

Substance and Soul in the Jewish Shtetl - Shalom Kopetsh

I’d like to tell you about a small Jewish community in a remote place on the Polish-Russian-Latvian border. I will try to share my memories from the eyes of an adult. The more I recall, the more things seem to me wonderful and unbelievable. 

These were Jews who were in search for a livelihood all year round and fought for bread for their children. Almost every family had lots of children. It was not easy for the head of the family to make sure to get food, clothing and tuition for 4-6 children. Therefore, the Jews didn’t shy away from any sort of work: they were water drawers and distributors, tailors who would go to villages to sew fur from sheep skin, and all other kinds of craftsmen, some by foot and some by horse and buggy. They would return for Shabbat with a sack of “goods” on their back or a few sacks of potatoes and some chickens in a cart.  Others were shoemakers who only knew how to patch or fix a sole. There were even small scale merchants who dealt in pig hair, leather, flaxseed and whatever came to hand. Shopkeepers whose only merchandise was a barrel of herring would sit in wooden shacks on the market street. They would sit in the 20- to 30-degree cold, warming themselves up near a “fire pot” (a pot of hot coals) and wait for a buyer. 

In the shtetl there were also Jewish farmers who used to sell their produce at the market, just like the non-Jews.  There were also those who leased apple orchards.  Others would add a vegetable nursery to their meager income. In the spring months, they used to sell seedlings to the farmers. There were also Jews who would take advantage of the proximity of the border for smuggling vodka to Latvia and bringing back sugar and raisins to Poland. 

It was also possible to find in Druya in those days a handful of wholesalers, who reached as far as the cities of Vilna and Warsaw. But all in all, it was a community of poor Jews, whose condition would have been very bad if not for the cow they kept in their cowshed, whose produce provided half of their livelihood. The very poor used to keep some goats for milk. Whoever didn’t have a garden or a cow in their yard had it bad and bitter.  

The small and vibrant community established aid organizations.  For the poor folk there were “penny-collectors” who would hand out pennies for the poor. Righteous women would collect pennies to distribute among the needy.  The distinguished women Shmoshkovitz and Druyanow excelled in their devotion, and cared that no one would remain starving for bread. All this was done in a manner of matan b’saiter (giving charity in secret). 



Public officials set up “hekdesh” (a sacred place) - a shelter for the destitute, whose homes were burned down or were destroyed in a flood and they were left only with their clothes on their skin. Every few years the river Droyka would 
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overflow, flood and destroy the dilapidated huts, and this is aside from the great flood of the year 1931, which flooded half of the shtetl. 

With no running water in the homes, they set up a public bathhouse. In order to fill the large barrels they would draw water from the Droyka with a primitive pump powered by a spinning horse. The heat and steam were produced by pouring water on the hot stones. The opening of the bathhouse would be announced by a special man who would walk through the streets of the town. He used to walk through the shtetl streets with a gragger (noisemaker) in his hand. There was never a shortage of visitors; even in the winter entire families would come. For the adults the bath house served as a source of information and gossip; and for the devout it was also a place for ritual immersion in a cold mikvah. 

There was also a small bank for small loans and return capital. Shmoshkovitz and Shpiar, of blessed memory, spared no effort to convince people that it was worth purchasing a share in the bank. In addition, there was also a charity fund run by Lazer Yankleson; Nachum Shimon served as the secretary of the fund. 

Naturally, there were also an elected community council and community leader.  There were general meetings held in the synagogue, where they would mostly deal with urgent and burning matters. I remember one such meeting where they discussed the “red mud”, the large swamps which served as pasture for the cows of the shtetl’s Jews. The peasants tried to harass the Jews’ rights and closed off the path to the grazing fields.  The head of the community at that time was Chaim Shmoshkovitz, of blessed memory, he was an activist and a Torah scholar. He gave a speech and persuaded the public to accept his position in the matter. As explained, the matter was important because a cow in the family was equal to half of someone's livelihood.  And a cow is in need of pasture. 

