Life on the Jewish Agricultural colonies – success or failure ?
(compiled June 2010 – Chaim Freedman)
Response to the assessments made by Uleynikov and Kankrin in  their surveys.
Chaim Freedman

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/Chaim%27s%20Introduction.htm
I believe that to the phenomenon of Jewish agricultural settlement in an organized form in the European Diaspora is of importance in understanding the endeavors of certain groups of Jews to improve their social and economic situation under the restrictive and oppressive Tsarist regime. Their efforts were part of a unique episode in the struggle for Jewish survival in the Diaspora. This striving for survival whilst retaining Jewish values and life style needed to be brought to light in order to put into proper and just perspective the positive character of Jewish activities in the Diaspora, often besmirched and denigrated by Jews and gentiles alike in their accusation that the Jews exhibited a passive acceptance of the inevitability of their fate.

 

Rokhel Luban (nee Namakshtansky, Trudoliubovka)
http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/memoirs_of_rokhel_luban.htm
I will write a little about life on the Kolonya and how we celebrated the Yom Tovim. It was a complete kingdom. They chose a prominent person as Starosta, that is the mayor. He used to collect the taxes and was responsible for everything that happened in the Kolonya. His name was Moshe Nol. When they took in the produce from the fields and made it ready, they used to pack sacks with wheat and take them to sell in Mariupol. The first money used to be taken for taxes. The next wagonloads were sold to buy foot ware and cloth to make new clothes. There was nowhere to buy readymade clothes. Then Mama became very busy making new clothes for everyone. We didn't have much but it was a calmer world than we have now when there is killing and men can fly and the whole world is like a volcano..

Grandfather gave a few koppecks. We felt so rich, like Rothschild. We went home happy.
Tziporah Kaminker (Haifa) 

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/Sehaidak%20memories.htm
When I recall the fields, the way of life, the lively youth, our Hebrew school and the people of the colony, my whole heart is moved. Has all this indeed been erased from the face of the earth? In our colony there were one hundred hard_working farm families, simple in their ways and high_spirited.  But when memories of the colony are awakened, the heart tightens: the colony, its good, kind, simple farmers who excelled in working the earth, in handiwork, the wonderful, Jewish way of life. 

Avraham Toren (Kfar Vitkin)

From the beginning of the century, the farmers established themselves in our colony in a

noticeable way, thanks to the help of the counselors, the work with superior tools, the good organization of the local institutions, and above all else, thanks to the local youth and children who had adapted themselves to labor and loved it. Unlike other colonies, the fields of Sehaidak were close to the colony, and this made working them easier. Aside from the cultivation of field crops, many expanded the cattle branch. Some of the farmers prospered to the point of wealth, and the farmers whose farms were not especially developed, worked in transporting grain to the city. 

Shmuel Yelishevitch

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/life_story_of_shmuel_yelishevitc.htm
When the children grew up and the land was divided amongst them, father leased land from those families who did not work it and paid five rubles per dunam per year. He leased ten dunams and worked them alternately each year in order to let the land rest. In that was the yield was particularly great.

We worked the land and the farm was very successful.

Moshe Avigal (Beigel)
http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/Livne.htm
They suffered many hardships until they learnt, including drought and disease until they succeeded in the second and third generation.

Abram Markovich Komissaruk

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/my_lineage.htm
I recall this village as a small place in Paradise. This is, in essence, my homeland.
Yehudah-Leib Chikel Shifrin  (Grafskoy)

http:/kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/Kol_Yaakov.doc
The people of the city were farmers, workers of their land which was given to them in the days of the Tsar Nikolai the First in Russia, land, cattle and chickens, also work horses with ploughs, sewing, harvesting and threshing machines etc. In the community there was a wonderful synagogue, a Kosher Mikvah as well as teachers of small children, a government school where they learnt the language of the state, arithmetic, etc. A post office, doctor and policeman, also two general stores were there.

Towns or agricultural settlements such as these, of Jews who were supported by the labor of their hands, So were destroyed settlements and holy communities of our brothers the Children of Israel who quenched with their sweat and blood in the land of their exile across the lands of Europe more than a thousand years.

William Comisarow (Grafskoy and Novozlatopol)

I have pleasant memories of our early years in Novozlatopol. Our lives were largely self-centered and we had little contact with the surrounding Ukrainina people. I have the feeling now, that while we were poor, we had a more secure life than the majority of the Jews in Russia who were in constant contact with the other ethnic groups. Akthough our educational level was low, we had an active Yiddish cultural life.
Klaus Report 1859 (Nikitin page 618)

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/russian_sources.htm
In general Klaus compared the achievements of the Jews favourably with the Germans and the Bulgarians who had the advantage of more land.

Brutskus 1913

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/Brutskus.htm
Notwithstanding the distances of these colonies from the railway lines and stations, the local economic conditions provide a favorable market for the grain produce as well as the proximity to the important export centers such as Mariupol, Berdyansk and Taganrog. In addition there are available some large local markets such as Pavlovka, where steam mills operate and some trading railway stations. The flat steppe provides favorable routes for dispatching wheat and only in winter are deliveries frequently hampered.

Hebrew Press

http://kehilalinks.jewishgen.org/Colonies_of_Ukraine/from_the_hebrew_press_1958.htm
Hamelitz 1884; June 2

Great is the colonists' desire to cultivate the land.

Hamelitz 1890; February 22

Amongst all the seventeen colonies in Yekterinoslav Government, the most advanced is Colony N. whose farmers uplifted honorably the work of the land by their diligence and their wonderful care. The houses are large and of good standard like their German neighbors. They possess various work implements, harvesters, new iron ploughs are soon due, and the families with ease work the land. There is hardly a farmer who hasn't a plough or machinery. Most sow 80 - 120 desyatins, and the least is not less than 20. From the fertile land they harvest twenty meastres and more, but occasionally it happens that the sowing was in vain. Their only interest is the work of the land and there is no commerce. Thus when they finish their work in the fields in the summer, they begin to plough the land to prepare for the spring sowing, so that their labor will not be prolonged then, and the festival of Pesach will not interfere their work, for most of the fields planted before Pesach will bring forth their produce doubly in comparison to those sown after the festival.

As their physical condition, so their spiritual state. Most of the farmers are not ignorant, and throughout the winter they arise early several hours before sunrise and go to the synagogue to listen to learning before the rabbi who preaches his teachings every day. He who can study by himself sits and learns from some book. In their wisdom they support the rabbi and make sure he lacks nothing. If one has less the others help to make sure he lack nothing required to work the land. If one collapses all rise to support him, each according to his capacity. Would that all the colonies were like Nadyezhna their sister !

Hamelitz 1890; March 2
Novozlatopol
In Hamelitz one of our townspeople saw fit to cast insult on the leaders of our town in particular, and in general on all the inhabitants, by saying that the people are not engaged in agriculture. This is an absolute lie. In evidence is the fact that each desyatin of land which to date was valued at 1.85to 2.0 rubles, now is worth up to eight rubles, and the better plots up top 10 rubles. All who work more on the land are to be praised, and from morning to night, father with son, mother with daughter, all as one work the land with all their heart and soul.

Hamelitz 1892; October 6

Afterwards the Minister toured the houses of the colonists and paid attention to every small matter in each house. He also climbed up into the attics in which they stored produce, visited the threshing tables, all the farm work, the animals, the barns, and the horses. He was very satisfied with everything he saw, and not only once exclaimed "Praised be the Lord, praised be the Lord". When he left Peterburg he imagined that the Jewish colonies were only drawn on the map, and aside from their ruler the supervisor, there was nothing there. Therefore he was glad that he had been mistaken. The Minister asked each colonist attentively what was lacking or needed and they replied unanimously: "We are happy with our lot other than that we have little land and it does not suffice.".
Joseph Komissarouk response:
This chapter of the history of the Jews once again proved that, as Max Dimont put it, the Jews are indestructible. 

 

Of all testimonies quoted, the most to the point and in the best way illustrates what I tried to say is that of William Comisarow:
 

“I have pleasant memories of our early years in Novozlatopol. Our lives were largely self-centered and we had little contact with the surrounding Ukrainian people. I have the feeling now, that while we were poor, we had a more secure life than the majority of the Jews in Russia who were in constant contact with the other ethnic groups. Although our educational level was low, we had an active Yiddish cultural life.”

 

This is the key to all those memories about good childhood in the colonies: they were poor, but not starving; one do not need to be rich to be happy; they did not grow up being a few Jewish kids among a swarm of hostile gentile kids who bit them up occasionally; communal solidarity was strong.
 

Testimonies of Hebrew press, on the other hand, had to be taken with the same grain of salt as Binshtok’s. Their agenda was the same. 

 

Economy very much depends on government regulation. The Jewish colonies existed under watchful eye of the hostile tsarist government, and at the first sign of growing too rich they were put at disadvantage in comparison to the gentile peasants. An example -  the story about cash collateral required to rent a parcel of land.

 

I’ve read some parts of Count Kankrin’s book. (For some reason he did not mention the Grafskaya colony, which too was located in Alexandrovsky uyezd.) He points to the bad shape and untidiness of buildings, poor condition of the horses and cattle, absence of fences, and any kind of embellishments, like trees or flowers etc.; and I believe him. The Amish People in America, in the environment of civil and economical freedom, could create, and in fact created, prosperous tidy farming communities; The Jews in Tsarist Russia could not achieve much more than survival.   

 
Joe Komissarouk
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