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תולדות משפחת בלומשטיין – תירגום לאנגלית ע"י המשפחה בקנדה וארה"ב, עפ"י מסמכי תולדות המשפחה, ששלומית ואריה העבירו להם.
נמסר לארכיון – אפריל 2021

STORY ABOUT MOSHE BLUMSHTEIN (1910-1984)

INTRODUCTION

This story about Moshe Blumshtein shows that he made a major contribution to the worldwide kibbutz movement. It is also a story about the Bloomstone family’s experiences in Lithuania before they immigrated to Canada and later to Palestine.

The original was written in Hebrew by Moshe’s grandson Ami Sheizaf (b.1973) as a Bar Mitzvah project at Kibbutz Ein Hashofet, Israel, in 1986. That was a tribute to Ami’s grandfather, two years after Moshe had passed away. Several adults provided significant input: Moshe’s sister Pessi, his wife Malka, and Ami’s parents Arie and Shlomit Sheizaf. Special thanks to Arie Sheizaf for all his recent input and clarification. The English translation was made possible by Sarah Angrist, as well as Frank and Betty Bloomstone. Sarah and Frank are a niece and nephew of Moshe.

The separate genealogy chart in Appendix A shows the names, relationships and dates of the family members mentioned in the story. Appendix B lists estimated dates and locations of the family’s travels..

MOSHE BLUMSHTEIN

Moshe was born in 1910 in the shtetl of Keidan in Lithuania. He was the grandson of Avraham Bloomstone and the son of David Itzhak Bloomstone. The family name was also Blumshtein, mainly in Israel. Moshe’s mother, Esther Abilovitch, came from a religious and well-to-do home. Her father was a grain merchant and owned a bakery. He was a proud Jew with a well-kept beard, very religious, but not ultra Orthodox. He taught his daughters to read and write. Esther read to women in shul because most did not know how to read. She was religious but not extreme. She did want her children to be religious, but did not interfere in their lives.

Esther married David Itzhak at age 16 and had seven children; Moshe was the sixth in birth order. Her husband, David Itzhak, studied in yeshivot, probably Ponevezh and Slabodka in Lithuania. He was ordained as a rabbi, but did not want to work as a rabbi. He was progressive religiously and not strict. His studies were in Hebrew, as opposed to Yiddish. He knew world literature and Hebrew literature, Tanach and Talmud. He had an extraordinary memory. He became a teacher who was well accepted and admired by his students. He established a progressive cheder that taught Hebrew instead of Yiddish.

Moshe’s grandfather, Esther’s father, left an inheritance of a big house with a large garden. Even so, David Itzhak had to support 12 people – his seven children, his father Avraham and two of his father’s sisters -- he had to work hard to make a living. Avraham loved the children, telling them stories that he made up about the magical world of witches and ghosts, but also about good angels. The stories were scary but the good people always won.

In 1914 with the outbreak of World War !, trouble began in Lithuania. Decrees were issued to expel Jews. They were accused of espionage and so the whole family had to leave by 1915. All the Jews were loaded into cattle cars. The train was terribly crowded. The Bloomstones ended up in Mariupol, in the Ukraine on the Sea of Azov. They were housed in a synagogue with no way to make a living. Jews in Mariupol tried to help by bringing food. David Itzhak had a friend who lived close to Mariupol. She came to get them and found them an apartment, which she paid for. She also helped Moshe’s father get work in a government school. There he taught for long hours, but was satisfied with the work and the conditions.

David Itzhak loved Russia -- Ukraine was part of Russia. He loved the great expanses and the variety of fruits and vegetables. He believed in the Russian revolution and thought that afterwards it would be good for the Jews. That is not how things developed. The situation in Russia was very unstable. There were fights between the Reds and the Whites that became worse. Jews were killed in various ways, including pogroms by the Ukrainians and the Cossacks. Conditions became unbearable. It was hard to get food so the family suffered from hunger. But once again they had some luck.

Moshe’s oldest brother Velvl (aka William Bloomstone) was a member of the Communist Youth. Through his connections, he was able to get wood and warm up the house. Their mother Esther and the sisters took their coins and tablecloths and sold them to get vegetables. 

Then there was an announcement that citizens of Lithuania could return. David Itzhak was very confused. He still believed that the revolution would succeed and it would be good for the Jews, so he wanted to stay. However, Esther was very determined to get back. Then the oldest son, Velvl, again through his connections, got space on an animal train. Into those cars, they put 15 people, because in Russia, an aunt and two other relatives also came aboard. The trip was very difficult, very long, heavily crowded and painful until they arrived in Gomel in White Russia, what is now Belarus. They spent six months there until they got government approval for Lithuanian visas. David Itzhak got a part-time teaching job. Esther and the girls sorted rags. That is how they were able to buy leather to make shoes. Pessi and Moshe would go to the market to sell shoes to earn money for food. The family remained there until finally they got visas to Lithuania. It appears that they returned in 1915.

The house in Keidan was still standing but empty. Neighbors took care of the returning family, bringing food and initial necessities. David Itzhak started teaching. Of the sons, Velvl was conscripted into the army and Zalmen traveled to Kovno to study. Pessi and Moshe attended a regular school. The other girls were too old for school. Sadly, there were no appropriate classes for them. They worked in the garden raising vegetables. Life at home was quite lively with many arguments. David Itzhak joined the Mizrachi -- religious Zionists. The oldest brother was a Communist, the second was a chalutz –a pioneer -- and the rest of the siblings were Shomer Hatzair -- members of this Socialist Zionist organization. 

Then David Itzhak’s father, Avraham, immigrated to Canada around 1924 to join his other children in Montreal. Three of Avraham’s sons and three daughters were already there. A year later, around 1925, David Itzhak’s family immigrated to Montreal. David Itzhak got work teaching in a day school, likely the Talmud Torah.  He invested many hours in his work. In any spare time he had, he studied Torah and Talmud. Sometimes he also gave lectures. He was very popular with Montreal Jews. He was very progressive. His students and fellow teachers liked and respected him.

The house in Montreal was open with unending arguments at the table about different options for the family. Moshe attended Baron Byng High School; he was an excellent student and an athlete. Since in Lithuania he had already belonged to the Shomer Hatzair, he began to look for their “ken” or club. There were many Jewish youth organizations, such as scouts, which was the largest youth movement in Montreal. Most activities involved sports without Zionist content. Finally, he found the local Shomer Hatzair. The Socialist Zionist group was just starting and met once a week. The leaders were from families that came from Europe after World War I. Most did not think about Aliyah. They wanted a social meeting place, some nice corner in which to enjoy themselves and exchange ideas. Moshe immediately understood that this approach should change, so he gathered the high school graduates and the leaders.of all ages. Using logic and his powerful convictions, Moshe explained the major ideas of kibbutz development and the need to study to prepare for Aliyah and kibbutz life in Palestine. 

There were many problems, including strong resistance from parents and skepticism from members. Moshe decided to formulate a declaration for each graduate to sign that they are willing to make Aliyah. Many did not agree to sign and left the movement. Moshe, as the leader, was devoted to the mission and sought to increase membership. As the group expanded, the atmosphere changed. They had many activities, discussed the nature of Palestine, Zionism, cultural and literary subjects and many other topics. 

A key activity was organizing a summer colony or camp in the Laurentian Mountains, north of Montreal, with efforts to prepare the members and obtain the support of parents. Conditions were not ideal. There were not enough beds or food, but the organization and mood were excellent. There was lots of singing and dancing around a bonfire. They discussed conditions in the kibbutz movement. Life in the colony was preparation for kibbutz life. They shared clothing and food, and when they lacked food, they went into the woods to pick raspberries and find grains. These experiences intensified friendships and unity. 

Around that time, the Shomer Hatzair split into a group that recognized Russia and believed in Socialism, as opposed to the right wing that recruited Golda Meir to be a shlicha, a representative, and switched the entire movement to another organization called Tarbut Avodah that focused on Jewish work culture. Moshe struggled hard to stick with the left wing. Golda did not convince him. Ben Gurion was in the USA to participate in the New York conference. The Montreal group was allowed to send representatives but they didn’t have enough money, so Moshe decided to go to New York alone, but he represented votes for 10 individuals. Discussions with Ben Gurion were very difficult. After three successful summer colonies and much subgroup activity, the first group organized for Aliyah as “America Aleph” around 1931.

Someone from Kibbutz Mishmar Haemek helped consolidate the movement by combining Canada and the USA, and building the foundation for agricultural training. Students quit their studies in order to make Aliyah sooner. The first group chose two Americans and four Canadians, but it was very difficult to get visas. Moshe was in the first group; several people traveled as a fake wedding, including Moshe’s sister, Hinda. Within the next couple of years, around 1935, Moshe’s parents and siblings, with the exception of Velvl, wife Pauline, children Shirley Sarah and Frank Abraham, made Aliyah and helped develop three kibbutzim – Ramat Yochanan, Ein Hashofet and Mishmar Haemek. 

The first Aliyah arrived in 1931 to Mishmar Haemek. Moshe dressed in clean clothes with a white apron until he was told he would work in sanitation to clean toilets and was given shmattes (rags) to wear. He was disappointed, but did the work without a problem. Local members hesitated to accept the young North American newcomers. However, the locals were surprised by their persistence and devotion. Gradually the newcomers were trusted by the kibbutznikim and friendships developed. Another group arrived from Vienna. Links grew between these two small groups through combined training and more experience in kibbutz life. Beginning in 1932, they left for Chadera, a town near Haifa where there were large orchards; there they began an independent group.

Chadera was in a peak of expansion and needed construction and agricultural workers. Subsequent “seed” groups were sent to Chadera. The North American group settled at the edge of Chadera. Several other groups arrived. There was an active struggle with political activity among the workers. Owners employed Arab workers and Jews took their jobs. That led to many strikes, strikebreaking and unionizing. 

Moshe was physically strong and an excellent worker. No one could compare to him, he could compete with the most senior workers. When a truck travelled on bad roads, he would get out and walk. When the truck arrived, Moshe was already working, preparing gravel, paving roads. He was a motivating force for the group; no one could work as fast as he could. After a long, hard day, he showered, read newspapers and still had energy to play basketball.

Moshe was very active as a member of the work committee, attending many meetings and conferences, and giving lectures. There were a variety of functions – carpentry, transportation, planting, construction, and work in the orchards. In June 1933, the Polish kibbutz arrived to Chadera. They had trained in Poland since 1929 and were well prepared for work in general, and for agriculture in particular. Many people from abroad wanted to come to Palestine, but the British restricted immigration so only a few could come. Various subgroups considered the idea to unify the American and Polish entities, and after much discussion, they did unite. Initial meetings were cool and awkward. By January 1934, the two groups were eating together and enjoying themselves, but there were many crises in the process of adjustment. Some people started leaving, especially Americans, and working together developed slowly.

In 1936, things worsened. Moshe was asked to go to North America, so he went with his girlfriend, Malka, who later became his wife. With the kibbutz movement at a crossroads, they left for New York. Moshe worked in New York with the leadership and members of Shomer Hatzair. He dedicated himself to working through the executive committee in preparing leaders for kinim – subgroups in various locations. He got familiar with them and tried to unify the movement in order to prepare a plan of action for Aliyah. Again, there was resistance from parents, even those who were good Zionists and valued the work of the Shomer Hatzair. They were not happy to let their children go to Palestine. Among their reasons: It would disrupt their American connections and their schooling. There were also few visas for leaving Europe. The parents rejected all the reasons for the youth to connect with the land and contribute to it. It was only the strong will of some of the young people to go that forced parents to accept it. They went to three kibbutzim: Sassa, Hatzor, and Ein Dor. 

Moshe and Malka spent the last three months of their mission in New York City continuing to work for the movement. In that short time, they wanted to get to know the city, so sometimes they toured to see its richness. They also went to poor neighborhoods similar to those in Poland. They spent Pesach with Malka’s aunt and many other relatives, some of whom they remembered from Poland. They reminded Malka of her parents’ home, with the traditional Haggadah for the Seder. There they sat during late evenings telling stories and sharing memories about Palestine and the kibbutz. In May 1938, they returned to Israel, arriving at the port of Haifa where they were met by close family.

While they were away, Moshe’s brother Zalmen died, the result of an electrical injury. He left a wife, Shaindle, and a two-year old boy, Giora – Gary. At the same time, Malka’s father died of a heart attack.

Upon their return, Moshe and Malka were taken to Kibbutz Juara, the forerunner of Kibbutz Ein Hashofet, where they had a very exciting meeting with members. Moshe and Malka joined and began living in a tent. Moshe joined workers in the fields, learning fast to become an experienced farmer. He became an example for others, with his devotion to planting despite the fallow land and the small amount of water. He worked clearing rocks in order to prepare the land for planting. Agriculture became important because of his work. People of all ages, devoted members, old timers and younger folks surrounded Moshe and benefitted from his leadership. 

There was an incident one day, when Moshe heard a child crying. When he got closer, he discovered a child being beaten by other kids. Moshe rescued him. Another time there was a serious incident when a member stole a truck from the British. They followed him to the kibbutz. There was lots of tension, but Moshe talked to the Brits calmly until they gave up and left. Over time, Moshe played many roles in the kibbutz.

When he was not working, Moshe was devoted to his children. They liked hiking together, driving places, seeing things, including lovely flowers. Many times, Malka went to meet him with the kids while he was on the tractor. After a couple of years, he left agriculture because he couldn’t stand the pressure. He took another job with the Mapam leadership -- one version of the Labor party -- in Haifa and commuted. In that period, there were many attacks by Arabs against Jews and the road was full of danger. The job was difficult and very high level, so he could not come home very often. There were phone calls, letters, and regards brought by various members. It was hard for the children and Malka, topics with which she did not burden him. If Moshe came, it was only for Shabbat and even then, he had kibbutz jobs to do. 

The situation was very difficult. Many members were busy with security work. Of course, the children suffered so much from this. In January 1947, the situation became more severe with attacks. In February, they shot at a bus and killed the driver. Three kibbutz members were injured. Moshe was in Haifa at that time. He called home to report that he had visited the injured, and their situation was not too serious. The attacks were against Jews and the British. At the end of February, there were great concentrations of gangs in the area. Mishmar Haemek was attacked and the road home to Ein Hashofet was dangerous.

At the end of March, Moshe had vacation, came home and went on political errands. He walked with the children whenever he could and they didn’t leave him alone for a moment. Moshe then had to return to Haifa. The whole month was very tense. Kibbutzniks surmounted Arab attacks and provided some relief. The second time Moshe could come home was at the time of the freeing of Haifa. It was easier to get through and that made the family happy. Haifa was not dangerous anymore; it was quiet. There were other attacks elsewhere until the end of 1947. 

The following years were much easier. Statehood was declared in 1948. Moshe was home at Ein Hashofet more often. The children waited patiently for Shabbat. They all got together at four o’clock for coffee because dinner was still eaten in the dining room. Moshe’s sister Pessi and her daughter Netta would also come over, and sometimes cousin Shula would come from Mishmar Haemek, arriving on horseback. They talked about issues, drinking coffee and cracking seeds. Moshe was the major character in those get-togethers. His great knowledge put him at the center of things. Moshe knew everything and never disappointed. 

From 1948 until 1963, Moshe was usually very active at home because of all his public roles. It was difficult for him but helping others was always his first priority in both the party and the kibbutz. At the end of 1963, Moshe began to develop physical symptoms. It was very sudden, not understood, since he had been strong and healthy and had never been sick. He was diagnosed with Parkinson’s, and that was bad luck. At that time there was a new experimental treatment that involved surgery; it had shown success elsewhere. Moshe agreed to all of it. In 1964, he had two brain surgeries done by Professor Ashkenazi, a world expert. The only positive result was that the tremor stopped, but there was much regression overall in functioning: vision, speech, and walking. It is hard to describe the emotional crisis for Moshe. Suddenly his whole world crumpled. It was tough for him to accept limitations. It was so contrary to who he was.

Mosha functioned as well as he could and returned to part-time work. For the next 15 years he managed somehow, always interested in what was happening in the kibbutz and the movement. He tried reading newspapers, attending kibbutz meetings, listening to the radio. It was sad to be so passive. He missed his personal involvement. Every year the situation got worse. As long as he continued self-care and walking, he held together. He had some satisfaction when the family gathered in the room. He loved the grandchildren, always happy to see and hear them. In his final years, he declined quickly, could not speak and had lots of pain. The sad end was that his strong heart could not stand the struggle. Moshe passed away in 1984.










APPENDIX A: GENEALOGY OF MOSHE BLUMSHTEIN
Individuals mentioned in the story

APPENDIX B: REVIEW OF PLACES AND DATES

1915  Expulsion from Keidan, Lithuania to Mariupol, then to Gomel, and return to Keidan
1925  Family leaves Lithuania, immigrates to Montreal, Canada
1931  Moshe makes Aliyah to Kibbutz Mishmar Haemek, Palestine
1935  Family makes Aliyah to Kibbutz Ramat Yochanan, later also to Ein Hashofet and Mishmar Haemek
1936  Moshe and Malka go on a mission to USA and Canada to work with Shomer Hatzair
1938  Moshe and Malka return to Palestine to Juara, forerunner of Kibbutz Ein Hashofet
1947-1948  War of Independence and statehood
1963  Moshe develops Parkinson’s
1984  Moshe passes away
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APPENDIX A

Genealogy of Moishe Blumshtein
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Individuals mentioned in the story
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