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Praise for


Goodbye Eastern Europe


‘A rich, counterintuitive history told with flair, Goodbye Eastern Europe is both a tour of an often-misunderstood part of the world and an examination of political fault lines that continue to shape our lives today.’


Daniel Trilling, author of Lights in the Distance


‘Jacob Mikanowski has taken on the seemingly impossible task of writing a comprehensive history of that “Other” Europe, hoping to catch a myriad of vanishing worlds. My initial scepticism was quickly dispelled. Goodbye Eastern Europe succeeds in delighting even a jaded follower of matters East European like me. It is a richly informative and readable book which starts with the Dark Ages and ends with our own even darker era, ranging from the Baltics to the Balkans and covering an enormous swathe of land, describing the ever shifting frontiers and changing nationalities in the course of a historical narrative as vibrant as the area it describes.’


Vesna Goldsworthy, author of Iron Curtain


‘Goodbye Eastern Europe is a collective portrait of people, places, states and ideas, most of which no longer exist. Beautifully written and witty, it presents the region as a place full of magic, vibrancy, diversity, conflict and coexistence. Mikanowski blends together reality and myth, poetry and historical research, personal experience and ideologies to revive and bring us back the civilisation that was lost during the calamitous twentieth century but that is still crucial to Eurasian history.’


Eugene Finkel, Kenneth H. Keller
Associate Professor of International Affairs


‘Ambitious… a stunning portrait of a “land of small states with complicated fates”. Shot through with lyrical reflections and astute analysis, this is a rewarding portrait of a diverse and complex part of the world.’


Publishers Weekly, starred review


‘With the war in Ukraine, Eastern Europe is once again helping to determine the world’s future, as it did at several key moments in the twentieth century. Yet for all its historical importance and cultural richness, the region remains a blank on many outsiders’ mental maps. In this dramatic and wide-ranging book, Jacob Mikanowski makes Eastern Europe come to life by rooting its history in individual human stories, showing how diverse peoples lived together from the Middle Ages to the Holocaust and beyond.’


Adam Kirsch


‘Mikanowski’s perceptive new book… Goodbye Eastern Europe takes an appealingly wide-ranging and eclectic approach to this region of shifting borders and multi-layered identities… illuminating… The result is a captivating and revealing book.’


Geographical Magazine
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Prologue


This is a history of a place that doesn’t exist.


There is no such thing as Eastern Europe anymore. No one comes from there. People come from countries: Slovakia, Latvia, Bulgaria. Or they come from cities: Sarajevo, Łódź, Mariupol. Sometimes they say they come from regions or landscapes: the pine woods of Mazovia, the rain-soaked hills of Maramureş, the bare rock of the Albanian Alps.


But wherever they come from, people don’t identify as Eastern Europeans. The phrase Eastern Europe is an outsider’s convenience, a catchall used to conceal a nest of stereotypes. Some of these stereotypes—poverty, gangsterism, ethnic strife—are genuinely damaging. Others are merely sad. A friend of mine, a professor of Polish and German history, once had a student ask, in all seriousness, whether it was true that Eastern Europe was “a gray place, where no one ever laughed.”


With dour connotations like these, it is no wonder that people want to escape being associated with Eastern Europe. Even in the world of international relations, Eastern Europe is losing ground. In the past thirty years, country after country has shed the label. Even before the fall of the Berlin Wall, Czechia, Slovakia, Hungary, and Poland all declared themselves part of Central Europe. The Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia opted for a northern alternative and would now prefer to be thought of as members of a “Nordic” zone. On both sides of the Balkans, countries from Montenegro to Romania identified themselves with maritime communities formed around either the Adriatic or Black Sea.


With this many defections, Eastern Europe is pretty much a dead letter. And yet not too long ago its existence was self-evident. I am old enough to remember when Eastern Europe was an instantly recognizable reality. In 1986, getting off the tarmac at Chopin Airport in Warsaw meant stepping into a different world from the one I left behind in suburban Pennsylvania. Like the rest of the lands behind the Iron Curtain, this was a world that operated according to its own rules. In Warsaw at that time, you couldn’t find ham in a store, but people waited in lines to purchase new translations of foreign fiction. No one voted, but politics was on everybody’s lips. Even the smell in the air was different: brown coal burning in winter, the cool exhalation of unwashed landings in summer. Today either of these smells instantly transports me to the lost domain of my childhood.


In those days, the thing that made Eastern Europe a tangible presence, and the glue that held it together, was Communism. Before the epochal transformation wrought by the revolutions of 1989 through 1991, the whole vast stretch of the continent from Estonia in the north to Albania in the south, from Ukraine in the east to Czechoslovakia in the west, belonged to the empire of the Red Star.


But the roots of the region’s unity reach much deeper.


There is something distinctive about Eastern Europe, something that sets it apart from Western Europe on one side and the rest of Eurasia on the other. That essential, defining characteristic is diversity—diversity of language, of ethnicity, and above all, of faith.


It was as a religious borderland that Eastern Europe first gained definition as a place different from the rest of Europe. Paganism lasted longer here than it did anywhere else on the continent, and it left a deep imprint on folklore and popular belief. When Christianity did arrive, around A.D. 1000, it came in two different forms—Latin and Greek—creating the first of the region’s many religious fissures. Islam arrived a few centuries later, spread by invading Ottoman Turks and Tatars. By 1492, the whole Balkan Peninsula belonged to the Dar al-Islam, and mosques could, and still can, be found as far north as Vilnius in Lithuania.


That same year, when Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain expelled their kingdom’s Jews, the last in a long series of such banishments from the Christian nations of the West, the Ottoman Empire invited them to settle in its greatest cities. By then, the East was the cradle of European Jewry. As Western European countries expelled their Jews one after another, Eastern European kingdoms welcomed them in.


For much of its history, Eastern Europe was a frontier society, pushing into territories that had been previously uncultivated or that had been depopulated by long-running frontier wars. Multiple waves of settlement gave much of it a character quite unlike Western Europe (or most of Russia for that matter). In Eastern Europe, it was common to see Catholic and Orthodox Christians living in close proximity with Jews and Muslims. This overlapping of multiple religions made it hard to enforce the dogma of any individual faith. Eastern Europe thus became a haven for religious misfits and heretics. Groups such as the Bogomils, Hussites, Frankists, and Alevis left a deep imprint on the region’s culture. So did a welter of magicians, alchemists, and occultists, whose combined presence made Eastern Europe the continent’s premier training ground for the dark arts.


Today most of the Jews are gone, and the Islamic presence is much diminished. Working alchemists are even harder to find. Still, in many places, it is possible to feel the weight of their legacies. For years, I’ve traveled everywhere from the Sufi shrines of Dobruja in Romania to the last wooden synagogues of Samogitia in Lithuania, in search of traces of this vanishing religious plurality. For me, this was a personal quest. My family background—half-Jewish and half-Catholic—encapsulates a fragment of this past diversity.


This book is not a family history, but my family’s history forms a braid running throughout it. The Polish poet Czesław Miłosz wrote that “awareness of one’s origins is like an anchor line plunged into the deep” without which “historical intuition is virtually impossible.”1 And so it is for me; my ancestors are at the root of everything I write.


As a member of a very small community of Polish-speaking Jews, I was born into a culture that has all but disappeared. This was the world of the secular Jewish intelligentsia, who were passionately attached to Poland’s literary heritage but wary of its marriage of Catholicism and nationalism. Their idols were poets and short story writers rather than generals or saints, and their bookshelves were packed with the yellowed spines of émigré journals sent from Paris.


But this is only half of my family’s story. The other, Christian half was made up of competing strands, divided by class and trade. Some were peasants and some were craftspeople. A few were even aristocrats, and worked as servants to kings. Even though these ancestors had roots in places as disparate as Hungary, Lithuania, Germany, and the Czech lands, all of them considered themselves to be Poles. The process by which this collective awareness was forged took centuries.


The defining cleavages in my family were between Jew and Christian, commoner and noble, Pole and non-Pole. These were all symptoms of a single overarching pattern. To a degree unknown in much of the rest of the world, in Eastern Europe religion, ethnicity, and class all worked together to delineate boundaries of profession and caste. It was common for landowners, tenants, and townspeople to all speak different languages and belong to different faiths. Because of this, people could live side by side, and yet belong to completely different social worlds. Neighbors stayed strangers, so long as old taboos remained in force.


These patterns of exclusion and animosity combined to create a world of incredible variety. No matter its size, no community in Eastern Europe was ever unmixed, or “pure.” Even in the smallest village, a ten-minute walk might take you past temples devoted to three different religions, whose priests all spoke in different tongues. If you were to spend any time on the road, you might encounter whole different sets of languages and beliefs, belonging to the regions’ numerous nomads, itinerant salesmen, and other professional wanderers.


For centuries, the traditional societies of Eastern Europe most often resembled a multicolored tapestry. Diversity was not a by-product of this system; it was woven into the whole. But all this proximity of different faiths and languages did not necessarily lead to harmony. This old order depended on the maintenance of strict divisions between classes and among religions. When these divisions broke down in the twentieth century, people gained a new measure of freedom, but they were also exposed to new dangers. In my own family, the mixing of Christian and Jew, farmer and aristocrat was only made possible by the total disaster of World War II. Even then, boundary-crossing was no easy thing; I grew up on stories of family members who were shunned or hadn’t seen one another for decades. This, too, is a common enough story in Eastern Europe. Countless families have been split by new borders, old religions, or allegiances to rival causes.


My own divided heritage has provided me with a complicated inheritance. Because of it, I am inclined to see the story of Eastern Europe less as one of nations and states and more as one of competing systems of belief. Political debates in Eastern Europe often revolve around battles over the sacred. During the twentieth century, fascism, Communism, and nationalism provided people with powerful sources of meaning-making. Wherever these ideologies were adopted by large numbers, religious models were not far behind, either as a model or as a competitor.


For centuries, Eastern Europe has been a place of seekers. Less economically developed than the West, but open to a wealth of religious and messianic traditions, its people have long dreamed of a sudden, transformative leap into the future. They also yearned for a more earthly sort of liberation.


For many revolutionaries, empire loomed as an even bigger threat than poverty. To them, freedom meant ruling in the language of their own people, over their own territory. Achieving this goal was rarely easy, for at least two reasons. One was that hardly any region of Eastern Europe was home to a single people. The other was that most of these peoples were rather small, while the empires in which they found themselves were very large. More often than not, then, the fight for independence required a fratricidal struggle against impossible odds.


Eastern Europeans have rarely been in full control of their destiny. Over the centuries, much of their history was written in the imperial capitals of Vienna, Istanbul, and St. Petersburg, and later Berlin and Moscow. But those capitals were not where that history was lived. To me, the history of Eastern Europe is everything that happened in between those centers of power. It is, above all, a land of small states with complicated fates. Its story is not one of kings and emperors, or Axis and Allied armies, but rather one of peasants, poets, and country clerks—people who experienced the clash of empires and ideologies directly, in the flesh.


The storms of the twentieth century destroyed the age-old fabric of Eastern European life. Today only traces remain of the multilingual and multiconfessional world inhabited by my grandparents. Since I feel like a very small part of what remains, I have been drawn to reconstructing that vanished diversity that stands at the center of what it means to be Eastern European. For me, it is less a single identity than a collection of shared affinities, structured around a shared memory of coexistence.


But amid all our differences, Eastern Europeans share one other legacy in common, and that is a gift for seeing comedy amidst tragedy. Prolonged acquaintance with history at its most extreme has given us an extraordinary fluency in the absurd. This can be seen in the region’s fiction, and even more in the stories people tell about their own lives.


Hasidic Jews used to say that the best way to get to know their wonder-working rabbis was through the tales their disciples told about them. So it is with Eastern European history. To live in Eastern Europe, especially in the twentieth century, was to undergo a bewildering series of calamities and transformations. A straightforward historical accounting would turn this dizzying experience into little more than a list of rulers and events. But tales—stories, rumors, and folksongs—expose what these events meant. They can get to the heart of what it was like to experience the horrors of the fascist anti-utopia, the brief elation and prolonged terror of Stalinism, the stasis and scarcity of late socialism, and the sudden evaporation of solid values that accompanied the arrival of capitalism.


To me, these tragicomic stories, abounding in sudden catastrophes, unexpected reversals, and miraculous escapes, are the true lingua franca of Eastern Europe—the common tongue of its otherwise diffuse identity. I have been collecting them for years. I began during my years in Poland and continued through my library and archival research and throughout my many trips to the region. They are the best reminder that Eastern Europe is not just a place of suffering but a civilization of its own, containing endless fascination and wonder.


Here are a few stories culled from my notebooks.


From a movie:2 One day some Romanian newspaper editors looked at an official photo of Nicolae Ceauşescu with Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and were horrified to see that the Romanian dictator was much shorter than the French president and, worse, wasn’t even wearing a hat. To fix this potentially damning mistake, the editors pasted a hat onto Ceauşescu’s head, only to realize too late that he was already holding a hat in his hand. Police rushed out at once to intercept and destroy all the issues of the paper that made it into print.


From a biographical dictionary: After the Communist takeover, a scholarly Albanian poet named Sejfullah Malëshova rose to become his country’s minister of culture, only to quickly run afoul of the terrifying minister of the interior. Sentenced to years of imprisonment in a notorious prison camp, the poet was freed after the interior minister was himself sentenced to death in a subsequent purge. But the price for the poet’s freedom was his voice. He could no longer publish. He could not even speak. For the next twenty years, he worked as a stock clerk in a provincial town, without saying a word the entire time. If someone tried to say something to him, he mimed, pinching his lips to remind them of his vow of silence. Everyone in the town knew his poems, but no one dared recite them aloud, and when the poet died, no one dared attend his funeral. He was buried in the presence of his sister, a gravedigger, and two secret police agents.3


And finally, a story from my mother’s aunt Jadwiga, told to me on the day I got engaged: Aunt Jadwiga and Uncle Turnowski had tried to marry three times. The first time was in Minsk, in 1940. With difficulty, they put together the money for the fee. On the way to the civil status bureau, they met a friend of theirs, Icek, who was panting from running after them. He needed to borrow money right away; teakettles had just shown up in the stores. They gave him the money they had saved for the marriage license. It had to be done. A marriage could always be postponed, but you never knew when a teakettle would be on sale again.


The second time they tried to get married was two years later, in Tajikistan. This time they had money, and they already lived together, in a small town where everyone knew everybody else. When they went to the civil status bureau, the Soviet bureaucrat in charge expressed surprise that they weren’t already married, since they were living together. He said that the order was wrong—they should have gotten married first and only started living together afterwards—and so he denied them a marriage license.


The third time was in Warsaw after the war. Uncle Turnowski had his two witnesses (one of them was Icek, who had needed the teakettle), and they arrived at the scheduled time at the ministry. Jadwiga was missing—she couldn’t get the day off at the publishing house where she worked. But this time—finally, after six years—they pulled it off. The official in charge agreed to sign the marriage license in the absence of a bride.


For me, this last story captures my great-aunt Jadwiga and her whole generation. They were born into the dislocation and promise that followed the First World War, they survived the devastation of the Second, and somehow they never lost their perspective or their sense of humor. They measured their days in teakettles and missed appointments as much as they measured them in revolutions, invasions, and capitulations. What follows is written in the shadow of their gigantic lives.





Part I


Faiths






1


Pagans and Christians
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Wet Monday tricksters
(dziady śmigustne). Dobra, Poland. 1916.


A great forest, bristling with dangers and the occasional gleam of treasure: that is how the territories of Eastern Europe must have appeared to the average Roman in the time of the emperor Marcus Aurelius. To them, the lands north of the imperial frontiers were largely a mystery. Marcus himself traveled north of the Danube in A.D. 170, to fight a war against a confederation of barbarian tribes. He began writing his Meditations there, camped out with his solders by the banks of the River Hron, in what is now Slovakia. This work, a classic of Stoic philosophy, might be the first piece of literature written in Eastern Europe. Marcus did not mention his surroundings even once, but that should not strike us as too surprising. The territories north of the Roman Empire were empty of cities, writing, temples, or any of the other markers that would have indicated the presence of civilized life to someone arriving there from the shores of the Mediterranean. As far as the Romans were concerned, these cold and rather frightening lands were sources of two things and two things alone: inexhaustible hordes of enemies, and a lightweight precious stone called electrum, or amber.


I used to have a cigar box that belonged to my grandfather. It was full of the rough orange pebbles of raw amber that he had gathered with my father on Polish beaches. All along the shores of the southern Baltic, from Denmark to Estonia, amber is just that easy to find: you just have to go to the beach after a storm, or know where to dig in the sand. The routes that brought this precious stone, so mysteriously radiant and light, to the shores of the Mediterranean were already old by the time Marcus Aurelius arrived. A century earlier, during the reign of the emperor Nero, a Roman knight had set out north from a frontier post in what is now Austria. He had orders to bring back as much amber as he could buy; the emperor needed it to decorate his new Colosseum. The knight traveled north hundreds of miles, to the shores of the Baltic. To everyone’s amazement, he returned with wagonloads of the stuff, pieces the size of pumpkins, enough to decorate the whole amphitheater, down to the knobs on the nets that protected spectators from the wild animals raging within.1


The trade in amber between the Baltic and the Mediterranean dates back at least to the Bronze Age. But in this case, commerce did not foster connection. These voyages left only the faintest mark in Eastern Europe—at most, a few fragile traces: buttons from an equestrian’s uniform found next to a Polish lake, a cavalry helmet in a Lithuanian tomb. And Roman coins—a profusion of coins. These were not used as money in the countries in which they were received. They were treasure in a truer, purer sense—tokens from another world. In the Russian enclave between Poland and Lithuania (an area that’s especially rich in amber), there are ancient cemeteries in which every grave contains at least one shiny brass sestertius. These coins were placed next to the head of the deceased, in vessels made from the bark of the sacred birch tree, intended as payment for a Baltic ferryman to the underworld whose name has been lost to time.2


•     •     •


A flash of silver unearthed by a plow: that is how the ancient world appears in most of the countries of Eastern Europe. Otherwise, silence. History arrives only with the advent of Christianity and, with it, the written word. Before then, we know hardly anything for certain. Here, the Dark Ages were truly dark: north of the old Roman frontier, almost impenetrably so. But even to the south, the gloom is difficult to penetrate. When the Slavs arrived, in the desperate decades of war, famine, and plague that followed the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476, they seemed to come from nowhere, and then, all of a sudden, to be everywhere at once.


Today Slavic languages are spoken in a vast chunk of Europe, from Bulgaria and the former Yugoslavia in the south to Poland and all of Russia to the north.3 This is a vast territory, but only some of it seems to have been inhabited by Slavic-speakers from an early date. The first mentions of the Slavs in ancient sources came toward the end of the sixth century. By the year 1000, they were present everywhere from northern Greece to the edge of Finland.


But where did the Slavs come from? This question vexes historians, since it has no solution but many competing claims. For many decades, the answer depended on who you were. Russians insisted that the Slavs came from Russia, Ukrainians said they came from Ukraine, and Poles said they came from Poland. Then for a time, a loose consensus emerged placing the Slavic homeland in Polesia, a region of endless wetlands stretching along the length of the border between Ukraine and Belarus. I used to imagine them emerging out of a bog wearing great leather waders, with water dripping down their mustaches, ready to conquer Thessaloniki as soon as they toweled off.


This is no longer the preferred view. Today, the cutting-edge theory is that the Slavs came from what is now Romania, rather paradoxically, since there are no Slavic-speakers there today (Romanian is a Romance language). According to this interpretation, they coalesced as a result of the Eastern Roman Empire’s bottomless need for manpower to staff the forts lining the Danubian frontier. There is much to recommend this view, but we will never know for sure. The early Slavs had few notable leaders and no great chroniclers. They came not as a flood but in a series of smaller streams. In the words of one historian, theirs was an “obscure progression,” visible only in sporadic moments, illuminated by a dull and flickering flame.4


A similar murkiness clings to Slavic beliefs. We know very little about their mythology or rituals—only that they were pagans and worshipped a pantheon of gods. But when the Christian priests arrived to drive out the old ways, no one thought it worthwhile to record them. One of the paradoxes of religious history in Eastern Europe is that paganism lasted so long there, yet we know so little about it. There is no Slavic equivalent to the great compendium of Norse myth preserved in the Icelandic Edda, or the Celtic tales contained in the Welsh Mabinogion or the Irish Táin. All we have are fragments, recorded by hostile witnesses.


One of the first such testimonies comes from, of all places, Sicily. Around A.D. 700, a Slavic raiding party was taken prisoner by the local militia. An enterprising bishop asked its members what they believed in. By means of a translator, they replied that they worshipped “fire, water, and their own swords.”5 Almost seven hundred years later, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania was still being ruled by practicing pagans who believed something very similar. A vast realm that incorporated much of today’s Belarus and Ukraine, Lithuania was the last country in Europe to give up the old faith. In 1341, when Grand Duke Gediminas died, he was buried in the full, cruel splendor of the pagan rite: burned to ash on a giant pyre, along with his favorite weapons, slaves, dogs, and horses, and a few German Crusaders thrown in for good measure. When the whole thing caught fire, Gediminas’s fellow pagan lords cried out in sorrow and pelted the flames with the claws of lynxes and bears.


Two hundred years later, hardly anything of this pagan faith remained. At most, Polish and Lithuanian chroniclers could recall a few hallowed names. During the Renaissance, humanist scholars amused themselves by inventing ever more elaborate pantheons for their pagan ancestors. To the old gods of thunder, cattle, and grain, they added deities in charge of hogs and wives, a god (and goddess) of beekeeping, as well as humbler spirits to watch over everything from hazelnuts to yeast.


None of these, of course, were genuine. Almost everything that has ever been written about the ancient religion of the Balts and Slavs is false. Most of it is based on a few late observations and the testimonies of outsiders. Beyond the names of a few deities and a few scant archaeological remains, nothing is clear. So what can we say about these gods with certainty? Only three things: they lived in trees, they spoke through horses, and they savored the smell of freshly baked bread.


The paganism of the Balts and Slavs was an “outdoor religion.”6 The forest was its true temple. Most shrines were simply groves, or great trees that held special renown in and of themselves. On an island in the Dnieper River there stood a huge oak tree that passersby honored with sacrifices of arrows, meat, and bread. Until recently, women in Polesia still offered specially baked bread to the setting sun every Easter, and they prayed before a sacred tree to ensure a good harvest.7 This echo of a thousand-year-old custom lasted until 1986, when the Chernobyl disaster tainted the land and drove its inhabitants to seek refuge elsewhere.


The pagan Prussians (a Baltic people who predated the Germans in what would become East Prussia) worshipped in groves of holy oak trees. Each grove had its own priests and sacrifices. It was a meeting place, a sanctuary, and an oracle. While the cult of the gods was still alive, its adherents would ask the trees and the lakes they worshipped questions, most often about their enemies. Gods spoke through the landscape they inhabited, but the easiest way to ask them a question directly was to seat their spirit astride a horse. When the Slavs who lived by the mouth of the Oder River considered going to war, they would consult a sacred horse by walking it past a series of spears planted in the ground. If the horse left the spears alone, they rode to battle.8


As Christianity drew ever nearer, the pagans of the southern Baltic had many occasions to ride to war. For two centuries, from roughly 1200 to 1400, the southeastern shores of the Baltic played host to a bloodthirsty Christian Crusade. It was led by the Teutonic Knights, an order of (mostly) German knights, freshly returned from the Holy Land, searching for a new arena in which to fight a holy war. From northern Poland to Estonia, they preached the word of God with “tongues of iron,” to borrow a phrase from Charlemagne. Everywhere the fighting was brutal. In Prussia, it amounted to a war of extermination that ended with the disappearance of the Prussians as a people and the extinction of their language.


Here Christianization really amounted to a form of colonization. In a foretaste of what would happen one day in the New World, the whole social system of medieval Europe was transplanted to the east by force. Eastern European paganism was a local religion, intimately tied to place. Its laws stretched only as far as the course of a single stream or the shade of a certain tree. Christianity, by contrast, was a missionary faith. It tried to remake the whole world in its image. It attacked in waves. First the missionaries came to cut down the holy groves. Then came the Crusaders to break the power of the ancient chiefs and massacre their followers. When their work of slaughter was done, Christian landowners arrived to reduce the baptized survivors to the status of serfs.


The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia is our best source for what this war must have felt like to those involved. Henry was a Saxon priest attached from an early age to the household of Bishop Albert of Buxhoeveden, one of the leaders of the conquest of what is now Latvia. In 1200 Albert set out from Hamburg with a fleet of ships and soldiers and landed on the site of present-day Riga. This was to be Albert’s bishopric, if he could conquer and convert it.


Henry’s Chronicle is the story of this conquest. It is told in the first person, covering two decades in the lands that are now Latvia and Estonia. His story is set among virgin woods, frozen rivers, and deep snows. It is punctuated by terrible violence: beheadings, behandings, disembowelments. Men are burned alive, and their hearts eaten to gain their owners’ life force. Even among the converts to Christianity, things are touch-and-go. As soon as the Christian fleet that converted them leaves, one group of pagans plunges into the nearest river to scrub off the baptism they just received. They then cut down what they take to be the idols of the Christians and set them afloat on a raft to join their departed masters. Elsewhere, in Estonia, pagans revolted and threw off the rule of the priests. Immediately they rushed to the churchyards, dug up their dead, and incinerated them according to their ancient custom.


The old cult of the trees proved to be especially difficult to eradicate. In Estonia, when priests razed the lovely forest dedicated to the god Tharapita, the locals were amazed that the trees didn’t bleed like human beings. In northern Poland, when missionaries tried to do the same thing, the Prussians cut off their heads. In Pomerania, near the border between Poland and Germany, the local tribes considered two trees especially sacred: a gorgeous old nut tree, and a gigantic leafy oak with a spring beneath it. The pagans managed to convince the priests to spare them from being cut down by promising to convert. They solemnly swore that from then on, they would never worship the trees again; they would simply rest in their shade and savor their beauty.9


For all the violence wielded by the Crusaders, the old ways never fully went away but were driven underground, or else they found Christian disguises. In some places, pagans made a deal with their conquerors to keep their traditions intact. In western Latvia, a group of local free farmers who came to be known as the Curonian Kings struck a bargain with the Teutonic Knights. In exchange for help fighting their pagan brethren, the Kings were granted two privileges. The first was that they could keep cremating their dead, a habit long denounced by the Christian friars. The second was that they didn’t have to chop down their holy grove. This forest, shared in common by seven villages, was kept inviolate. No brushwood could be gathered there, and hunting there was allowed only once a year, at the winter solstice. All the game taken then was shared in common at a great feast, at which great quantities of beer were drunk and the dancing continued through the night. This was a wild hunt, whose trophies belonged to the gods.10


Traces of the specific forest where the Curonian Kings held their feast remain to this day. One fragment, called the Elka Grove, is located a few miles south of the town of Kuldīga, in Latvia. Deep into the twentieth century, it was still prohibited to light fires or break branches in this once-sacred grove. Anyone who violated the taboo risked causing either a fire or a death. However, after a funeral in the village, the rule was reversed. Everyone would go to the grove and break off a branch, singing, “Don’t die, you people, there’s no more room on the hill [i.e., cemetery]!”


Today the seven villages of the Curonian Kings are greatly depopulated, as a result of Soviet land reforms and mass emigration to the West. Their last holy grove still exists, however. It is a small patch of woods on both sides of the highway between Kuldīga and Aizpute. Hoping to find a material trace of the beliefs they had clung to so tenaciously for so many centuries, I went in search of it on one intermittently drizzly day in July. A combination of constant rains and long northern days cooperated to make the landscape an unearthly, bryophytic green. When the sun came out after the third shower in as many hours, steam rose from the road and from the tall trees crowning the nearby hills. A pair of cranes preened by the edge of a field of crop stubble, while storks, walking in calm rows, patrolled for food in freshly plowed furrows.


I wish I could say that, standing within the grove, I felt the presence of the ancient gods of field, wood, rock, and stream, but that would be a lie. The grove itself is small, covering just a few scant acres. Its trees, a mix of stout lindens and scrawny birches, look like a backyard thicket. The Aizpute highway runs through it like a wound. But from a distance, it still makes a powerful impression. The Elka woods stand on a rise that, though slight, makes them look as if they are floating above the surrounding landscape. Seen from the nearest village, the crowns of the trees seem to merge into the clouds. Who can say for certain what voice speaks when the wind blows through their leaves?


In what is now Estonia, Latvia, northern Poland, and the former East Prussia, Christianity was imposed by force. The one exception among the Baltic countries was Lithuania, where local dukes managed to fight the crusading knights to a standstill and held on to their native faith until the close of the fourteenth century. They finally converted in 1387, a year after Jogaila, the Grand Duke of Lithuania, married Queen Jadwiga of Poland, initiating the Polish-Lithuanian union, which would last until 1795, when both countries would be wiped off the map by their imperial neighbors.


For Jogaila, becoming Christian was the price of an alliance. Christian Poland and pagan Lithuania shared a common enemy in the Teutonic Knights. The old crusading order had long since gone rogue, fighting wars purely for conquest, without regard to whether their enemies were Christian or pagan. When he became king, Władysław Jagiełło (Jogaila’s new Christian name) was able to muster enough manpower to break the military power of the knights at the Battle of Grunwald in 1410.


Lithuania’s conversion to Christianity was a political decision. In earlier centuries, the same could have been said for the Poles, the Czechs (as Bohemians and Moravians), the Hungarians, the Bulgarians, and the Serbs. Unlike most of the pagan Balts, these peoples had strong states, too powerful and too far from their Christian neighbors to be converted by force. And yet between 800 and 1000, they all in turn accepted Christianity. Mojmir of Moravia converted in 831; Khan Boris of Bulgaria in 864; Bořivoj of Bohemia in 884; and Mieszko of Poland in 966. Saint Stephen of Hungary, already a Christian, defeated a pagan relative in 997 to impose Christianity on all of his domains. For all these rulers, becoming Christian was a way of waging politics on a European scale. It was a signal to rival kingdoms to treat them as equals in the checkerboard of marriage pacts and military alliances that made up the great game of European diplomacy. But where did these early kings and dukes get their power in the first place?


In most Eastern European countries, written history begins at the moment of conversion. The lies began there as well. Hired chroniclers—usually Western monks—spun pious myths about where their masters got their crowns. There was wise Queen Libuše, who ruled the Czechs by prophecy and foretold the future beauty of Prague. She heard lawsuits and dispensed justice from the comfort of her sumptuous bed. Although she was wise and just and could see the future, the men of the tribe nonetheless grew dissatisfied with her rule. They wanted a man. Libuše mocked the Czechs for their small-mindedness but ultimately agreed. She would marry a great king and defer to his judgment. Being a prophetess, she told the tribesmen exactly where they could find him.


Her future husband was named Přemysl; he was to be found plowing a field in the middle of the woods with two oxen. When Libuše’s messengers found him, he invited them into his hut for a meal of moldy bread and stale cheese. Summoned to the queen’s bed, the two were wed, after which they got drunk and had sex. The dynasty they started together lasted for four hundred years. Now a prince, Přemysl the plowman never forgot where he came from. He kept his worn cork shoes forever close to him in his treasury at Vyšehrad.


For their part, the Poles, before they received their own founding dynasty, suffered under the rule of King Popiel, who was so wicked that his subjects chased him into a tower, where he was devoured by mice. He was replaced on the throne by a hospitable wheelwright named Piast. His claim to fame was that he gave ale to some parched travelers and invited them to a party. His descendants also ruled Poland for the next four centuries.


A tankard of ale, a piece of moldy bread, a crust of cheese: these are the Slavic Excaliburs. There is something appealingly democratic in these stories of humble peasants and craftsmen giving rise to kings. By contrast, the Turkic dynasty that ruled over the Bulgarians traced its ancestry back to Attila the Hun, while the similarly non-Slav Árpáds of Hungary claimed to descend from a giant mythological bird. Sadly, however, these stories are all nonsense. The real historical origins of the Eastern European kingdoms isn’t written in chronicles; it is recorded in the soil. It is a story that is still coming to light.


In 2000 archaeologists working alongside the expansion of the A1 highway running north from Warsaw stumbled onto a cemetery. They dated it to the late tenth or early eleventh century, the very years when Poland became Christian and its rulers entered onto the European stage. The excavators noticed something odd about the individual burials. The bodies hadn’t been cremated, as was normal in pagan cemeteries, but they also weren’t pointed to the east, as they would have been in a Christian one. Instead, they were oriented north-south, something previously seen only in Viking burials. The women were buried with fine jewelry, beads of glass mixed with gold evidently crafted in the royal workshops of Baghdad and Byzantium. The men were armed with splendid foreign weapons, like Frankish broadswords and Khazar hatchets. Studies on their skeletons confirmed that most of the dead came from Scandinavia, though some came from farther afield as well—central Russia to the east, and northern Italy to the west.11


Who were these men? Most likely, they were members of the Polish royal guard. Arabic sources report that the earliest Polish kings lavished them with favors. And well they might have. The guards were the support and foundation of their rule. The kings needed hired muscle because the real source of their wealth came not from taxing peasants but from the intracontinental slave trade, the greatest source of wealth in the ninth and tenth centuries. It is no coincidence that just as Bohemia, Moravia, and Poland were coming into existence as states, this trade was at its height. Its agents were variously Christian, Jewish, and Muslim, and the captives were mostly pagan. The buyers came mainly from the silver-rich Islamic caliphates of Iraq and Andalusia. There, slaves from different realms were in endless demand. Slavs were highly esteemed, prized for their skill as household laborers. Eunuchs were considered best. According to a contemporary manual, an uncastrated Slavic slave would always stay coarse and simple-minded, but a castrated one was capable of every refinement.12


For the most part, the history of the Slavic slave trade was not recorded in written sources; it must be read in the ground. Hoards of Arab silver, buried everywhere from Sweden to Bohemia, trace the fluctuations in the long-distance networks that brought northern captives south to the markets of Baghdad and Córdoba.


Two competing trade routes, both dealing in human cargo, seem to have functioned at the same time. One led south from Novgorod in northern Russia toward the Caspian and Black seas. The other went overland from the Baltic to the great slave market of Prague. In Russia, slaves were loaded onto dugout canoes and paddled downriver toward the Crimea and the southern reaches of the Volga. In Poland and Bohemia, since no rivers crossed the Carpathians, prisoners had to be marched overland. Following this later route south, archaeologists realized something that had been staring them in the face for decades. The function of the giant fortifications, seemingly empty of dwellings, had long puzzled them. These were holding pens, built to house slaves in great numbers before the season came for the caravan to march south.


Poland, Bohemia, and Moravia were made on these caravan trails. Their first rulers were entrepreneurs of violence, who built their wealth by raiding surrounding communities and exporting their people—in chains—to the great emporia of the Mediterranean and the Middle East. No wonder their propagandists invented stories of honest plowmen and humble wheelwrights, when the real foundation of their power lay in enslaving their own people and selling them on the great markets of Venice and Córdoba, much as the first princes of Rus made their fortunes organizing the same trade to Baghdad and Constantinople.


Russia, Poland, and the Czech lands all became states by wedding armed force to commerce. By contrast, the first chieftains of Hungary and Bulgaria engaged in plain pillaging. Both peoples were originally nomadic, hailing from the steppes of southern Russia. Confederations of mounted warriors, they arrived in Europe like a thunderbolt. Beginning in the seventh century, the Bulgarians raided deep into the Byzantine Empire, eventually establishing their own tribal kingdom south of the Danube.


The Hungarians (or Magyars) first appeared in the Balkans some two hundred years later. Initially allies of the Bulgarians, they soon began conducting devastating raids deep into Western Europe. They were a frightening bunch. A chronicler describes one of their first dukes smashing his enemies’ heads as if they were “ripe gourds.”13 Even the Magyars’ queens were fierce: an early one is said to have been a “hard drinker, who rode like a knight, and killed a man with her bare hands.” But these seasoned warriors also eventually followed their pagan brethren into the Christian fold.


For the various pagan chieftains who became Eastern Europe’s first Christian kings, conversion was a pragmatic choice, but it carried real spiritual consequences. Just how complicated this transition could be can be seen in a letter sent by the Khan Boris of the Bulgars to Pope Nicholas I in 866. By then, the Bulgars had already been living in Europe for over two hundred years. Over that time, they had gradually merged with their Slavic, agriculturalist neighbors, but they still clung fiercely to the old ways of the steppe—among them, paganism. As Khan Boris was contemplating which church to sign up with, Roman or Byzantine, he wanted to understand the details. He drew up a list of questions for the pope. Could men still wear trousers as Christians? Could women? How many wives could a man take? Was sex allowed after pregnancy or during Lent? Could men bathe on Fridays? Should turbans be worn in church? Was it still all right to heal one’s wounds with a magic stone?14


The pope responded to Khan Boris’s questions point by point: trousers, baths, and turbans were all fine; magic stones and polygamy less so. These responses seem to have pleased the khan more than the answers he received to the same question from the Orthodox Patriarch in Constantinople. Nonetheless, he ultimately decided to side with the Greeks. The deciding factor was a strategic one. The Byzantine emperors were closer, and better armed, than the Romans. Similar calculations shaped the Christianization of the whole region. In the ninth century, the Serbs followed the Bulgarians into the Byzantine orbit.


In 987 the princes of Kiev joined them. For these half-Viking and half-Slavic warlords, the attraction of Byzantine Christianity was aesthetic as much as it was political. Allowed entrance into the churches of Constantinople, the princes of Rus were struck dumb with wonderment. A later chronicler recorded that upon entering the Hagia Sophia, they did not know whether “they were on heaven or on earth,” and knew at once that “God dwells there.”15


The princes of Rus thus chose to side with beauty, although it certainly helped that Constantinople was also their main trading partner. Elsewhere, more mundane prerogatives ruled the day. For the Czechs, Croats, and Poles, the greatest threat to their independence came from the West, in the form of the Frankish Empire and its successor, the German-dominated Holy Roman Empire. Both entities followed the Catholic faith. For the Slavic kingdoms, appealing directly to Rome was a defensive action. It gave them a chance to develop their own Christian institutions, instead of having them imposed from above by a German emperor.


These choices, shaped by the particular circumstances of ninth- and tenth-century politics, had far-reaching consequences. Because of them, Eastern Europe would become a borderland between the rival Christendoms of Rome and Byzantium. The dividing line between Orthodox and Catholic ran right through the heart of many states, creating centuries of strife. Even into the twentieth century, the tensions generated by this schism led nations to disintegrate and combust. But for the first Christian rulers of Eastern Europe, this all lay in an unimaginable future. Their immediate concern was how to incorporate Christianity into their subjects’ everyday lives.


In order for Christianity to be lasting, it first had to become local. The easiest way to make this come about was to find some homegrown saints and build a cult around them. It was good if these saints left behind some relics that could pass into royal hands, and even better if they were royal family members themselves. This had the double advantage of conferring legitimacy on the dynasty internally, while making a good show of faith to the wider Christian world.


In Hungary, the founding saint was the first Christian king, Saint Stephen, who earned his sainthood by killing his pagan uncle. Similarly in Serbia, the great Saint Sava was a royal son who escaped from his duties as a provincial governor to become a monk on Mount Athos and, in time, a polyglot scholar and genius of the holy word. In Bohemia, the honor went to a royal youth, a member of the ruling dynasty named Václav (or Wenceslas).


Václav’s hagiographers remembered him as an exceptionally devout child. Many nights he would rise from his chambers in the royal castle to wander secretly in the nearby fields. There he reaped grain by moonlight, which he ground, milled, and sifted into flour, out of which he baked wafers for the holy mass. Other nights Václav would go out for midnight strolls in the castle vineyard to gather grapes, which he would then make into wine for mass.16 These nocturnal perambulations lasted until Václav was twenty-eight, when he was assassinated by his brother, Boleslav the Cruel.


Saint Adalbert (Wojciech in Polish, Vojtěch in Czech), the first patron saint of Poland, was another highborn Czech. Trained for the priesthood from an early age, Vojtěch soon began moving in the highest circle of the clergy. Still in his thirties, he became Bishop of Prague, where he quickly made himself unpopular by preaching against polygamy and the Czech habit of enslaving Christians. Soon Adalbert had to flee back to the German imperial court, from which he had just arrived. There no one was sure what to do with him. Adalbert spent his days praying and studying. At night, he would rise while everyone was still asleep and shine the shoes of the entire imperial court, an act that was endearing in its humility but not exactly designed to bolster his prestige.17 Finally, it was decided that Adalbert should be a missionary. In 997 he went north to the Baltic to minister to the pagan Prussians. They found him overbearing, as well as difficult to understand, and chopped off his head. The king of Poland ransomed his body for its weight in gold, after which his ghost began performing useful miracles.18


Pious insomniacs, cruelly murdered: such were the saints of early Catholic dominion, chosen for their closeness to power and for the numinous power their relics could bestow on an otherwise pagan landscape. Canonized for the sake of politics, they never inspired more than lukewarm devotion. Farther south, in the Orthodox Christian world of the Balkans, the cult of the saints was far more powerful, in large part because saints held a deeper connection to the pagan past. They took over many of the functions of the gods they had replaced.


Saint Elijah, known as the Thunderer, brought lightning and storms, much as Zeus or the Slavic Perun had done in ages past.19 Saint Theodore helped to bring about the summer every year by driving the chariot of the sun with his twelve horsemen.20 Saint Bartholomew did the same when autumn turned into winter. In this way, the saints were crucial mediators in the yearly unfolding of the seasons, the great drama structuring the lives of all agricultural societies.


Every year the sun grew big and hot in the sky and made the crops ripen, and every year, by midwinter, it grew so small and cold that it seemed life would never come back to the frozen fields. And yet everything depended on its return, which was far from a given. The sun, and spring, had their enemies. They needed champions. Every year, in winter, a dragon tried to swallow the sun, and so every year, Saints Elijah and George had to travel to the underworld to free it.


In summer, various supernatural forces banded together to try to rob plants of their fertility, steal crops, or ruin them with hail. These infernal opponents could take the shape of snakes, dragons, werewolves, or witches. Sometimes saints battled against them, but more often, they thought it best to fight fire with fire.


Behind the sun and beneath the earth, monster fought monster for possession of the soil and the sky. Across Eastern Europe, “good werewolves” and “good dragons” (usually in human form) watched over their communities and protected them from the forces of evil that threatened them from outside. This made sense when seen through the prism of traditional belief; it was harder to explain to members of the Christian elite.


In 1691, a man named Thiess was put on trial for heresy in the Latvian town of Jaunpils. Thiess was over eighty years old and well respected in his village. He was also a werewolf. That he freely admitted it shocked his judges. Thiess, however, explained that he wasn’t a bad werewolf who stole people’s crops; he was a good werewolf—one of the “hounds of God” who fought with sorcerers from nearby countries, like Russia or Estonia, to protect the village’s crops. These battles took place in Hell, the entrance to which was in a nearby swamp, every year around Christmastime. The werewolves didn’t always win, but this year, Thiess said, they had. They brought back much barley and rye from Hell and threw it high into the air so that it might fall on the fields of rich and poor alike.21


The judges didn’t accept Thiess’s explanation and sentenced him to be flogged and banished. To them, it didn’t seem possible that a person could be a werewolf and a good Christian. Maybe if they had a better sense of history, they would have changed their minds; Livonia had long been famous for its werewolves. As recently as the sixteenth century, werewolves were well known to be out in the twelve days after Christmas. Elsewhere in Eastern Europe, these were commonly called the “dog days” or “heathen days.” In the ancient agricultural imagination of Old Europe, this time of year was the most dangerous—when the membrane between this world and the next is at its thinnest, and everything held its breath to see if the sun would reappear from its prison.


The citified Lutherans listening to Thiess at court no longer knew about this tradition. So the trial transcript makes for fascinating reading. At one point, Thiess said he and his werewolf companions organized a pig roast. The judges wanted to know how they could have done this when they “had wolves’ heads and paws.”22 The answer, naturally, was that the werewolves tore the meat and put it on a spit as wolves, but they ate it as human beings.


Historians now think Thiess was describing a form of shamanism. The combat he spoke about took place in a trance or a dream. We know of a very similar custom from around the same time in Hungary—except there it involved dragons instead of werewolves, and some of the most powerful shamans were women.


In Eastern European mythology, dragons took many forms: there were dragons who stole crops, and there were also dragons who protected them. Hungary’s dragon magicians, known as táltos, harnessed the power of good dragons for the benefit of their communities. They had the power of second sight: they could heal the sick, tell the future, or find hidden treasure. Above all, though, the táltos were protectors, tasked with defending their village or region from supernatural assault.


Like the Livonian werewolves, the táltos often fell afoul of religious authorities. When they did, they were often mistaken for witches. What the táltos thought of themselves, and how their neighbors viewed them, can be gleaned from the records of their trials. Usually, the relationship was one of awe. In 1626, when the táltos Erszébet Ormos appeared before a Hungarian court, one of the other witnesses at the trial said of her simply, “The dragons are her company.” This was a great power, and even the humblest táltos knew it. Erszébet Tóth, who came from a small town a little bit east of Budapest and went on trial in 1728, felt that she was in command of tremendous forces. She could speak with the other world by means of a double. This double could roam as far as Turkey, yet her husband would think she was right beside him.


Erszébet Tóth could detect treasure and identify thieves. At night, she roamed around town, aware of what was going on behind every door. She protected her hometown against earthquakes, but her responsibilities were bigger than that. According to her, a “third of Hungary would have been lost” if not for intervention. She was a protector, but she could also be fierce in her own self-defense: “I am the daughter of God. If somebody threatens me, I look into the eyes of that person, and they have to die.”23


In traditional belief, the dead were everywhere, obscured under thresholds and hidden in whirlpools and at crossroads. Their blessing guaranteed the health of crops. Their dissatisfaction carried the force of a curse. At certain times, they were more present than at others. All Souls’ Day, on November 2, remains the great Catholic festival of the dead, but there were others. Christmas Eve was a night, for instance, when deceased family members returned home. So, sometimes, were the days before Easter.24 On Holy Wednesday, bonfires were lit to warm the souls of the dead.25


Often the dead came of their own accord, unbidden. One name for these returning dead was upiór, or vampire. While the word upiór seems to have a Polish origin, the belief in a specific kind of returning, malevolent dead was common to most of Eastern Europe. Indeed, it was present in every Eastern European country except Estonia and almost absent from any of its surrounding neighbors, aside from Greece. Eastern Europe can be said, in a way, to be vampire Europe—bound by an invisible web of beliefs about what the dead might claim from the living, and how they could be warded off.


The West learned of vampires as a result of the great vampire plague that affected the Austrian military frontier in the 1720s and ’30s. The frontier, which ran along the borders of the Habsburg and Ottoman empires in what is today Croatia and Serbia, was an odd place: a heavily fortified no-man’s-land, patrolled by Slavic refugees from Turkish rule who served under the command of German officers. This is where the Enlightenment first encountered the world of Balkan folk belief. Summoned to remote villages, periwigged army doctors, their pockets bulging with treatises by Newton and Voltaire, arrived to discover things they had never dreamed of: whole cemeteries dug up, grave by grave, revealed that the least corrupted bodies were pierced through the heart with hawthorn stakes. The Slavic villagers blamed the plague on the work of the unquiet dead. Staking them was a way of forcing them to rest, and a torrent of blood issuing from a corpse was a sign that they had identified the culprit correctly. All this was deeply shocking to the Austrian physicians, whose reports brought the vampire into general European circulation. From there, the vampire metamorphosed into his Western iteration, as a blood-hungry immortal, noctambulist, ravisher, and fulfiller of forbidden dreams.


This version has almost nothing to do with reality; it is a phantasm of a phantasm. Eastern European vampires are very different from their Western equivalents. These vampires do not have fangs, and only rarely do they drink blood. They are nocturnal, but sunlight does not harm them. They also differ from place to place: vampirism is not a discrete condition but a spectrum. In Bulgaria, it is believed that the vampire is a shadow, and this shadow is his soul. In Macedonia, they are imagined to be like wineskins full of blood, with eyes that gleam like coals. Since they have no bones, a single prick is enough to kill them. Cut them once, and the blood will run out of them like air out of a balloon. In Serbia, it was thought that a vampire is born with “a belly filled with blood,” but if they stay afoot for thirty years, they can become fully solid once more. At this point, they appear quite human.26


Often, upiórs tried to fit themselves back into the lives they left behind. They envied the living, but they also sought to rejoin them.


Sometimes these reanimated beings embraced their new lives as opportunities to become gainfully employed. In Kosovo one vampire, banished from his home village, left for a nearby city, where he opened a shop and ran it successfully for many years before being caught and killed by an angry mob. A Bulgarian vampire from Nikodin, only seventeen when he died, went to a foreign city, where he became a very successful butcher’s apprentice.27 A Bulgarian vampire from Dospej, in the Samokovsko region, similarly left his home and got a job in Istanbul. Many years later, his wife spotted him traveling. She let everyone know that he wasn’t who he claimed to be, but rather the reanimated corpse of her spouse. Taking heed of her words, her relatives set him on fire in a hay shed.


Pitiful shades! I find it hard not to be moved by the story of these quarrymen and butcher’s boys who, given a chance at immortal life, simply moved down the road and did more or less the same thing they had always done. They remind me of a story told by a Polish witch at her trial. Offered anything she wanted by the Devil, she asked for two hours in a Toruń tavern—such is the cost of limited horizons.28


As tragicomic as these stories are, they contain a kernel of truth about the essential nature of the Eastern European vampire. These were not, primarily, figures who came back from the dead to prey on the living. Rather, they were the dead who forgot to die. Instead of shuffling off to the underworld, they did their best to continue living as they had, sleeping with their wives, bothering their children, taking occasional revenge against those who had harmed them. The great hysteria of the 1730s added countless layers of myth and romantic fantasy around the figure of the vampire, obscuring its true nature. To see what a vampire was before Dracula, bats, and garlands of garlic stole the show, we must go back a bit earlier, before the legends crystallized.


In 1718, a man was buried in the town of Stará Ľubovňa, in what is now Slovakia. His name was Michael Kasparek. He was a Pole—a wine merchant, a swindler, and something of a womanizer as well. Nothing was amiss in the burial: Kasparek was interred in a churchyard, with all necessary ceremony, in a coffin covered in red silk, leaving his wife to grieve and to deal with his creditors.


Eight days after the funeral, Kasparek returned. He appeared to his servant at night. He picked fights, bit, beat, and choked people. He pushed a hops seller into the River Poprad. He barged into a wedding and demanded that he be fed fish. When the wedding party refused him wine, he downed a bottle, smashed all the drinking glasses, and rode away on a white horse. The townsmen were alarmed. They filed a complaint with the magistrate. A priest begged the bishop in Kraków for advice as the town belonged to Hungary, but its churches were Polish and most of its people were German—a typical Eastern European mess.


Meanwhile Kasparek was still on the prowl. He slept with his own widow and impregnated her. He did the same thing to four other women. Then, he vanished. People breathed a sigh of relief. Three weeks later, reports came back from abroad that he was seen in Warsaw, settling old debts and making new ones. At last, after months, the bishop approved an inquest and a trial. It was difficult to arrange, since Kasparek was still ostensibly buried in the churchyard. So they dug him up, cut off his head, and burned the rest of him. Just for good measure, a priest excommunicated him as well.


Again, he returned. Fires broke out across Stará Ľubovňa. Magistrates interrogated Kasparek’s brother and widow. They swore that Michael neither made a pact with the Devil nor possessed a magic ring. Meanwhile, the arsons continued. People thought Kasparek was taking revenge for his posthumous execution. “You’ve burned me, I’d better burn you,” someone heard him say. Finally, his widow made a confession. She knew why Kasparek kept coming back. He told her that the devils would not let him into Hell, nor God into Heaven, because they had burned not his own heart but a stranger’s. Here was the solution to the riddle: the heart in his corpse had belonged to a sheep. The real one was found, hidden under a dung heap, and ceremoniously burned at the Stará Ľubovňa town hall.29


Kasparek’s few months back among the living were a reign of terror for this small Slovak town. Still, there was something irrepressible, almost comical, about him. This crooked wine-seller seemed simply to have too much life force to be contained by the grave. Death could not keep him from lying, swindling, scheming, and fucking. And what could be said of him could be said of many others. The dead do not disappear after death. They persist, in their own minds as well as in ours. Again and again they return: sometimes envious, sometimes aggrieved, often just desperate for warmth. The message they bring back is always, in essence, the same: We live. We live. Our hearts burn.
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Slavic deity, Velestino hoard. Seventh century.
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Jews
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Jewish family. Poland, 1918–1939.


In 1912 the Jewish playwright and folklorist S. Ansky set out on an expedition into the neglected heartlands of Eastern European Jewry. His voyage of exploration would traverse some of the leastvisited corners of the Pale of Settlement. For over a century, the Pale had been the only part of the Russian Empire in which Jews were allowed to settle, and was by now home to some 5 million Jews, making it the single largest Jewish community in the world.


During his travels, Ansky paused at every forgotten village and market town, collecting legends and documenting local customs. He was also interested in Jewish monuments and the tales associated with them. In the small Ukrainian town of Kaminka, he went to see the grave of rabbi Shmuel Kaminker, a famous Hasidic holy man who had been renowned in the early nineteenth century for his ability to exorcise possessing ghosts, or dybbukim. Shmuel’s powers lingered on after his death. It was said that Shmuel’s grave protected Kaminka from fires and flood. But when the cemetery caretaker took Ansky to see Shmuel’s ancient tomb and peeled away some of the moss covering the nameplate, he discovered to his surprise that it said, “Moshe, son of Moshe.” It was not Shmuel’s tomb at all; it had just been remembered that way.1


A cry of distress tore through Kaminka. Rabbis, laypeople, women, and children all streamed into the cemetery to view the scandalous discovery. In a moment, their world had been shattered. The holy man who had protected them from danger was snatched away from them. Seeing the people’s distress, Ansky delicately backpedaled. He told the townspeople that, in his experience, tombstones sometimes moved; a piece might be chipped off one tomb, then reappear on another one, and over time a whole inscription might migrate in this fashion. It was therefore entirely likely that the revered rabbi Shmuel was indeed buried under the grave of “Moshe, son of Moshe.” The townspeople accepted this news with great eagerness, for it meant that they could hold on to what was most precious to them: the memory of the blessed man and the continued use of his wonder-working powers.


Nine hundred years earlier, from a Jewish perspective, Eastern Europe was home to no graves and no ghosts. Some early visitors found it nearly devoid of people as well. One of the first Jewish travelers to record his impressions of the region was an Arabic-speaking merchant from Catalonia, Ibrāhīm ibn Ya’qūb, who visited Poland and Bohemia around 965. He wrote of traveling for weeks through dense forests and sodden marshlands. The few settlements he saw were wooden forts surrounded by palisades of pointed stakes. The only city of any consequence he came across was Prague. Merchants traveled there from far and wide to trade in tin, fur, and most of all, slaves.2


To its earliest Jewish inhabitants, Eastern Europe seemed like a wild frontier, a green and empty land without prior associations in history or memory. Jews, coming from the Mediterranean and Western Europe, where they had lived for a millennium, needed a way to inscribe it in their own mental geography. They started with a name, anointing the sparsely settled, largely Slavic lands “Canaan,” after the biblical name for the Holy Land before the arrival of the Israelites. For centuries, these early Jewish settlers spoke a language with Slavic vocabulary written in Hebrew script called Knaanic, or the “language of Canaan.” By the late Middle Ages, however, it was nearly extinct, subsumed by the Germanderived Yiddish of new arrivals from Ashkenaz, the Jewish name for the lands surrounding the Rhine. Knaanic left hardly any traces, except for inscriptions on coins and glosses in works of rabbinical literature.


The Ashkenazi Jews, driven out of Germany by massacres and expulsions, went first to the Czech lands of Moravia and Bohemia, then slowly trickled into Hungary, Poland, and Lithuania. Poland-Lithuania proved to be especially congenial to Jewish settlement. Following the marriage of the pagan duke Jogaila of Lithuania to the Christian princess Jadwiga of Poland in 1386, these two countries shared a single ruler. Combined, they formed an enormous realm that included the territory of most of today’s Poland, Lithuania, and Belarus, as well as much of Ukraine and parts of Latvia. This vast realm was underdeveloped and undersettled. Best of all, it was a tolerant place, especially in matters of religion. In this joint monarchy (later renamed the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth), Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox believers could all rub shoulders. Muslims and Jews were also welcome, the former serving as mounted soldiers, and the latter working for wealthy noblemen as merchants and tradesmen.


Jews flourished in their new home. The Ashkenazi population in the commonwealth grew at such a rate that modern-day demographers still can’t quite account for it. The Jews themselves had a simple explanation for their success: it was foreordained. A beautiful story, oft retold, spoke of the Jews of Ashkenaz and their long persecution by many kings. Once, when they despaired of ever finding a tranquil home, a note fell from Heaven. On it were written the words “Go to Poland.” The Jews went there and were received with every honor. They were given gold and places to settle and were protected from their enemies. They prospered and spread throughout the land. Near Lublin, they came upon a forest where a tractate of the Gemara, the rabbinic commentaries on Jewish law, was carved into every tree, so they knew that Jews had settled there before. Once they saw it, they knew why this land was called Polin, which means “lodge here” in Hebrew.3


By 1600, Poland, largely free from religious persecution and abounding in trade, had gained a reputation as the Paradisus Judaeorum, the “Paradise of the Jews.” Poland-Lithuania was the ark from which Jews populated much of the rest of Eastern Europe. In addition to Poland and Lithuania, most of the Jews living in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Latvia, Romania, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary in 1900 could trace their roots back to lands that had once been ruled by the Polish crown. Today the influence of this founder effect is even stronger and reaches around the globe. About 80 percent of the Jews alive today can trace their ancestry back to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.4


The Slavic “lands of Canaan” became, in time, the cradle of the Ashkenazim. This does not mean, however, that Eastern Europe was home only to Ashkenazi Jews. The Balkans were home to two other groups of Jews. The Romaniotes were speakers of Yevanic, which used Greek vocabulary but was written in Hebrew letters. These ancient communities had roots stretching all the way back to Roman times. The Romaniotes were the founding groups of Balkan Jewry, but at the end of the fifteenth century they were largely overwhelmed by newcomers from the West. When Spain expelled its Jews in 1492, a great number found refuge in the growing Ottoman Empire. Speakers of a Spanishderived language called Ladino, these Sephardim—from Sepharad, the Hebrew name for Spain—quickly became the dominant Jewish community in the southern Balkans. Until the twentieth century, most of the Jews of Bulgaria, Macedonia, Bosnia, and Serbia were Sephardim. Romania, Ashkenazic in the north and Sephardic in the south, straddled the two communities.


The presence of both Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews in Eastern Europe didn’t just contribute to the region’s linguistic diversity. Like two widely separated electrodes, it also created a charge, a current of energy that animated the religious life of both groups. Their mutual influence helped make Eastern Europe a great arena for religious innovation and creativity—especially in the face of crisis. A crucial example comes from the middle decades of the seventeenth century.


In 1648 a catastrophe struck the Jews of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. It began with a quarrel between two noblemen, one Polish and one Ukrainian. The Pole, an influential figure with the crown, took the Ukrainian’s house, stole his wife, and beat his son. The Ukrainian, a man named Bohdan Khmelnytsky, ran east to a Cossack stronghold in the badlands of the Ukrainian steppe, where he incited a revolt against the crown. Khmelnytsky’s revolt was conducted in the name of the Ukrainian people and the Orthodox faith. But if its targets were mainly the Catholic rulers of Poland, its victims, by and large, were the Jews. Resented for their role as merchants in a mostly rural economy and largely defenseless, the Jews of the Ukrainian part of Poland-Lithuania were subjected to every imaginable atrocity. Nathan Hannover, a rabbi practicing in Ukraine at the time of the rebellion, titled his chronicle of these events The Abyss of Despair. It is a catalog of unimaginable horrors: victims skinned alive, arms and limbs chopped off, children impaled on spears, cats sewn into the bellies of pregnant women, babies killed in their mothers’ laps.5


To the people who lived through them, the Khmelnytsky massacres seemed like the end of the world. A decade later refugees were still turning up or being ransomed from their captors as far away as Amsterdam and Cairo.6 Meanwhile in Poland, calamity followed upon calamity: after devastating Cossack raids came invasions of Swedes, Tatars, Russians, and even Transylvanians. By 1660, the country was in ruins.


These wars drove Polish Jews from their homes and destroyed their livelihoods. They also wounded their sense of security; never again would they see themselves as a chosen few. Across the Jewish world, would-be messiahs began to catch the ears of expectant crowds, in particular one from Izmir in Turkish Anatolia who called himself Sabbatai Zevi. Thousands flocked to this new redeemer, in a shudder of apocalyptic enthusiasm that embraced both East and West. The fervor lasted until the fateful year 1666, when Sabbatai, given the choice between converting to Islam or being made a pincushion of arrows for his faith, chose to convert. Even after Sabbatai’s apostasy, some in Poland-Lithuania continued to believe in his divine election.


The Khmelnytsky massacres had shaken something loose in the world of Polish and Lithuanian Jewry. They needed help in Heaven, someone to plead their case before the divine throne. In Sabbatai Zevi they had sought a foreign messiah for deliverance; when this failed, they turned to more local sources of intercession.


The person who did the most to capitalize on these yearnings was a figure who has come to be remembered by the honorific Baal Shem Tov. He is arguably the most pivotal figure in the history of Eastern European Jewry. Even before he died, the Baal Shem was already a figure of folklore, a mystical giant, the hero of a hundred tales. Within a generation, these stories obscured whatever truth there was to his life.


We have little reliable information about the Baal Shem Tov’s youth. He seems to have been born around the year 1700, in a region of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth called Podolia. Now part of Ukraine, it was a true borderland, sitting at the exact intersection of the Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Islamic worlds. Less than a generation earlier, Podolia had been won back from the Ottoman Empire. In the Baal Shem’s time, the land was still ravaged by war. Its forests teemed with bandits, bears, and the occasional werewolf; its roads (all of them terrible) carried cattle from Moldavia and spices from Istanbul. High in the mountains, Orthodox monks practiced ecstatic meditation in cliffside caves.


In some ways, Podolia resembled the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi Valley of North America, another frontier that was being settled at just about the same time in the eighteenth century. Both places previously lay far from prying eyes—fertile ground for the birth of legends and tall tales. The stories that survive about the early deeds of the Baal Shem Tov recall the stories told about Paul Bunyan and Davy Crockett. He tamed wild bears and beat up werewolves. He befriended gentile bandits like the great Oleksa Dovbush, Ukraine’s answer to Robin Hood. His carriage could travel impossible distances, and it was said that he could drink a jug of the strongest Romanian plum brandy without getting drunk. How many other heroes of Torah study could say that?


Like Davy Crockett (and unlike Paul Bunyan), the Baal Shem was a real person. We have letters in his own hand and know details of his private life. Once he settled down, around 1740, in the Ukrainian town of Medzhybizh, he paid taxes and was counted by the census. He worked jobs—rather humble ones. Early in his life, he was a grade school teacher and a kosher butcher. For a time, he dug clay to be sold for pottery making. Later, his wife ran a tavern while he meditated in the woods on the secret names of God. In time, he mastered the art of manipulating words and letters to make effective charms in a kind of folk kabbalah, much practiced at the time. Indeed, the name Baal Shem Tov means “Master of the Good Name.” It was a function, not a personal name. (He was born Yisroel ben Eliezer.) Many different Baal Shems were active in Poland and Lithuania. Some were established rabbis, while others were travelers, appearing at times in the guise of magicians and mountebanks, selling amulets and dispensing cures.


In his hometown of Medzhybizh, the Baal Shem Tov did much the same thing. He was the town’s resident kabbalist, a practical mystic who could diagnose illnesses and trace their source back to unacknowledged sins. Most of his miracles took place in our world, a place of empty purses, runny noses, and jealous neighbors. He busied himself with the affairs of innkeepers, adulterers, noblemen, priests, and thieves. He recovered stolen horses, cured eye ailments, settled wills, negotiated leases, and even played pranks—sometimes rather cruel ones. He was quick with advice and had a good eye for judging livestock.


Whether by virtue of charisma or effectiveness, the Baal Shem Tov stood apart from the other small-town mystics and faith healers who thronged the Polish-Lithuanian borderlands. He was more than just an individual healer or mystic; he was someone people could trust to take really big requests up to Heaven. From his surviving letters, we know that he claimed credit for averting an attack of Cossacks and stopping the spread of the plague, in much the same way that the táltos Erszébet Tóth had boasted that she saved a third of Hungary from an earthquake. Like her, the Baal Shem was a protector of the entire community. He satisfied the intense craving people had for an intermediary, someone who could cut through Heaven’s red tape and place a request directly before God’s throne. Indeed, this is the singular innovation for which the Baal Shem deserves credit as the spiritual inventor of Hasidism. The Baal Shem Tov created, in his person, the role of the tzaddik, the righteous man and teacher who doubled as direct conduit for his followers’ prayers.


When the Baal Shem Tov died in 1760, he dissolved into his tales. Passed from disciple to disciple by word of mouth, these tales contained the essence of his legacy, which was a kind of democratized mysticism. One of the central teachings of Hasidism was that one did not need to be schooled in the arcana of Jewish thought in order to touch the divine mysteries. Religious ecstasy belonged to everyone. Joy was as much a way of serving God as asceticism. God could be reached through fervent prayer but also through dance, song, and celebration. Or through the telling of tales.


Storytelling was an integral part of the lives of the Hasidim. The Hasidic tale is the signal literary achievement of Eastern European Judaism. As a literary form, it is infinitely flexible. It can have the pungency of a well-told anecdote, the pathos of a short story, or the mystery of a Zen koan. Some are earthy to the point of being crude; others possess the most refined spirituality. Taken together, they form a cosmos. If one overarching drama animates the Hasidic tales, it is the endless striving to reconcile the ways of man and God. There were two main ways to approach this task in Jewish thought: one was to raise the faithful upward, until Heaven was in reach. The other was to grab Heaven and pull it down, until it touched us here on earth.


At least initially, the position of spiritual leader among the Hasidim was not hereditary; it had to be won. Tzaddiks attracted followers based on the strength of their teaching and the power of their prayer. Some inspired confidence by their ability to predict the future. Others used humor and warmth to draw disciples toward themselves. Others still—and these inspired the most fervent devotion—scourged their followers with words of fire.


Menahem Mendel of Kotzk, later known as the Kotzker Rebbe, was one such leader. The core of his teaching was a striving after truth, which was to be achieved by ruthless introspection, unadorned by false piety. It was a hard path, with little of the joy traditionally associated with Hasidism. Nonetheless, it exerted a magnetic pull on Hasidim from all over Poland. Even established masters of Torah left their homes and houses of study to be near it, but they did not get much tenderness from the Kotzker Rebbe.7 He mocked his followers, scorned them, and flayed their souls. They loved him for it.


Menahem Mendel’s fervor was contagious, and soon messianic expectations began to swirl around his rabbinic court. In a period of decadence and spiritual softness, the hard path he advocated seemed like a step forward and a promise of more breakthroughs to come. But in a single night in 1839, it all came crashing down.


The story of the Kotzker Rebbe’s downfall remains wreathed in legend. No two accounts are the same, and none come from eyewitnesses. Some say he profaned the Sabbath in full view of his congregation, in dramatic defiance of the holy law. Some say he began to preach a doctrine so radical, and so close to heresy, that his own followers felt they had to shout him down. Others insist that spies from the rival court at the Belz stirred up the trouble—they claimed to have seen him lighting a pipe on the Sabbath while visiting his doctor in Lviv.8 No matter what happened, though, it clearly affected Menachem Mendel profoundly. After this break, he confined himself to a solitary, towerlike room on the top floor of his house. He remained there, alone and unseen, for the next twenty years. According to legend, his only companions in those decades were huge tame rats and old gray frogs that jumped around the rabbi like trained dogs.
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