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The Jews in Laivia

Gaon of Rogatchov alse occupied a rabbinical seat there for halfl a century,
There was never any dispule in Dvinsk between Hassidim and Milnagdim;
the only diflerence lying in a few synapoguc usages and details of prayers
recited by Lhe respective groups. ‘They lived together without any barrlers
belween them The Gaon Rabbi Meir Simba was the rabbi of the Mitnag-
dim. while Rabhi Joseph Rosen Ihe Gann of Rogalchov was Lhe rabbi of
the Hassidim. They were vastly different in their lemperaments, way of
fiving and spiritual worlds, but they were very close in their greal scholar-
ship and spiritual authority,

Rabbi Mcir Stmha was regally (all and ercet, honoured and respecled
by all whe saw him. He was friendly, easy-going. spoke carefully and was
weleomed and venerated by al), including every non-Jewish commuvnily in
the cily withoul exception The Iatter belicved Lhet the Rabbi had some
magical powers T remember 2 Nood wher the Dvina overflowed ils banks
and threatened to Nood the city Genliles and Jews alike swore by all that
was holy o them that thcy saw Rcb Mcir Simha mount the embankment,
gaze at lhe swirling waters for a moment, murmur something very quielly
and — the walers wilhdrew and (he danger passed

He had becn & merchan! in his youll, and so he knew how o smoothe
differcnces over since he was familiar with the problems of daily life.

On the other hand the spirilval leader of the Rassidim, the Gaon of
Rogachoy, was shorl and nimble wilh a finc ascelic face and a head covered
wilh while curls down to his shoulders, who lefl an unforgettable impression
on 4ll who saw him. He remained secluded and all his aclivitics had somc-
thing in common with his works, as represcnted by e best known one,
“Tsafensl Paaneah (Decipherer ol Hidden Things) The great Hebrew
poet Hayyim Nahman Bialik spent some time with him and said laler:
“From the brain of the Rogachover it would be possible to make iwo
Finsleins ‘There is an incomparable umiqueness aboul him and he must
be regarded as a greal spiritual assel of the Jewish People IF his erudition
and knowledge could be sysicmatically and scientifically exploiled our cul-
ture would enriched by dozens of valuable creative works, T it were pos-
sible o draw upan the Talmudical resources in his brain it would be pos-
stble 1o create a comprehensive culwre

That was what Bialik safd after one hour’s conversation. Tndeed, Dvinsk
was privileged to have preat scholars of the ape dwelling in its midsi,
The Synagoguer of the City

The Jews of Dvinsk were not extremists in their faith and religions
praclice like certain sections of Polish Jewry, and were most assuredly
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wotlds apart [rom such groups as those of Mea Shearim in Jerusalern At
the samc time most of them were traditionalists and chwervantly fuliiled
commamiments without wearing unusval clothing They did not wear either
Shireimel (fur head-pieces) or Kapore (long rebes), although syhagopues
and prayer-proups were plentifvl and were always full of persons recling
their prayers. The “Chor-Shul™ in Pelrograd Street in the centre of the
city was a nragnificent fofty building with a splendid internal stescture Tt
attracied many people who wished (o hear Lhe Cantor and the Bne choir
This was the centre for the mare “secnbarist’” helisvers.

IF a famous cintor came to Dvinsk he would be heard in the Chor-
Shul. where he would have to pass e exacling slandards of the local
experls On the other hand the “Planover Minvan™ (Plansy Quonim) where
the Rogatchover Gaon prayed. attracted scores and hundreds of persons,
who repealed their prayers in rotalion every day from before dawn wntil
noon, The building was always full of those whe prayed, nne praser quorum
cding and anolher beginning

Similarly the “Koholisher Bel-Iamidsash™ (The Congrepalional Fiouse
of Study) was the spol where Rebh Meft Similia chose 0 pray, Here every-
thing was quiet and reserved There were fewer people and prayers were
more restrained Rabbi Meir Simla prayed lengthily, and the congregalion
would wail with awe and respect until Ae completed the “Tighlesn Hless-
ings" and took the traditional threc steps backward: cntircly unlike the
Ropachover Gaon who would be the first to complete his prayers and
would then hasten hack to the orah on which he meditaled by day and
night.

Those were the most arislocratic centres of prayer in the city In addition
there were dozens of prayer proups. such as that of (he Buichers. the
Taftors® Synagogue, the Thers” Minyvan, the Green Svnngogne, ete, ele,
alt of them crowded day by day At the High Holidays the voices would
burst forth, so thal mn the words of the Dible the peaple could sce thems;
and the whole cily was transformed into one vast prayer bursting forth
from ithe heart and sweeping cverything away in lears Such was Dwvinsk,
the City and Mother in Teruel, on weekdnys and on fedivals

Dvinsk also had a Yeshiva (Talmudical Academyt where about a
hundred lads and young men studied by day and night They had many
keen minds among them. The Yeshiva was headed by “'Der Kovner™ iThe
Man from Kovno), a fine-leatured scholar who won the liearts of his slu-
dents, The Yeshiva bere the name of the wealthy philandhropist Reb Solsc
Forviich, who maintained it al his own expensc
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