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Jewish Community Integral Part of Baku's History (By Fuad Akhundov)

The role of the Jewish community during the great industrial and cultural boom in Baku

at the dawn of the twentieth century is really inestimable. In the 50-year period from
1870 to 1918, Baku's population skyrocketed from 15,500 people to 300,000, with
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Jewish settlers constituting a major portion of the influx. While the oil boom was a
significant motivation for the large Jewish immigration to Baku, it was not the only
reason for their arrival. Over the course of the millennium, there was not a single case
of anti-semitism in the entire region then known as Azerbaijan. Many of the Jews
coming to Baku were related to a people known as the Mountain Jews or Highland
Jews, which are thought to have originally come up from Iran and settled in the
mountains north of Quba. By the start of the twentieth century, many European Jews
had moved to Baku from other parts of the Russian Empire that were not quite so
tolerant. At the time, Russians were frequently holding pogroms against Jewish
citizens. By 1913, the Jewish community made up 4.5% of Baku's population, making
this the fourth largest ethnic community in the city after Azeris, Russians and
Armenians. Of the city's 214,786 residents, 9,689 of them were of Jewish descent. As
Baku's Jewish community increased, so did the amount of capital that members of the
community continuously invested into the city as a result of their many successful
business interests here. The results were remarkable. Families such as the Kagans, the
Dembos, the Itskoviches, and the Rothschilds controlled more than 40% of Baku's
kerosene production by the beginning of World War One. A large number of Jewish
medical and legal professionals also made significant contributions to Baku. Older
Jewish Bakuvians still remember one of the city's most famous pediatricians, Dr.
Yevsey Guindes (1872-1954). While treating three generations of children during his
50years in Baku, he also served as the minister of health in the Azeri parliament during
the country's independence from 1918-1920. He was also the founder of the first local
philanthropic society in Baku, which worked to combat infant mortality and tuberculosis
for Baku's children. He also organized the Institute of Maternity and Childhood
Delinquency in themid-1920's.Dr. Guindes was only one of many Jewish doctors to
practice in Baku. In fact, according to statistics from 1914, 69 of the 185 practitioners
officially registered in Baku were Jewish. Members of the Jewish community were also
greatly involved in practicing law in Baku - they comprised over one-third of the city's
lawyers. As a result of the success of the Jewish communities’ oil men and
professionals, philanthropic and educational associations blossomed, with five of them
registered between 1910 and 1913. The largest association was known as the "Baku
Jewish Society." Located in the old Synagogue (which today is known as the Rashid
Behbudov Theater), the group's charter declared that the society was "in charge of the
material and spiritual needs of the Jews residing in the city of Baku and its environs."
Along with the synagogue, which was financed by the society, a number of other
schools were also constructed by the house of worship. A four year college for boys, a
professional school for women, and the Jewish Public Library were all projects

(175 wonn) 7.0 Y2V an ,ARIYNY PIRD DY I MY 3
Nav1 PYRI D12 VIPNN N2 DININ M50 YRV DYNNN 279 PNNn
15RIYY 12 9% DY oY NHrana ,125 20 NNV
5"N¥O"N HO S DS ORI 1IN XY 1N DNTMINDE/NT 1NN a0 22 S Nnbwin DNXIOTY &P Q1N




1MITNINY MY 4T 7701

.0mny ’WVW J"IN MN9% NdN DNY N DDWTID '7N NANXI NYVT DAYN 12X DTN DX X, DD'I)& Dy XN 71'71 ﬁlyl 22TN Dy
1978 ,1111 XAR

organized and implemented by the Baku Jewish Society. Another philanthropic
organization known as "The Association in Charge for Dissemination of Education
Between the Georgian Jews in Baku" was also quite active in the community. The
group was headed by the talented journalist and satirist, 1.Y. Glahengauss, who was
better known under his pen-name IGLA, which in Russian meant "The Needle". Other
charitable and cultural organizations around town at the time included "The Jewish
Philanthropic Society," Palestine," and the Baku branch of the Jewish Literary Society.
The Jewish Literary Society was primarily devoted to the study and development of
ancient Jewish literature in Hebrew as well as spoken Jewish languages. Even after
Azerbaijan fell to the Soviets in 1920, the Jewish community continued to make
significant contributions to Baku. Despite the havoc that Stalin's regime inflicted on
local Jews and other ethnic groups in Azerbaijan, the cultural, scientific and educational
contributions of Baku's Jews continued to grow. Their impact during the Soviet period
is symbolized in the Jewish Synagogue, built in 1962 to replace the Old Synagogue
which had been turned first into a warehouse and then into at heater. The new
synagogue was the only place of worship build in Baku during the Soviet's 70-year
reign over the city. Today, there are three Jewish Synagogues that are open in Baku:
Azhkenazi, and the synagogues used by the Highland and Georgian Jews. Jewish public
organizations are still in operation as well, such as Sokhnut, Alef, and AzIz. While there
is still a large Jewish community here in Baku, many have left the city because of the
turbulence caused by the country's new independence. However, even those who are
now abroad still consider themselves "Baku Jews" or "Azeri Jews." Given the rich,
centuries-old Jewish historical tradition that their ancestors have handed down to
them, it is easy to see from where such pride comes.
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	אזרבייג'ן – הרפובליקה של אזרבייג'ן היא מדינה בקווקז הסמוכה לים הכספי. היא גובלת ברוסיה בצפון, גאורגיה וארמניה במערב ואירן בדרום. לאחר נפילת האימפריה הרוסית במהלך מלחמת העולם הראשונה, הכריזה אזרבייג'ן על עצמאות והקימה את הרפובליקה הדמוקרטית של אזרבייג'ן. מדינה זו, אשר הייתה לרפובליקה האיסלאמית הראשונה בהיסטוריה שרדה במשך שנתיים בלבד, בין השנים 1918-1920. ב1920 נכבשה אזרבייג'ן על ידי הצבא האדום וסופחה לברית המועצות וב-1936 היא הורכזה כרפובליקה סובייטית.
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