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Part II – A Family of Noble Descent 
 

 

 

 

Man is known among men as his deeds attest, 

Which make noble origin manifest. 

Arabian Knights 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To forget one's ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree without root.  

Chinese Proverb 
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Chapter 1 – A Millennial Heritage 

 
 

 

Jewish religious and cultural history dates back more than 

four thousand years and includes hundreds of different 

populations. 4F

5
  Our family’s Jewish lineage and ancestry, as far as 

this author has been able to trace it, dates back over one thousand 

years to the great rabbi and biblical scholar Rashi (1040–1105) in 

eleventh century France, but our family’s Jewish ancestry 

undoubtedly dates back much further than that, quite possibly to 

the Royal House of King David. 5F

6
    

 

The Polonsky family’s history represents a microcosm of the 

Jewish contribution to the history of Europe.  We have all been 

shaped by more than one thousand years of common European 

culture, and if a future is to be built upon this foundation, it must 

be secured through a better understanding of our roots.   

 

Unfortunately, much of our ancestors’ millennial history in Europe was marked by religious 

persecution and repression by discriminatory edicts, laws, and expulsions, as well as by numerous 

pogroms, conflicts, rebellions, and wars.   

 

To escape this religious persecution and repression, the Jewish people were forced to migrate from 

west to east across the European continent from their ancestral homes in France, Italy, and Germany, 

to Bohemia and Poland, and finally, to Russia.  This migration and the events and forces which drove 

it are well-documented in Jewish history. 6F

7
  Our ancestors were part of this vast Jewish migration, as 

clearly evidenced by the countries in which they lived, and the periods during which they lived there 

(see Chapter 5 – Our Illustrious Ancestors).     

 

By the nineteenth century, the vast territories of the Russian Empire hosted the largest Jewish 

population in the world.  Many Jews, including our ancestors, did not voluntarily immigrate to Russia. 

Rather, when Russia partitioned Poland and the territories of the Polish Ukraine during the late 1700s, 

they became subjects of the Russian Empire.   

                                                 
5
  Wikipedia: Jewish History.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_history. 

  
6
   There is historical evidence which suggests that our family descends from the Royal House of David through our 

descent from Rashi (see Chapter 5 – Our Illustrious Ancestors). 
 
7
  Eli Barnavi: A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People: From the Time of the Patriarchs to the Present.  Eli Barnavi, 

General Editor, Revised Edition by Denis Charbit, Schocken Books, New York, NY, 2002. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_history
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Within these territories, the Jewish community flourished and developed many of modern Judaism’s 

most distinctive theological and cultural traditions, while also facing periods of intense anti-Semitic 

discriminatory policies, pogroms, and persecutions.   
 

I present a brief summary of this European and Russian history here, not to dwell upon the suffering of 

our ancestors, but to point out the hardships they endured, simply to eke out an existence.  The fact that 

our ancestors survived these hardships is, in itself, truly remarkable.  But the fact that they rose above 

these adversities and distinguished themselves as rabbis, teachers, community leaders, and guardians 

and interpreters of the law, while leaving an indelible mark upon European and Russian culture and 

history, is truly astonishing. 
 

A Millennium of Trials and Tribulations 
 

From very early times, Jewish populations existed in Europe, especially in the area of the former 

Roman Empire, with converts to Judaism joined by traders, and later by members of the Exodus.  

Records show Jewish communities in France and Germany during the fourth century and substantial 

Jewish communities in Spain even earlier. 
 

Before the Roman Catholic Church became fully organized between 800 and 1100, early medieval 

society generally tolerated the approximately 1.5 million Jews in Christian Europe.  The Jews were 

fortunate in not being part of the feudal system as serfs or knights, thus were spared the oppression and 

constant warfare that made life miserable for many.  
  

The Middle Ages in Europe saw full-

scale persecution of the Jews in many 

places, with blood libels, expulsions, 

forced conversions, and massacres.   
 

Persecution hit its first peak during 

the Crusades.  The call for the First 

Crusade touched off an oppression of 

the Jews that would continue on and 

off for centuries. 7F

8
 

 

During the First Crusade in 1096, 

flourishing Jewish communities on 

the Rhine and the Danube were 

utterly destroyed.   
 

Medieval illustrated manuscript Biblia de Maciejowski depicting the Crusades 

 

The fanaticism it engendered wreaked its fury upon the Jews, against whom all sorts of false 

instigations and odious charges were brought.  They were placed in the same category as sorcerers and 

lepers, and among the crimes laid at their door were ritual murder and piercing of the host.  Kings, 

feudal lords, and seigneurs exploited the Jews, and expelled them from their territories. 8F

9
 

                                                 
8
  Wikipedia: History of the Jews and the Crusades.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_and_the_Crusades. 

 
9
  Maurice Liber: Rashi.  Jewish Publication Society of America, 1906.  http://www.seforimonline.org/seforimdb/pdf/4.pdf. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_and_the_Crusades
http://www.seforimonline.org/seforimdb/pdf/4.pdf
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Rashi, through his monumental literary efforts, is credited with contributing greatly toward the 

preservation and the vitality of the Jewish people.  He lived during these troubled times, and although 

neither he nor his family were harmed during the First Crusade, he was well aware of the sufferings of 

his fellow Jews.  Asher ha-Levi, the disciple of Isaac ben Eleazar, Rashi’s second teacher, was among 

the martyrs of 1096.  He was killed with his mother, his two brothers, and their families.  The Jews of 

France ordered a fast and prayers in commemoration of these massacres, the victims of which 

numbered at least ten thousand. 9F

10
 

 

To escape violence, many Jews allowed themselves to be baptized, or adopted Christianity, in 

appearance at least.  Rashi was indulgent toward those who had been converted under the compulsion 

of violence, and who sincerely regretted their involuntary or imposed apostasy.  Although Rashi did 

not write extensively about the First Crusade, he did write about it in his commentary and in his 

liturgical poetry more extensively than previously thought. 11F

11
   

 

According to a rather widespread legend, Rashi was visited by 

one of the principal figures of the Crusade, the duke of Lower 

Lotharingia, Godfrey of Bouillon.  Godfrey, having heard 

rumors of the knowledge and wisdom of the rabbi of Troyes, 

summoned Rashi to his presence to consult with him upon the 

success of his quest.   

 

Thou wilt take the Holy City, Rashi replied, and thou wilt reign 

over Jerusalem three days, but on the fourth day the Moslem 

will put thee to flight, and when thou returnest only three horses 

will be left to thee.  According to the legend, Rashi’s prophecy 

ultimately came to pass. 12F

12
 

 

Godfrey of Bouillon leads the First Crusade 

 

The Godfrey legend may reflect an actual encounter with a powerful knight, if not Godfrey himself.  

This legend was joined with the story of the Crusaders’ later defeat to develop the moral theme of the 

triumph of the spiritually powerful Jews over their more physically powerful Christian oppressors. 13F

13
   

 
 

 

During the Second Crusade, in 1147, the Jews in France were subject to frequent massacres.  During 

the Third Crusade in 1188, Philip Augustus treated the Jews with exceptional severity.  They were also 

subjected to attacks by the Shepherds’ Crusades of 1251 and 1320.
 

14F

14
   

                                                                                                                                                                       
 
 
10

  Maurice Liber: Rashi.  Jewish Publication Society of America, 1906.   http://www.seforimonline.org/seforimdb/pdf/4.pdf. 
 
11

  Harvey Sicherman and Gilad J. Gevaryahu: Rashi and the First Crusade: Commentary, Liturgy, Legend.  
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Rashi+and+the+First+Crusade%3A+Commentary,+Liturgy,+Legend.-a064564817. 

 
12

  Maurice Liber: Rashi. 

 
13

  Harvey Sicherman et al.: Rashi and the First Crusade. 

http://www.seforimonline.org/seforimdb/pdf/4.pdf
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Rashi+and+the+First+Crusade%3A+Commentary,+Liturgy,+Legend.-a064564817
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The atrocities committed against the Jews during the Crusades were largely opposed by the local 

bishops and widely condemned at the time as a violation of the aim of the Crusades.  The first Papal 

bull, known as Sicut Judaeis (“and thus to the Jews”), was issued circa 1120 by Calixtus II.  On pain of 

excommunication, the bull forbade Christians from forcing Jews to convert, harm them, take their 

property, disturb the celebration of their festivals, or interfere with their cemeteries.   

 

Sicut Judaeis stood as the official position of the papacy regarding the Jews throughout the Middle 

Ages and was reaffirmed by many popes, even until the fifteenth century.  Nevertheless, the religious 

persecution of the Jews continued unabated, and the perpetrators mostly escaped legal punishment. 15F

15
 

 

The social position of the Jews in Western Europe distinctly worsened as legal restrictions of their 

rights increased both during, and after the Crusades.  These restrictions prepared the way for the anti-

Jewish legislation of Pope Innocent III.  The Crusades resulted in centuries of strong feelings of ill will 

on both sides, and hence constitute a turning point in the relationship between Jews and Christians.
 

16F

16
 

 

Unlike the majority of Christians during the Middle 

Ages, most Jews were literate, and were able to live 

under Jewish law, which was fair and humane.  Due to 

healthier dietary and hygiene practices, they died in 

fewer numbers than Christians during the Black Death.  

This higher survival rate aroused suspicion.   

 

As the Black Death epidemics devastated Europe in 

the mid-fourteenth century, annihilating more than half 

of the population, rumors spread that the Jews caused 

the disease by poisoning wells. Hundreds of Jewish 

communities were destroyed by violence. 17F

17
   

 

Between 1348 and 1351, either in anticipation of, or 

shortly after outbreaks of plague, Jews were accused of 

poisoning food, wells and streams, tortured into 

confessions, rounded up in city squares or their 

synagogues, and exterminated en masse.   
Massacre of Jews, “poisoners of wells,” Egar Chronicle 
 

These persecutions eradicated almost entirely the principal Jewish communities of Europe – those of 

the Rhineland – along with many other areas.  Coupled with the mass migration that ensued, they 

caused a fundamental redistribution of Jewry.
18

 

                                                                                                                                                                       
14

  Wikipedia: Persecution of Jews.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Jews. 
 
15

  Edward Synan: The Popes and the Jews in the Middle Ages, p. 231-232.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sicut_Judaeis. 
 
16

  Wikipedia: History of the Jews and the Crusades.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_and_the_Crusades. 
 
17

  Wikipedia: Persecution of Jews. 

 
18

  Samuel K. Cohn, Jr.: The Black Death and the Burning of Jews.  Oxford Journals, Past and Present 196(1): 3-36 (2007). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Jews
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sicut_Judaeis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Jews_and_the_Crusades
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The Crusades and Black Death massacres were both 

preceded and followed by expulsions throughout 

Western Europe.  After being the victims of increasing 

oppression that made living all but impossible, in 

1290, the Jews were banished from England; in 1305 

and 1394 from France, and in 1421 from Austria. 

Between 1350 and 1450, they were expelled from 

numerous districts of Germany, Italy, and the Balkan 

Peninsula, and were scattered in all directions.18F

19
   

 

In 1492, the Jews were banished from Spain, in 1493 

from Sicily, and in 1496 from Portugal.  The expelled 

Spanish Jews fled mainly to the Ottoman Empire, 

Southern Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East.  

In 1537 the Jews were expelled from Saxony, in 1540 

from Prague, and in 1615, again from France. 19F

20
 

 The Expulsion of the Jews from Spain 

 

Many Jewish exiles fled to the new Slavic kingdoms, 

principally Poland, where, around 1500, they found 

security and a renewal of prosperity. 21F

21
  In Poland the Jews 

served as a link between the nobility and the peasants by 

working in trade and industry.  

 

Unlike many western European countries, Poland exhibited 

a history of tolerance toward the Jews, dating back to the 

Statute of Kalisz, granted to the Jews by Duke Boleslaw the 

Pious on August 16, 1264. 22F

22
   

 

The statute became a basis for a partly autonomous Jewish 

community in Poland.  It guaranteed the existence of Jews 

and Jewish courts.  In addition, it assured personal freedom 

and security of Jews, including freedom of religion, travel, 

and trade.  The provisions of the statute were confirmed by 

Casimir the Great in 1334, Casimir IV in 1453, and 

Sigismund the Old in 1539.  
The Statute of Kalisz 

                                                 
19

  Wikipedia: Persecution of Jews.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Jews. 

 
20

  Wikipedia: Timeline of Antisemitism.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_antisemitism. 

 
21

  Norman F. Cantor: The Last Knight: The Twilight of the Middle Ages and the Birth of the Modern Era, Free Press, 2004, 
p. 28-29. 

 
22

  Wikipedia: The Statute of Kalisz.  http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statut_kaliski. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persecution_of_Jews
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_antisemitism
http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statut_kaliski
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In Poland the Jews found refuge under benevolent rulers and acquired a certain prosperity, in the 

enjoyment of which the study of the Talmud was followed with renewed vigor.  Together with their 

faith, they took with them the Germanic-derived Yiddish language and their Jewish customs.
 

23F

23
   

 

Our ancestor, the highly-regarded Jewish leader Saul Wahl Katzenellenbogen (1542–1622), rose to 

prominence during this Renaissance period.  According to legend, following the death of the king of 

Poland, he occupied the throne of Poland for a night, when the Polish noblemen failed to elect a new 

king on the legally appointed day
 
(see Chapter 5 – Our Illustrious Ancestors). 

 

In the late fifteenth century, Jews from Poland (later the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth), Hungary 

(later Austria-Hungary) and Germany began arriving in the lightly populated areas of the Ukrainian 

territories under Lithuanian rule (especially the Kiev region and Podolia).24F

24
  Kiev became a major 

center of Jewish religious education.   
 

The last ban on Jews (by Britain) was revoked in 1654, but periodic Jewish expulsions continued 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries among major European centers such as Vienna 

(1670), Bohemia (1744), and Prague (1745). 25F

25, 26
  Even in places where Jews remained, they were 

often restricted from land ownership, or forced to live in ghettos. 

 

By the start of the seventeenth century, almost no Jews remained in Western Europe.  Relatively 

tolerant Poland had the largest Jewish population of any country in Europe, but the Jewish community 

there became increasingly vulnerable, and the relatively calm period ended in the early 1600s.   

 

The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) was one of 

the most destructive conflicts in European history. 

Initially, the war was fought largely as a religious 

conflict between Protestants and Catholics in the 

Holy Roman Empire, but gradually, the war 

developed into a more general conflict involving 

most of the European powers.   

 

A major impact of the Thirty Years’ War was the 

extensive destruction of entire regions, denuded 

by the foraging armies, and the destruction caused 

by mercenary soldiers defied description.     

Woodcut depicting the Second Defenestration of Prague 
27

 

                                                 
23

  Wikipedia: Jews in the Middle Ages.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jews_in_the_Middle_Ages. 

 
24

  The region of Podolia is an historical region in the west-central and southwest portions of present-day Ukraine. 

 
25

  Wikipedia: Timeline of Antisemitism.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_antisemitism. 

 
26

  Wikipedia: History of Prague.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Prague. 
 
27

  Wikipedia: Thirty Years’ War.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty_Years'_War.  The Second Defenestration of Prague 
marked the beginning of the Bohemian Revolt, which began the Thirty Years’ War.  . 

http://www.search.com/reference/Polish-Lithuanian_Commonwealth
http://www.search.com/reference/Hungary
http://www.search.com/reference/Austria-Hungary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jews_in_the_Middle_Ages
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_antisemitism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Prague
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty_Years'_War
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The Thirty Years’ War resulted in pogroms against Jews in German cities such as Frankfurt, Worms, 

and Jena.  Just as the war was ending, Cossacks slaughtered hundreds of thousands of Polish and 

Lithuanian Jews during the Chmielnicki uprising of 1648–1657, which to this day is considered to be 

one of the most traumatic events in Jewish history.
 28

  

 

Our renowned ancestor, Rabbi Nathan Nata Spira (1585–1633), was the Chief Rabbi of Cracow.  He 

died during the middle of the Thirty Years’ War.  His son, Rabbi Solomon Spira, was born in 1617 and 

was slain by the Cossacks under Chmielnicki in 1648.
29

  Fortunately, he was survived by a son, 

Yitzhak Jehiel Spira, to perpetuate the Shapiro rabbinical lineage from which our family descends.  

 

The 1648 Ukrainian Cossack rebellion and war of independence (Chmielnicki uprising) undermined 

the stability of the Polish Commonwealth, such that the territories of the Ukraine remained in dispute.  

During the eighteenth century, Haidamaks (from haydamak, ‘to pursue’) comprised mostly of local 

Cossacks and peasantry, fought against the Polish nobility in right-bank Ukraine.
30

  The Haidamak 

movement was not limited to the right bank, and often deteriorated to common robbery and murder.
31

   

 

In captured territories, nobility, Ukrainian Catholics, Jesuits, and the Jews were murdered en masse 

during three major Haidamak uprisings in 1734, 1750, and 1768.  It is estimated that as many as 

20,000 Jews and Poles were killed in the Massacre of Uman during the 1768 uprising.
32

   

 

Our ancestor, the illustrious Rabbi Pinchas Shapira of Koretz (1726–1791), lived in the Ukraine during 

this time.
 33

  He urged the Jews not to flee the region in the wake of pogroms and massacres; he and the 

Maggid of Mezhirech
34

 were almost alone among Jewish leaders in trying to stem the tide of the 

“Great Flight.” 
35

  Regarding the Jewish exodus from the region, Rabbi Pinchas is said to have 

remarked, “Were it not for me, not one Jew would have remained there.” 
36

 (See Appendix 5 – 1730 

map of Europe).   

                                                 
28

  Wikipedia: Khmelnytsky Uprising.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khmelnytsky_Uprising. 

 
29

  JewishEncyclopedia.com: Spira (Spiro).  Jewish Encyclopedia.com is the unedited full-text of the 1906 Jewish 

Encyclopedia. http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13965-spira-spiro. 
 
30

  Wikipedia: Haidamaka.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haidamaka. 
 
31

  Ibid. 
 
32

  Wikipedia: Massacre of Uman.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massacre_of_Uman.   
 
33

  Susan K. Steeble: Two Tzaddiks: The Teachings of Rebbe Pinchas of Koretz and His Disciple, Rebbe Raphael of 
Bershad.  http://twotzaddiks.org/part2.html#OnPoliticalEventsAndSocialNeeds. 

 
34

  The Hebrew word Maggid refers to the many itinerant Jewish preachers who flourished especially in Poland and Russia 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Through their preaching, the maggidim were instrumental in spreading 
the eighteenth-century pietistic movement called Chassidism.  Rabbi Dov Baer of Mezhirich, who succeeded Ba’al 
Shem Tov as leader of the Chassidic movement in the eighteenth century, is known as the Great Maggid. 

 
35

  Jacob Immanuel Schochet: The Great Maggid: The Life and Teachings of Rabbi Dovber of Mezhirech, Third Edition.  
Kehot Publication Society, New York, NY, 1990, p. 104. 

 
36

  Tzvi Rabinowicz: Chassidic Rebbes: From the Baal Shem Tov to Modern Times.  Feldheim Publishers, 1989, p. 45. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khmelnytsky_Uprising
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13965-spira-spiro
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haidamaka
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massacre_of_Uman
http://twotzaddiks.org/part2.html#OnPoliticalEventsAndSocialNeeds
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During the Middle Ages, Poland was a large 

kingdom.  Partly because of its unworkable 

Parliament, Poland fell prey to the greed of 

its powerful neighbors, and in 1772, Russia, 

Prussia, and Austria signed the first treaty to 

dismember Poland.  Further partitions came 

in 1793 and 1795, by which time Poland 

ceased to exist as an independent nation (see 

Appendix 5 – Partition of Poland map).  
 

After the partitions of Poland, the extreme 

western portion of the Ukraine fell under the 

control of Austria, with the rest becoming 

part of the expanding Russian Empire.  The 

absorption of the largest of these annexed 

territories forced Russia to accept within its 

borders approximately 1.5 million Jews, 

who had frequently been the target of 

official intolerance there.   
 

Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz supported the 

Polish cause, and tried, by his prayers, to 

forestall the Russian annihilation of 

Poland.35F

37
  He deplored the Russians, saying, 

“They do not know the meaning of truth.” 36F

38
   

Allegory of the first partition of Poland 
39

 

 

Following the first partition of Poland, Rabbi Pinchas toured the region extensively to collect money 

for Jews who were being held in prison.  He also collected donations for the support of the poor in the 

kingdom of Israel.37F

40
 

 

Fearing economic competition from Jewish commercial enterprises, the Russian government sought a 

way to prevent the Jews from integrating with the general Russian population.  Russia also annexed 

territories acquired from Turkey, and settlers were needed to quickly populate these new lands and 

establish commercial control of the strategic Black Sea region. 

                                                 
37

  Byron L. Sherwin: Sparks Amidst the Ashes: The Spiritual Legacy of Polish Jewry, Oxford University Press, New York, 
NY, 1997, p. 58. 

 
38

  Tzvi Rabinowicz: Chassidic Rebbes: From the Baal Shem Tov to Modern Times, Feldheim Publishers, 1989, p. 45. 
 
39

  Wikipedia:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Allegory_of_the_1st_partition_of_Poland.jpg.  The allegorical drawing by 
Nicolas Noël Le Mire (1724-1800) shows the rulers of the three countries that participated in the partition tearing a map 
of Poland apart.  The outer figures demanding their share are Catherine II of Russia and Frederick II of Prussia.  The 
inner figure on the right is the Habsburg Emperor Joseph II.  On his left is the beleaguered Polish king, Stanisław August 
Poniatowski, who is experiencing difficulty keeping his crown on his head.  Above the scene the angel of peace 
trumpets the news that civilized eighteenth century sovereigns have accomplished their mission while avoiding war.  
The drawing gained notoriety in contemporary Europe, with bans on its distribution in several European countries. 

 
40

  Tzvi Rabinowicz: Chassidic Rebbes: From the Baal Shem Tov to Modern Times, p. 46. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Allegory_of_the_1st_partition_of_Poland.jpg
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The solution to both problems came to be 

called the Pale of Settlement – in 

Russian, Cherta Osedlosti.38F

41
 Established 

by imperial decrees, issued in 1783, 

1791, and 1794 by Czarina Catherine II 

(Catherine the Great), the Jewish Pale of 

Settlement was that part of the Russian 

Empire within which Russia’s Jewish 

population was restricted for more than 

130 years, between the late eighteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.39F

42
   

 

Intended initially to forestall commerce 

between Jews and the general population 

of Russia, the restrictions imposed by the 

Pale fostered the development of a 

distinctive religious and ethnic culture in 

an area covering roughly 386,000 square 

miles between the Baltic and Black seas, 

including the territories of present-day 

Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, Ukraine, and 

Belorussia (now Belarus).  More than 90 

percent of Russian Jews were forced to 

live in the poor conditions of the Pale, 

which made up only four percent of 

imperial Russia.  Still, the Jewish 

population in Russia grew from 1.6 

million in 1820 to 5.6 million in 1910.  

The Pale of Settlement 40F

43
 

 

Even within the Pale, Jews were discriminated against.  They paid double taxes, were forbidden to 

lease land, run taverns, or receive higher education.  Jews were mandated to remain in the Pale and 

required special permission to move to Russia proper, while Russian officials pursued alternating 

policies designed to encourage assimilation (such as opening public schools to Jews) or destroy 

independent Jewish life (such as forbidding Jews to live in certain towns). 

  

                                                 
41

  The word pale comes from the Latin palus, or stake, such as might be used to indicate a boundary.  A pale is thus a 
district separated from the surrounding country.  The Jewish Pale of Settlement was both a defined area within the 
Russian Empire, and a legal entity regulated by laws that did not apply to the Russian Empire as a whole. 

 
42

  Wikipedia: Pale of Settlement.   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pale_of_Settlement. 
 
43

  Map of the Pale of Settlement from The Routledge Atlas of Jewish History, 7th Edition, by Martin Gilbert, 2007, as cited 
in Alden Oreck: The Pale of Settlement, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/pale.html. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pale_of_Settlement
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/pale.html
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During the reign of Alexander I (1801–1825), the position of Jews initially improved as restrictions on 

their movement and enrollment in schools were eased and official anti-Semitic propaganda abated.    

Towards the end of Alexander’s rule, however, state-sponsored conversion attempts and expulsions 

from certain areas were encouraged. 

 

Official persecution of the Jews increased dramatically under Nicholas I (1825–1855).  Of the 1,200 

laws affecting Jews between 1649 and 1881, more than half were instituted during his reign.  Among 

these provisions were compulsory military service for Jews (1827), including the conscription of 

children, expulsions from cities (Kiev, Kherson, and Sevastopol), banning of the public use of Hebrew 

and Yiddish, aggressive conversion measures, and further travel and settlement restrictions (1835).  

 

Ascending to the throne in 1855, Czar Alexander II (1855–1881) introduced a number of exceptions to 

the repressive laws regulating life in the Jewish Pale, and Jews benefitted from the brief period of 

liberalism that initially characterized his reign.  However, Alexander II, known as the “Czar Liberator” 

for the 1861 abolition of serfdom in Russia, was also known for his suppression of national minorities.  

Under his rule, Jews could not commission Christian servants, could not own land, and were restricted 

as to where they could travel.    

 

Unfounded suspicions of Jewish involvement in the assassination of Alexander II led to a wave of 

pogroms and outbreaks of mob violence directed against the Russian Jewish population in 1881 and 

1884.  In the 1881 outbreak, there were pogroms in 166 Russian towns, thousands of Jewish homes 

were destroyed, many families were reduced to extremes of poverty, women were sexually assaulted, 

and large numbers of men, women, and children were killed or injured. 

 

The new czar, Alexander III (1881–1896), was a staunch reactionary who strictly adhered to the old 

maxim: autocracy, orthodoxy, and nationalism.  His escalation of anti-Jewish policies sought to 

popularize folk anti-Semitism, which portrayed the Jews as Christ-killers and the oppressors of the 

Slavic, Christian victims.   

 

The reign of Alexander III ushered in an era of state-supported pogroms, stricter segregation of the 

Jewish population within the Pale, and expulsions.  In 1882, Alexander III introduced the so-called 

Temporary Regulations that stayed in effect for more than thirty years, and came to be known as the 

May Laws.  These edicts greatly restricted the places where Jews could live.  In 1886, an Edict of 

Expulsion was enforced on the Jews of Kiev, and most Jews were expelled from Moscow in 1891.
 

41F

44
  

  

Czar Nicholas II (1868–1918), who succeeded Alexander III in 1894, made it clear from the start that 

he would guard the fundamentals of autocracy with the same strictness as his father.  Under his reign 

came more state-supported pogroms.  After months of violent anti-Semitic campaigns, a pogrom broke 

out in Kishinev in 1903.  Forty-five people were murdered and 1,300 homes and shops plundered.  

When the perpetrators of the Kishinev pogroms received only very light sentences, it became clear that 

pogroms had become an instrument of government policy, and Jews began to form self-defense units. 

                                                 
44
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In the aftermath of the first Kishinev pogrom, Theodore Roosevelt to Nicholas II: Stop your cruel oppression of the Jews. 
 

But the worst orgy of violence broke out in October 1905 after the Czar was forced to grant a 

constitution.  Mainly organized by the monarchist Union of Russian People, and encouraged by the 

anti-Semitic Black Hundreds, with the cooperation of local government officials, pogroms were staged 

in more than three hundred towns and cities, leaving almost a thousand people dead, and many 

thousands wounded.  At least some of the pogroms are believed to have been organized or supported 

by the Czarist Russian secret police, the Okhranka. 

 

During Russia’s 1904–1907 war with Japan, the anti-Semitic press accused the Jews of conspiring with 

the enemy.  These print campaigns culminated in a new wave of pogroms.  After Russia’s disastrous 

defeat, the anti-Semitic Black Hundreds movement openly declared the extermination of the Jews as 

their aim. 

 

Because there was no sign of change in the Czar’s policies, and as the pogroms took place with 

apparent approval by the authorities, a feeling of despair spread among the Russian Jewish 

communities. 42F

45
  These pogroms, along with the increasing official repression of the Jewish population, 

provided the impetus for mass emigration and political activism among Russian Jews.   
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More than two million Jews fled Russia between 1880 and 1920, with the vast majority of them 

(approximately 1.75 million) immigrating to the U.S.  It was during this bleak period in Russian 

history, spanning the years from 1905 to 1914, that Nathan and Bessie Polonsky, along with their eight 

children, left Russia and immigrated to America, forever changing their destiny, and ours as well.   

 

In essence, the Jews never achieved nor were granted emancipation under Czarist Russian rule.   

Following the overthrow of the Czarist regime in 1917, the provisional government abolished the Pale, 

along with other anti-Jewish restrictions.  However, the bleak period of Russian history which our 

ancestors endured prior to emigrating from Russia in the early twentieth century was to become much 

worse for the Jews who remained there.  

 

The Pale effectively ceased to exist during World War I when great numbers of Jews fled to the 

Russian interior to escape invading German forces.  More than a half million Jews were deported from 

the military zones, and as the Russian army defeats mounted, the position of the Jews deteriorated.  

They were accused of being spies and traitors and of undermining the regime. 

 

The scale of the pogroms during the Russian Revolution, and the ensuing Russian Civil War (1917–

1920) in the Ukraine, was devastating for the Jewish population.  An estimated 70,000 to 250,000 

civilian Jews were killed in atrocities throughout the former Russian Empire; the number of Jewish 

orphans exceeded 300,000.   

 

The Holocaust, which took place during World War II, represents the culmination of a millennium of 

Jewish persecution in Europe and Russia, and was by far the most catastrophic event to afflict 

European Jewry.  It resulted in the deaths of two-thirds of the population of nine million Jews who had 

resided in Europe, and the near-complete destruction of centuries-old Jewish communities, yeshivas, 

synagogues, and cemeteries. 43F

46
   

 

Although we are very fortunate that all of our ancestors in Nathan Polonsky’s branch of the family 

escaped from Russia prior to the Holocaust, many of our cousins in other branches of the Polonsky 

family, who remained in Russia during World War II, were not as fortunate, and perished in the Shoah 

(see Chapter 10 – Lest We Forget).  

 

For our Polonsky forebears who emigrated from Russia prior to World War I, the millennial journey 

across the continent of Europe had at long last come to an end.  There would be no more expulsions, 

no more pogroms, and no more discriminatory religious edicts restricting where they could live, or 

what kind of work they could do.  They closed the book on their family’s ancient and illustrious 

European and Russian history, and made the long voyage across the Atlantic to start a new chapter of 

family history in America.   

 

In this new world they would finally find what their Jewish ancestors, in their ceaseless quest for the 

basic right to practice their religious faith had sacrificed so much for, but had never found – freedom.  
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