A Memoir of Yanova
By Kenneth Epstein
(With many thanks to Dr. Seymour H. Saltzman z’l who researched and compiled The Shkolnik Family Archives for his extended Shkolnik family with roots in Ivanava; with permission.)
I was born in Yanova on Dec. 6, 1906 on No. 3 Nakele Gass (street) in a house originally built by Lazar Shkolnik for his son, Mordechai, who was later to be known as Max Shulman.  It was one of three houses on the street which eventually would take one to the village of Nakele to the south.  Going north, it crossed a steel supported bridge over a drainage ditch, crossing over to Drihtzan Gass going east-west.  This area, a suburb of Yanova, was called Drhipetches.  It consisted of about twenty houses, about one quarter of a mile from the center of Yanova, and was occupied only by Jews.  Yanova was located on a railroad line about 26 miles west of Pinsk.  One of the few things it was famous for, other than the Shkolniks, was Yanover “Bluttes” or mud.
Also born in this same house were Moshe (Morris), Brocha (Beatrice), and Zarach (Joseph) Shkolnik (Shulman); Abraham Saltzman; and Albert, Esther and Sonia Epstein.  Max’s sister, Henye, took over the house after all of Max’s immediate family (Beila and children) emigrated to the United States in 1902.
Yanova was a typical Jewish shtetl in the Pale of Settlement.  Our house had a thatched roof over an older section and a newer part was shingled.  It had one large dining room which was also used as a living room and for sleeping with a bed in one corner.  Off to one side was a bedroom with two beds.  Behind this were two rooms which were converted into one large room.  It was here that my mother conducted her grocery business.
In the back was a new large room, either rented out or later used for storing apples and other fruits during the winter.  In the center of the house was a large, brick wood burning oven used for baking and cooking, especially Sabbath foods such as chault, etc.  Between the bedroom and the living room was another oven used for heating in the winter.  Most of the floor was made of old wooden planks.  Outside there were no sidewalks and it was quite muddy at times.
All Jewish children went to a cheder.  There were two first-year cheders, run by Rebbe Alter and Rebbe Chaim.  I spent my first year with Reb Chaim, learning the Aleph Beth and starting the Bible.  My second year was with Reb Zalman, the third with Beryl and the fourth year with Mordechai Hersh.  When the World War started, everything was disrupted and the schools were closed temporarily.
In the beginning of the first world war, the Russian army invaded part of Germany and Austria.  In a few months the Germans and Austrians began to push back the Russians.  During their victories, the Russians captured thousands of prisoners of war.  As the Russians retreated, thousands of civilians, many of them Russian and Polish nobility, followed the army.  As Yanova was located on one of the military unpaved highways, we were able to watch those retreating armies, prisoners of war and the refugees passing on Drihtzan Street.
I remember September 1915 when the Germans arrived.  They were preceded by thousands of retreating Russian soldiers marching past the house.  Like everyone in the town, we spent the next day digging a trench in front of the house for protection from bombing, which fortunately never took place.  Then I saw far off a German on a horse – he was the first scout to indicate that the Germans were coming into Yanova.
During German occupation everyone had to work one day a week for them, either cutting down trees from the forest or picking chestnuts or nettles, a plant used for making clothing.
One of the first things the Germans did was to bring in a generator to make electricity.  This was the first time we had electricity in the house; simply a wire attached to a pole.  The Germans held Yanova for more than three years.  When they left and before the Russians returned there was so much confusion, and for some time there was no government at all.
Our house, while outside the city, was still part of Yanova.  In our section there were 18 Jewish families, including two blacksmiths, a shoemaker, a Jewish slaughterhouse, and four tanneries owned by the Garber family.   You can imagine the smell!  The village was surrounded by farms run by peasants who cultivated rye, wheat and potatoes.
In the center of the city was a large market place where peasants came to attend church on Sundays.  Once a month there was a Jewish “Jarid” or market day.  Jews brought their horses, cows, goods, barrels, and traded with the peasants.  At times our people went to other towns to trade goods.
The Jewish population was located mainly around this central market place.  The Polish Catholic church was a little east of the Russian church.  Although only one dozen or so wealthy landowners came, they had their own priest.  Synagogues were also located in the center of town around the market place.  There were about five for some 2000 Jews who comprised approximately two-thirds of the total population.  Main Street went toward Pinsk and, at the end of this street, there was an old Jewish cemetery – a few hundred years old.  This cemetery contained a large common grave where all the Jews slaughtered by Chmielnicki in 1648 were buried.  The other Jewish cemetery was located one half mile from our house.  It was about 100 years old.
When the Shkolniks came to Yanova is unknown, but it was before 1800.  I remember the names, Baruch Shkolnik and his wife Esther and their son Abraham Isaac.  I did not know of Abraham Isaac’s brother or sisters then; only after coming to Hartford did I learn of their families living around Hartford.  In 1920 I went to Pinsk and stayed with Chave Frankel who was a cousin to Abraham.  She had two sisters in New York.  There I also visited with our great uncle Velvel Shkolnik.  He had some kind of a store.  I also met four of his daughters:  Kelye, Golde, Brocha and Muche.  I heard of his son Maishe, but never met him.
I recall that during the German occupation of Yanova, I was with one of Bluma Horowitz’s sons.  We walked to his village 7 miles away and I stayed again with Chave Frankel.  While the war was going on in Pinsk, many Jews moved out to escape from bombardment.  Chave, with her 3 daughters and a son, had come to stay with her cousin, Bluma Horowitz.
After the Germans evacuated Yanova, it became “No man’s land” without a government.  Some of the Jewish young people decided to get guns to protect and guard the city.  The Bolsheviks came and were chased away by these guardians who did not realize with whom they were dealing.  The Bolsheviks returned in an angry mood and put a “fine” on the city.  They arrested many Jews including a relative of Rodye Bresky Shkolnik, Lazar’s wife.  The relative was accused of speculating and sent to Siberia for two years.  The Bolsheviks were later chased out by the Polish army and some Russian soldiers called Bellechowtzes.  They tried to mistreat the Jews, demanding chickens and eggs which were given under fear of being killed.  Things eventually quieted down in Yanova, but in a nearby town these same Bellechowtzes murdered two Jewish brothers and raped the daughter of one.
Yanova had many tradespeople; shoemakers, tailors, blacksmiths, hat makers, furriers (who worked mostly with sheepskins).  There were about 20 stores in the center of town, all owned by Jews and right in front of the church.  There were many Jewish merchants, wholesalers in wheat, rye, potatoes and fruit which was shipped out of town.  There were teachers for the 10 Jewish schools, grade 1-7.  Most of the Jews were observant, but not all.  My father, Benjamin Epstein, was religious, but my mother, Henye Shkolnik Epstein, was not.  She belonged to a group called “Breider und Shvesters” (Brothers and Sisters).  Some Jews were Zionist; some were Bundists or Socialists.
On Saturdays no one, observant or not, worked.  The whole town was quiet.  The stores were closed; religious Jews went to synagogue.  In the afternoon, younger folks went for walks (shpatzerin) to the next village where one Jewish family lived.  They played on the swings inside the barn.
With most of the family gone, mother ran the store.  Grandfather Lazar was in the wool business, as was Uncle Max.  The machinery for cleaning wool was kept in the house by Rodye’s brother, who was also in the same business.  The machines were dismantled before the Germans arrived, but he continued to store wool in his attic which was forbidden by the Germans.  As luck would have it, a fire broke out and the Germans, upon learning of the wool being stored, arrested [him] and send him to prison for 3 or 4 years.
The Germans did not mistreat the Jewish people.  The Russians, on the other hand, were quite harsh, accusing the Jews of being spies for Germany.  Very few Jews left Yanova during this time.  Among those who left was the town “secretary” who kept all the records of the Jewish population.  As a result, all the records were taken off to Russia.  Yanova, at this time, was part of Poland and remained so until the second world war.
We left Yanova in March 1921 with horse and wagon to the railroad station.  It was then on to Warsaw to obtain visas from the American consul for the trip to America.  We were supposed to go to the USA in 1910, but were unable to sell the house.  Then came a disagreement with Uncle Sander.  We were next supposed to go in 1912, but Sonia developed a rash for which she went to Warsaw for treatment, and again the trip was delayed.  In 1914 the war broke out.  In 1916 America became involved and once again things were put on hold.
It should be mentioned at this point that my father, Benjamin, went to the USA in 1909 with a strange woman posing as his wife.  Brother George went with his grandmother, Rodye, in 1909.  Brother Louis went with Grandfather, Lazar, also in 1909, but all at different times.  They had all settled in Hartford.
Enroute to Warsaw there was a stop in Kobrin for a change of trains.  Somehow our baggage was taken off.  Mother (Henye) and sister Esther stayed with the baggage overnight while Sonia, Albert and I (Kenneth) went to Warsaw.  We remained in Warsaw for two weeks before making for Danzig which was then part of Poland.  The five of us, having been reunited, finally set sail for America on the “SS Polonia.”  The voyage took three weeks.  The ship was old.  We were in the “bottom” but it was not steerage.  We had our own room.  We arrived in Boston in April 1921.  We were detained for one week on Deer Island, finally arriving in Hartford around Passover.  We appeared earlier than expected and there was no one to meet us.  A Jewish businessman named Gross, learning that some Jewish immigrants were passing through Hartford, did meet us and took us by car to Lazar Shulman’s home.  We were all happy to arrive after dreaming about and planning the trip for over 10 years.


