
Mother Russia
The place was Czarist Russia, in the Country of Ukraine, in the area of Poltava, Guberny, and in the city of Lubny. Jews settled in this area at the end of the 18th century. From 361, in 1847 their numbers increased to 3,006 (30% of the population) in 1897, and 5,341(25%) in 1926. After the German occupation in World War II those Jews who did not manage to escape were murdered. The Jewish population numbered about 600 (2%) in 1959 and was estimated at 250 in 1970.
The year was August 17, 1892 when Louis Tarnoff was born in the city of Lubny, he was called Lieb-ber Tarnarutsky. The youngest of five brothers, Zalman (Sol), Sam, Jake, Frank, and a younger sister Mary (Mirel), and the son of Eva and Nathan Tarnarutsky.
Eva Tarnarutskaya was a remarkable matriarchal women who had tremendous strength in the dark era of Mother Russia. She was born in 1860 to Chava and Zalman Chavanson in the town of Preluke Poltovny, Guberny, Ukraine. Being of the Jewish faith, times in that anti Semetic backward country were next to impossible, but she not only survived but, through her shear strength and will, became successful.
Eva at 21 years of age, married a man, by the name of Nathan (Nasanovich) Tarnarutsky, he was born in 1850 in Lubyn, state of Poltava Guberny, a very orthodox Jewish scholar, he attended the Jewish school called the Yeshiva (a Hebrew College) and became a Schouchet, which is a man who kill's and blesses animals before they are butchered. In the Jewish belief all food must be made Kosher, which is a strict standard of Jewish dietary laws. He was married before, Nathan was married to Ester Wawvitt and had 3 daughters, Chava, Mollie (Machli), Stella, and one son Zalaman in the prior marriage. One of the daughters Chava (Channa in Yiddish), I remembered her as being very old when I was a child, my father Louis, told me there were many cousins that remained in Russia, and as a boy, I remember him saying that they had stopped receiving letters from them, it must have been about 1946.
In those days a woman looked up to a man who was considered educated or scholarly in the Jewish philosophies and religion and felt it would be a great honor to have such a man for a husband. Nathan filled the bill, and brought the gentler spiritual side into the family.
He was a small frail man who dressed in the traditional orthodox Jewish black long coat and attire. He spent most of his time educating the children in the Hebrew and Yiddish languages, and in all religious aspects of Jewish religion and philosophies. His work in Koshering animals was limited and did not bring much income to the family.
On the other hand Eva was a big woman for her day and very strong both mentally and physically, she first opened a Hotel and retail grocery in the town of Lubyn. In 1897 she sold the hotel and went into the retail and wholesale bakery business. She learned to be a baker and succeeded in obtaining a state certificate of master baker, I remember seeing the certificate, my father Louis, showed it to me and showed me where Tsar Nicholas of Russia, signed the document. She was proud to work hard for her family and provided a good income far above most standards for Jews, and many Russians at that time. Jews were not considered Russians, they were always separate and even had to have passports stamped Jew, on it. This passport was necessary in order to travel from one city to the other. And special permission was needed in order to stay overnight.
My father, told me that in 1902, when he was 10 years old the family moved to a near by city called, Mirgorod. He said that all their possessions were placed in several covered wagons pulled by horses. and they traveled for several days to the new city where his mother established a new bakery on the outskirts of town.
He told me they lived in a house attached to the bakery with a large enclosed yard, with lots of chickens running around. There was a story he told of watching the dog chase the chickens around the yard. The chickens would squawk and runaway. But, one day the chicken had a brood of chicks hatch and was parading them around the yard when the dog saw her a took off chasing her as he had always done. Except this time the hen stood her ground and did not run but actually took the offensive and attacked the dog. My Father said, "See the power of a Mother, she will fight her fiercest enemy in order to protect her children." The stories are the fondest part of my memory of those times long ago.
It was a backward time, Russia was 100 years behind the rest of the world and where the family lived there was much hatred for the Jews as promoted by the Russian Orthodox Church and the Czarist Government right down to the local levels. There were what was called pogroms, where the local police and church would fire up the peasants and blame the Jews for their poverty, they would then go out to the Jewish villages and burn the homes, rape the women and take what meager possessions they had.
The Tarnarutsky's did not live in the Jewish village, because of the bakery they lived separate, and to a degree were respected or perhaps feared by the local Russian peasants. Because of the bakery, Eva had befriended the local constables and the local Army division which she furnished with bread and this was the contributing factor to their safety in the community. Eva died October 4th 1927 at the age of 69 in Chicago. Nathan died October 2nd 1923 at the age of 73 in Chicago.
THE STORY OF LOUIS (Leib-Ber Nisanovitch)
August 17, 1892 to September 10, 1982
Louis, was very proud of his older brothers, he told me they were very strong physically from loading and unloading 100 pound sacks of flour for the bakery. Sol, use to keep round weights from a scale in a rolled up flour bag and did not hesitate to use it.
My father, told me he was down by the river in the winter skating with his brother Frank, (his skates were a piece of wood with a wire nailed to the bottom and tied onto his shoe with string) when a bunch of the older Russian boys started a fight, Frank, ran home and got Sol, and together they came back and beat the hell out of the gang that attacked them. My dad was very proud of the fact that they stood up to the Russian boys.
As a young boy Louis was very sick, he had a pneumonia problem and his mother had call a Bobba, ( Grandmother, but, in reality just a very old toothless woman who cared for children) she would take hot fresh baked bread and chew it up in her toothless mouth then rub it over Louis's chest, she would then go out to the first cross road and tear the bread into four pieces and then throw it to the four directions. Thereby casting out the illness that was plaguing Louis.
This method did not work and Louis got even sicker, he was taken to a Doctor in Mirgorod and he told Eva that he should be sent to the Polish Mountains to breath the pine scented air and drink Kumiss (Horses Milk) as prepared by the Polish people of that area. The Doctors believed that horses were immune to TB and therefore drinking the milk would help cure the disease. In the meantime he further told her that she should give him ham to eat in order to fatten him up as he was very sickly and frail. Well, Eva, being Orthodox Jewish, was forbidden to eat, touch, or have any pig products near or in her home. This was a great problem. When problems arise that conflicts with daily life in the Jewish community, the people go to the head Rabbi (spiritual leader and teacher) for help. In this case she went to him and explained the problem because of Louis"s health. His answer to her was, if it is necessary for Louis's heath then God would overlook this infraction of the law, and that she could in good faith prepare ham for Louis to eat. Which she did, and my dad always had a taste for ham.
Louis was sent to the Polish border and rode a train for the first time in his life, and saw his first automobile. He stayed there for about a year breathing the pine air and drinking the Horses milk. Little by little he got better and soon went home.
He told me a story, as he was always fond of doing, about a peasant who saw a steam locomotive for the first time, and asked the engineer how did it move without any horses to pull it? The engineer replied, you see Ivan, there is a big boiler, like a tea kettle, and underneath the boiler we build a fire, and the water boils and turns into steam. The steam then goes through a pipe to a cylinder where it pushes a piston that is connected to an arm which turns the wheels of the engine. Then the engineer said,"Now Ivan do you understand how the steam engine works? Ivan said, " of course I do, but where are the horses? Then Dad, would laugh.
Louis, loved to draw pictures and asked his mother if he could go to art school, now at this time there were several factors against this happening. First Jews were not allowed to go to Russian schools and if they did get permission only one Jew was allowed for very 100 Russians. The second strike against this idea, was that Eva, and Nathan considered art and drawing a waste of ones time and would result in Louis not being able to make any kind of a living. Artist were not looked upon with much respect by the Jewish people of that time and place, it was just to difficult to exist without a solid trade of some kind.
Louis, persisted, and Eva finally gave in, using her influence and a few bribes in the right places, she got permission to send Louis to the, Nikolai Vacilievitch Gogol Art School in Mirgorod. After some time Eva decided that Louis should go to a more advanced art school and somehow got him enrolled in the Kiev Academy of Art in the city of Kiev which is the Capitol of Ukraine. There Louis learned all the skills of the masters in traditional realist painting and drawing methods and he specialized in lettering and design.
The following was written by Louis, as he remembers,
"I was born August 17, 1892 in the city of Lubny, state of Poltava. I was the 5th son. Some years latter our sister Mirel, called Mary was born. When I was 3 or 4 years old ( he was 10 years old) my parents moved the family to live in the city of Mirgorod (in a covered wagon). Also in the state of Poltava."
"We lived in Mirgorod until 1913, then we immigrated to America. Question why? My brother Frank got mixed up with the revolution. Mother managed and got him out of Russia." (NOTE: SEE FRANK'S STORY) "Frank was the first to go to the United States, followed latter by Jack and Sam. 1913 was the year we arrived in America. Now the family was united."

"My life was a busy one. I used to deliver a wagon full of 10 pound loafs of bread to the brick yard factory about 10 miles out of town. ( We had a horse and wagon, also a cow.) I also had to deliver bread to two Cossack regiments, about 5 miles on each side of town. The Cossack encampments had attractive exercise equipment. So I used it when I went on my deliveries. I would always rush home when I knew the Cossacks were coming to the bakery, because they would be on horse back. They would let me watch their horses, when they went inside I would jump on their horse and take him for a ride."
"In the mornings I had to carry a basket with all kinds of bread, rolls, pastries, bagels, and a weight scale with weights to the market place, about two blocks from the bakery. After that I had to rush to school. After school I had to go to Cheider School (Jewish School). A few years later I entered the Nikolai Vacilievitch Gogol Art School in Mirgorod. After Attending the Gogol Art School for some time , my parents decided, that I should go to a higher art school. So I entered the Kiev Academy of Art ( Kiev is the capitol of Ukraine). I studied Art at Kiev a number of years, until 1913 when the family left Russia for the United States."
"At Kiev, I used to enjoy spending time in a small park on a hill overlooking the Dnieper River. This river is similar to the American Mississippi River. Many songs and stories were written about it. When one reads Gogol's (he was a famous Russian Writer) description about the Dnieper you get the inspiration to make a painting of this river. In this small park on the hill stand a huge statue of a Russian Emperor, Vladimir the Holy One. He is holding a huge cross studded with a lot of electric light bulbs. At night it was visible from very far. He was the Holy Emperor of Russia."
"Russia was a Idolatry Country. They worshiped Idol Gods made of gold and silver. This emperor, Vladimir, wanted to marry a Greek Princess, but in order to do so he had to become a Christian (Greek Orthodox) and convert Russia to Greek Orthodox Christianity. History tells us that Vladimir the Holy destroyed temples, murdered the population and its priests. Threw the idols into the Dnieper River. This is how Vladimir the Holy converted Russia."
"one more interesting scene I observed, when I use to deliver bread to the market. I liked to watch a group of people, that were physically defective, blind, cripples, and not quite normal looking. They used to sit on the ground singing songs, so people would drop money. One of them had an instrument called a Bandura. It looked like a guitar, but it had a flat wheel that pressed the strings, so instead of drumming the string with his fingers, he would turn the wheel, that pressed against the strings and made the sounds. The other hand was used to play the tune. Their song were mostly like news telling people what was happening in other parts of the country. Mostly sad news like hunger, abuse, famine, mistreatment by the authorities."
"There is a whole lot more to tell about life and happenings in and outside of Mirgorod. I thought you and your children would like to know a little about the place and the country we come from."
THE STORY OF SAM
1886-1976
Sam, was the oldest brother and Louis did not know many stories about him, he only remembered , that he went to America and that he did not' t see him again till the rest of the family arrived many years later. Sam, established himself in Omaha, Nebraska, where he married had children and built a retail and wholesale window shade business.
THE STORY OF JAKE
1885-1981
Jake, as I recall Dad, telling me was drafted into the Tsars Army, he being a tailor, was treated quite well. He would hand make dress uniforms for the higher ranking officers, which put him in good stead and allowed him many favors. He, also left and went to America were he married a woman named Anna, they never had any children. Jake had a Grocery store in Chicago on the old west side where he prospered. Some time latter he sold the grocery store and became a tailor at Sears and Roebuck Company. He worked his way up to head tailor before retiring. Jake, had a passion for baseball, and I remember talking to him in the nursing home when he was in his ninety's. He remembered every player on every team almost from the time baseball started.
THE STORY OF SOL (ZALMAN)
1882-1974
He attended Hebrew school from the age of 5 years through 14 years. He worked in the family bakery till the age of 18 years when he decided to go the the city of Odessa and become a painter decorator. In 1903 at the age of 21 he returned to the family bakery which had moved to Mirgorod. He worked in the bakery till he was married , June 7, 1909, to Sonjia Unknown. He left Russia in 1913 and immigrated to the United States arriving in Chicago. He went into the painting contracting business and worked in it all of his life in Chicago. He was a very tough individual, my father told me when I was a child that Uncle Sol used to carry a small flour sack filled with weights and in a fight would not hesitate to use it. My cousin Joe, one of Sol's sons, told me that when he was working with his father a fellow painter, bet Sol he could not punch a hole in the wall with his fist. The guy lost Sol punch a hole in the wall up to his elbow. Another time a fellow worker call Sol a dirty Jew, Sol, hit him so hard he broke the guy's jaw.
I remember visiting Sol when he was dying of cancer, he said to me, "Shervin I would like a shot of whisky and a cigarette" he was one tough man.
THE STORY OF FRANK
1887-1987
Frank, attended Hebrew school and then worked in the bakery, just like the rest of the boys. He at some time became a decorator painter. For years I always thought that Uncle Frank was a Russian revolutionary at the Tsars time. But when I asked him about it he gave me a very different story.
As it happened Frank loved the Jews in his little town and during a meeting of the stronger elements of the Jews, there was great fear of the solders and the towns people having what was approved of by the Government called a Progrome. This was a sanctioned sacking, burning, raping, killing and stealing of the Jewish population and their possessions.
Frank volunteered to go to the town of Kiev, and met with a Jewish group there which gave him several satchels full of hand guns. Frank then took the return train back to his town. But, something went wrong either there was an informer or Franks luggage was searched, I am not clear as o exactly what happened, but Frank was caught with the revolvers and arrested.
Luckily Frank was put in the jail in the town where the Bakery was, and Eva bribed the chief of police to let Frank out, they sent him to America.
My father told me that at the time Frank was put in jail, the Chief of police made the prisoners go down to the river with a drum suspended between two poles in order to bring water back to the jail. Frank told everyone not to do it as they were prisoners and did not have to. My dad, who stayed for some time after Frank left said that they never used prisoner to do that again. Frank became a decorator and painter in Chicago and worked at it all his life.
There are many more stories, but I think this gives you a base of who and where we came from at least as far as I can find out.
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