- Soviet Jews: latest eye-witness report

An interview with Chaim Suller, who recently

returned from a visit in the USSR

E looked forward with some
excitement to an interview we
had arranged with Chaim Suller,
general manager of the Morning
Freiheit. On July 16 he had returned
from a four and a half weeks visit to
the Soviet Union and had spoken to
a number of Yiddish writers there.
Suller interrupted his busy work
schedule to answer questions for us.
“How did you happen to go to
the Soviet Union?” we began.

“I went to the Soviet Union,”
answered Suller, “to visit my family
in Leningrad—two brothers, a sister
and other relatives. However, as one
who has for many years been con-
nected with Jewish culture in the

~ United States, I was greatly con-
cerned with what had happened to
Jewish culture and Jewish writers
in the Soviet Union.

“After my arrival there, I decided
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not so much to try to dig into what
had happened or how, but more to
find out what is happening now. I
wanted to learn about the possibil-
ities for the revival of Jewish culture
in all its forms. So I found out what
I could in Leningrad and Moscow.”
Whom did Suller talk to in the
Soviet Union? There were, of course,
in addition to his relatives, the many
Jews and Russians that he collared
for discussion on every possible oc-
casion. He talked to two leading
Russian journalists who had been
members of the delegation of Soviet
journalists to the United States last
year. One was Ivan Berezhkov, an
editor of New Times; the other was
Boris Izakov, who is Jewish, an edi-
tor of the Soviet International Affairs
and translator of Hemingway’s Old
Man of the Sea, which just appeared
in Moscow. Suller also had a talk
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with Alexei Surkov, general secretary
of the Union of Soviet Writers.

Meeting with Yiddish Writers

Most exciting of all, Surkov had
arranged for Suller to meet with 15
Soviet Yiddish writers in the rooms
of the Union of Soviet Writers, It
is likely that this is the frst such
meeting with a foreign visitor in the
past eight years. Among these writ-
ers were Shmuel Halkin, Rokhel
Boimvol, Noakh Lurye, Aron Ver-
gelis, Z. Telesin and others.

The Soviet Yiddish writers were
no less interested in getting infor-
mation on Jewish cultural develop-
ments in the United States than Sul-
ler was in plans for the upbuilding
of Soviet Jewish culture. They told
Suller of the projects being worked
out by the Union of Soviet Writers,
The following are planned:

L. Establishment of a Yiddish
publishing house;

2. Opening of a Yiddish theater,
which would begin as a travelling
companyy;

3. Publication of a Yiddish liter-
&y newspaper to appear three times
a week;

4. Publication of a bimonthly liter-
ary journal;

5. Arrangement of a national con-
ference of Yiddish writers and cul-
tural workers of the Soviet Union,

.But Suller added a word of cau-
tion. “Thege projects should not be
._tﬂllﬂen as a final blueprint. Not every-
 thing may be carried out just as
Planned. Some plans may be carried
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out sooner or later
Some may be changed, other activ-
11519..‘-‘ not mentione may  develop
The reason for these I‘(;!S(;r\-’aﬁgl;q; l..,
that many technical problems }.w
the Soviet Writers Union in ti\e ‘e\c-
ecution of these plans, It i ll{.tcé;;-
sary to re-create the Jewish cultur;al
apparatus, to find buildings for thea-
ters, to get Yiddish ]inotype, equip-
ment and such things. There
are plenty of talented Yiddish actors,
but not enough talented -
tors.”

Suller obtained a list of 71 Yid-
dish fiction writers, poets, critics,
dramatists and literary scholars who
are busy preparing works. for pub-
lication (see hox on page 7).

Th_e poet Shmuel Halkin told Sul-
ler: “Give our hearty greetings to
Yiddish writers, cultural workers
and readers in other lands. Tell them
that we are engaged in creating
large works and that from a lapsed
literature will come great literature
[in Yiddish, “fun ois literatur vet
veren grois literature™ ] tell them that
we were Soviet Yiddish writers and
remain Soviet Yiddish writers”

than expected,

direc-

. Jews not Completely Integrated

The Yiddish writers gave Suller
some  general information about
Jews in the Soviet Union. “They told
me,” said Suller, “that Jews are
represented in all phases of heavy
industry. Jews also work in agricul-
ture. In the Crimea, for instance,
there are 5-6,000 Jewish families on
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80 collective farms, some in mixed
Russian-Jewish farms, some in all-
Jewish farms.”

We asked Suller how far the Jews
had been integrated into Soviet life.
“According to the Yiddish writers,”
he replied, “the Jewish people as a
whole are not yet completely inte-
grated linguistically with the rest of
the population. While the integra-
tion has gone far in large cities like
Moscow and Leningrad, this is not
so in many communities of the So-
viet Union. Integration is even less
advanced in the newly-acquired re-
gions such as Bukovina, Bessarabia
and parts of western White Russia
and the Western Ukraine.”

Problem of Anti-Semitism

We asked Suller if any evidence
of anti-Semitism had come to his at-
tention. “I did not see any evidence
of anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union
today. However, Jews whom I met
gave me the impression that they
were still afraid of the consequences
of what had happened to Jews and
others prior to Stalin’s death. Some
Jews are still cautious about their
relations with foreigners because of
the cold war atmosphere of post-
war years. During my short stay I
observed a lessening of these fears.
But I cannot say that this fear has
entirely disappeared.”

Why are they afraid, we asked?
“I discussed this with a number of
Jews. Until about 1942, they said,
the Jews of the Soviet Union knew
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no fear, did not experience anti-}

Semitism, were never made to fee]
different from anyone else. One Jew
said to me, ‘We lived in a paradise
(Gan-Eden). If it were not for what
happened in the following years, ay
even greater number of Jews would
have been integrated and lost thei
Jewishness than is the case now. ”
In his talk with one Yiddish writer
in Moscow, Suller said that he learn.
ed that “All those who participateq
in the framing up of innocent Jews
and others have been investigated,
tried and punished in accordance
with the severity of their crimes. Byt
many Soviet citizens who were
poisoned but did not commit any
anti-Semitic acts remain in thej
posts. They need to be re-educated
But now they fear to show their anti.
Semitism. I learned from some Jews
that they had been promoted to
higher posts which, they said, would!
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can showed me that fear among
ews and others in the Soviet Union
today is disappearing.”

A Statement on Anti-Semitism

We reminded Suller that many
progressives, both Jews and non-

not have happened a few years ago.

“I want to emphasize, though, that
even during the worst period—thif
was about the time of the Moscow
doctors” case—the repression was ngk
aimed solely against Jews E[_

was one of the weapons of repr"
sion. Nor were the Jews the onlf
people whose culture was affectdd
by the repression. Surkov told
that the percentage of Russian
tural leaders unjustly executed
exiled was even greater than amoil
Jews. Yet the freedom with whil
many Jews spoke to me, an Al
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Jews, here believe that the Soviet Un-
ion should issue a statement about
the fate of Jews through the recent
period. Had he learned if any such
statement would be issued? “In spite
of the fact that there is no overt
anti-Semitism today,” Suller replied,
“Soviet Jews would like to be as-
.sured that there would be no repeti-
tion, that those who harbor anti-

H Semitic feelings would never be
of 8ven any opportunity ever to ex-

press this in any shape or form.
They would therefore like to have
S€ government issue a forthright
';'_.:ﬂtement' that anti-Semitism would
0t be tolerated in the Soviet Union
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and would be punished severely.
They would like to see statements
from Soviet leaders in the govern-
ment like those issued by Gorky and
Lenin in their day.

“1 was assured by Soviet personal-
ities that a statement on anti-Semit-
ism would be forthcoming in the
near future.”

“However, I have no information
whatever on the prospects of a gen-
eral statement from Soviet leaders
on repressions against Jewish cul-
tural leaders.”

As we ended the interview, Suller
gave ‘me his overall impression of
the Soviet people after his visit,
“Life in the Soviet Union in all
respects seemed to me to show an
increase of freedom of expression
and improvements in economic con-
ditions. These were taking place
even while I was there. My final im-
pression was that the Soviet people
are busy and happy.”






