Description of Kupel, based on Harry Rosenbaum’s memoirs,

and on stories Mike Gerver heard from Esther Potashnik

By Mike Gerver


Kupel is located in Volin guberniya in the Ukraine, at 49c36ooN., 26oo30cE. The nearest town with railroad station was Volochisk, Proskurov was another nearby town.

Religious Life


According to Esther Rosen, Kupel has six shuls, one of which was big. The others, including the shul of the Ostrer hasidum, to which the Potashniks belonged, and a shoemakers’ shul and a tailors’ shul. Harry Rosenbaum, in his “Oral Autobiography”, said that there were five or six different groups of Hasidim in Kupel, including followers of rabbis from Zinkev, Oshpan and Churtkov, who “got along pretty good as long as they did not stop to argue about whose rabbi is the highest one, or the most trustworthy one.” At one point, after the Zinkever rebbe, Rabbi Chaim, passed away, the Zinkever

Hasidim divided into two fractions, one following Rabbi Chaim’s older son Pinkusul and the other following his younger son Moshele.


Esther Rosen remarked that there were many things that rabbis in America said to do or not to do that were never heard of in Kupel, but there were also things in Kupel that no one said in America. As an example of the latter, Esther’s mother said that one should never cut hair or water plants on Thursday, because they would then start growing on Shabbos.

Economy


Many of the Jews in Kupel made their living by buying grain or other produce, as well as livestock and fowl, from Ukrainian peasants, who would come to Kupel from the surrounding villages every Tuesday, which was the market day. The Jews would then sell these goods in larger cities. Other Jews had grocery stores or dry goods stores; they would buy goods from wholesalers in Proskurov. Others were tailors or shoemakers, or other artisans. The tailors would get orders from the wealthy landowners, as well as from the local people. (From Harry Rosenbaum “Oral History”).

Social Status


Although no one in Kupel was very wealthy, the most well off were the owners of dry goods stores, who sold cloth by the yard. Lamb’s wool was especially priced. Other storeowners and merchants were also considered middle class. Tailors and shoemakers were less well educated  in Talmud and other Jewish subjects (according to Harry Rosenbaum), and were therefore looked down upon. Esther Rosen’s parents

Would strongly disapproved if she had gone out with a boy from the tailors’ or shoemakers’ shul. The lowest in status were the horse traders; it was assumed that they had stolen the horses they sold. A neighbor of Esther’s from Kupel, whom she knew in St. Louis, told her a story about three brothers who were horse traders in Kupel. They emigrated in America, settled in New York and St. Louis. That neighbor came into shul one day in St. Louis and was surprised to see one of these brothers on the bima. Here in America, he was respected members of the community, and an officer of the shul. They recognized each other, of course, since everyone in Kupel knew everyone else. The former horse trader explained that his children and his brother’s children were lawyers, doctors, etc., and he begged Esther’s neighbor not to breathe a word about the fact that they had been horse traders in Europe.

