhail Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar and gifts of Fabergé brooches, Margolin had been working as a defense lawyer on the ritual murder trial of Mendl Beilis.3 Now, four years later, the deposed monarch was being held in captivity in Siberia and Margolin was running for government in Kyiv.


Margolin was committed to the type of moderate social democracy represented by the revolutionary leader Alexander Kerensky and his provisional government, a cabinet that ruled in place of the tsar until elections could be held. He was encouraged by its immediate revocation of all legal restrictions on the Jewish population, including the abolition of the Pale of Settlement, and ardently believed that the provisional government would usher in an era of liberal rule. But he bemoaned the fact that the soldiers he encountered that summer were more enthusiastic about the Bolsheviks, who had promised an immediate end to the war. The Marxist radicals were winning over the soviets, or councils, that represented the workers, peasants, and soldiers, and that vied for power with the provisional government. The soviet in Petrograd (today’s St. Petersburg), under Bolshevik control, had issued “Order Number 1,” calling upon military units to elect committees in place of commissioned officers and instructing soldiers to do away with formal titles when addressing their superiors. The order led to the breakdown of military authority and discipline, reducing the entire army to what one observer called a “mob of debating circles.”4


Margolin was also concerned by the ease with which the soldiers he met blamed the Jews for all their woes. They “cursed Kerensky horribly, asserting that he and ‘all his twelve ministers’ were Yids. . . . When I tried to tell them that Kerensky and his ‘twelve ministers’ were not Jews, they did not believe me, and often said that I too was a Yid and therefore stood up for Yids.”5 False rumors that Kerensky was Jewish were rampant throughout the empire, yet many soldiers seemed willing—at least for the moment—to overlook the fact that the most visible representative of the Bolsheviks was Leon Trotsky, whose pen name, fine suits, goatee, and deep blue eyes did little to conceal the inconvenient fact that he was born Lev Davidovich Bronstein. Indeed, a piece of graffiti seen in 1917 proclaimed: DOWN WITH THE JEW KERENSKY! LONG LIVE TROTSKY!6
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Ukrainian election poster from 1917 reads: “Vote for the United Jewish Socialist Workers’ Party”





To many soldiers and peasants the world felt so upside down that they were willing to believe anything. The idea that there would soon be democratic elections for a Constituent Assembly throughout Russia would have seemed a utopian dream only one year earlier. Was it really possible that Kerensky was Jewish and all his cabinet as well? It seemed absurd that a Jew could be running the government; before the revolution, Jews were not even permitted to serve as postmasters. But then again, here was the well-known Jewish lawyer Arnold Margolin running for office, campaigning from a makeshift podium in the market square.
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Arnold Margolin





Margolin had been confident, he bitterly recalled years later, that with “the overthrow of tsarist absolutism, pogroms would become impossible.”7 He had believed that the pogroms of the tsarist era were all orchestrated by the state, and he was certain that once a benevolent government was installed and the legal restrictions on Jewish political and cultural rights were removed, Jews would flourish.8 He certainly didn’t expect that in less than a year, he would hitch a ride aboard one of the last steamers out of Ukraine, having resigned his post as deputy minister of foreign affairs of the Ukrainian People’s Republic on account of the “tragic fact of the unending Jewish pogroms.”9


UKRAINIAN NATIONALISM, ONCE derided by Rosa Luxemburg as “a mere whim, a folly of a few dozen petty-bourgeois intellectuals” and as “a ridiculous pose of a few university professors and students,” had been gaining strength since the 1905–1906 reforms on censorship and public assembly.10 Underground groups of intellectuals had skirted the remaining tsarist restrictions to organize socialist political parties, advocating for the right to use the Ukrainian language, the creation of Ukrainian schools, the organization of Ukrainian military units, and the institution of Ukrainian electoral curia. The revolution provided the opportunity for these nationalists to move from the university to the state house. Two weeks after the tsar was deposed, the Ukrainian socialist parties formed a governing entity, the Central Rada (council)—modeled on the soviets—to serve as a coordinating body for Ukrainian workers, peasants, and soldiers. Within a month, the Rada organized an All-Ukrainian National Congress of 1,500 delegates, who elected 150 members to serve in the Central Rada. The eminent historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky was elected its leader, and the writer Volodymyr Vynnychenko, who became his second in command, was tasked with the crucial job of negotiating with the Russian provisional government.11


A handsome man with a long, thick beard, bold horseshoe mustache, and oval pince-nez, Hrushevsky was an iconic symbol of Ukrainian identity, even though his own mother was of Polish nationality. He had taught Ukrainian history at the University of Lviv, where his lectures inspired hundreds of young students to embrace their heritage. His monumental ten-volume History of Ukraine-Rus’, which documented a continuous Ukrainian culture and way of life, energized the Ukrainian national movement. Vynnychenko, for his part, projected a European air, with a tightly trimmed beard and mustache, slicked-back hair, and perfectly tailored suits worn over crisp shirts with tall, rounded collars and cuff links. A member of the Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers’ Party, he had emerged from a peasant background to become a prominent author of Ukrainian short stories and plays, many of which feature forceful and idealistic protagonists who become immobilized by internal doubts as they seek moderation and compromise in an age of extremes. One colleague commented on how the writer himself was “the model for one of the lead characters in a Vynnychenko drama.”12 He was, in the words of one observer, “a characterless person without a strong will, a writer and a bit of a dreamer, a man with a greater connection to the world of ideas than to realpolitik.”13 Vynnychenko’s wife, a French Jewish doctor, may have inspired some of his stories about the difficulties of Jewish life in Russia. Both Hrushevsky and Vynnychenko had spent time in tsarist prisons for their involvement in revolutionary movements, a rite of passage for most liberal and freethinking writers of the era. Politically, they shared a strong commitment to the multinational character of the region and advocated for legal equality and special protections to preserve the distinct cultures of the national minorities—Jews, Poles, and Germans. Each of these, they believed, should have the right to use their own language, worship according to their own faith, educate their children in their own schools, and receive proportional representation in national political bodies.


But the provisional government in Petrograd balked at the prospect of granting autonomy to the Ukrainians. This led the Central Rada to unilaterally issue its “First Universal” in June 1917, a manifesto calling for Ukrainian autonomy within a democratic and federated Russian republic. It later asserted the right to use the Ukrainian language in schools, courts, public institutions, and the church, and the right to establish Ukrainian military units within the Russian army.


To prepare for governing, the Central Rada established a general secretariat headed by Vynnychenko. The position of secretary of military affairs went to the journalist Symon Petliura. Born into a modest peasant family—his father was a coachman—and educated in an Orthodox preparatory school to become a priest, Petliura was an odd choice for the job of military commander. After abandoning the religious path, he had joined the Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers’ Party and moved around as an itinerant intellectual: to Tiflis (today’s Tbilisi), Ekaterinodar (Krasnodar), St. Petersburg, Lviv, and Moscow, taking various office jobs and editing newspapers. In Moscow, while working at a bank, he began publishing the journal Ukrainskaya zhizn (“Ukrainian Life”), a Russian-language review of Ukrainian affairs. In 1916, he volunteered to distribute supplies to the ill-equipped soldiers at the front, where he proved to be an effective organizer, developing a rapport with the troops. But he still had little military experience when the Central Rada tapped him to establish a Ukrainian national army by bringing together ethnic Ukrainians who had served in the tsar’s army. Vynnychenko remarked that Petliura “was entrusted with this position only as a result of compromises and agreements between different political parties and not because he had any more knowledge of military affairs than anybody else.”14 “If I were asked how I assess Petliura as a person,” echoed another colleague, “I would have to say that he is mediocre in all ways: mediocre in intellect, mediocre in education, mediocre in ability. . . . The only extraordinary thing about him may be his stubborn will.”15 Others were even less generous. “He was elected military representative because he happened to be the only member of that body who had a uniform,” wrote a correspondent for the London Times.16 But Petliura was a man of action—some would call him a firebrand—whereas Vynnychenko, mild-mannered and elegant, was prone to excessive deliberation. And during a revolution, no one has time to think.17


Although Petliura had no actual battle experience, he appreciated the power of political rituals and understood the military way of life. His critics would claim that he was mainly attracted by the uniforms and decorative metal trinkets that came with the job. “He organized military parades, religious services in public places, issued circulars and grandiose manifestos that had no real force,” wrote Vynnychenko.18 But he was able to inspire the soldiers in a way that the more reserved intellectuals could not. Units representing hundreds of thousands of Ukrainian soldiers serving in the former tsarist army declared their loyalty to him, an achievement all the more impressive since the majority of Ukrainians were serving far from Ukraine. The socialists in the Rada opposed the notion of a conscripted army, which they saw as a glorification of imperialist militarism, and preferred to raise a volunteer force. As a result, Petliura was compelled to rely in large part upon makeshift brigades of “Free Cossacks”—former tsarist soldiers, Ukrainian peasants, and townsfolk who had bonded together to establish local guard units to defend themselves from bandits on the prowl.19
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Symon Petliura, August 1919





Petliura skillfully deployed the “Cossack” myth—the idea that modern Ukrainians were descendants of the freedom-loving horsemen of the steppe who had overthrown the Polish magnates in the seventeenth century and established their own independent state, known as the Hetmanate. This state ultimately merged with the Russian Empire, and the Cossacks themselves were recruited into the tsar’s service, where they were recognized as among the most lethal forces in the Russian military. Petliura dressed his peasant soldiers in the papakha, the fur Astrakhan hat of the Cossacks, and named his military units after Cossack bands or historical heroes. He adopted the Cossack title otaman (also seen as ataman or hetman) as a military rank, called his soldiers “Haidamaks” after the eighteenth-century Cossack insurgents, and would later crown himself the “Chief Otaman.”


Petliura quickly emerged as a symbol of the Ukrainian national movement. His name “leapt from the walls, from the dreary wire communiqués,” wrote Mikhail Bulgakov in White Guard, a fictional account of the civil war in Ukraine. “It dripped into your morning coffee from the pages of your newspapers, quickly transforming the divine tropical beverage in your mouth into the most revolting slops. It roamed over people’s tongues and was tapped out in Morse code by telegraph operators’ fingers.”20


After the Central Rada’s declaration of the First Universal, the provisional government in Petrograd reluctantly recognized Vynnychenko’s government, and in July 1917 dispatched Kerensky to Kyiv to negotiate with it. Trotsky, having little faith in Kerensky’s diplomatic skills and observing from the sidelines, scoffed that Vynnychenko “was distinguished from Kerensky only as a mediocre novelist from a mediocre lawyer.”21 Certainly the war had not been going well for Kerensky. In early July, the “mediocre lawyer” had suffered heavy losses in a misguided offensive against Austria-Hungary and Germany. Kerensky urgently needed an agreement with the Ukrainians to dissuade them from turning to the Central Powers for support instead.


When negotiations ended at an impasse, the Rada issued its Second Universal, declaring its aspiration to become the “sole supreme body of revolutionary democracy in Ukraine” in coordination with all the nationalities living in its territory. While the First Universal had been addressed to “the Ukrainian People,” the Second Universal was addressed to “citizens of the Ukrainian Land,” expressly recognizing Ukraine as a multinational territory. The Central Rada agreed to expand from 150 to more than 800 seats, to reserve nearly a third of those seats for representatives from the national minorities (Russians, Jews, and Poles), and to create new vice secretariats for each nationality within the cabinet. (The position would eventually be upgraded to general secretary, and in January 1918 renamed to minister.) These moves were meant not only to gain the political loyalty of the minorities but also to reflect the genuinely tolerant ethos of the Ukrainian socialist leadership. “Without them,” Vynnychenko declared of the national minorities, “we could not consider ourselves the government of the whole population.”22 Avrom Revutsky, who would become minister of Jewish affairs, agreed: “Jewish autonomy was not simply an enticement offered by ‘cunning Cossack politicians’ as certain skeptics now think,” he wrote from Berlin in 1924. Rather, he continued, “it was fundamental to the overall Ukrainian approach to government.”23


AS THE GREAT War dragged on and the revolution failed to bring an immediate peace, massive social destabilization and economic collapse spread through the countryside and into the towns. The war had displaced an immense number of civilians: throughout the Russian Empire, about five to seven million refugees, including three hundred thousand to five hundred thousand Jews, were in need of assistance in the summer of 1917. Over ten million men were serving in the army, leaving their families without breadwinners and their fields untilled.24 Demoralized soldiers deserted their units, attacked liquor stores, raided towns, raped women, and carried out “self-requisitions” of grain from farmsteads.25 Orders to shoot deserters on the spot did little to quell the violence. One former officer described the situation in the fall of 1917: “The soldiers had lost all military semblance, strutted in crowds through the streets and unceremoniously broke up stores, entered private residences, and robbed the inhabitants of their property. Bazaars were established in the city squares where the soldiers sold their loot for next to nothing.”26 Faced with food shortages, many interpreted the revolution as an open invitation to take what they believed was rightfully theirs.


In Ukraine, the Jewish role in the economy, combined with widespread rumors that the Jews were stockpiling grain and speculating in currency, gave the unrest antisemitic overtones. Striking workers looted the largely Jewish-owned sugar beet and tobacco factories; peasants seized the mills, also mostly Jewish-owned; and in the towns, the urban poor looted Jewish shops and the homes of wealthy Jewish merchants. Peasants also confiscated the nobles’ land, burning down Polish-owned manors and attacking the Jews who managed them. By late fall, many cities had run out of bread. Crowds clashed with guards outside provincial storage facilities, plundering them of cotton, cloth, and produce.27


Following the economic and military failures of the summer, popular support for the provisional government collapsed. The Bolsheviks gained a majority in the Petrograd Soviet, and on the morning of November 7, Lenin issued a manifesto announcing the overthrow of the provisional government and the transfer of power to the Petrograd Soviet. An hour later, Kerensky slipped out of the capital in a Renault borrowed from the American embassy. Later that day, Trotsky, already the dominant voice of the coup, famously decried those who opposed it as “miserable bankrupts” destined for the “dust heap of history.” In the early hours of November 8, a Military Revolutionary Committee, led by Trotsky’s close associate Vladimir Antonov-Ovseyenko, entered the Winter Palace, where the rest of the provisional government was sheltering, and detained the ministers.28


With victory in his hands, Lenin promised a “democratic peace to all nations and an immediate armistice on all fronts” and proclaimed “the right of self-determination” for “all nationalities inhabiting Russia.” Elections to the Constituent Assembly, he continued, would proceed as planned in January. The Bolsheviks had succeeded in securing power in the Russian capital and immediately set about exporting their revolution to the rest of the former Russian Empire. This meant, first, encouraging workers, peasants, and soldiers to establish soviets and assume power in their own regions; and second, raising a Red Army to conquer by force those territories that resisted.


In Kyiv, the Central Rada refused to recognize the undemocratic Bolshevik coup and responded on November 20 with its Third Universal, proclaiming the establishment of a Ukrainian People’s Republic still within a “democratic” and “federated” Russia. The new republic claimed for the Rada all power to establish order and promulgate laws within the Ukrainian provinces until the promised convocation of the Constituent Assembly. The proclamation adopted many aspects of the Bolshevik program—it declared all land the property of the working class and the peasants, introduced the eight-hour workday, declared the nationalization of industry, and promised an end to the war—but sought to implement them through a democratic process rather than dictatorial fiat. It accused the Bolsheviks of hurling the country into an “internecine and bloody struggle” and of spreading “chaos, disorder, and ruin.” Issued in Ukrainian, Russian, Polish, and Yiddish, the Universal also reaffirmed the Rada’s commitment to multinationalism, announcing that “Russian, Jewish, Polish and other nations in Ukraine are granted autonomy to guarantee their own self-government in all matters of their national life.” The secretary of national affairs was charged with the immediate task of drafting legislation to guarantee these rights.29


The Bolsheviks did not react well to the Central Rada’s appropriation of its program or to its defiance in declaring autonomy. Joseph Stalin, then Lenin’s commissar of nationalities, responded with an article in the party newspaper Pravda, accusing the Rada of aiming to destroy the revolution. The Rada, he declared, is “a government of traitors to socialism” and a “bourgeois government” that “is fighting to prevent peace.”30 The Bolsheviks immediately sought to overthrow the Central Rada and began to cultivate Ukrainian workers, peasants, and soldiers through their respective soviets. They failed in their attempt to gain control of a Ukrainian-wide congress of soviets that met in Kyiv on December 17, but they did manage to gain a majority in the industrial city of Kharkiv, in Ukraine’s northeast. With the support of university students and workers from the massive railway yards and the Kharkiv locomotive factory, on December 24 the Kharkiv soviet declared the establishment of a Ukrainian Soviet Republic allied with Bolshevik Russia. The two rival governments—the Ukrainian People’s Republic based in Kyiv and the Ukrainian Soviet Republic based in Kharkiv—claimed sovereignty over much of the same territory and competed for the allegiance of Ukrainians, national minorities, and the soldiers on Ukrainian soil. Where they differed was in their attitude toward the Bolshevik party and its extralegal seizure of power. The Ukrainian socialist leadership, aspiring to build a republic based on multinational tolerance and the consent of the governed, did not trust the disorderly and pugnacious methods of the Bolsheviks. Parliamentarians and peaceful citizens hoped that the conflict could be resolved the following month at the highly anticipated Constituent Assembly.


“A SOLEMNLY HOPEFUL spirit pervaded Petrograd on the memorable morning of January 18, 1918,” wrote Margolin of the day the Constituent Assembly opened. Although he had lost his election, Margolin was among the thousands who gathered in the city to welcome the arrival of the delegates. The four hundred men and ten women who arrived as newly elected parliamentarians represented a cross section of the former empire: Russians, Ukrainians, Jews, Armenians, Georgians, Latvians, and Muslims; radicals, liberals, conservatives, and socialists. Vynnychenko and Petliura won seats. So did Trotsky and Lenin. But the Bolsheviks as a whole had failed in their bid to gain an electoral majority, losing decisively to the Socialist Revolutionaries.31
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