INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1

Everyday Life of Jews

In Mariampole, Lithuania
(18947 1911)*

The urge to discover o n e 6 s iswrversak This desire inspired me to reconstruct stories about

my ancestors in Mariampole, Lithuania, for my grandchildren and generations to come.

These stories tell the daily lives and culture of Jewish families who lived in northeastern Europe
within Russian-dominated Lithuania at the turn of the twentieth century. The town name has
been spelled in various ways. In YIVO, the formal Yiddish transliteration, the town name would
be ivaryampol. bn Li t huani an, the name is Marijampo

name is written as Marjampol, and in Yiddish with Hebrew characters, the name is written from

right to left as o . 1 _ 0and pronounced fMariampol.oln English spelling, the town name

isAi Mar i j &nomp I956.undtil the end of Soviet control in 1989, the town was called

fi Ka p s udfter sne @f the founders of the Lithuanian Communist party. The former name,
Mariampole, was restored shortly before Lithuania regained independence.? For consistency;, |
refer to the town in the English-friendly Y i d d iMariampolé. %

My paternal grandparents, Dvore Shilobolsky/Jacobson® and Moyshe Zundel Trivasch, moved
there around 1886 shortly after their marriage. They had previously lived in PrzeroS, a town
about 35 miles southwest of Mariampole. Both PrzeroS and Mariampole were part of the Pale of
Settlement, a place where the Russian empire forced its Jews to live 17911 1917. It is likely that
Mariampole promised to offer Jews a better life than the crowded conditions of the section of the

Pale where my grandparents had lived.

firhe Pale of Settlement was the area where the Russian Jews were confined by the laws of
1795 and of 1835. Ultimately, four million Jews lived in the Pale. It included the territory of
present day Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, Ukraine, and Belorussia. Only after overthrow of the

Tsarist regime in 1917 was the Pale of Settlement abandoned.&

The Pale consisted mostly of the eastern half of territory that had once belonged to Poland,



THE
CHALLENGE

LOCATION OF
OLD
MARIAMPOLE

which Russia had annexed during the late eighteenth century. As a result of this annexation, the
majority of East European Jews came under Russian rule. During most of the period when this
region was ruled by Tsarist governments, Jews were forbidden to migrate eastward to the
Russian Empire.

As | set out on my quest to discover how my grandparents and my father had lived, | compiled
memories and reminiscences that were recorded by Mariampoler Jewish immigrants who had

settled in Chicago, lllinois.

Most archives of the Mariampole community have disappeared. Missing records were generally
destroyed by war, fires, floods, and theft. Losses also occurred due to a shortage of paper, as
sometimes Jewish records were reused for other purposes. However, thousands of Mariampole
vital recordsd birth, marriage and divorce, and death records, dated 18101 19398 are archived
on Miriam Weiner's website.® Weiner is the creator of the Eastern European archival database,
which includes Jewish and civil records from archives in Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Moldova
and Ukraine.

A surprisingly vivid portrait of social, cultural, religious, and political practices in this town can be
drawn from the memories of Jewish immigrants. They had come to the United States in the early
part of the twentieth century, and they came in their middle and late teens.’ Their recollections
were recorded and published in Chicago by the Mariampoler Aid Society (M.A.S.) in their
monthly bulletins. The recollections also appeared later in yearbooks between 1944 and 1997.®

My research unearthed personal accounts of everyday people who once lived in Mariampole.

Mariampoler Jews lived in a well-structured, highly organized Lithuanian community governed by
religious principles. The observance of traditional religious rituals and customs provided the
foundation of a rich Jewish life.® These Jewish holidays, rituals, and customs are described in
the appendix.

BACKGROUND FROM PUBLISHED RESOURCES

Old Mariampole, located about 100 miles southeast of the Baltic Sea, was the district capital
within the Kovno/Kaunas Gubernya [province] in southern Lithuania.'® Mariampole was 34 miles
southwest of Kovno, 21 miles from Virbalis/Virbaln, the town on the border with Germany, and

10 miles north of Kalvarja.ll Mariampole was set in the midst of forested hills on the banks of the
Sheshupe River,a t ri but ary of Lit hua.Theanaisroad&dmnSt.r i v e
Petersburg to Warsaw, laid in 1829, traveled through the town, and connected it to Kovno. In

1923, Mariampole was connected with Kazlu-Ruda and rail lines between Berlin, Warsaw, and



Moscow. Mariampole was a stop on the railroad from Kovno to Koeningsberg on the Baltic Sea.
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REGION AND LANDMARKS IN RELATION TO THE TOWN OF MARIAMPOLE
MAP WAS DRAWN FROM CHILDHOOD MEMORY BY RALPH (RACHMIEL) GOLDBERG, CHICAGO 1971.

MARIAMPOLE Mariampole was a relatively young town by the standards of Lithuanian history. On one side of
HISTORY the river the village of Starapole, whi ch means fAol d fi el d@36,iamd F
in 1756, the new nearby village was settled on the other side of the river around a monastery
named A Mar i &fhe fillage was later.called Mariampole from the name of the
monastery. In 1792, the two villages mergedandwer e gr anted Athe priv
name fMariampole.d® In 1797, there were 1178 residents and 139 homes in town. At the end of
the eighteenth century, Mariampole was still a small village, a shtetl [a small town with a large

Jewish population].**

In 1795, after the partition of Poland, Mariampole was included in the Polish-Lithuanian
Kingdom.*® During the Prussian rule (1795i 1807) Mariampole was a regional center ruled by the
Duchy of Warsaw (18077 1815). In 1815 after the withdrawal and defeat of Napoleon all of
Lithuania, including Mariampole, was incorporated into the Russian crown. For the next century,

Lithuanians resisted the oppressive practices of the Russian Tsar.
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In 1915, during World War I, the German army occupied Mariampole. At the end of World War I,
the Treaty of Versailles (November 1918) recognized the independence of the Republic of
Lithuania, the territory which included Mariampole. In 1940, the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR), established in March 1922, occupied Lithuania, including Mariampole. The
country came under the political and administrative control of the Soviet Union. This
arrangement remained intact until the country was invaded in 1941 by the Wehrmacht of Nazi
Germany, destroying all economic and community life in Mariampole. Between late 1944 and
early 1945, the Soviet Union again annexed Lithuania. The town name was changed to that of
the Communist underground leader, Kapsukas. Forty-six years later (1991) when Lithuania

regained statehood, the traditional name, Mariampole, was once again restored.

In the second half of the seventeenth century, farmers began settling along the left bank of the
Sheshupe River. In 1766, they established the first synagogue in the area. According to statistics
i n Jos e p MariBropslé Yiskos Book, by 1840 seventy-six percent of the almost three
thousand inhabitants were Jewish. The Jewish population continued to grow in the 1850s and

1860s, reaching 81 percento f  t h e total popwlation.*®

The town of Mariampole was small in 1856, but had a large percentage of Jews. Then in 1897,
fifty years later, there were a great many more non-Jews living there; The Jewish population
grew as well, but its proportionate share of the total population was less, that is, the non-Jewish
population grew at a faster rate. One obvious reason is pogroms and Jewish emigration. Jews

left Mariampole and went elsewhere to Western Europe or abroad.

Located near the German border, Mariampole became one of the most prominent and famous
cultural towns in Lithuania. The aroma of lilacs filled the air in May.’ The gardens of the
Mariampole park were renowned for their beauty, and its rabbis were well respected not only in

their community but in the wider Jewish Lithuanian world as well.*8

The persecution of Jews in Russia took on greater vigor after the assassination of the liberal-
minded Tsar Alexander Il in 1881. The amiable Tsar was succeeded by his son, Alexander I,
who wanted the Jews either eliminated or converted to the Orthodox Church."® Between 1881
and 1884, in response to Russian pogroms (physical violence against Jews and destruction of
their homes, businesses, and synagogues) a great number of Jews were either deported to
Siberia or emigrated from Russia. The non-Jewish population continued to grow in numbers but
by 1897 abouth al f t he t o wwadJewigh.BptwekralB8l and 1925 many emigrants
from Mariampole sought to escape anti-Semitism and economic oppression by emigrating to

Palestine while some sought a new life in other parts of the world, including the United States.
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Many Mariampole immigrants came to the United States seeking economic opportunity.
Between about 1850 and the early 1900s, Chicago stood at the hub of U.S. midwestern
economic expansion.”® With increased industrialization came a massive demand for labor,
attracting immigrants from all over Europe, especially Eastern Europe. By 1925, eighty percent
of Chicago® immigrants and their children were of Eastern European descent.”! Usually, a chain
of immigrants came from the same geographic area. An earlier arrival immigrant sponsored

other family members. Jews sought to immigrate wherever they could find relatives.

Most of the Mariampoler Jews came to America between 1880 and 1921, before U.S. legislation
in 1924 established severe quotas effectively closing immigration from Eastern Europe. The
majority of Jews had emigrated from Russian-controlled areas before 1904 to escape

conscriptioni nt o t haemyTsar 0s

A documented Mariampole immigrant, Duber Ginsburg,f ound e d CMariampoteosbus
[synagogue], Ohave Sholom Mariampole, in 1870. In 1874, the Mariampolers organized their
own cemetery in Oakwoodson Chi cago 2.%1n4892 thehalremdy éstablished Ohave
Sholom Mariampole merged with the Anshe Kalvarier shul, which had lost its building when 12"
Street (now Roosevelt Road) was widened, and the newly merged shul was named Anshe
Sholom Congregation, informallycalle d f T h e MahuloAtihp time,at consisted mostly

of old country Mariampolers.?®

The early immigrants found solace living among a homogeneous Jewish community. During the
1920s, the majority of Jewish immigrants lived on the west side of Chicago in an area that

became known affectionately as Little Jerusalem.

In 1907 a group of Mariampolers living in Chicago learned thatarecentyar r i ved ped
had died and that the man was thereby deprived of earning a living. The Mariampolers called a
meeting and raised enough money as a loan so that he could buy another horse. The identity of
the peddler was kept a secret and the loan was repaid in installments. Other Chicago immigrants
were also in needd unable to pay rent, a gas bill, or provide for other bare necessities.
Recognizing these and other hardships, the Mariampolers decided to found a permanent
organization to help their landslayt [fellow townspeople] in need. Thus, the Mariampoler Aid
Society (M.A.S.), landsmanshaft [association of immigrants originating from the same

hometown]24 was launched on June 7, 1907.%°

Mariampole immigrant Albert Margowsky, who settled in Chicago in 1911 when he was 17,
served as president of the Mariampoler Aid Society in his later years. Margowsky inaugurated
the publication of the little newspaper, the Mariampoler Aid Society Bulletin (M.A.S. Bulletin) in
1944 and continued editing and publishing the bulletins until his death in June 1962.



Harold L. Passman, the son of Al b esisterfEla Passman (née Margowsky) of Chicago, then
took over until the end of his life in February 1975. Afterthat, Har ol d 6 s s -born Daulh i
Passman, assumed the responsibility until 1997, when the society disbanded and publication of
the bulletin ceased.” Althoughot her s had contri buted to the
entries were translated from Yiddish into English by the bulletind editors and their associates.

These M.A.S. Bulletins and yearbooks are now housed at the Chicago History Museum.*’

Throughout its fifty-three years, the M.A.S. Bulletin served as an indispensable organ of
communication for Mariampoler immigrants and their descendants. They shared their joys and
sorrows, as well as memories of their hometown in Eastern Europe. These recollections permit
us to learn how the Mariampoler Jews lived in their native town. The bulletins served as
newsletters that conveyed the needs of their landslayt around the world and solicited responses
from other Mariampolers to fulfill the needs of displaced Mariampolers. The bulletins reached far
away to Mariampolers in Brazil, South Africa, Australia, France, Belgium, England, Mexico,
Canada, Israel, and many parts of the United States.”®

PLANNING COMMITTEE FOR THE 51ST MARIAMPOLER AID SOCIETY ANNIVERSARY REUNION, (CHICAGO, 1958)
SAM AND DORIS (GITTELSOHN) TRAVIS, (MIDDLE ROW, LEFT), BESSIE (LEVIN) TRAVIS (BOTTOM ROW)

LANGUAGE OF Yiddish is a middle high German language written with Hebrew characters and was the pre-
THE

MARIAMPOLERS World War Il vernacular of most Ashkenazi Jews in Central and Eastern Europe. This language

eased communication among Jews during their migrations regardless of geographical and
national origin. It also enabled immigrants to identify each other as Jews.? Yiddish was the

primary language spoken among Mariampoler Jews.

In the M.A.S. Bulletins, the documented remembrances are sprinkled with words in the

i mmi g r atmlanguage,byriddish. To retain authenticity in this essay, the Yiddish and



