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Displaced persons in World War |l
Finding refuge in Central Asia

Benzion D. Yehoshua

After the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1992, | responded to the
appeal of 'Nativ' and set out to help Jews and immigrate them to
Israel (1992-1994). Under fire, we rescued the Jews of Dushanbe
in Tajikistan, we had the privilege of establishing cultural centers
where thousands studied Hebrew in studios, we trained engineers
to work in Israel and above all we met the Jews who had been cut
off from their Judaism for 70 years and held events for them
throughout the year. According to Shim Shroti, there were about
100,000 Jews in Tashkent, of which about 20,000 were
Bukharians. | gave my impressions in my book 'Ok Yul - A Journey
in Central Asia', published by the Ministry of Defense.

Jews and Muslims helped the displaced

In the years 1941-1943, waves of displaced persons from the
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe sought refuge in Central Asia
during World War |l or were deported from territories invaded by
the Germans. The days of World War 2 in Central Asia are
characterized as a period of both holocaust and heroism. The five
Muslim countries of Central Asia: Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, which were part of the
Soviet Union, gave shelter to the displaced from the Nazi hordes
advancing eastward. Between 1941 and 1943, hundreds of
thousands of displaced people, fleeing the terror of war and the
total extermination perpetrated by the Nazis and their followers,
poured into Muslim Central Asia. Hungry for bread, the IDPs broke
their hunger with hot, fragrant and crispy 'lafioshkots’, which were
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served to them by the Bukhari Jews and by the Muslim residents
who welcomed the IDPs with kindness, even though their means
were meager. Many of the displaced were Jews, who fled from
Russia, Ukraine, Poland, the Baltic states and more. They believed
that the Nazis would not reach the East. Indeed, the Battle of
Stalingrad (November 1942 - February 1943) changed the
intentions of the Nazis. Their arrowhead reached the Caucasus
and even enjoyed the cooperation of the peoples of the region.
The goal set by the Nazis was the conquest of the Caucasus and
entry into the Arab Middle East, which sympathized with the Nazis
and enjoyed their support during and after the Great Revolt. The
Nazis wanted to team up on the land of Israel with Rommel's
forces coming from North Africa. The two systems at El Alamein
and Stalingrad were the turning points in World War I1.

Jewish refugees from Poland fleeing to the Soviet occupied
territory, 1939

Jewish doctors helped in the war - the Soviets, whose heavy
industry was constantly attacked by German planes, believed that
the worst would not come to Central Asia. They transferred heavy
industry to Tashkent and other cities in Central Asia, including the
food industry and the weapons and aircraft industries. Ambulance
trains brought thousands of wounded from the battlefields who
were treated in Tashkent hospitals. Jewish and non-Jewish doctors
gave salve here to those injured in body and mind. To this day, you
can see in the courtyards of the hospitals that operated during the
war, monuments dedicated to great doctors during the war, most of
whom were Jewish.

The Heroine from Stalingrad - One Saturday | was invited to
Hamin Bukhari ('Oshi-y Sabo - "Tomorrow's Food') in Tashkent at
the home of a children's author Bukhari. The house was poor and
poverty cried out from all its corners. In the house was the good
smell of the Bukhari chowder. A thin woman about 70 years old
entered the room. Her face is as shapely as a Greek statue. Her
eyes are deep and fiery. Her thin lips in a toothless mouth. Her
silver hair is pulled over her forehead in a huge ponytail. The
rigidity of man and fate was a drag on her. | felt that there is
something noble in this face despite this poverty and misery. |
noticed on her dress Soviet badges of honor attached with a safety
pin. To my puzzled look, the daughter explained: "My mother is a
heroine of the Soviet Union. She won the battle of Stalingrad for
saving human lives under infernal fire." The daughter explained
that her mother is a surgeon and she performed head surgeries in
the midst of the battles in Stalingrad. "At the end of the war she
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was invited to the Kremlin and in a magnificent ceremony she was
awarded the badge. 40 years after the war she was still working as
a head surgeon in a government hospital in Tashkent and today
she lives on a monthly pension of about 4.5 dollars per month,"
explained her daughter.

Shah Mahmudov - the Uzbek 'Janush Korcek'. A Muslim Uzbek
blacksmith was considered 'the Uzbek Janusz Korcek'. His mercy
and his wife's mercy were poured out on the unfortunate children
who lost their parents and lost their way. They gathered
abandoned children into their home, regardless of religion or
nationality, educated them, taught them a trade and fed them even
though they themselves were orphans. A few years ago, a large
bronze monument was placed in Tashkent, showing scenes from
the voluntary work of Shah Mahmudov and his wife.

The blacksmith Shah Mahmudov (‘Janush Korcek the Uzbek') and
his wife adopted the orphaned displaced children, fed them and
taught them a trade. The statue is placed at the southern entrance
to Tashkent

Death chased the displaced people in Central Asia as well - the
cold, hunger, epidemics and the lack of preventive medicine also
left thousands dead in the countries of refuge. The cemeteries
were filled with graves, on which the names of the deceased were
not even indicated in the urgency of the hour. Improvised
cemeteries also filled whole areas, mainly the graves of babies
and children who were exposed to diseases and epidemics without
means of vaccination, proper housing, nutrition and adequate
clothing in the intense cold. During my visits to these cemeteries, |
noticed the graves defaced by anti-Semitic thugs decades ago and
no one has since risen to repair their tombstones. In some of these
cemeteries, abandonment prevails, and over the years Provoslavic
cemeteries have invaded the Ashkenazi Jewish cemetery. At the
end of the war, many of the displaced returned to Ukraine or
Poland, from where they immigrated to Israel, but many thousands
preferred to remain in the Muslim countries of the Soviet Union
until the gates were opened and the lron Curtain was lifted. The
descendants of the displaced made up about 80% of the Jews in
Tashkent and the Bukharians were only 20% of the Jewish
population. Many crossed the border through Afghanistan or Iran
and from there arrived in Israel with or without certificates. The life
expectancy of those who survived in Central Asia was low. The
tombstones in the post-war cemeteries indicate that life
expectancy in most cases did not exceed the ages of 40-50 years.
Only a few reached the age of 60. Volodya Sharipov, my Uzbek
driver, pointed to a hill in the Fergana Valley in Uzbekistan and told
me: 'A large displaced persons camp of Jews stood here during
the war. Over 500 Jews are buried on the outskirts of the camp.
Makeshift cemeteries are scattered in every corner of Central Asia,
where there were displaced persons camps. Later, on one
cemetery they built a hospital and on another cemetery they built a
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factory for the production of beer. It seems that there is nothing
tragic about the fact that displaced persons flee for their lives from
the Nazi conscriptions and arrive in Central Asia as helpless
refugees to save their lives and the lives of their children and start
a new life, and it is in the city of refuge that they find their death.
More than one daughter who married a Muslim, Russian or
Ukrainian, guaranteed life for the entire family, which was given
shelter and food. Although Jews and Muslims in Central Asia did
their best to help the displaced, thousands of them, mostly
children, died of hunger, cold, disease and epidemics. The
deceased were buried according to their worldview in cemeteries
of the Communist Party, or in atheist urban cemeteries, in
Provoslav cemeteries, in an Ashkenazi cemetery or in a makeshift
cemetery adjacent to the displaced persons camps. In some of the
cities they were buried in special plots in Bukhari cemeteries. The
displaced and the displaced, who found refuge in Central Asia,
were forced to fight a war of survival. Very quickly many of them
assimilated into the atheistic-communist Russian society and a
minority into the local Muslim society. The process of assimilation
allowed them to acquire a higher education and obtain senior
positions in the army, police, KGB, prosecutor's office, medicine,
engineering, industry, theater, music and opera. Their contribution
to society as a whole was enormous.

Young Jews fought bravely and their burial place is unknown - we
know little about the heroic stories of the young Bukharian Jews,
who were recruited into the Red Army and fought on all fronts until
the fall of Berlin. Thousands of young Bukharians were killed as
soldiers in the Red Army, whose ranks fought heroically on all
fronts - Leningrad, Stalingrad, Ukraine, Poland, and even in the
battles for Berlin. Those who returned alive or were captured more
than once found their death in the Soviet Gulag. He was accused
by Stalin that the very fact that he was alive was proof that he had
not fought properly. In every Jewish cemetery, a commemorative
plot was dedicated with the names of the boys who fell. In the past,
a torch of fire stood here, a candle always. Since World War 2 and
the loss of sons on the European fronts, the parents' tombstones
also bear the image of the fallen sons. On the 9th of Av, the whole
community and their sons go to the graves of their ancestors with
a broom of twigs, a bucket and a bouquet of flowers. They brush
the graves and their surroundings, place a bouquet of flowers and
only then mourn next to the grave. Those who know a verse or a
fragment of a verse say Ashlat and Kaddish. The Bukhara Jews
mourned not only the destruction of the Temple but mainly the
destruction of their family. Many of these young men served as
officers and fighters and were awarded heroes' badges of honor,
like some of Dushanbe's sons in Tajikistan - Major Michael
Abdurakhmanov, Uriel Abrahamov, Amnon Bangaev, Gabriel
Dunyalov, Rapuel Dunyalov, Shumiel Kuhanov, Zeev Michalov,
Hananio Pozailov, Mikhail Tuchik and many many others. These
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stories of heroism have not yet been published. Only a small
handful of madmen to speak, novices who have returned from the
killing fields, are trying in their old age to recreate the amazing
stories of heroism and the names of the fallen. They have little
success in the remote corners of their lives. Boris Yitzhakov, who
lives in Dushanbe, devoted decades to collecting stories of
heroism which he told in Tajik in his book 'Daliron', published in
1991 in Dushanbe and there are no readers. What a shame, that
'Yad Vashem' does not dedicate enough to the commemoration of
Jewish heroism within the Red Army and other armies during
World War Il.

Jews from Tashkent return to their home in Eastern Europe at the
end of the war, 1946

Besides the Bukharian Jews, there were also quite a few
Ashkenazi Jews who immigrated here during the tsarist period. In
the census taken in 1939 (before the immigration waves of the
displaced) there were 50,800 Jews in Uzbekistan, and only 21,000
of them were Bukhari Jews. All the rest were Ashkenazim who
came to Central Asia mainly during the tsarist period. Masses of
Ashkenazim arrived in Central Asia between 1941-1943 and at the
end of the war Polish expatriates returned to their country and
immigrated to Israel from there. In 1959, nearly 100,000 Jews
were found in Uzbekistan, most of whom were Ashkenazi. In 1989,
a total of 36,568 Bukhari Jews were found in Central Asia as a
whole. According to other estimates, 40-45 thousand Bukhari lived
in the said area and another 60,000 Ashkenazim. Since then most
of them immigrated to Israel or immigrated to other countries,
mainly to the United States. Today there are few left in the area.
The rate of mixed marriages among the Buchars in the region was
in 1926 - 0% and in 1962 it reached

The rate of mixed marriages among the Buchars in the region was
in 1926 - 0% and in 1962 it reached 7.7%. On the other hand,
among the Ashkenazi the assimilation was greater - in 1926 the
rate of assimilation reached 19.2% and in 1962 it reached 33.7% -
a rate similar to the level of assimilation among the rest of the
Jews of the former Soviet Union. In the 1959 census, 19,300
Bukhari Jews declared that the Tajik-dewish dialect was their
mother tongue, meaning that two-thirds still maintained their
uniqueness. At that time only 20% - mostly old people - in the rest
of the Soviet Union stated that their mother tongue was Yiddish.

After 70 years of Communism and disconnection from Judaism,
the displaced people and their descendants were brought to the
first Passover table (1992). Photographer: Ben-Zion Yehoshua

A Jewish youth from the descendants of the displaced learns
Hebrew in preparation for his immigration to Israel (1993).
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In the center: the late teacher Tikva Yehoshua. Photographed by
Ben-Zion Yehoshua

The descendants of the displaced hear for the first time from the
author about life in the State of Israel (1992). From the Ben-Zion
Yehoshua collection

Muslims who became properly Jews - the phone rang again and
stubbornly. On the other side of the line was Volodya Sharipov, the
Muslim Lada driver who worked at the Israeli cultural center that |
managed between 1992-1994 as part of my mission in the Muslim
countries of the former Soviet Union. | arrived in the region shortly
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the independence of
the countries that were part of it. We established studios and
centers for professional training throughout Central Asia to make it
easier for thousands of Jews to be absorbed in Israel. For the first
time, many of the Jews of Tashkent became familiar with the Israeli
holidays and converted to the Pesach order. At the same time, we
were tasked with rescuing Jews whose lives were in danger.

"My grandmother is dead. | want you to come quickly," Volodya
sobbed on the phone. What about me and the Muslim
grandmother of the driver Sharifov? Why does he insist that | come
to his grandmother's house in the Muslim neighborhood? Despite
the questions that bothered me, | asked one of the drivers to drive
me to Volodya's Muslim grandmother's house. On the way to the
Muslim neighborhood | ponder the family name of 'Sharifov', which
indicates a privileged Muslim family, which probably originates
from 'Bukhara-y Sharif - the noble Bukhara. It is true that
Volodya's facial features and bright appearance are more Slavic
than Uzbek, but in the city of Tashkent, which has over a hundred
different nationalities intermarrying, anything is possible. We finally
arrived at Sharipov's grandmother's house. The area around the
house is full of different peoples - Uzbeks, Tajiks, Tatars, Russians
and Ukrainians. Not a single Jew. Volodya came up to me and
hugged me in his strong arms and kissed my cheek with
comforting kisses. His mother Yana Sharipov also hugged and
kissed me and said: "Thank you for coming. We had a big problem
and you will surely know how to solve it." | did not understand how
| could assist in a Muslim funeral. Volodya led me inside the
house. In an open coffin lay his grandmother, wearing a nice velvet
dress, her hair combed in the style of the 1930s, her eyes closed
and her face made up, her lips smeared with red lipstick, her nails
manicured with varnish. Her daughter Yana was sitting next to the
deceased. Her skin is light and her eyes are slanted - a Slavic
combination with Uzbek characteristics. She did not stop caressing
her dead mother's face and from time to time came back and
squeezed my hand.

"And Ludia," | say awkwardly, "what can | help you with?"
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"You see these two people near the lid of the coffin. They have
been trying since this morning to make a 'Star of David' from a
single strip of cloth, which was cut from a shroud, and fix it on the
coffin and they are not succeeding."

"Why do you as Muslims have a 'shield of David'? Nowadays it is a
Jewish symbol," | asked Volodia.

"We know it's a Jewish symbol and that's why we wanted to put a
'Protector of David' on my grandmother's coffin. My grandmother is
Jewish," Velodia tells me to my astonishment. "In 1941 she came
with her parents from Ukraine to find refuge here. She married an
Uzbek to save the family from death. My late grandfather was a
Muslim who took care of our economy during the war. My
grandmother is a Jew born in Ukraine."

"Then," | said to Volodya, your mother Yana is also Jewish and you
and Lyodya are Jewish and do not need conversion and the gates
of the land are open to you." Yana and Volodya suddenly
discovered their Jewishness and were surprised.

"It is not possible to build a 'David shield' from one strip of cloth," |
told the two Uzbeks. | took a pair of scissors and cut the strip of
cloth in the hand into two strips of equal size and in less than a
minute | built two triangles that were for the 'Magan David'.

"A Yiddish from mother. Groisen Yichus" - "In her will, grandmother
asked to be buried in the Jewish cemetery, not far from her
mother's grave, she left a few meters of cotton fabric and asked
that it be used as a shroud. We don't know how to make shrouds,
so we lined her coffin with cotton fabric so that she would be
comfortable In the grave," says Volodya. Yana caresses the
forehead of the deceased, bursts into tears and says two or three
words in Yiddish, which she remembers from her childhood, words
she heard from her mother and grandmother: "Ma'am. A Yiddish'a
ma'am. Groisen Yichus," she says with a heavy Russian accent.
She repeated the words as if they were a mantra for her mother's
soul."

| don't know if it's just a coincidence. Heavy rain fell from the sky.
The motorcade made its way to the Ashkenazi cemetery of
Tashkent. Two Tatar laborers were still digging the grave pit in the
yellowish mud. The workers in high boots were smeared with mud.
Every ten minutes they took the coffin and tried unsuccessfully to
push it into the grave pit. The closet was still a few inches bigger.
The mud completely covered the coffin. My 'David shield' looks
extremely poor. The rain poured down to the ground, the workers
in boots continued to wallow in the mud and conduct experiments.
In my youth, | heard about grave knocking. Here my eyes see it.
Half an hour of trial and error passed, until the coffin found its
place in the hay pit. The workers covered the coffin with piles of
dirt and mud. The audience that was hiding under large black
umbrellas did not utter a word until that moment when the coffin
arrived for eternal rest. Only then did they place bouquets of
flowers one by one on the grave.
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Benevolence of truth - an undertaker at the time of Mitzvah - the
sky calmed down for a brief moment. There was thunderous
silence all around. | am facing a special phenomenon - a Jewish
woman, who was displaced from her home in Ukraine during the
Holocaust. To save her family, she married a Muslim Uzbek to give
life to her family and she asks in her will to be buried in an Israeli
grave. | cannot let this event pass me by without giving it some
Jewish stamp. | approached the grave

. The non-Jewish crowd surrounded me and the grave in a circle. |
didn't know what to say and yet | opened and recited in Hebrew
'‘Eshet Ha'ill', which | usually say at the Shabbat night meal. | said
'Kaddish' and my voice echoed among the hundreds of
tombstones. | felt that the hundreds of Jewish martyrs buried in
this cemetery answered 'Amen' after me. | said 'l will lie down to a
woman' as | usually say every time | go to my mother's grave,
peace be upon her. The audience didn't understand a word, but
the cemetery tunes that came out of the realms of grief moved
them. The sky was back and it was drizzling. In my modest
Russian | opened and said: "Druze ranks...dear friends...I don't
know if it's the hand of chance or not. Today is May 9. The day of
victory over Nazi Germany. The heavens are now weeping for the
death of a Jewish woman for whom the war ended only today. Her
parents and her parents lived as Jews and she also wanted to die
as a Jewess. | had the privilege of bringing her to the burial as a
Jewess and saying 'Kaddish' and 'Esharah' over her soul. Heaven
mourns not only her death but also the Jewish fate on this earth."
Yana Volodya Sharipov hugged me warmly. Yana said: "My mother
said: All these years | lived here as a non-Jew. Inside | felt the
beating of my Jewish heart. | want to die and be buried as a Jew...
You brought our mother to be buried as a Jew today...". A shiver
gripped my body. The sky that returned was filled with flashes of
lightning and in their wake came the thunder, which rolled like
cannon fire on the front of World War |l. Sights and sounds of war
accompanied a Jew to eternal rest. Here the war is not over yet.
Suddenly there was silence and the rain stopped. The Sharifov
family immigrated to Israel.



