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On August 12, 2002, NCSJ
hosted a commemoration of

the 50th anniversary of the Night of
the Murdered Poets, an event of
seminal importance in the history of
Soviet Jewry.  Joshua Rubenstein,
Northeast Regional Director of Am-
nesty International and Editor of
Stalin’s Secret Pogrom: The Post-
war Inquisition of the Jewish Anti-
Fascist Committee, provided histor-
ical context to the night on which 13
prominent Yiddish poets and writers
were secretly executed on Stalin’s
orders.

In a message to NCSJ, President
George W. Bush stressed that “as we
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NCSJ Commemorates the Night of
the Murdered Poets

NCSJ Community Services
Visit to the Baltic States

At Vilnius Holocaust Conference (l.-r.): Emanuel
Zingeris, Chairman of the International
Commmission for the Evaluation of the Crimes of
the Nazi and Soviet Occupation Regimes in
Lithuania; Lesley Weiss, NCSJ Director of
Community Services and Cultural Relations;
NCSJ Treasurer and Community Services Chair
Dr. Judy Wolf; B’nai B’rith International Executive
Vice President Daniel S. Mariaschin

(l.-r.) Joshua Rubenstein,
Amnesty International
Northeast Regional Director;
Vladimir Talmy, son of Aug.
12 victim Leon Talmy;
Harold Paul Luks, NCSJ
Chairman (holding NCSJ’s
commemorative book);
Lesley Israel, NCSJ
Secretary; Mark Levin, NCSJ
Executive Director;  Russian
Ambassador Yuri Ushakov

confront the challenges of a new era,
this important piece of history reminds
us that we must be vigilant as we work
for a future of freedom, tolerance, and
peace.”

In his welcoming remarks, NCSJ
Chairman Harold Paul Luks conveyed
the President’s message and pre-
sented Russian Ambassador Yuri V.
Ushakov with a commemorative edi-
tion of poems composed by some of
the 1952 victims. Following Mr.
Rubenstein’s historical brief, NCSJ
Secretary Lesley Israel and NCSJ Ex-
ecutive Director Mark B. Levin each
read excerpts from the book, which
was first published by NCSJ in 1972.
Vladimir Talmy, whose father Leon
Talmy was among the victims, also at-
tended the commemoration, along
with diplomats, U.S. officials, media,
representatives from non-governmen-
tal and Jewish organizations, and com-
munity members.

Mr. Rubenstein’s presentation
described the executions as a

culmination of the two major forces
shaping Soviet Jewish history:  World
War II, and the creation of the State
of Israel. The Jewish Anti-Fascist Com-
mittee, of which the victims were
members, was created in 1942 as a
propaganda tool for the Soviet role in
World War II.  Jewish luminaries and
loyal Communists, such as poet Itzik

Dr. Judith Wolf and Lesley
Weiss visited Lithuania,

Latvia and Estonia in September.
Dr. Wolf is NCSJ Treasurer and
Chair of Community Services, and
Lesley Weiss is NCSJ Director of
Community Services and Cultural
Affairs. Their meetings focused
on the rebuilding of Jewish com-
munity life, the history of the Ho-
locaust in the Baltics, and the sta-
tus of Jewish community relations
with Baltic governments and so-
cieties.

The Baltic states are in the pro-
cess of applying for membership
in NATO and the European Union,
with good prospects for accession
to both.  In the decade since in-
dependence, their economies
have grown, tou rism has in-
creased, and democracy has taken
root. The Jewish communities, though
varying in size, have developed a
strong network of humanitarian ser-
vices and Jewish programming. The
Jewish and general populations in all
three countries live with the legacy
of Nazi and Soviet occupations, which
continues to influence the attitudes
of government and society.

LITHUANIA

In Vilnius, Judy and Lesley attended
an international conference, “Ho-

locaust in Lithuania in the Focus of
Modern History, Education and Jus-
tice,” which opened on Lithuania’s
Holocaust Remembrance Day, Sep-
tember 23. The conference brought
together scholars from Lithuania, the
United States, Israel and Europe to
discuss Holocaust research and edu-
cation. A major focus of the confer-
ence was the record of Lithuanian col-
laboration with and resistance to the
Nazis. In addition to attending a gov-
ernment-sponsored commemoration
at the Paneriai Memorial, Judy and

Lesley attended a ceremony at the
Presidential Palace, where the “Life
Saving Cross” was awarded to
Lithuanians who rescued Jews during
the Holocaust. They also met with
Simonas Alperavicius, Chairman of
the Jewish Community of Lithuania
and his staff, and representatives of
the American Jewish Joint Distribu-
tion Committee (JDC). They met with
staff of the State Vilna Gaon Jewish
Museum, as well as members of the
Partisans organization, a veterans’
organization, and an association of
former ghetto prisoners.

LATVIA

In Riga, Judy and Lesley attend
ed the 10th anniversary celebration

of Riga’s Bikur Holim hospital, the
only Jewish hospital in the Baltics or
the successor states.  They met with
Arkady Suharenko, the new Chairman
of the Riga Jewish community;
Victoria Gubatova, director of the Jew-
ish Community Center; and Chana
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Dr. Simonas Alperavicius, Chairman of the Lithuanian
Jewish Community, speaks at Lithuania’s Paneriai
Memorial on Holocaust Remembrance Day,
September 23

Community Services Trip to the Baltics, cont’d

Holocaust Education in Ukraine

Judy Wolf and Lesley Weiss with Latvian Jewish
Community Chairman Arkady Suharenko, in Riga

Finkelstein, who directs welfare services for
the elderly.  They also met with Ambassador
Avraham Benjamin, Israeli Ambassador to the
Baltics, visited the Holocaust memorial sites
at the Rumbula and Bierkernieki forests, and
visited the Riga synagogue.  Discussions fo-
cused on further development of the hospital
with private and state assistance, and program
ideas for Jewish community development. Judy
and Lesley also assessed the growing prob-
lem of homelessness among the elderly in
Riga.

ESTONIA

In Tallinn, Judy and Lesley met with Celja Laud,
Director of the Jewish Community Center, and

with JDC representatives. They visited the Jew-
ish Day School, the synagogue and the Jewish
Community Center, and were accompanied by
an Israeli NATIV teacher on their visit to the
Klooga Memorial.  Educating the general public
about the Holocaust was identified as one of the
pressing needs in the community.

For a full trip report, please visit www.ncsj.org

Continued from page 1

Agroundbreaking program to promote
 Holocaust education in Ukrainian public

schools will soon enter its third year of opera-
tion.  “Lessons of the Holocaust and Tolerance
in Ukrainian Schools,” begun in 2000 by the
Center of Jewish Education in Ukraine and the
Jewish Confederation of Ukraine, receives
funding from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the Claims Conference and is en-
dorsed and supported by the Ukrainian Min-
istry of Education.  A series of seminars tar-
get teachers from public schools, and a sepa-
rate component engages groups of students
with lectures and events on topics related to
the Holocaust in Ukraine.

Teachers’ seminars, which have been held
several times annually since 2000, each draw
about 50 teachers from schools in Kyiv and
surrounding regions.  The teachers, most non-
Jewish and many from schools in rural areas,
participate voluntarily in the series to learn

how to teach about the Holocaust in Ukraine.  Cen-
ter of Jewish Education staff observe the post-sem-
inar lessons, given to students 14-16 years old, in
public (non-Jewish) schools of the Kyiv, Kharkiv and
Sumy regions.  By the end of 2002, the program
will have involved teachers from eight of Ukraine’s
25 regions.

Separate activities for high-school and college
students focus on interethnic relations and com-

bating intolerance.  Participants have included stu-
dents from the Kyiv Mohila Academy and Interna-
tional Solomon University.  At the end of May, stu-
dents from 22 schools throughout the Kyiv region
participated in a competition of works on “My Peers
in the Holocaust.”  The students submitted papers
ranging from historical research reports to socio-
logical analyses of Ukrainian culture, then defend-
ed their theses before a committee.  The finalists
submitted their works for publication, and many of
the students made presentations before their peers

after the competition.  A preliminary roundtable and
follow-up discussions were held at the Israeli Em-
bassy.

Ukrainian public education provides students with
little background on the Holocaust and the Jewish
community.  This program begins the process of in-
tegrating these issues into history and social stud-
ies instruction in Ukrainian schools, and has already
generated momentum in those schools in which it
has been implemented.

  The teachers involved with the program are “he-
roes” according to program director Anya Yudk-
ovskaya, because in some cases they must challenge
their employers and neighbors — even their spouses
and friends — by illuminating a painful period in Ukrai-
nian history and confronting anti-Semitic attitudes.
Despite this resistance, teachers say that strong stu-
dent interest motivates them to continue teaching
the subject and that, overall, the seminars and the
lessons in schools have been very well received.

Feffer and Moscow Jewish State Theater Director
Solomon Mikhoels, traveled on high-profile missions
to the United States to promote the Soviet fight
against fascism, gathering American Jewish dona-
tions and political backing for Stalin’s war effort.
Throughout the course of the war, the Committee’s
efforts also contributed to a growing sense of Sovi-
et Jewish identity, as the Committee contributed
funds and other aid to local survivors of the Holo-
caust.

With the conclusion of war and the establish-
ment of the State of Israel, Stalin initiated a

series of secret trials, charging 15 Committee mem-
bers with treason and espionage.  Despite a lack
of evidence and over the objections of the judge,
Stalin ordered the execution of all but two of the
defendants; they were shot in the basement of
Moscow’s Lubyanka prison.  One of the defendants
fell into a coma during the trial and died several
years later in hospital.  Another, Lina Shtern, was
sentenced to internal exile.

Though Shtern was released from exile following
Stalin’s death in 1953, she refused to speak of the
trial until her death in 1968.  Some information
about the trial emerged in 1956, when Krushchev
acknowledged Stalin’s crimes, but the details were
sealed in KGB archives until after the collapse of
the Soviet Union.

The 1952 crackdown marked the end of inde-
pendent Jewish cultural life in the Soviet Union.
Meanwhile, the official policy of anti-Semitism even-
tually drove many Soviet Jews to seek emigration
to Israel, the United States and Europe during the
1970s and 1980s.

Continued from page 1

Night of the Murdered Poets, cont’d
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MOSCOW

Shai Franklin, NCSJ Director of Governmen-
tal Relations, traveled to Moscow and Berlin

in July 2002. In Moscow, he attended and ad-
dressed the founding session of the World Con-
gress of Russian-Speaking Jewry (WCRJ), and had
the opportunity to meet with a wide range of
media, community and government officials. The
WCRJ’s two-day program brought together com-
munity leaders from around the successor states,
as well as émigré activists from Israel, the United
States, Germany, and other countries with Rus-
sian-speaking Jewish communities. Other Ameri-
can Jewish representatives included Richard
Heideman, outgoing President of B’nai B’rith In-
ternational and member of NCSJ’s Executive Com-
mittee. The second stage of the assembly was
conducted in Jerusalem and focused on solidari-
ty with the State of Israel.

In addition to meeting community representa-
tives from around the former Soviet Union during
the WCRJ sessions, Shai also had the opportuni-
ty to meet numerous American and Russian com-
munity and political leaders during U.S. Ambas-
sador Alexander Vershbow’s Independence Day
reception at Spaso House (the Ambassador’s res-
idence).  These included Senate Minority Leader
Trent Lott (R-MS) and Senator Jim Bunning (R-KY).
Shai visited the Moscow studios of Radio Free Eu-
rope/Radio Liberty, where he met with journal-
ists and producers.

During his stay in Moscow, Shai also met at
length with Russian Chief Rabbi Berel Lazar and
Moscow Chief Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, corre-
spondents for American and Jewish media, polit-
ical analysts, and representatives of the Israeli
Embassy, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society
(HIAS), the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee
(JDC), and the Jewish Agency for Israel. After vis-
iting the Moscow Hillel, Shai joined Hillel Director
Eugenia Mikhaleva at the Moscow Jewish Chil-
dren’s home, where they presented a quilt that
Hillel students from across America had made dur-
ing the February 2002 Spitzer Forum in Washing-
ton, DC.

Shai joined Russian Jewish Congress President
Yevgeny Satanovsky for the graduation ceremo-
nies of the Moscow Jewish University. Later, with
Richard and Phyllis Heideman, he visited the Ho-

locaust memorial synagogue and museum in Vic-
tory Park.

OSCE-PA

After leaving Moscow, Shai attended the Parlia-
mentary Assembly of the Organization for Se-

curity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE-PA), where
he worked with members and staff of the U.S. del-
egation — and other delegations — to ensure that
addressing anti-Semitism was high on the agenda.

In addition to a resolution sponsored by the U.S.
delegation and adopted by the OSCE-PA, a sepa-
rate meeting on anti-Semitism was organized by the
German and U.S. delegations and was attended by
other delegates and diplomats, non-governmental
organizations, international media, members of the
OSCE-PA International Secretariat and OSCE-PA Sec-
retary General Spencer Oliver.

The OSCE-PA  passed a strong resolu-
tion on anti-Semitism, sponsored by Rep.
Chris Smith (R-NJ), chair of the U.S. dele-
gation, urging follow-up meetings and pro-
grams within the OSCE framework. In two
amendments introduced by Representa-
tive Benjamin Cardin (D-MD), the resolu-
tion also underscored the importance of
restitution of communal property in post-
Communist states. The U.S. delegation
and Rep. Cardin in particular were also
successful in heading off a separate res-
olution that would have prejudged the fi-
nal status of Jerusalem.

Among members of the U.S. delegation, Sen-
ator George Voinovich (R-OH) emphasized that
American society has also suffered intolerance
and anti-Semitism, and that Americans are will-
ing to work with Europeans in countering the re-
cent wave of anti-Semitism. More details of the
OSCE-PA are available online at www.ncsj.org
and www.osce.org/pa.

In May 2002, NCSJ Executive Director Mark
Levin was among the expert witnesses to tes-

tify on the escalation of anti-Semitic violence in
Europe before a Helsinki Commission hearing
that helped frame the issues addressed in Ber-
lin. In Berlin, Shai worked very closely with the
American Jewish Committee’s Berlin office and
with Russian-based non-governmental organiza-
tions. Since the Berlin session, NCSJ and part-
ner agencies have continued outreach to con-
cerned Members of Congress, to the Adminis-
tration, and to foreign governments.

BERLIN

While in Berlin, Shai attended an interna-
tional seminar marking the 60th anniver-

sary of the 1942 Wannsee Conference (the in-
famous planning meeting where Hitler’s lieuten-
ants — including Adolf Eichmann — coordinated
implementation of the “Final Solution”). The first
session was held at the Wannsee Villa itself. The
seminar, focusing on the legal and moral impli-
cations of the Wannsee Conference, was orga-
nized by the Institute on the Holocaust and the
Law at Touro Law Center in New York. Shai also
visited Berlin’s new Jewish Museum (now barri-
caded for security) and the now-closed railway
platform where most of Berlin’s Jews were de-
ported during the Holocaust.  He spent Satur-
day afternoon with community scholars and
émigré activists from across Central Europe who
had convened at the Ronald S. Lauder Founda-
tion’s Jüdisches Lehrhaus. These visits, both his-
torical and forward-looking, were an instructive
backdrop to the ongoing campaign against anti-
Semitism in contemporary Europe.

NCSJ Active at Moscow and Berlin Meetings

American attendees at the founding session of the World Congress of
Russian-Speaking Jewry, in Moscow

At the Holocaust Museum and synagogue in Moscow’s
Victory Park (l.-r.): Richard D. Heideman, outgoing B’nai
B’rith International President and NCSJ Executive
Committee member; Shai Franklin, NCSJ Director of
Governmental Relations

At the OSCE-PA meeting in Berlin (l.-r.): Shai
Franklin, holding resolution on anti-Semitism,
and Rep. Chris Smith (R-NJ)
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Since Spring 2002, local authorities across
Belarus have either ignored or dismissed

attacks on cemeteries and other Jewish in-
stitutions, and have failed to prosecute those
charged with recurrent acts of anti-Semitic
graffiti.

Vandals attacked cemeteries in Minsk,
Borisov and Vitebsk in July 2002.  Grave-
stones were overturned and destroyed in
Minsk’s Moscow and Severnoye cemeteries,
even though both cemeteries are fenced and
guarded by police.  Anti-Semitic graffiti of a
violent and threatening nature has been ap-
pearing in several Belarusian cities — most
notably Borisov, Gomel, Brest, Minsk, Pinsk,
and Grodno.  The Borisov city court immedi-
ately amnestied youths charged with the
crimes; the police fail to respond in most
cases.

 In July, the Union of Belarusian Jewish Or-
ganizations and Communities addressed
these incidents and the deeply inadequate
police response in letters to state officials.
The Union awaits a response.

These events follow similar incidents last
year and the demolition of a former Minsk
synagogue in September 2001, despite its
listing on the historical register.

NCSJ’s full report on these incidents is avail-
able online at www.ncsj.org/documents/
summer2002Belarus.pdf

Compounding the already tense situa-
 tion for Jewish groups in Belarus, in

October the legislature adopted what inter-
national observers are calling the harshest
religion law in Europe.  President Aleksandr
Lukashenko is expected to sign the law,
which would preserve the traditional legal
status of Orthodox Christianity, Catholicism
and Judaism, and impose tight restrictions
on institutions of all faiths.

Under the new law, all religious groups are
required to register with the government in
order to operate, but only those groups that
have been operating formally in Belarus for
the past 20 years and that have at least 20
Belarusian members may register.  This ef-
fectively bans all newer and Protestant faiths
and could be used to restrict activities of
local Jewish communities with few members.
Also, all religious literature is subject to gov-
ernment censorship, and foreign citizens are
banned from leading religious organizations
in Belarus.

 Jewish groups have expressed particular
concern at the prospects for synagogue res-
titution under the new religion law.

   In a positive sign for Belarusian Jews,
the Israeli government has removed its
Minsk embassy from the list of missions to
be closed as a cost-saving measure.

Save the Date

NCSJ’s Annual Board
of Governors Meeting

at
NCSJ’s New

Washington, DC,
Offices

December 3, 2002
10a.m.-2p.m.

Belarus: Recent Incidents and New
Religion Law


