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ONCE UPON A TIME, BIROBIDJAN...

Joélle Perelberg

hen Olga arrived from her native
Birobidjan to St Petersburg to

. continue her studies in lyrics in

the cultural capital of Russia, the other stu-
dents asked her: « so you are jewish? you

speak yiddish? »...

Not at all.

As the Jewish Autonomous Republic -
whose capital is Birobidjan, a creation
from Staline at the beginning of the pre-
vious century - never got more than 20%
of Jews in its population.Today stay only
3%, essentially Jews who could benefit
from the Israeli « return law » and had
some one jewish in the family, but much
less Jews according to the halakha, inhabi-
tants are essentially pure Russians. A
Jewish operetta region!

When you arrive thru the road, you are
welcomed by a giant obelisk showing from
one part to the other the Birobidjan name
in cyrillic and yiddish characters.

When you arrive thru the railway station
there is a monumental menorah in front.

So any traveler thinks he arrives « in ano-
ther world ».

Another world imagined by the Party since
1917...

With the idea to give a land to the « Jewish
nation », the leaders of the People’s Com-
missariat of Defense imagined to dedicate
that far-east piece of land to the jewish co-

lonisation. A desert land, almost inhabited,
with harsh climate, at the frontier with
Manchuria, occupied at that time by the
Japanese.

It was supposed to make the unproductive
Jews become farmers, they would speak
yiddish, a language to keep them far from
religious hebrew, yiddish would be the of-
ficial language and taught in schools.

The JAR was officially created in 1934,
followed by the colonisation time with an
active propaganda offering free travel, lod-
ging and plans to develop the region. Im-
migrants and significative help came from
the States and Argentina as well... But a
high proportion of immigrants went away
as quickly as they had come...

One has fun reading the street names both
in russian and yiddish on the blue plates,
and signs on the shops show with cyrillic
characters looking hebraic.

Beside, Birobidjan has the typical tired
look of the soviet middle towns, with aus-
tere buildings, wide avenues embellished
with green spaces but sidewalks knock-
outs. The traveler is somewhat surprised to
see so many cars with right direction dri-
ving, but you will learn that many Birobid-
janers, as well as many Russians, buy used
cars to their Japanese or Corean neighbors,
countries driving left side. So you won’t
be surprised to learn the JAR asked the
Central Power in Moscow to change that
and allow they also drive left...

Downtown revolves around the Shalom
Aleikhem square, very pretty with its flo-
wer beds, colored flags and balloons, and,
of course, the monument to the master of
Yiddish literature.

At the market place Chinese sell their pro-
ducts at an incredible low rate, fruits, ve-
getables, fish, clothing and everything for
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By chance is the yiddishe Birobidjan artifi-
cial jewish???

Anyway we feel very proud of the french
klezmer band who came with us, the ar-
gentinian singer Lloica and her two french
« Mentsh » musicians, Alexis the accordio-
nist and Samuel the clarinetist.

is music and dancing. Built in 2004 with
the help of some sponsor and the Joint, one
is the synagogue’s building with at the first
floor an interesting jewish museum, the
other one has meeting rooms. But today
cooking is outside: the rabbi, born in Biro-
bidjan, who emigrated to Israel with his
parents and then came back to his native
town, explains today their muslim friends
are cooking for them a special plate on a
kind of barbecue. Under rabbinic control.
A little further stands a 1940 building hou-
sing the museum, closed on that day, but
also the Shalom Aleikhem library. Only
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