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FOREWORD

Natan Sharansky

When I grew up in the town of Donetsk, Ukraine, I was, like most Jews of 
my generation, deeply ignorant of the religion, culture, and history of the 
Jewish people. Concepts like Torah, Talmud, Yom Kippur, Rosh Hashana, 
Pesach, Sukkot or Shabbat had little or no resonance for me. Most Jews 
considered themselves as sophisticated and highly educated Soviet citizens, 
but at the same time, fully aware of antisemitism and being unable to express 
their Jewish identity. We also understood that studying hard and acquiring 
knowledge was the only way to circumvent the authoritarian regime and 
achieve professional success.

For more than 70 long years, beginning after the Russian Revolution of 
1917, the Jews of the USSR found themselves facing the inability to live 
a full Jewish life. For decades, Jewish education, Jewish languages, history 
and culture, were subject to various degrees of oppression; many synagogues, 
schools and cultural institutions ceased to function. Then came the catastrophe 
of the Second World War bringing in its wake, the destruction in the Holocaust 
– the Shoah – of six million Jews across Europe, one and a half million of 
them in the Soviet Union. After the war in the USSR, the Jews of Silence, in 
the immortal phrase of Elie Wiesel, still could not learn about their identity, 
culture and history.

In the mid-1970s in the USSR, there was a big debate between refuseniks 
such as myself on the dilemma of Jewish continuity; there were those who 
maintained that the only solution to the Jewish issue was that of Aliya – 
being able to emigrate to Israel; others believed that education in the spirit of 
Jewish philosophers such as Ahad Ha’am, was the first essential element to 
regaining Jewish identity. Later on, as Chair of the Executive of the Jewish 
Agency for Israel, I saw my primary task as promoting and consolidating 
Jewish education and helping Jews around the world reconnect with the 
sources of Judaism as the vital constituent of their identity. 

A little more than a quarter of a century ago, the Iron Curtain came down; 
the gates of the Soviet Union finally opened and in so doing, changed the 



face of the Jewish world. Nearly two million Jews, after years of struggle 
and refusal, were finally freely allowed to leave the country and build a new 
life for themselves. I myself, after nine years of imprisonment on charges 
of high treason, espionage and illegal Zionist activity, was finally expelled 
from the Soviet Union in 1986 arriving in Israel later that same day. Of the 
two million Jews who left, more than half – like myself – chose to move 
to Israel.

The vast influx of Russian speakers into the country caused a monumental 
change to the nature of the state. By the sheer number of new immigrants 
the very fabric of Israel’s society has changed: its social structure, its culture, 
theater, music, medicine, science and engineering, even its politics, have been 
changed. There is no feature of life in Israel that has not been affected by 
the presence and involvement of new immigrants. 

But this has happened not only in Israel. Many more hundreds of thousands 
of Russian-speaking Jews have chosen to make new lives for themselves and 
their families in the United States, in Canada, in Australia, in Western Europe. 
In addition, there has been a resurgence of Jewish life in all the countries 
of the former Soviet Union – including in Russia itself, in Ukraine, Belarus 
and Moldova.

At this point, the Limmud FSU (former Soviet Union) program took up 
the challenge, realizing that among Russian-speakers, especially those who 
had chosen to remain in the former Soviet Union, there was a woeful lack of 
knowledge of basic Jewish culture and Judaism; or perhaps, rather a lack of 
opportunity for learning and community engagement that would resonate with 
the younger generation. For many of them, the established Jewish institutions 
were often not equipped to provide the type of content that they needed.

 In 2005, a group of far-sighted individuals decided to do something about 
it and began to adapt the highly successful Limmud educational project 
which had begun in the United Kingdom in 1980, for Russian- speaking 
Jews across the world. Over the last decade and more, Limmud FSU has 
brought opportunities for Jewish learning and engagement, as well as a sense 
of identity, to over 55,000 people in four continents and dozens of venues, 
through its outreach programs of Jewish education, history, traditional and 
religious sources, literature, theater, poetry, music, dance, cuisine, folklore, 
Jewish identity and Zionism, aimed at an audience of all levels of prior 
Jewish knowledge – or none. All this is based on a volunteer-run series of 
pluralistic, egalitarian, non-denominational conferences and festivals aimed at 
Russian-speakers of all ages –  but especially the younger generation which 
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was deprived of its Jewish background for so long and who may now provide 
a new generation of Russian-speaking Jewish leaders.

I too, have had the pleasure of participating and speaking in Limmud 
events – in the United Kingdom, the USA and of course in Israel. The 
Limmud festivals are unique happenings that unite all of us, whatever  our 
different levels of observance or knowledge of Judaism and Jewish life and 
culture may be. 

For this, Limmud FSU deserves our warmest gratitude and appreciation. 
Long may its current educational work and promotion of a sense of Jewish 
unity and pride continue to flourish.
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INTRODUCTION

Outside, the cold intensifies; inside the atmosphere is boiling over. An 
anonymous hand draws a Star of David on the steam-covered window pane. 
Another hand adds “Jew” and a third adds “Jerusalem,” and draws a line 
linking “Jerusalem and “Vitebsk.” The last hand confuses me. It belongs to 
what appears to be a Hassid with a kippa on his head, but he is dancing in 
a circle on this Shabbat eve to the electrifying music. His pious wife, in a 
white beret, is wildly dancing in the circle and holding hands with two men, 
neither of whom are her husband. I am told they are a Reform rabbi and his 
wife. But not who, but what actually are they? What is Russian about them 
and what is Jewish? Will the split identity eventually turn into an identity 
which will link the two extremes? And maybe the question is totally irrelevant. 
Sweat mingles with sweat and the Limmud FSU dance circle envelops Jews 
of all shapes, sizes and denominations. Pluralism is the name of the game. 
Vitebsk, Belarus: One o’clock in the morning; it is already Shabbat. 

When Paris was his home, Marc Chagall did not forget where he had 
come from, or his first teacher:

“Your paintings of Jews from this place
Are lying in the mud; a pig sweeps them up with his tail
I am sorry my teacher
That I left you there alone”

In a tribute to Marc Chagall and his teacher, Yudl Pen, a Limmud FSU 
festival has opened in the Museum of Art of Vitebsk, Belarus. Larger festivals 
have taken place in many more glittering places; New York, Moscow, St. 
Petersburg, Odessa, Jerusalem. But in Vitebsk, as was evident in the ecstatic 
dance after midnight, there was a Hassidic quality in the air. People losing 
control of their senses and dancing until they are ready to drop. People who 
had arrived from the Eastern borders of the former Soviet Empire intent 
on crossing their own frontiers. Heads touching heads, shoulders touching 
shoulders, seemingly in a mental melding rather than a physical bonding. 
The pouring sweat suggests a reconciliation; the heavy breathing suggests 
completeness. Here at last, have they found a balance between their identity 
as Jews and their local identity?

13
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Introduction

This book celebrates ten years of Limmud FSU (former Soviet Union). 
It is also a silent salute to the thought processes which led to its creation. 
When the gates of the Soviet Union opened, international Jewish organizations 
in Israel and overseas moved in to try and assemble the remnant of Jewish 
life and to empower a new generation to take responsibility for their Jewish 
future themselves. 

Against this background, Limmud FSU identified among the new generation 
of Russian-speaking Jewish youth a wish for dialogue, a desire to stay within 
the Jewish experience, but also to determine what form it should take; to 
give legitimacy to remaining within their own confines but at the same time, 
to branch out and find new directions and new places – not necessarily in 
Israel. “New Diasporas,” you could call them.

Twenty years after the Iron Curtain had become a transparent veil, it 
became possible to develop some perspective. During weekends of wisdom 
and knowledge-sharing, the Limmud FSU organizers and volunteers developed 
an agenda planned to examine and re-evaluate what had happened not 
only to the Russian-speaking Jews during the Holocaust and after the Red 
Dictatorship, but also in other Jewish communities throughout the world. The 
new generation had already burst out of confinement. The time was ripe to 
examine and question the very essence of Judaism and its universal qualities 
in the light of a new and rampant democracy: questions as to what extent 
could liberalism function in this part of the world? Are there Jewish elites 
in Russia and what are their limits of power? Do Soviet immigrants develop 
divided loyalties in their lands of dispersion? 

Such challenging questions, some of which might be infuriating, come 
from the depths of the soul. The debaters might be sitting on plastic chairs 
and not on stone tribunes, but they are reminiscent of debaters in the Athens 
of Pericles. And there is another fundamental change. It is the participants in 
the debates who determine the agenda. Fifteen years after the official death 
of the proletariat of the streets, a proletariat of thought has taken over. Not 
appointees of Jewish institutions, not prominent leaders of major organizations, 
not wealthy donors, but Semyon and Slava, Tanya and Natasha, who developed 
social awareness and creativity, who wanted to kiss the cheeks of tradition 
but also to give it a face lift; who wished to sit and study together but not 
in the rigorous framework of a yeshiva. Such people thronged as volunteers 
to the Limmud FSU organizing committees of the post-Communist era.

Hundreds of such volunteers ensure that the conferences and festivals can 
take place. They are the backbone and the beating heart of Limmud. It is 
their spirit that affects not just the organization itself, but also the democracy 
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of the topics chosen for discussion. Often topics are the result of a fluid 
movement by which the participants – not the presenters – determine the 
direction. A presenter who cannot enthuse an audience might be ignored. A 
boring speaker is abandoned. This is often cruel as I have seen with my own 
eyes. A member of the audience might slowly get up, stretch, give a yawn 
and walk out of the room, shutting the door. And then he or she might come 
in again and out again, in a ballet reminiscent of the ecstatic dancers in that 
wonderful night in Vitebsk.

Between Moscow and Odessa, between New York and Sydney, Limmud 
FSU touches upon people who have made what is still an incomplete U-turn. 
A family who has returned from Israel to St. Petersburg, but left a daughter 
doing her army service in the IDF; a Ukrainian who has returned to Odessa 
but prays that Maccabi Tel Aviv will beat Dynamo Kiev. 

This book is the story of all those who give a secular interpretation to the 
pronouncement by Rabbi Mendel of Kotsk, that “there is nothing as complete 
as a broken heart.” It is the story of those once known in the immortal phrase 
of Elie Wiesel, as the “Jews of Silence,” and who have now performed a silent 
revolution of their own. After more than 70 years of Communist oppression 
they have understood that that their spiritual identity need not have only one 
focus. Limmud FSU confirms their right to follow in the path of Chuvstva, 
the quintessential Russian soul described by the French writer Henri Troyat 
in his book, “Catherine the Great”: 

“The Russian is, at one and the same time, both devout and pagan, 
mesmerized by God yet subject to every possible unfounded prejudice. 
He happily accepts corporeal facts but sings of the freedom of the spirit. 
He is gentle but can be suddenly possessed by raging cruelty. He loathes 
warfare but fights with mad courage. He beats his wife but honors his 
mother. He hates the aristocracy but cannot manage to survive without 
an overlord.” 

The Russian Jews of old were emotionally in conflict with Troyat’s 
observations. Their successors in Moscow found a way to a different society 
after the fall of Communism. They are post-Soviet Yuppies and have no 
problem with it. More than they are mentally attached to a cousin who 
has found a new life in Hadera, they see themselves going out for a pasta 
primavera for lunch at the local spaghetti bar and hurriedly returning to the 
office for a conference call with Dun and Bradstreet in New York. Our new 
Yuppie disdains politics and will turn to it only if it helps her or him to sit 
in the manager’s armchair. But the center of their life is still the family, in 
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the warm, wide Russian sense. For many of them there is a Babushka at 
home – the Babushka who brought them up and from whom they first heard 
about Seder Night, Hanuka gelt or Yom Kippur.

Our Jewish Yuppies see their lives through a Western prism, but not 
necessarily in Israel. They will pay lip service to its refusenik connotations 
when they hear the spiritual, “Let My People Go.” They will listen to the 
story of Prisoner of Zion Yosef Mendelevitch with interest but will not shed 
a tear. In some ways, our Yuppies are reminiscent of Amos Elon’s description 
of the German Jews in his magisterial book, The Pity of It All: A History of 
Jews in Germany. “Their real home was not Germany but rather the bourgeois 
ideal of self-determination through education and culture as described by 
Goethe.” Genia Malkina, who lived in Israel for five years and served in the 
Israel Defence Forces and was Limmud FSU’s first project director in Russia, 
says, “I need that my life be conducted in Russian.” 

This book has not only been written to mark the first decade of Limmud 
FSU but also to mark the 25th anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, which paved the way for the free emigration of the Jews. It is not 
difficult to draw a parallel between the two events. The first celebrates the 
end of Soviet repression of Jewish life and the second marks a reduction in 
the hegemony of the major Jewish organizations. 

In the same way, this book follows two different but parallel themes. The 
first shows the pioneering work of Limmud FSU and its conferences as a 
mirror image of the major organizations. The second traces the footsteps 
of some of those who chose to embark on a new life in a new place. We 
will see how many of these people, with no historical intent, reached places 
redolent with Jewish history.

Two years ago, to mark the 25th anniversary of the opening of the gates of 
the Soviet Union to free Jewish emigration, Limmud FSU, together with The 
Jerusalem Post, mounted a major retrospective photographic exhibition, “Let 
My People Go!” Curated by Asher Weill, the exhibition was first shown at the 
Knesset in Jerusalem and was opened by Knesset Speaker Yuli Edelstein and 
Chair of the Jewish Agency, Natan Sharansky, in front of an invited audience 
of former prisoners of Zion, activists and public figures. The exhibition was 
subsequently shown in New York, Los Angeles, Toronto, Kinneret, Kishinev, 
Kazan and Minsk.as well as at the annual conference of The Jerusalem Post 
at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in Jerusalem, where it was visited by Prime 
Minister Benyamin Netanyahu.

 This book, together with its author and editor, have pursued a long historical 
journey. If the Limmud conferences are the basic framework providing the 
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context, the stories are the anchors. Maybe the past, quite unconsciously, 
can provide the stepping stone to a new cycle of Jewish life. The Limmud 
FSU Australia conference in Melbourne in 2015 allowed us to probe into 
a failed attempt to set up a Jewish homeland in Australia. Limmud FSU 
Canada in Toronto in 2014 put us on the track of an attempt to establish a 
Jewish homeland on the frozen plains of Canada. Maybe without necessarily 
intending to do so, Limmud FSU has connected the traumatic past and the 
tectonic shifts of Jewish history with a new, unforeseen future.

During the writing, I also explored my own past. The longings of Leonid 
Shapiro of New York for the tomatoes of Kazakhstan reminded me of my 
father’s remembrance of the pears of Romania. The Russian newspaper 
of Alexander Polevitz in Los Angeles had its counterpart in the Tel Aviv 
newspaper in Romanian, Viata Noastra, the first newspaper I ever held in 
my hands. 

Now that the suitcases are back in the attic, I believe I have gained a new 
insight and a better understanding of my own life in Israel. Moscow reflects 
on Jerusalem, Kishinev on Tel Aviv and Lvov on Rishon LeZion where I live, 
even if the proportions have inevitably changed and the dissonance between 
the mundane and the important needs to be reconsidered.

❋ ❋ ❋

This is the time to express thanks to several people. In the first place, to my 
colleague and partner in crime, Asher Weill, who translated the manuscript 
from the original Hebrew, edited it for publication in English and chose the 
photographs, together with Roman Kogan and Natasha Chechik. He also 
wrote several of the chapters. Last but not least, to my wife Dafna who 
accompanied me in spirit during the writing.

 Photographer Yossi Aloni was my companion in my first adventures 
with Limmud FSU. Yoram Dori and Natan Roee wrote several articles and 
blogs which were useful records of the early days before I was enrolled 
in the Limmud army. The photographs and videos prepared by a master, Eli 
Mandelbaum, have been invaluable, as has been the wisdom and guidance  
of Dr. Yoel Rappel and Yaron Harel. My special thanks to Chabad emissaries 
across the world: Rabbi Hizki Lifschitz in Nepal who first connected me 
with Regina in Canada, Rabbi Menashe Spiegler in Melbourne, Rabbi Avrom 
Symonds in Regina.

There is a warm place in my memory for the late artist and Israel Prize 
winner, Yosl Bergner, the son of Melech Ravitch who sought a Jewish 

Introduction



18
Introduction

homeland in the Kimberleys, Australia. Yosl gave me the wisdom and clarity 
of his 95 years.

A major vote of thanks go to the people of Limmud FSU, both sung and 
unsung in these pages, who shared with us their ideologies, their thought 
and reminiscences. They include the founder, Chaim Chesler and co-founders 
Sandra Cahn and Mikhail Chlenov, and the soldiers who bear the daily 
burden: Roman Kogan, the indefatigable executive director, Chaim Nagus, 
financial and management consultant, Yan Birbraer, the logistics director, 
Natasha Chechik, director of public affairs and communications, and the 
project managers in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Western Europe, 
Israel, USA, Canada and Australia.

But above all, we must acknowledge the leaders of Limmud FSU; first and 
foremost Matthew Bronfman, Aaron Frenkel, Sandra and Stewart Cahn, Diane 
and Howard Wohl, Ronald Lauder, Dr. Nona Kuchina, Moshe Schneersohn, 
Michal Grayevsky, Marc Wilf, Vadim Rabinovitz, Yaron Dekel and Tom 
Blumberg. To this must be added all the board members of Limmud FSU 
and the members of its International Steering Committee.

 A special tribute should be made to the spiritual guidance of Rabbis 
Menachem HaCohen, Aviad HaCohen and Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in 
Israel, Berl Lazar and Pinchas Goldschmidt in Russia, and Marc Schneir in 
the USA.

Limmud FSU extends a special acknowledgment and word of gratitude to 
the heads of the major partnership donor organizations, most of whom have 
accompanied it on its journey from the beginning: The Conference on Jewish 
Material Claims against Germany (Claims Conference); American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee (JDC); the Jewish Agency; Jewish National Fund – 
KKL; Nativ – Israel Prime-Minster’s, Office; United Jewish Appeal of New 
York; United Jewish Appeal of Greater Toronto; Genesis Philanthropy Group; 
Euro-Asian Jewish Congress; World Jewish Congress; March of the Living; 
Blavatnik Family Foundation; Koret Fund, Pincus Fund; Zionist Foundation 
of Australia, among many others over the years.

And finally, to a long list of unsung Limmud FSU volunteers across the 
world who provided background information and their thoughts, much of 
which we have recorded in these pages.

And a special salute to happenstance and to some of the people we met 
along the way. Our often brief encounters have spiced this book even if 
many of them are nameless. Thanks to the driver who rescued Chaim Chesler 
and myself in the depths of night in the Australian Outback; thanks to the 
mayor of Volozhyn, Pyotr Bibik, who managed to force open the door of the 
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Volozhyn Yeshiva when the former head of the Mossad, Ephraim Halevy, had 
failed; to Anya Mysiuk from the National Museum of Odessa who located 
Bialik’s house; to Horia Vasile Scubli, the mayor of Sighet, who showed us 
the way to Elie Wiesel’s former home; to the peasants in Bilyi Kamin of Uri 
Zvi Greenberg who were lost in the nostalgic mists of memory. 

All of the above contributed in one way or another to the 48 chapters 
in this book. Some parts of the odyssey have been published previously 
in various forms in Ma’ariv, The Jerusalem Post and Ha’aretz. This book 
does not presume to sum up ten years of activity – that would be repetitive 
and might exhaust the reader’s patience. There is no attempt here to 
provide an objective view of contemporary Jewish reality – that would be 
pretentious. But there is an honest attempt to illustrate different expressions of  
Jewish awakening: to steer a path between pseudo-academic discussion and 
that of memory. 

And the memories? Go and rely on them! Reliable? Authentic? Exaggerated? 
False? But it doesn’t really matter. On different forms of memory, Gabriel 
Garcia Marquez wrote: “The real memories are no more than ghostly 
winds while the false memories are so convincing that they thrust reality 
aside…” 

Having said that, any errors, omissions and misunderstandings are mine 
alone.

Mordechai Haimovitch
Rishon LeZion, June, 2019
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PART ONE 

BACK IN THE USSR

1
A Spark is Kindled
A tall and slim man in a black suit with a light blue tie supports himself on 
crutches. Following a skiing accident, the man struggles to keep his balance. 
But he is not prepared to overtake the people waiting with him in the queue 
to get into the dining room. I look at the man and realize that if I could sum 
up the phenomenon of Limmud FSU in one picture, this could be it. Matthew 
Bronfman who, with one strike of his pen, could purchase the Sheraton Hotel 
in which we are staying in New Jersey, is the scion of one of the wealthiest 
Jewish families in the world; philanthropist, a committed Jew, graduate of the 
Harvard Business School, and one of the most significant foreign investors 
in Israel, is patiently waiting for his portion of schnitzel.

Later on in this book, we will speak a great deal about Limmud FSU 
as a movement open to all, an army of privates with no officer’s club, an 
organization of volunteers with no favored people, but at that moment in the 
Sheraton Parsippany Hotel, I witnessed equality with my own eyes. While it 
is clear that in meetings of the Limmud FSU leadership behind closed doors, 
Bronfman’s words will carry a certain weight, on the face of it, the style,  
the code of behavior, have a marked imprint on the reality of its conferences 
and festivals.

The story of Limmud FSU can be told beginning from different vantage 
points. All of them are related in one way or another, to the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the withdrawal of some major Jewish organizations, budget 
cuts and the tentative beginnings of a local Jewish leadership in the various 
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countries of the former USSR. All this is undoubtedly true, but is only part 
of the story. To all this we need to add the engine pulling the train, an engine 
motivated by revenge. Not destructive revenge but constructive – to contest 
and overturn 70 years of Communist oblivion of Jewish life and culture in 
the Soviet Union.

The engine in question is called Chaim Chesler. Born in the Tel Aviv 
suburb of Kfar Azar in 1949, his father was a rabbi. When they moved to 
Ramat Gan, his father was appointed supervisor of kashrut – the Jewish 
dietary laws − of the city council. Chesler studied until the sixth grade in 
a Talmud Torah school in Bnei Brak, which he recalls with mixed feelings. 
For his army service he joined an Israel Defense Forces Nahal group that 
settled the outpost of Mechola, the first moshav − communal settlement − in 
the Jordan Valley, after the Six-Day War of 1967.

From 1970-1972, Chesler was the Bnai Akiva youth emissary to Great 
Britain and then studied psycholgy and political science at Bar Ilan University. 
From 1978 to 1984, he chaired the young leadership group of the World 
Zionist Labor Movement headed by Yigal Allon and Yehiel Leket. In 1980, 
he was appointed deputy chairman of the young leadership department of the 
World Zionist Organization, and in 1984, with the beginning of “Operation 
Moses,” was involved in bringing thousands of Ethiopian Jews to Israel.

Chesler was appointed Secretary-General of the Public Council for 
Soviet Jewry in 1986, at the height of the campaign to free Soviet Jewry. 
He spearheaded an intensive and aggressive program of public relations 
activities aimed at spurring the world, not just the Jewish world, to work for 
the release of the embattled Jews. Among widely recorded publicity stunts, 
he launched a raft carrying the legend “Let My People Go,” on the sea 
shore opposite the American Embassy in Tel Aviv, and during the Helsinki 
Agreement talks, he ascended in a hot-air balloon in Vienna, taking with him 
several mothers of Refuseniks. The Council published a monthly English-
language newsletter called Focus Soviet Jewry, compiled and edited by 
Deborah Lipson, which was published in partnership with the World Zionist 
Organization and circulated throughout the world. Chesler had the privilege 
of welcoming to Israel prominent Sovet dissidents and “Prisoners of Zion” 
including Natan Sharansky, Yuli Edelstein, Ida Nudel, Vladimir and Masha 
Slepak, Yuli Kosharovsky, Alexander Lerner, Victor Brailovsky, Yosef Begun, 
Yosef Mendelevitch and many others. 

In 1989, Chesler was appointed head of the Jewish Agency Aliya delegation 
to the USA and Canada. In 1991, he returned to Israel and served as head 
of special projects in the Labor Party campaign to elect the late Yitzhak 
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Rabin prime minister. In 1992, he was elected as an executive member of 
the Jewish Agency and a member of the Board of Governors. A year later, 
he was nominated to head the Jewish Agency’s delegation to the Former 
Soviet Union by Simcha Dinitz, the chairman of the Jewish Agency, at  
the recommendation of Prime Minister Rabin. Chesler was joined in Moscow 
by his wife Ziva and his three children, Dorit, Ronny and Tuval, who provided 
enormous strength and support during his time in the Soviet Union.

 In Chesler’s four years in Moscow, the delegation facilitated the aliya 
(immigration) of some 300,000 new immigrants to Israel. The worsening of 
the civil war in Chechnya in 1995 left hundreds of Jews in danger and facing 
hunger in the beleaguered city of Grozny. Under the auspices of the United 
Nations, Chesler led a Jewish Agency delegation into the city and personally 
rescued over 600 entrapped Jews from the cellars in which they had taken 
refuge and conducted them safely over the border to Mineralnye Vodiy in 
Russia. He remembers conducting a Passover seder there, where his daughter 
Ronny recited the Ma Nishtana prayer, which most of the newly-rescued Jews 
heard for the first time, and then the enthusiastic dancing by the participants 
on the tables, to the music of Caucasian folk songs. 

He accompanied dozens of fact-finding missions to Russia, Ukraine, 
Belarus, Moldova, Caucasus, Uzbekhistan and Kazakhstan; addressed  
missions to Israel and launched the annual fund-raising drives in Jewish 
communities around the world. At the end of 1997, Chesler was elected 
co-chairman of the Immigration and Absorption Department of the Jewish 
Agency replacing his mentor, Uri Gordon.

In 1999 he was elected treasurer of the Jewish Agency and the World Zionist 
Organization, replacing Avraham Burg as the senior Labor party official, 
and his main achievement was to balance the budget. His term did not end 
happily, however, and he was not re-elected; his exuberant and somewhat 
maverick style, did not endear him to the Jewish Agency board.

The idea behind the creation of Limmud FSU began when Chesler was 
still treasurer of the Jewish Agency. After years as an emissary in the USA 
and the USSR, he realized that there was no ongoing effort at continuity; no 
one was concerned about FSU graduates of the Birthright (Taglit) programs 
– already at that time, numbering some 5,000 people. Instead of nurturing 
the seed planted by their visits to Israel, it tended to wither on the vine 
through inertia and lack of follow-up, with no one taking responsiblity for 
future continuity.

Chesler had first heard about the educational program in Britain, called 
Limmud (“Learning” or “Study” in Hebrew) while still in the USSR and had 
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enthusiastically spoken about it to his friend Sandra Cahn after attending and 
giving a talk as a presenter to a small audience at the Limmud conference in 
London in 1995. The volunteer-driven Jewish educational and study experience 
had started in the UK in 1980 and since then has spread to more than 60 Jewish 
communities across the world. For nearly 40 years, this dynamic, pluralistic, 
liberal and egalitarian celebration of Jewish culture has held seminars, festivals 
and conferences around the globe. It attracts Jews of all ages, backgrounds 
and religious affiliation (or none), on an endless range of topics, from social 
and political trends, traditional texts, Jewish cuisine, theater, film, literature 
and music, to Zionism and the State of Israel and much more. “If it is Jewish, 
it is Limmud” the organizers said. With such a reputation, Chesler felt, ten 
years later, that he had to experience it again for himself.

Chesler, after his time at the Jewish Agency, decided that that was his 
next challenge. He first turned to Sandra Cahn (of whom more later,) and 
together with Mikhail Chlenov, Michael Yedovitsky of the Jewish Agency, 
Tanya Manusoff, who worked for the JDC, together with a small group 
of enthusiasts, arrived in Nottingham, Great Britain, for the UK Limmud 
conference of 2005. Their first exposure overwhelmed the group when they 
witnessed with their own eyes the success of the event among British Jews. 
Chesler was particularly impressed that “all the activities take place from 
the bottom up and not from the top down.” The group immediately realized 
the potential for a program based on the UK model, but specifically adapted 
for Russian-speaking Jews. 

Over time, Chesler’s vision began to take practical shape. He visualized 
a democratic formula in which a Russian-speaking oligarch from Caulfield 
in Melbourne and a young Russian-speaking student from Yalta in Ukraine, 
would eat off the same plastic plates. He went on to create an organization of 
volunteers in which neither the activists nor the lecturers would receive one 
dollar in exchange for their participation. Based on the UK model, he and 
his colleagues established a pluralistic organization, both in terms of topics 
discussed and in the nature of the participants. No one would check from 
what level or nature of Jewish belief – or indeed none – did the participants 
come. Everyone was to be welcomed, whether Orthodox, Conservative, 
Reform or secular, and everyone would pay a participation fee including 
hotel accommodation but an amount considerably less than the total cost.

But when Chesler was no longer treasurer, the Jewish Agency retreated 
from the Limmud project, although it continued to make an annual financial 
contribution and the Limmud FSU office is still situated in the Agency’s 
building in Kiryat Moriah, Jerusalem. So Chesler decided to go it alone. He 
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needed to satisfy his restless energy and assuage his deep hunger for doing 
something tangible for the good of the Jewish people – and especially the 
Russian-speaking younger generation. 

Chesler first decided to approach other leading Jewish organizations. The 
Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany, the American Jewish 
Joint Distribution Committee, and the World Jewish Congress were with 
him from the start. JDC supported community building in the former Soviet 
Union as this was and still is very much a part of their world view, and it 
was important for them to be involved in social and educational activities in 
those countries. For the Claims Conference, the aim of including a prominent 
part of Holocaust remembrance in the educational program of the Limmud 
conferences was all-important. 

At this juncture, Chesler convened a meeting of emissaries who had served 
with him in the USSR in order to consult with them on the best way to proceed. 
In June 2005, the Jewish Agency Board of Governors met in Jerusalem. One 
of the particpants was Sandra Cahn, who had known Chesler for several 
years and was enthusiastic about his ideas and had accompanied him on the 
preliminary visit to Limmud in Nottingham. 

Sandra F. Cahn was born in New York but has roots in the Russian Empire. 
Her maternal grandparents came from Chernigov, near Kiev in Ukraine. When 
her paternal grandfather arrived in New York’s Ellis Island, he was turned 
away. A spark from a firework in his home town of Minkovitch had damaged 
an eye and immigration officials determined that he had glaucoma. He was  
forced to return to Europe but instead disembarked in Nova Scotia, Canada, 
when his ship stopped for coaling. He later managed to cross the border into 
the United States. 

 Sandra attended Hebrew school and graduated from Queens College. After 
a successful 30-year career in business as the owner of a company that supplied 
office furnishings, she embarked on a second career in fundraising, serving 
as regional director of the Diabetes Research Institute Foundation. This was 
followed by a stint as executive director of the Parkinson’s Medical Research 
Foundation, from where she retired in 2012 to volunteer for Limmud FSU. 
But that was not her first foray into the world of Jewish philanthropy – that 
had actually started with a 50 dollar donation.

Sandra had always known she wanted to find a Jewish life partner. Stewart 
Cahn, a graduate of Colgate University and Cornell, was a confirmed bachelor. 
He had Sandra’s phone number in his pocket for a year before he actually 
called her. At their second meeting, he was chairman of a UJA (United 
Jewish Appeal) singles event and while he offered to buy her a ticket, she 
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was required to make a minimum donation of 50 dollars. Had she refused, 
he admitted later, he would not have taken her out again. 

Her donation of 50 dollars set her on a parallel career in Jewish activism: 
she founded the UJA Federation of New York Women’s Executive Circle, 
whose mission was to mentor young Jewish businesswomen; she later served 
as chair of the Federation’s Women’s Division and chair of the Business and 
Professional Division, before serving as national chair of the UJA’s Women’s 
Campaign. She also served on the board of JDC, as chair of Hillel at Queen’s 
College and of the executive committee of Folksbeine, the National Yiddish 
Theater.

Back in 1976, before the fall of the Iron Curtain, Sandra and Stewart 
spent their honeymoon on a UJA mission in Poland, Romania, Israel and 
Paris. While in Bucharest, they received desperate letters from four young 
Jewish couples, including Rodika and Julian Lackner, who had applied for 
exit visas to Israel. These were denied and they had lost their jobs. When 
she returned home, Sandra forwarded their letters to the American Secretary 
of State Cyrus Vance, Senator Daniel Moynihan, Jacob Javits and Henry 
(“Scoop”) Jackson. They, in turn, forwarded the letters to different people 
in the Romanian administration with Moynihan’s letter to President Nicolae 
Ceascescu containing a veiled threat; “When the Lackners are allowed to 
leave [Romania], please inform me.” A year after, Sandra and Stewart sent 
gifts for the couple to Bucharest, only to be told that they had already left 
for Israel. Later, Sandra and Stewart, on a visit, invited the Lackners to 
dinner. Stewart asked them, “How did you manage to get out of Romania?” 
They said they did not really know but had been given notice to pack their 
bags and leave the country within 24 hours. The Cahns then showed them 
the letters that had been sent by the prominent US officials. 

Sandra Cahn met Chesler for the first time in 1993 in Samarkand, 
Uzbekhistan. At the time, Chesler was head emissary of the Jewish Agency 
to the former USSR and Sandra was leading a UJA mission. A close friendship 
developed between Stewart and Sandra Cahn and Chaim and Ziva Chesler. 
Ten years later at a Jewish Agency board of governors meeting, Chesler 
asked Sandra to join him in co-founding Limmud FSU. “I know that Russian 
Jewry is close to your heart,” he told her, “and the program I am working 
on involving volunteerism, pluralism and equality will appeal to you. Join 
me and we can make history!” He suggested that she take over responsibility 
for fund raising in the United States. She asked for some time to consider 
and a few days later, told him, “I am with you!”
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When Limmud FSU came into official being, Chaim Chesler was listed 
as founder, and Sandra Cahn as a co-founder. The co-operation between 
the two breathed life into the fledgling organization in its first years and 
continues to do so. Both of them are made from inflammable material – she 
in a more restrained way; he much more combustible. But the two appear to 
complement each other. He throws out new ideas a mile a minute and she 
brings him and the ideas down to earth.

❋ ❋ ❋

In August 2005, born on a frenetic wave of activity, Chesler landed in  
Cordoba, Spain, not in the footsteps of Moses Maimonides, the Rambam, who 
was born there and whose statue graces the city, but in search of one Matthew 
Bronfman who was attending a meeting of the World Jewish Congress. 
Bronfman recalls, “Someone I did not know approached me and asked if he 
could take an hour of my time.” Granted the time slot, Chesler explained 
his plans for reaching out to all those Russian and Soviet Jews for whom 
Jewish identity was crucial and for whom Israel was important even if they 
did not live there, and thus to strengthen the feelings of national identity for 
the Russian-speaking Jews in the former USSR. “I thought the idea had some 
merit although I doubted if anything would come of it,” recalls Bronfman.

“Why did you have doubts?”
“I had been to Russia several times and I knew how complicated it would 

be to move anything and how much conflict there was between the various 
Jewish organizations.”

Chesler attempted to inspire Bronfman. “We will hold the first Limmud 
FSU conference in Kishinev, Moldova, not far from Ataki, the ancestral 
home of the Bronfman family,” he suggested. An ember from the fire of 
Chesler alighted on the immaculate jacket of Matthew Bronfman. He agreed 
to donate 25,000 dollars to the putative project, but added a strong warning. 
“If it is a success I will be with you the whole way, but if it is a failure I 
don’t want to see you again!” Since then, Bronfman has been a major donor 
to Limmud FSU and serves as Chair of the International Steering Committee 
and participates in many of its events.

In the 1990s, Aaron Frenkel played a significant role in bringing Jews out 
of the former Soviet Union. He was born in Bnei Brak, has five children 
and is married to the former Deputy Minister of Economics of Croatia. He 
is a major figure in international real estate and lives in Monaco where 
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he is president of the local Jewish community. In the 1980s he set up the 
Lloyds Group which invests in civil aviation. The former French President, 
Nicolas Sarkozy, appointed him a member of the Légion d’Honneur and he 
served as Chairman of the President’s Committee when Shimon Peres was 
President of Israel.

Frenkel met Chesler for the first time during the mass immigration from 
the former Soviet Union when Chesler was chief emissary to the USSR. Their 
friendship strengthened when Chesler was treasurer of the Jewish Agency, 
and in 2005 they met in Moscow. In the name of their joint interests Chesler 
asked Frenkel if he would cooperate in setting up Limmud FSU. “It seemed 
like a good idea to me,” Frenkel says, “and I believed that from a small 
beginning, something big could grow.”

“On what was your belief built on?”
“Every orchestra needs a conductor and Chesler seemed to me to be 

indefatigable. There can be a great enterprise but which is led by someone 
not suitable and a modest enterprise can be good with the right person in 
place. Apart from the fact that the idea seemed good, I knew that Chesler 
would give it his whole heart and soul.” Today, Aaron Frenkel is another 
major donor to Limmud FSU and serves as its president. 

Now that he had successfully recruited the key donors, and with his partner, 
Sandra Cahn at his side, Chesler turned to people – those who could bring in 
grass roots support. The man who had failed to win re-election in the Jewish 
Agency in Jerusalem now turned to mavericks who had worked – and left 
– Jewish institutions in Russia. “On the face of it, these were all the wrong 
people,” says Sandra Cahn, “but in fact they were just the right people. They 
were determined outsiders, the sort of people who make revolutions.”

❋ ❋ ❋

It is four o’clock in the afternoon on a freezing autumn day in Moscow in 
2005. Alexander (“Sasha”) Pyatagorsky, is rushing to a meeting; as usual 
he is going to be dramatically late. On his way he is stopped by a friend, 
Tanya Manusoff, who worked for the JDC. “My friends and I are planning a 
conference in Kishinev, and I want you to join us,” she tells him. Pyatagorsky, 
who was an aide to Pinchas Goldschmidt, the Chief Rabbi of Moscow, said to 
her, “What’s with me and Kishinev?” But Tanya continued, “Before Kishinev 
we are going to an educational conference called Limmud in England. Some 
guy called Chaim Chesler has invited us.” That seemed more interesting to 
Sasha and he threw out a casual da and continued on his way. 
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London, late December, 2005. The British were huddled around their 
Christmas trees when 15 would-be revolutionaries landed at Heathrow Airport 
– Chesler refers to them as the “Pyatagorskim.” “Chaim told me he wanted to 
launch something huge,” Sasha Pyatagorsky says. The group made their way 
to Nottingham. Not far away is Hucknall where the poet Lord Byron is buried 
and nearby is Sherwood Forest, the legendary haunt of Robin Hood.

Six years before Chesler and his entourage visited, I had myself attended 
Limmud in the same place. I found a deserted campus; the lawns were frozen 
and the regular student body had left for the Christmas holidays. In their 
place, was a Jewish bubble composed of long-haired people, some of the 
men with a small kippa on their heads, and couples pushing baby carriages. 
Interested in Jewish learning but not burning-up in the flame of the Torah and 
free of any messianic taint that might threaten my own secularity. Orthodox, 
Conservative, Reform, secular – all had paid 275 pounds in order to spend 
quality time together.

 I witnessed a deep desire among the participants to learn about Jewish life 
and Judaism in its widest but not necessarily religious sense. There were a few 
who spent the hours until dawn poring over their copies of the Talmud, but 
most listened to lectures, watched musical, theatrical and dance performances 
or chose to knock back pints in the hotel bar, the name of which had been 
temporarily changed to “Bar Kokhba” in honor of Limmud. Personally, I 
spent the night in a monastic-like student cell with a narrow bed, an old 
wooden desk and a wash basin. And I was happy.

It is clear that the 15 members of the Russian delegation were subject to the 
same experience – and were also happy. They were especially impressed that 
everything was organized from the bottom upward – power to the volunteers. 
Although Pyatagorsky with his discerning eye, spots among them several 
Jewish functionaries who are also dubbed “volunteers,” he is also aware of 
the 3,000 people who have spent good money to participate, many of whom 
could easily have chosen to spend their Christmas vacation in Barbados, or to 
eat in Michelin-starred restaurants, but nevertheless, have chosen a hard-boiled 
egg and olives for breakfast. Pyatagorsky says, “These were people of my 
age: they were busy going to lectures, studying, taking part in workshops and 
enjoying themselves.” The Russian group spent every evening dissecting what 
they had seen and learnt and their reaction was unanimously enthusiastic.

Chesler explains to the group his plans for Limmud FSU and the event he 
is planning in Kishinev. “Why Kishinev?” he is asked. He replies,“Because 
there is a building there that the JDC has reclaimed for the Jewish community 
which we can use.”
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“And who will attend?” they question him.“18 to 27 year-olds; ‘Birthright’ 
will give us financial support and the particpants will pay 20 dollars each. 
“We were in a state of shock,” Sasha Pyatgorsky recalls. “That is not what 
we had anticipated. But it was only me that said, ‘if that is your idea of 
Limmud, I will not participate.ʼ”

“In what way was it not Limmud in your eyes?”
“We had seen in Nottingham that Limmud is something open to all. It is 

pluralistic; it is not up to you to decide the age of the participants; you do 
not decide how much it will cost; you do not decide who will teach and 
what will be in the program.”

A heated discussion ensues. The JDC is insisting that the event should 
be in Kishinev but the Pyatagorskim do not cave in. “You do not begin 
something like this in Kishinev. No one will want to go!” Chesler hears 
the argument out and is reluctantly convinced. He decides to abandon the 
Kishinev idea. “I understood from the Russians that evening that Kishinev 
is not Off-Broadway, but rather, Off-Off Brooklyn.” Already that night it 
was decided that the first Limmud FSU conference would take place, not in 
Kishinev, but in Moscow.

At the same time, efforts were redoubled to find more donors. Diane Wohl 
was born in Brooklyn. “I grew up in a secular but committed Jewish family,” 
she tells me. Her father always emphasized how important it was to support 
Israel. Diane herself had wanted to live there but retreated in the face of 
her mother’s objections. “She was frightened that I would not return,” she 
smiles. Diane shares her strong concern for the fate of the Jewish people with 
her husband, Howard Wohl, who is active in the coalition against the BDS 
(Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions) movement. He specially tries to recruit to  
the cause, Congress representatives from New York and presidents of 
universities in California.”I can see the fire burning in his soul,” says his 
wife Diane.

“And what is your fire?”
“I realized from a young age, that here in North America we have 

everything, but we live in a world where others have nothing.” When she 
was on the Board of the Hillel Student Organization, she worked on behalf 
of the impoverished in Uruguay and Brazil. She also fought for women’s 
rights and freedom in the USSR. “As Jews, we have a responsibility to 
protect universal principles.”

She became involved with Limmud FSU in 2006 through Sandra Cahn. 
“Sandy explained what she was doing with Chesler and I lit up!” says Wohl. 
“Sandy said, ‘If you want to join us, come for a lunch I am giving for a 
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group of activists.’” Diane says,“In retrospect, that was one of the most 
meaningful invitations I ever received.”

Diane Wohl began to play an active role, especially in meetings in New 
York, “I wanted to understand exactly what it was the activists hoped 
to achieve.” She grasped immediately that people who had lived under 
Communism found it difficult to internalize the concept of volunteerism. 
“They were used to receiving everything from above with them doing nothing 
in return, but Chesler believed the attitude of the Russian Jews could be 
changed, and was prepared to fight for his beliefs.”

Sandra Cahn: “We began with nothing and we had to be inventive. In 
addition to funding, there was also the question of logistics. How would we 
circulate information? Who would send out invitations? How would we recruit 
speakers? Chesler and Cahn wanted to stretch across the Russian bridgehead. 
Each of the 15 who had been on the exploratory trip to Nottingham would be 
asked to recruit two more people. Then there would be 30, but the pace was 
still too slow. “We decided to take the responsibility for the first conference 
on our own shoulders, although this was certainly not what we had intended 
in the first place.”

 “Our work methods were killing,” Sandra says. She would get up in New 
York at four in the morning in order to catch Chesler on the telephone at 
11 am in Tel Aviv. She would leave for work at eight and he would wait 
for her to return home at 4.00 in the morning Israel time. Their flights to 
Russia become more and more frequent. Sometimes she would land on a 
Friday morning after a sleepless flight, meet Chesler and accompany him 
to meetings in a Moscow suburb to meet the volunteer activists, and then 
on Sunday night, get a flight home and go straight to her office on Monday 
morning, often nursing a bout of bronchitis.

 Our first challenge,” says Chesler, “was that we had to get people to come 
to the planned conference. We needed a reasonable minimum, otherwise it 
would not be a Limmud.” The tentative program was for Friday and Saturday 
events in the hotel and a visit to Red Square. But there was one crucial and 
revolutionary difference: the participants would pay. Not the full price because 
there was already major donor support but pay nevertheless; the roubles they 
had to fork out would give the participants the feeling that the event was 
theirs. The days when an institutional plane would drop candy from the skies 
and all the participants had to do was to wait with open arms, were over. The 
bait offered to organizations was that they could set up information booths 
in the selected venues.
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The Pyatagorsky team, together with Michael Yedovitzky, Dima Mariasis, 
Tanya Manusoff, Misha Libkin, Sandra Cahn and Chaim Chesler, constructed 
the first program. The subjects to be discussed would strike a balance between 
“Jewish” topics and “Israeli” topics and between Israeli and Russian-based 
themes. A workshop on Russian-Jewish animated movies and Israeli songs; the 
strands of Judaism on the soil of the USSR, together with Israel folk dance 
–and a special panel which would explain what Limmud is all about. When 
the “What” and the “How,” began to fall into place, they begin to think about 
the “Where.” Chesler asked Pyatagorsky to suggest a suitable venue. 

Pyatagorsky recommends Dom Uchennikh – “Scientists House,” a recently 
renovated building but manifestly Soviet in style; winding corridors, stairs 
that led nowhere, dingy rooms. Chesler and Cahn, who are beginning to feel 
the pressure, reluctantly give their agreement.

They considered suitable dates and chose the month of May when the 
snow has melted in Moscow. But between the first of May (still observed in 
Russia) and the ninth of May (“Victory over the Nazis” Day) everyone is on 
vacation. On Saturday evening, May 13, 2006, a pre-event dinner attended by 
over 100 leaders of the Russian Jewish community took place so they could 
learn what Limmud was all about. Among the guests were the Chief Rabbi of 
Moscow, Pinchas Goldschmidt, Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz, the tycoon 
Arkady Gaydamak, Alexander Mashkevitz of the Euro-Asian Jewish Congress, 
Moshe Kantor of the European Jewish Congress and many others. 

They move on to the synagogue: candle lighting, Ma’ariv evening prayers 
and a sermon from Rabbi Israel Singer, Chief Executive of the World Jewish 
Congress. Friday dinner is hosted by Matthew Bronfman and Aaron Frenkel. 
Oneg Shabbat entertainment is provided by a choir of men and boys from 
the synagogue. At the Havdala ceremony at the close of Shabbat, musician 
Yonatan Raz’el leads the singing.

 The celebrations have been preceded by a less celebratory note. Rabbi Adin 
Even-Israel Steinzaltz, the noted Talmudic scholar and Israel Prize laureate 
has arrived together with the other distinguished guests and speakers. Missing 
however at first, were any senior representatives from the Jewish Agency who 
evidently did not believe that Chaim Chesler and his group were capable 
of getting the event together. But when the Jewish Agency representatives 
in Russia informed Jerusalem about the massive participation, Chesler’s 
cellphone immediately began to ring. On the line was Ze’ev Bielski, then 
chairman of the Jewish Agency: “We made a mistake. We didn’t think you 
could carry it off. Now we want to be part of it.” Beilski arrived together 
with the Director-General Moshe Vigdor and the Director of Birthright (Taglit), 



33

Limmud FSU, Vitebsk, Belarus 2014
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	At the President’s 
Residence, Jerusalem, 
2014 l. to r. Roman Kogan, 
Matthew Bronfman, 
President Shimon Peres, 
Sandra Cahn, Chaim 
Chesler, Aaron Frenkel

Limmud FSU Jerusalem 
opening, 2010  l. to r. 
Matthew Bronfman, 
President Peres, Dr 
Nona Kuchina, Moshe 
Schneersohn (Ch. 7)
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	Princeton, 2012 Einstein 
statue; l. to r. Prof. Hanoch 
Gutfreund, Sandra Cahn, 
Diane Wohl, Matthew 
Bronfman

	“Let my People Go” exhibit, 
Jerusalem Post conference, 
New York, 2015. Chaim 
Chesler with Ron Lauder
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	The first Limmud FSU - Moscow 2006 

	l. to r. Alexander Pyatigorsky, Dr. Israel Singer, Avraham Infeld, Prof. 
Deborah Lipstadt, Andrew Gilbert, Chair, Limmud International (Ch. 1) 
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	“Let my People Go” exhibit, Knesset, 2015. l.to r. Knesset Speaker Yuli 
Edelstein, JAFI Chair Natan Sharansky, Asher Weill (curator).

	Prime Minister Benyamin Netanyahu visits the “Let My People Go” 
exhibit
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	Cosmonauts visit Limmud 
FSU Beersheba. l. to r. Mikhail 
Kornienko, Garret Reisman, 
Gen. Alexei Leonov, President 
Shimon Peres (Ch. 6)

	Yosef Mendelevitch in  
St. Petersburg (Ch. 5)
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	Osik Akselrud, Chair of 
Limmud FSU Ukraine and 
Dmitry Mariasis, Co-chair 
of Limmud FSU, Moscow, 
meet Eli Wiesel in New 
York

	The Elie Wiesel house in 
Sighet, the cellar of which 
is now a museum of the 
Holocaust (Ch. 8)
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	Torchlight march in Sighet. 
Center: MKs Yair Lapid and 
Minister Gila Gamliel (Ch. 8) 

	Justice Esther Hayut, 
President of the Supreme 
Court, at Limmud FSU, 
Jerusalem 2017
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Dr. Shimshon Shoshani. The opening ceremony of the one-day so-called 
“Mini-Limmud” event was scheduled for Sunday, May 14.

❋ ❋ ❋

At 10.30 in the morning on a mild and clear day, buses begin to discharge 
800 people who have come from all over the country to join another 200 
from the city of Moscow itself at Dom Uchennikh. Most have no idea what 
to expect. Probably they thought they would enjoy a typical Muskovite 
weekend. But on that fair and crisp morning they are about to be submitted 
to a new Jewish environment. They are housed in two hotels, the Balchuk 
and the Lasnia Holiday Inn. From Dom Uchennikh, they make their way to 
the Nikitskaya Community Center. Participants receive files and tags with 
their names, a printed program, a block of paper and a pen. Payment was 
made by dropping cash into a charity box. There was no set price and every 
person contributed as much as they saw fit. There are drinks and opening 
remarks from Rabbi Asher Ostrin, head of the JDC in the Former Soviet 
Union, Rabbi Berl Lazar, Avraham Infeld, the head of Hillel in Israel, Sandra 
Cahn and Mikhail Chlenov, the two co-founders of Limmud FSU. Matthew 
Bronfman gives a talk on the origins of Limmud and there is a panel on 
“Limmud from Dream to Reality,” with the participation of Chesler, Prof. 
Deborah Lipstadt and Pyatagorsky. 

 At 11.15 the program began with lectures by Rabbi Steinsaltz and Avraham 
Infeld. The principle that you only attend the sessions you really want to, 
takes effect from the very start. Nelly Shulman is a Reform rabbi ordained 
from the Leo Baeck College in London and now lives and works in Russia. 
In 2004, Rabbi Shulman was voted one of the 100 most influential women 
in Moscow. Shortly before she spoke at Limmud she had presided over  
the marriage of two women, an event that caused an uproar in Orthodox 
Jewish circles. 

“This was totally different from anything I had experienced previously,” 
said Larissa Popovskaya, who had arrived with a group from Hillel. “The 
normal arrangement I was used to was that we would hear a lecture followed 
by questions and answers, then a coffee break than another lecture with 
questions and answers, and then lunch. But here everything stood on its head: 
everything was up to your own choice, spontaneous with no pre-ordained 
direction.”

A Spark is Kindled
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Diane Wohl: “I felt I was participating in something with no precedent: a 
unique event that was providing the participants with a meaningful Jewish 
experience. Suddenly everyone discovered a niche that interested them. I felt 
that the participants were running their own affair, with Chaim and Sandy 
just providing the backbone.”

Aaron Frenkel was entranced by the fact that the building which had 
housed Soviet scientist, was now playing host to rabbis, lecturers and famous 
professors. “I saw how it was vibrant and lively, with people so involved 
that you no longer knew who was a speaker, who was a volunteer, who was 
a guest or who was an organizer. The air was filled with electricity.”

May 14, 2006. The first Limmud FSU had been launched.

42
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Moscow: Eight Years On
Eight years later, in May 2014, Limmud FSU has gained a great deal of 
self confidence. Everything flows as smoothly as the Volga. The enthusiasm 
is well under control but there is still something of a pioneering spirit in 
the air. The volunteers are busy; there is no queue at the registration desk. 
Even the choice of the venue exudes self-confidence. The dreary Soviet-style 
rooms of Dom Uchennikh in 2006 are a thing of the past. Eight years down 
the line, the atmosphere is more that of a pleaant weekend. The Klyazma 
Retreat Center is an official institution of the Russian Presidential Bureau. 
It is situated some 40 kms. east of Moscow in the midst of a forest of birch 
trees, and somehow awakens the memory of a poem by Miriam Yalan-Stekelis: 
“He stood standing in a small field of birch trees/ In a curling field he stood/
No one comes to a birch tree to be joyful/no one comes to straighten the 
curls…” Someone who is not Yalan-Stekelis – me for example – will stand 
on the banks of the nearby Klyazma River and will sing “Volga-Volga.” The 
Volga might be insulted by the comparison.

Dmitry Mariasis – Dima as he is known to all, is a fair person, fair of 
face, a fair forehead receding more and more into his fair hair. He holds a 
PhD in international economics from the Department of Asian and African 
Studies at the University of Moscow, and his specialty is the economy of 
Israel. When I ask him “so what’s wrong with our economy?” he bursts 
out laughing and points to the gulf between rich and poor in Israel. “The 
Netanyahu government simply does not deal with the issue,” he maintains. 
He has uncomplimentary words for what he calls the Israeli “Exit.” “Israeli 
researchers are busy inventing and then selling out their products and that 
leads to a regrettable brain drain.”

 The Zionist heritage of Dima Mariasis dates back 100 years. In the 1920s, 
several of his family arrived in Palestine and settled in the villages of Avichail, 
Kfar Habad and Bnei Atarot. Not that it had any effect on his parents; “Typical 
Soviet Jews,” he describes them. “At Passover they ate matzot but other 
than that; a huge void, empty of Judaism.” Only from his grandfather did 
he learn something about the Jewish faith. Israel Abramovitch had made the 
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long journey with the Red Army to Berlin and returned endowed with Jewish 
awareness. He insisted on speaking Yiddish, going to synagogue and he gave 
his loved grandson a prayer book.

Dima arrived in Israel at the age of 13. He remembers the burning sun 
and the orange orchards encroaching on the airport runway He celebrated 
his Bar Mitzva at the Western Wall, traveled the length of the country and 
was overwhelmed. He left behind the rapidly disintegrating Soviet Union 
and landed in a country in the process of reconstruction. But the situation 
between the Jews and Arabs made him uncomfortable. “Who is the socialist 
and who is the capitalist? Who the exploiter and who the exploited?” he 
questioned himself and got no answer.

I am sitting with Mariasis in the Limmud operations center. The telephones 
are ringing off the hook, SMSs are flying in and out, people constantly coming 
in with questions. The show is run by volunteers with Sasha Pyatagorsky 
leading the team. Sasha, whom we have already met, is considered a Russian 
success story. He has already created two internet start-up companies, runs 
several social media outlets and worked for Yandex, the Russian equivalent 
of Google. Despite his quiet demeanor, expressed in fluent Hebrew, there is 
no doubt as to who is in charge here. Despite having grown up in a home 
devoid of any Zionist or Jewish content, he studied in a Habad school.

Sasha Pyatagorsky explains; “During those years, the situation in the USSR 
was very difficult. But because of donations from America, Jewish schools 
were able to employ teachers of a higher caliber.” After he had run a summer 
camp for international Jewish youth and worked at the JDC, he decided that 
he wanted to build up a community of committed Moscow Jews. Not with 
American money, not with budgets provided by Israel, but one in which the 
participants would pay for what they receive. “That is the only way to create 
a successful community,” he maintains. 

One of the most popular speakers here is Prof. Victoria Mochalova, an 
expert on Slavic studies and director of Sefer, an organization for teachers 
of Jewish studies. “I pursued her for four years,” says Pyatagorsky. “All she 
would say was that she was not interested; until her son, Anton Nossik, (to 
whom we will return later) came to Limmud with his own young son and 
asked his mother to be a babysitter. Since then, she is the first to pay the 
registration fee.”

Limmud is possibly the most expensive of all Jewish events in Moscow. 
Participants pay for their accommodation and food. The amount can reach 
500 dollars for the weekend, but behind the dollars is a clear ideology. As 
we have seen, until the advent of Limmud FSU, the Jews were solely on the 
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receiving end – educational institutions, summer camps, lectures – all paid for 
by others. “And that was no way to create a community,” say Pyatagorsky and 
Mariasis. “In a genuine community you have to give, not just receive.”

 Many of the people I see here have no problem in giving. The children are 
dressed by Armani Kids, the women wear fashionable boots from Ferragamo, 
the men favor Hugo Boss. And why not? Why not sit on the New York line 
of longitude and to go to the office with a coffee-to-go from Starbucks in 
hand, and take the family to Disney World rather than to Eilat?

People like Pyatagorsky do not necessarily see Israel as an option for 
permanent residence. Although after the Havdala ceremony at the close of 
Shabbat, they might join in singing Beshem achi verayee – “For the sake of 
my brothers and comrades,” and “Let My People Go,” they are not convinced 
that “My People” actually need to go anywhere.

“If I lived in Chelyabinsk or Kamchatka,” Evgeniy Petashnik tells me, 
“I would go to Israel. But here in Moscow, life is extremely comfortable.” 
Petashnik is a director of a company specializing in data security. One of his 
latest projects involves lost and found property. He is attempting to set up a 
database which will collate information on items lost in planes and airports. 
Anyone who has the application will be able to trace the cellphone he left 
in the plane seat pocket in front of him.

Anton Nossik is considered one of the leading bloggers in Russia – frenetic 
and an octopus with words. He owes his fluency in Hebrew to Alexei Magarik, 
the last prisoner of Zion to be released from the USSR, who now lives 
in Jerusalem. Nossik is a graduate of the Faculty of Medicine at Moscow 
University, after as a Jew, he was twice refused admission. When he finished 
his studies, the Iron Curtain had collapsed. He began to circumnavigate the 
globe and ended up in Israel. “I felt that I had come home.”

The year was 1990 and Nossik was one of the few Russians who arrived 
already speaking fluent Hebrew, a fact that interested the Ministry of the  
Interior’s Department for Russian Immigration. He had a column in the 
Jerusalem Post in English and then a job with the Russian newspaper Vesti, 
edited by former Prisoner of Zion Eduard Kuznetsov, and a column in the 
Ma’ariv newspaper. Dov Yudkovsky, the legendary editor-in-chief of Yediot 
Aharonot gave him a word of fatherly advice. “The kippa on your head will 
hinder you in Israeli journalism; you will always be seen as a rightist.” 

In the early 1990s Jerusalem was considered the center of the “Russian 
Mafia.” Every evening, the Russians of Jerusalem flocked to Tel Aviv to 
prepare Vesti for press, until Nossik had had enough. In order to circumvent a 
Ministry of Communications ban on importing modems, which would enable 
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work from Jerusalem, Nossik used ultra-Orthodox haredim as smugglers. One 
of them installed the modems on the Jerusalem computers and they could 
thus edit the paper without descending to Tel Aviv. Later on, he set up an 
Internet company which numbered among its clients the Foreign Ministry, 
the Israel Museum and the Science Museum in Jerusalem.

 “With such a string of successes, why did you return to Russia?”
“When the Internet burst on to the Russian scene, there were 300 million 

potential users as compared to just five million in Israel.”
Nossik’s blog is read by 1.5 million people. He founded newspapers and 

news agencies, including Gazeta and Lenta. “I stopped being an insignificant 
journalist” he states confidently. By the way, there is still a kippa on his head.
(Ed: Anton Nossik died in Moscow in 2017 at the early age of 52).

Michael (Misha) Libkin, co-chair of Limmud FSU Moscow, was one of 
the participants in the first Limmud FSU in 2006 as a representative of ORT 
in Russia of which he is now director of development. He maintains that 
Limmud FSU is changing the face of the community. “To be one of the 
leaders is very motivating,” he says, “Limmud is the only place for a family 
to participate together. There is no other project like it, and its pluralistic 
soul provides a very comfortable environment for everybody. Limmud helps 
to bring together very different people. In my case, four generations of the 
family participate: my wife and I, my daughter and niece, my parents and 
even my wife’s grandmother aged 91. Our main problem now is raising local 
money so as not to be dependent on foreign donors, although Moscow has 
the highest proportion of fee payers of any Limmud FSU event.”

More proof that Limmud is a family venture comes from Vladimir (Vlad) 
and Renata Zelikovsky. Vlad is chair of the Volunteers’ Committee. He says,  
“As an advocate of formal academic education I was attracted by the very 
special non-formal educational framework. It was really interesting to see 
how it works, but it turned out to be even more interesting as a participant. 
At the beginning I volunteered out of curiosity as I had many ideas that 
needed realization. Now I am anxious to share experiences with Limmud 
FSU volunteers in other countries.”

Renata, Vlad’s wife, is chair of the Programming Committee of Limmud 
FSU Moscow. She says, “I was immensely attracted by the freedom of 
options, democracy and pluralism in action; the atmosphere of joy, holidays 
and communication. It fulfills a need to escape everyday life if only for a 
short while and the desire to acquire knowledge. Our daughter Anna is a 
volunteer and I am certain our son Boris will also be in the future.” 



47
Moscow: Eight Years On

Despite a certain number of talitot – prayer shawls – and flying ritual 
fringes, it would seem that most people found it difficult to accept any 
halachic decrees, if even only for a limited time. A big change in Limmud 
Moscow had taken place in the dining room. Only kosher food was served and 
many participants abandoned the forlorn-looking chicken for the attractions 
of pasta carbonara in the hotel’s restaurant. Yonatan Raz’el from Jerusalem 
has volunteered his talents in the halachic spirit. He is a singer, song-writer, 
composer, arranger and conductor. Born in New York, he and his family 
became newly religious when he was a child. On the stage, he uses every 
bit of gimmickry, such as dubbing the Sabbath, “The Jewish Start-Up.”

At the close of Raz’el’s “Jewish Start-Up” on the stage of the Jerusalem 
Hall, he begins to whip up the audience. People flock on to the dance floor, 
circles are formed, hands grasp hands, and there is a glow in the air. But 
Raz’el, intoxicated by his own self-righteousness, suddenly calls for women 
and men to separate: if there is no physical barrier, there should be, at least, 
separate circles. The dancers drop their hands and half of them walk out of 
the hall in disgust.

The following morning, we leave the birch trees, the river, the sunshine 
and the volunteers. They are already busy dismantling their war room and 
are planning the next Limmud FSU adventure.
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The Volunteering Spirit 
For 70 years, among other aspects of the Communist regime in the Soviet 
Union, the concept of volunteering did not exist. The state was meant to 
provide all the necessities of life and it was presumed that there was no 
call or need for any supplementary services. In examining the legacy of the 
Soviet Union, sociologists speak about Homo Sovieticus – “Soviet Man.” 
They suggest that during those 70 years, people became accustomed to a 
paternalistic state that not only provided housing and employment, but also 
sought to direct how its citizens thought and to create a collective mentality 
in which initiative was frowned upon and ethnic identity became irrelevant. 
Under such conditions it was evident that the concepts of volunteerism and 
self-organization had no fundamental role.

Nevertheless, Yaroslav (Slava) Brooke originally from Kirovograd in 
Ukraine, presently living in Britain, and a volunteer for Limmud FSU Europe, 
remembers, “There was compulsory ‘volunteering’ in the USSR. When I 
was a schoolboy, starting from the age of 11, we had two ‘volunteering’ 
seasons – two weeks in the late spring/early summer and two weeks in 
October: cleaning and painting the school building and the surrounding area, 
sewing towels and aprons and making other articles which were later sold 
by the school administration and the money went to support the school; and 
secondly, picking potatoes, carrots and sugar beet in a kolkhoz [collective 
farm] in the autumn.” 

In other words, the very concept of volunteering had become an unwanted 
and resented activity forced by the authorities on its reluctant victims. It is 
not to be wondered therefore, that the very idea became repugnant in the 
eyes of Soviet citizens – especially young people. Slava Brooke again: “I 
think it had a very negative influence on the post-Soviet population and it 
took them some time to realize that volunteering could actually be about 
supporting something or someone you really care about.” 

Within the Jewish community, the collapse of the Soviet Union began 
to lead to a serious change of attitude. With a change to a free market 
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economy and high rates of inflation, many elderly people could not make 
ends meet on their minimal pensions and this led to the collapse of the state 
medical services. At this point several international Jewish organizations, 
notably the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) stepped 
into the breach. They initiated a series of social welfare programs backed by 
massive funding, primarily from the US Jewish community, and later from 
Holocaust-restitution related sources, primarily the Conference for Jewish 
Material Claims against Germany, and created the Hessed network of social 
welfare centers that includes home care, meals-on-wheels, social support, and 
provides medicines in every country of the former Soviet Union. In order to 
help run these centers, the JDC mobilized many thousands of mostly young 
people who volunteered to visit the sick, run errands, deliver medicines and 
food, and generally provide an alternative network of social services. Students 
ran sessions on Jewish topics, children from day and Sunday schools paid 
home visits and delivered food packages. None of this could have been done 
without the growing spirit of volunteerism among young Jews. 

As this new concept started to take root in the Jewish population – mainly 
among those who were themselves doing well financially – and as the 
renascence of Jewish life and Jewish identity began to develop, the activists 
began to extend their involvement to building up and supporting their own 
community networks and structures that provided educational programming 
for all age groups, from kindergartens to Sunday schools, and from collective 
celebrations of Jewish festivals to youth clubs. Volunteering was no longer 
seen as a burden but became a laudable aim in itself. It was perceived that 
volunteering together provided a sense of belonging, mutual support and 
social bonding. Today many Jewish organizations in the FSU rely on their 
young volunteers not only to visit sick people or Holocaust survivors, but 
also to lead informal education programs and engage community members 
in a multitude of other activities. All these are phenomena which simply did 
not exist 20 years ago.

In this acceptance of the concept of volunteering, Limmud, starting in the 
United Kingdom, played a significant role. The educational enterprise was 
and still is, almost entirely based on volunteerism. It is volunteers who plan 
the programs, choose the topics and the presenters and run its festivals and 
conferences. The concept of volunteering is, of course, endemic in English-
speaking countries and it is not particularly surprising that Limmud was 
successful in Britain, but there was considerable doubt if the principle could 
be transferred to the FSU. 
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Nevertheless, a decade ago, Limmud FSU, began its work with Russian-
speaking communities, first of all in Russia and Ukraine, and then in Moldova, 
Belarus and then Israel and the United States, followed in due course by other 
countries. Although initially greeted with skepticism, the concept has now 
taken root and more than 55,000 young people have so far attended Limmud 
FSU conferences, all of which are organized, planned and executed by local 
volunteers in each country, and in towns ranging from Moscow to Khabarovsk, 
Kiev to Birobidzan, Toronto to Melbourne, New York to London.

Chaim Chesler says, “For me the crucial importance of Limmud FSU, 
even more than the obvious educational aspect, is the fact that it has become a 
major factor in developing a new generation of leaders in order to strengthen 
and reinforce the Jewish communities of the FSU.” Sandra Cahn adds that 
for her, one of the central values of Limmud FSU is that, “it is Jewish 
education for wherever there are Russian-speaking communities. We don’t 
tell them what lectures to have; we don’t find the lecturers – they do it for 
themselves. We help to raise the funding and we help the volunteers; that 
for me is a major source of pride.”

One of the key volunteers in the Limmud FSU constellation is Osik 
(Yosef) Akselrud who has been involved since the start. He is Chairman 
of Limmud FSU Ukraine; regional director of Hillel in Ukraine, Belarus, 
Moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Uzhbekhistan, and executive director of 
the Jewish communities of Ukraine. He says, “Limmud FSU gives us the 
opportunity to introduce a completely new format in Jewish education. This 
includes scale, diversity, sincerity and the participation of different age groups 
(including families which is what I like the most). I am certain that Limmud 
will go from strength to strength for one significant reason: the entire Jewish 
community in Ukraine is involved – everyone benefits. Within two days 
registration is over-subscribed and this is the main indicator of its success. 
Our main goals must be to develop creative thinking and to diversify the 
programs. Each year brings great changes in our lives so we need to respond 
to this, discussing the most topical issues, but, at the same time, retaining a 
strong base of Jewish tradition, culture and history.”

Roman Kogan, the Executive Director of Limmud FSU, adds a more 
philosophical dimension. Born in 1978, in Tallinn, Estonia, he is a member 
of the self-described “One and a half generation” of immigrants. Although 
born in the USSR, he immigrated with his parents to Israel in 1991 at the 
age of 12, so that his elementary school education was totally Soviet and 
his high school, totally Israeli. His family, including his grandparents, had 
a strong Jewish cultural identity but with no religious element; “typical 
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Soviet Jewish citizens,” as he describes them. In Israel, the family joined 
friends who had settled in Ashdod, which today is a major attraction for 
Russian-speaking immigrants. In 1999, after completing his service in the 
IDF, he studied at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, graduating with an 
MA in international relations and communications. He spent three years as 
spokesman for Roman Bronfman, a Knesset member for Meretz and the 
Democratic Choice party, who was deeply involved in affairs concerning 
Russian-speaking new immigrants. In 2006, he was recruited by the Jewish 
Agency and was appointed its educational emissary, first to St. Petersburg 
and then in addition, to the Baltic States.

Kogan started to hear about Limmud FSU from people who had taken 
part, and he met Chesler for the first time when he attended one of the 
preparatory seminars in Moscow, on behalf of the Jewish Agency. Three years 
later, Chesler invited him to attend the Limmud FSU event in Birobidzhan 
as a speaker. There, in the Russian Far East, he really began to appreciate 
what Limmud was all about, and in his own words, “was caught.” A few 
months later, Chesler flew to St Petersburg and offered him the job of Chief 
Operating Officer, believing that even a predominantly volunteer organization, 
needed a guiding overall hand.

Echoing Slava Brooke’s remarks, Kogan says that under the Soviet system, 
there was a stigma attached to the term “volunteering,” and it had almost 
insulting connotations. Limmud FSU, following in the footsteps of the Limmud 
tradition originating in the UK, encouraged Russian speakers who began to 
understand the ideology behind volunteerism, realizing that by volunteering, 
they are in effect, doing it for themselves. “You are doing something positive 
for yourself – not for an institution nor for the establishment,” Kogan 
emphasized. He points out “that from one event in 2006, there are now 
up to 13 on four continents, all of which are planned and carried out by 
volunteers with some help from our professional team. As in the UK today, 
the volunteers are backed up by a very small group of professionals, including 
project managers in each country.” 

 Kogan adds; “The volunteers are the heart of Limmud. Each Limmud FSU 
event is staffed by a group of somewhere between 30 and 50 people who are 
divided into subcommittees handling every administrative and logistic aspect, 
such as choice of topics and presenters, public relations, recruitment, venue, 
special programs for children and a myriad of other issues. Some volunteers 
work just for the three days of each event, others all the year round.” 

Moreover, Kogan emphasizes, all the participants in Limmud FSU events 
– even the volunteers – actually pay a participation fee. This is perhaps 

The Volunteering Spirit 
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even more extraordinary given the fact that in the early days after the fall of 
Communism, every major Jewish international organization moved into the 
FSU and organized events, held conferences, provided social services and 
much more, with no costs to the spoon-fed local population, partly because 
the Jewish world was so eager to encourage the Jews of the FSU to reconnect 
to their Jewish roots and only partly because the local population was largely 
unable to pay.

Kogan maintains that the main problem facing the Jewish people today 
worldwide is not BDS, but assimilation. Hence he sees Limmud as playing 
a vital and critical role, but he says, “We cannot do it alone. We need the 
financial backing and support of world Jewry – including the major established 
organizations and institutions.” 

He sums up: “If there was no platform like Limmud, many Jews would 
have found themselves outside the communal fence. I appreciate people who 
are prepared to leave their private comfort zone and find the strength to 
work for the common good. We all live today in the global world but this 
can sometimes lead to a lack of individual warmth and care. If Limmud can 
play a small part in bringing Jews together, dayenu!” 

Natasha Chechik, at 30, is the youngest of the Limmud FSU central staff. 
Born in Moscow in 1988, she immigrated with her family to Israel at the 
age of nine and has a degree in communications and foreign relations from 
the Hebrew University, Jerusalem. She began with Limmud as a public 
relations consultant in 2015, and is today director of current affairs and 
communications. 

Chaim Nagus, the financial and management consultant of Limmud FSU, 
participated in his first conference in Beit Avi Chai in Jerusalem in 2009. 
“I remember a group of volunteers under great pressure; there was frenetic 
activity, something was going on all the time and there was a fantastic 
atmosphere bursting with vitality, different to anything I had witnessed in 
any Jewish event up to then.”

Nagus was born in Liverpool in Britain, studied economics at London 
University, immigrated to Israel in 1967 and has a degree in business 
administration from the Hebrew University. As chief financial officer of 
the Jewish Agency, he worked closely with Chaim Chesler, treasurer of the 
Agency at that time. He arrived at Limmud FSU when the organization began 
to receive regular financing from established institutions in the USA, but 
not for any specific event. Nagus maintains that the main difference lies in 
the decentralization of the volunteer organizing committees. “The events are 
project-driven from the bottom upward and an adequate financial structure is 
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designed in accordance with the needs of the event. The organizers are not 
responsible to some central emissary or institution overseas, but work in a 
framework where they are totally independent in their decision-making. And 
that is challenging and interesting.” 

”Another difference is in the informality of the organization. There are 
warm relations between the volunteers and reactions are extremely quick. 
The whole system is lively and uncomplicated and you don’t need a hundred 
committee meetings in order to reach a decision. But at the same time, 
complete adherence to correct procedures is a given. But what really impresses 
me is the quality of the volunteers in the local committees. Over the last five 
years I have met many of them and I am full of admiration for the level and 
quality of their leadership.”

Chaim Nagus sees the Limmud FSU volunteers as a source for developing 
a new Jewish leadership. “This is of particular importance in the countries 
of the former Soviet Union. Before Limmud FSU, professional leaders were 
appointed by the institutions, and here we are raising an authentic grass-roots 
leadership.” 

Yan Birbraer is 38 years old. He was born in Perm in the Ural Mountains 
and when he was three months old, the family moved to his father’s home town 
of Kharkov. Aged four, he began to learn to play the flute and was accepted 
to one of the top musical schools in Ukraine. After three years of flute, he 
changed to the clarinet. But the discordant sounds of antisemitism stopped 
his musical career short. In 1992, he was due to take part in a competition, 
the winner of which would get a place at Julliard. But the director of the 
school chose to send the second competitor in his place. “It was clear to me 
that I had nowhere to go.” 

At the age of 13, after his mother had died of cancer, he and his father 
immigrated to Israel. Even before his service in the IDF he had produced 
a festival of new immigrants arranged by Sofa Landver, then Minister of 
Immigrant Absorption. In the 1999 elections, he produced an event for new 
immigrants on behalf of the Labor party, and another for the Academy of 
Music in Jerusalem. As time went on, he found he had to decide between 
his career as an events producer and as a musician. “I couldn’t pursue two 
careers at the same time,” he says. 

He first encountered Limmud and Chaim Chesler at a music festival  
in Moscow in 2005 and then at another in Minsk but had to evacuate in 
a hurry when threatened by a poisonous cloud from the nuclear disaster at 
Chernobyl in April, 1986. In 2009, Limmud FSU was planning an event at 
Beit Avi Chai in Jerusalem and the directors agreed on condition that Yan 

The Volunteering Spirit 
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Birbraer be the events manager. Today, as project manager of Limmud FSU 
Israel, he is also deeply involved in the content, together with the programming 
committee, chaired by Rina Zaslavsky. “I am involved but I don’t make the 
decisions – that is in the hands of the volunteers. My involvement is for the 
soul. Not for the money.”

Eight years ago, when Yan Birbraer first produced a Limmud FSU event 
as a sub-contractor, he did not believe in volunteerism. But four years later, 
his attitude has changed radically; “I became a fervent believer,” he says. 
Birbraer, who is also logistics manager for all Limmud FSU events world-
wide, says he has at his disposal a group of people who are amazing, many 
of whom have become personal friends. “They do not seek any financial 
benefit, they work simply out of an ideology; they feel a need to have an 
impact on people.” 

Rina Zaslavsky has been involved with Limmud FSU since the first 
conference in Israel in 2008. She may be atypical of many Limmud FSU 
volunteers inasmuch as she came to Israel already with strong Jewish and 
Zionist credentials. She was born in Yerevan, Armenia, in 1972 and at the 
age of 11 began to learn Hebrew in an underground group. By the age of 14 
she was already teaching it to others. Her parents, originally from Ukraine, 
were both physicists and were employed in highly sensitive research institutes. 
Despite the dangers, they were clandestine Zionist activists. 

Rina, of her own volition, began to observe Shabbat and eat kosher – not an 
easy thing in a city with barely 1,000 Jews (today the Jewish population has 
shrunk to a few hundred.) In 1990, aged 18, Rina and her family immigrated 
to Israel. Always attracted to languages, she gained a BA in Japanese and 
an MA in Jewish history, obtaining a teachers’ certificate in Hebrew as a 
second language from the Hebrew University. For six years she was deputy 
director of the Milah Institute for Hebrew in Jerusalem. In 2002, she joined 
the Jewish Agency and is currently director of the Unit for Hebrew language 
and Jewish identity in the Russian Department.

Rina Zaslavsky says, “Limmud FSU provides an essential platform for 
Russian speakers to enter the wide world of Jewish culture and to encounter 
new horizons. Heterogeneity, eclecticism and pluralism are the names of the 
game so as to appeal to as wide a possible range of participants of all ages 
and backgrounds. Limmud opens the door for new experiences and to explore 
new ideas that you would never have thought of before. Moreover, the project 
is unique in the Russian-speaking Jewish street in Israel, as an event in which 
members of three different generations of the same family can study together: 
I don’t know of any other such event. In the USSR volunteering was not an 
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accepted practice and it is only now beginning to find expression in Russia 
and it is definitely still not usual. Its importance in the Limmud experience 
in Israel is not something to be taken lightly.”

The activities of the Jewish organizations, especially the JDC, the Jewish 
Agency and now Limmud FSU, have had another important knock-on effect. 
The very fact of involvement in Jewish life, social networking and education, 
has led to more and more people setting up and running their own local Jewish 
communal institutions, and efforts have been invested in nurturing a local 
leadership and program development. This is particularly noticeable among 
the younger generation, whose members are interested in creating community 
structures and programming that are attractive to their peers, and are sharing 
their knowledge and experience through grass-roots-created networks. The 
end product of all this activity is a wider extent of Jewish knowledge, more 
Jewish leaders, more knowledge of Jewish heritage, more Jewish culture and 
a heightened sense of national identity. In terms of Limmud FSU, the point 
is that now the Russian-speaking Jews of the former Soviet Union, wherever 
they may live, realize that they are able to stand on their own feet and take 
responsibility for their Jewish lives by themselves.

Roman Kogan has the last word: “In a generation, the Jewish world  
and especially its Russian-speakers, has moved from ‘Let My People Go’ 
to ‘Let My People Know.’ Now is the time to move to a third phase, ‘Let 
My People Do.’”
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The Russian Jews Take Off
Many years have passed since he stood at a shtender (the wooden desk used by 
yeshiva students while learning, usually standing up) at the Ponevezh Yeshiva 
in Bnei Brak, but his body language still reveals the gestures he used then. 
When Aaron Frenkel wishes to make a point, his shoulders dip forward; his 
point made, he straightens up and leans backward, all of it reminiscent of 
the silent prayers uttered by the yeshiva student he once was. “Before and 
after every meeting I pray,” he tells me, “I pray to that Supreme Power that 
determines fate whether we had intended it or not.” Despite the wealth he 
has accumulated, he insists that, “it is all on deposit.” That no one is immune 
to fate. Today it is there, tomorrow it has gone.” 

Frenkel is soft-spoken. The pauses between his words suggest thoughtfulness 
– perhaps even somnolence. But behind the slowness is a sharp and agile 
brain. He draws instant connections between his thoughts. “I know how to 
fit the lid on the saucepan” he says of himself.

He lives in Monaco, but feels as if he had never really left Israel, rather 
reminiscent of the song “Evita” by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice; 
“Don’t cry for me Argentina; the truth is I never left you.” He comes to Israel 
often. He chooses to spend the month of July here with his wife, Maya-Ruth 
and their five children. We are sitting in his Tel Aviv apartment opposite the 
blue sea. A yacht crosses in the distance, there are gentle waves. On the walls, 
lit by summer rays reflected through the sun roof, are paintings by Chagall, 
Reuven, Castel, Moise Kisling and Nahum Gutman. The floor is gleaming 
marble and steps lead up to his office.

His childhood in Bnei Brak gleamed rather less. From an austere life on 
Rabbi Yehoshua Street corner of Rabbi Tarfon, Frenkel has reached out to 
the far limits of the globe. The man who created an aeronautical empire 
began with paper planes that he would launch on the small balcony in Bnei 
Brak. Many years before he flew thousands of immigrants on their journey 
to Israel, and became a world real-estate tycoon, and was appointed to the 
Légion d’Honneur by the President of France, Aaron Frenkel grew vegetables 
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on a small plot of land behind his parent’s house, “so that I could bring a 
melon or two home for Shabbat.” Until her death in May 2017, his mother 
insisted in staying in the same modest apartment, “near our synagogue,” he 
tells me.

Fruma Gelb was born in Munkacz, then in Czechoslovakia and now in 
south-western Ukraine. At the age of 17 she was deported to Auschwitz where 
she lost her parents and six of her ten siblings. After liberation she returned 
to her home town only to find that all their property had been expropriated 
by the neighbors. She wandered through Europe, ending up in Santa Cesaria, 
south of Bari, Italy. There she joined a preparatory kibbutz group belonging 
to the Orthodox Poalei Agudat Israel movement, which prepared its members 
for emigration to Eretz Israel. The administrator, Chaim-Yosef Frenkel, who 
was to become her husband, had fled from Hungarian labor camps and fought 
with the partisans. The two were married and their sons, Eli and Reuven, 
were born in Santa Cesaria a year apart. 

In January 1948, the young family joined a cruise ship sailing from Bari 
to Alexandria, Haifa and Istanbul. They got off the boat in Haifa ostensibly 
for a tour but “forgot” to go back on board. In Israel, they were sent to an 
immigrant camp in Atlit and continued to a one-room apartment in Bnei 
Brak. Seven years later they moved to a bigger apartment at No. 11, Rabbi 
Yehoshua Street. 

On September 9, 1957, Aaron was born in that apartment. The home of 
Holocaust survivors was gloomy and depressing and Aaron had to seek out 
his own private happiness. One of them was cultivating the small patch of 
vegetable garden and the other was involvement in the construction of a 
nearby synagogue.

After attending the Slobodka, Beit Meir and Azata yeshivot, he was 
accepted to the famed Ponevezh Yeshiva. From six in the morning to midnight, 
Ponevezh was a teeming study center where the finer points of the Talmud 
were dissected in painstaking detail. He remembers himself as no more than 
an average student but, in his own words, “always trying to excel.” 

Frenkel maintains that “too many families are concerned with the minutiae 
involved in keeping the mitzvot, but what is really important is to strive to 
live a worthy life, to be honest, and to preserve the essence of believing in 
a higher being.”

“When you are involved in business dealings, do you feel Ponevezh and 
Bnei Brak weighing down your shoulders?”

The Russian Jews Take Off
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“I am not sure about that, but before, during and after a business deal, 
I often contemplate on the insignificance of mankind. A higher power is 
ordering the world; we are no more than emissaries.” 

Frenklel likes to recall the words of Neil Armstrong, the first man to set 
foot on the moon in 1969. Armstrong would recall that as the space capsule 
gained altitude, first the United States appeared as the size of a table, moments 
later, the size of a football, then as a tennis ball, then as a ping pong ball, 
then a nail and eventually no more than a pin head. “His words put things 
into proportion for me,” says Frenkel. 

“What actually do you do?”
“I create. It is a wonderful feeling when you are able to initiate and fulfill 

an idea – an enterprise, a business, a product – to create a place which people 
can depend on and allow them to make a living. The instinct to do something 
for the other does not come naturally, it is has to be built up, you must get 
used to it. If your child has 100 shekels in his pocket, I would make him 
give ten to the poor guy opposite.”

Every year, Frenkel makes substantial donations – to Keren Hayesod, 
the Peres Peace Center, the President’s Conference, the Sheba and Ichilov 
hospitals, Yad Sarah, Limmud FSU: to name just some. A few days before 
the New Year in 2017, in front of hundreds of invited guests including the 
Minister of Health, Yaakov Litzman, and the premier of Monaco, the Frenkel 
Center for Emergency Medicine was inaugurated in Yad Sarah, Jerusalem. 
Aharon and Ruth Frenkel donated the center to the memory of his parents 
Chaim-Yosef and Fruma. The idea was to provide emergency local medical 
services, and thus reduce the pressure on hospitals, to treat those who do not 
need long-term medical care and to prevent infections prevalent in hospitals. 
This is the largest emergency medical center in Israel and is calculated to 
change the nature of emergency medicine in the country. It is equipped with 
the latest in modern medical facilities and will be supported by doctors from 
the adjoining Sha’arei Zedek hospital. Says Frenkel, “We hope that the center 
will be a pathfinder of its kind but that the doctors will be unemployed.”

The next day, Frenkel participated in an event marking 25 years since the 
operation of transit camps for the mass immigration from the USSR. At the 
Diaspora Museum, Tel Aviv, I encounter some of the personalities who were 
recruited to help the immigrants and prepare them for their journey to Israel. 
Many of them had not met each other for 25 years, when they had occupied 
derelict apartments made into temporary transit points, in dim railway stations 
and dusty airfields. Some of them are no longer alive and others had come 
to tell the stories. 
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In the late 1980s, the mass immigration of Jews from the USSR began which 
reached a peak in the 1990s. The flow of people who wished to leave the 
collapsing Soviet Empire found Israel unprepared. One of the main problems 
was that there were no direct flights between Moscow and Israel, which  
had created the need for transit points. At this point Aaron Frenkel entered  
the picture.

Frenkel’s recruitment to the national effort began, believe it or not, with a 
visit to the Weizmann Institute. The young businessman had arrived seeking 
for one of his businesses, help in producing beta-carotine, a substance which 
strengthens the immune system. In one of the institute corridors he met, by 
chance, an acquaintance, Prof. Avraham Patchornik, head of the Department 
of Organic Chemistry, who had been the first chief scientist of the Ministry 
of Development. Patchornik promised his help and arranged a meeting with 
his neighbor, Mendel Kaplan, then Chairman of the Jewish Agency Board of 
Governors. Kaplan did not forget Frenkel and his contacts with the Eastern 
bloc, especially Poland. 

When the Kremlin began to nudge open the gates of the USSR, and in the 
absence of direct flights when the Jewish Agency needed to find a temporary 
stopover destination to cope with the demand, Kaplan remembered and told 
Zvi Barak, the Chief Financial Officer of the Agency; “There is a man in 
Warsaw called Frenkel: get in touch with him.” Barak called Frenkel and told 
him,” Jews are getting out by every possible route – train, car, motorcycle 
and God knows what else. We need flights from the USSR to Poland and 
from Poland to Israel.”

This was 1990 and the winds of history were fast blowing away the past. In 
Poland, the Solidarity Movement (Solidarność), led by Lech Wałęsa, had won 
the elections. The loser, Gen. Wojciech Jaruzelski, one of the last Communist 
leaders, was consigned to oblivion.

Mark Sidor, the director-general of the Polish national airline, LOT, spoke 
at a Diaspora Museum meeting about his first meeting with Frenkel. “One day, 
a pleasant fellow entered my office and asked if I wanted to fly half a million 
people, or possibly even a million.” But Sidor had serious doubts. Warsaw 
was deeply involved with the Arab world. The Poles could antagonize the 
Arab market by providing flights for the would-be Jewish emigrants. Frenkel 
arranged a meeting with the prime minister, the late Tadeusz Mazowiecki, 
who stated unequivocally, “Not only do we want to help but we are obliged 
to help.” With his backing, Frankel was able to persuade LOT to cooperate 
with the Zionist-Jewish enterprise.
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LOT flew from Warsaw, where planes arrived from Azerbaijan, Chișinău, 
Kazakhstan, Tashkent, St. Petersburg, Kiev and dozens of other locations. 
There were nights when more than 400 Jewish immigrants took off from 
Warsaw and months with over 35,000 people. Mazowiecki followed the 
progress of the operation and each Friday demanded a report. After a time and 
protracted negotiations, direct Aeroflot flights also commenced from Moscow. 
But before each flight, fearing an Arab response, the Aeroflot insignia was 
covered up by a sticker saying “Transaero,” the company created by Frenkel 
to fly the immigrants. 

Three years later with the cancellation of restrictions, the Eastern European 
“Magic Carpet” wound down as the flow of immigrants lessened. But in the 
meantime Frenkel had forged business alliances which led him to represent 
Boeing, Gulfstream, a manufacturer of private executive jets, and Augusta 
Helicopters in the huge emerging new market of Eastern Europe. The 
commercial aeronautical empire he created led to friendships with Presidents 
Clinton and Obama, Nicolas Sarkozy and Vladimir Putin.

However, the most significant of his new contacts was with Shimon Peres. 
Even if not always on the same page politically, Frenkel was overwhelmed 
by the depth of Peres’ visions for the future and the older man become a 
type of mentor to the business tycoon. Frenkel served twice as chair of the 
President’s Conference, one of Shimon Peres’ initiatives as president. Peres 
was guest of honor at Frenkel’s wedding to Maya-Ruth and at the Barmitzva 
of one of his sons. 

Frenkel made his home in the Principality of Monaco because, in his 
words, “It is a little bit of heaven on earth.” Moreover, a one or two-hour 
flight from Monte Carlo will bring him to any destination in Europe. He is 
president of the Jewish community of Monaco, numbering some 3,000 souls. 
He supports the communal institutions and his wife sponsored the building 
of a mikve – a Jewish ritual bath. 

Frenkel is involved in nurturing Jewish identity across the globe. Other than 
Monaco, he supports Jewish schools in Athens and Madrid, but is especially 
active in the former Soviet Union. He is the current chairman of the Euro-
Asian Jewish Congress. 

Frenkel agrees that after the fall of the Iron Curtain, there have been 
worrying outbreaks of antisemitism throughout the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe, but since Putin took office, first as prime minister and then 
as president, Frenkel maintains that antisemitism in Russia is less evident 
than in Western Europe. “The Russian president constantly proves that he 
cares. He reacts strongly to every manifestation of racism or antisemitism. 
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His relations with the leaders of the Jewish community are excellent; he 
has great respect for Judaism and even personally contributed to the Jewish 
Museum. Jews with beards and kippot on their heads walk the streets of 
Moscow freely and there are 17 synagogues. Putin studies each problem in 
depth; he is a Russian patriot who has returned his country to the center of 
the international stage.” 

It was in Moscow that Frenkel first met Chaim Chesler, who was then still 
with the Jewish Agency. When Chesler left the Agency to found Limmud, the 
two renewed contact. Frenkel became an increasingly prominent supporter of 
the new Limmud FSU. He is convinced that Limmud FSU is a phenomenal 
success; not just because of the number of participants in its various events 
and festivals, but because of the nature of its core aims. “There are those who 
define themselves as ‘Limmud-Jews’” Frenkel says. “Without Limmud and 
its conferences they would have been lost to the Jewish community. Many 
of them will never show up in a synagogue or frequent a Jewish community 
center, but they have found a sense of identity as part of the Jewish people. 
Some of them found their life partners at Limmud and there are is already 
a new generation of Limmud kids.”

The Russian Jews Take Off
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5
Keeping Faith in the Gulag 
“A man without faith soon loses his sense of reality in prison. No newspapers, 
no letters, no word from home. You are alone all the time, except when you 
are facing an interrogator… I have no prayer book, but I compose my own 
liturgy in my mind – prayers for the peace of the Jewish people, for my 
father, for my release from prison.”

Yosef Mendelevitch: “Unbroken Spirit” 

It is June 15, 1970. Sixteen people from across the Soviet Union (all but 
two of them are Jewish) are on their way to a small airport near Leningrad, 
ostensibly to attend a wedding, but actually to hijack a small airplane and fly 
it across the Soviet border to Sweden. The plot has been meticulously planned 
by a group of so-called Refuseniks (Jews who had been refused permission to 
emigrate from the Soviet Union), among them Eduard Kuznetsov, who had 
already served seven years in prison for editing and publishing an anti-Soviet 
magazine, and their leader, a former USSR military pilot, Mark Dymshits, 
whose task would be to pilot the plane. Among the other would-be hijackers 
is Sylva Zalmanson, Kuznetsov’s wife – the only woman – and a 22 year-
old activist and dissident called Yosef Mendelevitch – the only religiously 
observant Jew in the group.

However, it appeared that the KGB had been aware of the plot almost from 
its inception, and the luckless group was rounded up and arrested as they made 
their way individually to the airfield. All of the plotters were charged with  
high treason. Dymshits and Kuznetsov were sentenced to death and 
Mendelevitch to 15 year's imprisonment. The others, including Sylva 
Zalmanson, received various prison sentences ranging from ten to 15 
years.

But the failed mission had one important success – and in the final analysis, 
one that justified the whole abortive enterprise. Demonstrations, protests and 
outrage swept across the Jewish – and the non-Jewish – free world. On 
appeal, and under enormous international pressure, the Soviet authorities 
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dropped the capital sentences and Kuznetsov and Dymshits’ punishment was 
commuted to 15 year’s imprisonment; they were eventually released in 1979 
and came to Israel. In 2016, Anat Zalmanson-Kuznetsov, daughter of Eduard 
and Sylva, made a documentary film called “Operation Wedding” which has 
been screened at several Limmud FSU events since then.

Fast forward 40 years. I am sitting with Yosef Mendelevitch (now Rabbi 
Mendelevitch – he gained a master’s degree in Jewish history from Touro 
College and received rabbinical ordination), in the middle of a Russian forest 
near the city of Kazan, the capital of the Republic of Tatarstan, 800 kilometers 
east of Moscow. He is a man with a spare figure whose long straggly gray 
beard parted in the middle and wild hair that escapes in all directions from 
under his kippa, make him look a decade older than his 70 years. It is only 
his eyes and rare smile that betray his real age. I am fascinated to learn how 
a religious Jew managed for 12 years to observe the basic tenets of Judaism 
while serving time in prison, hard labor camps and the gulag.

With the Nazi invasion of Latvia in 1941, the Mendelevitch family had fled 
to Kazakhstan, returning to Latvia after the war. Yosef was born in Riga, the 
capital, in 1947. Both his father and mother were committed Communists and 
despite some recognition of Jewish life, including speaking Yiddish at home, 
the family was irreligious – religious experience being confined to helping 
his mother make kneidlach at Passover, latkes at Hanuka and hamentaschen 
at Purim. There were no Jewish schools in Riga and young Yosef and his 
two sisters were brought up and educated in the standard Soviet system. In 
1957, Yosef’s father was arrested on trumped-up charges of corruption and 
sentenced to five years in prison. 

At the age of 16, in order to help support the family, Yosef left school and 
began to work in the carpentry shop of a local metal plant. After work, he 
continued his studies in the Working Youth Movement to which he belonged 
together with many other Jewish students. One day, one of them announced 
that he was not coming to work the next day. Yosef asked why. “Because 
tomorrow is Rosh Hashana, our New Year. We don’t work and we go to 
synagogue.” “But the New Year is in January!”a bemused Yosef said, surprised 
to learn that the Jews have a new year of their own. Moreover, “a synagogue 
is a place for old folks: we are modern people – what would we be doing 
there? I have no connection with religion; why on earth should I go?”

Nevertheless, milling around in the street outside the Riga synagogue on that 
initial Rosh Hashana, Yosef met many young Jews like himself and eventually 
a spark was lit. His quest for more Jewish knowledge was heightened ten 
days later with his first experience of Yom Kippur – the Day of Atonement. 
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As time went on, Yosef, faced with constant antisemitism and anti-Israel 
propaganda at work and on the street, became more and more obsessed with 
learning about Israel, especially when an elderly relative managed to leave 
and sent back postcards from Kibbutz Kfar Giladi. Although knowing only 
a few words of Hebrew he would listen avidly to Kol Israel and hang on 
the words of a cousin, Mendel Gordin, who was engaged in illegal Zionist 
activities and become his mentor and guide, bringing him a Hebrew primer 
from which he began to study the language. 

In 1966, Mendelevitch set up a clandestine group to study Hebrew and 
like so many Soviet Jews, he was enthralled by the Israeli victory in the 
Six-Day War, and by reading Exodus by Leon Uris, which had been passed 
from hand to hand in a clandestine samizdat Russian translation. Following 
the stunning military victory, more and more Jews began to take an active 
interest in Judaism and Mendelevitch himself became increasingly attracted 
to Orthodox Jewish observance. Another trigger was his participation in the 
annual memorial event for the Jews of Riga murdered in Rumboli.

On November 30 and December 8, 1941, some 25,000 Jews were killed in 
the Rumboli forest near Riga. Second only to the notorious Babi Yar massacre 
in Kiev, Ukraine, this was the biggest Holocaust atrocity until the death 
camps. After listening to the Mourner’s Kaddish, at the Rumboli memorial, 
Mendelevitch had an epiphany of sorts and decided then and there to make  
a radical change in his life. From then on he stopped eating non-kosher  
food, refrained from working on Shabbat and began to observe the festivals 
and fast days.

In the wake of the Leningrad hijacking and the verdicts following the trial, 
Mendelevitch’s first Yom Kippur spent in prison was in Leningrad in 1970.  
He rejected any form of cooperation with the authorities and refused to eat.  
He was transferred to the Serebski psychiatric institution in Moscow for 
evaluation and subjected to a series of brutal physical and mental interrogations 
by KGB doctors. 

The year 1973 and the outbreak of the Yom Kippur War found him in 
Labor Camp no. 17 in the Russian Republic of Mordovia, together with Mark 
Dymshits, the pilot from the Leningrad hijacking. The prison officers would 
taunt them by saying they had seen Israeli tanks burning in the desert and 
Israeli soldiers fleeing for their lives. Deprived of any ability to determine 
the truth, the Jewish inmates were beset by impending panic. When Ariel 
Sharon crossed the Suez Canal, it was reported in Pravda that the Israeli 
forces on the Egyptian side had been wiped out. “Only when we read in the 
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paper the next day, that fighting was still going on, did we realize that the 
reports of a disaster were untrue.”

By 1978, Mendelevitch, back in the Urals, steadfastly refused to work 
on Shabbat. As a punishment, he spent the next three years of his term in 
a closed prison with a severe regimen, a distinction that led to a substantial 
worsening in his living conditions. Later he was transferred again, this time to 
Vladimir, a town near Moscow. One of his fellow prisoners, whom he had not 
met before but knew by reputation, was the 30-year old dissident and fighter 
for human rights, Anatoly Scharansky (now Natan Sharansky) who was in an 
adjoining cell. Although they were prevented from meeting, they and other 
prisoners found a unique if rather insanitary method of communicating. They 
would mop up the water from the lavatories using old rags and by thrusting 
their heads down the bowl, they could communicate with each other, the 
piping system carrying their voices along.

As the Soviet authorities were concerned that Vladimir was a little too close 
to Moscow for comfort during the forthcoming Olympic Games, when Soviet 
human rights were likely to become even more of an issue, the prisoners 
were transferred east to the town of Chistopol near Kazan on the Volga river. 
Here too, Sharansky and Mendelevitch were not allowed to meet, but the 
toilet communication system still came into use. Sharansky knew all about 
Mendelevitch and had, in fact, campaigned for his release.

After three years in Chistopol, in 1980, Mendelevitch was transferred yet 
again, this time to Prison No. 36 near Perm in the Ural Mountains. On the 
eve of Yom Kippur, the authorities carried out a general search of his cell 
and confiscated his prayer book, kippa, postcards from Israel and Hebrew 
novels – but he managed to keep his Bible and some Hebrew textbooks. In 
retaliation he turned to the UN Committee for Human Rights, demanding 
that his property be returned and he embarked on a hunger strike that lasted 
for 56 days. At Hanuka his property was indeed returned and on the festival 
of Purim, 1981, Yosef Mendelevitch was stripped of his Soviet citizenship 
and expelled from the USSR.

His next Yom Kippur and his first as a free man in Israel, was at the 
Merkaz Harav Yeshiva in Kiryat Moshe, Jerusalem, where he has spent every 
Yom Kippur since. By a strange coincidence, adjoining the yeshiva was the 
headquarters of an organization called “Saving our Brothers,” which had been 
established by Avital Sharansky, who had worked desperately for many years, 
traveling the world in order to secure the release of her husband Anatoly – 
which eventually took place in 1986. One of the volunteers in the organization 
was the woman whom Yosef Mendelevitch eventually married.

Keeping Faith in the Gulag
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6
Cosmonauts Over the Skies of Beersheba
When the Cold War had still not began to thaw, the director of NASA, 
the American Space Agency, Sean O’Keefe, once telephoned his Soviet 
counterpart with a question. “How do you manage to solve the problem 
of writing in space? We have invested millions in trying to develop a pen 
that will write in conditions of zero gravity, but for the moment, no luck!” 
The Russian thought for a moment and replied, “We use a pencil and get 
excellent results.”

The cosmonauts, like Yosef Mendelevitch in his Siberian prison, are living 
testaments to the collapsed Soviet Empire. They give a glimpse into the 
nature of life in the USSR; progress hand-in-hand with repression – one 
designed to offset the other. If ancient Rome survived on bread and circuses, 
Moscow, after the Bolshevik Revolution, went in for scientific circuses. The 
space flights were, to a large extent, designed to divert attention from the 
repressions, the arrests, the Soviet indoctrination – and for the lack of bread 
– bread in its widest sense. The conversation with and between some of the 
leading Soviet astronauts of the once superpower, caused great amusement to 
the 800 participants in the Limmud FSU festival in Beersheba, which took 
place in May 2011, marking the 50th anniversary of the first space flight by 
the Soviet Cosmonaut,Yuri Gagarin, in May 1961. The encounter takes us 
back to what the USSR was glad to tell us at the time. When it was indeed 
a super-power, TASS the official Soviet news agency, was eager to point out 
in an official press release from Moscow, that “the Socialist entry into space 
has preceded the attempts of a rotting capitalist system.”

Together with the Russian cosmonauts, among the guests in Beersheba is 
an American-Jewish astronaut, Dr. Garret Reisman, who speaks Russian with 
a Brooklyn accent to his Soviet-Russian counterpart, Mikhail Kornyenko.  
But the undoubted star is General Alexei Archipovitch Leonov, the first person 
to actually walk in space. Leonov, a pioneer of the Soviet space program, 
was born 83 years ago in the small Siberian town of Listavyenka, and at the 
age of 23 graduated from the Soviet Advanced Fighter Pilot School. Three 
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years later, he was accepted to the special unit training Russian cosmonauts. 
He had not been specifically trained for walking in space but without actually 
doing a space walk, the experts maintained, the physiological effects on 
human cells could not be studied and analyzed; there could be no flights to 
the moon, and it would be impossible to launch and service space stations. 
But no preliminary training could have prepared Leonov for what took place 
on March 18, 1965.

The first eight minutes outside the Voskhod 2 (“Dawn” in Russian) space 
craft passed as planned. Maybe the word “planned” is misleading. In fact 
nothing was planned except the very notion of walking in space and returning 
while tethered by a 5.35 meter cable to the home capsule. One of the main 
preliminary fears in training was that Leonov would be overcome by blinding 
headaches, vomiting or vertigo which would affect his sensory perceptions. 
That did not happen. “I had a little difficulty breathing but at that point I 
was never in any danger,” he reported later.

But after the first eight minutes things began to go wrong. Leonov’s 
spacesuit had inflated in the airlessness of space and to his consternation his 
toes became visible through the suit and he could not use his hands so that 
he was not able to grasp the tether and pull himself back through the airlock. 
Without informing the control center in Moscow of the problem, he managed 
to open a valve to allow some of the suit’s oxygen pressure to bleed off and 
expel nitrogen that could have caused his blood to boil and thus was able to 
use his hand to pull himself along the cable. Four minutes later he was back 
in the capsule and could breathe a sigh of relief. In all, he was outside his 
temporary spacecraft home for 12 minutes and nine seconds and in so doing, 
created a world first achievement for himself and the Soviet Union.

But the troubles were not yet over. Leonov and his co-cosmonaut on 
the flight, Pavel Belayev, indeed returned to planet earth, but because of 
a malfunction in the fuel-burning system of the craft as it re-entered the 
atmosphere, they had to try and manually manoevre the controls. As a result 
they touched down 1,000 kilometers from the planned landing site and had 
to spend an additional frozen two days in the Ural mountains before a rescue 
mission could arrive and release them from the capsule.

Three years later, and Leonov was due to lead the first manned Soviet flight 
around the moon. But the Soviet Union was already in retreat, the Americans 
were beating them in the space race and the flight was canceled. The next 
time he shook off the bounds of the atmosphere was on July 15, 1975, when 
he commanded the Soviet half of the 1975 Apollo-Soyuz 19 mission – the 
first joint space mission between the Soviet Union and the United States.
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A year later Leonov was appointed Deputy Director of the Yuri Gagarin 
Cosmonaut Training Center and at the same time became editor, designer 
and caricaturist of the Cosmonaut’s magazine, “Apogee.” Leonov, who twice 
received the award, “Hero of the Soviet Union,” is an accomplished artist 
whose published books include albums of his artistic works. He took crayons, 
pencils and paper into space, where he sketched the earth and drew portraits 
of the astronauts who flew with him. 

The star dust emanating from the three tenors from space alights on 
Beersheba. This Limmud festival is held under the slogan “Space and 
Technology,” and is attended by Moshe Arens, former Minister of Defense 
and himself a former professor of aeronautics, Knesset speaker Yuli Edelstein 
(then Minister for the Diaspora) and Rona Ramon, widow of Col. Ilan Ramon, 
the first Israeli astronaut. Ramon was killed in February 2003, with the 
tragic disintegration of the Columbia space craft as it re-entered the earth's 
atmosphere. His son, Capt. Assaf Ramon, was killed in an F-16 training 
accident over the Negev Desert in 2009.

The Beersheba event was also attended by a phalanx of high-level Russians 
including Alexander Kriyukov, Director of the Russian Cultural Center in Tel 
Aviv. In introducing the cosmonauts, Kriyukov said that, “the breakthrough in 
space exploration led to a wider breakthrough in understanding human nature.” 
Matthew Bronfman drew a parallel with Limmud: “Space with no frontiers 
and knowledge with no frontiers.” His words were echoed by Minister of 
Immigrant Absorption, Sofa Landver; “This festival is proof of the desires 
of young Russian speakers in Israel to explore their own roots, their culture 
and thus enhance their feeling of national identity.”

The audience was excited to witness Brig. Gen. Roman Yagel (Ritter), Chair 
of the Association of Wounded Soldiers and Partisans in Israel, mounting the 
stage to bestow awards on the three cosmonauts. Yagel, who died in 2016 
at the age of 95, lost all his family in the Holocaust. He fought for three 
armies – the Polish and Russian in the Second World War and later for Israel, 
receiving citations for heroism from each of them. After the war, Ritter was 
appointed inspector of the Polish Navy, but by that time he had decided to 
immigrate to Israel. So in 1957, the former Colonel Ritter started a new life 
under a new name – Yagel. His military talent came to the fore again during 
the Six-Day War, leading to the capture of Tulkarem and Qalqilya. After the 
liberation of Jerusalem, he was appointed governor of the Old City.

Coming down from the stratosphere, the 800 participants faced the usual 
agonizing choice between the lectures, workshops, master classes, films, 
debates, round table discussions, yoga and dance classes – as many as six 
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sessions taking place simultaneously. In one session on song writing, the 
attendees brought along lyrics and singer Marina Maximilian Blumin, born 
in Ukraine, helped to match them to melodies.

At a certain point, the young Limmud participants abandoned the classrooms 
and set out to explore the city of Beersheba. The Old City of Beersheba was 
founded during the Ottoman Empire and is the only city that the Ottomans 
founded in the Holy Land throughout the 400 years of their reign. During 
the last few years, thanks to the many students at Ben-Gurion University, 
the Old City has taken on a sort of Tel Aviv aura of its own with a plethora 
of cafés, pubs, bars, restaurants and clubs. They were joined this time by a 
mass temporary invasion of Limmudniks. When the wine was flowing like 
water and a chill fell over the Negev capital, one Limmudnik pointed out 
that, “You don’t actually have to go to space in order to get spaced-out.”
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7
The Tsarina of a Cosmetics Empire
When she left the USSR, Nona Kochina did not believe for a moment that 
she would return as the head of an empire. After nine years of struggle for 
the right to leave, together with her two children and grandfather, she heard 
the gates of her Soviet homeland slammed shut behind her, seemingly never 
to be opened to her again.

But today, Mother Russia welcomes Dr. Nona Kochina with open arms. 
The wide range of cosmetic products, health food supplements and herbal 
teas produced by “Dr. Nona International” in the Kanot Industrial Center near 
Gedera are sought by millions seeking to improve their health and looks. 
With thousands of distributors in Russia, Ukraine, Poland, Kazakhstan, the 
Czech Republic and Germany, Dr. Nona International sales amount to an 
annual 40 million shekels (some ten million US dollars). The target for the 
coming years includes the United States and Western Europe. “Since the 
birth of mankind people have sought better health,” says the woman who 
was nearly not born at all.

Four years after their eldest child was born, (Sofa Landver, Israel’s former 
Minister of Immigration Absorption,) Raya and Grisha Kochin found that 
Raya was pregnant again. The two of them, he an officer in the Red Army, 
and she a teacher, who lost all their families in the Holocaust, decided on 
an abortion. But in the Soviet Union of the 1950s, abortions were illegal. 
Those who insisted would go to an older women in a back street. On the way 
to one such babushka, a black cat ran in front of the car. Grisha persuaded 
Raya that this was an evil omen. They made a U-turn and thus Nona was 
granted her life for the first, but not the last time.

Nona Kochina was born 65 years ago in Leningrad (today St. Petersburg). 
When she grew up, black cats were her lucky charm and her mother would 
say, “Just like a cat you always fall on your feet.” Because of Grisha’s military 
career, the family moved from one army base to another every year. But that 
did not insulate her from what happened at the age of four. Together with 
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another 32 children in her kindergarten, following a botched vaccination, she 
contracted infantile paralysis; 30 of the children died but she survived.

Eight years after conquering polio, Nona faced another life-threatening 
situation. The tomboy climbed a high tree; a branch on which she was standing 
broke and she fell from a height of four meters on her back. Her spine 
was badly injured and in order to prevent permanent paralysis, the doctors 
recommended fusing her rib cage to two metal rods. Her mother did not 
agree and Nona was transferred to a military sanatorium where she spent a 
year in a plaster cast. Thanks to the ministrations of a devoted doctor, the 
young girl decided that she too was going to be a doctor.

Some years on, Nona, an accomplished student, sat for the entrance 
examinations for the Faculty of Medicine in the University of Minsk. To 
her disappointment, she did not achieve the high marks she was aiming for. 
Her father said, “Nona, you need to leave; there is no future for you in this 
country.” Until that conversation, she was convinced that she was living in 
a socialist paradise. “Already in kindergarten, I knew all the patriotic songs 
– I was in a bubble and suddenly I heard my father, an officer in the Red 
Army, telling me that this is not my country…”

While prepping for a second attempt at the examination, hoping to 
improve her grades, she discovered a swelling beneath her right eye. She 
woke up the following day with serious difficulty in breathing. A biopsy was 
performed in a Minsk hospital and ten days later she was referred to the 
oncology department. That was also the day when the list of those accepted to  
the Faculty of Medicine was to be published. She went with her mother 
to the hospital and Grisha went to the university. “I am sure everything is 
going to be alright – both with the exams and the medical examination,” he 
assured her.

But it did not go as planned. A doctor broke the news to Raya that Nona 
had been diagnosed with a deadly cancer – a lymphatic sarcoma. An eye 
and part of her jaw wouldl have to be removed if she was to have a chance 
to survive. The two return home, and meet Grisha who is waving a doctor’s 
gown. “You have been accepted!” he announces happily, only to have his 
news overshadowed.

“The only thing to do, said Raya,” is to fly Nona to the military hospital  
in Leningrad.” They arrived the next day but the doctors confirmed the 
diagnosis from Minsk. Because the tumor was situated on a main artery, the 
doctors decided to postpone surgery and try radiation. But the tumor still 
would not diminish.
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Nona is hospitalized with another 20 patients. Each morning she faces a 
folded-up mattress of another patient who had not survived the night. But 
she does not give up hope. She confides in a neighboring patient that she 
intends to be a doctor. “Doctors don’t come out of here,” was the response, 
“Actually you don’t get out of here at all.” 

Nona and her parents agreed to an operation despite the high risk involved. 
The surgeon explained that the slightest divergence could rupture the artery and 
would be fatal. After a six-hour operation, assisted by two Chinese students, 
he emerged with a grave face. There was a nick to the artery; Nona can be 
expected to die momentarily. The family need to part from her now. Raya 
holds Nona hand and shouts, “her hands are warm – the child is still alive!” 
During the night, the two students who were experts in traditional Chinese 
medicine, repair the torn artery and stop the loss of blood. Nona has another 
renewed lease of life. 

Four months later, Nona Kuchina is declared cured and is discharged from 
hospital. Only a deep scar on her neck will always remain a witness to what 
she had undergone.

 A year later, Nona took her place in the lecture halls of the Faculty of 
Medicine at Minsk University. At the same time, following her mother’s wish, 
she got married. After giving birth to her son, David, the marriage broke down 
and a parting was inevitable. Another traumatic parting was from her sister  
Sofa who had meanwhile immigrated to Israel. “Leaving Nona was very 
difficult for me as I loved my younger sister dearly” 

In the blood bank in Minsk where she found work as a student, Nona 
met Benjamin, a charming doctor and son of the Minister of Health of 
Byelorussia (today Belarus). What began as an exchange of glances became 
a wild romance and they married within a few months. When she found  
out that Benjamin was addicted to vodka, she was pregnant with her  
daughter Fanya.

The crisis in her married life paralleled a crisis in her career. She 
completed her medical studies and was invited to work interviews.  
Although she seemed always to impress her interlocutors, someone else would 
invariably be offered the position – someone else with a different answer to 
question number five on their identity card (indicating a Jew). In one of his 
sober moments, she convinced Benjamin that Russia does not want them. 
They made a joint application to leave the country, an application which 
was quickly rejected without explanation. It was clear that the daughter of a 
polchovnik (colonel) in the Red Army, who studied medicine at the expense 
of the state, was not going to be allowed to leave the Soviet Union. 
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Friends advised them to leave for Vilna from where it might be easier to 
get an exit permit. She agreed, hoping that it might lead to an improvement in 
her married life. But she is proved wrong. When Benjamin is not embracing 
the vodka bottle, he is embracing other women. Nona files a request for 
divorce and at the same time, renews her application for an exit permit – this 
time without Benjamin. 

To add to all the other turbulence in her life, there came another message 
in the form of a telephone call from Minsk; her mother has been diagnosed 
with cancer and the doctors have no hope. Raya is flown to Leningrad where 
the cancer is confirmed as inoperable. In a temperature of minus 40 degrees 
centigrade, and praying that her mother will not die on the flight, they return 
to Minsk. But the hospital first refuses to admit her. After Nona undertook 
to treat her mother herself, Raya was admitted to the hospital. 

At the same time, Sofa Landver in Israel was conducting a stubborn 
campaign to get a permit to visit her critically ill mother in Minsk. Chaim 
Chesler, at the time Secretary-General of the Israel Public Council for Soviet 
Jewry, relates, “One day in 1987, an attractive but weeping woman showed 
up in my office. She was a well-known activist on behalf of Jews seeking to 
leave the USSR.” Sofa explained the situation to Chesler and asked for the 
help of the Council to get her permission to visit her dying mother. She said 
that she intends traveling to Vienna and will not leave the Soviet Embassy 
without the necessary permit. He tried to dissuade her as he is afraid she 
will be arrested. She was not deterred and Chesler decided to accompany 
her to Vienna. 

At the Soviet Embassy, Sofa demanded to meet with the ambassador but is 
at first refused. She threatens to begin a hunger strike. Eventually she managed 
to meet with the ambassador who is sympathetic but says his hands are tied and 
that she should return to Israel and await an answer. She was so long in the 
embassy that Chesler, anxiously waiting outside, feared she had been detained 
somewhere in the cellars. He contacted the Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem who 
in turn contacted the office of Franz Vranitzky, the Austrian chancellor, who 
appealed to the Soviet ambassador. Meanwhile Sofa reported back to Chesler 
that she has no choice but to accept the ambassador’s suggestion. 

A week and a half later, back in Israel, she is informed that her visitor’s 
permit has been granted. Furthermore, back in Minsk, her sister and mother, 
together with the two children and the grandfather, have also received  
exit permits. 

Nona hurried to the hospital to tell Raya the news but found an empty bed 
in the ward. The doctors had decided that there was no treatment to be done 

The Tsarina of a Cosmetics Empire
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and she was left in the corridor waiting to be taken away. There is a heavy 
snowstorm outside but Nona finds a taxi, wraps her mother in a blanket and 
manages to get her into the seat and up the stairs to her grandfather’s third 
floor apartment. Her mother senses that this is to be her last journey. She asks 
Nona to prepare her a bowl of soup. Raya manages to eat three spoonfuls and 
dies in Nona’s arms. The following morning with her daughter and grandfather 
looking on, Raya is buried in the Jewish cemetery of Minsk. Nona manages 
to contact Sofa in Vienna and tells her not to come as she might well be 
arrested. “Anyway, we will meet on March 25 in Israel,” she says.

Less than 24 hours after burying her mother, Nona began her preparations 
for their departure to Israel. She is worried that her divorced husband, 
Benjamin, will attempt to prevent their daughter Fanya from leaving and 
makes her preparations in secret. On the final day, Benjamin announces that 
he is coming to visit Fanya. Nona asks him to come in another two hours, 
and thus began the dramatic flight from the Soviet Union.

She readies the children, collects Misha, the 90 year old grandfather and 
urges the taxi driver to hurry to the station where they will board a train to 
Austria. When Benjamin arrives at the empty apartment, he hurries to the 
station in order to intercept the group before they cross the border, but he 
misses them by a hairsbreadth as they are already on the train to Vienna. 

They arrive in Vienna where Chesler is awaiting them and retrieves their 
baggage. On March 25, 1987, Nona, her two children and grandfather land 
at Ben-Gurion. At the airport, Shimon Peres, then minister of Foreign Affairs, 
together with Sofa Landver, by now a member of the city council of Ashdod, 
greet them.

Sofa has already prepared an apartment for the family and has arranged 
for them to study Hebrew in an ulpan. But Nona has different plans. She 
is burning with the idea of setting up a clinic for alternative medicine and 
Chinese acupuncture – a passionate desire she has harbored since her life 
was saved by the two Chinese doctors in Leningrad. Later she tells her sister, 
“I have bought an apartment in Rishon LeZion and I am going to open a 
clinic there.” 

Nona applied for a position as a lecturer in anatomy at the Faculty of 
Medicine at Tel Aviv University. Despite her total lack of Hebrew and poor 
command of English, she managed to convince the examining professor and 
received the position over 30 other applicants. In order to improve her Hebrew, 
she enrolled at an evening ulpan. One evening she is invited to the home of a 
fellow student and there meets for the first time, Moshe (Misha) Schneersohn, 
a descendant of Rabbi Shneor Zalman from Liady, the founder of Habad. 
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Misha was born in Kiev to a father who was an officer in the Red Army 
and was killed in the war. He was an engineer responsible for maintenance 
at the Israeli Coca Cola bottling plant. 

Misha, who was 13 years older, fascinated Nona. The two complement 
each other: she has the ideas and sets the targets; he studies their feasibility. 
Together they open the longed-for clinic for alternative medicine in Rishon 
LeZion, followed by others in Ashdod and Herzliya. 

She continued her work in the university and encountered Prof. Zvi Nevo 
from the department of microbiology. The professor was working on life 
forms in the Dead Sea which manage to survive despite the high levels of 
radiation and salinity. Due to their unique physical form, which is based on 
exceptional quantities of protein, amino-acids and antioxidants, the so-called 
archeobacteria thrive in the impossibly inhospitable living conditions of the 
Dead Sea. Nona is convinced that these micro-organisms, considered among 
the oldest in the world, can be harnessed in the production of medicines, 
cosmetic creams and food additives. She and Misha are determined to strike 
out on their own and they take out bank loans to launch their products.

Nona still recalls with excitement when they held the first four products 
of Dr. Nona International in their hands. She hastened to show them to her 
colleagues in the university, only to be met by deep skepticism. “Why should 
anyone buy your products if they can go down to the Dead Sea themselves 
and have a mud bath?” they asked. When Nona decided to leave the university 
and concentrate on her own company, her sister Sopha implored her not to 
leave her comfortable job and assured future.

After 70 years of communist rule, the Russian market is avid to explore 
new horizons and try new products – especially if sold under a foreign label. 
Perceiving that the potential market in Israel was too small for their ambitions, 
they decide on a widespread door to door sales campaign in Russia. They hire 
a friend, Vladimir Gershonov, who was working in a small manufacturing 
company in Jaffa. Gershonov sets out on an exploratory mission to Moscow 
armed with two suitcases packed with unknown creams and cosmetic products, 
Nona and Misha await his return with trepidation. A few days later Gershonov 
returns demanding an immediate supply of new stock. Today, Gershonov runs 
a chain of thousands of distributors across the former Soviet Union selling 
a range of more than 50 Dr. Nona International products – and other people 
carry the suitcases.

The Tsarina of a Cosmetics Empire
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PART TWO 

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF MEMORY

8
Sighet’s Most Famous Son
A few days before he was expelled from his home, Elie Wiesel buried his 
watch in the back yard. Only he knew its whereabouts. He was then nearly 
15 years old. Twenty years later, after surviving Auschwitz and Buchenwald, 
he returned for the first time to Sighet, his birthplace, now in Romania. At 
the hotel, the reception clerk asked him where he is from. “America” he 
replied. But the clerk persisted, “I meant, where where you born?” Wiesel 
replied, “Sighet.” The clerk could not believe that someone born in Sighet 
could really live in America and refused to give him a room. Finally Wiesel 
produced the requisite greenbacks, and duly got a room. But his sleep was 
disturbed. At first light he returned to his childhood home. He dug up the 
watch and immediately buried it again together with its secrets.

“So where is it now?” Steve Linde, the then-editor of The Jerusalem 
Post and myself asked Wiesel in a video interview over the phone from the 
house in Sighet to his office in New York. Wiesel passes a hand over his 
white, disheveled and somewhat poetic hair and strokes his chin. He looks 
at me, but does not really answer. “I buried the watch under a tree and I 
don’t want anyone to find it.” Was he condemning the rusted hands to keep 
a permanent record of that moment? Did he intend it to be an eternal record 
of the time elapsed? 

During the week when our conversation took place, feverish minds in 
Jerusalem saw fit to try and drag Elie Wiesel through a muddy saga taking 
place in Israel. In order to block Reuven Rivlin’s ambitions for the President’s 
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House, Netanyahu attempted to enlist Wiesel for the position. This was not 
the first time that the Nobel Peace Prize laureate had been approached. Ehud 
Olmert, then prime minister, had also tried but failed. 

This time it would seem that the overtures were more focused and 
aggressive. “Netanyahu brought a great deal of pressure to bear on me,” recalls 
Wiesel. “But that he thought I would say yes? That I would be President of 
the State of Israel? – nu, really!!”

His reaction gave me a certain feeling of disappointment. I was speaking to 
Wiesel just a few days before Netanyahu’s exercise became publically known. 
It could be that Wiesel did not fully comprehend the situation into which he 
was being dragged. Eventually I gave up probing so as not to get bogged  
down in politics during the historical event for which we had gathered in 
the town of Sighet.

The Jews of Sighet, Transylvania, including Elie Wiesel and his family, 
were deported to Auschwitz 70 years ago. Four years before that, Sighet in 
Transylvania had been annexed to Hungary, an ally of Nazi Germany. For 
several years, there was relative peace, but in April, 1944, the Wehrmacht 
entered Hungary and the Jews of Sighet were confined to a ghetto. Not long 
after, on May 16, the expulsions began. The 13,000 Jews of Sighet, half the 
population of the town, were deported to Auschwitz, of whom some 10,000 
never returned, including Elie’s mother, Sarah and his younger sister, Zipporah, 
both of whom were gassed on arrival. Elie and his father Shlomo-Elisha were 
transferred to Auschwitz 3 – a forced labor camp. When the nearing Russian 
artillery could be heard, Elie and his father were made to join a death march 
to Buchenwald. His father died on the march a few days later – the son 
survived. And so did his childhood home.

To mark the 70 years, family members of those deported have come to  
Sighet from the United States, from Latin America, from South Africa and 
from Israel, to ceremonies in the municipality, the synagogue and inevitably, 
the cemetery. With financing from the Romanian government, the Claims 
Conference and Limmud FSU, a “Holocaust Cellar” has been dedicated as a 
museum in the old Wiesel home. The family’s wine cellar will become a center 
of learning, not just in memory of the Sighet dead, but also in memory of all 
the Jews of Transylvania. Schoolchildren, overwhelmingly non-Jewish, will 
come to experience the echo of evil that destroyed a vibrant community. 

The way to Sighet passes through the town of Satu Mare (Satmar), a faded 
passport-picture reminder of the prominent Hassidic dynasty sect created 
here by Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum in 1905. After the war, the surviving Jews 
of Satmar moved to Williamsburg, New York, and today there are only 103 
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Jews left in Satmar, most of them living in mixed marriages. The departure 
was not just spiritual but physical. The ceiling of the synagogue is marked 
by splotches of concrete from renovations that were never completed, and it 
is mostly visited by non-Jews who listen to concerts in the building. 

But when night falls on the Limmud FSU sponsored event, the strains of 
the Israeli kibbutz-based Gevatron group sound from the Jewish Museum. I 
notice two Hassidim – but the streimel and the peyot have been borrowed 
from a local theater and the traditional Hassidic dances were learned from 
YouTube. The head of the community, Nicolai Deksiy, offers me matzot left 
over from Passover and proudly introduces me to his daughter, Patricia. “In 
the last Maccabiah, she carried the flag leading the Romanian delegation,” 
he tells me.

Sighet receives us with persistent dripping. The rain does not rinse the dust 
off the walls but discolors them. Shabbat begins in one hour and the street is 
full of oppressive strangeness. “The town which was once mine is no longer 
mine,” wrote Wiesel when he returned from his first visit after the war. “This 
small isolated town looks inward at itself, as if frightened of something, and  
a little bit embarrassed as if overwhelmed by ancient crimes and secrets. A 
town called Sighet that was once mine.” In a filmed interview, he said that 
Sighet had never left him. “Shabbat in Sighet – there was nothing quite like 
it in the world.”

The ultra-Orthodox Hassidic sect of Sighet arose in the second part of the 
19th century in Galicia and Hungary. After the First World War, it linked 
up with the Satmar Hassidism. Sighet changed rulers several times between 
Hungary and Romania but always remained Jewish. Synagogues, communal 
aid associations, three libraries with more than 10,000 books. “If the families 
that have arrived here for the memorial events were to stay on, Sighet would 
become Jewish again if only for one Shabbat.” That observation comes from 
Dr. Yoel Rappel, the founder and former director of the Elie Wiesel Archive 
at Boston University. Wiesel has lived for many years in New York but his 
prestige and global stature are reflected to a large extent on his home town. 
“If not for Elie Wiesel, no one in the world would know about Sighet,” 
points out Chaim Chesler.

The Nobel Peace Prize laureate has received some 138 honorary doctorates 
and 500 awards of varying kinds. More than 100 books have been written 
about him and dozens of doctorates have been devoted to his work. Each 
year he is chosen as one of the ten most influential individuals in American 
society. For 36 years he was a professor of philosophy at Boston University 
and never missed a lesson. He has given thousands of lectures – on occasions 
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in venues holding 16,000 listeners – all of which have been devoted to 
perpetuating the memory of the Holocaust. 

“He gets up every morning at 5.00 am and works through until 11.00 pm. 
He sleeps very little, eats like a bird and is absorbed in his own spiritual 
world,” says Rappel, a former journalist for Kol Israel. His relationship with 
President Obama is warm. He enjoys a very close relationship with the Clinton 
and Bush families. He was a regular interlocutor with the late Lubavitcher 
rebbe to whom he would send a copy of each new book. The rebbe would 
respond in writing and in lengthy detail. For 17 years Wiesel was a study 
partner of Saul Lieberman, a leading Talmud scholar, and they spent many 
thousands of hours in joint study. Wiesel’s first book, “Night,” is considered 
one of the definitive books on the Holocaust on a par with the “Diary of Anne 
Frank.” He has donated many millions earned from his books and lectures 
on the Holocaust to Israel. He established two “Zipporah Houses” for young 
Ethiopian immigrants in Israel, named after his murdered sister. He set up 
a yeshiva named after his father, and has contributed to many institutions 
involved in Holocaust research. However, in our conversation, he prefers 
not to dwell on his efforts for Holocaust commemoration, but rather on his 
efforts on behalf of the Jews of the Soviet Union.

Wiesel is at pains to point out that while the Holocaust resulted in the 
physical destruction of the Jews, in Russia there was the danger of spiritual 
destruction. When he is asked why he does not live in Israel, he frankly 
responds, “I don’t know.” But there is no doubt that his pronouncements, 
whether on behalf of Israel, or against a nuclear Iran, or on human rights, 
can be advanced with greater authority from America than from Israel. Wiesel 
is not in the best of health; He has undergone several operations about one 
of which he wrote the book, “Open Heart” and his health has prevented him 
from joining us in the events in Sighet. In our interview, he undertook, his 
health permitting, to visit the town in a year’s time.

In the Wiesel cellar in Sighet, there is a smell of smoke. The fireplace is 
alight even though it is mid-May. In the yard is a Star of David made from 
gray bricks. There are small pine trees and along the sides, plum trees, the 
fruit of which now look like green olives. All around us is a palpable aura of 
depression. It is right to feel sad in Sighet. If you listen hard enough you can 
hear hasty footsteps and animal-like shouts of oppression. The Wiesel family 
stored in their cellar, firewood, potatoes and pickled cabbage, everything 
needed for the winter months. Until a year ago, the cellar was full of earth 
up to the waist but Chaim Chesler had promised Wiesel that the place would 
become a museum. After he received Wiesel’s blessing, he appointed the late 
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Col. Eli Yitzhaki to oversee the operations on the ground. Yitzhaki, who was 
born in the nearby village of Sani, has an eternal account with the place. A 
Nazi Aktion here took the lives of his brothers, Moshe aged four, Hershel 
aged three and all his uncles and aunts. But Yitzhaki negotiated his way 
among the memories and hired workers, who began to excavate with hoes, 
mattocks and by hand.

One enters the Holocaust Cellar and discovers a story in stark black and 
white. Hope alongside horror. At the top of the steps leading to the cellar, 
the dedication is getting under way. Microphones, greetings, honors, Attention 
is paid to a man with a carefully tended swept-back silver mane. His name 
is Hermann Kahn and he has arrived all the way from Oslo to tell the story 
of three friends. 

Hermann was then called Chaim Hirsch and today he heads a business 
empire in Norway. “He is worth about 600 million dollars,” his brother Joseph 
whispers to me. Also present is David Halivni, then Dovid Weiss and today 
a leading scholar on the Talmud and an Israel Prize laureate. Kahn says,  
“I would come here to play with Eliezer (Elie Wiesel) but I would actually 
be looking at his beautiful sister, Hilda. From the yard we would go to choir 
rehearsal.” Elie was an alto and Chaim a soprano; in a performance before 
Yom Kippur, Chaim Hirsch was chosen to sing solo the prayer Unitaneh 
Tokef. Elie was apparently deeply disappointed. Many years later Elie called 
him and said, “Chaim Hirsch: this time I am talking and you are keeping 
quiet. You should know that before that performance I was praying that you 
would be taken ill so that I could sing in your place. That didn’t happen 
so now I am going to sing to you Unitaneh Tokef over the phone.” Chaim 
Hirsch shut up and listened. 

On their way to the hell of Auschwitz, the two held hands. They were 
separated after two days and did not see each other again until long after the 
war. In the 1960s, Kahn was chairman of the Jewish community of Norway. 
One day he was dedicating a building and during the ceremony a journalist 
from New York asked him, “Where are you from?” Kahn replied, “and if I 
tell you, will you know? It is a town called Sighet.” The journalist responded, 
“I have a colleague from Sighet.” Kahn: “What is his name?” The journalist: 
“Elie Wiesel.” Kahn gave the journalist his business card and asked him to 
give it his colleague, “and if it is the same Wiesel get him to contact me.”

Three days later, the two fell into each other’s arms in Oslo. In 1971 
they arrived together to visit their home town. Kahn was first called to the 
Torah and began to read, but his voice cracked. “You carry on” he said to 
Wiesel, “You are stronger than me.” Wiesel also began to read but he also 
broke down.

Sighet’s Most Famous Son
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Other than Wiesel, Kahn and Halivni, Sighet also produced other names. 
Amos Manor – Arthur Mendelovitch – headed the Israel security service for 
11 years. Michael Ben-Yehuda (Moldovan) was a member of the Mossad and 
participated in the capture of Adolf Eichmann. “I am a walking memorial 
candle,” his daughter She’ela Kandel tells me. “The letters of my name make 
up the initial letters of several of my murdered relations.”

She’ela remembers her father talking proudly about the capture of 
Eichmann, but only when he was asked. “What was his actual role?” I ask 
her. “He was responsible for collecting intelligence in order to discover his 
location. He also worked on the Mengele file. I suggest to her that his work 
must also have meant a great deal to him personally. “Certainly. Eichmann 
was deeply involved in the destruction of the Jews of Hungary and Sighet 
was then Hungarian.” 

Among the guests in the yard is Yan Petrush in a gray cap, glasses with 
thick lenses, a cane in hand and speaking fluent Yiddish. That Yiddish is 
being spoken by a Christian who studied with Elie Weisel in heder is in 
itself amazing. He tells me, “The Wiesel family had a little shop with a small 
door and a bell. The customers did not exactly throng the counter. When a 
customer did show up, Mrs Wiesel would come and serve him.” Petrush will 
never forget the day the Jews were removed from their homes. “There was 
no mercy shown to anyone. The evictors first searched the houses looking 
for gold and then allowed the Jews to pack their belongings on wagons. “Do 
you miss the Jews?” I ask him. “Of course! We learned together in heder.” 
Petrush the Christian leans on his stick and intones, Boruch ato adonoy 
elohainu melech haoylom, hamotzi lechem min ha’aretz, the traditional prayer 
over bread. 

We walk along the road from where the Jews were deported. A woman 
looks out of a window. She remembers stories about the Jews. Opposite here 
lived a Jewish doctor. Her husband peers out from behind the curtain; curses 
us and pulls his wife inside. Who knows what these Jews want? 

“On the face of it,” wrote Elie Wiesel, “Everything in Sighet has stayed 
the same – nothing has changed; only a little is new.” The same streets, the 
same buildings, the same churches and the same ageing houses, the market 
thronged with farmers and housewives: the same arguments, the same shouts. 
Two women hold a basket of vegetables. “How much?” “Too expensive – 
your neighbor is cheaper,” “Lady, I also need to live! I also have a wife and 
children!” In the end, they agree on a price. 

The market is being visited by Ovidio Nemesh, the mayor of Sighet. 
Elections for the European Parliament are shortly taking place and Nemesh 



83

takes care to visit every stand. He exchanges words with the farmers 
surrounded by bunches of radishes and checks tomatoes the size of tennis 
balls among the piles of green onions and baskets of strawberries. 

Mayor Nemesh says, “The history of our town is your history. In our 
image you created your Sighet.” The Jews were expelled from the same 
railway station that still sees the trains on their way. But the platforms are 
grayer now, pitted by time. I stand on the platform trying to visualize the 
sobbing, the wailing, the shouting. Exactly in what direction where they 
traveling? “Auschwitz was their destination,” says a voice behind me. The 
voice is that of Fedya Prokov, previously a pilot in the Romanian Air Force 
who now works for the Jewish Agency. A train bound for Bucharest enters 
the station. The passengers will spend half a day and a night in it. The diesel 
motor is humming quietly. The train gathers speed as it sets out on its way. 
Even if there is no steam engine pulling, it seems to me to be just like then. 
“13,000 people and four transports left from here.” says the mayor. “We are 
still waiting for them to come back.”

Three years after the interview with Elie Wiesel and our visit to Sighet, 
the Nobel Prize laureate died at his home in New York on July 2, 2016. He 
had not been able to visit Sighet again.

❋ ❋ ❋

To mark a year from the death of Elie Wiesel, a march was held in Sighet as 
the culmination of a two-day event organized by Limmud FSU, the Claims 
Conference, March of the Living, the World Zionist Organization, the Sighet 
municipality and the Romanian Jewish community. The event had been 
arranged two years before, with the active cooperation and participation of 
Wiesel but when he fell ill and was no longer able to travel. Chesler determined 
that the project would go ahead nevertheless. “We are fulfilling Elie’s dream 
by repeating this march from his house to the train station.” 

Picture this: a chilly morning in May, 1944, in Sighet, the remote town 
in the Carpathian mountains of Transylvania, some 1,500 Jews are rounded 
up in the town square and marched through the deserted streets to the local 
railway station. Among the deportees are the 14 year-old Elie Wiesel, and 
his family, who were then forced into cattle cars, 80 people in one car, 
for a three-day journey to an unknown destination, later to be revealed as 
Auschwitz-Birkenau.

And now picture this: The same town and the identical route. But this 
time, Sunday September 10, 2108. 74 years later, another 1,500 citizens of 

Sighet’s Most Famous Son
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the town, the children and women in traditional dress, have assembled at 
the childhood home of Wiesel, for a torchlight procession to mark the first 
anniversary of his death. The participants wore caps with the words “Never 
Again” and white T-shirts with the slogan “Antisemitism led to Auschwitz.” 
At the end of the march, a plaque at the railway station is to be unveiled, 
renaming it “Gara Elie Wiesel.”

At a press conference, the mayor of Sighet, Horia Vasile Scubli, expressed 
the hope that the march might become an annual event. Matthew Bronfman 
said that Wiesel was a hero who never shouted but quietly and persuasively 
taught others how they should treat each other. “Over 20 years I often consulted 
him and his advice was to read, to learn, to question and only then to take 
action. One of the things he demonstrated better than anyone else was his 
ability to talk to powerful people in a way that was based on ethics, morality 
and humanism and to challenge them when they had to be challenged.” 

Among speakers who had arrived specially for the event was MK Yair 
Lapid. Wiesel had asked that Lapid be invited as his father, the late Tommy 
Lapid, a former minister of justice and noted public figure, had been a personal 
friend. At the culmination of the march, Lapid said, “Wiesel’s private memory 
has become the collective memory of an entire people. We have gathered 
here to honor him for his contribution to the memory of the Holocaust and 
the struggle against antisemitism.” 

State Advisor Ramona Chirila Lohan, speaking on behalf of the Romanian 
prime minister said, “When I was a student we could not speak freely about 
what had happened during the Holocaust but today in the Romania of my 
generation, we have a chance to re-examine this horrendous chapter of our 
history and to continue on the path of recovery, recognition and education and 
to make sure that such episodes will never happen again: never again.”

Gila Gamliel, the Israeli Minister for Social Equality who is responsible 
for Holocaust issues on behalf of the government, said, “Elie Wiesel with his 
gentle voice and powerful pen fought against bigotry, hatred, fanaticism and 
the evil demons of the past. We must always take sides: silence encourages 
the oppressor, never the oppressed. From this place I vow on behalf of the 
government of Israel that we will never forget. This is our ‘Never Again.’”

In memory of Prof. Wiesel, Limmud FSU mounted a special photographic 
exhibit of his life, curated by Dr. Yoel Rappel. The exhibit, first shown  
in Sighet, has been shown at Limmud FSU events in Moscow and several 
other venues.
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Vinnytsa – Cabbages and Denial 
Pine needles fall on the headstones. Rows of cabbages encroach on the graves. 
This is what denial of the Holocaust looks like. Not learned research works. 
Not detailed articles. Not academic seminars. Simply cabbages instead of 
graves. The murder of 28,000 Jewish citizens of Vinnytsa are concentrated 
in one famous picture. “The last Jew in Vinnytsa” is written on the back of 
a photograph in an album taken from a captured SS officer. A man is sitting 
at the edge of a pit. A German soldier holds a revolver to his head; in a 
moment he will pull the trigger. 

On June 22, 1941, Hitler initiated Operation Barbarossa. 3,500 tanks and 
4,000 planes attacked the USSR at dawn. Three months later, on September 22, 
the Nazis instructed the 35,000 Jews of Vinnytsa to assemble for a population 
census. A German soldier, Rein Bingel, was the sole witness to tell the story. 
The Jews were forced to undress, were herded to the mouths of huge open 
pits that had been prepared in advance and were shot. The next in line had to  
pour quicklime onto the bodies – many of them still moving – and were 
then killed themselves.

On the eve of the Holocaust, 40 percent of the inhabitants of Vinnytsa 
were Jews. The first arrived in the middle of the 16th century. Most of them 
were carpenters, iron workers, cobblers and jewelers, and their neighborhood 
became known as Yerusalimska. Anything that one could possibly want could 
be obtained there.

The store, Zvarkin and Son, was founded in 1900. A businessman called 
Moshe Fliegeltov came to the town and rented a room, then another, then 
another and another and turned the apartment into the central store of Vinnytsa, 
where according to the advertisments, “all good things” could be bought. 
Fliegeltov offered the citizens of Vinnytsa, coffee, tea, chocolate, nuts, exotic 
spices. After a few years, Fliegeltov decided that being Jewish was not exactly 
conducive to good business and he converted to Christianity and changed his 
name to Matvei Zvarkin. Business did indeed flourish and Zvarkin-Fleigeltov 
began selling his goods to the court of the Tsar in Moscow. After the Russian 
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Revolution, the family moved, first to Paris and then to America. A few 
years after, the new owners of the building learned of its history and decided 
to restore the old name. So still called Zvarkin, the new store now sold 
gramophones, kettles, samovars and other household goods. 

Selman Abraham Waksman, who conquered tuberculosis was born in  
Nova Pryluka in the Vinnytsa region. The biochemist who invented the term 
“antibiotics” left for the United States at the age of 22. He obtained his 
first degree at Rutgers University and his second on earth-borne germs at  
the experimental agricultural research laboratories of New Jersey. He 
completed his doctorate at Berkley, California. In the early 1930s he developed 
several antibiotics such as streptomycin, which was the first drug to be used 
in the treatment of tuberculosis. Waksman won the Nobel Prize for Medicine 
in 1952.

Clarice Lispector was born in 1920 in the village of Chechelnyk, near 
Vinnytsa. She emigrated with her parents to Brazil then to Europe and America. 
She was a leading writer and translator into Portuguese, especially of the 
works of Agatha Christie. Her friends would say about her that she looked 
like Marlene Dietrich and wrote like Virginia Woolf.

The stories of eminent Jews such as Waksman and Lispector were lost in 
the maelstrom of the Second World War. Jews started to return to Vinnytsa 
after the war and at the time of our visit, the mayor of the town was a young 
Jew called Vladimir Groissman. Together with the provincial governor, Nicolai 
Chelila, he laid a wreath on a memorial to the murdered Jews. Chaim Chesler 
invited the people of Vinnytsa – Jews and non-Jews alike – to take part in 
the Limmud festivities. “Only in that way can they begin to understand what 
happened in this place during the Holocaust,” he said.

The Limmud FSU 2011 conference in Vinnytsa and the fourth in Ukraine, is 
taking place some 150 kilometers south of Kiev, the capital of the country and 
it commemorates 70 years since Operation Barbarossa. 350 participants took 
part in 80 lectures, presentations, workshops, cultural events and excursions to 
sites such as Uman and Medzhbizh, the birthplace of the founder of Hassidism, 
known as the Ba’al Shem Tov (R. Israel Ben Eliezer, 1700-1760?)

Like all Limmud events, Vinnytsa is run by volunteers. The degree to which 
some could be considered as strictly Jewish is moot or non-existent: which 
is hardly surprising after 70 years of Communism. It is difficult to delineate 
the profile of a typical volunteer so I arbitrarily pick on one, busy running 
from one event to another with a walkie-talkie plugged to her ear.

Tanya Abovitch was born in Vinnytsa. She is 28 years old with coal-
black hair. From childhood she knew she was Jewish although her family 
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observed virtually nothing. The only traditions she remembered from her 
grandmother were the hamentaschen at Purim and Hanuka gelt. She has 
a degree in philology from the Pedagogical University of Vinnytsa and is 
currently working on her PhD. After a visit to Israel she started looking 
closer at Judaism, and found what she was looking for at Limmud. “It is 
difficult to enjoy a meal without tasting the food.” she says, “But after tasting 
it once, you cannot give it up. Jewish history is embedded in our collective 
memory and in order to touch it, you must bite into it even if the taste is 
sometimes bitter.”

Among the guests at this Limmud is Holocaust survivor Maj. Gen. Yossi 
Peled. “Jefke,” his childhood nickname, was the son of Sheyna and Yankel 
Mendelevitch. When he was six months old, Hitler invaded. He and his 
sisters were given over for safekeeping to a Christian family. His father was 
killed in Auschwitz, but his mother retrieved the children after the war and 
they made their way to Palestine. Peled tells his Limmud listeners about the 
Eichmann trial and his visit to Wannsee where the “Final Solution to the 
Jewish Question” was discussed and ratified. “I could not grasp how, in such 
an idyllic setting, such barbaric actions could be calmly discussed.

Peled joined Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin on his state visit to Germany 
in 1975. When they inspected the guard of honor and the national anthems 
of the two countries was played, Peled thought about his father who had not 
survived. He felt that he remembered him although he had never actually 
known him. 

Another visitor to this Limmud is Yuval Rabin, son of the late prime 
minister. Before coming to Vinnytsa, he had visited Syderovitch, the birth 
place of his grandfather Nehemia – but more of that later. In Vinnytsa, Yuval 
Rabin visited the home of Lisa Wagner, a 79 year-old Holocaust survivor. In 
addition to a token gift, he brings the well-known Rabin look – shy, withdrawn, 
remote – but with empathy and we sit down to listen to her story.

She was born in the village of Shpikov near Vinnytsa. In July 1941, her 
family was expelled to the ghetto and from there to the village of Ragozina 
and to the forced labor camp of Pekhora; the family was liberated in 1944. 
She married a war invalid, studied to be a hairdresser and had two daughters. 
One of them lives near her in Vinnytsa and the other in Israel, in Upper 
Nazareth. She has grandchildren and great-grandchildren but is now confined 
to her home. 

Some 50,000 elderly Jews like Lisa Wagner live today within the former 
Soviet Union. She receives financial and in-kind support from the Hessed 
organization run by the JDC – laundry, repairs, heating, medicines, cleaning 
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and more. It is probable that without this help she would not be alive 
today.

We spend the last Limmud evening at the Hessed organization. Before long 
the conversation turns to pogroms and Bialik’s “City of Slaughter.” “How 
many of you actually experienced a pogrom?” we ask the elderly survivors. 
One tells us that his grandfather was killed in the infamous Kishinev pogrom. 
Others choose to talk about more contemporary disturbances, both by the 
Germans and the Soviets. The director of the Hessed club in Vinnytsa, Olga 
Weinstein, shows us a copy of a book, “Were we Born to Suffer?” a collection 
of witness stories of the Holocaust. One of them, Riva Grigorievna, wrote, 
“It was Yom Kippur; we were hiding in the cellar, the Nazis shouted and 
kicked and beat us…we went to Yerusalimska Street and saw how the Jews 
were being dragged out of the houses. We went on to Probomiskaya Street 
and waited. A black lorry drove up and down the street; after each turn there 
were less and less people…” 

The person overseeing the expulsion of the Jews from Vinnytsa on Yom 
Kippur was Fritz Sauckel. His letter of appointment from Hitler, which gave 
him the authority to mastermind the mass expulsions from the USSR and to 
recruit forced slave labor, was signed in the infamous Hitler bunker, known  
as “Werewolf.”
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In the Werewolf Bunker 
Hitler’s face paled. He had just been informed that a Russian officer in the 
guise of a Nazi colonel had managed to penetrate the area of the German 
military bunker in Vinnytsa. “Who constructed the camp?” Hitler demanded 
to know from Col. Max Thomas, the commander of the camp. “Mostly 
Russian prisoners of war” was the answer. Hitler, in a rage, commanded 
Standartenführer Thomas that they all be shot. “Don’t waste a minute, they 
already know too much about these headquarters.” “Jahwohl, mein Führer!” 
was the response.

The concrete rubble in the pine forest was once known as "Werewolf." 
Wolf is also an old German nickname for Adolf. It was from here that Adolf 
Hitler directed the failed campaign against Stalingrad. From here he could 
see the end in sight. At the onset of the war, Hitler did not have any regular 
military headquarters other than in Berlin. In order to visit the fronts he 
would travel by plane or train which served as his field command quarters. 
From his first advanced headquarters he directed the campaign against France 
and this was followed by 13 more. The most celebrated of them was the 
bunker situated under the garden of the Chancellery in Berlin, where he 
eventually committed suicide. With almost the same historic significance was 
the Wolfschanze (“Wolf’s Lair”) in East Prussia, where Claus von Stauffenberg, 
an aristocratic German army officer, failed in a plot to assassinate Hitler on 
July 20, 1944. 

Hitler visited the Werewolf bunker outside Vinnytsa three times: from  
July 16–October, 30 1942, from February 19–March 13 1943 (during that 
visit a bomb was discovered that had been placed in a plane due to return 
to Berlin by a member of the resistance), and from August 27–September 
15 1943.

The area of Werewolf is today a treasure of real estate. On a cold Friday 
morning, one walks on a floor of crunching pine needles and sees the notices 
put up by contractors and developers offering a good life in the pastoral woods. 
Who would like to be a neighbor to Hitler? – it would seem that not a few. 



In The Footsteps of Memory
90

Many attractive houses have already been built in the area evidently hoping 
to eliminate the traces of evil. There are no bullets flying around. The only 
thing likely to hit you is a ball from one of the tennis courts. 

The atmosphere is tangible and the burden of memory lies heavy upon us. 
But the Ukrainians like to enjoy themselves and they don’t particularly care 
where. Headstones, mass graves, historical sites, all can serve as handy picnic 
areas. On holidays or weekends, the Werewolf bunker is a convenient place 
for barbecues. When dusk begins to dispel the smoke from the sausages, the 
hour has come for the “black archaeologists” searching in the rubble for SS 
deaths-head badges, military insignia, rusting water canteens, remnants of old 
maps: all of them grist to the mill of collectors. But on the morning of our 
visit, I only encounter packs of dogs, tails waving furiously as they chase 
about among the remains of the bunker. Maybe some of them are descendants 
of Blondie, Hitler’s beloved German shepherd, or maybe of Nagus and Stassi, 
terriers belonging to Eva Braun, Hitler’s mistress.

It was Hitler who decided on the site of Werewolf, some ten kilometers 
north of Vinnytsa on the highway to Kiev. It is likely that he intended it to 
be part of the planned trans-Europe autobahn to the Crimean peninsula. The 
Nazis conquered the area in the summer of 1941. The Wehrmacht headquarters 
were situated in Vinnytsa and an important Luftwaffe base was in Kalinovka, 
some 20 kilometers away.

It is possible that Hitler chose this spot for darker reasons. It is said that 
he was entranced by black magic. The story is told that in secret he would 
try to summon witches and warlocks to the place. After studying the land 
he identified dark forces. “They will help you to conquer the world,” he 
was assured. 

On November 1, 1941, building construction began and lasted for seven 
months. 2,000 Russian prisoners of war and 8,000 forced laborers who were 
termed Frontarbeiter, lost their lives here. For the Führer, a small wooden 
house was built, together with its own yard and bunker. Nearby another 20  
huts and three bunkers were constructed for the staff. The compound was 
surrounded by barbed wire and the buildings were linked by underground 
communication trenches. Watch towers were constructed among the surrounding 
pine trees. The whole perimeter was closed off and contained bunkers, artillery 
positions, tanks, anti-tank traps and mine fields. In the compound itself there 
was a tea house, hairdresser, sauna and a cinema. There was an open-air 
swimming pool for Hitler and his officers. Fruit and vegetables were supplied 
by local market gardens run by the German Seidenspinner company, water 
came from two artesian wells and electricity was provided by generators.



91
In the Werewolf Bunker 

The accounts of Hitler in the woods come to us courtesy of Stalin. When 
the war was over, he gave instructions to compile a “Hitler File.” Not just 
regarding the critical war decisions but also the most banal and esoteric: his 
coats with their pointed collars, the funeral music to which he was addicted, 
his irrational fear of mosquitos and other flying insects. 

The Soviet historians based their information on the evidence of two of 
Hitler’s close advisors who were captured by the Red Army in the bunker 
in Berlin. Heinz Ling was Hitler’s personal butler and Otto Gensche was his 
SS adjutant. But surprisingly, the “Hitler File,” written by a historian, Henrik 
Eberle, was only published in the west in 2006. The book confirms what was 
already known but also provides details of the routine of evil. In the chapters 
relating to Werewolf, Hitler appears as whimsical, obsessive, unbalanced, 
fearful: a minor clerk in the mold of Eichmann who insisted on checking the 
smallest detail in the letters of appointment given to his associates. 

When Hitler first visited the Vinnytsa bunker in 1942, Ukraine was in 
flames from both artillery fire and from the air. The temperature was in the 
region of 45 degrees centigrade and the humidity was unbearable. Hitler 
contracted a bout of influenza and his temperature reached 40 degrees. During 
that time, “Command 45” was given which split the German southern armies 
into two: one would advance on Stalingrad, and the other on the oil fields of 
the Caucasus. Sometimes, with the help of the compound commander, Col. 
Thomas, Hitler would study the map of the USSR. Once he traced with his 
finger the line from Rostov to Stalingrad, and exclaimed that soon changes 
to the map would have to be made: “We will give them a blow which will 
force them to their knees,” he told Thomas. 

Thomas, for his part, took the Führer outside and showed him the defenses. 
Distrust was a regular part of life in Werewolf. One evening, partisans laid an 
ambush for the car of Stürmbahnführer Schnabel, Himmler’s personal pilot. 
Schnabel was seated with two fellow officers and two Russian girls. The 
three Germans were killed and the Russian girls fled. Himmler gave orders 
to secure the camp perimeter and capture the saboteurs but the partisans were 
never apprehended. Hitler, in retaliation, gave orders to kill all the residents 
of the villages in the area. Women who cried for mercy were shot; children 
clinging to their mother’s skirts were murdered; the dead were shoveled into 
pits prepared in advance. Members of Hitler’s SS personal guard detachment 
were brought to Werewolf to witness the killing orgy.

Vinnytsa deceives you. On the surface, you are witness to a degree of 
prosperity that appears to deny the dreadful past; the years of cold-blooded 
mass murder. Before reaching Werewolf we stopped in the midst of the forest, 
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beside pits in which Jewish children were buried alive. Those who were not 
buried in the pits had their heads smashed against the rocks. “The important 
thing is not to waste ammunition,” said Himmler to his troops; “Every bullet 
is needed for the front.”

For much of the time, Hitler stayed at Werewolf in a delusionary world of 
his own making. He thought that he would be pushing the Russians back over 
the Volga and instructed Ling, his adjutant, to bring him writing materials 
and drawing instruments and an atlas, magnifying glass and a colored map 
of Russia’s mineral resources. He was very excited. Again he pointed at 
Rostov on the map and said, “Once we are in control here we can continue 
the war with no fears.” His finger continued to the Caucasus, “and the oil 
we need so badly will come from here.” His finger continued to Astrakhan. 
“Here we will sever the Russian supply lines and everything will be finished 
– everything!.” After that the finger turned to the tanks: Hitler began to 
visualize an attack on the Caucasus mountain range and Stalingrad, and in 
Werewolf, the glasses of schnapps were raised.

Reichscomissar Erich Koch, dubbed the “Emperor of Ukraine,” filled the 
store houses in Werewolf. Supply convoys choked the roads in the vicinity 
of Vinnytsa. Farmers arrived with flour, butter, eggs, chickens and pork. 
Eva Braun was particularly fond of Ukrainian bacon. When she was not 
with Hitler in the East, she insisted that they send her supplies to Berlin. 
Plundered Ukrainian food also arrived in the Führer’s quarters in Berlin and 
in his home in Berghof in Obersalzberg.

The plentiful supply of foodstuffs was of concern to Hitler’s war lords. 
When they would be waiting to be received at Werewolf, they would speak 
about the black market that had arisen in Germany. Goering, his usual 
bombastic self in his blue field marshal’s uniform, would say, “If we send 
to prison all those involved in smuggling goods we will have to send all of 
Germany.” Every few minutes, Ling would emerge and say “the Führer is 
waiting for you.” Goering would be the first to enter, Alfred Rosenberg, the 
ideologist of the Nazi Party and minister for the conquered territories would 
follow and then Koch. Martin Bormann, Hitler’s personal aide would enter 
last and take his place by Hitler’s side to the envy of all those waiting upon 
the Führer’s good word.

After the weighty discussions, Hitler would turn to administrative details. 
Once Fritz Saukel who had set up the Buchenwald concentration camp was 
summoned to Vinnytsa, When he came in to Hitler’s presence, Saukel paled 
when he was informed that he was to be given the responsibility for the mass 
expulsion from the USSR and other areas of Europe. Bormann composed the 
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letter of appointment, Hitler read it through twice, made a couple of corrections 
and signed it. Thus, within a few minutes and a short bureaucratic procedure, 
the future of millions of Jews, Russians, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Estonians, 
Poles, Czechs, French, Belgians, Dutch, Serbs and Greeks, was deposited in 
the hands of the person who had created Buchenwald.

But it was also in Werewolf that Hitler was the recipient of bad news. The 
Stalingrad campaign was bogged down, the attack on the Caucasus had been 
halted. Frederick the Great dismissed his generals because he thought they  
were deceiving him. In the same way, Hitler rid himself of his failing generals.  
He no longer invited them to luncheon; in the evenings he requested to hear 
records of funeral music and sunk into a depression, or read his favorite 
book, “I Claudius, Emperor and God,” reminiscent of the blood feuds over 
the thrones of Roman emperors. He was in a state of restless tension. A fly 
on the wall or a butterfly loose in the room sent him into a frenzy. Screens 
were attached to his windows; his aides sprayed disinfectant on the radio, 
and glasses of honey were placed on the table to attract bugs. In the corridors 
blue lamps were installed to kill flying insects. 

But Hitler’s staff enjoyed themselves in Werewolf. They held parties 
together with the shorthand typists and secretaries, arranged drunken evenings 
that usually ended with singing war songs such as, “The blue cavalry gallops!” 
In the prevailing air of gaiety they liked to play pranks on each other. One 
night an officer called Schmidt together with Hoffman, Hitler’s photographer, 
nailed shut the door of another officer. The celebrations were so rowdy that 
Ling had to warn them not to wake the Führer.

On the mornings after the wild nights, Hitler would emerge from his room 
with black circles around his eyes and his staff would try to get out of the 
line of fire. “How is he today?” those still able to stand up would ask each 
other when shifts were changed. 

 When Hitler heard the reverberations of approaching Soviet artillery he 
abandoned Vinnytsa but left behind him signs which are visible to this day.  
The telephone line to Berlin is still in use. Vehicles travel on the roads built 
by the prisoners. It is difficult to call the remains of Werewolf “ruins,” because 
they still exemplify unconcealed raw power. The concrete blocks are immense. 
A rocket embedded in one leaves a hole through which the bunker can be 
seen. On the roof of the bunker, stands Jefke Mendelevitch – Maj. Gen. Yossi 
Peled, the Holocaust survivor and above all, an armored corps officer. 

Peled is surprised by the thickness of the bunker and its sheer size. “I 
wonder what my father would have said,” mused Peled, “had he seen me now 
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in this place.” What is more than evident is that this place still exudes an 
aura of evil and with little imagination one can still hear the winds of war. 

We enter the woods and all is silent, so silent. Even the birds seem reluctant 
to sing. Of everything that was once here, only the swimming pool survives 
untouched. Gray concrete, three meters deep, and a puddle of stagnant water 
on the bottom. There are black graffiti inscriptions along the sides: one says 
Leningrad – the city that withstood 900 days of Nazi siege from 1941 to 
1944. It is not clear that the pool by which we are now standing was used 
as a reservoir or if people actually swam in it and whether, perhaps, even 
Hitler dived into it. 

When Hitler was in Zaporozhye in South-East Ukraine, he was informed 
that the Russians were about to capture the airport. At the last moment, 
Hitler returned to Werewolf and appointed Maj. Gen. Stahl as commander of 
Zaporozhye. “Fly there and make sure to hold it,” he demanded, “Make every 
soldier take up a firing position and get the Russian prisoners to construct 
fortifications at the cost of their own blood!” Stahl, a particularly viscious Nazi, 
asked what type of authority he would carry. Hitler answered, “All the authority 
that you want, without thinking about nonsense such as ‘feelings.’”

One of the visitors to Werewolf was Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox,” who 
had been transferred from North Africa to Ukraine. Rommel was incensed and 
despite the oak leaves on his Iron Cross did not hesitate to confront Hitler. 
“If you had sent the reinforcements you promised I could have advanced 
to Alexandria!” Hitler, rarely for him, hastened to apologize. “You must 
understand that I could not abandon the Russian front and divert the troops 
to Africa.” Hitler was very concerned about the Western front. “An allied 
landing in France will be a catastrophe for Germany,” he told his visitor. He 
told him, “You must concentrate on strengthening the Atlantic Wall.”

Rommel duly went to the western front, but the eastern front continued 
to collapse. On September 15, 1943, Hitler left Werewolf for the last time. 
The retreating Nazis blew up the bunkers and mined the approaches to the 
underground tunnels. The Red Army overran the area and on Stalin’s orders, 
the bunkers were meticulously searched. No documentation was ever found. 
The Soviets, who were concerned that the place would become a magnet for 
neo-Nazi pilgrimage, blocked off the entrances and approaches. To this day, 
the mass graves of the Russian prisoners of war who built Werewolf have 
yet to be discovered.
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11
New York: Dressing the President

The 14 year-old stood in the laundry and brushed the shirt of the SS officer; 
brushed it so frantically that he tore the collar. He can’t remember the exact 
words, only the beating. After his back had been flogged to a bleeding pulp, 
the officer flung the torn shirt in his face. Another prisoner taught him to 
sew up the shirt and he wore it under his striped prison uniform. “From that 
day I learnt that clothing is power,” says Martin Greenfield, “Clothes not 
only make the man but can also save his life.”

This is the story of the turning upside down of a life, the story of a person 
who for the first time ever held a needle in Auschwitz and eventually became 
tailor to presidents of the United States. Maximilian Grunfeld, as he was  
then, would surely have preferred to serve an apprenticeship in Milan or Paris 
and not between the crematoria and railheads. Nevertheless he feels some 
sort of gratitude to Auschwitz. The death camp marked the beginning of the 
rest of his life. The torn shirt of a pitiless SS officer helped “this Jew” as 
he describes himself, to create the best-known atelier of men’s tailoring in 
the United States. 

Everyone has revealed the secrets of their figure to Martin Greenfield, 
hoping that he will be able to rectify minor bodily faults. Not only Presidents 
Dwight Eisenhower, Gerald Ford, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, but 
also Vice-President Joe Biden, Secretary of State Colin Powell, Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Mayor of New York Michael Bloomberg, 
basketball stars Lebron James, Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O’Neill, world 
champion heavyweight boxer Evander Holyfield and a businessman called 
Donald Trump. Among the estimated 130 movie stars who have been dressed  
by him are Paul Newman, Edward G. Robinson, Sammy Davis Jr, Dean 
Martin, Jerry Lewis, Leonardo DiCaprio, Al Pacino and Ben Affleck. In 
addition he has made suits for Shimon Peres, Benjamin Netanyahu and past 
Israeli ambassador to the US, Michael Oren. “I make sure that all Israel’s 
ambassadors to the US look their best,” he tells me.
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But Martin Greenfield Clothiers is not to be found among the glitterati of 
Manhattan. Brooklyn was once one of the most highly desired neighborhoods 
of New York, but in the mid-1970s, businesses began to move out. In their 
place, cheap and crowded housing began to be built, and violence was not slow 
to follow. Shops were set alight, houses robbed, banks closed down and urban 
blight fell upon the area. Even though his premises were broken into several 
times, Greenfield decided to stay on. It was best that his employees most of 
them locals, should get a salary rather than live off welfare payments. 

The tailoring emporium that is somehow reminiscent of a sweat shop at the 
turn of the last century employs 120 people. Greenfield wears an old shabby 
working coat as if to emphasize that here, the work is as it was – all made 
by hand. The wooden floor are marked by the soles of shoes, the doors to 
the toilet squeak, clouds of steam arise from the irons and float above the 
workers as it did 100 years ago, Now, as then, this is work for immigrants. 
There are 16 countries of origin represented here; most of the workers are 
from Eastern Europe or Central America: Marcel from Guatemala, Fernando 
from Haiti, Pavel from Poland. The sowers aspire to sew a better future for 
their offspring, for example, a college education – in the same way that Martin 
Greenfield worked hard to provide his children with an education.

Jay and Todd work in their father’s business. They are the ones who give 
him energy and they are also very proud of the fact that all the suits here 
are handmade. If there is a machine it is only there to aid the handwork. The 
sewing machines are worked by pedals so that hands and fingers are free for 
stitching. Martin Greenfield makes stylish clothes but not flashy. Elegant but 
not shocking – neither in appearance nor to the pocket. The average suit here 
costs between 2,000 and 3,000 dollars. Not exactly cheap but well within 
reason for a product of this quality. 

Greenfield, almost 90, is remarkable not just for his success and the 
remarkable clientele he has gathered. He is at the culmination of a heroic 
and inspiring journey: a journey of a Holocaust survivor who gathered the 
broken pieces together and built a new life for himself and his family. During 
his first 40 years in the United States, he did not talk about the circumstances 
of his survival. “I thought nobody would believe me: they would laugh in 
my face.”

“To such an extent?”
“Listen, I wouldn’t have believed it myself!” He quotes from his 

autobiography, “Measure of a Man,” (Regnery Publishing, New York, 2014). 
‘God has a brilliant sense of humor.’”
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❋ ❋ ❋ 

In April, 1944, the celestial sense of humor took a break for Passover. 
The Germans surrounded the Jewish quarter of the village of Pavlovo in 
Czechoslovakia, (now in Ukraine) rounded up the Jews and loaded them into 
cattle wagons on trains bound for Auschwitz. There on the platform stood 
the Angel of Death in his polished boots. Dr. Joseph Mengele generated an 
aura of calm. In order to save his 14 year-old son, Maximilian’s father said 
to Mengele, “Prisoner A4406 is a skilled mechanic.”

Actually Maximilian received his mechanical training at a brothel in 
Budapest. When the Nazis occupied Czechoslovakia, he fled with a friend to 
the Hungarian capital. For lack of money he began to work on cars belonging 
to girls working in a brothel. One day his hand got caught in a machine and 
he was injured. His father came to take him home. “After my father had 
spoken to Mengele he whispered one sentence that was his last testament 
to me: ‘Keep on living with no pangs of conscience. Create a family and 
remember us’.” Two soldiers forcibly separated him from his father and he 
never saw him again.

But in the turbulent horror there were moments of mercy. “Dr. Musselman” 
was the nickname bestowed on the doctor who had the power to decide who 
would continue to work and who would be killed. The doctor determined 
that Grunfeld would be transferred to the Buna forced labor camp, and in so 
doing, saved his life. Later he was forced to join a death march to Gleiwitz. 
He remembers marching with an open mouth to catch snowflakes to assuage 
his thirst, with the sound of the SS guards shouting schnell, schnell. As the 
march continued, shooting became more and more persistent, especially in 
the back of the necks of those who could not keep up. Deep in the darkness 
he took out a piece of bread he had secreted in his coat pocket. “The best 
thing I ever ate in my life,” he remembers. The wind changed direction and 
blew directly in their faces; anyone who fell was buried in the snow. He 
fell, and asked two friends to leave him there and he drew up his knees and 
pulled his coat over his head. The marchers went on without him but after 
a few hours he gave himself up so as not to freeze to death. At Gleiwitz the 
prisoners were loaded on to a train for an unknown destination. 

The new destination was called Buchenwald. One morning the prisoners 
were taken to the nearby town of Weimar to repair damage caused by allied 
bombing. The prisoners stopped by the house of the town’s mayor. Outside was 
a black Mercedes. In the basement they discovered a hutch with two rabbits 
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happily chewing on a lettuce and carrots. The mayor’s wife, an attractive 
blonde woman appeared and yelled at them, “why are you stealing the rabbit’s 
food – you are animals!” 

“What do you remember of the day of liberation from Buchenwald?”
“An American soldier came into our hut and said ‘Ich bin a Yid – I am 

looking for Jews.’”After a brief talk, the American soldier said that he was 
a rabbi. “So where was God?” Maximilian asked him; “Why did he kill my 
whole family?” “What did he answer you?” “He had no answer to give me.” 
At 11 that morning the prisoners heard the sweet sound of General Patton’s 
tanks. The next day, April 12, 1945, he saw General Dwight Eisenhower in 
person, the supreme commander of the allied forces and his future client. 

A day later, and faithful to his vow for revenge, he went looking for the 
mayor’s wife. He found her holding a baby in her arms and pleading for her 
life. “Shoot her” said his friends. He took up a pistol that had been abandoned 
by the guards who had fled, took aim at the woman… but could not pull 
the trigger. “In front of my eyes I saw my mother holding my small brother, 
and I didn’t want to be another Mengele.” Just before he left Buchenwald, 
he learnt that his father was also in the camp and had been shot just a week 
before the camp was liberated.

Immediately following his liberation, Grunfeld joined the Aliya Bet, the 
then ‘illegal’ Jewish underground organization for immigration to Palestine. 
He aided in transferring 12 shipments of refugees to Italy on their way to 
Palestine. He deeply believed in the concept of Zionism and thought it would 
surely not be long before he would find himself on a tractor plowing the 
fields of Galilee.

But a letter from Baltimore consigned the tractor to a garage for ever. 
The letter was from Irving Berger, his dead mother’s wealthy uncle. He had 
never heard of him before but the newly-found uncle urged him to come  
to the United States and that he would send him a ticket. In September  
1947, he embarked on the s.s. Ernie Pyle from Bremerhaven to New  
York. 

With its funnels belching smoke into the sky, the Ernie Pyle entered New 
York harbor. Unlike Jews at the beginning of the century, who jettisoned  
their tefillin (phylacteries) into the sea, Maximilian Grunfeld held onto his 
identity. “It was as if I had been newly-born,” he says. He felt young, strong, 
confident and ready to devour the New World. His uncle bought him a 
suit from GGG, a well-known outfitter so he would look respectable in job 
interviews. The tailoring company of William, Manny and Morris Goldman 
was considered a leading label in men’s wear. It was clear to his uncle that 
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a good jacket could make all the difference. “Even if you don’t know much 
English,” he said, “the suit will speak for you.”

Maximilian Grunfeld become Martin Greenfield and got a job at GGG. 
William Goldman insisted that he begin work from the bottom. He slowly 
learned all the tasks in the tailoring profession: cutting, sewing, making 
pockets, facings, button holes, pressing. His life in the camps had taught 
him that the more you know, the better the chances of survival. William 
Goldman began to involve him in dealing with some of the company’s star 
clients such as Edward G. Robinson, Sammy Davis, Glenn Ford, Martin 
Scorsese and Eddie Kantor.

In the mid-1970s, like many other firms in Brooklyn, the Goldman Brothers 
decided to close down. “My father borrowed money at the crazy rate of 
interest of 17 percent,” his son Todd tells me, and Martin Greenfield decided 
to reopen the business. Todd recalls, “I remember difficult conversations 
among the family but father decided to begin, even if in a small way. At 
the beginning, he would make suits for other outfitters and only then begin 
to market his own brand.” 

Greenfield does not only talk to his customers but also studies their life-
style, each with its own special needs. He will never outfit a television 
presenter like Walter Cronkite or Conan O’Brian with the same cloth as 
basketball stars such as Lebrun, Ewing or Shaquille O’Neal Evidently there  
are clothes that cameras hate; there are seams that don’t look good on 
broadcasters and there are those on whom everything looks good – like the 
late Paul Newman.

Ever since his days at GGG, Greenfield has done his best that the leaders 
of the country should not look like the Hunchback of Notre Dame. The first 
such leader was President Eisenhower. Greenfield did not just provide Ike 
with his new suit but he also gave him some unsolicited advice on the Suez 
Affair of 1956. He wrote a message on a piece of paper and to be sure the 
President got the message, he put copies in five different pockets. 

“Dear Mr. President. Do me and yourself a favor and send your Secretary 
of State [Ed. John Foster Dulles] for a week’s vacation. The war will be 
over without one single American being hurt and the canal will be open to 
everyone. I am a Jew but my religion has no connection to the advice I am 
giving you.” 

I ask, “Didn’t you worry that he might not find the message?” “An aide 
of his told me that Eisenhower had said, ‘There is a tailor in Brooklyn who 
presumes to tell me how to conduct foreign relations.’”

New York: Dressing the President
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In 1974 the White House requested a suit for the incoming President 
Gerald Ford. The new president had a very impressive physique but his long 
years in Congress had still not prevented him from being a sloppy dresser. 
So, still working for GGG, Greenfield took up his needles. One evening, 
two heavily-built men appeared in the workshop and produced two disks 
of unidentifiable material and said they had to be sewn into the vest of the 
president’s three-piece suit, thus making it bullet-proof. Ford had survived 
two attempts on his life and had the bullets actually hit him the result could 
have been fatal. The president never wore the bullet-proof vest that Greenfield 
had so carefully sewn.

Donna Karan was an outfitter to Hilary Clinton. When her husband Bill 
entered the White House, Hilary asked Karan if she could recommend a tailor 
and Karan remembered Greenfield. “Bill Clinton was the first president I 
actually measured in the White House,” Greenfield recalls. 

“I was extremely nervous. I didn’t sleep a wink the night before.” But that 
day, an army plane had crashed and Clinton was delayed for hours. In order 
to understand what type of suit he was expected to make for the president, 
Greenfield began looking through the clothes hanging in the presidential 
wardrobe.

“I didn’t believe what I found. A few short leather jackets, some sports 
jackets. In short, the most pathetic wardrobe ever possessed by an American 
president.” Bill Clinton duly arrived and turned on all the presidential charm. 
He slapped the tailor on the shoulder and asked him how he was doing, 
apologizing for the long wait, saying “Donna tells me you are the best tailor 
around.”

”It took about half an hour to complete the 27 essential measurements and 
Clinton admitted that he had no idea it would take so long. He then asked, 
“What is the story about the notes in Eisenhower’s pockets?” Greenfield 
repeated the story and the president laughed, “If you want to tell me something 
you don’t need to plant notes: here is my fax number.” 

A meeting with George W. Bush was cancelled by history. On another 
“Day of Infamy” – one that became known as Nine-Eleven, Greenfield was 
waiting for the president to return from Florida. When it became known 
that the meeting would not be taking place he asked to leave Washington, 
but the skies were closed to all air traffic. He decided to go ahead with a 
fitting session that had been planned to take place at the premises of the 
prestigious men’s outfitters, Brooks Brothers. To his surprise, there was a 
long line of people and he measured each one. “I never felt more proud to 
be an American.”
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The Obama administration neither confirmed nor denied that the president’s 
suits had been made by Martin Greenfield. Only when the Washington Post 
revealed that the names “Jay and Todd Greenfield” appeared in the White 
House guest book, did they admit it. Greenfield has sewn all President Obama’s 
suits since February 2011.

But it all began four months earlier. Michelle Obama was looking for a tailor 
suitable for her husband and her fashion consultant recommended Greenfield. 
But the White House had a condition: the tailor from Brooklyn would never 
actually measure the President. Instead, they suggested, Greenfield should 
simply copy the measurements from one of his existing suits. Maestro 
Greenfield boiled over. “Please inform the White House,” he told his son 
Jay, “that Martin Greenfield never copies anyone else: everyone else copies 
Martin Greenfield.” Jay, ever the diplomat, reworded the message in diplomatic 
language and the response duly came from the White House. “On 2 November 
2010, the President will be happy to receive Martin Greenfield and his son 
in his home.”

They met for the first time in the White House in the private office of the 
president on the third floor. The clothes were duly delivered a few months 
later and his aides confirmed, “The boss likes them.” Obama ordered another 
one to wear for his visit to Buckingham Palace and four more later on. The 
work resulted in a certain intimacy between the president and the tailor. “My 
daughters Sasha and Malia make fun of my suit trousers – they say the cuffs 
make me look old, can you do something about it?” Greenfield provided the 
president with fashionable pants with no cuffs.

 “Of all the presidents, who looked best in your suits?” 
“Barack Obama. He has an excellent figure and he has the measurements 

of a model with a waist of 33.5 inches. But Clinton also looks good. The 
suits we made during the Clinton era were different. Longer and looser around 
the shoulders. That was the style then and Clinton looked wonderful. But 
my eyes have got used to the current styles and to me Obama simply looks 
perfect.

 “Is there any small talk? Do you speak about politics?”
“I do not speak to presidents about politics. I dress people on both sides 

of the divide – Democrats and Republicans. What I feel inside is my own 
business, but as a tailor I am completely independent.”

 Martin Greenfield has visited Israel four or five times. In his opinion, 
the country is changing all the time and for the better. At the same time 
he understands the dangers. “You have to fight in order to survive,” he 
says. His links to the country are deeply emotional and with no conditions. 

New York: Dressing the President
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The symbolism of its existence is important to him. His two granddaughters 
celebrated their Bat Mitzva at the Western Wall. 

He himself celebrated his Bar Mitzva at the age of 80. When he was 13, he 
had to flee from his village of Pavlovo. In New York, he learned the weekly 
parasha – biblical portion and Haftara and recited them in a synagogue. A 
Bar-Mitzva boy of 80 for whom the death of his parents, his brothers, his 
sisters, passed before his eyes. But it is not sorry but joy that suffuses him; 
“I survived,” he said in his speech, “because God wished me to survive and 
maybe just because I am lucky.” 

In March 2015, Martin Greenfield was presented with a Limmud FSU 
award marking his extraordinary life. When he sat back in his seat, he adjusted 
his pin-striped grey suit, straightened his pale blue tie and understood that 
sometimes life can be larger than all the measurements of man.
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Roman Kent: Spokesman for the Survivors
But the measurements of man, such as those by Martin Greenfield, can also 
be accomplished on a smaller scale. Roman Kent arrived in the US as an 
optimist despite all he had undergone in Europe. He looked forward to starting 
a new life but the expected warm and welcoming local community turned a 
cold shoulder, to such an extent that he and his brother contemplated returning 
to the continent of death from which they had escaped. 

There are nights when he revisits hell. Hears the sirens, smells the smoke 
of burning flesh rising from the chimneys. But Roman Kent, 93 years old, 
knows how to control his nightmares; to force them back in the depths 
of consciousness. But his current thoughts concern the reality of his wife 
Hannah, 89. Like many other survivors who suffer from dementia, for her 
the horrors of then are still very much with her. “My Hannah has returned 
to her childhood,” Kent explains, She doesn’t exactly remember her family 
or where she came from, nor what she did, but one thing is still vividly in 
her mind – the Germans.” 

“How do you know?”
“She says that there are Germans in our house.” 
“So what do you do then?”
“I try to calm her down. To talk about pleasant things...”
“How did she survive?”
“Ich veisach nisht – I have no idea.”
In his office, on the wall behind him, is a picture of Hannah with thick 

hair, black eyes, and a pleasant expression. “You have a very good-looking 
wife,” I tell him. “She was also a very good woman” he says. When Kent 
talks about his wife, he lowers his heavy eyebrows, as if, somehow to conceal 
his tears. He takes a few moments to compose himself and goes on. That is 
the essence of Roman Kent – he always goes on; Lodz, Auschwitz, Gross-
Rosen, Flossenberg, Bremen – then Atlanta and for the last decades, New 
York. He always goes on. 



In The Footsteps of Memory
104

He is a small man, his belt just below his chest. When we met, he was 90 
years old. And he admitted that recently he has been feeling the weight of 
his years. His staccato mode of speech reminds me of Prof. Kingsfield in the 
excellent television series, “The Paper Chase.” His words take off and land 
at emphatic speed. “An unforgettable person,” wrote Lawrence Eagleburger 
in his foreword to Kent’s autobiography, “Courage was my Only Option.” 
Kent was not only friendly with the former secretary of state, but also with 
Bill Clinton who received him on his last day in the White House. That 
was when Kent presented the president with the report of the Bronfman 
Commission on the attitude of the US administration to the Holocaust, its 
victims and their property.

Some years before, Kent had decided to give up his world-embracing 
business interests in order to concentrate on issues concerning Holocaust 
survivors. He felt that their needs were endless and required his full attention, 
“Moreover, I do not need a few more dollars.” He is an enthusiastic supporter 
of Limmud FSU and has attended several of its conferences. He is a prominent 
philanthropist and a member of the Association of Warsaw Ghetto fighters, 
President of the Foundation for Righteous Gentiles, Chairman of the American 
Gathering of Holocaust Survivors and President of the International Council 
of Auschwitz Survivors. But a great deal of his time is spent as treasurer 
of the Claims Conference. Greg Schneider, the executive director, refers to 
Kent as “our moral conscience. During the war he proved the resilience of 
the human spirit and after it, he managed to develop widespread business 
interests. At the same time, he has been tirelessly working to promote the 
cause and needs of the survivors.”

Kent says that the Claims Conference is the only Jewish institution working 
on behalf of the survivors. Some six years ago, he set up a program called 
“Home Care” to help those in need of around-the-clock care, obtaining a  
first grant of some six million euros. He conducted the negotiations with 
Berlin through a special department in the German Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, headed by the Minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher. “He and I developed 
a deep understanding,” Kent says. Before each committee meeting, Kent  
and Genscher would meet alone. Most of the decisions eventually reached 
in the plenary sessions, were close to those agreed upon previously by the 
two of them. 

Kent shocks me by the data he provides on needy survivors in the United 
States. Although a few survivors amassed fortunes which placed them in 
the Forbes 500 list, more than 50 percent of camp survivors live in poverty, 
especially in Brooklyn, New York. Kent says, “The Jewish community takes 
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	Baruch Shub with  
Minister of Defense  
Avigdor Lieberman  
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	Yuval Rabin visits 
Sidorovichi, his 
grandfather’s 
birth place, 2011, 
with Yulia Dor, 
representative of 
Nativ and Chaim 
Chesler (Ch. 17)

	Yuval Rabin with the 
plaque depicting 
his grandfather 
Nehemia, his father 
Prime Minister 
Yitzhak Rabin and 
aunt Rachel
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	Zvia Walden, 
daughter of 
President Shimon 
Peres outside his 
family home in 
Vishneyeva, 2013 
(Ch. 19)
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	Ben Helfgott  
(Ch. 13)

	Olympic Square 
Dedicated by 
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Krystina Chiger (Ch. 15) Krystina’s green sweater

Chaim Chesler opens the cover to the sewer entrance, Lvov (Ch. 15)
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Zeev Jabotinsky visits Hunter, in the Catskills, New York

In search of Jabotinsky, Limmud FSU New York, 2016. l. to r. Ze’ev Jabotinsky,  
Michal Grayevsky, Advisor to Ronald Lauder and Vice-chair, Media RSL Corporation, 
Colette Avital, Chair, Center of Organizations of Holocaust Survivors, Danny Danon, 

Israel’s Ambassador to the UN
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David Greenberg in search of his father,  
Uri Zvi Greenberg, in Bilyi Kamin  

(Ch. 37)

In search of Sasha Argov: Moscow, 2015. 
The family l. to r. Noa, Gabi, Tali, Itamar Argov 

(Ch. 35)

Natan Slor in search of his father, Natan 
Alterman, Kishinev, 2015 (Ch. 32)
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care to observe Holocaust Memorial Day but does not help the survivors and 
from the beginning tended to disregard their basic needs. Old-timers in the 
community like to remind us of the economic depression at the time they 
arrived in the country, when they worked for a miserable handful of dollars. 
So, they say, what is there for the survivors to complain about?” 

Kent says that on many occasions the attitude to the newcomers bordered 
on humiliation. “Most of the Jewish immigrants who arrived in the United 
States before the war came from impoverished and primitive small towns 
and shtetls. The Americans thought we all had the same background. I was 
often asked if I know what a shower is.”

“How many survivors are there still now in the United States?”
“I am not prepared to get involved in the numbers game: it all depends 

on the definition of what is a survivor. Just those who were in the camps 
and ghettos? And what about those who were forced to flee to Siberia? And 
what about those who fought in the forests with the partisans? As far as I 
am concerned, they are all survivors.” 

In the name of all those survivors, Kent spoke in Auschwitz in 2014 at 
the event marking 70 years since the liberation of the camp by the Soviet 
forces. “We, the survivors, are concerned for one thing. We do not want 
that our past will become the future of our children…” His speech was 
repeatedly interrupted by acclamation. The American press, including the New 
York Times, Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal brought his words to 
national attention on their front pages.

✽ ✽ ✽

Roman Kniker was born in Lodz, Poland, on April 18, 1925, his parent’s first 
son after two daughters, in their wealthy home at 38, Svodomeiska Street. 
From 1935-1937, one of the major textile factories in the city belonged to 
Emanuel, Roman’s father. At the time, Lodz was a world center of textile 
manufacturing. One third of the city’s 600,000 inhabitants were Jewish, many 
of them were employed in the textile industry. In the fields behind Emanuel’s 
factory, the children would play football, basketball and volleyball. The game 
would sometimes be joined by Tatush (“Daddy” in Yiddish) who was deeply 
respected by his employees, several of whom were German nationals. For 
the whole of his too short life, Emanuel Kniker regretted that he never learnt 
Hebrew. To prove that the flame of Zionism burned in his heart, he made sure 
that a charity box for the Jewish National Fund was prominently displayed 
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in their home. He also purchased land in an area which is now part of the 
industrial zone of Haifa. Kniker never saw his plot of land, but he dreamed 
of building a textile factory there like that he had in Lodz. 

A year and a half after Roman, his brother Leon was born. Together, in 
the summer holidays, they had horse riding lessons at the family’s country 
villa in Podovey. At school, Roman had two close friends and they were 
known as the “Three Musketeers:” Roman, Marion Trotsky, who become editor 
of the influential Polish magazine Polityka and a founder of the Holocaust 
Museum in Warsaw, and Noah Flug who became Chairman of the Association 
of Holocaust Survivors in Israel. Flug’s daughter, Karnit, is the previous 
Governor of the Bank of Israel. 

The love of Roman Kniker’s life was Lala, a dog who was loved by all the 
family and gave boundless love in return. Nobody knew what her background 
or pedigree was and nobody cared. “I loved her at first sight, that was what 
was important,” he wrote in his autobiography. 

In the summer of 1939, the family, as usual, left for its summer home in 
Podovey. War was already imminent, but the Kniker family decided to go in 
pursuit of the sun. In the villa, a few days later, Lala began to act oddly. At 
dusk she would run out of the house and yelp in the darkness of the yard. 
Did she have a premonition of what was about to happen? On one night, 
Lala did not just yelp but began to howl. A few minutes later, a breathless 
neighbor pounded on the door. “Get out of here immediately! The Germans 
are a few kilometers away!” They leapt from their beds, left Lala with the 
villa’s caretaker and fled to the railway station. There they joined the terrified 
crowds. As the train began to move, Roman felt something pulling on his leg. 
It was Lala who had followed them. At dawn they arrived back in Lodz to 
find a different city from the one they had left. Emanuel’s factory had been 
confiscated and their apartment had been handed over to a German and they 
had to move to an empty room in the factory. Roman says, “We were not 
allowed to take anything, not even a toothbrush from our home.” 

His mother, Sonia, had only one request. “Please let me have the portrait that 
my husband gave me for my birthday.” A German employee was dispatched 
to the house with the request. “I would rather burn the picture than give it 
to a Jew,” was the response.

A few weeks later, the Jews of Lodz were forced into a ghetto. Lala, who 
had just given birth to puppies stayed in the factory. During their first night 
in the ghetto, they heard urgent scratching on the door. “God knows how 
Lala found us. She was covered in mud and snow. She was tired but could 
not stop licking our faces and hands.” In the mornings Lala returned to the 
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puppies but each night she would come back to the family in the ghetto. 
When the puppies were older, she left them and stayed with the family. Later 
on the Germans issued an edict that all dogs were to be handed over. Dogs 
belonging to Jewish families were registered and handing them over was their 
death sentence. Lala felt that something terrible was about to happen. On the 
day she had to be handed over, she whimpered and trembled incessantly. She 
was never seen again. Roman Kent found a way to remember his beloved 
companion. He wrote a children’s book called, “Lala: The True Story of a 
Boy and his Dog during the Holocaust.”

After Lala had been taken away, the situation went from worse to worse. 
Emanuel died of malnutrition in 1943. A year later the Lodz ghetto was 
liquidated. Roman, his mother Sonia, his brother Leon and his sisters Dasza 
and Renia, were thrust into the inferno of Auschwitz. I ask Kent what he 
remembers of the first day in the camp.

He closes his eyes and seems to address empty space. “I remember the 
gateway to the camp. I remember the cattle wagons. We traveled in them for 
four days and suddenly the doors were thrown open. The sun blinded me. I 
heard screams and saw German soldiers holding sub-machine guns yelling, 
alle raus, alle raus!!

His mother was ill and was sent to the hospital wing. A few days later, the 
Germans killed all the patients. “Even Shakespeare could not have described 
one day in the life of Auschwitz,” he says. But that is what he tries to do 
himself 70 years later. “How can I possibly forget the sight of walking 
skeletons, all of them skin and bone but still alive? How could I ever forget 
the stink of burning flesh? Many of us knew not a soul when we arrived in 
Auschwitz but most left the camp together in blue and white smoke through 
the chimneys.”

“Where there moments of luck in Auschwitz?”
“To keep one’s courage was in itself a sort of luck.”
Kent gives an example of a sort of luck. The Germans decided to transfer 

the children in the camp to Gross-Rosen, a complex of 60 camps in Bavaria 
and they were told they would be working in factories there. Kent thought 
this was absurd. “The Germans who had shown mercy to none were suddenly 
taking the children out of Auschwitz so they could work in factories? “I 
knew it was a lie. But then the uncertainty – what if it is true? You say to 
yourself, maybe we really will be working in a factory?” 

He was still thinking it over when the loudspeakers commanded everyone 
to line up for an appel – roll-call. It appeared that two children were missing. 
Two hours later they were discovered and forced to lie in the snow with 

Roman Kent: Spokesman for the Survivors
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their hands on their heads. “I don’t know how I had the courage but I broke 
away from the line waiting to be registered, and said, “Herr Commandant, 
my brother and I want to stay here.” The officer replied ‘bring your brother 
here – you can stay.’ All the other children went off to the railway station 
to an unknown fate, and we survived. So I suppose you could say that the 
courage to address the commandant directly was a sort of luck.”

In late 1944, the earth began to move under the studded leather jackboots. 
Rumors flying above the electrified barbed wire fences suggested that the 
Germans were suffering defeat after defeat. More and more airplanes flying 
above Flossenburg made the guards very nervous. It was clear that something 
was in the air, not just planes. “For the first time, I thought that maybe I 
could dream of a return to normal life.” One morning he woke up to discover 
that most of the Germans had disappeared, other than those still manning 
the watchtowers. A frightening silence settled over the camp. A few hours 
later, some of the inmates summoned up their courage and broke into the 
kitchens and store rooms. “We took everything that was there to take. We 
were desperate, we were hungry, we were uncontrollable. The paths of the 
camp took on a macabre look. Walking skeletons with their cheeks bulging 
hugged loaves of bread to their chests, wandering about silently.”

Roman too, jumped at the sudden plenty. He would collect the plunder, 
give it to his brother Leon, and return for more. Like all the others, the 
brothers were caught up in a temporary illusion and began to pass on their 
hopes to others. “This is not the time to die, this is the time to live so as to 
be able to tell others what happened.” But the hour of redemption was not 
yet at hand. Four days later, the Germans returned to the camp. 

The brothers decided to mingle with the non-Jewish prisoners. The Jews 
were once again loaded into cattle wagons on the trains, while the remaining 
20,000 set out on a forced march. The rumor was that they were being 
moved from Flossenburg to Dachau but no one knew for sure. They set out 
in drenching rain and walked on. They marched while gnawing the remains 
of the bread they had stolen. At dawn they were driven off the road into 
the forests. Before they fell asleep in the mud, Leon tied the bag of bread 
to Roman so that it wouldn’t be stolen by other prisoners. With nightfall the 
silent march began again by moonlight. At times the silence was disturbed 
by bursts of gunfire. Anyone who stumbled and fell was shot. By the fourth 
day, only half of the 20,000 were still alive. Roman felt they were nearing 
their end. “How long before we fall?” he asked his brother. They held each 
other up but their legs were failing them and they became weaker and weaker 
and slowly fell back towards the rear of the marching column.
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Then suddenly, out of the silence, a tremendous rumbling noise broke out 
behind them. They saw a huge tank with a white star on the front opening 
fire on the Germans who fled into the forest. Sticking up out of the tank 
turret were the shoulders of soldiers in green uniforms. “Messengers from 
God,” Roman calls them. “They threw us their field rations and bottles of 
some unknown dark liquid called ‘Coca Cola.’ The Americans saved us at 
the gates of hell,” he says, even now a sense of wonder in his voice.

Did you grasp what was happening? 
“I was too stunned to understand the significance. I simply stood there and 

didn’t know what to do. I felt that I was not a part of the world that was 
unfolding before us. That everything was unreal – glorious but unreal.”

In May, 1946, Roman and his brother Leon left for America as wards of 
the US government under the Orphaned Children’s Quota – to the Goldene 
Medineh in his words. A few people waved as the ship carrying the orphans 
left the port of Bremen. The German shore receded into the distance. The 
ocean engulfed the s.s. Marine Prince and the boys understood that their life 
in Europe was over. 

After a week of sea sickness and churning thoughts, Roman was aroused 
in his bunk by the ship’s tannoy system: “We are just passing the Statue of 
Liberty.” He had no idea what statue they were talking about and he certainly 
did not grasp the significance of the moment. Only when he was at last an 
American citizen, did he realize the significance of the words by Emma 
Lazarus inscribed on the statue. “Give me your poor, your huddled masses 
yearning to breathe free…” 

The two orphans were first sent to an absorption center for children in 
the Bronx, New York. “First I felt excited but then I was overcome by fear. 
Where are we? What will we do? What will become of us?” The children 
from the Bronx were divided up among foster families. Roman and Leon 
were sent to a family in Atlanta, Georgia, a name he had encountered only 
once before when he had read “Gone with the Wind” in Polish.

They were not exactly made welcome in the home in which they found 
themselves. The atmosphere was cold and miserable; they were left to the 
care of a housekeeper, went without breakfast or a lunch box for the school 
to which they were sent. They thought that if this is the situation in the land 
of plenty, maybe they would be better off going back to Europe. 

Shortly after, they were sent to another family. Milly Marks was a widow 
with one child; she had limited means but a warm and loving heart. She gave 
the boys a home and provided everything they needed. For years, she was 
called Granny by the boys – and by a girl called Hannah.

Roman Kent: Spokesman for the Survivors
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Hannah Shtarkman also left Europe under the aegis of the Orphaned 
Children’s Quota, but she was sent to Detroit. She met Roman for the first 
time at an event to mark ten years since their immigration. They soon found 
out that their life stories were remarkably similar. She had also been born and 
brought up in Lodz and forced into the ghetto. She survived Auschwitz and 
was liberated from Bergen-Belsen. Roman and Hannah were both orphans 
whose parents had been murdered and both of them had to re-create their 
own lives by themselves. They were married in Detroit on April 7, 1957, a 
modest wedding with no fanfare. A year later Susan Irene was born and a 
year after that, Jeffrey Edward. Roman’s brother Leon become a neurosurgeon 
and died prematurely.

Roman Kniker became an American and changed his name to Kent. He 
graduated from Emory University in Atlanta and began a successful import 
business mainly from the Far East, in the beginning mainly conducted from the 
trunk of his car. New York leapt at his inexpensive line of household goods. 
Following his success he decided to import goods from Eastern Europe. The 
winds were in his favor. The Americans loved Polish textiles and preferred 
sweatshirts made in Lodz to those made in Bangkok.

“Did it not concern you to be doing business with the Poles?”
“If you accuse the Poles of killing Jews, you diminish the culpability 

of the Germans. Moreover, ten percent of the inmates of Auschwitz were 
non-Jewish Poles and many of the 27,000 Righteous Gentiles recognized by 
Yad Vashem were Polish and that despite the fact that the punishment for 
hiding Jews in Poland was brutal. Not only would the house owner be shot 
but the whole family and sometimes even the neighbors would be put up 
against the wall.” 

For years Roman has had cordial relations with Poland and not only in 
commerce. He enjoyed an especially warm relationship with the then President 
of Poland, Aleksander Kwaśniewski. On one occasion he hosted him and his 
entourage at his home in Connecticut and invited the president to join him 
in a game of tennis. When Kent beat him in the first set, the Polish foreign 
minister laughingly suggested that it was not very polite to beat the president. 
Kent replied. “He is your president not mine!” 

One tennis match that he particularly remembers was when he partnered 
Yitzhak Rabin in a game of doubles. He knew that Rabin, Israel’s ambassador 
to the US at the time, disliked losing. Before the game, he said, “Yitzhak, 
if you want to win, play with me. If you don’t mind losing, play with them. 
Rabin shot me one of his red-haired looks and said, ‘I’m with you.’” 

“How did it end?”
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“Of course we won.” On one of his visits to Israel, Kent told the story to 
Rabin’s daughter, Dahlia. “Yes, that sounds like my father. He really hated 
to lose.”

“You too hate to lose – you won in the game of life…”
“That is fairly true.”
“What remains in you from ‘there?’”
“Everything. There is not a day that I am not ‘there.’”

Roman Kent: Spokesman for the Survivors



120

13
Ben Helfgott: the Weights of his Life

Ben Helfgott was born on November 22, 1929, in Piotrkow a town in 
central Poland near Lodz, not far from Roman Kent, where a quarter of the 
population of 55,000 were Jews. His father was a flour merchant and he 
and his parents, Moshe and Sarah and two sisters, Lusia and Mala, lived a 
comfortable existence with a large extended family nearby. Of Helfgott’s 23 
cousins, only three survived the war.

 One of the guests of honor at the Limmud FSU Olympics festival in 
Nazareth Illit in 2014 is the diminutive 82 year-old figure with piercing blue 
eyes. In 1956, 27 year-old Ben Helfgott was captain of the British weightlifting 
team at the Olympic Games in Melbourne. Just 11 years earlier, the emaciated 
and gaunt 15 year-old boy was liberated from the Theresienstadt concentration 
camp in Czechoslovakia in May 1945, weighing just 38 kilograms. 

As a child, Helfgott was a self-confessed sports addict. “I was always 
challenging the other boys to see who was the best wrestler, the fastest runner, 
or who could jump higher or longer. I loved all sports and was extremely 
competitive.” But the life of the Jews of Poland and the Helfgott family 
among them, was to change drastically when Nazi Germany invaded Poland 
in September 1939. He tells the story of that time in an emotional and still 
heavily Polish-inflected English.

“We were on holiday when the war broke out. We desperately tried to get 
home and instead of the usual two hours it took us ten because there were 
aerial bombing raids along the way. We eventually got home, but then fled 
into the nearby woods and spent a week moving from place to place with 
carnage all around us. People were being strafed by low flying planes, others 
were screaming for help. Limbs, heads and other body parts were strewn 
all around. The smell of putrefying flesh remains in my nostrils to this day. 
Eventually the Nazis caught up with us and we returned to Piotrkow which 
had been hit by incendiary bombs.”
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“Back in Piotrkow, the Germans had occupied the city, beginning with the 
synagogue where they burnt all the holy books and Scrolls of the Law and 
shot anyone who tried to flee, including the rabbi. In November, we were 
forced to move into the ghetto – it was the first ghetto in Poland – and some 
28,000 Jews were crammed into an area that had previously housed 5,000. 
In most of the ghetto there was no electricity, water or sanitary facilities of 
any kind and an epidemic of typhoid soon broke out. In October, 1942, the 
deportations began and people began to disappear – we did not know then 
where to or what their fate would be – only a few came back.” 

Moshe Helfgott, Ben’s father, had a pass from the Germans which allowed 
him to take consignments of flour into the ghetto which he obtained from a 
Pole who owned a flour mill and with whom he had been a partner. Through 
his connections he was able to get a job in a large glass factory for the 
unusually strong 12 year-old Ben. The glass factory worked in three shifts 
and Ben was consigned to the night shift. He was taunted by his Polish co-
workers and the Meister (master craftsman) responsible for the shift. Moshe 
asked the man why he was treating a young boy so badly – and he was 
evidently ashamed of his behavior. A few days later, the SS came to the 
factory with a quota for deportation to fill and demanded to arrest any Jews 
working there. The Meister, Andrej Janotta, pulled Ben back and swore that 
the boy was Polish. “In doing so, Janotta saved me from the gas chambers,” 
says Helfgott.

Meanwhile his mother and eight year-old sister Lusia had been rounded 
up with 530 people and were locked up in the synagogue for two weeks. On 
Sunday, December 20, 1942, they were taken out and shot; 53 of the remaining 
Jews including two of Helfgott’s uncles were marched to the cemetery and 
shot in the back of the head. The ghetto was finally liquidated in July 1943 
and in November 1944, Helfgott, and later his father, were deported to a labor 
camp manufacturing army tents and then to the Buchenwald concentration 
camp. At the same time, Mala, his younger sister, was sent to Ravensbruck 
a camp for women and later to Bergen-Belsen.

Ben and his father were due to be sent as slave laborers to the concentration 
camp of Schlieben, in a town where anti-tank weapons were being 
manufactured. “My number was 94790 and my father was 94830. My number 
was called out and I was told to move away. My father’s number was not 
read out and I tried to run to him but was stopped by the SS guards. I never 
saw him again. I was later told by a survivor that his group was sent on 
a death march on the way to Theresienstadt and my father was shot down 
while trying to escape.”
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The conditions at Schlieben were the most difficult he had experienced 
until then. He recalls, “Hunger was overpowering. Brothers, fathers and sons 
would fight over a morsel of bread. People aged 18 to 30 were working all 
day on 200 calories and they were the first to die of hunger and exhaustion. 
Two people slept on wooden planks measuring less than a meter. We wore 
the same clothes for five months and were filthy, skeletal, lice-ridden 
and in rags.” With the war drawing to a close and the Germans sensing 
defeat in the air, Ben was transferred again, this time to Theresienstadt, on  
April 21, 1945.

Helfgott was liberated from Theresienstadt on May 9, 1945. He managed to 
make his way to Prague where he fell in with a group of Jewish youngsters. 
He remembers the ample quantities of food and rowing for several days on 
the river which slowly started to restore his strength. “It was heaven” he 
recalls. At this time the Central British Fund (now World Jewish Relief) 
managed to get permission from the British Home Office for 1,000 Jewish 
boys and girls to be admitted to Britain. Thus, 15 year-old Ben Helfgott 
reached Britain in the first group of 300 children. Subsequently he managed 
to arrange for his sister Mala, who had been taken to Sweden from Bergen-
Belsen, to join him. The story was told by Sir Martin Gilbert in his book, 
“The Boys,” published in 1996.

Ben, who had had no schooling at all before the age of 15 was admitted 
to Plaistow Grammar School in East London, knowing barely a word of  
English. After graduating school, he went to Southampton University 
where he studied economics and history. In 2003, the university gave  
him an honorary doctorate which was joined by another one in 2014 from  
the Institute of Education of London University, for his contribution to 
Holocaust education.

After arriving in Britain and seeing the London Olympic Games of 1948, 
he became involved in the British sporting world and helped set up the 
Primrose Jewish Youth Club in London. The club was founded in 1947 by 
young survivors of the Holocaust who had come to Britain under the auspices 
of the Central British Fund, and had been allowed to settle after the war, on 
the understanding that after recuperation they would then leave – where to 
was never spelt out. Financed by private donations from Jewish organizations 
only – the British government did not contribute anything – the club, which 
stayed in existence until 1955, provided a venue for social, sporting and 
cultural activities. 

Ben received British citizenship in 1951. Attracted to sports of all kinds, 
including rugby, table tennis, athletics, wrestling and gymnastics, he eventually, 
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using his unusual strength, concentrated on weightlifting after he had come 
across a group of hefty young men lifting weights. “I asked if I could try and 
I lifted 140 pounds above my head. They were amazed and said I should take 
it up competitively.” While working for a paper company and later for Great 
Universal Stores, he won the British lightweight title in 1954, 1955, 1956 and 
1958. He competed in the world weightlifting championships from1954 to 
1960 and captained the British weightlifting team in the Melbourne Olympic 
Games in 1956 and again in 1960 in Rome. He won gold medals in the 
lightweight category in the Maccabiah Games of 1950, 1953 and 1957.

Ben Helfgott retired from competitive athletics in 1961 and since then 
has devoted a large part of his life to the cause of Holocaust survivors and 
restitution. In 2012 he met with the English football team on their way to 
the European championships in Krakow, Poland, where they were due to 
visit Auschwitz, and told them his story. Since 1988, he has been a vice- 
chairman of the Claims Conference and for nearly50 years was chairman of 
the 45 Aid Society for Holocaust Survivors in Britain. He is also president 
of the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust and of the Yad Vashem Committee of 
the Board of Deputies of British Jews, which he chaired for 20 years. He 
was awarded an MBE (Member of the British Empire) in 1999 and was then 
knighted by the Queen in 2018 for services to the community. He is also a 
recipient of the Polish Knights Cross, Order of Merit, and Commanders Cross, 
Order of Merit of the Republic of Poland for his work for reconciliation 
between Poles and Jews.

Ben and his wife Arza who was born in Southern Rhodesia (today 
Zimbabwe) were married in 1966. They have three sons and nine grandchildren 
and live in Harrow, north of London.

Helfgott met Chaim Chesler in 2000 when Chesler was treasurer of the 
Jewish Agency and some six years ago, he invited Helfgott to speak at Limmud 
events about his Holocaust experiences and his work for survivors.

There is a particular poignancy regarding his appearance at the Limmud 
FSU Olympics in Nazareth Illit. The event was held on the theme of sport 
and was devoted in part to the Olympic experience and to the memory 
of the 11 Israeli athletes slaughtered 40 years ago at the Munich Olympic 
Games. Helfgott was in Munich on that disastrous day and had spent  
the previous evening in the company of the Israeli weightlifters and their 
coach, never dreaming that they would be murdered in cold blood just a 
few hours later.

One of the more remarkable aspects of Ben Helfgott’s life is that he bears 
no grudges or hatred. In an interview with this writer at Limmud he said: “I 

Ben Helfgott: the Weights of his Life
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feel no anger or resentment. I love people. After surviving the Holocaust, I 
decided to spend my adult life fostering the love of people for one another. To 
spread the lessons of the Holocaust, at the center of which are the rejection 
of hatred and violence and the obligation to love, to respect differences. 
Democracy and peace are what is important in the world. Without them, our 
world is not a world.” 

Shlomo Gur, the director of the Israeli office of the Claims Conference 
says, “Ben Helfgott exemplifies the triumph of mind over matter. From the 
lowest depths to which mankind could sink, he rose to the elevated heights 
of an Olympic athlete, and retained his humanity throughout.” 

Full disclosure: the writer of this chapter shared a tent with Ben Helfgott 
when they both represented Great Britain in the 1957 Maccabiah Games.
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Lvov: “The Largest Graveyard in Europe”
Just as Ben Helfgott tries to overcome his past, so Lvov (now the Ukrainian 
city called Lviv and which was called Lemberg by the Germans) tries to 
conquer its historical associations as the city which has justifiably been given 
the appellation, “The largest graveyard in Europe” although there are other 
contenders for the title. Despite the killing fields in the region in which half 
a million people – Jews, Soviet soldiers, Italian prisoners of war – were 
consigned to oblivion, Lvov tries to show that despite the deaths, life is – if 
not a bowl of cherries – then it is chocolate. The Cadbury’s of Ukraine is 
called Lviv Handmade Chocolates, a firm established in the 19th century, 
which sells high class chocolate of any size from a needle to a semitrailer, 
in every shape imaginable – triangle, pentagonal and from any color from 
naughty red to shocking purple – and all hand-made. And the taste? Makes 
you forget for a while the echoes of history pounding in your ears. I left my 
heart in Lvov together with the cheese cake and the hot chocolate syrup.

A few hours before the beginning of Limmud FSU Ukraine at the Dniester 
Hotel there is no time for chocolate. Young women volunteers shed their boots 
and sit cross-legged on the carpet. For a moment they seem to have been 
whisked from chilly Ukraine to the Bedouin tribe of al-Huzayil in the heat 
of the Negev. They move in unison to the music in their headphones that 
only they can hear. As they listen, they thread orange laces through hundreds 
of name tags. The hail pounding on the windows of the hotel doesn’t break 
their concentration. Another tag, another tag. 

But the evident calm has no effect on Galina Rybnikova, the project manager 
of Limmud FSU in Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. The event is about to 
begin and she is the spearhead. Jumping from the Bedouins in the lobby 
to the hotel reception desk, she prods the clerk. Fayechali! (Forward!) she 
urges him, but the clerk is in no hurry to produce the rooming list. In his 
back pocket he has the latest in smartphones, but in his badly-fitting suit 
there is an apathetic Soviet-style apparatchik. Galina gives up and does the 
checking by herself.
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Rybnikova was born in Lugansk (the Ukrainians call it Luhansk), now 
deep in conflict with the Russians, to a photographer father and a lawyer 
mother. Her father was wounded in the war but the family survived. Unlike 
the majority of the Jews of Voroshilovgrad (the previous name of Lugansk) 
they were not killed in the forests. During the Communist period, Galina 
listened avidly to the Voice of America, Kol Israel and Deutschewelle. The 
broadcasts gave her a growing interest in Israel. Her family was as remote 
from Judaism as the Volga is from the Jordan. Her memories of Judaism in 
the family are based on one picture. She and her cousin are watching their 
grandmother light Shabbat candles.Once her grandmother yelled at her for 
opening the box where she kept the special dishes for Passover.

Galina is a graduate of the Pedagogical University of Lugansk and the 
School of Business Administration at Moscow University. She previously 
worked as director of the JDC Hessed centers in the Lugansk area and at 
an institute for workers in Dniepopetrovsk. She has been with Limmud FSU 
ever since the first event in Moscow in 2006. She arrived as an observer but 
found herself with two options: simply to be a participant like most or to 
join the ranks of the volunteers. “I chose the second option and was swept 
away,” she laughs. 

A year later, Chaim Chesler and Sandra Cahn offered her the job of project 
manager in Ukraine. “But Limmud is not just a ‘project,’” she takes care to 
explain. “Limmud is a way of life.” She only works with people who want 
to help, not like the apparatchik at the reception desk. “Limmud is a cauldron 
of enthusiastic people who want to be together.” A few hours before the 
opening she tells me, “Limmud gives you the opportunity to learn something 
new and it might even have the potential to change your life.”

In the morning we set off to check out the city of Lvov. We meet people 
who love priyanik – a pastry made with honey and rye flour – but loathe 
Vladimir Putin. Young women in black head scarves are doing a roaring 
trade selling toilet rolls imprinted with Putin’s dour image.

Since the conflict between Ukraine and Russia broke out, there are many 
soldiers in the streets. The soldiers are conscious of their role as the “people’s 
representatives” and they are photographed together with children, smile at the 
mothers, drop a coin in the tins of some old babushkas. But don’t let the milk 
of human kindness fool you: there is a great deal of tension in the air. 

The carpet of history has rolled up Lvov many times. Before the city was 
swept up by the Soviet Union, it was in Poland and before that it was part 
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire – that is why the coffee houses here could 
easily have been transplanted from Vienna. The best known of them is Café 
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Maso, called after a Lvov writer called Leopold Ritter von Sacher-Masoch. 
But you don’t have to be a masochist to enjoy Café Maso. You can sit 
there for hours over a cup of coffee and no one will disturb you. You will 
even find a jug of cold water and the daily newspapers attached to a thin 
bamboo rod for your entertainment, all of which may make you feel “Not 
exactly at home and not exactly out,” in the words of the Viennese writer, 
Peter Altenberg.

Another coffee house is the famous Scottish Café. This is where 
the Lvov School of Mathematics regularly met. This was a group of 
Polish mathematicians, many of them Jews, who were active between the 
two world wars. Many of the mathematicians fled from Lvov in 1941 when 
it became clear that it would be invaded by Germany. Few of them survived 
the war. 

The city’s Freedom Boulevard is free of Ceausescu-like apartment blocks 
for workers, so evident in other Soviet era towns. Here the avenues are 
lined with saccharine-sweet buildings in the style of Empress Elizabeth of 
Austria, known as “Sisi,” the adored wife of Kaiser Franz Joseph. The roads 
are paved with cobblestones which give your walk a certain merry bounce; 
any moment you might break into a waltz with one of the ladies in striped 
aprons at the stands selling fur hats. 

The gala opening of Limmud looks like a 19th century ball from the 
House of Habsburg. Imperial chandeliers reflected in mirrors lining the hall 
give a dazzling light. Pink-cheeked gentleman straighten their ties. Women 
in maxi-length black dresses hold a small stick with a silver mask to their 
vividly painted lips. Girls hide behind a black mask with a red feather, young 
bloods in Mohawk haircuts pursuing them. 

The serious business of Limmud is taking place in the late autumn. From 
the room in which I am sitting, kaleidoscopic whirlpools of yellow leaves, 
red leaves, brown leaves, transfer me to Varykino, the village of Yuri and 
Lara in Boris Pasternak’s “Dr Zhivago.” The leaves fall from the trees on 
the heads of people beneath and are swept up again in the gusts of cold 
November wind.

Some of the lectures begin with a moment of silence in memory of those 
who fell in the recent Ukrainian revolution. The revolt succeeded in February 
2014, when President Viktor Yanukovych, a corrupt puppet of Putin, fled to 
Moscow. In retaliation, Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula. Thousands 
were killed in the fighting between pro-Russian militia and the Ukrainian 
government forces.
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Lviv – Lvov is a center of Ukrainian nationalism. It is the birthplace of 
Svoboda, the ultra-right anti-Russian political party. Russia accuses Svoboda 
which initiated the revolution, of fomenting antisemitism. But at the opening 
ceremony, the mayor of Lviv, Andriy Sadovoyi, rejects the charge: “In France 
and Germany, incidents of antisemitism are much greater.” Sadovoyi, the 
height of one of the city’s ubiquitous birch trees, is spoken about as an up 
and coming figure in Ukrainian politics. In the national elections of October 
2014, his “People’s Front,” achieved a surprising third place. Sadovoyi, on 
his part, surprised people even more by refusing to take a seat in parliament 
because he preferred to see out his term as mayor. 

With the lighting of the Havdala candle at the end of Shabbat in every 
Limmud in Ukraine, a man in a straw hat appears. This is Yuri Astrakhan. 
He was born in St. Petersburg and moved to New York at the age of 15. 
Here in Lvov he tells me about a traumatic Soviet memory. In third grade, 
some pupils asked him about the Magen David – Star of David round  
his neck and they taunted him. He was accepted into the prestigious No. 566 
School in St. Petersburg for gifted pupils in mathematics and physics. But 
there too, even the brightest students were tainted by antisemitism. One of 
them told him,”The Nazis were dreadful; the only good thing they did was 
to kill the Jews.”

Yuri Astrakhan flourished and built a successful career. He is a software 
engineer and has done very well. When we met, he was 40 years old and 
described himself as an odd bird. “Before anything else, I am an immigrant. 
I have a multi-cultural background that will stay with me to the end of my 
life. I will always have an accent. I will never be entirely American.”

 “Your English sounds super-American…”
“I speak fluent English in my Russian accent and read a great deal in the 

two languages. That is what differentiates me from most American families. 
It is like sitting on two chairs at the same time.”

“Which chair is more comfortable – the Russian or the American?”
“I want to see myself sitting comfortably on both of them. Am I more 

American or Russian? That depends on one’s attitude to the governmental 
system; in that I am certainly more American. In order to be totally American, 
English must be your first language; the center of your existence must be 
the United States. With me it is a triangle – Israel, New York, the Baltic 
States.”

“How do you preserve your Jewish identity?
“I am involved in Jewish life in New York. I try to attend all the meetings 

of Russian-speaking American Jews.”
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Astrakhan’s journey to Limmud FSU began in the Mitbachon (Kitchenette) 
– a group promoting meetings of Jewish Russian speakers in New York and 
San Francisco. After it broke up he found his way to Limmud. “The fact 
that people here have one language and one cultural background leads to the 
same common aims. In most of the lectures, I find soul mates; these are my 
people; this is my nation.”

Yuri, like me, has noticed at this Limmud in Lviv an increased proliferation 
of beards on the men and wigs on the women. Which brings him back to his 
arrival in America. His family was a part of the warm Orthodox community 
but he felt he was being pushed into doing things he didn’t really want to 
do. “It led to a conflict within me. I did not want to do a particular mitzva 
just because it is a religious commandment.”

It is possible that Yuri Astrakhan provides, without being aware of it, another 
definition of “what is a Jew?” Possibly it is a Jew who knows to fish around 
in the lake of mitzvot in order to find those that fit his conscience – those 
he can respect. About a year after we spoke, it seems that Astrakhan knows 
not only to fish for mitzvot. Someone tells me that Yuri hooked a girl in 
the corridors of Limmud. They married and have returned to St. Petersburg 
where they were both born. 

Prof. Fania Oz-Salzberger has also attempted to deal with situations such 
as those faced by Yuri Astrakhan. What makes one a Jew? What sort of 
heritage do you carry with you? We will encounter her on her journey to 
the town of Rovno later on. Her lecture in Lvov is based on the book “Jews 
and Words” which she wrote with her father, Amos Oz. She describes the 
book as a personal attempt to say something new and original on the link 
between Jews and words. She says, “On some of the topics in this book, we 
have been discussing and arguing since one of the writers was aged three.” 
Fania Oz-Salzberger inherited from her father not only clarity of thought but 
also the architecture of presenting her case. Her tone is forthright and non-
yielding. Her sentences begin on a firm note, take off into space and lend 
safely on two feet without moving an inch.

The writer-father and the daughter-historian maintain that the national and 
cultural genealogy of the Jews was always dependent on passing a verbal 
ember from generation to generation. One does not need to be an archeologist, 
anthropologist or geneticist in order to comprehend Jewish continuity.  
All that is necessary is to be able to read. Fanya Oz-Salzberger quotes a 
poem by Yehuda Amichai and says Jewish history must be measured on a 
different scale.:

Lvov: “The Largest Graveyard in Europe”
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 “The Jews are not a historical people
 And not even an archeological people
 The Jews are a geological people with rifts
 And collapses and strata and fiery lava.

 The scale in question is books. “My father and I wrote a book about saving 
the Jewish people by means of books, because there have been books since 
the beginning of recorded time. In other cultures, only the best and brightest 
young men were able to learn. In Judaism every child went to a heder or 
a Beit Midrash and in the evening they would come home with books and 
place them on the table. There were always books in a Jewish home. They 
were readily available to all including girls.” 

“At a time when the Jews were preserving their verbal heritage, others lost 
their culture and allowed their language to disappear. For example, modern- 
day Greeks need to study in university in order to understand ancient Greek. 
In Israel, every eight year-old can read the Bible in its original language.”

The historian poses a rhetorical question. “Are we modern Jews linked to the 
biblical Jews? It doesn’t matter whether our background is from the Kuzaris 
or the Caucasus. Our roots are cultural, not biological, not geographical.” 
She is not sure about whether the Torah was given on Mount Sinai, “but 
if it was, God was the first publisher to produce a book in two days after 
Moses had shattered the Tablets of the Law. Books are the Jewish Parthenon. 
They have survived the ravages of time more than have any archeological 
remains. The Bible is a model of social righteousness and equality. That is 
what allows me, a secular-liberal, to be a Jew in the 21st century.”

The 21st century brought us the Internet as a fact of daily life. “An invention 
of the Devil,” according to Amos Oz. “You can’t leaf through or smell an 
internet book.” His daughter, on the other hand maintains that the Internet is 
the best way of reading books in Russian. “On page 643 of every Russian 
book, Pavel Fyodorovich comes into the room and everybody jumps to their 
feet. Except that the reader can’t remember who Pavel Fyodorovich is. The 
Internet allows the reader to be able to find out immediately.” 

“Did that argument convince your father?”
“Absolutely not!”
“And you?”
“The Internet is the modern Talmud.”
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The Girl in the Green Sweater

In the morning, while Limmud participants are making their way to the 
various lecture rooms in the Dniester Hotel in Lvov, I am sitting in the lobby 
with a soft-spoken man. His name is Kshishtof Wolman and he has come 
to Lvov on the overnight train from Warsaw especially to tell me the story 
of Krystyna Chiger. The previous evening it was announced that next year, 
Limmud FSU will affix a commemorative plaque near the sewer exit from 
which Chiger and her family re-entered the world after the Holocaust. The 
mayor of Lviv, Andriy Sadovoyi is enthusiastic about the project. The story 
of Krystyna Chiger is recorded in the 1998 book, “The Girl in the Green 
Sweater.” In 2012, a film, “In Darkness,” based on the book, was made by 
the Polish director, Agnieszka Holland and was a candidate for an Oscar for 
the best foreign film. At the time of filming, Holland had no idea that the 
heroine of the story was still alive.

Something about Wolman fascinates me. Maybe it his absolute commitment 
to the story. The Jewish content of the saga is not a part of the make-up of 
Kshishtof Wolman. He is a diminutive man and a devout Catholic. His skin 
is almost transparent, he has a pencil-thin mustache and a thin green tie. 
When he speaks about Krystyna – “Krisha,” he calls her – the veins on his 
scalp take on a blue tinge. He was captured by her personality and it has 
taken over his world. He is not even a historian but an economist; neither 
a Holocaust researcher nor of the generation destined for extermination; not 
even a neighbor. He is simply a man who, if he cannot tell the story, it will 
haunt him to his grave.

Lvov has always been a part of him. His parents were born in the city 
and he lived there himself for two years. He believes he has visited the city 
more than 200 times. He knows the story of every house and every yard. 
Especially that yard that witnessed the Chiger family emerging from their 
underground tomb.

We are standing in a yard just off 2a, Saborna Street. Our photographer, 
Yossi Aloni, manages to prize up the iron cover leading to a sewer entrance. 
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A neighbor stops him, “No, not that one” – she indicates another one two 
meters away, the opening of which is wider. Aloni prizes up this one too. 
A smell of rot rises from the depths, joining the aroma of a bowl of pasta 
placed on a window sill opposite. The neighbor is convinced we want to sell 
the iron cover for scrap metal and she threatens to call the police. She calms 
down when Wolman tells her the story. Nyet problema, she says.

We try to find someone who knows something: maybe someone who knew 
the son or grandson of a person who witnessed the epic emergence into the 
light from the dark. But a nyet resounds on all sides. Wolman states the 
obvious; “You need to talk to Krisha.”

❋ ❋ ❋

In March, the blood begins to flow again in the veins of Long Island, New 
York. The frost thaws and with it the wealthy residents begin to thaw out 
too, the covers are removed from the barbeques and the first yachts plow 
their way through the swells of the Atlantic Ocean. Just as it was in the 
sewers of Lvov, in the house of Krystyna Chiger and her husband Marion 
Keren in Long Island, it is difficult to keep a secret. There every whisper 
resounded in the dank tunnels of the sewer system; here the wooden floor 
creaks at every step. 

Krystyna’s blonde hair softens her 81 years. A sharp woman who does not 
allow the smallest detail to hide in the corridors of memory. She voices her 
thoughts with verbal dexterity in fluent Hebrew interspersed with English – 
all in a Polish accent and in a monotone, thus giving the story the feel of a 
documentary. She tells the story and avoids any cheap sensationalism. 

“I was born in Lvov in 1935 and I had a very happy childhood with my 
parents, Ignatz and Paulina who owned a textile shop. We had a housekeeper 
and I had a dog called Pushek, who was as white as the feathers in a pillow. 
I would play with the other children in our building, most of whom were 
not Jewish. 

“When did life start to change?”
“In 1939, when the eastern part of Poland became part of the Russian 

Sphere of Influence.” (Ed. Following the Ribbentrop-Molotov non-aggression 
pact), I continued to play with the children but my parent’s shop was taken 
away from us.” 

“What did you live on?”
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“Father worked as an accountant for two companies. My mother stayed 
home. I loved being with my mother at home.”

Two years later, the Germans invaded Russia and Lvov was one of the 
first towns to fall. That day is engraved in the memory of Krisha, then a 
six year-old girl. “I stood with Father by the window and we watched the 
Germans driving by on their motorcycles and he said, ‘That’s the end of us.’ 
I remember his words very vividly.” They stayed in their apartment but their 
piano was confiscated by Webke, the German deputy governor of Lvov. “He 
was a very good pianist and I asked myself, ‘how could a people coming 
from such a culture murder people in cold blood?’”

A month later they were expelled from their apartment. The family moved 
from place to place, each time their living conditions deteriorated further. 
From an apartment shared with three other families, they were eventually 
forced into a tiny cubicle in the ghetto. All the surrounding streets were 
surrounded by German guard positions and Krisha was too frightened to 
leave the house.

Her father looked for a hiding place for Krisha and her brother, Pawel-
Pinchas. He broke through the bricks underneath a window and when the 
parents left for work, she and her brother squeezed into the space. “Pawel 
was a good boy; he didn’t cry and didn’t ask questions.” When she heard 
Germans at the door, she put her little brother into a suitcase and pushed it 
under a bed. She hid under a long robe of her mother and made sure that 
her toes wouldn’t peep out. “I would wait until the Germans would go away 
and then wait a little longer in case they came back. Only then would I come 
out and quickly get Pawel out of the suitcase so he wouldn’t suffocate.” In 
retrospect she thinks that that time was even harder than later in the sewers 
– I was all alone and the responsibility for my young brother was all on 
my shoulders.”

One morning, a rumor went around that the Germans were planning an 
aktzia to wipe out the ghetto. Krisha’s father immediately thought that the only 
way to survive was literally to go underground. He had seen Italian prisoners 
digging the sewer tunnels during the First World War and he remembered 
where there were possible points of entry. The family entered one such building 
and with spoons, forks and other improvised tools, they dug an access hole 
directly into one of the sewers.

Once, when her father had descended to prepare a hiding place, he 
encountered two sewer workers. One was called Leopold Socha and Krisha 
relates the conversation her father told her had taken place between him 
and Socha. 
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Socha: “What are you doing here?”
Ignatz Chiger: “I am trying to find a hiding place for my family”
Socha: “I can help you. But it will cost you.”
The second worker to Chiger: “You are crazy! How can you trust him?”
Chiger: “I don’t have a choice.”

What drove Socha to do what he did? Maybe above all, it was a split 
personality. In addition to his job in the sewer system, he was involved in 
petty crime and theft. After hiding his booty in the sewers, his conscience 
as a devout Catholic might have taken over. Perhaps he thought saving Jews 
might save his soul. Certainly the financial consideration was important but 
it was not the only factor. When the money of the Chiger family ran out, 
he continued to protect them.

At the age of eight, Krystyna Chiger descended into hell. It was on  
June 1, 1943. Other Jews fleeing from the aktzia also tried to thrust themselves 
into the narrow sewer opening. She was wearing a green sweater that her 
grandmother had knitted for her and which stayed with her throughout the 
14 months of darkness. “There was a lot of noise and suddenly a smiling 
figure appeared. That’s when I saw Socha for the first time.” He looked in 
amazement at the mother with two small children clinging to her. Afterwards 
he would say, “she looked like a mother hen with two chicks. I felt that I 
had to save them.”

He led them along in the darkness. “I cried. I was so frightened and I 
asked my father, ‘Where are you taking us? How long will we have to stay 
here?’ He said, ‘everything will be alright. Don’t be scared; just stay close 
by me. Hold on to me as tight as you can.”

“What does hell look like?”
“Black. Everything was black. And the loud noise of rushing water.” 

Krystyna explains that the sewers are like a tree with one main trunk and 
tunnels branching in all directions. They waded along one of the branches, 
heard noises magnified like souls in torment, desperate whispers which 
reverberated in the narrow passages like screams. Beneath them was a slippery 
floor and to the sides, slimy walls covered with worms and snails. “And the 
stink” she remembers “Oh, the stink…!”

There were some who could not stand it and who broke and went up to 
face the Germans waiting with their fingers on the trigger. Among those 
killed was Samuel, Paulina’s father and Krystyna’s grandfather. 

A sewer routine set in. Socha or a colleague would knock from above and 
tell Ignatz where to go and to get food and pay for it. The food was mostly 
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bread, kasha (buckwheat) and margarine. Sometimes Socha would tear the 
sandwich he had brought for himself from home and give half to Krystyna 
and half to Pawel. 

“Do you remember what was in the sandwich?”
“Of course! Sometimes chicken, sometimes ham. We were so hungry that 

the taste remains with me to this day.”
Once Socha arrived at the sewer entrance with a barrow of potatoes which 

he began empting down to Ignatz waiting below. When the Gestapo asked 
what he was doing, he said he was dumping rotten potatoes. 

 “Where did you eat?”
“On the wooden planks on which we cooked.”
“How did you get over the smell?”
“We never got over it – just got used to it. Sometimes today, when I pass 

men cleaning out a sewer, I say to myself, “that's how we lived! Can you 
believe it!!?”

“How did the days pass?”
“My father asked Socha to bring us books and he taught us mathematics 

and to read and write. When we left the sewers, I was registered for first 
grade, but the teacher said, I knew too much and she jumped me straight 
into third grade.”

“Were you able to think about the future?”
“Not really. When we were sitting down there in the dark, my only thought 

was that I wanted to be able to play in the sun again.” 
“How did you manage to preserve your sanity?”
“My father knew he had to strengthen us psychologically. He would write 

stories and have us play roles as if in the theater.”
When their money ran out, Ignatz led Socha to a place where he had 

hidden some of his aunt’s jewels. When they too were finished, Paulina said 
to Socha in despair, “Do what you want with us.” Socha was in two minds. 
At first he thought he would give up the whole thing but then decided to 
continue to bring them food and not demand payment.

Twice they were convinced that their end had come. Once fire broke out 
in a nearby tunnel and they thought they were going to be burned to death. 
Another time there was torrential rain and the level of water reached nearly 
to their necks and they thought they would drown. 

Krystyna yearned for the world above her – the flowers, trees, fresh air. 
Socha sometimes tried to bring her a piece of the world up there – a snowball, 
a tin with fresh rain water, a green branch that he had plucked for her. At 
one very low point, she stopped eating. Socha took her up to a manhole and 

The Girl in the Green Sweater
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opened it slightly so she could see the light. There were children playing and 
he whispered to her, “you see those children playing? Soon you will be up 
there with them. I promise you – you will be up there!”

“And that made you less depressed?
“Yes. Everything seemed a bit better. I started to act like a human being 

again and began to eat.”
From newspapers that Socha brought them, the family learned that the 

Russians were breathing down the necks of the Germans. That the Red Army 
was already in striking distance of Lvov. Socha and Ignatz would talk about 
how long it would be until the Russians arrive. There was a fear that with 
the heavy bombardments the sewer system might collapse.

One morning, when the family was still asleep, they heard voices in 
Russian above them. Socha, who had not arrived for three days for fear of 
being captured at the last minute, called out to Costas, one of the Jewish 
group, “Costas, you are coming up!” and explained where to go to a suitable 
manhole.

After 14 months underground, still wearing the green sweater that her 
grandmother had knitted, Krystyna emerged into the light. Costas led the 
group and Ignatz Chiger brought up the rear – “because Dad was the captain 
and the captain goes last.” As they moved along the tunnels, Costas called 
out, “We are going, out, we are going out!” From side tunnels dark skeletons 
emerged. Of the 21 people who had descended into the sewers, ten survived. 
“When we got into the sunlight we were blinded: everything was fiery red. 
Socha was waiting for us and started shouting proudly, ‘These are my Jews, 
these are my Jews!’”

But the story, unfortunately, does not end there. Leopold Socha was killed 
a year after the war. A lorry with Soviet soldiers veered into him as he was 
carrying his daughter on his bicycle. He managed to push her out of the way 
and thus saved her life. He and his wife Wanda, were recognized by Yad 
Vashem in Jerusalem as "Righteous among the Nations."

After the death of Leopold Socha, Pawel-Pinchas, Krystina’s brother was 
killed in a similar horrific accident three years later. A truck out of control 
and full of soldiers crushed him against a wall, a day before he was due to 
be released from army service. Krisha has still not got over his death. “My 
little brother who always called me his second mother, survived the sewers 
but did not survive the streets.”

A year after the death of Pawel, Ignatz Chiger died in Israel. In his memoirs 
which were never published, he wrote, “In the beginning God created heaven 
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and earth. He sat in the heavens and gave the earth to humankind. And it is 
on that earth that it all happened…”

His wife Paulina died in 2000. Krystyna studied dentistry at the Hebrew 
University and married Marion Keren, an engineer and a Holocaust survivor 
from Krakow, and together with him, moved to the United States. They have 
two sons and two grandchildren. 

When she showed her green sweater to her children, they were astonished: 
“we didn’t know you were so small!” That iconic green sweater is now on 
display in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington. 

70 years later, a friend of hers, Leah Stern, knitted her a new sweater. “It 
is 99.9 percent the same as that knitted for me by my grandmother,” Krystyna 
delightedly exclaims.

The Girl in the Green Sweater
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The Grandson’s Revenge
A note calling for revenge grasped in the clenched fist of his dead father; 
blowing up enemy trains; the wound sustained while serving in the Red Army; 
the armed convoys in Israel’s War of Independence; his sons, both of them 
air force pilots. On the eve of Memorial Day, 2017, more than 100 people, 
gathered in the house of Dr. Yossi Shub and his wife Vered, in Moshav Zofit. 
Earlier, in a ceremony in his sheltered housing in Kfar Saba, Yossi’s father, 
Baruch Shub, told the stories again. That is what he lives for – to tell the 
stories over and over again. One such occasion was the Limmud FSU festival 
in Eilat in December, 2016

But let us suspend the heroics for a moment. To consider the blindness 
of a society that leaves out in the cold, the subject of memory. For years, 
former partisans gathered together in an apartment on Arlozorov Street in 
Tel Aviv. “The families of most of us were lost in the Holocaust.” One 
day, the apartment owner informed the 1,600 members of the association, 
their chairman, Baruch Shub among them, that they needed to vacate the 
apartment. They moved to another location but also had to leave. Since then, 
the dwindling group of partisans has been in constant motion. “Everybody 
said they would help, but in the end, nothing got done. All that was needed 
was fifty or sixty thousand shekels for two years.”

“So in Israel there is no Partisans House?”
“No. Simply no. There are plans to build a Jewish Fighters’ House but 

they have been stuck in a drawer for 15 years.” 
Baruch Shub says that the Jewish Fighters’ House, for which the  

government gave an initial grant, remains unfinished inside the Armed 
Corps memorial site at Latrun. In December 2016, Baruch and Yossi Shub 
participated in the Limmud FSU conference in Eilat when Minister of 
Defense Avigdor Lieberman was also present, Baruch asked him about the 
unfinished project and received an unequivocal answer, “Don’t even go there: 
there are so many other things to be done.” Baruch Shub says, “Limmud 
FSU is doing a great job in restoring history that was suppressed under 
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Stalin, but I do not have the strength or ability to find sources of funding.” 
The situation was so frustrating that a radical solution was proposed: to turn 
to the German government to fund the Jewish Fighters’ House. Meanwhile 
the fighter waits.

Baruch Shub is the last of the partisans: a man both of the Holocaust 
and of the national revival. In preparing for a photographic session, he put 
on his military jacket loaded down with medals and decorations and his 
shoulders straighten up. His presence is too large for the small apartment in 
his sheltered accommodation. He has been here for four months since the 
death of his wife Nelly (Cornelia). Baruch Shub has a piecing gaze, his voice 
is strong and he has an urgent need to express himself. His 94 years have 
not affected his clarity. He speaks fluently and does not omit any detail from 
the tumultuous story of his life.

Baruch (known to the family as “Borka”) was born in Vilna (today Vilnius), 
Lithuania, to a religious but not extreme family – Hassidim in the midst of an 
anti-Hassidic community. His mother’s parents did not approve of the thought 
that she might marry a Lubavitcher and the antipathy was equally true on 
the other side. But Yosef-Chaim and Rivka married despite the objections. 
They had four children, Tsipora, Baruch, Shmuel and Rachel. Yosef-Chaim 
had a thriving paper business and they enjoyed a good life; a large house, a 
maid, skiing holidays and summer camps in the country. At the age of three, 
Baruch was sent to a heder. Under the influence of Michael, his grandfather, 
he remained there for the first year of primary school. He did his matriculation 
in Polish in a Hebrew gymnasium, called “Epstein.”

In the summer of 1940, life became less pleasant. Under the terms of the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Red Army occupied the Baltic States and in 
less than a month the Communists requisitioned the family business. However, 
as the family fortunes declined, Baruch flourished. He was accepted to the 
local Technical Lyceum which had been closed to Jews until then.

In 1941, the Germans invaded Russia and the torment began. Some 70,000 
Jews were murdered, beginning in June 1941 and continuing to August 1944, 
near the railway station of Ponary, a suburb of Vilna, along with 20,000 
Poles and 8,000 Russian prisoners of war. The Baltic States became the first 
place outside occupied Poland where the Nazis would mass-murder Jews as 
part of the Final Solution. Out of 70,000 Jews living in Vilna, only 7,000 
survived the war.

Many of those who survived Ponary fell victim to typhus. The remaining 
Jews were herded into an area of some 15 streets that had been a Jewish ghetto 
400 years earlier. The Shub family found themselves with another five people 
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in one room. When the Germans liquidated the ghetto, they allowed skilled 
craftsmen to leave with three family members. His father was a qualified 
glazier but there were six children. In a heart-rending decision, only the 
oldest, Tsipora and Baruch, were allowed to leave. On top of a wagon and 
covered in wheat sheaves, the two of them made their way to the town of 
Radoshkovitch on the Poland-Russian border. They found refuge with Jewish 
families and Baruch began working in a German military garage.

Five o’clock in the morning, March 8, 1942. Gestapo vehicles patrol the 
streets and loudspeakers call upon the Jews to prepare themselves with winter 
clothing and food and assemble in the town square. Baruch: “I ran to the 
house where my sister was staying and saw that the family was no longer 
there. I ran back to my house and decided that I was not going to go to 
the town square. I already knew about Ponary and that the Jews were being 
taken there and killed.”

He tried to run away from the town. It was his 18th birthday and the 
weather was bitterly cold. “I sunk into the snow which was one and a half 
meters deep. I was being shot at both from the forest and the town and I 
ran in a zig-zag through the fields. I returned to the town, cleaned myself 
up and went back to work as usual in the garage. I whispered to a Russian 
co-worker beside me that I am a Jew. He said ‘I know’ and told me to get 
down into the garage inspection pit and he drove a car above me so that I 
was concealed.” At dusk, Baruch came up from the pit and through a crack 
in the wooden garage wall he saw Jews being lined up in a row on a hill 
leading to a large haystack at the top. He heard shots and with each shot, 
the line of people moved up. He realized what was happening and returned 
to his hiding place in the inspection pit. Nearly 1,000 Jews were murdered 
that night.

The youngsters among the 300 Jews still in Radoshkovitch plan to leave 
for the forests and join the partisans. They collect money to buy weapons. 
A Russian, known as the “Sailor,” makes contact between them and one of 
the partisan units in the town. But fear prevents them from keeping to the 
plans. The Germans have announced that for every escapee, they will shoot 
ten Jews. And then one day, a German driver comes into the garage and 
starts calling “Baruch Shub? Baruch Shub?” Despite fearing for his life, he 
identifies himself and the driver gives him a letter from his mother. “Borka, 
if you are still alive, this man will bring you to us in the Vilna Ghetto. I am 
sending you 30 gold rubles with him – buy yourself out!” With the help of 
the ghetto head he turns to the Gestapo chief in the town who promises to 
turn a blind eye in return for a fur coat for his wife. A coat is located, but 
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the owner wants more than 30 rubles. The Jews manage to come up with a 
bit more. “Now I have to rely on the driver, on the Jews not to reveal my 
presence and on the Gestapo head who will keep his word.”

He embarks on the journey as second driver on a tanker delivering vodka. 
They load the lorry in Minsk and discharge it in Vilna. On the way, the 
driver makes several stops, waits for people holding two empty buckets, 
takes their rubles, opens the tap and fills their buckets with vodka, replacing 
it with water. By the time they reach Vilna, the tanker is void of vodka but 
full of water.

In the Vilna Ghetto, Baruch joins up with an old classmate, Koba Koshkin, 
who works as a furrier for the Germans. They pool their rubles, buy a pistol 
and call themselves the “Underground of Two,” and buy a second pistol. His 
parents know about their plans for entering the forests and help. His mother 
sews banknotes into his coat; his father gives him money to buy bullets. 

One evening in early September, 1943, Borka and Koba make their way 
through an opening on Zavalna Street and join a partisan group on its way 
to the forests. They move, weapons cocked, silently through the trees hoping 
that the rustling of the leaves beneath their shoes won’t alert the guards. A 
sheep wakes but refuses to be easy prey: they chase her, she evades them 
but eventually becomes a meal.

His first real operation was aimed at disrupting telephone communications 
with Vilna. In the middle of the night, the telegraph poles began to fall. “I 
used the saw in my hand with great joy,” he wrote later in his memoirs. The 
joy continued as the telegraph poles collapsed one after the other. Wires were 
strewn everywhere. “I have proved my abilities both as a partisan and as a 
woodsman,” he told himself on the way back. 

The coming winter required radical rethinking, especially with regard to 
clothes, food and especially weapons. The partisans take over a house by 
the village of Eyshishok, are well-fed but are not given weapons. They turn 
to threats delivered in fluent Polish. 

Baruch remembers, “Without wanting to, my thoughts turned to the ghetto. 
Lithuanian police had broken into my parent’s house and demanded gold. 
The gentle talk soon turned to threats and beatings. Yosef-Chaim held out 
but eventually took them in to a side room and gave them what gold he had. 
“We partisans got the weapons, but the police got the gold.” 

Foraging for food supplies was known as Zagtovka and worked as follows: 
the partisans hid out at the outskirts and sent armed fighters into the village 
who forced a farmer to take his wagon and go from farm to farm and extort 
“donations” of flour, potatoes, bread and pork. The wagon with the loot was 
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transferred to a point where it could be transferred on foot to their base in 
the forest and the horse would pull the empty wagon back to the farmer. 

The 30 kilometers to a German stronghold was traversed in one night. They 
slept during the daylight hours. Under cover of darkness they approach the 
boundary fence of the stronghold. The task of a bribed Ukrainian member 
of the guard was to slit the throat of his German co-sentry, break through 
the perimeter fence and give a cough. That was the sign that the way in to 
the stronghold was clear. One hour passes, two hours – and no sign. Only at 
two in the morning a shout was heard followed by the long-awaited cough. 
Later it transpired that the Ukrainian’s shift had been changed. Now the group 
could attack the soldiers living quarters. Dazed Germans who emerged from 
the building half-naked were cut down. An impressive collection of plunder 
– rifles, bullets and grenades was assembled; the pride of the collection was 
a heavy Maxim machine gun. A pursuing German force could only shoot at 
the retreating horses as they galloped away.

Night again and again the kilometers are swallowed up under the footsteps. 
This time ears are pinned to the iron tracks of the railroad from Vilna to 
Grodno. In the vibrating rails they discern the sound of an approaching train. 
An explosive device and a detonator are prepared and the partisans wait 
in silence. Everything should go as planned – except that it doesn’t. The 
train goes by but the mine is silent. The unit commander, Alyoshka, asks 
who is ready to go with him and retrieve the device. Baruch hears himself 
reply, “Me!” They pick up the mine but again hear the vibrations and sound 
of approaching wheels. That was the German system. An unimportant train 
would be sent first and then if all was well, the important train would be 
dispatched. They quickly replace the device, attach a delayed detonator and 
scramble away from the tracks in the hope that the mined train won’t land on 
top of them. There is a huge explosion, carriages collapse, the engine topples 
over; people are thrown out alongside the tracks. The Germans spread out 
into the forest in the hope of catching the perpetrators. “It didn’t occur to 
any of them that we were still actually under their noses,” says Baruch Shub. 
Up to the time he left the forests, 13 skeletons of trains were left there as 
evidence of their handiwork.

July 7, 1944. The unit receives instructions to emerge from the forests and 
to participate in the retaking of Vilna. They advance accompanied by shouts 
of “Death to the Fascist enemy,” “For the Sake of the Fatherland,” and “In 
the Name of Stalin.”

Back in Vilna, Baruch learnt that his whole family had been murdered. 
His father was killed just two days before the partisans arrived in the city. 
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A German officer had beaten him to death after he had refused to make a 
bag from Torah parchment scrolls. A friend who had found the body told 
Baruch that in his father’s clenched fist there was a note: “If you see my 
son Borka, tell him to avenge our death.”

❋ ❋ ❋

When Borka saw her for the first time, Nelly, a gymnast, was practicing on  
the parallel bars. This was in the Dror camp run by the Aliya Bet, the 
organization of “illegal” immigration to Palestine, near the city of Bari in 
Italy. He looked at her and was lost, enchanted by her quiet character, her 
black hair, her large eyes. Nelly Ring was born in Teschen on the Czech-Polish 
border and lost her parents in the Holocaust. She was only 16 years old when 
she leapt from the train that was taking her and her parents to a death camp. 
After a long and tortuous journey, she ended up in the Dror camp and from 
there, she embarked, together with Baruch on the steamship Patria 2. 

When they arrived in Israel, she went to Kibbutz Shefayim and he to 
Kibbutz Beit Zera. Two years later they met again “by chance on a sunny 
morning on the beach of Tel Aviv” as she relates in her book, “Six Years and 
Six Languages.” They were married in February 1951, “Everyone chipped in 
to help with the cooking and baking. These were the days of the Tsena, (Ed. 
a period of austerity when there was strict rationing.) I suspected that much 
of the food was bought on the black market,” she relates in her book. Baruch, 
after serving in the air force, joined El Al and for 33 years filled several 
management positions including that of chief flight engineer. 64 years ago, 
their eldest son was born. They called him Yosef; Yossi, after his murdered 
grandfather.

Yossi Shub says, “I grew up in the most Israeli home that you could 
possibly imagine “Both our parents spoke perfect Hebrew which was not usual 
at the time among people with their background. The tales of heroism that I 
heard in my childhood totally denied the common phrase that the Jews were 
led like sheep to slaughter. My father was a partisan who blew up German 
trains, my mother jumped from a death train and survived.”

“Do you think your decision to be a pilot was somehow connected to 
that past?” 

“I have no particular sentiments with regard to Masada or Jerusalem. My 
determination to be a fighter – not necessarily in the air force – was connected 

The Grandson’s Revenge



In The Footsteps of Memory
144

to the 100 years experiences of my close family, starting with my grandfather, 
whom I never knew, who was a soldier in the First World War.”

In November 1972, Yossi graduated as a fighter pilot.
Just less than a year later, the Yom Kippur War broke out. Yossi was the 

youngest of the attacking fighter pilots. One bombing sortie near the Suez 
Canal, was led by a veteran pilot, Ezra Aharon. Yossi remembers,“ He gave 
us a detailed briefing and led the raid safely. We dived into the raid through 
heavy Egyptian anti-aircraft fire. On the way back, I noticed that my fuel 
was running out too quickly and I identified a hit in the wing. Aharon asked 
if I knew the el-Arish airstrip I said yes, and I prepared for an emergency 
landing. But the Super Mystère plane has drawn-back wings and it deceived 
the ground staff who thought it was an Egyptian MIG. It was correctly 
identified only at the last moment and I landed safely.”

The Yom Kippur War turned them into a fighting family. Borka delivers 
bombs from America in civilian aircraft, Ronny the younger son, unloads them 
at Lod and Yossi drops them on the enemy positions. Forty years after that 
war, Yossi and his squadron published a memorial book with pictures of their 
comrades who had fallen. Yossi fasts every Yom Kippur in their memory.

“As the son of a Holocaust survivor, what sort of a pilot did that make 
you. Extra careful or a bit wild?”

“I was a daring flyer – perhaps a bit wild... But when I was leading a 
flight of four or carrying out a maneuver in an aerial dogfight, any thoughts 
of the ghetto were totally absent.”

 When Yossi was commander of a flight squadron in the pilot school, 
he was chosen to lead an aerobatic display at a graduation ceremony. He 
began training for the display with looping-the-loop at a low height. Three 
days before the ceremony was due to take place, he was summoned to the 
commanding officer and told that he was flying his Fouga too low over the 
audience, and that he needed to cut the dangerous maneuvers. “I told him 
that without them, I was not going to fly.” His superiors were not impressed 
by the answer and his display was cancelled. 

“Aren’t such extreme maneuvers, in a way, dicing with death?”
“But that is part of the maneuvers – the need to be first. The need to win, 

to lead. We were young and arrogant. The difference between a commercial 
flight and fighter plane in battle is similar to that between a philharmonic 
orchestra and a jazz band. In an orchestra, each instrumentalist has his or 
her own role; and eventually the cymbalist must clash the cymbals at just 
the right time and at the right strength. A combat flight is more intuitive. 
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It involves taking advantage of every opportunity and decision-making in 
conditions of uncertainty.”

Today, Dr. Yossi Shub is a senior El Al pilot and chairman of the Israel 
Pilots Association. In order to compensate for the lost opportunities of his 
father, he studied industrial engineering and business management. When he 
graduated, he presented Baruch with his diploma and said, “I did this for 
you.” Later he studied clinical psychology and human genetics. After ten 
years as a civilian, he returned to the air force as a volunteer and was again 
appointed to command a squadron at the flight training school.

 As a gesture to his father and to mark Baruch’s 80th birthday, Yossi 
established a non-profit organization known as “The Next Generation.” The 
organization holds workshops for people of the second and third generation 
of Holocaust survivors on how to convey the history and message of the 
Holocaust and how to preserve memory over and beyond formal ceremonies. 
Among other activities, the organization conducts tours for pupils, holds 
lectures in work places and discussion groups with survivors.

I ask Baruch if the activities of his sons fulfill his father’s dying wish 
for revenge in the note held in his clenched fist. Baruch finds it difficult 
to answer but Yossi produces a photograph of his parents with their eight 
grandchildren. “That is my parents’ revenge” he says.

The Grandson’s Revenge
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PART THREE: 

IN THE FOOSTEPS OF THEIR FATHERS

17
In Search of Nehemiah Rabin

“…He belonged to a different generation, a generation whose ethics are very 
different to those prevailing today … for me he was a father with a special 
character that I always appreciated and loved in my own way. At the same 
time, he was physically remote and I often found it difficult, especially in the 
last years, to make contact with him for a meaningful talk.”

Yitzhak Rabin, then Israel’s ambassador in Washington, wrote these lines 
to his sister Rachel after the death of their father Nehemiah. In the letter, 
dated February 4, 1972, he reveals a softer, more family-oriented side of his 
character: it is possible that the death of his father brought him closer to 
his sister. “Rachel, I was happy to hear that you have decided to come to 
Washington…we will be happy to help you with everything, the important 
thing is that you get here. Send me more details when you have them…” 

Rachel Ya’akov, aged 91, a thin plait falling on the nape of her neck, lives 
in Kibbutz Manara on the Lebanese border. A simple sofa, modest kitchen, a 
small hall, typical of any kibbutz home, but instead of the poems of Rachel 
and “Stars Outside,”by Natan Alterman, on a bookshelf is a pen and ink 
drawing of her assassinated brother. The two are similar but in different 
proportions. Her shy smile is like his only more so; she speaks like him 
only a little faster.

Since the death of Rafi, “My man,” as she refers to him, she does not 
travel abroad. Therefore she could not join the Limmud FSU delegation  



148
In the Foosteps of Their Fathers

that made the pilgrimage to her father’s birth place, marking 20 years since 
the murder of her brother, Yitzhak. Members of the delegation who did 
make the visit included Eitan Haber, director of Rabin’s bureau in the Prime 
Minister’s Office and Mully Dor, Rabin’s personal aide. Neither of them 
know much about Nehemiah; in psychological terms, Yitzhak Rabin was not 
a “sharing person.” 

The primary purpose for our meeting in Manara was to learn about 
Nehemiah the father, but the spirit of the son hovered above. Rachel and her 
children, Tirza (66) and Yiftach (64), tried to paint a picture of Nehemiah, but 
inevitably shifted to that of Yitzhak. One memory was particularly moving. 
Rachel said that when an autopsy was conducted on her brother, all his 
organs were found to be that of a young man: a strong heart and clear lungs 
despite a lifetime of heavy smoking. “He would still have lasted for a long 
time” she says.

Nehemiah Rabichov (in some sources spelled Rabitzov) was born – it is not 
clear exactly when – in the hamlet of Syderovitch in western Ukraine, some 
50 kilometers. from Chernobyl. The Jews would often conceal their exact 
birth date in order to avoid conscription into the Tsarist army. Nehemiah’s 
passport from the British mandatory authorities gives the date as 1890, other 
documents cite 1886. What is clear is that his parents, Leah and Menachem, 
were hard-working people. Menachem died when Nehemiah was ten years old 
and the boy went to work in a flour mill. At about the age of 18 he smuggled 
himself on to a ship and arrived in the New World. America immediately 
blotted out Syderovitch. “Even if he missed it, he would never have admitted 
it,” say his grandchildren.

After a brief stay in New York, Nehemiah arrived in Saint Louis, Missouri. 
He got a job in a bakery but was dismissed when they found he did not know 
the difference between a pie and Popeye. From there he began to work in a 
sweatshop where many new immigrants were employed under very difficult 
conditions. Nevertheless, in the sweat of the sweatshop he began to develop 
an appreciation of the new country. 

From St. Louis, Nehemiah moved to Chicago where he fell in with a 
group of earnest-minded young Jews. They did not gamble or drink, did not 
frequent prostitutes, but spent their time in study or work. While working 
in a Jewish school, he met David Ben-Gurion who urged him to join the 
Jewish Legion. He was rejected for service at the first recruiting station he 
approached because of flat feet. He changed his name from Rabichov to Rabin 
and applied to a British recruiting office. After 14 years in the United States, 
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he was assigned to the Jewish Legion’s 39th King’s Rifle Brigade and was 
sent to London and from there with the troops to Qantara in Egypt.

At the end of the First World War, most of the discharged soldiers of the 
Jewish Legion chose to go to Palestine. The founder of the Legion, Ze’ev 
Jabotinsky, tried to persuade them to return to the countries from where they 
had come. The story reappears in a letter from Col. Yosef Carmel, the military 
secretary of President Yitzhak Ben Zvi on July 28, 1960 to Nehemiah Rabin. 
“You said, by the way, that in the winter of 1919-20, two members of the 
Zionist Executive, Dr. Eder and Mr. Z. Jabotinsky appeared in the Rafiah 
camp and demanded that the volunteers from America should return home. 
Jabotinsky was concerned over the difficulties of life in Palestine and told 
them, ‘You have come from a land of plenty with a high standard. You will 
find it difficult to settle and find work in Palestine. The country needs people 
with lower expectations and they will get acclimatized more easily than you 
– my advice is to return to the countries you came from.’ President Ben Zvi 
remembers nothing of this affair. It could be that at that time the Sarafand 
Camp [today Tsrifin, where Ben Zvi had served] was under the command 
of Colonel Eliezer Margolin, commander of the Jewish Legion in the First 
World War, while the Rafiah camp was commanded by Col. Scott. In any 
event, the President requests that you send an accurate report of the events 
as you remember them.”

Rachel does not know if her father actually wrote the requested letter. In 
1920, a year of Arab riots, Nehemiah Rabin infiltrated into the Old City of 
Jerusalem with some colleagues to support the Jewish population against 
the rioters.

In an interview at the Haganah Museum in Tel Aviv, Nehemiah said, “We 
decided to approach the Jaffa Gate and to assess the situation and decide what 
to do. In the morning when we approached the Jaffa Gate, British troops were 
preventing Jews from entering the Old City. We went to Hadassah Hospital 
and “borrowed” the uniforms of sanitary workers. In that way, we managed 
to get into the Old City. Our first job was to prevent Jews roaming in the 
streets. We went to the mixed quarters where Jews and Arabs lived side by 
side and led the Jews to the Hurva Synagogue. The second job was to organize 
shifts and defense points. We met a woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform. We 
suspected that she was not a nurse and she told us that her name was Rosa 
Cohen – and she joined us. Rosa had become very friendly with the Indian 
soldiers [in the British army] although she spoke no English, only French 
and she acted as a liaison between the various groups.”
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Rosa was born in Mogilev, Byelorussia (today Belarus). She and Nehemiah 
were married in 1921 and moved to Haifa. A year later they moved back to 
Jerusalem where Rosa gave birth to Yitzhak. Because of his service in the 
British Army, Nehemiah was made responsible for the telegraph system in 
the northern part of Mandate Palestine, and from there he joined the Electric 
Company. Rosa set up the local Kupat Holim health fund and was appointed 
commander of the Hagana in Haifa. “She was the only woman in the Hagana 
who became military commander of a city,” says Rachel.

Rachel was born on February 1, 1925, in Hadassah Hospital, Tel Aviv. 
Nehemiah’s work in the Electric Company led him to involvement with the 
Metal Workers Union. The vociferous arguments in the Union that broke out 
in their apartment often disturbed the neighbors, but not the two children. 
“In the morning when people asked what all the shouting was about, I said 
I didn’t hear; I was asleep,” says Rachel. Quieter meetings were those of 
the Hagana and they took place behind closed doors and were run by Rosa. 
Nehemiah became more and more involved in the security of the city and in 
the riots of 1936, he disappeared from the family, wrote a letter of resignation 
to the Electric Company giving no explanation, and joined the defense of 
Kibbutz Ramat Hakovesh. 

Rosa become a prominent local leader and was a member of the Tel Aviv 
City Council, the Worker’s Council and the Central Parent’s Committee. 
Because of her fervent Communist and Socialist ideology, she became known 
as “Rosa the Red,” perhaps also as a reminder of Rosa Luxemburg, the 
Polish-born Jewish Marxist revolutionary and co-founder of the Spartacus 
League who was murdered in Germany in 1919.

“Rosa Cohen was an extremely dominant woman,” says Eitan Haber. “She 
left Yitzhak and Rachel’s meals in the ice box and only came home in the 
evenings.” Haber surmises, “It might be for lack of a normal home life, 
thatYitzhak went to the Kadourie agricultural boarding school.” 

“Do you think the obligation to public service which Nehemiah and Rosa 
passed on to their children, affected Yitzhak?” 

“It affected the whole of Yitzhak’s life, but he spoke about it very rarely. 
His essential character was very withdrawn and secretive. For example, you 
could work one meter away from him and have no idea about the Oslo 
peace talks.” 

Rosa and Nehemiah imprinted on their children the concept that service 
to the state took precedence over service to the family. When Rabin was 
appointed the seventh chief of staff of the IDF, he was rarely seen at family 
occasions and as prime minister, even less. “He would certainly never have 
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been chosen as ‘Parent of the Year,’” says Haber. “He was the type of person 
who was born to serve the state.”

Mully Dor also says that Rabin absorbed his sense of public service from 
his parents. “He always declared that he was basically a civil servant.” 
Nevertheless, Dor also emphasizes Rabin’s sense of social responsibility: “For 
example, his tax reforms for employees and housing for young couples.”

Rosa Cohen succumbed to cancer at the young age of 48; Rachel was 
12 and Yitzhak was 15 and very close to his mother. He was not able to 
get from Kadourie in time to part from her but he did attend her funeral, a 
fact that deepened his sense of grief. “After our mother’s death, he became 
even more withdrawn,” says Rachel; “He never cried before or after that.” 
Rachel adds that for her, a sense of sadness will accompany her for the rest 
of her life.

Nehemiah, too, never recovered from the death of Rosa. His grandaughter 
Tirza says that he loved her deeply. “When he spoke about her his voice 
would soften.” Nehemiah remained a widower for the rest of his life, but 
surrounded his children and grandchildren with love and concern. “I cannot 
imagine a more caring father; he was involved in every aspect of our lives.” 
Rachel remembers him returning from work and she would sit with him while 
he was shaving and tell him about her day in school. On “Black Sabbath” 
[Ed. a day of mass arrests and searches by the British Army], soldiers arrested 
Yitzhak just as he was recovering from a motor cycle accident. Nehemiah 
was concerned that he would not receive proper treatment and went with him 
to the camp at Latrun were he too was detained. “Yitzhak always regretted 
it when his father had to spend time in detention because of him.” 

At the age of 18, Rachel arrived in Kibbutz Manara which had been 
founded in 1943. Nehemiah remained deeply concerned for her whatever she 
did. She would visit him in Tel Aviv and he would come to Manara for the 
festivals, took an interest in everything that was happening on the kibbutz 
and was careful not to miss any event. When Rachel gave birth to Tirza in 
Tiberias, he took a room in a nearby hotel.

“He would send us parcels to Manara as if we were under siege,” Yiftach 
remembers. “Candy, salami, games and soap for mother,” Tirza adds. Once 
Rachel remonstrated with him that he was exaggerating. He lost his temper: 
“You won’t come between me and my grandchildren,” he stormed at her. 
Leah Rabin, Yitzhak’s wife who was present at that time pointed out, “Do 
you know what it means for Nehemiah to send a package? He has to order 
a driver, go to the Shekem military shop, buy something for everyone that 
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he thinks they will like, pack it all and go the post office to send it. So 
don’t badger him!” 

The grandchildren coming from the far north to visit the big city, remember 
wonderful times. Visits to the circus, movies, swimming in the sea. Nehemiah 
even took Yiftach to see “Madame Butterfly,” the first time the boy had seen 
an opera. And there were less heroic pastimes, like daily lessons in chess, 
grilling sausages, visiting the cousins Dahlia and Yuval and shopping in the 
Carmel Market. In the market, Nehemiah had his own favorite suppliers – 
the butcher, the sausage man, the baker, the vegetable and fruit-sellers. He 
basked in the praise for his son he would hear from the shopkeepers. 

“He must have been very proud of him.”
“Very much so. He appreciated Yitzhak’s talents – he was sure he would 

reach the top of his profession. When he thought he was not being promoted 
as he deserved, he would boil over.” Sometimes Yitzhak would invite his 
father to attend military ceremonies. On one such occasion he sent his driver 
half an hour early with a message. “Abba, this is a very important ceremony. 
Please do not come in shorts!”

Nehemiah was a very determined person – on the verge of impossible 
stubbornness. When it was proposed that he be appointed secretary-general of 
the Workers Council of Tel Aviv, he had refused on the grounds that, “I don’t 
want to compromise my ability for independent thought.” He was modest to 
the point of ascetism. An extremist who, when his children wanted to buy 
him an armchair, put up a struggle and only agreed when Yitzhak insisted. 
For most of his life Nehemiah was a lone wolf. Alone, went off to America; 
Alone, lived in America; Alone, spent decades as a widower.

Shortly after Yitzhak Rabin’s appointment as ambassador to the United 
States, Nehemiah was injured when he was hit by a motor cycle in Tel Aviv. 
Rachel took the opportunity of the accident and her brother departing for 
Washington to bring her father to Manara. “This is going to be my life’s last 
station” said Nehemiah when he arrived at the kibbutz. Rachel realized that 
that was more than a statement, it was also a request: when the time came 
to be buried it should be in the soil of Manara.

Manara became his home. He happily exchanged the soot of the city for 
the clear air of the Galilee; the privacy of Tel Aviv for the communal life 
of the kibbutz. When the members were summoned to the dining room he 
always joined them, constantly surrounded by people and always admired. 
As a person close to Israeli royalty, he was always listened to closely and 
people hung on his every word. In the kibbutz club room he had his regular 
seat and did not hesitate to displace anyone who had inadvertently occupied 
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it. He preferred to watch the television in the club room rather than on the 
private set his son had brought for him. On his vacations, the ambassador 
would come to Manara to visit his father and to tell him about America, and 
its wonders that had sparked his imagination. But it was not easy to sell the 
stories to Nehemiah. After all, he had discovered America long before his 
son and had spent 14 years there. “You are not correct. America is not like 
that.” It did not help when Rachel tried to explain that things might have 
changed in 50 years. Nehemiah’s views remained as solid as the basalt of 
the Golan; “America is not like that.”

Nehemiah had his own room on the kibbutz but regularly at four in the 
afternoon he would arrive at Rachel and Rafi’s house for coffee. Rachel 
was devoted to him absolutely and for the three years he lived in Manara, 
she did not leave him for even one day. If she had to go to Tel Aviv, she 
returned the same evening.

The end began in Autumn 1971. Nehemiah fell and broke a rib and was 
confined to bed. He received devoted attention but the doctors recornmended 
that he should be sent to Herzfeld Hospital in Gedera for recuperation. 
Nehemiah resisted strenously. “It’s just for a month,” Rachel told him. 
Indeed, a month later, he returned to Manara, but was extremely weak and 
the doctors insisted that he should be transferred to Sheba Hospital near Tel 
Aviv. Again he resisted emphatically; “I am not ill!” he exclaimed on the 
way to the hospital. In Sheba he fell into a coma from which he did not 
awake. At the age of 86, on December 2, 1971, Nehemiah Rabin died with 
Rachel holding his hand. 

Tirza remembers the packed crowd in the kibbutz dining room including 
Yitzhak Rabin who had arrived from Washington. After the shiva mourning 
period was over, he wrote to his sister, “I have told you often and on  
many occasions that Leah and I and the children owe you a huge debt 
of gratitude. You took upon yourself the most difficult task for a son or 
daughter. You looked after him, both physically and spiritually during the 
years of his life when he most needed help. I doubt very much if he could 
have survived and live the way he did if it had not been for your devotion 
and constant presence.”

❋ ❋ ❋

In early November, Ukraine is gray and dreary. Chilling frost penetrates 
cracks in the window of the bus. Oak trees cast a shadow over the dilapidated 
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roofs of the houses in the village of Syderovitch. In the whole region 
there are only 50 Jews, none of whom actually live in the village. In the  
mid-19th century, the Jews lived here along their own street, including 
Nehemiah Rabichov and family. Now he is commemorated on a copper bas-
relief copied by a Ukrainian sculptor from a famous portrait in the Rabin 
Center in Tel Aviv, depicting Nehemiah in the middle, with Yitzhak and 
Rachel on either side. Behind the sculpture is the Syderovitch Cultural Center. 
At the entrance, the visitors are greeted with the traditional bread and salt 
ceremony. Inside are shelves holding second, third and fourth-hand books. 
On the wall is a portrait of Taras Shevchenko (1814-1861), considered the 
father of Ukrainian literature. 

Despite the bitter cold, the governor of the Ivankiv region, Anatoly 
Sviridenko, is sweating profusely. He draws a parallel between Israel and 
the current Russian-Ukrainian conflict. “In the way that you fought in 1948, 
we hope that in the end reason will prevail here. You have your own land, 
and we want to ensure ours.” 

Nativ, or the “Liason Bureau” as it was once called, is the organization 
belonging to the Israel Prime Minister’s Office, that worked clandestinely 
for the immigration of the Jews of the USSR, and today works openly on 
behalf of the Jews in the former Soviet Union to strengthen their connection 
to Israel. A few months before his assassination, Yitzhak Rabin visited the 
Nativ Center in Kiev. Gennady Polishuk, the director of Nativ in Ukraine 
and Moldova says, “The dreams of Nehemiah were realized by his children, 
but three shots put an end to the dream.” 

During the 1990s, when Chaim Chesler was head of the Jewish Agency’s 
delegation to the Soviet Union. Prime Minister Rabin visited Moscow 
and Chesler arranged a visit to the Great Synagogue. He says, “I saw the 
imperturbable general shedding a tear when he danced the hora with the young 
schoolchildren.” Some six years ago, Chesler determined to try and locate the 
birthplace of Nehemiah. Rachel doubted if the village had survived two world 
wars and a revolution. Chesler spent hours perusing old family documents 
and came up with a place name “Syderovitch.” He telephoned Rachel in 
Manara and she confirmed that that was indeed the name on her father’s 
passport. Following the identification of the village, in 2010, a memorial 
plaque was unveiled by Yuval Rabin, the son of Yitzhak, together with a 
Limmud FSU delegation.

Now, six years later, some members of the Rabin camp have assembled by 
the plaque for a group photograph, among them a family friend, Aliza Wallach, 
together with Eitan Haber and Mully Dor. Women in colorful Ukrainian 
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scarves look on in amazement. As darkness falls, the men of Syderovitch 
lead the way with torches. The faltering bus groans as if to mark the lone 
man who left the small Ukrainian hamlet to cross the Atlantic and find a 
new world, and his murdered son who also tried to create a new world – this 
one in the Middle East, and was, until his last days, the hope of his father. 
“Why are you taking me to the hospital,: I’m not ill,” Nehemiah had said on 
the way to Sheba Hospital. “It hurts but not too bad,” were the last words 
of his son Yitzhak on his way to Ichilov Hospital. 

In Search of Nehemiah Rabin
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18
Ze’ev Jabotinsky: A Search in the Catskills
“I am searching for the place where my grandfather died,” the grandson says to 
Jessica, a young girl behind the cash register in a gas station cafeteria. Jessica 
summons up every drop of octane in her tank in search of memory. But she 
can’t help. She has never heard the name Ze’ev Jabotinsky. The grandson, 
Ze’ev Yair (named after Avraham “Yair” Stern, the legendary commander of 
the Lehi – known to the British Mandate authorities, as the “Stern Gang,”) 
tries his luck again. “He was an important Jewish leader and he died in this 
area.” He still draws a blank with Jessica.

 It is already April, but we are in the gas station in a snow blizzard. “I 
know I lost a fantastic grandfather. Had we met, I think he would have melted 
like this snow,” says Ze’ev Yair before we set out on our journey.

“Why?”
“Because I managed to fulfill many of his dreams. I was born in Israel; 

I live in a Hebrew environment; I was a pilot in the Hebrew air force, my 
software company is a part of the Israeli high-tech industry.”

Our journey in the bitter cold began on a Sunday morning. A Limmud 
FSU exhibition in New Jersey on the life of Jabotinsky provided the impetus 
to try and locate the place where he died in upper New York State, as 
well as to explore his life’s work and thoughts and his vision which has  
been somewhat forgotten. In Paris in 1929, he wrote in his work “Left of 
the Jordan,” “Christians, Moslems and my son will live in abundance and 
prosperity.”

Jabotinsky’s universal principles of equality anticipated by decades modern 
ideas of gender. In “The Character of Women in Jabotinsky’s Work,C edited 
by Prof. Joseph Nedava, the founder of Revisionism is quoted as saying, “I 
would prefer a woman over a man in every aspect of life, both at home and 
in the public sphere. Other than hard physical labor where brute muscle power 
plays a part, there is no position or profession where I would choose a man 
over a woman… A soul formed by the interweaving of silk and steel – that 
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is the essence of woman. I have few beliefs but that is one of them – our 
mother, our sister, our wife – are the daughters of kings.”

Jabotinsky’s concept of the Hebrew word Hadar, which can best be defined 
as “honor” or “splendor,” bears with it an implied demand for honesty and 
dignified behavior. It called for a sense of pride before rulers and modesty to 
those oppressed; “Arrogant to ministers and humble to the poor and down-
trodden,” as he wrote in his poem “The Vow.” Hadar also demanded total 
loyalty and unconditional support for those near to you in times of chaos. In 
that regard, Jabotinsky was highly self-critical. He tortured himself because 
he had left for New York, admittedly for an existential reason – to create a 
Jewish army but had left behind his wife in a Europe in flames. He wrote, 
“For years, I preached to the youth that they should act in accordance with 
the concept of Hadar but I myself did not reach that level. Was it Hadar to 
abandon my wife Yohanna, in London during the German blitz?” 

Ze’ev Yair Jabotinsky has come to New York together with his wife Anat, 
to whom he defers in the best spirit of Hadar. The young Jabotinsky is 
the very personification of Hadar in his elegant suit and tie, even when he 
addresses the jeans-clad young Limmud audiences. By the way, he and his 
wife named their eldest daughter, Hadar.

Aged 62, Ze’ev Yair was born in Haifa 13 years after the death of his 
celebrated grandfather. Anyone who wants to draw a link between genetics 
and fate can compare the deaths of both his grandfather and Eri-Theodor, his 
father. Both of them died of a heart attack at the young age of 59-60 while 
engaged in Zionist activities. His grandfather in a Beitar youth movement 
training camp in the Catskills, New York which we are now trying to find, and 
his father, a few hours after addressing a group of IDF soldiers in Sinai. 

At the age of ten, Ze’ev Yair’s studies at the Reali School in Haifa were 
interrupted when his father, who was active in the Aliya Bet – the “illegal” 
immigration to Palestine, a member of the first Knesset and a lecturer in 
mathematics at the Technion in Haifa, was sent to Addis Abeba in order to 
help establish a faculty of sciences at the local university. A year later, his 
studies were again interrupted when Prime Minister Levi Eshkol decided 
that the remains of Jabotinsky and his wife Yohanna, should be transferred 
from the cemetery in Long Island, New York where they were buried, and 
be reinterred on Mount Herzl in Jerusalem. The family went to New York 
in order to oversee the arrangements for the burial ceremony. He remembers 
that the streets in the vicinity of the synagogue in New York were packed 
with people. “Only then did I begin to understand what an exceptional man 
was my grandfather.”
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“How was it to grow up in a house imbued with the concept of Hadar?”
“My father set up a screen against too much adulation. When I wanted 

to join a youth movement, my mother said it should be Beitar. My father 
would have preferred me to join the scouts.”

“He didn’t try to educate you in the Jabotinsky spirit?”
“Absolutely not. My grandfather was by no means invisible but there was 

no indoctrination and we lived in a very liberal environment.”
Ze’ev qualified in the air force as a helicopter pilot and his personal life 

took off. In the club room one day, his eyes fell on a new face. “Who are 
you?” he asked. “Anat” was the answer. After they married, they lived on the 
Tel Nof air force base near Rehovot. At one point he was posted temporarily 
to Sharm el-Sheikh in Sinai, which was then in Israeli hands. Anat tried to 
call him and on the phone asked to speak to Ze’ev Jabotinsky. The telephonist 
replied, “You had better look for him in the cemetery.”

“Is the name Jabotinsky a burden?” 
“No. First of it is a privilege, but seeing that I myself did nothing to 

acquire the name, I see no reason why I should benefit from my grandfather’s 
life story.” 

For most of his life, Ze’ev Jabotinsky was surrounded by appreciative 
followers. The respect for him crossed oceans and linked his admirers in 
Europe, the US and Israel. He was a sort of latter-day non-religious rabbi or 
guru. His speeches were always a revelation and he was a brilliant speaker, 
even accepted as such by his opponents on the left. Zalman Shazar, the third 
president of Israel, wrote in the newspaper Davar after his death. “A violin 
with blessed strings has been silenced.” Shmuel Katz, who had never actually 
met him but wrote his biography, called “Lone Wolf” in its English edition, 
wrote; “A man with so many talents is born once in 500 or 600 years; he 
was like Leonardo da Vinci or Moses.”

At the age of 17, Jabotinsky translated stories by Edgar Alan Poe into 
Hebrew. He translated Bialik’s “City of Slaughter” about the 1903 Kishinev 
pogrom which had reverberated throughout the world, into Russian. On 
top of that were his writings, poetry, newspaper columns, philosophy,  
his rhetorical power and his phenomenal command of Hebrew. Shimon  
Finkel, a leading actor at the Habima national theater, was thrilled when  
he heard that Jabotinsky was going to teach Hebrew diction to the actors. 

“Are you still a believer in the Revisionist concept, ‘Two Banks of the 
Jordan?’”

“Today it is not possible that it could be realized. Until the time that 
Rabin signed the peace agreement with the Kingdom of Jordan, we had 
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the right under international law to the East Bank of the Jordan River. The 
moment Rabin officially signed the document, under which we recognized 
the sovereignty of the Arabs over the area, the show was over.”

“Did Rabin make a mistake?”
“It had been reported that Jordan has the largest deposits of uranium in 

the world; anyway, true or not, that is what the CIA believed. It is true that 
whole issue only came up after Rabin had signed the peace agreement. But 
if it turns out to be true, you tell me if you think it was a mistake to give 
up our rights under international law to the world’s largest uranium deposits 
– which can fall into the hands of ISIS!”

In the opinion of Ze’ev Yair, Prime Minister Benyamin Netanyahu would 
be well advised – as was Menachem Begin – to preserve Jewish sovereignty 
over the whole of the present borders of Israel. “Because of that belief, Begin 
attacked and destroyed Osirak, the Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981 and I hope 
that Netanyahu will do something similar today about potential situations 
about which we cannot speak.”

Ben-Zion Netanyahu, the father of the prime minister, was a member of 
the delegation led by Jabotinsky that tried to convince the Americans to 
establish a Jewish army, and he served as Jabotinsky’s secretary during the 
Revisionist leader’s last days. Despite the family connection, the grandson 
hesitates to describe himself as close to the prime minister. They meet once 
a year at the official state memorial ceremony to Jabotinsky on Mount Herzl 
in Jerusalem, but it usually amounts to no more than a hand-shake and the 
exchange of a few words. 

I asked the grandson, what he thinks his grandfather would have thought 
of Netanyahu’s leadership. He gave the same reply he had given to the pilot 
who had invited him to the cockpit on a flight to New York. “It doesn’t 
matter who is holding the controls. He needs to maneuver if necessary so 
that the enemy does not know where he is coming from. Israel need someone 
who can think 50 moves in advance.” From personal experience he thinks 
Netanyahu is one of the few men who is capable of that – and after that any 
more questions are irrelevant.

Jabotinsky’s death could have been foreseen. During the last weeks of his 
life, he despaired of receiving a visa for his wife to leave London. His spirit 
was broken and he threatened to stop his efforts to set up a Hebrew army. 
He looked worn out, his face was shrunken, the light had gone out of his 
eyes. “He visibly aged before us,” wrote Joseph Shechtman in his biography, 
“Ze’ev Jabotinsky.” But to his last day, nobody guessed the seriousness of 
his condition. “He never even hinted to me that he had a weak heart,” said 
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his close colleague, Lieut. Col. Patterson, the commander of two brigades 
of the Jewish Legion in the First World War who was with him a few days 
before he collapsed.

It is possible that no one knew or understood. And maybe it was all 
swallowed up in the excitement and euphoria surrounding him. The atmosphere 
in a Zionist meeting in June 1940, in the Manhattan Center, was overpowering. 
Letters of support had come from senators, professors, and journalists. All the 
tickets had been sold and the gates had to be closed early. Young members 
of Beitar assembled for a parade. Among them was a 14 year-old boy called 
Moshe Arens (later to become minister of defense of the State of Israel.) Arens 
told me, “That was the first time I had seen Jabotinsky and my admiration 
for him knew no bounds.” 

“Did you speak to him?”
“He inspected our parade and when he noticed that my arm was in a 

plaster-cast, he stopped and asked me what had happened. I told him I had 
broken my arm.”

On July 13, 1940, Jabotinsky set out on a visit to a Beitar summer camp 
in the small town of Hunter, New York. During the 200 kilometer journey 
from the city, he joked and told stories. When he arrived he was received by 
an honor guard of Beitar members in uniform. He slowly walked along the 
rows, inspected them and then participated in evening prayers. His tiredness 
was clear to all, but Jabotinsky spent hours with them, well into the night. 
The following morning he sat with the youngsters on the grass, collected 
blackberries, picked flowers, went with them to the swimming pool and 
launched paper boats on the water. In the afternoon a group of youths took 
him to climb a hill a few kilometers from the camp. He led the group, looked 
for the most difficult route, walked round bushes and crossed streams. His 
biographer Shechtman quoting his friend A.G. Horon (Gurevitch) said that at 
some point, he lost contact with the group.  “Jabotinsky suddenly stopped in 
mid-conversation and asked me to find the missing group. ‘I’ll wait for you 
here,’” he said. Only after his death did I realize that he had sent me on so 
as to give his heart a chance to slow down.”

When the time came to leave, he became a little sad and promised that he 
would return to the camp soon for a longer visit. A happy and crowded car 
set off on the return journey to New York. Jabotinsky led the passengers in 
a rousing solo of the loved Neapolitan song Torna a Sorriento.

A week before his death, he had visited the Beitar offices in New York 
and asked that a portrait of himself be removed from the wall. “I don’t want 
to be hanging between the dead, surrounded by Herzl, Nordau, Trumpeldor 
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and Ben-Yosef.” [Ed. Shlomo Ben-Yosef was the first of 12 Jewish activists 
to be hanged by the British Mandatory authorities.] 

He continued to complain that he had no strength. But even those closest 
to him, including his wife, had no idea that he had a severe heart condition. 
Only on Thursday, August 1, did he tell his close associate, Eliahu Ben-Horin, 
“My main concern at the moment is for my heart…I think I have got angina 
pectoris.” He agreed to be examined by a doctor only if he would be assured 
that nobody would be told. The next day, he visited Dr. Hirshgorn, a loyal 
Revisionist. Even though Hirshgorn suspected that his patient did indeed 
have angina pectoris, he told him that it might be due to over-exertion. It 
was agreed that he would return for a second visit after the weekend; and 
he left on his final journey. 

Before we had set out on our journey, Ze’ev-Yair telephoned Moshe Arens 
and Amira Stern, the Director of the Jabotinsky Institute in Tel Aviv. They 
both confirmed that we needed to find a small town in the Catskill Mountains 
called Hunter, but more than that they did not know. We set out on the same 
route taken by Jabotinsky and his party. The more we traveled north, the 
heavier became the gusts of snow despite the first signs of spring budding 
in the trees. 

The sweat of New York summers first drove the Jews of the city to the 
Catskills. Thousands temporarily abandoned their lives in Brooklyn and the 
Bronx searching for relaxation and peace in the rolling hills. Many even 
bought summer homes. While the fathers stayed behind to earn a living, the 
mothers and their children left for these summer retreats. In the shade of 
the trees, young students opened their volumes of the Talmud on wooden 
tables and studied gemara together. The small town of Spring Valley would 
become for a few weeks, the Bnei Brak of the Catskills. Every building that 
had not been requisitioned as a synagogue become a Talmud study hall and 
would be indicated by signs along the roads such as: “Camp Chaya-Sarah” 
or “Camp Love of Israel.” Other signs would give the time of prayer and the 
onset of the Sabbath, candle lighting and the limits of the eruv (a physical 
line indicating where objects can be freely carried on Shabbat).

It is possible that the Jewish character of the woods that he saw from the 
car window in the summer was what inspired Jabotinsky. On the journey north 
he asked Aharon Kopelevitch, a Beitar leader, to recite the Kol Nidrei prayer 
that opens the Yom Kippur service, saying “Because the prayer is primarily 
in Aramaic not Hebrew, I have never really understood it.” Kopelevitch a 
former yeshiva student, agreed willingly. Jabotinsky repeated the words after 
him word for word and his emotions flew to the peaks of the Catskills. A few 
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days earlier, his wife Yohanna had at last received her visa for the United 
States, and their life was improving daily. At some point they stopped for 
a light meal and Jabotinsky, surreptiously took the opportunity to swallow 
some pills.

On our way through the winding roads of the mountains, Ze’ev-Yair strives 
to understand the reason for his grandfather’s weakness. “We have to remember 
it was August and they were driving in a car with no air conditioning.” Anat 
adds, “and presumably, as usual, he was wearing a suit and tie. It is hardly 
surprising that he arrived drained of energy.”

Jabotinsky arrived at the Hunter camp in the evening. A guard of honor of 
Beitar cadets, again with Moshe Arens among their ranks, greeted him. With 
difficulty he alighted from the car and said, “Is all this really necessary?” 
He inspected the cadets briefly and turned toward the main building. He 
was slowly mounting the steps to his room on the top floor when weakness 
overcame him. A local doctor, a refugee from Nazi-occupied Austria, was 
summoned. Jabotinsky tried to reassure him, “I know I have angina pectoris.” 
Kopelevitch helped him to undress and he murmured “I am tired…so tired…” 
Those were his last words. Another doctor, Dr. Rodia was urgently summoned 
from Hunter to bring oxygen equipment. The doctor reported that his patient 
was no longer responding to infusions and that “the end is near.” The end 
came at a quarter to eleven pm on August 4, 1940.

Together with the rest of the cadets, Moshe Arens heard the news from 
Aharon Moshe Propes, commander of Beitar, and later the founder of the 
Israel Festival.

“Did you immediately understand the extent of the loss?”
“I felt deep grief, but as a boy of 14, I didn’t fully comprehend the tragedy 

and the fact that he had left behind him an enormous vacuum. There was 
no successor to step into his shoes. Remember that at that time, the Etzel 
underground movement in Eretz Israel was on the point of breaking up. It 
was said about him that he had become obsolete, that he was not suited to 
the new era. He was deeply hurt. It was said that he died of a heart attack 
but you could also say that he died of a broken heart.” 

❋ ❋ ❋

At the entrance to the town of Hunter, snow plows are waiting. In the deserted 
streets there is a white silence and dark forests; any moment bears might 
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appear. According to the 2010 census, the town has all of 502 inhabitants. 
Now the snowstorm has driven them all indoors.

In the local gas station we meet Dennis Lucas. He has lived here for nearly 
50 years and he and Ze’ev-Yair get into conversation.

“My grandfather died in this area.”
“How?”
“He was visiting a summer camp for Jewish youth…”
“Jewish kids out here in the wild? – Doesn’t seem to go together…What 

was the name of the camp?”
“We only know it was in Hunter.”
“Once there were six or seven youth camps up here, but they have all 

disappeared. One was turned into a parking lot, another into housing and the 
others belong to the State of New York.” 

Lucas and Ze’ev-Yair pore over the local telephone directory, looking for 
some Jewish family that might have an idea. Lucas says that there were many 
Jewish families living here about 100 years ago, but now he only knows of 
one – the Slutzky family. “It might be worth talking to them; they live only 
about six miles from here.” They find the Slutzky telephone number but 
there is no answer. 

Jessica abandons her espresso machine for a moment and thinks we should 
drive to Main Street and find someone to talk to there. But Main Street 
produces just a solitary policeman who suggests we postpone history for 
another time, as the snow is beginning to fall again and the streets are about 
to be closed.

Ze’ev Jabotinsky: A Search in the Catskills
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Vilna Street, Vishnyeva, to President’s Street, 
Jerusalem

In his celebrated work, the “The Secret Life of Water” the Japanese scientist, 
researcher and photographer, Masaru Emoto, suggested that it is man who 
determines the nature of water. The more positive our thoughts and our words 
more generous, so the molecular structure of water will become increasingly 
crystal clear.

Sitting on the brim of a well in the yard of the childhood home of Shimon 
Peres in the village of Vishnyeva, Belarus, I am reminded of Emoto. I ask 
myself if his theory could also work in reverse. Could the murky waters far 
below have affected the character of the young Szymon Persky? Could it be 
that these waters ten meters beneath us gave him the strength to fall and to 
rise up again so often? Could it be that here in the belly of the earth, there is 
the key to his ability to ask Talmudic questions which were often the target 
of poisoned arrows of contempt? And above all, am I looking at something 
that might have launched the trajectory of Szymon Persky from number 69 
Vilna Street in Vishnyeva to number 3, President’s Street in Jerusalem?

It is autumn and a chill envelops the yard of his childhood. Snow is on 
the way. It will thaw in the spring and the lanes will be deep in mud. The 
blackberries, wild strawberries and the dark sour Wishniak cherries will ripen. 
It is from these cherries that the village derives its name. The villages round 
here are somber, the birches, poplars, walnuts and oaks cast a heavy shadow 
over the land. The lanes are winding and seem to lead nowhere. Wild boars 
lurk in them, after them come the foxes and rabbits. The children of Vishnyeva 
liked to hide behind the trees and watch the animals. Beside me is a local 
farmer who has evidently imbibed something stronger than the water from 
the Persky well. He considers the name “Shimon,” decides it is “Semyon” 
and takes another long swig from his bottle. The farmer remembers that the 
year before, to mark the 90th birthday of Peres, his daughter Dr. Zvia (Tsiki) 
Walden, had visited the village and unveiled a plaque that says, “In this place, 
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Shimon Peres, Nobel Prize laureate and the ninth president of Israel, the son 
of Yitzhak and Sarah Persky, was born on August 2, 1923.”

“For my mother, my birth was something of a miracle,” Peres had written. 
”I weighed over five kilograms and she barely survived the birth.” A family 
legend relates that when Getzel (Yitzhak) Persky asked for the hand of Sarah 
Meltzer, her father had a condition: “First, look after her sisters.” Getzel, head 
over heels in love, managed to find husbands for the sisters from among the 
woodsmen and carpenters who worked with him in his timber business. Only 
then did he win Sarah.

Getzel Persky’s business was thriving. After working in timber, he turned 
his hand to providing grain to the Polish army. He sold sugar, flour, pickled 
herring and beer in the surrounding villages. His business successes often 
kept him away from home. “Shimon did not remember ever having any 
conversation of significance with his father,” wrote Michael Bar-Zohar in 
his biography of Peres. He inherited his love of reading from his mother, a 
volunteer librarian in the Vishnyeva library. His father’s father, Zalman Persky, 
was a direct descendant of Rabbi Chaim Persky, one of the founders of the 
famed Volozhin Yeshiva. His mother’s father, Rabbi Zvi Meltzer, studied in 
the same yeshiva as had Chaim Nachman Bialik. Every day he would sit 
with his grandson and together they would study a page of Gemara.

Shimon’s most memorable religious childhood experience was the Kol 
Nidrei prayer that opens the Yom Kippur service. His grandfathers would 
cover him with their tallitot (prayer shawls) and he would feel a great sense 
of awe. He would imagine that he was swept up into the sky and see the 
angels and the devil. He would earnestly join in the prayer that “God shall 
forgive us all our sins.” 

In addition to Peres, Vishnyeva gave birth to other notables including 
Nahum Goldman, founder of the World Jewish Congress. Bar-Zohar quotes 
from Peres’ autobiographical notes: “The village was a Jewish island in a 
sea of dense forests. We knew that beyond the forests was a whole other 
world; a strange world full of wonders and surprises, but our horizon was 
limited to the tops of the tall birch trees that seemed to carry us on their 
shoulders.” The childhood of the boy who grew up to be a citizen of the 
world passed with virtually no contact with Gentiles, other than once a week 
when the farmers would come to the market with their produce, although 
Shimon barely encountered them.

Vishnyeva is still a bleak bubble of poverty and there are no Jews any 
more. Not a hint of the 1,500 people whose lives were hemmed in between 
a handful of narrow streets, two synagogues, a Talmud Torah school and a 
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public bath house. Generally they enjoyed peace of mind, which was upset 
when two Jews were murdered by farmers from the village. 

Shimon studied in the local Tarbut school. One of his teachers was Yehoshua 
Rabinowitz, who later became mayor of Tel Aviv and minister of finance. As 
in all the Tarbut schools in Eastern Europe, studies were conducted in Hebrew 
and Yiddish and there was a clear atmosphere of Zionism. Shimon played in 
the school’s mandolin orchestra but there is little reason to suppose that he 
was a virtuoso. On the other hand he was good at mimicking his teachers. 
When visitors arrived at the Persky house, Getzel would urge Shimon to 
demonstrate his talents.

His mimicking, including of his classmates and his depth of learning did 
not make him especially popular. More than once things became violent. When 
he was hit he was depressed and sometimes even burst into tears. “What do 
they want from me? I did nothing to them” he would sob. That sentence 
might well have reoccurred when tensions between him and Yitzhak Rabin 
were at their peak: “What does he want from me? What did I do to him?” 

Gigi, Shimon’s younger brother, told Bar-Zohar that there were times when 
he had to rescue Shimon from his tormenters. One night he went to the home 
of one of the boys, woke him up and in front of the boy’s parents, punched 
him in the face. Shimon, by the way, denied his brother’s story.

Already as a child he knew to absorb blows and come back for more. 
Once, in his grandfather’s house, he was playfully fighting with a much larger 
boy who kept knocking him down. He would get up, dust himself off and 
say Noch a muhl (“Do it again,” in Yiddish.) When his grandmother asked 
him to stop, he replied, “maybe I’ll beat him next time!” That attitude also 
reappeared during his later career – knocked down and relentlessly getting 
up again.

On one occasion a visitor from Palestine came on a visit to Vishnyeva. 
Shimon, his parents and all the Jews in the village hung on every word of the 
visitor from the Land of Milk and Honey. After the visitor had spoken about 
the pioneers and other wonders of Eretz Israel, he took out of his knapsack a 
small round object and carefully began to peel away the wrapping paper. The 
man showed them the small orange in his hand and hypnotized his audience. 
“I will never forget the sight of the Jews of my village watching with open 
mouths and glistening eyes, looking at this small orange which symbolized 
for us the greatest hopes and secret wishes in our hearts,” recalled Peres in 
an interview with the journalist Rafael Bashan.

Vishnyeva was a hothouse for the Zionist youth movements – Hashomer 
Hatzair, Noar HaOved and Beitar. Shimon was close to his uncle, a leader 
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of the local Beitar chapter, who had cancer. He would visit him and listen to 
his stories, the pallor of death already evident. The paleness of his face in his 
dying days appalled him. “I could never forgive the cherries for their red color 
which was daily disappearing from my uncle’s cheeks,” related in “Battling 
for Peace” which Shimon Peres wrote together with David Landau.

In 1932, Getzel-Yitzhak Persky left his family behind in Vishnyeva and 
embarked for Eretz Israel. It was not Zionism that prompted his move but 
his failing businesses. He intended to send for the family a few months 
later after he had settled down, but the necessary permits only arrived three 
years later.

Then, one morning, with the whole village turning out to escort them, the 
Persky family set out in wagons to the local railway station in Bogdanovo, not 
far from Vishnyeva. On the railway platform Shimon faced his grandfather, 
Rabbi Zvi Meltzer. His grandfather looked long and deeply into his eyes and 
said, “Always remember you are a Jew.” Shimon never saw his grandfather 
again. Rabbi Meltzer together with the whole Meltzer and Persky families 
who remained in Vishnyeva, were killed by the Nazis in 1942 after Hitler 
invaded Russia.

❋ ❋ ❋

We are in the same yard, but it is not the same house. The Wehrmacht  
had burned the house down and a new one had been built in its place. Like 
all the houses in Vishnyeva, it was constructed from wood. Not long ago, 
possibly influenced by the impending visit of Zvia Walden, someone had 
repainted the house, but it still seems authentic. Not far away in an open 
field, is a black stone monument commemorating the dead. The Jews of 
Vishnyeva were gathered in this spot before their execution. On one side 
of the stone there is an inscription in Russian to the “Soviet Citizens” who 
were killed by the Nazis. On the other side of the monument it is recorded 
that the victims were Jews – but the addition was made only after the fall 
of the USSR.
The deputy governor of the region and Aaron Frenkel, the President of Limmud 
FSU, say a few words and Rabbi Schneor Deutsch, the Rabbi of Minsk, recites 
Kaddish and El Ma’aleh Rahamim. Zvia departs from protocol and adds a 
prayer for peace; “He who makes peace in the heavens, bring peace upon us.” 
The governor lays a wreath by the side of the monument with the inscription 
in Russian, and the Israeli delegation lay wreaths on the Hebrew side.  
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The local journalists do not quite understand the significance, but nevertheless 
the ceremony is shown that evening on Belarus television. 

From the killing field we make our way to the Vishnyeva community center. 
A mezuza is affixed, a ribbon is cut. There is a Limmud FSU exhibition 
of photographs which traces the life and career of Peres, entitled “From 
Vilna Street, Vishnyeva to President's Street, Jerusalem.” The curator of the 
exhibit is Yoram Dori, who was a strategic advisor to President Peres. The 
captions to the photographs trace the story from the small neglected village, 
to the creation of the State of Israel, the building up of its military capacity, 
the search for peace, the office of the prime minister – culminating in the 
President’s Residence in Jerusalem.



169

20
Brisk – Finding Menachem Begin

A ten-hour drive separates Vishnyeva from Brisk. But it could also be phrased 
in political terms: there are ten hours between the Belarus village of Shimon 
Peres and that of an arch historical rival, Menachem Begin. The Limmud 
FSU delegation includes Prof. Zvia Walden, the daughter of Shimon Peres, 
but there is no representative of the Begin family. The fact is that Begin 
himself would have preferred not to return to Brisk. He is quoted in the 
“Encyclopedia of the Diaspora.” “Often I asked myself – if it were possible 
to visit Brisk, the town where I spent my formative years, in the same way 
that I can visit Johannesburg or New York – would I go? Would I enter the 
gates of the town in which I was born?… maybe the small house where both 
love and poverty lived in harmony is physically still there – but the home 
of my mother and father cannot and will not be there…”

At number 33, Gogol Boulevard, there is a drizzle of rain; skies as gray 
as the woman who is walking by, leaning on a cane. The sound of our 
strange voices disturbs her. She adjusts her head scarf and puts a finger to 
her lips as if asking us to be quiet. The gray woman from the shtetl is right. 
The events marking the 100th birthday of the most modest of Israeli leaders  
(August 16, 1913) should be just as modest as the man himself. Not a “gala” 
not a “premiere,” no thunder and lightning – but an encounter such as this, 
made in a spirit of nostalgia.

From the back yard of a house that could have been that of the Begin family, 
appear Mikhail and Alexander. We are ushered inside. A tray materializes with 
four glasses and a bottle in the center. The vodka is poured out. Heads are 
tipped back; “Nazhdarovni to the brave fighter; Nazhdarovni to the Nobel prize 
winner; Nazhdarovni to the prime minister who was born in our town.” 

Brisk de’Lita as it was known to the Jews; Brest–Litovsk to everyone 
else – is a city with a rich past. On March 3, 1918, a pact was signed here 
between Russia and Germany which excluded the city from the ravages of the 
First World War. The head of the Bolshevik delegation was Leon Trotsky or 
in his pre-revolutionary name, Leib Bronstein. Trotsky was not himself from 
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Brisk, but Begin was not the only prominent Jew to come from here. Others 
included members of the famed Soloveichik dynasty including Rabbi Chaim 
Soloveichik known as the “Brisker Chaim,” his son Rabbi Yitzhak Ze’ev 
Soloveichik whose nephew was Rabbi Yosef Dov Halevy Soloveichik from 
Boston; the Chief Rabbi of Israel, Isser Yehuda Unterman; Ya’akov Hazan, 
the leader of the Mapam political party; Prof. Ya’akov Nachum Epstein who 
established the Department of Talmud at the Hebrew University and on whose 
character the lauded Israeli movie He’arat shulayim (“Footnote”) was based; 
the mathematician Ya’akov Gromel who helped Einstein in developing the 
theory of relativity and Samuel Scheinermann, the father of Prime Minister 
Ariel Sharon. 

According to Polish folklore, Brisk was also the home of a famous Jew 
who reigned for one day as king of Poland. Shaul Wahl was born in Padua, 
Italy, as Shaul Katznellenbogen. He was a wealthy collector of taxes from 
the Jewish population on behalf of the king to whom he was a close advisor 
and from whom he had received a concession for the Polish salt mines. After 
the death of the monarch in 1586, the Polish aristocracy could not agree on 
his successor. In order to prevent a political vacuum, Katzenellenbogen was 
appointed “King of Poland for a Day.” Versions of the actual duration of his 
“reign” range from one night to a few days, yet in that time, he managed to 
pass several laws, including some that improved conditions for the Jews of 
Poland. The name "Wahl" deriving from the German for “choice” was thus 
added to his name.

The chilly incubator of Byelorussia – Belarus – produced not only Begin 
and Peres but also other major actors in the Israeli saga such as President 
Chaim Weizmann from Motol, President Zalman Shazar from Mir and Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Shamir from Ruzhinoy. 

The journey in search of the childhood homes of Begin and Peres begins, 
inevitably, in the snow. In January, 2013, a Limmud FSU delegation, joined 
by Herzl Makov, Director of the Begin Heritage Center in Jerusalem 
representing the Begin family and Yoram Dori, met with the governors  
of Minsk and Brest. “They showed great interest in our mission,” reported 
Chaim Chesler, “Maybe they hoped for some collateral benefit – an 
improvement in relations between the United States and Belarus via the 
good offices of Israel.”

The way to Brest-Litovsk leads through Minsk, the capital of Belarus. 
Minsk is a monument to the extinct Soviet Empire. It was destroyed during the 
Second World War and rebuilt in the worst excesses of Stalinist architectural 
style. The library, the circus, the concert hall, the KGB building – all line the 
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main streets which bear names like “Lenin” or “Komsomol.” The cinema is 
called Pobeda (“Victory”) and the metro stations are decorated with mosaics 
depicting the Soviet hammer and sickle, tractors, workers in revolutionary 
caps. The streets and the underground passages are spotlessly clean.

There is no doubt that the hand of the President, Alexander Gregoryevitch 
Lukashenko, lies heavily over all. There are no gulags but there is a palpable 
aura of Stalinist caution. The citizens stay quiet, any opposition is outlawed, 
the media is nationalized, the economy is directed from the presidential palace. 
The citizens refer to Lukashenko as Batchka (“Dad”). The press in the United 
States and Europe refer to him as “The last dictator in Europe.” 

Ze’ev Dov Begin, the father of Menachem, was recognized as a figure of 
authority in Brisk. When Theodor Herzl died on July 3, 1904, Ze’ev Dov 
proposed, much to the displeasure of the town’s anti-Zionist rabbis, to hold 
a memorial assembly. A year later, together with Mordechai Scheinermann, 
he participated in the creation of a Jewish self-defense group in Brisk. A 
year later, Ze’ev Dov married Hassia Kosovsky. “A beautiful woman with 
steel-blue gray eyes,” wrote Ofer Grossbard in “Menachem Begin – Portrait 
of a Leader.” 

Ze’ev Dov hoped that his first child would be a boy so he could call 
him Herzl, but the child was a girl, so he wanted to call her Herzlia. Hassia 
objected so the child was called Rachel after Hassia’s mother. In 1910 a 
son was born who indeed was given the name Herzl. The youngest child 
was born with the help of the midwife Mrs. Scheinermann, Ariel Sharon’s 
grandmother. He was born on the Sabbath of the weekly biblical portion, 
Shabbat nachamu, so was given the name Menachem. The Zionist leadership 
of the town dispatched an impressive gift – an enormous cake in the shape of 
a bouquet of flowers. Reading the description of the event, one is transported 
decades later to the apartment of Menachem and Aliza Begin at 1, Rosenbaum 
Street in Tel Aviv, and later still to 1, Tsemach Street in Jerusalem. After 
the Sabbath, Herut activists would arrive to both addresses to eat cakes and 
drink tea from a samovar.

In Brisk, the baby Menachem enjoyed only two quiet years. His sister, 
Rachel says, “We had a wonderful life, but the war destroyed everything…
at the age of two Menachem did not have the childhood that I and my 
second brother enjoyed.” Evidently Ze’ev Dov had great expectations from 
his youngest son. He would pick him up in his arms, point to some object 
and ask him in Hebrew, “What is that?” From childhood, the children were 
used to hearing two languages, Hebrew from Ze’ev Dov and Yiddish from 
Hassia.

Brisk – Finding Menachem Begin
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So where, actually, would we locate the house about which Begin said 
“where both love and poverty dwelt in harmony?” In the “Encyclopedia of 
the Diaspora,” he wrote, “the house in Szygismund Street – what terrible and 
holy memories were contained within its walls…” Begin speaks about his 
childhood when Brisk was under Polish rule and the street was named after 
a Polish king. But under Russian rule the names were changed and many 
of the houses were destroyed, so that the chances of accurate identification 
had became virtually impossible. Within the Jewish community it was said 
that the Begins had two houses, one at 9 and the other at 84 Szygismund. 
In addition, there was yet another: at 108, Bedombruskaya Street. 

I am now standing opposite the house on Bedombruskaya; it might be 
evidence of what was once here: small buildings with decrepit roofs with no 
direct paths between the houses. Is it possible that this was the house that 
the children and their father would return to from the synagogue on the eve 
of the Sabbath? Where, after the festive meal, the children would read by 
the light of the Shabbat candles? Maybe it was here that Ze’ev Dov would 
light the Hanuka menorah and place it on the window sill so it could affirm 
their Judaism and send the children out to the street to ensure that the light 
could be seen from outside. 

Menachem described his mother Hassia as a gentle woman who understood 
her son with no need for words. “Thanks to my mother,” Rachel is quoted in 
Grossbard’s biography, “We managed to survive the [First World] war.” She 
was a romantic type but nevertheless possessed a very strong will. Expressions 
of physical closeness were very rare. To some extent the children brought 
themselves up. Rachel remembers her younger brother wandering the streets 
alone looking for a kindergarten. “He went into one and someone asked 
him what he wanted. He replied, ‘I am the son of Mr. Begin and I want to 
register for kindergarten.’”

When Begin became prime minister, his kindergarten teacher, Eva Pitalik 
recalled that Menachem was a bright, active and curious child. After 
kindergarten he went on to the Tachkemoni primary school. His friends 
remembered him as a small and fragile child, seeking affection. He was 
bashful and had a speech impediment causing him to mispronounce certain 
letters. On his 70th birthday he thanked his sister Rachel for helping him 
to overcome it. 

The Tachkemoni School can be positively identified. 47-49, Kuibyshev 
Street, hut 60, where I am now standing, is indeed where Menachem Begin 
studied. The blue wooden structure belonged to the Soloveichik family. At 
that time, Brisk was under Polish rule and the Communists were suppressed. 
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It is said that Ze’ev Dov disguised 17 party members as yeshiva students 
and thus helped them to avoid arrest. Between 1919-20, there was a secret 
refuge for Bolshevik adherents. Menachem was then aged six or seven and 
his school was two blocks away. Such refuges were to become a hallmark 
of his later life when he came to understand the plight of refugees very 
well. It is difficult to know to what extent the man was a reflection of his 
childhood landscape. His homeland was steeped in dire poverty and living for 
tomorrow’s slice of bread. So what was it that sparked the take-off? Maybe 
a longing for that distant Land of Israel had created a virtual landscape full 
of promise that drove him foreward and built a new mentality that broke 
away from the grayness of Brisk.

On the wall of the school is a plaque with the words, “In honor of Menachem 
Begin, Nobel prize laureate, Prime Minister. Born in the city of Brest.” In 
accordance with the edict of Batchka, a woman is sweeping the steps. The 
residents and the shopkeepers are required to keep their surroundings in order. 
If the week is too short, they are expected to turn up for “volunteer time” 
at the weekend – Sobota (Shabbat) it is called. The woman on the steps is 
Lubova Michailovna. She is not Jewish but her parents had Jewish neighbors, 
she says. “Ever since then, I have been interested in the Jews.” 

Lubova Michailovna watched as the memorial tablet was fixed to the wall 
and she said she felt proud. “We appreciate important people who have made 
history; it doesn’t matter what is their religion.” 

At the age of ten, Menachem gave his first speech. His father had organized 
an event for Lag B’Omer and suggested that his son speak. The boy wrote 
a speech in Hebrew on the life of Bar Kokhba and delivered it to a large 
audience. Was this the beginning of Begin’s career in public speaking? He 
drew much of his rhetorical inspiration from Ze’ev Jabotinsky but also from 
ancient sources. 

In his book, “Tales of Love and Darkness,” Amos Oz tells how he went 
with his father to hear Begin speak in the Edison Cinema in Jerusalem. Begin 
said, “If I was prime minister now everyone would be arming us – everyone!” 
Begin was referring of course to the supply of weapons, but Amos Oz (or 
Amos Klausner as he was then) could not suppress his laughter, which earned 
him a slap in the face from his father – and which put him off Jabotinsky 
and Revisionist ideas for life. [Ed. The word for “arming” in Hebrew is also 
slang for sexual intercourse – hence the laughter.]

Some 60 years ago, in the Rehovot of my childhood, I also, together with 
my father, went to hear Begin speak. A few hours before, we had taken part 
in a First of May demonstration, because father needed to ingratiate himself 

Brisk – Finding Menachem Begin
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with the Histadrut Workers Committee in his work place. But after we folded 
up the red flags we sneaked into the Maccabi stadium. This was during one 
of the highly emotive election campaigns of the 1950s and the stadium was 
packed to bursting. Begin’s voice penetrated the hush. “Brothers, why are 
you standing? This is our homeland! sit on the soil of our homeland!” In a 
flash, the whole audience sank to the ground.

At the beginning of the last century in meetings of the Hashomer Hatzair 
youth movement in Brisk, people did not speak about a “homeland.” At that 
time, the movement was generally Zionist but definitely not leftist. Ze’ev Dov 
headed the committee of supporters and made sure that his three children 
joined the movement. Menachem was very active in its ideological discussions 
but a year later, when Ze’ev Dov discerned a sharp ideological drift to the 
left, he took his children out of the movement.

The first encounter between Menachem and the Beitar youth group took 
place in 1929. A leading figure in the Revisionist movement, Moshe Steiner, 
arrived in Brisk and Begin specially asked him about the youth group. 
Steiner in reply, quoted a poem by Jabotinsky, “A Hebrew both in wealth 
and poverty…in light and in darkness, always remember the glory.” The 16 
year-old was captivated. From then onward all his free time was spent with 
Beitar. Even though he was never elected to office, it was accepted that he 
was the leader. “He attracted support even though he never actually asked 
for it,” said one of his followers. “He was clearly above and better than us 
and we looked upon him as some sort of demigod.” He was proud of his 
Beitar uniform and wore it on every possible occasion. 

Although Begin was small and somewhat of a weakling, there was always 
a hefty student who took upon himself to act as his self-appointed bodyguard. 
One of the students in question was Avraham Stavsky, the son of neighbors. 
In 1982, at the initiative of Prime Minister Begin, a State Committee of 
Inquiry unanimously found Avraham Stavsky and Zvi Rosenblatt, innocent 
of involvement in the murder of Chaim Arlozorov (see Chapter 22).

❋ ❋ ❋

We are standing in front of the deserted white Beitar building, the rental 
agreement for which had been signed by Ze’ev Dov. The windows are bereft 
of glass allowing the wind to swirl freely inside. “When I stand here,” says 
Herzl Makov of the Begin Heritage Center, “I can visualize Begin addressing 
his group, using the same words with which I grew up 40 years later.” Makov 
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met Begin for the first time at the Bar-Mitzva of a friend. A more meaningful 
encounter was when Makov was national head of the Beitar movement and 
Begin was prime minister. Makov asked for a grant for the impoverished youth 
movement and Begin replied, “If you can’t raise the funds by yourselves, 
no one will help you.” Makov says, “At first his answer irritated me, but I 
later realized that he was absolutely correct. He visited the prime minister’s 
home twice. “Once was during the seven-day shiva (mourning period) for 
Aliza, Menachem’s wife. I remember the apartment was wide open, anyone 
could enter – I don’t even think there was a security check.” 

“What was the most important thing you derived from Begin?”
“The connection between values and honesty: the ability to express what 

he thought and to mean everything he said. In Brisk I was able to understand 
the circumstances in which he was raised. Many things have stayed the same. 
The people we see here look as if none of them have actually left the shtetl.” 
Herzl Makov and Rami Shtivi of the Begin Heritage Center in Jerusalem 
prepared a photographic exhibit which is shown here in Brisk and will later 
be shown at other Limmud FSU events.

Jews once lived on Sovietskaya Boulevard, which is now a pedestrian mall.
Their houses can be identified as they were built with balconies facing the 
street that were intended to serve as ritual booths for the holiday of Sukkot. 
At the end of the street is a shopping precinct with a cinema in its center. 
A synagogue once stood here. The old walls were pulled down – only the 
foundations remain in mute remembrance. The communists actually liked 
synagogues: they were generously built and had a woman’s gallery – perfect 
for conversion to a cinema or a sports hall. The Jewish cemetery was leveled 
to make room for the Locomotiv women’s football club. The gravestones were 
first used as paving or steps – when there was an outcry, they were uprooted 
again. Now they are piled up inside the Brisk fortress.

By the side of the steps leading down to the Jewish community building is 
a gravestone with the words “Hinda bat Asher Zelig died 1816.” Dim light, 
the color of cement, penetrates a window and falls on a group of elderly 
women sitting around a samovar. The window is at street level and somehow 
gives the feeling of an air raid shelter. Today about 1,000 Jews live in Brest-
Litovsk. The children learn about Israel and the festivals. The JDC runs a 
Hessed program primarily providing food and medicine for the elderly people. 
Most of the children have left and in order to keep in contact with them the 
parents and grandparents need to learn to use Skype or electronic mail. The 
entrance hall serves as a synagogue and in the cupboard is a Torah scroll 
written in Riga and stolen by the Nazis and taken to Germany. Retrieved 
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by the American army, it was sent to a synagogue in New Jersey and nine 
years ago, made its way here.

 Regina is the leader of the community. She says that her friend in Israel 
would tell her when Begin was on the radio and she would drop everything 
to listen to him. A man called Igor turns to me but asks that we call him 
Chaim. As the local historian, he chooses his words carefully – every sentence 
preceded by a pause. He is writing a book about Brisk and suggests that 
poring over historical documents is somehow also a return to Judaism. “As 
soon as I began to take an interest in Jewish history, I learnt about Begin.” 

“What do you think about him?” 
“He is close to me ideologically as I also consider myself a follower of 

Jabotinsky.”
“What do you mostly remember about Begin?”
“When he was elected, he said he wanted to be a “Jewish” prime minister, 

and I deeply appreciate his meaning. But I have a question for you. Where 
were all of you when there was a pogrom here in 1942?”

❋ ❋ ❋

When the Germans invaded there were 20,000 Jews in Brisk; after the war, 
only 40 remained. The Nazis confined the Jews to a ghetto which was then 
destroyed on October 15, 1942. The few survivors were murdered in the 
forests east of the town. Evidently this is also when Hassia Begin and the 
family were killed. In a census carried out by the Germans in 1941, only 
Hassia is named, not other family members. From this and other evidence 
it would seem that Ze’ev Dov and his son Herzl were murdered before the 
ghetto was finally liquidated. His daughter Rachel and her husband, Yehoshua 
Halperin, were exiled by the Russians to an iron mining town in the Urals 
in 1940. Because of the fear that that he would not survive there, they left 
their two year-old son, Ari Alexander with Hassia and Ze’ev Dov and he 
presumably died in a children’s home in the ghetto. Three months before the 
Nazi invasion, Menachem was deported to a Soviet corrective labor camp in 
Siberia, on the grounds of his Zionist activities. After his release he joined 
the Polish Free Army which was commanded by General Wladislav Anders, 
and arrived with the army in Palestine.

Arkady Bleicher reached Berlin with the Red Army. He is a bald, smiling 
90 year-old, leaning on a stick. “I had great respect for Menachem Begin 
and with great emotion I bow before his memory.”
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	In search of Rachel: l. 
to r. Dorit Reuveni, Uri 
Milstein, Hanan Yovel, in 
Saratov (Ch.36)

	“Ivriya” - performance on 
Rachel the Poetess, by the 
Beit Zvi theater school 
Limmud FSU Kinneret, 
2014 (Ch.36)
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Matthew Bronfman – Soroki, Moldova (Ch. 23)

The Jewish cemetery, Ataki, Moldova
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	Matthew 
Bronfman with 
the Mayor of 
Ataki, Vasily 
Pantelemonovich 
Tragira 

	With the Gypsy 
community led 
by Baron Cherare 
Artur Mikhailovich, 
Soroki 
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	Amos and Nili Oz– movie 
screening, ZOA House,  
Tel Aviv, 2014

	Fania Oz-Saltzberger 
outside the family home, 
Rivne 2014 (Ch. 34) 
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Fania reading from her father’s book outside 
the former Tarbut school, Rivne

Fania tasting a plate of Barsch inside  
the house

Outside the Mossman-Oz family home, Rivne
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	Yaakov, Ze’eva, Yossi Achimeir; 
on the way to the village of 
Dolgoye (Ch. 22) 

	The Achimeir family leaving 
the Holocaust memorial 
in Babryuisk
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	The ruined synagogue of 
Babryuisk (Chs.21-22)

	Ze’eva Zavidov (Achimeir) 
and Dita Katznelson 
outside the Babryuisk 
synagogue (Ch. 21)  

Al
ex

an
de

r 
Ch

ug
re

ev
Al

ex
an

de
r 

Ch
ug

re
ev



184

Ariel Sharon (portrait left) and his son Gilad, Minsk, 2014 (Ch. 25)

The famed Volozhyn Yeshiva and Ephraim Halevy at its door (Ch. 27)
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I meet Arkady Bleicher at the Brisk Theater. Behind us is the exhibition 
on Begin prepared by Limmud FSU. Jewish Brisk is present in the theater in 
all its glory. Women in voluminous jackets with blood-red lips. The men in 
wide-shouldered suits and white shoes. Among the women is a thin violinist 
playing Tumbala-Tumbala-Tumbalalaika. Sitting behind me in the audience 
is Boris Maftsir who came to Israel from Riga more than 40 years ago. 
He was Director-General of the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption and head 
of the Jewish Agency delegation in Moscow. He encountered Begin when 
he worked for the film service of the Government Press Office during the 
withdrawal from Sinai. For three days he worked with the film crews in Sharm 
el-Sheikh and during the dismantling of Yamit. When the documentary had 
been completed, he and the head of the department were asked to screen it 
in the prime minister’s office. 

When the lights go down in the theater, a woman in a white head scarf, 
looking as if she had just came in from gathering sheaves of wheat, sings 
the national anthems of Belarus and Israel. The performance jumps from the 
songs of Sarit Hadad to Mein Yiddishe Mama. Then Shmuel Atzmon mounts 
the stage. He was born in Bilgoray, the birthplace of the writer Bashevis 
Singer and which has the doubtful privilege of being the first place to be 
bombed on September 1, 1939 – ushering in the Second World War. Atzmon 
remembers he was playing with a toy aeroplane with his friend Chaimke, 
when the maid rushed in and screamed out to his mother, “Mrs Wirtzer, Mrs 
Wirtzer, huge birds are flying overhead!” He, Chaimke and his mother went 
outside and a blast knocked them to the ground. “We got up two minutes 
later and our house was gone.” 

Shmuel Atzmon (Wirtzer), a founder of the “Yiddishspiel” Theater, first 
of all remembers Begin because of his sense of Yiddishkeit. “He had a 
great appreciation for the people who lived in the shtetl and for the Yiddish 
language.”

Atzmon performed twice in front of Begin. Once at a memorial for Shlomo 
Ben Yosef, one of the 12 members of the clandestine Etzel paramilitary force, 
who had been hanged by the British for terrorist activities, and once at the 
dedication ceremony of a wing at the Asaf Harofeh Hospital, named after 
Aliza Begin. But the encounter with Begin that Atzmon best remembers was 
when he found himself outside ZOA House in Tel Aviv and he bumped into 
Begin returning from synagogue with his tallit under his arm. Begin stopped 
Atzmon who at the time was acting as the prosecutor in a stage version of 
Elie Wiesel’s celebrated work “The Trial of God.” Begin said that he also 
had had a Jewish prosecutor, “only he was not such a sympathetic character 

Brisk – Finding Menachem Begin
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as yours.” Today, here in Brisk, the 84 year old Atzmon, with a shock of 
white hair, is reading excerpts from that book. 

Another performer here is the popular Israeli singer Dorit Reuveni. She was 
closer to the Communist world than that of Begin. She grew up in Kibbutz 
Sha’ar Ha’amakim and was a member of the leftist Hashomer Hatzair youth 
movement. Her father would dismissively refer to Begin as a demagogue 
and a Revisionist. Her teacher at school was the wife of Aaron Cohen – 
”Aharonchik” she calls him – who was sentenced to five years in prison for 
spying on behalf of the USSR. Reuveni is a small women with tremendous 
stage presence with her guitar and a voice that resounds from the walls. She 
sings a series of three songs of the underground “in honor of Begin” she 
says, adding, “On the day he greeted President Anwar el-Sadat on his visit 
to Israel, I became a fan of his.” 

 “Did you feel a particular sympathy for him?”
“My heart went out to him when he sunk into deep depression after the 

death of his wife Aliza. Shimon Peres’ wife Sonia died before him but Peres 
managed to recover. Begin never did. He was modest and humble; a gentleman 
at heart. We don’t have any leaders like him today.”

Time in Brisk goes slowly and our bus leaves equally slowly, jerking and 
braking alternately. We leave the cemetery that is now a football pitch. The 
discarded tombstones with no past and no future. The smoking chimneys by 
the silent train wagons. The threatening forests where the Jews were murdered. 
It all wipes out any lingering desire you may have to return. Menachem 
Begin wrote, “No, No. I will never return to Brisk – but Brisk will always 
remain a part of me.”
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21
Berl and Dita Katznelson in Babruysk
Dita Vered-Katznelson has never been to Babruysk, but Babruysk has always 
been a part of her. Her uncle, Berl Katznelson, was one of the most prominent 
leaders and ideologists of the Labor Movement in the Land of Israel. He 
was born in Babruysk, in today’s Belarus – in 1887. Dita lives and breathes 
Babruysk through her memories. She deeply admired Berl and remembers 
each moment she spent with him. 

“I will tell you about one occasion that is still imprinted on my mind,” she 
begins in her voluble and flowery language. When she was about ten years 
old she went for a walk with her father’s younger brother, Berl, on Mazie 
Street in Tel Aviv where her family lived. “Imagine it: Berl, the important 
leader and me, a young girl, walking and chatting together.”

Berl “So; what’s going on? What are you doing in school? What are you 
studying?”

 “Math, Hebrew, Bible...”
“What are you studying in the Bible?”
“King Saul, King David – did you know there were once kings in 

Israel?”
“And what did you think about that?” 
“We will have a king in Israel again.”
“And who will be king?”
“You, Uncle Berl, you will be king!” 

Limmud FSU has mounted a photographic exhibition on the life of Berl 
Katznelson, curated by Yoram Dori, which Dita opens together with MK 
Gila Gamliel, the Israel Minister for Social Welfare at the Limmud FSU 
conference in Minsk in 2016.

Berl Katznelson was a king but with no scepter. A historian and a fighter 
for whom his pen was his sword; who looked like a wise counselor but who 
studied the upsets of time, but never wore a wrist watch. A dreamer who 
created the largest bank in the country but lived like a hermit in an apartment 
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with no refrigerator and until late in life, no radio. If he wanted to hear 
the news, he would stand under the window of a neighbor. The influential 
secretary-general of the Tel Aviv Worker’s Council, after having delivered 
major speeches at home and abroad in his one and only one suit, would hang 
it back in his mother’s closet. None of that prevented Berl Katznelson from 
being the leading proponent of Zionist socialist ideology.

The kibbutz writer, Muki Tzur, wrote, “Berl saw himself as the emissary 
of an ideology and not a representative of any political institution.” Prof. 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz called him, “a politician – but one who constantly 
questions his own profession.” In addition, Berl was a journalist, an editor and 
the leading figure in the establishment of the Histadrut trades union, the Kupat 
Holim health fund, the Solel Boneh construction company, Bank Hapoalim, 
the Am Oved publishing house, and the influential daily newspaper Davar. 

Berl Katznelson died of an aneurism at the age of 57 in Jerusalem, childless 
despite his well-known attraction to and for women. Dita (Yehudit), 88, is 
the daughter of his brother, Israel. She is Berl’s nearest living relative and 
feels a personal mission and responsibility to preserve his memory.

The elderly lady is a charmer, funny and a born actress. She is very 
active and for 30 years she has been managing a social club in her Tel Aviv 
neighborhood. She professes to be a faithful adherent of simple speech – 
simple, unembroidered sentences. “With me only straightforwardness,” she 
warns me in advance. And she had another warning for me. All the important 
events in Berl’s life have been analyzed by people more qualified than her, 
she is at pains to emphasize. She will just tell me stories about her uncle 
whose handkerchief with the embroidered letter B she still cherishes. Her 
health does not generally allow her to take trips abroad, but when Limmud 
FSU invited her to join the visit to Babruysk, her reply was immediate: “I 
am already packing!” 

Berl (Be’eri Ya’akov) Katznelson was born in Babruysk, Belorussia – then 
a part of the Jewish Pale of Settlement in the Russian Empire. His parents, 
Teibele and Moshe, were a part of the large Katznelson clan. A standing 
joke among the Jews of Babruysk was that if you threw a stone, you would 
be sure to hit a Katznelson. Berl’s family was not a part of the wealthy and 
educated branch of Rabbi Nisan Katznelson, who was tortured to death by 
soldiers of Napoleon on their advance into Russia. That branch included 
Rachel Shazar, wife of the third president of Israel, Zalman Shazar, and 
Reuven Katznelson, the father of Shmuel Tamir, a past minister of justice 
and a leader of the Revisionist movement. Berl was born to a more humble 
branch. Of five children, Berl was the favorite of his parents, especially of 
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his father. Even though Moshe had a son, Chaim, from a previous marriage, 
he treated Berl as his favored elder son. Moshe died at the age of 38. 

But the loss of his father did not hinder Berl’s mental development. Because 
of the chronic ill health, which finally overcame him at a young age, he did 
not attend school. Books, rather than formal education were what molded him. 
At the age of eight, his father gave him a book on the Ten Commandments 
which evidently heightened his early Zionist consciousness and established 
his appreciation of Judaism. Even as a secular socialist ideologue and leader, 
he retained his affection for the rituals of the Jewish faith.

Dita says, “Once on Tisha be’Av [Ed. the ninth of Av, the day on which 
both the First and Second Temples were said to have been destroyed], he 
arrived at his mother’s house in cloth slippers as a sign of mourning. He 
was infuriated that on that day there was a youth movement trip to the Ben 
Shemen forest. She quotes Berl; “I cannot forget the day when the Temple 
was destroyed, the worst day of all days, the day that set our future … a 
new generation does not consign to the rubbish heap the heritage of past 
generations.” Although he stopped keeping the mitzvot at a young age, he 
made Dita’s father Israel, study Gemara for two hours a day.

When Israel was 15 years old, his half-brother Chaim invited him to 
Philadelphia where he was living. Israel studied agriculture and photography 
and met Batya, a girl from a village near Babruysk. At the age of 12 and after 
three weeks alone on an immigrant ship, Batya reached the new world. Her 
uncle opened the door, gave her a brief hug and an ultimatum: “You can rest 
here for three days, and then you should start looking for work.” Batya left 
her suitcase there immediately and said, “I am leaving right now.” She found 
herself outside a large clothing company with seamstresses busy working. 
She stood and didn’t move until someone said, “What do you want, girl?” 
“To work,” she said. She learnt to sew rapidly and started to earn money. 
She married Israel in Philadelphia and they moved to New York. 

Why did Berl not come to America when his two brothers, Chaim and 
Israel, were already living there? It is possible that his friend from Babruysk 
and ideological adversary, Abba Achimeir, was right in thinking that America 
was too predictable for Berl. “From his youth, Berl was a mysterious figure,” 
Achimeir wrote in his memoirs. But there was also another reason. After he 
had despaired of what he saw as his meaningless life in Russia, he had found 
inspiration in Zionism. With some doubts he confided his plans to two close 
friends in Babruysk, Sarah Schmuckler and Leah Meron. He was relieved 
when they approved of his plans. 

Berl and Dita Katznelson in Babruysk
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Before leaving Russia, he wrote to Israel, Dita’s father, “I am still waiting 
at the cross-roads; I hope that in a few weeks I will be able to let you know 
something new but while things are still unsettled I prefer not to write.” The 
next letter to his brother Israel was written from Ein Ganim, a moshav near 
Petach Tikva. “As you know, I have prepared the groundwork for my life 
by my own free will. As to the question what does it give me, I still have 
no answer while I am still on the journey. If my health does not bedevil me, 
I hope to succeed…”

After a year in Israel, Berl asked his brother to cease writing to him in 
Yiddish and to write only in Hebrew. He moved to the Galilee and began 
to work on the Kinneret farm. He wrote to Israel, “I want to work but not 
as a member of the proletariat, in which I see no benefit…” One day Israel 
received a brief and peremptory letter from Berl, “Drop everything and come 
and build up Eretz Israel!”

Israel packed up his camera; Batya her Singer sewing machine and in 
1912 they arrived in Ben Shemen. The plant nursery in which they worked 
produced all the saplings for what was to become the Ben Shemen forest. 
In order to be near his brother and sister-in-law, Berl stayed in the area and 
did not return to the Galilee. As he had no children of his own, he virtually 
adopted his brother’s children. “He knew the Bible well and gave us all 
names. Me he called “Yehudit” after Yehudit the daughter of Be’eri the 
Hittite, the wife of Esau.” 

Berl turned out to be a very indulgent uncle. After his many travels abroad, 
he would return loaded with gifts for his nieces and nephews. The gifts were 
usually books and in each he would write a dedication. 

In addition to the books, Dita also gratefully remembers that there was 
always an ever-receptive ear, appreciation and reflective words. “To have a 
conversation with Berl was like talking to God.” 

“Would he hug?”
“No one hugged then! There may have been a kiss and there was warmth 

but no hugging. There was no time for hugging.”
“So you grew up in the shadow of his charisma?”
“Berl knew how to convey his messages but they were always aimed at 

the public good. Not that of the family. No protektsia – for him that word 
did not exist.”

“What sort of a person was he?”
“Very humble. In his room there was just a table, a night-light and a 

miserable bed on which he would lie for hours because of his health.”
 “Did you ever hear him speak in public?”
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“On May 1, my father and I would go to the Moghrabi cinema and from 
a long way off we could hear Berl speak. We also heard Zalman Rubashov 
(later President Zalman Shazar) speak. Once he was so excited that he nearly 
fell off the platform.”

Rubashov was a frequent visitor to Berl’s home. Another regular visitor 
was Yehuda Sharett whose wife Tzvia was killed in the car accident which 
also took the life of Dov Hoz, a leader of the Labor Party and one of the 
founders of the Hagana. Yehuda, the brother of Moshe Sharett, the foreign 
minister and later second prime minister of Israel, sunk into a deep depression 
after the death of his wife and came to Berl seeking comfort. Muki Tzur 
writes that the two of them spent three days and nights reading ”Breakdown 
and Bereavement” by Y.H. Brenner. After that, Yehuda, who later published 
the collected writings of Berl, evidently left the house a new man.

“What else did you get from Berl?”
“First of all, he gave me the love for Eretz Israel.”
Once Berl brought her a large sea shell and she asked him where it had 

come from. Berl laughed at her from under his big mustache and said, “From 
a long long way away; from the Egyptian border.” 

“Did you know what he was talking about?”
“Where was I and where was the Egyptian border?! I was a girl of ten: 

for me it could have been at the end of the world.”
But six years later, maybe in the spirit of the shell, she set out with a 

group and walked through the night from Mount Scopus to Kibbutz Beit 
Arava. On another occasion she made a three-day trek with another 100 
people to Akaba. They climbed the Scorpions Ascent on foot because the 
buses of the time could not manage the gradient. In the Arava the bus got 
stuck in the sand and the kids pushed and pushed and jumped aboard when it 
started to move. When they got to Akaba, they were given an hour to bathe 
and return to the bus. Dita says, “That was the sort of trip that I loved. It 
was Berl’s commandment: ‘You will learn to love the land when you see it 
through your feet.’” 

Dita was a pupil at the celebrated Tichon Hadash school in Tel Aviv 
“Because I was Berl’s niece I was expected to do this and this and this… 
and I had to prove myself time and time again. And I only wanted to be 
myself. You can’t be forced into someone else’s personality.” 

“So being Berl’s niece was sometimes a burden?”
“Certainly! The very name suggested commitment. I never reminded my 

children that their family name was Katznelson. I knew what it was to have 
a Katznelson sitting on your shoulders!”

Berl and Dita Katznelson in Babruysk
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After tenth grade, Dita joined the Haganah; swore the oath of loyalty and 
received weapon training. “I was a courier and accompanied convoys. I would 
report for duty at six in the morning in the central bus station of Tel Aviv, 
collect a gun, magazines, hand grenades and hide them under my sweater.”

At some secret destination she would join a convoy to the Jordan Valley; 
“picking flowers” was how it was called. On March 27, 1946, she participated 
in “Wingate Night” when her group helped illegal refugees to disembark 
from the immigrant ship “Orde Wingate” off the Tel Aviv coast. Her unit was 
detailed to attack the British force at Sarona in a diversionary action. With her 
weapon she walked from Frishman to Shlomo Hamelech Streets and waited 
for the command. But the command never materialized and the operation 
failed. During it, the local Palmach leader, 19 year-old Bracha (Barbara) 
Fuld was killed when she was besieged with her squad on Marmorek Street. 
Fuld’s squad was charged with protecting a road that the Jewish immigrants 
would use once they had disembarked and the squad was surprised by a 
British tank unit. Bracha Fuld was severely wounded in the ensuing firefight 
and died in hospital. 

Berl’s character had a lasting effect on Dita’s home life. “The atmosphere 
was always that we had to do what was good in the common interest.” She 
recalls that the “Patria” and “Tiger Hill” immigrant vessels were deliberately 
beached so that the British would have diffficulty apprehending the immigrants 
and the family helped to conceal them. 

“Do you know anything about Berl’s love affairs?”
“Lovers??? That was before I was born! Berl was handsome and intelligent 

so I am not surprised...”
The romantic trio began in Babruysk and went astray at Kinneret. The 

saga of Berl Katznelson, Leah Meron and Sarah Schmuckler is a tale of love 
and suffering. After the three of them had been friends for 15 years, Leah 
and Berl lived in an intimate relationship and Sarah joined them as a deeply 
platonic third party. Berl found that he was in love with Sarah. The historian 
Anita Shapira wrote that “Sarah had the character of a heroine in the mold 
of Anna Karenina… she was a tormented soul who suffered extreme mood 
changes – beginning in ecstatic excitement and ending in deep depression. 
Leah was distinguished for her loyalty and strong character…. she always 
had her two feet firmly planted on the ground.” 

Leah received with equanimity the romance between her lover and her friend 
and sometimes vacated her room so the couple could be together. Shortly 
after Berl and Sarah had spent the Passover of 1919 in Yesod Hama’ala in 
the Upper Galilee, Sarah fell ill with jaundice. When Berl went to visit her 
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in Zefat hospital she had already sunk into a coma and she died a day later 
at the age of only 30. At her funeral in Kinneret, Berl burst into tears and 
threw himself on the grave. According to one rumor, Berl was particularly 
distraught because Sarah was pregnant and she might have brought into the 
world the child he never had. Leah Meron was the only person to whom Berl 
could bare his soul. With the death of their friend, Berl and Leah renewed their 
intimacy rather as a token of loyalty to Sarah. But the relationship was never 
consecrated in marriage. Only two years after the death of Sarah, was Leah’s 
name registered in the Histadrut membership roll as Leah Meron-Katznelson. 
Anita Shapira says that Leah guarded Berl with boundless jealousy and any 
woman who showed an interest in him in even in the most innocent way, 
would meet Leah’s enmity. 

Berl encountered Sarah Zeit, a secretary at the Histdrut Workers Committee 
who was 24 years younger. A hidden love affair developed – a discrete 
relationship based on his longing for Sarah Schmuckler. From 1939 onward, 
he began to record Sarah’s date of death in his diary. After Berl’s death, 
Leah went through his diaries and carefully excised any mention of other 
women. Berl was conscious that he could not survive without Leah, but his 
final resting place was to be alongside Sarah Schmuckler.

On the last Friday of his life, Berl knocked on the door of his friends’ 
Gershom and Fanya Scholem’s home in Jerusalem. There he was always 
sure to find a glass of tea and exhilarating conversation. On that Sabbath 
eve, the apartment was full of guests. Berl was in extremely good spirits and 
immediately became the center of attention. After everyone else had left, he 
stayed on. He talked about the split in the Labor movement. “Here I am in 
a split, but I don’t want to split! And believe me, I don’t know why I am 
splitting and Tabenkin doesn’t know either.” [Ed. Yitzhak Tabenkin, a founder 
of the Kibbutz movement who was also born in Babruysk.] Shortly before 
two in the morning, Fanya suggested that he should go to sleep. “You always 
kick me out,” he said jokingly, but admitted, “In truth, I am exhausted!”

That weekend, Leah had joined him in Jerusalem and they were staying at 
the home of the Cherniak family in Rehavia. The Sabbath passed peacefully 
and at 8.30 in the evening, Berl went to the toilet. He suddenly cried out, 
“Leah, it’s the end!” He had suffered a massive stroke and in moments lost 
consciousness. Half an hour later he was dead at the age of 57. At quarter 
past ten his death was announced on the radio.

The news of Uncle Berl’s death reached Dita at a camp of the Machanot 
Olim youth movement at Kibbutz Ein Harod. That Saturday evening she 
was due to participate in a performance at nearby Kibbutz Beit Hashita. 
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Moments before the show was due to begin, someone went on to the stage 
and announced, “Berl is dead.” Suddenly she found herself back in Ein Harod 
in the room of Eliezer Slutzkin, Berl’s brother-in-law. She managed to force 
her way onto one of the buses going to Jerusalem with people wanting to 
pass by Berl’s body lying in state. All of 16 years old, dressed in shorts and 
sandals, she met the implacable stare of the security guards who prevented 
her from viewing the body of her dead uncle. She managed to find a place 
on a bus going to the cemetery in Kinneret. The bus stopped in Tel Aviv 
and on the way she discovered that everyone in the first Hebrew city had 
stopped work in homage. 

The funeral route began on Salame Street and arrived at the Great 
Synagogue on Allenby Street. The two kilometer procession of cars, wound 
through the streets of Tel Aviv to Hadera, through Wadi Ara, the Valley of 
Jezreel and the Beit Shean Valley, to the Sea of Galilee and to the famed 
Kinneret cemetery. Dita remembers, “All along the way, the people of the 
kibbutzim and the moshavim lined the route, paying their last respects to Berl. 
I’ll never forget it. The weather was dreadful, a Hamsin – hot and humid 
and a high wind. We arrived at the cemetery packed with people. I found 
my father, distraught that he had lost his brother and we forced our way to 
the graveside saying, ‘we are family, let us through.’ My grandmother, Berl’s 
mother was standing by the grave and I’ll never forget what she said. ‘God 
gave me a gift for 57 years. Thank you God for the gift you gave me!’”

Berl had chosen his grave site at Kinneret, on a rise overlooking the lake, 
by the side of Sarah Schmuckler. Leah Meron was laid to rest on his other 
side, 22 years later.

❋ ❋ ❋

“Are you excited about the visit to Babruysk?”
“Very much so! For me it will be the closing of a circle. I never dreamed 

I would get here. My parents left here with absolutely no yearnings for 
Russia.”

Babruysk opens before one like a fan, at the center of which is the fortress 
which overlooks the local stream that flows into the Berezina River and some 
220,000 people live here. On Pushkin Street, there is still a statue of Lenin. 
There is also a Marx Street. The town’s rabbi is a Habadnik called Shaul 
Havabo. There are 2,500 Jews, among them seven families that keep Shabbat 
and kashrut. On the River Berezina, not far from Babruysk, General Mikhail 
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Kutusov laid a death trap for the retreating forces of Napoleon in 1812. The 
Jews also participated in the city’s defense; from one of the synagogues 
a tunnel was constructed so that the Jews could reach the fortress. In the 
mid 19th century, about half of the population was Jewish and there were 
47 synagogues, each trade guild having its own. Pluralism took root here 
unknowingly and major Jewish figures flourished on both the right and left. 
Abba Achimeir, Berl Katznelson, his cousin Yitzhak Tabenkin, Kaddish Luz, 
the second speaker of the Knesset, and the poet David Shimoni, who was a 
guest at Dita’s wedding.

On September 6, 1941, on a freezing late afternoon, 10,000 Jews from 
the ghetto in Babruysk were marched over eight kilometers to the Kaminka 
forest. Snow had begun to fall. Some of the mothers threw their children to 
peasants standing nearby in the hope that they would be saved.

 At dawn on the following day, wounded Red Army soldiers were brought 
to the area and forced to dig pits and trenches. The Jews were shot on the 
brink of the pits and fell in – only two survived. When the massacre of the 
Jews was over, the Soviet diggers of the pits became the next victims of the 
mass murder. Today, yellow stars made of iron mark the burial pits of the 
Jews and red stars, those of the executed Russian soldiers. On the other side 
of the fence, children are playing football, woman are hanging out laundry and 
radishes are growing in orderly rows. Maybe that is also as is it was then. 

Dita leaves in a hurry on her way to attend the Israel Day of Independence 
festival hosted by the local community, Limmud FSU, the Jewish Agency 
and the Israel Cultural Center. The 350 participants see her ascend the stage 
and unasked, she sits at the piano and raises the roof as she plays a rousing 
rendition of Lechayeh ha’am hazeh, “To the life of the people of Israel.” 
Among those clapping their hands along with her, are three other Limmud 
FSU Belarus guests – Ze’eva, Ya’akov and Yossi, the children of another 
emigrant from Babruysk, Abba Achimeir. 

Berl and Dita Katznelson in Babruysk
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Ze’eva, Ya’akov and Yossi Encounter their 
Father, Abba Achimeir

“Belorussia, my physical homeland when I think about you, mist covers my 
eyes. I remember you as a person on the verge of old age remembering his 
youth… 
Abba Achimeir: “Letters.”

“I absolutely had to come here,” says Ya’akov Achimeir; “If I hadn’t come 
to this village where my father was born, I would have killed myself. I 
exaggerate perhaps, but I would have suffered deep feelings of guilt, had I 
not come. Now I can depart this world with a clear conscience!.” 

“What did you expect to find here?”
“I only know that I had to be here. Even if there is nothing left to see. Even 

if everything is deserted. Even if the place is as flat as a football field.”
In the small village of Dolgoye in Belarus, seated on the brick surround of 

the village well under overhanging lilacs, we could be enacting a scene from 
Chekhov. “Let me propose a sentence for you,” says 78 year-old Ya’akov, 
the distinguished radio and television journalist. “This is the well from which 
we drank the waters of our father.” His sister Ze’eva, 88, adds; “Waters of 
the fountain, waters of the depths, waters of the river,” quoting the words of 
her classmate, poet and song-writer Naomi Shemer. Their younger brother, 
Yossi, 73, completes the thoughts; “Our father would certainly never have 
dreamed that the three of us would embark on such a journey.”

Abba Achimeir died in 1962 on the eve of the festival of Shavuot. A day 
later, his last article was published, written to mark 30 days since the death 
of the poet Simcha Ben-Zion. Achimeir was a gentle man, a philosopher 
but also a rebel; a man who promoted an iron-bound version of Zionism; a 
modest intellectual who preached the rhetoric of war; a fiery revolutionary who 
preferred the printed page to the town square. The researcher Shoshana Barri-
Ishoni called him, “A historian with a stop watch in hand, totally consumed 
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with the need to understand history, its periodicity and to warn against the 
dangers inherent to the Jewish people.” Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the founder of the 
Revisionist movement, went even further and called him “teacher and rabbi.” 
Prof. Benzion Netanyahu described him as the “person who introduced us 
to a new era.”

Abba Shaul Geisinovich was born in Dolgoye in 1898 and grew up in 
Babruysk. He wrote for the Soviet newspaper Izvestia and was a member of 
the Hapoel Hatza’ir labor movement. He was close to Berl Katznelson, the 
labor leader who was also brought up in Babruysk, and who later pursued 
him in the celebrated affair of the assassination of Chaim Arlozoroff. After he 
wrote the “Horrors of the Russian Revolution,” Achimeir joined Jabotinsky’s 
Revisionists. His newspaper column in Davar Hayom called “Diary of a 
Fascist,” brought down upon him the hatred of the left. His son Yossi hastens to 
point out that “My father was writing in 1928, long before Fascism eventually 
became what it was. He saw Fascism as the antithesis of Communism, the 
evils of which he had come to recognize.”

“Abba Achimeir wrote in the journal Hazit haAm (“People’s Front”), 
“Resounding names such as Ataturk, Mussolini, Pilsudsky, de Valera and 
Hitler.” Was writing that sentence a mistake?”

“That is an illustration of the terrible wrong that was done to my father,” 
says Ya’akov. When he used the word “resounding” he was simply referring 
to some notorious people of that time. He had already personally removed 
the swastika flags from the German consulates in Jaffa and Jerusalem. There 
were people on the left who had been accused of spying, some of whom had 
endorsed telegrams of condolence sent to Moscow on the death of Stalin.  
No one speaks about that now and it is good that they don’t. Later, father 
regretted the headline of his column, “Diary of a Fascist,” and he wrote that 
‘Fascism is ‘short-sighted nationalism.’ Moreover, he never stopped being a 
Zionist.”

In 1930, together with the poet Uri Zvi Greenberg and the writer Yehoshua 
Yeivin, Abba Achimeir created the movement known as the Brit Habiryonim 
(which can be translated as “Alliance of Thugs” or more charitably, “Alliance 
of Rebels”). Its innovative message was that the British Mandate was an 
“Occupying Power.” On the face of it, their actions were fairly innocuous 
but they sowed the seeds of the conflict with the governing authorities. One 
of the first was a demonstration against the visiting British deputy minister 
for the colonies After that, the group demonstrated against the holding of a 
census which might have declared an Arab majority and could have hindered 
the establishment of a Jewish state. 
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On June 16, 1933, the life of Abba Achimeir was turned upside down. 
On the beach front promenade of Tel Aviv, Chaim Arlozoroff, one of the 
most prominent leaders of Mapai, the Israel Labor Party, was assassinated. 
Mapai and the left attributed the murder to the Brit Habiryonim and the 
Revisionists who had been agitating against Arlozoroff on the grounds that 
he was attempting to hold a dialogue with the Nazis in order to save the 
lives of German Jews and their property. Achimeir and two colleagues were 
arrested: Avraham Stavsky and Zvi Rosenblatt were found not guilty and 
were released. Achimeir had already been declared innocent after witnesses 
had been heard. However, despite the verdict, he was detained and charged 
with creating a subversive organization, and was sentenced to 21 months 
imprisonment.

Despite the verdict of innocence, the Arlozoroff affair has remained  
indelibly linked to Achimeir. Before his death in 1944, Katznelson had  
already expressed his regret for his attitude to Achimeir over the affair. 
However, the person who was privy to that confession, Prof. Yeshahayu 
Leibowitz, only revealed that in a letter to Ya’akov Achimeir some time 
later. 

The Arlozoroff assassination continued to reverberate throughout Achimeir’s 
short life and remained an issue among leaders of the yishuv even later when 
the state came into being. For years, when receiving guests in his home, 
he would turn to his wife Sonia and ask her if the visitor is “with us or 
one of the false accusers.” He had to contend with the accusation and its 
consequences for the rest of his life. 

Prof. Benzion Netanyahu, the father of Prime Minister Benyamin  
Netanyahu, was editor-in-chief of the authoritative “Hebrew Encyclopedia.” He 
had to fight for his appointment of Achimeir as a co-editor of the Encyclopedia. 
Bracha Peli, the owner of Massada Press, the publishers of the Encyclopedia, 
was worried that if they should employ Achimeir, the government would 
stop supplying paper for the printing. “Only when I threatened to resign” 
said Prof. Netanyahu to Ya’akov Achimeir, did the publisher agree to the 
appointment of Achimeir. Incidentally, in the article he subsequently wrote 
for the Encyclopedia on Babruysk, he did not include himself among the 
notable personalities born in the town.

“At the onset of your career, was the name Achimeir a disadvantage?”
“Certainly! I once had to interview Yitzhak Ben-Aharon, then secretary-

general of the Histadrut, and he suddenly asked me, “Are you the son of 
Abba Achimeir? and added,’If so, I don’t want to be interviewed by you.’” 
After the electoral upheaval of May 1977 which brought Menachem Begin and 
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the Likud to power, Ya’akov was chairing a panel of political commentators. 
In answer to one of his questions, Ben-Aharon said something that appeared 
to express unwillingness to accept the electoral verdict. Later, the kibbutz 
movement demanded that Ya’akov retract his “inaccurate conclusion.” Ya’akov 
discovered that all the political pundits at the time had come to the same 
conclusion concerning Ben-Aharon’s remark. When the final results of the 
election were announced, Ya’akov says a heavy funereal pall descended on 
Israel’s one television channel and its senior staff.

 Ze’eva Zavidov (Achimeir) is a sharp and incisive small woman, with 
a focused and phenomenal memory that I would wish upon myself. In the 
War of Independence in 1948, she participated in the defense of Kibbutz 
Degania. Today, at the age of 88, she still edits books and teaches literature 
and Bible to new immigrants. On our journey in Belarus she is accompanied 
by her daughter-in-law, Mariana Feldman, an educationalist who is married 
to her son Avi (Abba). Her daughter, Ada Zavidov, is the rabbi of Har El 
in Jerusalem, the oldest extant Reform congregation in Israel, founded 60 
years ago. Ze’eva herself parted from her genetic origins and grew up in 
the cradle of the left.

 “Knowing my father’s views on fighting the British, which were ahead 
of their time, I cannot understand why today’s successors of the Revisionist 
movement are unable to grasp that a conquered people is going to rebel against 
humiliation and repression.” For decades she taught her students in the spirit 
of that conviction. She was opposed to the Six-Day War. She was highly 
critical of Golda Meir before the Yom Kippur War, joined demonstrations 
against Begin during the first Lebanon War, condemned the shooting down 
of a Libyan plane over Sinai, and told her students the unvarnished story 
of the infamous Kafr Qassem massacre that took place in an Israeli Arab 
village in 1956.

“How did your father react to your political opinions?”
“We never argued about politics. We spoke about literature; about Uri 

Nissan Gnessin, a writer of whom he was particularly fond.” 
Her parent’s love affair blossomed in Babruysk. Hassida (Hassia) 

Gershkovitz, first heard Abba Achimeir giving a lecture and fell for him 
immediately. After Achimeir had emigrated to Palestine she left to study 
medicine in St. Petersburg. Those were the days of major famine following 
the Bolshevik Revolution. Despite the hardships she had no shortage of 
admirers, ready to jump for her into the frozen waters of the Neva, but she 
still dreamed of Abba. ”I want to be together with you under the same skies,” 
she wrote to him. He was hesitant. He was penniless and did not know how 
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they would survive, but she arrived in Palestine in any case and they were 
married in 1928. Their daughter was born two years later. At the beginning 
they called her Meira, but later her name was changed to Ze’eva in honor  
of the 50th birthday of Ze’ev Jabotinsky. When the baby was only two months 
old, Hassia was admitted to the Ezrat Nashim hospital in Jerusalem suffering 
from post-partum depression. 

After the hospitalization of Hassia, Abba Achimeir felt lost and vulnerable. 
He asked his sister Bluma and her husband Eliezer Vardimon who lived  
on Kibbutz Degania, to look after the child. The little girl grew up there and  
aged 12 came across a bundle of letters from Abba in Jerusalem written to his  
sister Bluma in Degania.”Please look after my pikadon [Ed.“deposit” in 
Hebrew] – Ze’eva, the little one.” She said nothing and quickly put back 
the letter where she had found it. Later on the bundle of letters disappeared 
and they were evidently destroyed. But it was then she realized that Uncle 
Abba was actually her father and that his sons, Ya’akov and Yossi, were not  
her cousins but her half-brothers. When Hassia, aged only 38, died 
of tuberculosis in 1938 in Ezrat Nashim and Ze’eva was eight, Abba  
married Sonia Estrakhan who was the mother of Ya’akov and Yossi. When 
Abba and Sonia wanted to take Ze’eva back, Bluma and Eliezer refused to 
surrender her.

“In retrospect, are you sorry they didn’t give you up?”
“Where could he have taken me? He fled to Syria and Lebanon to avoid 

the British and was absent when Sonia gave birth to Ya’akov.” A member 
of the Brit Habiriyonim buried Hassia on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. 
Seventy years later, Ze’eva Zavidov still refers to Bluma and Eliezer Vardimon 
as “mother and father.” Even if at the time she did not fully understand the 
historical circumstances, it was clear to her during her childhood that the 
name Achimeir was anathema to the people of Degania. “As a young girl 
I learned to keep my mouth shut,” she says, drawing her finger across her 
lips. “I didn’t know what would be their reaction.”

“Not even a hint to your father?”
“Every summer I would visit him in Jerusalem but when I saw him hugging 

and playing with Ya’akov and Yossi, I said to myself, ʻI am never coming 
back here.ʼ” 

“How did he react?”
“He thought that I had been brain-washed in the kibbutz.”
The first person Ze’eva talked to about it was American-born Ritchie 

Zavidov whom she had met at Kibbutz Urim in the Negev. Her first question 
to her future husband was, “Do you know who killed Arlozoroff?” Ritchie, 
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a member of the United Kibbutz Movement, immediately answered, “The 
Revisionists.” And then she revealed to him her secret: her parents were not 
her parents but her uncle and aunt, and that her cousins were not her cousins 
but her half-brothers. At the same time she sent a letter to Abba; “I know 
you are my father and I want to change my name to Achimeir.” After she 
had changed her name she confronted Abba demanding that he tell her the 
truth about the Arlozoroff affair. He told her, “I swear on the names of my 
children and my parents who were killed in the Holocaust, that neither I nor 
any of the Revisionists had anything to do with the murder.” 

The adoption of the name Achimeir was also the beginning of her  
persecution. The years that had passed had not stopped the whirlpool of 
accusation and revenge. When she arrived at the Hebrew University in 
Jerusalem to study philosophy and Jewish thought, she was conscious of 
the shards of loathing flying in the air. Moshe Bar’am, a leader of the Labor 
Party in Jerusalem sneered at her when she came to seek work and only 
softened when he heard that she had grown up in Degania. And there was 
also David Ben-Gurion. One day, when she was still a first-year student, she 
received an urgent message from the university administration. “Please arrive 
at 9.00 tomorrow in the office of the rector.” She found herself in a bus from 
the university campus on Givat Ram to Sde Boker, the home of David Ben-
Gurion, in the Negev, together with a group of master’s degree and doctoral 
students who had been selected to meet the former prime minister. “What did 
I, a first-year student and these people have in common?” When they arrived 
at Ben-Gurion’s hut, it appeared that the “Old Man” had prepared an ambush. 
He asked each student to introduce themselves and when it came to Ze’eva’s 
turn, she said, “Ze’eva Zavidov.” Ben- Gurion was nonplussed and asked her 
again, “what is your name?” She refused to fall into the trap. “Had I said 
‘Achimeir,’ Ben-Gurion would have used the opportunity to curse him.” 

❋ ❋ ❋

Belarus is a land with arctic temperatures and its inhabitants squeeze out 
every moment of the so-called spring. We are now in the midst of it so it is a 
little less cold. The timid sun and a burst of hail give the asphalt on the road 
a sparkling appearance. People line the road, selling potatoes. Cattle munch 
the yellow canola flowers in the fields and you can imagine that from out 
of the forests a rich landowner will materialize and invite you in, because 
that is the way it is in Hassidic tales. “Father longed for Belorussia and its 
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landscapes,” says Ya’akov. “When referring to some person or another, he 
was at pains to add that he or she was from Dolgoye or Babyrusk.”

“What sort of father was he?”
“Closed-in, introverted, sharply observant, highly-educated.” Yossi replies, 

“Gentle, soft, simply dressed; ate black bread with onions and olives and 
could spend hours chatting to Gurevitch, our local street cleaner.” Ya’akov 
comments; “One thing he didn’t like about me was that I read newspapers.” 
Both Ya’akov and Yossi remember their father sitting in a armchair, book 
in hand and a pencil in his mouth, making notes. Although he was a deeply 
ideological person, he rarely preached. But Yossi does remember a couple of 
reprimands. Once, he wanted to take with him on the school annual outing, 
the transistor radio he had received from relations in America. “You don’t 
need to listen to the radio on an outing: you need to look at the landscapes 
of Eretz Israel!” The transistor stayed home.

In the yard of their house, Abba had planted bamboos canes. One of the 
canes inclined sideways and Yossi cut it off. His father was very angry. 
“You don’t understand the beauty of nature! You should let nature follow its 
own course.” Possibly the bamboo canes which he wanted to preserve were 
somehow analogous to the Belorussian within him, transplanted to Ramat 
Gan. “Places where the soil and the water are suitable, bamboos flourish in 
the meadows and in the swamps…” he had recorded in his memoirs from 
Babruysk.

The village of Dolgoye is some 60 kilometers from Babruysk. The three 
children of Abba Achimeir are photographed beside the sign leading to the 
village. The thatched roofs of the houses are full of holes and no fiddler would 
be able to keep his balance. Huts threatening to topple over with outhouse 
privies supported by iron struts, surrounded by fences with large gaps. The 
women’s faces are partially concealed under headscarves and the men have 
week-old stubble on their chins. The sounds of nature and the early budding 
on the fruit trees only serve to emphasize the bleakness. How can apples 
and pears flourish here?

The three siblings, each in his or her own way share in the moment. Ze’eva 
comments on the fertile earth, plucks a flower here, picks up a stone there 
and peels off a piece of bark from a birch tree that will end up in her home 
in Jerusalem. Yossi, not to be overcome by the occasion, despite a nostalgic 
eye, recalls that the people here had a hard life and died young. Ya’akov, 
withdrawn as usual, is sunk deep in thought. When he suspects that his feelings 
might overcome him, he takes the small television camera from around his 
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neck and holds it to his eyes. After 60 years in journalism, thousands of 
studio hours, and the Israel Prize, he still looks for the best frame.

“You must feel close to your father here…”
“Yes, but also to the land. Even during the most difficult days at work, 

you take your head in your hands for a moment and think, ‘Wait: where did 
I come from? Who are my parents?’ And now when you see these wooden 
huts you find yourself living in the same space...” 

The River Berezina passes through Dolgoye and flows into the Dnieper. In 
November, 1812, Napoleon led 36,000 troops on the retreat from Moscow. 
Stalked by hunger and the Cossacks, the decimated army reached the Berezina 
in November but found its route blocked by the Russians. On November 26, 
Napoleon forced a way across, but was forced to burn his makeshift bridges 
behind him, stranding some 10,000 stragglers on the east side. From there, 
the retreat became a route. The Grande Armée finally escaped Russia, having 
suffered a loss of more than 400,000 men during the disastrous invasion of 
Russia. 

Achimeir wrote, “After a revolution and two world wars, nothing was 
left of the previous Belorussia other than the gloomy skies and the River 
Berezina.” On the outskirts of Dolgoye is the modest Dolzhenka stream, 
lined with wild roses. Abba, as a boy, would play along its banks with the 
children of the village. They would spear fish with forks and cook them over 
a bonfire. Abba would watch them. Sometimes the children would chase him 
and shout, Zhid, Zhid, chalamid. (“Jew boy, Jew boy in his torn clothes.”) 
Today there are no wild roses along the banks of the Dolzhenka, although 
once one of them pricked the finger of the boy and a covenant of blood was 
sealed between the boy and the bush: “Who knows if that bush is the only 
connection between me and the physical homeland… will I once again stand 
alongside a wild rose bush on the banks of the Dolzhenka?”

The last day in the life of Abba Achimeir began with a walk from his home 
in Ramat Gan to Ze’eva, his daughter’s house in Ramat Aviv. He suffered 
from angina pectoris and constant travel by bus to Jerusalem in the company 
of cigarette smokers on his way to work at the Encyclopedia had taken its 
toll on his health. But he still stubbornly decided to walk. His relationship 
with his granddaughter Ada and her parents was important to him. 

On his way to Ramat Aviv, he met up with Ze’eva in the Sheikh Munis 
market and they continued to the house at 3, Torczyner Street. Ada immediately 
jumped into his arms. While Ritchie and Ze’eva were in the living room, 
Abba played with Ada in the child’s room. Ze’eva remembers, “I suddenly 
heard a rattle like a broken refrigerator. I ran to him and realized that he 
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suffered a heart attack. We did not have a telephone and Ritchie ran to 
summon a doctor.” Before his heart stopped for good, he had managed to 
put Ada back in her playpen.

A year before his father died, Yossi Achimeir had begun to collate his 
collected writings. He had last seen him two weeks before his death. The 
news reached him at the IDF air force base where he was an NCO. Ya’akov 
met his father three days before he died. As a student, he was working in 
the National Library and Abba had arrived from the Encyclopedia in order to 
consult a book. On the day before the Shavuot festival, Ya’akov took a bus 
from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv. On the way, the driver stopped and Ya’akov took 
the opportunity to buy a copy of the Ma’ariv newspaper. He was stunned 
to see a headline on the front page, “A Tear for Abba,” leading an epitaph 
from the editor Shalom Rosenfeld.

All Tel Aviv followed Abba Achimeir’s casket, led by Kaddish Luz, his 
friend from Babyrusk. The only funeral oration was given by Arieh Levin 
(known as the “Prisoner’s Rabbi”) who had married Abba and Sonia.

Yossi has a picture of his father seated on a wicker chair in his yard, with 
a book in hand and two others by his side. Ya’akov says, “People know there 
is an Achimeir Street in Tel Aviv, but they know nothing about the man. In 
Ramat Aviv there is an Achimeir parking lot, and whenever I get there, I 
smile to myself.”

“Why?”
“I feel as if it is mine and as Abba’s biological heir, I feel I should have 

the right to collect parking fees”
“As the biological heir, what do you think you have inherited from 

him?”
“I am as the dust beneath his feet. I have nothing of him.”

Limmud FSU prepared a special exhibition on the life of Abba Achimeir, 
curated by Yoel Rappel and opened by Achimeir's three children, Ze’eva, 
Ya’akov and Yossi, in Babruysk in the presence of MKs Gila Gamliel and 
Hilik Bar.
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Matthew Bronfman Discovers Ataki
“Do you realize that your great-great grandfather, 150 years ago, prayed in 
this place?” Matthew Bronfman and his daughter Sasha, are standing on the 
site of what was once the synagogue of Ataki, in Moldova. Above them 
is a stone arch with Hebrew lettering that is difficult to decipher. Thistles 
glistening in the rain surround the two. Matthew puts a hand on his daughter’s 
shoulder. Sasha, 19, does not utter a word but I think I detect a tear in her 
eye. I ask Bronfman, “Do you feel as if you have come home. “Not really. 
This is so far from me now,” he replies.

April, 1881. Members of the revolutionary organization Narodnya Volya 
(“The People’s Will”) had assassinated the Russian emperor, Tsar Alexander 
II. Among those arrested following the assassination was Gessia Gelfman, 
the daughter of a Jewish family from Belorussia. After she was condemned 
to death, it was discovered that she was pregnant. Under Tsarist law, this 
prevented her execution. She was sentenced to hard labor for life, but died 
following complications after childbirth. 

The assassination of the Tsar and the possible Jewish connection heralded 
a wave of pogroms throughout the southwest of the Russian Empire. In order 
to circumvent Tsarist censorship, the local Hebrew press referred to it as the 
“Negev Whirlwind,” based on the Book of Isaiah (21:1), “As whirlwinds 
in the Negev sweep on, it comes from the desert, from a terrible land.” By 
May 1882, the whirlwind had begun to subside but Yechiel-Eikel Bronfman, 
Matthew’s great-grandfather, was convinced that the storm was not over – that 
after the whirlwind would come a storm bringing a new wave of blood-letting. 
Together with his wife Mindel-Golda, he gathered together his three children, 
one of whom was two-month old Samuel and the children’s nanny, and left 
for Canada. He also did not forget to include in the group two rabbis so that 
a Jewish community could be created in their new home. 

“To this day, I ask myself, from where did he gather the strength to uproot 
his whole family and bring them to the New World?” Matthew Bronfman, 
the great-grandson tells the audience at the opening of the Limmud FSU 
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festival in Kishinev. “What is quite clear is that by doing so, he saved his 
family and ensured the future of the generations that followed.”

The Bronfman family found itself in Winnipeg in south-west Canada, an 
area sparsely populated by Indian tribes with arctic weather. (Later on we will 
tell the story of attempts to set up a refuge for the Jews in the area.) They 
began to explore their surroundings and started out by selling fish. Yechiel, 
an energetic and burly man also cut timber in the forests. 

In 1903, when the infamous pogrom in Kishinev took place, later to be 
immortalized by Chaim Nachman Bialik, Yechiel purchased a house in the 
town of Emerson in the Province of Manitoba and turned it into a hotel 
with four rooms. Samuel (Sam) was given the job of running it. Sam, still a 
youth, quickly learned that they could make more money by selling whiskey 
in the bar rather than renting out rooms. His conclusion was immediate. The 
family should enter the alcohol business. In 1919, Yechiel-Eikel Bronfman 
died. Sam, who had little faith in the business acumen of his brothers, took 
up the reins and bought out a liquor company founded in 1857 and created 
a new enterprise – The Seagram Company.

At the time, the United States was subject to the laws of Prohibition 
and alcohol manufacturers across the world were selling their products 
underground and illegally to the US. Sam Bronfman chose to wait. He let 
his whiskey age, anticipating that Prohibition would not last forever and when 
it would be lifted, thirsty American throats would be clamoring for a quality 
product irrespective of price. His gamble paid off. When Sam Bronfman died 
at the age of 82 in 1971, Seagram’s was the world’s largest manufacturer of 
alcoholic drinks and the Bronfman family was one of the wealthiest Jewish 
families in the world

❋ ❋ ❋

We have flown with Matthew Bronfman from Ben-Gurion Airport in the 
company jet, with the pilot, co-pilot and Nina the stewardess. Pale leather 
armchairs with a recess holding a piece of Lindt chocolate. Bronfman, tieless 
in a gray suit is eating kanafeh from Dalyiat el-Karmel. A faint smell of 
lavender mingles with the coffee served by the purple-dressed Nina.

Two hours later, we arrive in Moldova, the most impoverished country in 
Europe. The concrete slabs of the runway are not flush so that we bounce 
around in our leather seats as if on a supermarket trolley on an unpaved path. 
Weeds grow up between the uneven slabs – it turns out that no passenger-
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carrying plane has landed on this runway for the last two years. There is no 
control tower, customs officers arrive only if notified in advance and with 
no fear of a collision we park on the empty apron. 

We have landed in Bălți, better known to us as Beltz. It could be a memorial 
to the long-gone imaginary shtetls of Shalom Aleichem, such as Boyberik 
or Yehupetz. I am taken back to the home of my grandfather Azriel, and his 
gramophone records of the Barry Sisters. On Shabbat after the cholent and 
with a glass of “Shpritz” – Carmel Hock white wine and a dash of soda in 
hand, he would sing along with Clara and Minnie Barry with his eyes closed; 
Beltz, meyn shtetele Beltz.

Ataki (now called Otaci) is situated 250 kms. north of Kishinev (now 
Chișinău,) the capital of the Republic of Moldova. Before the war, it had 
a population of 30,000 people, a third of whom were Jews. In June, 1940, 
Ataki, together with all of Bessarabia, was annexed to the Soviet Union and 
became a part of the Moldovan SSR. No specific information is available 
on the fate of the Jews of Ataki but as it was situated on the route of the 
deportation transports to the concentration camps, those not murdered and 
thrown into the Dniester would probably have arrived in the Transnistria 
concentration camp. The few survivors of the war left for Israel in the 1970s 
and only four impoverished Jews are left in the town. 

Matthew Bronfman is not the famed billionairess Claire Zachanassian 
in “The Visit of the Old Lady,” the sinister play by the Swiss playwright, 
Friedrich Dürrenmatt. He has not arrived in Ataki in order to reap revenge. 
He is smiling and amiable as he talks to Vasily Traghira, the mayor, who 
awaits us by a statue of Lenin. For ten years, Traghira chopped trees in 
Archangelsk on the Russian Arctic Circle. “I was exiled there as I was too 
politically active.” After his release he visited France and was impressed by 
the small towns and was determined to create something similar in Ataki. 
“In that way, maybe I could prevent the youngsters from leaving,” he says. 
But meanwhile, it is not really working. “The young people are leaving and 
only the gypsys are staying,” he says. Traghira is now planning on setting 
up a small industrial zone to attract investors; Bronfman listens politely.

The Bronfman family left Ataki 150 years ago. There is no evidence of 
where they lived nor has anyone any real idea. But in order to seek out a 
connection, we make our way to the local Jewish cemetery. This is situated 
in Bolchenitz, a village linked to Ataki. The mayor here is Vasilievitch 
Grossofinter, whose gold teeth are as brilliant as the dawn. He asks Bronfman 
what is the reason for the visit. “To see the place where my ancestors are 
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buried,” is the reply. Vasilievich thinks a minute and agrees, “Without a past 
there is no future.”

In order to enter the graveyard we need to negotiate a suspicious dog and 
avoid laundry lines. It is virtually impossible to identify who is buried where. 
But it is certain that it holds the ancestors of the Bronfman family. The first 
grave was dug in 1389 and all the grave stones are covered in green mold. 
Most are broken and many have been uprooted. Here and there some words 
can be made out: “Zalman Yosef Melamed – a most important person,” or 
“Aaron Bar Rachamim, died 1939.” 

Mindel-Golda, Matthew’s great-grandmother, was born in Soroka, an 
industrial town in northern Moldova. We visit the town and her great-grandson 
is greeted with the traditional bread and salt ceremony. Here, thousands of 
Jewish victims of the Holocaust are buried in a mass grave. A marker has 
been set up in memory of those Jews whose place of burial is unknown. 
Today, a small number of Jews live in Soroka and they have gathered in the 
local community center. We are told there is a minyan on Shabbat and the 
synagogue is crowded on Yom Kippur. The cliché, “time stood still” very 
much applies to the synagogue in Soroka. On one wall still hangs a prayer 
for peace for the Soviet Union. On another wall there is a photograph of 
Sam Bronfman. A youngster shows us a Scroll of the Law that non-Jewish 
neighbors buried in the ground and returned to the Jews after the war. On 
our way out, Matthew kisses the mezuza.

In the evening we arrive in Kishinev. The Bessarabian city is imbedded in 
our collective memory because of the pogrom of 1903, which we will discuss 
later in this book. But for me, Kishinev is also a personal pogrom. Not far 
from here was the Transnistria concentration camp to which my grandfather 
Azriel was deported – the same Azriel who sung Beltz, meyn shtetle Beltz. 
After the war, my father had arranged to meet his father-in-law at the train 
station in Bucharest – but he had disappeared. My father vainly searched 
for him in the carriages and started calling out his name. Only then did he 
found out that a man clothed in rags who he had passed by several times, 
was his father.

In his opening address to the 400 participants in Limmud FSU Kishinev, 
Matthew Bronfman told the story of his family. After Sam Bronfman had 
created his empire, he did not forget his Jewish co-religionists and he served 
as president of the Canadian Jewish Congress. “He ran the Congress with a 
firm hand, just as he ran his business.” Sam’s regard for the Jewish people, 
for Israel and for his own work ethic, was passed on to his son Edgar, 
Matthew’s father.
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Edgar Bronfman was President of the World Jewish Congress for 30 years. 
When he felt the time was ripe, he encouraged his son to engage with the 
Jewish world. In 1990, he took Matthew with him to a formal meeting in 
Moscow with Mikhail Gorbachev, the President of the Soviet Union. Matthew 
remembers his father being very nervous on the morning of the meeting. 
At the meeting, the father of Perestroika spoke and spoke relentlessly, until 
Edgar held up a hand and said, “Mr. President, let us begin to talk about 
what we have come for.” Matthew comments, “Can you understand what 
courage was needed in order to stop the President of the Soviet Union in 
full flow!” But at the end of the meeting, Gorbachev turned to his foreign 
minister, Eduard Shevardnadze and said, “You talk to him now.” They spoke 
and that initiated one of the first breakthroughs in the struggle for the right 
to emigrate of Soviet Jewry. The struggle was an example of the persistence 
of Edgar Bronfman. Despite criticism from some in the Jewish leadership 
within the Soviet Union, Edgar believed in the grassroots feeling among the 
Jews. He believed that any Russian Jew was entitled to choose whether to 
leave or stay in the Soviet Union, and if they chose to leave, to choose their 
destination, not necessarily Israel.

Edgar Bronfman, who died aged 84 in 2013, imparted his concern for 
Israel to his son. When Matthew began to invest in Israel, Edgar said to him, 
“You should not invest money in Israel but give money.” Matthew believes 
that the situation is now different. During the last 15 years, he has been 
investing heavily in Israel. When asked why, he says simply that “once you 
visit the country, it takes you over.” His conclusion is that the responsibility 
to the Jews and to Israel is more important than the money. “I know that it 
is easy to say that when you are wealthy but that sense of responsibility has 
become a part of what I am.”

In 2013, Limmud FSU published a memorial booklet dedicated to Edgar 
Bronfman. The illustrated booklet, compiled and edited by Asher Weill, 
included tributes from Presidents Barack Obama, Bill Clinton and Shimon 
Peres, Prime Minister Netanyahu, Natan Sharansky and others. As did his 
father, Matthew is trying to impart the same feelings of responsibility to his 
children. His oldest son, Jeremy, is a member of the board of Hillel, the 
international Jewish student’s organization, at Stanford University. 

“I ask his daughter Sasha, ‘do you also see yourself involved in efforts to 
make Jews aware of their past?’” “Of course. It is very important to me to 
preserve Jewish values. On Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur I go to synagogue 
and I have been visiting Israel ever since I was a baby. The Limmud project 
takes the heritage of our grandfathers and great-grandfathers to a new level, 

Matthew Bronfman Discovers Ataki
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and gives young Jewish people the opportunity to explore their Jewish culture, 
heritage and identity.”

“When you look inside yourself, do you ever think, ‘all this began in 
Ataki?’”

“I certainly appreciate the courage of all those who left everything behind 
and came to America. I am sure that this will also give me the impetus to 
work for Jewish causes in the same way for a new generation as did my 
father and my grandfather before me.”
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24
Vitebsk: Marc Chagall’s Town and Inspiration

Through time and distance 
My teacher remonstrates with me 
‘I gave you my knowledge 
And now you don’t return…’

The lamp went out and fog entered in 
And the house standing in the dark 
A statue, a church shut by brute force 
Decay across the street.

Your paintings of Jews from this place
Are lying in the mud; a pig sweeps them up with his tail
I am sorry my teacher
That I left you there alone

Marc Chagall: “My Teacher”

Limmud FSU Belarus is taking place in the town made famous by Marc 
Chagall. “Few people might be able to locate Minsk on the map,” says Chaim 
Chesler, “But everyone knows about Vitebsk, thanks to Chagall.” 

For the opening ceremony, the local arts museum has thrown open its 
ornate baroque foyer packed with art works. “Even in Paris you don’t see such 
splendor” says one participant. Another comments that the collections belong 
to Russian oligarchs who prefer to keep their wealth here in the museum. 
Women in coats with fur collars take their place in the rather megalomaniac 
space. On a cinemascope screen, generations of Vitebsk worthies stare into the 
horizon, each wave succeeded by another. The crowd applauds the evening’s 
compère: he is a well-known local actor, aged 70 something, and his name 
is Imanuil Vitorgan. 

He growls into the microphone in a voice reminiscent of the poet and 
musician Vladimir Wyssotsky. Viturgan says, “I am proud to be Jewish but 
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nationality is not the important thing; what is important is to be a good 
human being.” Vitorgan has already paid a price for his Judaism. He was 
once selected to play the leading role in a film that was going to be made 
in Afghanistan, before the Russian invasion of that country. But a few days 
before he was due to leave, he was told that he had not been granted a 
visa. When he went to the local headquarters of the central party committee, 
he was told, “What is not clear? Because you are a Jew you did not get 
a visa.” Someone in the crowd shouts out, “How did you react?” Vitorgan 
peered into the darkened hall, and replied, “I cried like a clown in the circus.  
A fountain of tears.” 

On the stage there is a fireworks display reminiscent of July 14 in Paris. 
Young people paying no lip-service to Israeli pioneering emblems. Instead of 
Zionist blue shirts they have white, sail-like sleeves, red scarves around their 
necks instead of red laces. The show is brilliant and rather grandiose. Girls like 
fairies appear and disappear again in swathes of colored smoke. The Israeli 
ambassador to Belarus, Yosef Shagal – no relation to the exalted painter – 
takes the opportunity to announce that Israel has canceled the requirement 
for people in Belarus to acquire a visa to visit Israel. There is little doubt 
that the decision will strengthen the local Jewish community and encourage 
its relationship with Israel.

As is usual with Limmud festivals, the participants are staying at a modest 
hotel. This time the hotel is particularly modest. Emaciated-looking waiters put 
a first course on the table: mustard, salt and two slices of bread per person. 
Anyone who asks for more gets a worried look from the waiter. 

None of this puts a break on the excitement – which sometimes even borders 
on ecstasy. On Friday evening after dinner, the tables are pushed aside, and 
the dining hall turns into a dance floor. A wild hora, in a suitable salute to 
Zionism, becomes a workshop in losing senses. Sweating people press up 
one against the other, fervently pressing hands together as if attempting to 
pass on a piece of their soul. 

The following morning I find myself in a triangle with the hotel at the apex 
and two branches – one to the Palace of Arts, and the other to the museum 
and the adjoining theater. It is at these three sites that the Limmud activities 
are going to take place. On a fine morning, the Limmudniks cross the bridge 
over the Dvina River, facing the 12th century Church of the Annunciation, 
and enter the theater to see an exhibition devoted to Chaim Weizmann, the 
first president of Israel – yet another Jewish leader born in Belarus.

The velvet-carpeted steps, the ornate chandeliers, give the impression 
that at any moment Anton Chekhov will arrive to watch the première of 
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“The Cherry Orchard.” After the exhibition, we make our way to the second 
floor. The question is, can one enjoy a play in Russian without knowing the 
language? I am tempted by the idea and the challenge of guessing what the 
play is about. 

A black veil cascades from the hat of the woman at the front of the stage, 
and muffles her voice in mystery. Someone whispers to me that the play in 
question is called “Suitcase of Memories.” The first actress to appear seems 
to exemplify Mother Russia. Heavy of build and carrying a suitcase, she 
breaks into Tombalalai, Tombalalai, Tombalalaika. She opens the suitcase and 
produces a faded photograph of a ballerina, and I presume says something 
like, “Mother loved ballet.” Together with her is someone with the pathos of 
Hanna Rovina and a substantial radiophonic presence. He takes a notebook, 
photographs of children and German tanks out of the suitcase. Convoys leave 
the ghetto. The more the play continues, the less the words matter – to 
my relief. The play uses mimicry, body language and foreboding music. As 
the curtain falls, we hear the recurring words Nemtsy! Nemtsy! (“Germans, 
Germans!”). Finally the Nemtsy are defeated. The only thing left are the 
photographs; the notebook, the memories...

Vitebsk, the provincial capital, is not far from Moscow and St. Petersburg. It 
was situated in the extreme north-east corner of the Jewish Pale of Settlement 
and more than half of its population before the war were Jews. It may well 
be that the nature of art in the city was due to its geographical position. The 
town is situated on a railway junction from the main cities of Russia and 
the railway brought with it a breath of urban culture. From here also came 
Jacques Beilinki, a noted art critic and recorder of Jewish life in France 
before the Holocaust. Beilinki who lived in Paris and published reviews of 
Chagall’s work, was murdered in Sobibor, 735 kms. east of Vitebsk.

“Because of people like Chagall and his teacher, Yudl Pen, Limmud FSU 
Belarus has come to Vitebsk,” says Boris Gersten, head of the Union of Jewish 
Communities of Belarus and honorary chair of Limmud FSU here. At the age 
of 24, Pen moved to St. Petersburg. As a Jew, at first he was not accepted 
to the Imperial Academy of Art. Only on his second attempt did he manage 
to be accepted. Six years later he arrived in Vitebsk at the invitation of the 
governor who liked his paintings. Among his pupils were Abel Pann, Leon 
Gaspard, El Lissitzky, Ossip Zadkine, Moshe Maimon and Marc Chagall. 
Pen made four portraits of Chagall and Chagall dedicated one to “My first 
and favorite teacher,” and wrote articles under his guidance.

“Did they speak together in Yiddish?” I ask Olga Akonayvitch, director of 
the Vitebsk Arts Museum. She replies, “Apparently in a mixture of Russian 
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and Yiddish.” The relationship between the two of them was complex. Two 
months were all it took for Chagall to announce that the direction of his art 
and that of Pen were different.”

“Why did Pen not achieve the same fame as Chagall?”
“It could be that he didn’t seek publicity. He was only interested in 

promoting others. He was very proud of his pupils, especially Chagall.”
“There was no jealousy between them?”
“I don’t think so. Yudl Pen was a realist painter, Chagall was avant-garde. 

Pen persuaded Chagall to move to Paris and continue his studies there. He 
was extremely courteous. From the more talented but impoverished pupils 
he didn’t take payment.” 

What is quite clear is that Chagall was deeply grateful to his teacher and 
helped him financially from Paris. When Pen was murdered in Vitebsk in 
March 1937, in circumstances that are not clear to this day, Chagall wrote 
the poem quoted at the beginning of this chapter.

A few months before, perhaps with a certain sense of foreboding, he wrote 
to Pen. “How are you? How are you living? Neither of us has written for 
some time but I want to know how you are. Are you working? How is my 
beloved city? Maybe I wouldn’t even know it if I came to visit. How are 
the buildings where I spent my childhood together with you? Those same 
buildings that we painted together when we were close and happy. And, 
especially, how is my house on Pokrovskaya Street?”

Chagall’s family had arrived in Vitebsk from Liozna, the shtetl where the 
founder of Chabad, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liady, had been born. Moishe 
Segal, who became Marc Chagall, was born on July 7, 1887 on the very 
same day that fire destroyed the Jewish quarter of Vitebsk. Chagall was the 
oldest of eight children – his mother gave birth to him aged only 16. From 
the age of four, he studied in a heder. He admired his grandfather who was 
the local melamed (teacher), but he was embarrassed by his father who always 
smelled of pickled herring. Hatske Segal worked for a herring merchant and 
he would salt the jars of herrings that his wife, Feige-Ida, sold in her shop. 
Today this shop is the entrance to the Chagall Museum on 11, Pokrovskaya 
Street, which the Limmud participants are about to visit.

We are in the room of Marc and his brother. The room contains a cradle, 
a tallit in a wooden box, a Hanukia and a samovar. The person who became 
arguably the greatest Jewish artist in history spent little time here – and 
certainly not doing his homework. Once he was even kept down a year at the 
heder. Painting was his whole world. At the age of 20 and after consulting a 
rabbi, he left to continue his studies in the art centers of St. Petersburg.
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In 1910, a year after Jacques Beilinki, Chagall arrived at Montparnasse 
in Paris. He spent four years incessantly painting. With the outbreak of the 
First World War, he returned to Vitebsk and married his lifelong love, Bella 
Rosenfeld. Although he spent most of his life elsewhere, Marc Chagall never 
actually left Vitebsk. He constantly depicted the mythic town of his creation: 
its narrow streets, its crowded yards and the alleys where everyone lived 
– Jews, Christians, beggars, farmers, livestock, as well as Bella, the Eiffel 
Tower and the whole of Paris.

I stroll along Chagall’s streets l but I could find not a trace of his Vitebsk. 
Maybe, still at his advanced age – he died at 97 – he was still seeking 
inspiration. Above his statue at the entrance to the house, floats an image of 
his beloved wife Bella.

“We are proud that our city gave birth to artists of the stature of Chagall 
and Yehuda Pen,” sums up Larissa Olenskaya, the minister of culture of 
Vitebsk Province. In her view, the visiting Limmudniks are evidence of the 
contribution the Jews of Belorussia made to world culture and the development 
of the State of Israel. She did not forget to mention two other individuals 
who are in Vitebsk together with the Limmud contingent and whose roots 
were also in Belarus: Gil Hovav, the great-grandson of Eliezer Ben Yehuda, 
the reviver of the Hebrew language, and Gilad Sharon, the son of the late 
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. 

Vitebsk: Marc Chagall’s Town and Inspiration
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25
Minsk: The Ariel Sharon Heritage
Perhaps only migrating birds know - 
suspended between earth and sky - 
the heartache of two homelands.

Leah Goldberg: from Oren (“Pine”), translated by Rachel Tsvia Back 

“These landscapes” says Gilad Sharon, “make me understand where my 
grandparents came from.” We are overlooking the River Svislach which bisects 
the city of Minsk and there is an autumnal snap in the air. Shortly winter 
will descend on the city and it will be crowned in a “cap of snow” in the 
words of another Leah Goldberg poem. Sharon finds himself thinking about 
the migration of his grandparents from the biting cold here to the burning 
heat there. From a land of ample waters where the many streams are named 
for the vast river into which they flow, to the desert in which every meager 
wadi also has a name even if there is no water flowing in it. A migration 
which crossed a river leaving no bridge for grandmother Vera. From time 
to time she would try to plumb its depths, to feel the hurt. She would then 
leave the orchards of Kfar Malal and write to her sisters who had stayed 
behind and to her brothers in Istanbul and Paris. The family called these her 
“letter days,” when she retreated into the landscapes of her past. “And when 
her sadness enveloped the house, we would know to leave her alone,” her 
grandson tells me. 

“To what extent did her past and the strength she needed to confront it, 
affect your father, Ariel Sharon’s, character?”

“I think that father inherited from her the conviction that every obstacle 
has to be confronted and overcome.” 

“In your eulogy to him, you spoke about his soft side, such as family visits 
to the grave of your mother Lily on Anemone Hill on the family farm. In 
what way do you miss him?

“I miss him of course, but I cannot say that there is unfinished business 
between us – something that remains unspoken. The circle is fully closed. After 
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the sadness I am comforted by the fact that my father lived a very full life. 
People appreciated him both as a military commander and as prime minister 
and support for him crossed party political boundaries. He was widely loved 
and he knew and appreciated it. What else could a person wish for?”

Gilad Sharon has come to Belarus in the footsteps of his grandparents 
but also in the name of his father. After the close of the Limmud FSU 
Belarus conference in Vitebsk, a photographic exhibition was inaugurated 
in Minsk in memory of Ariel Sharon, Israel’s 11th prime minister. From the 
National Historical Museum in Minsk, the exhibition will travel throughout 
Belarus. The exhibition was mounted in cooperation with the government 
of Belarus, the Israel embassy, the Israel Cultural Center – Nativ, the local 
Jewish community and Limmud FSU. The exhibition curator is Marit Danon, 
who was Ariel Sharon’s confidential secretary. Also present at the exhibition 
opening is Israel Maimon, the government secretary during both Sharon and 
Ehud Olmert’s terms as prime minister. 

Gilad Sharon hopes that the exhibition will help to strengthen the connection 
between Israel and the Jews of the Diaspora. He believes that many of the 
participants here will eventually leave for Israel. A couple of days earlier, he 
was blunt. “The ultimate Zionist enterprise is immigration to Israel. I cannot 
imagine how the state would look like without the one million Jews who 
have come from the former Soviet Union. Their arrival not only caused a 
quantum jump forward in virtually every aspect of life in the country but it 
also strengthened the belief of the Jews in the state and broke the spirit of 
our enemies.”

“That sounds like someone standing on the brink of politics!”
“Not so. The issue of immigration has always been close to my heart. 

Immigration is the motor that drives everything in Israel. Wherever I can be 
of help, I try to do so – that is why I am here.”

Meanwhile Gilad Sharon has announced that he will be running for a place 
on the Likud ticket in the next party primaries He does not look comfortable in 
his tie and blue jacket. His embarrassment facing an audience and microphones 
is genuine. Now and then he would search for eyes among the audience with 
which he could directly communicate. He certainly shows a certain lack of 
ease. I hear him mutter to himself in an undertone, “What is all this? I am 
just a sheep farmer.”

At the opening of an exhibition of the work of the painter Alexander Okun, 
Gilad Sharon was offered a plate of apples that could have come from a 
painting by Cézanne. Before sinking his teeth into one, Sharon, the farmer, 
wanted to know what variety of apple it was. On the long ride from Vitebsk 
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to Minsk, when we stopped for a coffee break, Sharon preferred to wander 
off and photograph an abandoned well. 

Gilad is an enthusiastic devotee of Ernest Hemingway. He had with him 
“Sub-Title,” a collection of short Hemingway stories which his wife had 
bought him. In the interest of full disclosure: hiding behind the zip of my 
bag is the same collection of short stories by Papa Hemingway.

In what way is Gilad similar to his Papa? On the surface, very similar. A 
smiling cynicism which attempts to minimize the seriousness of the issues 
being discussed and make them somewhat less critical. Gilad has the same 
courteous manner as did his father when receiving guests at the family farm. 
In the two days between Vitebsk and Minsk he took pains to give the elderly 
– especially me – the right of way and always addressed people with the 
honorific “sir.” But under all that, I detect a certain element of sorrow inherited 
from his father. To the Limmud audience he recalled Gur – the brother he had 
never known who was killed in a tragic shooting accident at the age of 12. 
Gilad says, “My father died three times: but when Gur was killed that was 
the hardest of all for him. Moreover, the depth of suffering does not diminish 
with the years, although the intervals between the pain become longer.”

As far as I can gauge, Gilad Sharon does not possess the hidden mechanism 
which in a moment could transform his father from easy-going charm to 
anger. But now and then and with no intention, the “Arik” in him rears its 
head. When he called upon the Jews of Belarus to immigrate to Israel, I 
heard overtones of “Go and work.” This had been Arik’s famous televised 
reprimand to the clerks who were responsible for resettling the evacuees from 
Gaza who were, in his opinion, not doing their job. 

I ask Gilad, to what extent does the connection with his father pull him 
into the direction of his grandparents and their childhood landscapes?”

“The whole story fascinates me. My own roots are bound up with this 
place.

“So this is the source?”
“Our source is the Land of Israel, but the tortuous journey to get there 

passed through here.”

❋ ❋ ❋

Samuel Scheinermann, Ariel Sharon’s father, was born in Bresk-Litovsk – 
known to the Jews as Brisk deLita. As we have seen with regard to Menachem 
Begin, it was a town with a past. Samuel Scheinermann came from a Zionist 
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home. His father Mordechai was already teaching Hebrew in Brest in 1909. 
In a demonstration of Jewish fate, the Scheinermann and Begin families were 
brought together in Brisk. Ze’ev-Dov, the father of Menachem and Mordechai, 
the grandfather of Arik, organized the defense of the Jewish community 
against local rioters. When the rabbi refused to hold a memorial event for 
Theodor Herzl, the two of them broke down the door of the synagogue. 
Moreover, Menachem Begin was born into the arms of Mrs. Scheinermann, 
Arik’s grandmother, the local midwife.

 I don’t know how much Gilad knows about the child Menachem, but he 
says with a smile that he heard the child would hide under the table in time 
of danger. It is conceivable that in that anecdote there is an underlying echo 
of Arik’s comments to Begin when he was forced to relinquish the position of 
minister of defense following the findings of the Kahan Commission in 1983. 
“Menachem, you betrayed me to them” [Ed. Those who were demonstrating 
against him].

I had been to Brest the year before ago for the celebrations marking the 
centennial of Begin’s birth. All I needed was a few minutes to rediscover 
a depressing and depressed city. Men in Soviet-era leather caps, long squat 
buildings like railway carriages with narrow windows, loaves of black bread 
peeping out of plastic bags. 

The Scheinermann family left when the Russian Empire was bogged down 
in the mud of the First World War. After some stops along the way, they 
found themselves in Tbilisi, Georgia. Samuel registered in the Faculty of 
Agronomy in the city’s university. Very soon after, he met Vera Schneirov, 
a medical student, who had been born in a small village near Mogilev in 
Belorussia.

Even though theirs was the only Jewish family in the village, the Schneirov 
family adhered faithfully to Jewish tradition. “It was not a Zionist home,” 
Gilad tells me, “Vera acquired her Zionism during her life in Israel, but 
being a member of the sole Jewish family, forged her like steel. Not only her 
character but her strength of mind bowled Samuel over. One evening, in the 
spring of 1921, Samuel was invited to hear a lecture in Hebrew. To his good 
fortune, he was late for the beginning. As he drew near he saw that Russian 
revolutionaries were arresting all the Zionist activists. When he got home he 
persuaded his young wife that they needed to leave immediately. For Vera this 
was tantamount to asking a ballerina to leave moments before her première at 
the Bolshoi. She was a brilliant student in her fourth year of medical studies 
and would be a qualified doctor in just two more. Nevertheless, she left with 

Minsk: The Ariel Sharon Heritage
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her husband. “She thought she could complete her studies in Beirut, but that 
proved to be impossible once they reached Palestine,” says Gilad.

“Do you think that that missed opportunity haunted her?”
“I am sure of it. It was something that always deeply distressed her.”
On a stormy day in February 1922, the Scheinermanns landed in Jaffa. 

Vera was last off the boat: she wanted a moment to herself before the dryness 
or the humidity overwhelmed her. She had never in her life dreamt that she 
would “return to Zion.” After all, the revolutionaries in her Soviet homeland 
had promised equality for all, so what was she doing in this remote and 
isolated country?

Kfar Malal was a hard place with hard people. But Vera, now Dvora and 
Samuel, now Shmuel, were the hardest among the hard. It is probable that 
something of that hardness rubbed off on young Arik and his sister Dita 
(Yehudit). The children physically lacked for nothing but there was no emotion 
to compensate for the steely exterior. No demonstrations of affection were 
shown although love presumably existed. “The relationship between my father 
and his mother was very different to the relationship between my children 
and me. There was no softness, no hugs or kisses,” says Gilad.

Neither did Kfar Malal embrace the Scheinermanns. On the contrary, the 
reaction – not to say active dislike – was mutual. Their independence of 
thought caused every conceivable form of friction. One of the most evident 
was the notorious murder of Chaim Arlozoroff on June 16, 1933. On a moshav 
that lived and breathed socialism, Shmuel Scheinermann rejected the charge 
that the Revisionists were responsible for the murder.

But the thought processes of Shmuel Scheinermann did not stop only when 
facing the political red of socialism. It also came up against the socialism of 
the land. His farm was larger than that of anyone else on the moshav because 
he believed that he had to ensure the financial future of the generations to 
follow. But it was not only the size of the farm. Shmuel also objected to 
the fact that the moshav committee could control what crops he could grow. 
When the collective decided on oranges and lemons, he wanted to plant 
avocados – “the fruit of the future,” in his words. 

And there was also a cultural gap. Dvora was on the brink of graduating 
as a doctor. Shmuel painted in water colors, played the violin and was fluent 
in Russian, French, German and Latin. Sometimes new immigrants from 
Germany would come from Ramot Hashavim, a nearby moshav and play 
together with him. “Imagine the situation,” says Gilad, “A leaking roof with 
rats coming through the broken rafters, and in it, people playing Beethoven.” At 
the initiative of the family, a tutor was found to come and teach the children 
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to play the violin. When Arik was six, Shmuel brought him a quarter size 
instrument, “but father didn’t make a career out of it, “says Gilad. Unlike 
Arik, his sister Dita, with whom he had an uneasy relationship, excelled in 
violin as she excelled in all her studies. Before Arik left on his first visit to 
Europe, his father explained expressionism to him. He wrote in one of his 
letters, “Apart from anything else, on rainy days you should be sure to visit 
museums in the morning hours.” 

In another letter, Shmuel wrote to his son, “It has just been announced 
– Stalin is dead and will apparently be dead for some considerable time.” 
Vera and Shmuel were wont to refer to Iosif Vissarianovitch Dzugashvili 
as Gruzhinsky Cham – the “Georgian Ignoramus.” Gilad says that his 
grandparents did not believe any of the stories about Communism because 
of their perception of the truth behind them.

From the windows of our van we see dense birch forests. Dvora and 
Shmuel Scheinermann took similar photographs with them to Eretz Israel. 
They may have found something in the words of the Internationale: “The 
earth will rise on new foundations: We, who were nothing, shall be all!” But 
they sang about a different tomorrow – not a socialist one but an individualist 
one. On many occasions, Shmuel openly mocked the Weltanschaung of the 
left. He was physically weaker than his wife but ideologically much stronger 
and she always tried to tone his opinions down and to persuade him that it 
was possible to conduct a debate with members of the moshav, to try not 
to cause a rupture, but the fact is that the rupture had already existed for 
several years. Kfar Malal neither forgot nor forgave.

After Ariel Sharon became prime minister in 2001, as a journalist, I had 
written about the scenes of his childhood and those of his opponent, Ehud 
Barak. To my surprise, I discovered that most people in Kfar Malal voted 
for Barak, their neighbor from Kibbutz Mishmar Hasharon, and not for Arik, 
their own local son. Gilad is not surprised that Kfar Malal voted the way 
it did. “There were several members who were friends but the moshav as a 
whole was still strongly opposed to my father,” says Gilad.

Dvora Sharon (Scheinermann had become “Sharon” at the behest of  
David Ben-Gurion in 1948) did not live to see her son enter the prime 
minister’s office. She became a widow in 1956 and for the next 32 years 
looked after the family farm by herself. She did not allow anyone to enter 
her territorial waters. “For almost all her life, my grandmother kept a loaded 
gun by her side. Only when she turned 80 did my father take her weapon 
away and she was very unhappy about it. But she always had a stout club 
with her which had stains on it – and not from tomatoes. Gilad asked her 

Minsk: The Ariel Sharon Heritage
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‘Veruchka, what are the stains from?’ she would answer ʻIt’s nothing Zolutka.ʼ! 
(“my golden one” in Russian).”

Gilad called her “Veruchka,” because Vera thought “grandmother” seemed 
too old and she called him Zolutka. He never knew his grandfather but he 
knew very well how to penetrate his grandmother’s steely exterior.

 “It needed a degree of balance. You needed to be sufficiently strong 
because people like her were contemptuous of weakness. But at the same 
time, you had to give them respect, because they deserved it. Humor was a 
good way to bridge over any difficulties. She had a strong sense of humor 
and was very intelligent. She could convey a whole message with just a 
small remark.”

When the house on the family ranch at Shikmim in the Negev was being 
built, a few drainage holes were left in the walls. “Very good,” she said, “we 
can use them as firing positions if we need to stand up and shoot.” That 
was an expression common to her generation. To stand up and shoot. At the 
end of her life, Vera told her grandson that she was as strong as iron. He 
gave a wry smile and told himself, “she has not told me anything I didn’t 
know already.” 
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The Ben-Yehuda Tribe

Sheep are bleating in the pens, bells are ringing from the church and around 
us are gathered some 200 local farmers who, for their whole lives, have 
spoken only Russian, exclaiming, “Thank you for Hebrew!”

Luzhki, in the province of Vitebsk, Belarus. Four days after we accompanied 
Gilad Sharon on a Limmud FSU search for his family’s roots, it is now the 
turn of Gil Hovav. All of Luzhki – even the women enveloped in colorful 
shawls, the men with gold teeth, old people gripping their walkers – all of 
them have assembled to honor a son of their village whom none of them 
ever knew. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the man who gave the Hebrew language 
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, was born in this village 156 years ago. Now, 
with anticipation, they are watching Gil Hovav unveil a memorial to his 
great-grandfather. Hovav has high visibility in Israel: a celebrity cook who 
hates being called “chef.” After the success of his first television program, 
“Food for Thought,” his next program, “Meals that Made History,” was aired. 
And now he is airing his own small piece of private history. “The fact that 
I am standing here and speaking Hebrew beside the childhood home of 
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, is in itself a victory.” For the benefit of the audience, 
the interpreter turns the words into Russian: “Eliezer Ben-Yeguda...”

It had been a long and tedious journey and at the end of it the great-
grandson could not hide his emotions. “I was simply amazed – and I say 
that with absolutely no trace of cynicism,” he says. Before coming on this 
trip he had organized an internet campaign called, “Thanks for Hebrew.” 
Pupils from dozens of schools in Israel, including the Haviv School in Rishon 
LeZion, which had been the first in pre-State Israel to teach all subjects in 
Hebrew, produced thousands of paintings about the reborn language. Hovav, 
a pedant in all he does, prepared an album of the art works which he has 
brought with him on this visit. 

The quest to discover Luzhki begins in the village center. Eliezer-Yitzhak 
Perelman was born here in a wooden hut on January 7, 1858. His parents, 
Yehuda-Leib and Zippora, were Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) and impoverished. 
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His father died when he was five years old and 12 years later he was  
sent to the Polachek Yeshiva, in the home village of his uncle. The head  
of the yeshiva was Rabbi Yossi Bloyker and the meeting of the two was  
fateful. The rabbi, who was a clandestine supporter of the Haskala 
(“Enlightenment”) movement showed his students a book of Hebrew grammar. 
Eliezer was captivated. 

“Was that the meeting that accounts for Ben-Yehuda’s obsession with 
Hebrew?” 

“That was what first sparked his interest. But another much more important 
factor was that of Zionism. He was a Zionist before Herzl and was a member 
of the First Aliya [Ed. immigration wave to the pre-state Land of Israel]. 
Later on, he believed that the only solution to the Jewish question was for 
the Jews to leave Europe.” 

Ben-Yehuda was a supporter of the Uganda Scheme, a proposal raised 
in the early 1900s whereby the Jews would be settled in Uganda in East 
Africa as an alternative to Palestine. So how does that coexist with the fact 
that he was a Zionist? Prof. Gur Alroey of Haifa University maintains in his 
book, “An Unpromising Land: Jewish Migration to Palestine in the Early 
20th Century,” (Stanford University Press) that, “The conflict over Uganda 
did not contradict the Zionist idea. Ben-Yehuda agreed with many Zionist 
advocates that the welfare of the Jewish people took precedence over the 
issue of land.” 

In his pursuit of Hebrew, Ben-Yehuda supplied another, cosmic, explanation. 
In his memoirs, he relates that when he was in a sanatorium being treated 
for tuberculosis, in a thunderclap, a loud voice commanded him to “Revive 
the people of Israel in their homeland and language.” It is doubtful if this 
story is authentic but it is evidence that Ben-Yehuda wanted his work to be 
understood as a heaven-sent message.

After his stay at the Polachek Yeshiva, Ben-Yehuda continued his studies 
in the nearby town of Glubokoye. His uncle, Eliezer Wolffsohn, in whose 
house he lived, tried to mute his obsession with Hebrew, but he would not 
give up on the language and left home and became, in the words of his great-
grandson, “a vagabond.” One evening, when he was seated in the synagogue, 
Shlomo Naftali Jonas, a wealthy and respected member of the community met 
him. Eventually Jonas offered Ben-Yehuda the position of private tutor to his 
children. It was not a great success. When he tried to teach the elder daughter 
Hebrew, her brothers, who were Russian nationalists, objected vehemently 
and they came to blows. On his way out of the house, he managed to say to 
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Jonas that he was in love with his daughter, Devorah and that he intended 
to marry her. “Splendid idea,” replied Jonas.

❋ ❋ ❋

In the Glubokoye town square a group of young women in red dresses with 
white aprons await us. The mayor, Elias Morhak, greets Gil Hovav with the 
traditional bread and salt ceremony. The women sing. One girl keels over 
in a faint – and two others follow. They have been waiting for us for hours 
in the burning sun and their trembling knees have at last given way. The 
choir and town dignitaries are standing in front of a statue of Ben-Yehuda. 
They are excited by the fact that Eliezer Ben-Yehuda studied here and four 
generations later, his great-grandson, Gil Hovav, has arrived for a visit.

Hovav tells his listeners, “In Jerusalem the people called him crazy. But 
eventually, his craziness infected them all. Ben-Yehuda craved attention and 
argued with people about his claim to honors – a claim that was generally 
unsuccessful.” Hovav shared with the Glubokoye worthies some of the family 
secrets. The family, he says, tends to judge Israeli cities by the importance 
given to the Ben-Yehuda Street in each of them. “Tel Aviv and Jerusalem 
are excellent in this respect, Haifa so-so, but Glubokoye, with this statue, 
is definitely now on the map.” Hovav tells me later, that Ben-Yehuda was 
convinced that a street should have been named after him in his lifetime, 
which is not customary in Israel. 

Ben-Yehuda had no sense of humor. He was a red-head, quick to anger 
and evidently not a particularly pleasant person. Absorbed in himself, he 
was an individualist. Shmuel Yoseph Agnon, who won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1966, considered him to be a boor; Chaim Nachman Bialik, the 
national poet, thought he was blind to the traditional Jewish sources: “Ben-
Yehuda doesn’t care what the sages said if they only said it in Aramaic,” 
he maintained.

“That must have hurt him…” 
“Undoubtedly. He was a megalomaniac but that was what it took in order 

to spearhead a movement like the revival of a language and to compile a 
whole dictionary with your own hands.”

“What sort of a father was he?”
“His daughter Dola referred to him as a ‘father with a back,’ because the 

children only saw him from behind. When they wanted to speak to him, 
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they had to write for formal permission to Hemda, his second wife. But they 
respected him and called him Abba Gadol (“Big Dad.”) 

“How do you explain that?”
“Because he was a prophet. Prophets have a special dispensation. And 

clearly he had some element of charm; the magic of a revolutionary. Women 
fell in love with him.”

Before leaving for Palestine, Ben-Yehuda had second thoughts about 
Devorah Jonas. How could he uproot her from the luxury and wealth to which 
she was accustomed? How could he disconnect her from her cultured family? 
She was more suited to Europe. “I am prepared to annul the engagement” he 
wrote to her, “Palestine is not the land for you, and I have tuberculosis.” But 
she insisted and replied, “You promised. You must keep your promise.”

In 1891, a few years after they immigrated, Devorah was dying of the 
tuberculosis she had contracted from him. Her mother came to Palestine in 
order to look after her and Devorah grasped her hand; “Promise me that you 
will bring Beila (her younger sister, shortly to be renamed Hemda) to be a wife 
to my husband and a mother to my children.” Three of Devorah’s children 
were to die of diphtheria and yet she still found the strength of character to 
write to Beila, “If you want to live like a princess, marry my husband.”

What could Hemda, a young, attractive and promising student of chemistry, 
find in a man so much older than her and ill with tuberculosis? This question 
also worried Gil Hovav until he summoned up the courage to ask Dola, 
Hemda’s daughter, who, in turn asked Pnina, the third Jonas sister, who 
answered “All my life I prayed for the good health of your mother, but if, 
God forbid something should happen to her, I also prayed that he (Ben-
Yehuda) would marry me!” 

Hemda devoted herself absolutely to her husband. She worked with him on 
the preparation of his dictionary, supported him in his conflicts with others – 
mainly the haredim and members of the old-established Ashkenazi community. 
In condemning them, Ben-Yehuda said they were reactionary, lived on haluka 
(financial support from Jewish donors abroad) and were corrupt. 

The haredim harassed him because he insisted on using what they termed 
the Holy Tongue for everyday usage. In an article in Hazvi, the newspaper he 
edited and published, he called upon his father-in-law Jonas to acknowledge 
in the Hanuka festival, the heroism of Yehuda Hamaccabi. An explosive 
sentence in the article was “to ascend to the East.” The Jerusalem rabbis 
chose to interpret this as a call “to summon up an army against Palestine.” 
Someone made it his business to report this to the Turkish authorities who 
saw it as incitement. Ben-Yehuda was imprisoned. The family was outcast, 
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stones were thrown at them in the street, and voices were heard demanding 
that their children be denied a Jewish burial. Even a dog belonging to Itamar, 
the oldest son, was killed by hooligans. Zariz the dog was buried in the 
family yard and the words, “The first Hebrew-speaking dog” was inscribed 
on a headstone. Ben-Yehuda the hot-blooded red-head declared a world war 
against those who were harassing him.

The Ben-Yehuda family lived on Ethiopia Street and the corner of Prophets 
Street, adjacent to the haredi area of Mea Shearim in the center of Jerusalem. 
On Yom Kippur he would make a point of dining on the balcony overlooking 
the street. On one occasion the family was eating its Shabbat meal and they 
heard a woman shouting in Yiddish from the street: “Gevalt – I’m dying!” 
The children ran onto the balcony and saw a haredi woman lying on her back 
screaming with labor pains. Because of the Sabbath she would not travel on 
the Bikur Cholim hospital cart and had tried to walk there, collapsing on 
the way. The children rushed to fetch their father. He took one look at her 
from the balcony and called out, “You should scream in Hebrew,” and went 
back inside.

“What a character!”
“Amazing! Everything was judged against the criterion of Hebrew. 

Whatever did not take place in Hebrew was not part of his agenda.”
“What happened to the woman in labor?”
“I assume that Hemda must have taken some sort of action. But it wasn’t 

just this woman. Ben-Yehuda showed no pity on himself either. Impoverished 
and sick, he continued to work 18 hours a day. On a rug by his desk, Hemda 
embroidered the sentence, “The day is short and the work is long.” 

Eliezer and Devorah Ben-Yehuda’s son, Itamar, “the first Hebrew child,” 
was educated only in Hebrew. His father forbade him to play with children 
who did not speak Hebrew. Sometimes the father and son found themselves 
in acrimonious arguments. When the family traveled to Jaffa, Itamar fell in 
love with the town. But his father decided to return to Jerusalem. “I did not 
come to Palestine in order to live in Jaffa; I am a Jerusalemite,” he declared. 
His son hated him for it but also greatly admired him, and actually changed 
his name to Itamar Ben-Avi – “son of my father.” In his biography, “Dawn 
of Our Independence,” he expresses unqualified admiration for his father.

❋ ❋ ❋

The Ben-Yehuda Tribe
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At noon the road to Luzhki is deserted. Nevertheless, our driver is careful 
to stick to the 70 km. an hour speed limit. Only when the vehicle enters the 
forests does the driver’s right foot go down. The dense vegetation interferes 
with the cctv cameras and prevents him being caught for speeding. The 
weather is mild but that is the only thing pleasant about this place. Belarus 
is a place of mourning: Holocaust memorial sites at every turn. It is autumn 
and every falling leaf brings a memory.

We pass wooden huts surrounded by green yards with fruit trees. There is 
the beginning of an oppressive winter chill in the air. We leave the glistening 
asphalt and bump along a muddy road to where a woman in a flowered 
apron awaits us: Luzhki: the Jews have returned. A storm of clapping greets 
us from the assembled crowd. “Ben-Yehuda studied in Glubokoye, but he 
was born here in Luzhki,” explains Chaim Chesler. The MC introduces  
Mr “Gilu Hovavu.” Mr Hovavu, poised as if for a television program on 
cooking, provides the audience, not with a meal but rather food for thought. 
He talks about his great-grandfather, the poverty, the death of his wife, and 
his children, his time in prison, baseless hatred. “Here I am telling you all 
this in Hebrew and it is in Hebrew that I am also thanking the government 
of Belarus, the town of Luzhki and Limmud FSU for the welcome and the 
hospitality.” 

He then unveils the memorial to his great-grandfather. The time has come 
to display the portfolio of drawings by Israeli children. One of them shows a 
dolphin spouting words in Hebrew. The artist is Naomi aged 11, the daughter 
of Gil and Danny, his partner for more than 25 years. The choir sings cheribe-
cheribom in Yiddish. The villagers present Hovav with apples in a woven 
basket. A hundred meters or so away is the ruined synagogue of Luzhki. One 
of our group starts reciting the evening prayers. Certainly the first Jewish 
prayer service held here since the Holocaust.

“There are no more Jews here, other than the 916 buried in the local 
cemetery.” The speaker is Ada Raizon, to whom I am speaking with the help 
of Victoria Dolinsky, a journalist with the Russian Department of Kol Israel. 
Raizon, 77 years old, is the daughter of a Jewish engineer, Ilya Haimovitch. 
A few days after he qualified, he was expelled to the Vitebsk ghetto and 
was never heard from again. Ada survived thanks to neighbors who paid a 
ransom on her behalf. 

“Do you still have any connection with Judaism?” 
“I keep nothing Jewish. My only memory is of my grandmother speaking 

Yiddish.” 
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Hovav remembers much more about his own grandmother, Leah, who was 
known to the family as “Muma.” On the journey from Luzhki to Vitebsk, 
Hovav tells me a story that he heard from his grandmother concerning a  
famous love affair between Itamar Ben-Avi and Leah Abushadid that  
resounded around Jerusalem. His love poems to her were printed in his 
newspaper Doar Hayom, and were posted on street hoardings. But the 
Abushadid family wanted to have nothing to do with an Ashkenazi who 
was as poor as a church mouse and ten years older than the 16 year-old 
beautiful Sephardi Leah. The more he became obsessed with her, the more 
erotic his poems became. After three years of frustrated wooing, he wrote a 
poem entitled “My Pistol”: “Ever since I have loved her and my heart aches/
My pistol will never leave my side/Between the books of my soul/On my 
beloved desk/death already breathes in me.”

In the light of the implied suicide threat, the Abushadid family had no 
choice but to surrender to Itamar’s passion. He and Leah were married in 
1912 and lived happily until Itamar’s premature death in 1942, Leah living 
on until 1982. 

Two months after Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s death, Leah and Itamar’s daughter 
Drora, Gil Hovav’s mother, was born. Even though it was the same family, 
their lives were entirely different. Itamar was a warm and loving father – “A 
stormy Russian soul” in the words of Gil. “He was as handsome as a Greek 
god, a Jerusalem prince, with a swept-up Chekhov-like mane. My mother and 
her sister, Rina, loved him more than they loved their husbands,” says Gil. 

Drora Ben-Avi’s first husband was an American, Munroe Pollard, who she 
divorced after one month, and her second husband was a French Christian 
called Jean Perreau, who was head of the French archeological mission in 
Jerusalem. One day when she was working in the record library of Kol Israel, 
a news presenter with a resounding basso profundo voice, called Moshe Hovav, 
came in looking for a record. He was eight years younger than Drora and 
she was bowled over by him. In order to gather her wits in the excitement 
of meeting Hovav, she produced with a flourish a bottle of cognac concealed 
behind the records of Yves Montand. Moshe was a Don Juan before Drora, 
during Drora and after Drora. After a long and clandestine romance the two 
were married and the couple produced Itamar (named after his grandfather) 
and Gil.

“When the mother was the granddaughter of the reviver of the Hebrew 
language and the father came from a noted family of ritual scribes, was 
Hebrew a punishment?”

The Ben-Yehuda Tribe
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“It was a double disaster. As a child I didn’t realize it but in retrospect I 
understood that I had been living in the grip of linguistic forceps.” 

“What kind of pressure did the forceps exert?” 
“My parents didn’t care if we made dreadful mistakes in grammar, but 

what really upset them was the use of non-Hebrew words. As long as we said 
Tsiburit and not Autobus, and Ya’akovit and not Jacket, it was acceptable. 
But even after we had avoided the pitfalls of a foreign tongue, my mother 
insisted on using her grandfather’s neologisms, even those that had not really 
caught on. My father, on the other side, made me use pure Hebrew with a 
red stop sign after every mistake and getting the green light only after the 
mistake was corrected.”

“The flood of corrections didn’t damage your sense of personal well-
being?”

“No. Actually I enjoyed it very much. I am a Jerusalem-born nerd. I really 
liked discipline. We were not so much educated but trained. When an adult 
entered the room you had to stand up. When you passed a beggar you should 
always give something. There were many rules that I appreciated, including 
the corrections to my Hebrew.” 

I myself had met Moshe Hovav in the winter of 1971. As director of Kol 
Israel he opened the course for news editors in which I was participating. 
In his preliminary remarks, the head of the training department said to us 
that, “You need to ‘sit’ well inside current affairs.” Hovav, sucking a candy, 
immediately stopped him and gently remonstrated;. “I have no idea what you 
mean by ‘sit.’ I assume you mean ‘to be involved with’ or ‘to understand’ 
but why ‘sit’?”

When I was a news editor, Hovav would arrive in the studio to read the 
Saturday evening news bulletin – “The Hovav Edition” we would call it. The 
news readers would appear in the studio 20 minutes before the broadcast, 
but Hovav would arrive an hour before, go over the script carefully, add 
vowelization, consult a dictionary, and above all, make our lives a misery.”

“My father had an amazing sense of humor. People don’t remember that,” 
says his son.

“People remember his pedantry, his carefully groomed appearance.” 
“We were convinced that he wore a tie over his pyjamas. But he had a 

very warm heart; he was funny and mischievous.”
“Hovav was mischievous?” [Ed: in Hebrew the two words rhyme: Hovav 

Shovav].
“Mischievous in every way, including romantic. You could play the fool 

with him: he told jokes, made impersonations.” 
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Eleven months after Drora’s death, Moshe Hovav married Hannah, who 
was 20 years his junior. “An unusual couple. A Yemenite and a Scandinavian, 
but I can tell you with certainty that they were very much in love.” To this 
day, Hannah still lives in the family home in Jerusalem and the young Hovav 
is very fond of her. On the eve of Yom Kippur, 1987, Moshe, aged only 57, 
died of a heart attack in Copenhagen.

“What would Moshe Hovav – and especially Eliezer Ben-Yehuda – have 
thought about the Hebrew spoken today?”

“In my opinion my great-grandfather would be happy. After all, everyone 
here now speaks Hebrew. At the same time I am convinced that he would 
loathe the idea of a Hebrew newspaper called “The Marker.”

“Seriously?”
“Even for me it is an absolute scandal. It displays an ugly disregard of 

Hebrew culture. It infuriates me!”
“Which of Ben-Yehuda’s neologisms are you particularly fond of?”
“I tend to prefer the words that have stayed just within the family. For 

example, Tuflayim – “Slippers.” [Ed: the modern Hebrew term is Na’alei 
Bayt -“house shoes”]. “If you hear someone using the word tuflayim, know 
that he is either a member of the extended Ben-Yehuda tribe or he is an 
infiltrator – a spy.” 

 “Do you ever use words which never became accepted, such as sach-
rachok instead of telephone?”

“Actually, in the Ben-Yehuda family, we would say kol-choot, because it 
was grammatically easy to turn it into an infinitive – Lekalchet – “to make 
a telephone call.” It would be very difficult to make an infinitive out of 
sach-rachok!”

“How will your daughter’s Hebrew sound?”
“There will be many more foreign words in it. That is the nature of language. 

It may not be pretty but that is unimportant.” 
“What is important?”
“The fact that my daughter was born into Hebrew. She will not be like 

the polyglots of the beginning of the last century in Eretz Israel who needed 
Turkish to communicate with the government, French for culture, German 
for science and English for commerce. 

“So the Red-Head won?”
“An absolute knock-out victory! We are Hebrews!”

The Ben-Yehuda Tribe
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27
The Acropolis of Volozhin

In September 1904, Sigmund Freud visited the Acropolis in Athens and wrote 
an article on amnesia called “The Disturbance of Memory in the Acropolis.” 
He was 48 years old; 32 years later at the age of 80, he wrote, “A mixed 
feeling of astonishment and joy enveloped me when I saw the Acropolis. I 
told myself that all this indeed exists exactly as we had learned in school.”

At the age of nearly 80, Ephraim Halevy is visiting the Volozhin Yeshiva 
in Belarus. If the Acropolis is the acme of Western civilization, Volozhin 
is the Acropolis of Jewish learning. But Halevy, always the spy, keeps his 
emotions well locked up inside. It was clear to me that he was glad to be 
at the yeshiva but his countenance reveals nothing. Freudian astonishment 
was certainly not present here. If the father of psychoanalysis had learnt 
about the Acropolis in school, the former head of the Mossad knew about 
Volozhin from his home. His mother was the great-grandaughter of Rabbi 
Naphtali Zvi Yehuda Berlin (known by the Hebrew acronym, the Natziv) one 
of the founders of the yeshiva. But Halevy will learn in Volozhin what Freud 
learnt after his visit to the Acropolis: if there is no dialogue with the past, 
we lack values. “The chains that link us through many previous generations 
have to be recreated,” Halevy says, as we pace the halls of the abandoned 
and desolate yeshiva building.

Yeshivat Volozhin is not only a part of the Halevy family tree. Rabbi 
Zvi Hirsch Meltzer, the grandfather of Shimon Peres, who was murdered in 
his synagogue during the Holocaust,was a graduate of the yeshiva. Natan 
Milikovsky, grandfather of Benjamin Netanyahu, studied in the yeshiva for 
eight years and was ordained there as a rabbi. It was there that he delivered 
lectures, a central theme of which was Eretz Israel. Other prominent students 
included Kalonimus Wolf Wissotzky, the “Tea King” of Russia and the writers 
Micha Josef Berdyczewski and Chaim Nachman Bialik. Some six months 
after he arrived in Volozhin, Bialik wrote Kitvei Hamishtageya (“Writings 
of a Madman”), his first work in prose and it was here that he refined his 
famous poem, “To a Bird.”
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Ephraim Halevy was born in 1934 – the year Bialik died. Even after he 
retired as head of the Mossad he continues to spy. This time on behalf of 
immigrants from the Soviet Union who have difficulty in proving they are 
Jewish. The Shorashim (“Roots”) Center is a type of international investigations 
office based in Jerusalem. Each year it helps hundreds of men and women 
to discover vital documents so as to convince the Israeli rabbinical courts of 
their Judaism. The Roots Center was set up by the Jewish-Australian land 
developer and millionaire, Harry Triguboff, and Halevy is chairman. Chaim 
Chesler tries to convince Halevy to serve as chair of a public committee to 
renovate the Volozhin Yeshiva

Grigori Haitovitch, one of the leaders of the local Jewish community, would 
like the yeshiva to be restored, not for regular studies, but for study periods 
of a few days each. Halevy is not enthusiastic about the idea of a rebuilt 
yeshiva for study. He thinks it should serve as a center that will preserve and 
memorialize the tradition of Jewish learning that was destroyed here.

The Volozhin Yeshiva ceased to exist after the Nazi invasion when its 
students were deported to ghettos and then murdered. A working meeting 
concerning the possible restoration of the yeshiva takes place after a visit to 
the Yama (“Pit” in Russian), a site where some 5,000 Jews were murdered. 
The Israeli ambassador to Belarus, Yosef Shagal, surmises that the restoration 
will cost some two million dollars. He says the Belarussians want the place 
to become a pilgrimage site for visiting Jewish tourists. 

The green of Belarus is oppressive. More than one third of the country is 
composed of forests. But because of death your eyes do not see the trees. 
Hitin, Luban, Vishneyeva: hundreds of murder sites concealed behind the 
foliage in peaceful fields on soft, undulating hills. 

We meet the governor of Minsk province. Semen Shapiro; he has the 
shoulders of Tarzan and the rosy cheeks of Heidi the Mountain Girl. He was 
a member of a kolkhoz until another kolkhoznik, Aleksander Lukashenko, 
now president of Belarus, took him off his tractor. “I need you to help me 
change the people” said Lukashenko. “For how long?” asked Shapiro. “For 
40 years,” Lukashenko replied.

We are seated under a picture of someone else who wanted to change 
people. His name was Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov, better known as Lenin. Under 
the picture of the father of the Bolshevik Revolution are pictures illustrating 
the Soviet Five Year plan. When the former head of the Israeli Mossad is 
presented to him, Shapiro comments “there is no ‘former’ in such a job.” 
As the son of a Jewish father, he is open to suggestions from the delegation. 
“Tell me what it is you want,” he asks, coming straight to the point.
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Chaim Chesler replies equally bluntly; “We mean business. We want to 
do something about the Volozhin Yeshiva.” Shapiro: “We are ready to talk 
about it – but give me some concrete ideas.” Chesler replies, “First of all we 
want to take Ephraim Halevy to Volozhin, so that he can become involved. 
Volozhin was a center of Jewish life which was brutally terminated by the 
Holocaust.”

This remark leads Shapiro to talk about his father’s family which perished in 
the Holocaust. “But all this is past history” he adds. “Now things are different. 
Chesler’s remarks are made against the background of rockets falling in the 
south of Israeli as we meet. “We are here because we want life to conquer 
terrorism and death,” says Halevy who, during all his time in the Mossad, 
never told anyone that his ancestors were among the founders of the Volozhin 
Yeshiva. Halevy tells me later that “I never wanted it to be thought that I 
had got to where I was because of some family influence.” 

To the governor, Halevy says that “Among the sources of our strength as 
a nation are places like Volozhin. If the yeshiva is restored, many Jewish 
tourists will visit Belarus. If your crews can work together with those of 
Grigori Haitovitch, we cannot fail.” At the end of the table sits Haitovitch, 
kippa on his head, his shoulders slumped over. The years pass, revolutions 
take place, and there will always be the same self-effacing Jew. That is 
how it was under the Tzars, that is how it was under the Communists, and 
apparently still is under post-Communism.

But perhaps it is still not post-Communism. At night, not too far from  
the Prospekt Nezavisimosti (Independence Boulevard), the street on  
which my hotel is situated in Minsk, is a Soviet throw-back, preserved in  
amber. The nearby metro station is decorated with paintings of farmers  
harvesting in the fields. At night, an enormous statue of Lenin casts a giant 
shadow on the adjoining government buildings. Not far from Vladimir  
Ilyich Ulyanov and the soldier guarding him, are the premises of the KGB. 
Everyone knows, everyone is aware, everyone takes care. Within walking 
distance are the turrets of a prison with barbed wire on its walls. Alexander 
Lukashenko administers what might be termed “centralized democracy.”  
It is possible to write opposing the government but it depends what and 
how often. It is possible to demonstrate but it depends against what and 
with what frequency.

 The van that takes us to Volozhin has only one door and that is beside 
the driver. Only he controls who alights or descends. And who knows if he 
is indeed just a driver. But everyone is aware of the identity of the driver 
behind the national wheel. One sees Belorussians smiling and their capital 
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shines with cleanliness. There are weekends when Lukashenko mobilizes the 
population to refurbish public amenities. Not for nothing, as we have already 
noted, do they refer to Lukashenko as Batchka (“Little Father”).

On the journey from Minsk to Volozhin, sitting in the back of the van, the 
skies are black, the air is heavy and the rain incessant. In our conversation, 
Halevy relates how he delved into the writing of the Natziv. “From them I 
derived ideas concerning national security.” Once the rabbi was asked why 
it was that the leaders of the 12 tribes were asked to scout out the Land of 
Israel. His answer was that they exuded trustworthiness and that only they 
could persuade the people to follow them. From this, Halevy, son of the 
Natziv’s great-granddaughter, extrapolates an important factor in dealing with 
sources. “How can you know if the information you are being presented 
with is correct or not? You are entirely dependent on your judgment of the 
reliability of the person. Trustworthiness is the name of the game,” maintains 
the ex-head of the Mossad. “A person like the Natziv sits in a remote and 
isolated corner of the Russian Empire and comes up with a notion that is 
totally modern in concept,” he adds.

Even though the Natziv did not permit his students to stray from their 
holy studies, he knew that the waves of the Enlightenment were wafting over 
the shtenders (study desks) in the yeshiva. He well knew that in the long 
nights, the eyes of his students were not glued only to the traditional texts, 
but also to Zionist texts. Nevertheless he did not resort to punishment for 
he appreciated that for at least a part of the Jewish people, there were those 
who were consumed by the idea of the return to Eretz Israel.

“What did you learn from that?”
“I have learned that there are things that can be done one way, and others 

that can be done in another. But what is important is to be patient and to 
listen to each opinion.” 

“Is that the attitude that guided your work in the Mossad?”
“I tried, insofar as was possible to show tolerance. At the beginning I was 

more combatative. I fought for my opinions. I fought for the respect for the 
job I held – I fought, fought, fought. Not just against the enemy but also 
internal battles. 

“Did you take it to extremes?”
“I never wanted to bring the issues to a head. You can never be certain that 

you possess the absolute truth. At the same time, you cannot compromise on 
discipline. If I should have given in, chaos could have consumed the Mossad. 
I certainly took measures against personnel who did not act according to  
the rules.”

The Acropolis of Volozhin
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When Napoleon invaded Russia, the Tsar issued an edict that the students 
of the Volozhin Yeshiva should be protected from the French. A conflict far 
more dangerous than that threatened by Napoleon affected the yeshiva 80 
years later. After 40 years of service, the Natziv asked to be relieved of his 
responsibilities as head. In his place, he wished to appoint his son, Rabbi 
Chaim Berlin. Berlin was a distinguished scholar and heading the yeshiva 
would be a position he could fulfill admirably. But he was not considered 
a gaon, a Talmudic genius, who could excite the sharp minds of Volozhin. 
The leading lights of the yeshiva preferred a brilliant scholar, Rabbi Chaim 
Soloveitchik. A bloody verbal battle ensued. Anonymous letters were sent 
to the Natziv and other prominent rabbis. Among the senders was Bialik, 
the blue-eyed boy of Volozhin. Every day, the doors of the yeshiva would 
be plastered with denunciations against Rabbi Berlin, written in the form of 
parodies of liturgical texts.

The Natziv stood firmly in support of his son and refused to withdraw 
his resignation. “I have already relinquished my robes of office; why should 
I don them again?” News of the conflict even reached the Tsar who used 
the dissension to demand that Russian be taught in the yeshiva. The Natziv 
objected vehemently and it was closed down. It reopened three years later 
in 1895, only to be finally closed during the Holocaust.

“Would you accept the statement of the governor of Minsk that there is 
no ‘former’ in connection with work at the Mossad?”

“Not exactly. When I finished my term of office, I disconnected myself. 
I never get up in the morning and think what I would have done in this or 
that situation. It is impossible to think like that.” 

Ephraim Halevy’s appearance is misleading. One does not discern a person 
at whose orders people were assassinated, but rather a pallid-faced gentleman 
scholar. It is conceivable that the nature of his position in the world of 
concealment and deception taught him to adopt a character that was not 
really his. One listens to a person speaking in European decibels and you 
think you can discern a small movement of the eyelids and then, when you 
are totally unprepared, you are faced with an innocent question, or an aside 
which overturns the remark you have just made. Halevy is a person who 
listens. It is probable that the ability to listen was essential in the critical 
missions that were assigned to him. One of these was finalizing the peace 
accord with Jordan. Halevy emphasizes, “An emissary must always remember 
that he is just an emissary. He does not make the decisions nor does he have 
the authority to apply pressure.”

“So an emissary is simply a channel of communication?”
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“No. He is certainly not absolved from making suggestions, some  
of which might or might not be accepted. An emissary should not fight 
for his suggestions, but he could and should return to them time and time 
again. Sometimes it might well happen that they are eventually seen to  
be correct.”

Halevy took over the Mossad in 1998 after the failed poisoning attempt 
in Jordan of Khaled Mashal, the political head of Hamas. I ask Halevy if 
Mashal should still be a target for assassination. He refuses to be drawn into 
a discussion on the reasoning for assassinations. In some of the operations he 
directed he was unable to extricate his agents. He always insisted on pointing 
out to his operatives before they embarked on an operation that under certain 
circumstances his hands would be tied. 

Halevy served under five prime ministers, three as head of the Mossad 
and two as deputy director. I asked him to characterize them. He agreed but 
was careful to point out that he would only say positive things. He described 
Yitzhak Shamir as a solid rock, very stable, very stalwart in his world outlook 
who gave enormous support to those serving under him. Yitzhak Rabin knew 
how to exploit opportunities and allowed Halevy to maintain contact with 
King Hussein, even when he had little faith in the Jordanian option. When 
something very substantive changed in the attitude of the king, Rabin radically 
changed his attitude to Jordan although he was deeply involved with Syria 
at the time. 

Ariel Sharon was razor-sharp and knew how to accept responsibility. Once, 
before a major operation, Halevy outlined to him a potential security risk. 
“What will really happen if there is a mishap like that?” mused Sharon. 
Halevy suggested that it could be announced that the head of the Mossad had 
operated on his own authority and that the prime minister was not apprised of 
the situation. There was silence in the room. The tape-recorder was running 
and the stenographer had her finger on the keyboard when Sharon gave his 
verdict, “I approve of the operation but not including the proviso presented 
by the head of the Mossad.”

Ehud Barak demonstrated a rapid global grasp and gave wide license to 
act. Halevy is appreciative that he was asked to stay on after Barak’s election 
in 1999. Benjamin Netanyahu is brilliant who, in minutes can pull together 
the threads of any subject. When the Mashal operation collapsed, he realized 
immediately that the repercussions had to be minimized. He immediately 
gave instructions that the antidote to the poison should be transferred to the 
Jordanians, thus saving Mashal’s life.

The Acropolis of Volozhin
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We did not speak about Shimon Peres as Halevy had not served under him 
as prime minister. Later on, we pass the village of Vishneyeva where Peres 
was born. When we approach Volozhin, the sun’s rays manage to penetrate 
through the clouds and illuminate the fences, houses and bus stops which 
had been painted blue and white a year before in honor of a Limmud FSU 
conference. When Bialik had lived there, most of the inhabitants of Volozhin 
worked in the forests, others were traders, craftsmen – poverty-ridden and 
the butt of jokes.

The yeshiva building is known as the “White House,” as it is built from 
white bricks. The house is still white but there are no students. The incessant 
rain makes the red roof shine. It is the end of August at half-past five in the 
evening. A heavy smell of wood smoke hangs in the air. The mayor, Pyotr 
Bibik, ceremoniously presents Ephraim Halevy with a silver key. Halevy 
attempts to open the red iron door but to no avail. He tries turning the key 
in the other direction but the door has a will of its own. Halevy hands the 
key to Veronika, our translator who is accompanying us: she asks the mayor 
if he knows someone who can help – he doesn’t. Halevy tries again but 
with no more luck. Chaim Chesler tries to enter through a window but fails. 
Nothing works until Mayor Bibik takes the key again and in a gargantuan 
effort, it turns at last and the door creaks open.

Ephraim Halevy is the first to penetrate the darkness. The windows are 
sealed up with bricks, the shutters are immovable, the neon lights are rusted 
to the walls, there is black mildew between the doors and the ceiling. Once 
this place was bursting with activity. Menachem Mendel Slotkin recorded in 
his book on Lithuanian yeshivot. “Some 250 youths and avreichim (newly-
married students) would be standing, sitting, some with a Gemara in hand, 
pacing the length of the hall, and chanting nigunim (melodies) in loud voices, 
each to a different nigun, and overall an air of excitement and sweetness, 
accompanied by incessant motion of hands and bodies…” 

“Will you come back?” I ask Halevy.
“Yes. I really hope that a Jewish cultural center will be established here. 

A link that will join us with the past that was so brutally interrupted.”
“What has this visit meant to you?”
“With all the great personalities on the walls, I feel as if I have gone 

back decades.”
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IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THEIR MUSE

28
Bel and Grandfather Shalom Aleichem
He called her “Beluchka” she called him “Papa,” because Shalom Aleichem 
was too young to be called grandfather, says his granddaughter, Bel Kaufman, 
nearly 100 years old, and who still thinks of herself as her grandfather’s 
“little one.” “I loved him dearly: so many people loved him,” she says, and 
envelops herself in memories.

Bel Kaufman, a lady with blood-red shoes and finger nails. She is funny 
and delights in total freedom and the special assertiveness that comes with 
old age. When she doesn’t want to do something, she doesn’t even bother 
about finding an excuse. She simply says no. “I have learned that the word 
‘no’ is very liberating, she says. The audience claps with enthusiasm.

The audience in this case is the 500 people who have gathered for the 
first-ever Limmud FSU conference in New York, an event which also marks 
150 years since the birth of Shalom Aleichem. This is the first time a Limmud 
event for Russian-speaking Jews is taking place in the United States. It is 
August 2009 and we are in the synagogue of Westhampton Beach, on Long 
Island, north of New York City. If Westhampton is the campus of the wealthy 
and the wise, the synagogue is its Harvard. 

Among the presenters is Matthew Bronfman: “Wherever I go, I encounter 
young Russian-speaking Jews who are looking to re-engage with their past.” 
They, according to Bronfman, are the core of Limmud: seekers of their heritage 
for whom Limmud was created. Felix Frenkel, chair of the US Council 
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of Jewish Immigrant Organizations discovers here sparks of young Jewish 
leadership. Despite the worrying data on assimilation, he notes a desire to 
break away from parents and grandparents. “All the time, I meet people 
who are searching for their past. If there is a fear that young people are 
not engaged with their faith or with Israel, this is disproved by everything 
happening here at Limmud. There is a big challenge involved in retaining 
Jewish identity in the melting pot that is America.”

In Frenkel’s opinion, Limmud FSU has the potential to turn immigrants 
into leaders. Frenkel himself is an immigrant from Kiev. When he hears 
Dimitry Spelovitch playing Jewish melodies on the clarinet, he is transported 
back to Kiev; to the synagogue where he first heard the stories of Shalom 
Aleichem.

“The writings of Shalom Aleichem have become a universal literary asset,” 
Congressman Gerald Nadler from New York tells the Limmud FSU audience. 
“Over and beyond their content, they also have the power to entertain the 
reader.” His stories were the basis for the musical “Fiddler on the Roof,” 
and it is not surprising that he has been referred to as the “Jewish Mark 
Twain.” Mark Twain heard about it and apparently said, “Tell him that I am 
the American Shalom Aleichem.” 

Solomon Sholem ben Nachum Rabinovich, who became Shalom Aleichem, 
was born on February 18, 1859, in Pereyaslav in the Russian Empire (now 
Pereyaslav-Khmelnytskyy, Ukraine), not far from Kiev. “Up to this day he 
is regarded in the town as some sort of demi-God,” says his granddaughter. 
Shalom Aleichem is still the reigning genius of Jewish humor. Among his 
best-known works, are “Tevye the Milkman,” “Motel ben Peysie the Cantor’s 
son,” “Menachem Mendel,” and “Stempenyu.”

When he was 13 his mother died and he was sent to school in another 
town. That might well have been the inspiration for his stories of the mythical 
shtetl, Katrilevke. It is difficult to understand how a miserable childhood 
could have given rise to such scintillating humor. His stepmother mistreated 
him, his father was unkind, and in order to support himself he had to give 
private lessons. One of his pupils was Olga Hodel Loev, the daughter of a 
wealthy local landowner. When Rabinovitch’s love for Olga become known, 
he was dismissed from the estate. But five years later, love conquered all 
and they were married.

 After his marriage he continued to do what he had been doing since the 
age of three – writing stories in Yiddish, Russian and Hebrew. Just as Bialik, 
who had once tried to be a timber merchant, so Rabinovich had no talent 
for simple arithmetic. One of his failed enterprises resulted in him losing 
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everything, and he and his young wife had to wander around Europe seeking 
work. Only salvation by his wife’s mother redeemed them from dire poverty. 
Olga understood the situation and took it a step further. She realized that she 
had to take an active role in making a living. She studied dentistry and was 
one of the few women of her generation to become a doctor.

Bella Kaufman was born in Berlin and was the daughter of Leyalya (Lala) 
and the handsome Michael Kaufman. When her father finished his medical 
studies, the family moved to Odessa. The city of Odessa, which we will visit 
later in this book, was the home of some of the leading Jewish writers of that 
and any age: Ahad Ha’am, Mendele Mocher-Sefarim, Mordechai Ben-Ami – 
and Chaim Nachman Bialik, a neighbor of the Kaufman family. Bel says, “I 
loved Bialik and his bald head. He was always in our house. Once he leaned 
over me and said, “Beluchka, you are going to be a writer.” Her grandfather 
encouraged the relationship with Bialik and in a letter to Lala he wrote, “Tell 
Beluchka to give Chaim Nachman a big kiss for his 50th birthday. It will be 
a pity if she doesn’t learn Hebrew so she can read the work of our greatest 
poet in the original language. Warm kisses to the three of you.”

Bel has only early indistinct memories of “Papa.” She knew him as warm, 
funny and playful. She and her cousin Tamara were his first two grandchildren. 
Sometimes he would say to them, “Do you see that mountain? I am going to 
give it to Tamara. Do you see that lake? I am going to give it to Beluchka.” 
When he was busy writing, he would tell them to hold onto his finger tightly, 
“Because then I write better.” For years, Bella believed that her grandfather 
was writing because of her.

Bel has a clear memory of a vist to the zoo in Geneva where he was 
trying to recuperate from a bout of tuberculosis. Opposite the monkey cage 
he rollled a piece of paper in his hand, filled it with water and offered it to 
a monkey who refused the drink. Grandfather, seeing that the monkey was 
obstinate, went to the tap and drank and drank and drank. Only later did  
Bel realise that this was a symptom of his diabetes. But Shalom Aleichem 
even laughed at his own illnesses, “It is clear to me that I will not die of 
hunger but of thirst,” Bel once heard him tell her mother. 

Shalom Aleichem succumbed to tuberculosis in May 1916 in New York. 
He was still writing four days before his death, but did not manage to finish 
“Motel Ben Peysie, the Cantor’s Son.” His funeral in New York was the 
biggest in that city since the death of the film star Rudolph Valentino. It took 
more than half a day for the cortège to pass. It left from his home in Harlem 
(then a middle-class district), passed down Fifth Avenue and reached the 
Yiddish-speaking Lower East Side, and then crossed the river to the Mount 
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Nevo Jewish cemetery in Brooklyn. The funeral procession brought tens 
of thousands of New York Jews onto the streets. The event was organized 
by the head of the Reform community, Rabbi Yehuda Leib Magnes, who, 
a few years later, become the first president of the new Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem. At the cemetery, eulogies were given by the writer Sholem 
Asch and the Zionist leader, Nachman Syrkin. The world-famous cantor, 
Yossele Rosenblatt chanted the mourning prayer, El Ma’aleh Rahamim. “It 
was obvious how many people loved and appreciated him,” Bel Kaufman 
tells the Limmud audience, “There were people who prised up stones from 
the garden of his home to take home as a souvenir.”

Prof. Dan Meron in an article in Ha’aretz, “Three Funerals – Two Cultures,” 
wrote, “As it was taking place, the funeral had already become a political and 
cultural event. The funeral attracted the attention not only of the leaders of 
New York but also of politicians in Washington, including President Woodrow 
Wilson. Suddenly it was realized that the millions of Yiddish speakers who 
had come to America in the three decades prior to the First World War were 
not an amorphous group of peddlers, sweat-shop workers and drifters, but a 
substantial population with a living culture of its own. They were now seen 
as a political force that should be cultivated on its own merits.”

At the age of 53, almost the same age as her grandfather when he died, Bel 
embarked on a new life. Recently divorced, she found her life’s calling. The 
school teacher who had to count every dollar, became a respected writer. Up 
until then she had only written short stories. The starting point was a short 
story, “La Tigresse,”about a femme fatale. Her agent thought it was suitable 
for the men’s magazine Esquire, but there was a problem. The editors were 
not prepared to publish a story written by a woman. There was a simple 
solution. Bel became the androgynous Bel and her gender was concealed.

She began writing another short story, based on fictional notes written by 
teachers and discarded in waste paper baskets. This was a biting satirical 
account of correspondence between frustrated teachers and a mindless 
bureaucracy. The day the story was published, she received a phone call 
from an editor at the noted publishing house, Prentice-Hall, suggesting she 
turn the story into a full length novel. She wasn’t entirely sure that there was 
a book to be written, but a generous advance from the publisher convinced 
her to try.

After a year of tears and crossings-out, “Up the Down Staircase,” was 
published. The name was taken from the staircase – one side up, one side 
down – in the school where she taught. The success of the book set her firmly 
on the upside of the stairs. The teachers of America took the book to heart 
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and felt that Bel was writing about them. The book stayed at the top of the 
bestseller list for a massive 64 weeks and went through 47 printings. It was 
translated into many languages, including Hebrew, and reached an estimated 
seven million readers. It was made into a very successful Hollywood film 
by the Warner Brothers.

In addition to a handsome income, the book brought Bel Kaufman a glowing 
celebrity status as a highly sought-after speaker who could make audiences 
laugh. And laugh they did too, in the Westhampton synagogue. “Laughter 
is a key to survival,” Bel said, “It joins people together just as do love and 
curiosity. There are 30 year-olds dying of boredom because they think they 
know everything. There are old people who still smile at their everyday 
lives.”

Five years after her appearance at Limmud FSU New York, Bel Kaufman 
died in her home in Manhattan. There is every reason to suppose that she 
died with a smile on her lips and a look of satisfaction on her face, because 
she had fulfilled the prophecies of “Papa” and Bialik on becoming a writer. 
Satisfaction because she had played a part in the relationship between the 
national poet and the great comic writer. That relationship found expression 
in an article by the critic Menachem Perry, “The Poet with Shoes – Bialik 
as a Shalom Aleichem Hero.” Perry quotes from Shterkshich (“Slippers” in 
Yiddish), a story by Shalom Aleichem.

The year is 1907. Shalom Aleichem is living in Geneva. Bialik is visiting 
him on Rosh Hashana and a few days after he left, his host writes to him, 
“Oy Bialik, Bialik, Bialik. You left us as if to bisect the sea. How is it that 
you don’t write a short letter? I have warm regards for you. Guess from 
whom? From your shterkshich. The day after you left Switzerland I woke 
up as usual early in the morning and as usual, felt under the bed for my 
slippers. I glance down: a pair of slippers that are unknown to me. Knitted 
slippers with a plaid pattern and leather toes. I study them – extremely good 
slippers! New slippers! But whose slippers are they? Then it becomes clear 
– these are the slippers of Bialik! He has taken my slippers and left me his 
as a present!” 

“In short, there is a great tararam (hulabaloo) in the house. First of all, 
a parade of the daughters of Shalom Aleichem each explaining why the 
shterkshich should go to her. Tissi says that her husband [Ed. Y.D. Berkovitch, 
the translator of most of Shalom Aleichem’s works into Hebrew] and Bialik 
are soul mates. Lala says that she hasn’t got any shterkshich at all, but 
Emma is also barefoot and so is Marusi who is adamant that the slippers 
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will fit her perfectly. And Misha wakes up and says the slippers should be 
his because Bialik slept in his bed. Meanwhile I have the slippers. I hope, 
God willing, to send them to you in Odessa but obviously not both of them 
together. One I will send you immediately after Sukkot and the other I will 
send you at Pesach. And then, dear Bialik, you will be reunited with both 
your shterkshich.”

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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The Zhitomiri 

“Did a Jew called Bialik once live here?” I ask. ”Jews always lived in the 
apartment opposite,” answers a man dressed in blue. With some hesitation, 
I knock on the wooden door. A bell rings but there is no answer. Through 
the key hole I can see rolled-up carpets, a sofa covered with blankets. No 
movement. We go downstairs: rusted railings, peeling walls, a faint smell of 
urine. On the ground floor a young couple appears: “Bialik? A Jew? We’ve 
never been asked about Jews before.”

We are at 9, Malia Arnotaskia Street, Odessa. Written on a black plaque at 
the front of the building is “Here lived a poet of the National Awakening.” This 
is the building, but which is the apartment? Yulia, our interpreter, telephones 
Anya at the Jewish Museum who tells her we have gone wrong. Based on 
the documents of the local police she tells us that we need to return to the 
yard, go in the second entrance and enter an apartment on the first floor, one 
with five high windows overlooking the yard. Indeed, here a woman in a 
flowered flannel housecoat over brown trousers opens the door. Her name is 
Valentina Kirilovna. Warm and outgoing – a typical Russian babushka. Yossi 
Aloni, our photographer, offers her his hand and she says “You are cold, 
come in and I’ll give you a glass of tea.” We taste the tchorniya (black) tea 
with her home-made wine and say nazhdarovya – lechaim!”) The windows 
have large prominent ledges – plenty of room for the birds in the famous 
Bialik poem. 

Our journey in the footsteps of the young Chaim Nachman Bialik takes 
place at the end of the 140th year since his birth. It is our challenge to 
explore the awakening talent of the national poet’s youthful years; to mark 
the stations of the life and the muse.

Hundreds of kilometers of Ukrainian forest bring me back to Bialik. For my 
own personal disconnect with the poet I blame myself, or even more so my 
teacher, who endlessly provided commentary and interpretation of his poems. 
Meanwhile, 50 years later, Bialik remains the same Bialik but the eyes that 
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read him are very different. At last the journey to Ukraine is for me, above 
all, an opportunity to say “Sorry, Chaim Nachman! I was wrong!”

“My dear Klausner, You asked me to write a few words about my life 
story, but on my life, I have little history to record.” Thus Bialik opened his 
witty letter to the noted historian, Yosef Klausner. Bialik did indeed have 
a history. But the details are surprising. When exactly was he born and 
where? One hundred years after Bialik wrote that letter, Avner Holzman, in 
a scholarly biography, “Chaim Nachman Bialik,” deals with those questions. 
It seems that Bialik himself had doubts and was not sure if he had been born 
in 1873 or 1874. The quandary was only solved in 2003 when the researcher 
Shmuel Avnery discovered in the state archives of Zhitomir, that the baby 
Chaim, son of Yitzhak Yosef Bialik and his wife Dinah-Priveh, was born on  
January 6, 1873. But the date in the document does not accord with the poet’s 
own account that he was born on the symbolic fast date of the tenth day of 
the Hebrew month of Tevet. Nevertheless, according to Holzman, the tenth 
of Tevet cannot be discounted.

Under what skies was Bialik born? All the books and studies point to the 
village of Radi, in the province of Volhyn in the Russian Empire. In his letter 
to Klausner, Bialik wrote, “Until the sixth year of my life, I grew up in the 
village of Radi. A place of forests, fields and pastoral peace marked by a 
modest grace.” But when we studied the map we could find no Radi close to 
Zhitomir. So not Radi – maybe Gradi, or maybe the village of Radovka, eight 
kilometers east of Korostyshiv, a place mentioned by Holzman. But neither 
that nor the other. From the document discovered by Avnery, it appears that 
Bialik first saw the light of day in the village of Ivnytsa, 30 kilometers east 
of Zhitomir. It then seems that when he was a baby the family moved to 
Radi, which become imprinted in his memory as his birthplace. And there 
is yet another explanation: Sofia Zitsev, director of the Hessed club of the 
JDC in Zhitomir, suggests that Bialik was born in a khutor, a type of small 
kolkhoz (community settlement), where a few families collectively tended 
animals and grew vegetables. The plot owned by the Bialik family lay in an 
area between Radi and Ivnytsa.

At the entrance to Ivnytsa is a wooden cross; ducks cross the road. A peasant 
is burning wood and the smoke drives the cows into a nearby cowshed. In 
order to help us locate the khutor, Sofia Zitsev is again on the phone. “Go 
to where the woods end.” But after 140 years, the woods are gobbling up 
Ivnytsa, invading the yards, swallowing up rotting barns. It is our luck that 
Bialik left Ivnytsa. It is improbable, between the cabbage and potato fields, 
that the ambiguous complexity of his writing would have been revealed.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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Similar to his biographical details, so too his character is riddled with 
doubts. In Bialik’s letter to Klausner, Holzman identifies four evidently 
conflicting images of the poet’s childhood and youth. A self-absorbed and 
delusional child who takes an interest in every dark phenomenon. A child who 
calls out from the roof to a cockerel in the middle of the night. A growing 
youth suffering from oppression and poverty. A youth who, at the same time, 
absorbs Jewish law, commentary and morality. 

When Bialik was five years old, his father’s lumber business collapsed. 
The family moved to the Smolyanka district of Zhitomir. Bialik wrote that it 
is “a very small and impoverished area; when a person sneezes at one end of 
the village, his friend at the other end says asuta.” The young boy went to 
a heder in the small home of a local rabbi and began to study the Bible, the 
commentaries of Rashi and the Psalms. “The rabbi’s house,” Bialik wrote to 
Klausner, “is situated between mounds of sand on the slope of a hill seemingly 
likely to fall at any minute into the pit beneath it.” The pit belonged to his 
father Yitzhak Yosef Bialik. His father scraped a bare living from the baths 
he constructed for the use of the villagers. When Chaim Nachman was seven 
years old, his father became bankrupt and died.

I did not see him for long
His days with me were not long enough
When I was still small I did not have enough of his presence
My eyes still crave his mercies and his hand to shelter me
His passing divided us for ever
But his image is imprinted on my heart
I will call and he will appear.

The account of the boy’s attempts to comfort his distraught mother when 
she tried to place him in the hands of his grandfather, Ya’akov Moshe, are 
heartbreaking. On leaving, Bialik not only parted from his mother and his 
home, but from his childhood. In his grandfather’s house in a wooded suburb 
of Zhitomir, he found it difficult to become accustomed to the strict religious 
regime. Because of his scholastic abilities he suffered from the jealousy of 
his cousins and faced their antagonism daily, but he found solace in his 
grandfather’s sacred books.

❋ ❋ ❋

The approaches to the hall of the Hessed club run by JDCt that we visit in 
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Zhitomir lead through dark corridors. Somber men in faded leather coats. 
The women, drinking tea from plastic cups, hear about “Chaima Nachmana 
Bialika,” for the first time in their lives. For most of them it was a chance 
encounter. A memorial plaque was fixed on the wall of the house where 
Bialik had lived with his grandfather 15 years ago. But five years later, the 
owners moved out and the plaque was removed so the wall could be bricked 
over, and was never replaced. The plaque with its broken edges is now on 
the second floor of the Hessed club.

The house is at 61, Moskovskaya Street. We knock on an iron door leading 
to the yard. Only dogs answer but a door opens at the end of the building. 
A mezuza on the door post and beneath it a woman’s head appears. “Come 
in quickly” she directs us, “The neighbors here are bad people.” 76 year-old 
Perla Gershonova Heller has lived in this house all her life. She has no direct 
sunlight and no indoor plumbing. Every Friday she draws water from the 
well to wash the floors of her tiny home before Shabbat. In the Holocaust 
she lost 126 members of her extended family and only a few survived. On 
the table is a red velvet cloth and on it a book of Psalms and a Yom Kippur 
prayer book from Vilna. Perla has kept the religious commandments since 
childhood and has always been proud of her Jewishness. Sometimes she visits 
the Chabad Center and talks to the girls there about being Jewish.

She knows very little about Bialik. Chaim Chesler asks her if she would 
agree that the memorial plaque be mounted again on her wall. Perla is 
concerned that it might make the wall fall down and Chesler suggest that it 
be attached to an adjacent construction and not to the wall itself. “We will 
get permission from the municipality,” he assures her. Perla has no objection 
and becomes absorbed in a conversation in Yiddish with Rabbi Menachem 
Hacohen, who is with us. Finally Perla indicates that we should leave. Again 
she implores us to go carefully, “I live alone; there is no one in Zhitomir 
who will protect me.” 

It was in this house that Bialik received a copy of a book by Meir Kanelsky. 
This is an ancient story of Persian origin about heroes and apparently was the 
first serious literary work that Bialik read. Was this his first step outside the 
world of Torah? At the age of 16, Chaim Nachman decided that his studies 
in the Zhitomir Yeshiva had gone as far as they could. The books on the 
Enlightenment that he had read, according to Avner Holzman, confused him 
so that he no longer knew what he was – a student, a Hassid, a mitnaged 
(opposed to Hassidism) or maybe a combination of all three – or maybe a 
budding poet. Bialik decided to extricate himself from the blocked pathway of 
his life and thought the solution could be found in Berlin at the famed seminary 
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Limmud FSU Canada, Toronto 2014

Limmud FSU, “Legacy”, New York, 2017
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	The home of Nobel 
prize laureate, S.Y. 
Agnon, with his 
granddaughter, Yael 
Blau, Buchazch 2010   

	The house where 
Menachem Begin  
was born, Brest, 2013 
(Ch. 20)
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	Evgeny Velikov in  
a tribute to Rabbi 
Adin Steinsaltz

	Tribute to Prime-
Minister Yitzhak 
Shamir and 
“Righteous Gentile” 
Chiune Sugihara. l.to 
r. Chaim Chesler, Esin 
and Nabuki Sugihara,  
Yair and Ella Shamir, 
Gilada Diament, Herzl 
Makov
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At the Knesset. Matthew Bronfman, Michal Grayevsky, Aaron Frenkel, Chaim Chesler

With former “Prisoners of Zion” at the Knesset 2015. L. to r. Matthew Bronfman, Yuli Edelstein,  
Yosef Mendelevitch, Natan Sharansky, Sylva Zalmanson, Ronen Plot (Director-General of the Knesset), 

Aaron Frenkel, Alexander Kholomiansky
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Gil Hovav beside a memorial in Glubokoye, Belarus to his grandfather,  
Eliezer Ben Yehuda (Ch. 26)

Roman Kogan with author Etgar Keret (right). Limmud FSU, St Petersburg, 2017
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Lighting Erev Shabbat candles, Lvov, 2018. L. to r. Galina Rybnikova, Volunteer Natalya Bermont,  
Rabbi Grigory Abramovich, Natasha Chechik

Havdala – Limmud FSU, Moldova, 2014
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	Beit Zvi theater school 
performs songs of  
Naomi Shemer, Limmud 
FSU Kinneret, 2016

	Havdala at Kazan 
Interfaith Dialogue;  
left: Rabbi David Rosen, 
right: Rabbi Menachem 
Hacohen (Ch. 45)
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	Limmud FSU Europe Organizing 
Committee seminar, JW3 
London, 2016

	Hadas Kalderon at a tribute 
to her grandfather, the poet 
Avraham Sutzkever, Limmud 
FSU Minsk, 2019
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of Rabbi Azriel Hildesheimer, which combined rabbinic and academic studies. 
But Bialik decided that first he had to gain a broad general education.

As we have seen, the Volozhyn Yeshiva can be considered the Harvard of 
the yeshiva world. Students came to the yeshiva from all over Eastern Europe 
and were referred to by their place of origin. Chaim Nachman became the 
Zhitomiri. His friend Abba Blosher, in “Lithuanian Yeshivot” wrote, “He was 
of average height, broad and strong shoulders, wide and round features, but 
quick of movement and always busy and talkative.” 

Blosher writes, “When the Zhitomiri came into the room, he was 
immediately heard in the adjoining rooms with his loud voice and gestures. 
Often, the Zhitomiri would brandish a small notebook and present it to the 
leader of the group. It would be placed on the table and either standing or 
sitting, with his friends around him, we would devour the text together.” In 
this room, so Blosher relates, the famous poem “To a Bird,” Bialik’s first 
poem to be published, was improved upon. 

After three months of constant study, Bialik’s interest waned and he wrote 
to Klausner that “the subject had become indigestible.” He continued to write 
poems and to be active in the Zionist movement, Netzach Israel. At one stage, 
he bitterly came to the conclusion that Volozhyn was “just Gemara, Gemara, 
Gemara,” and he decided to leave. Accompanying him when he left was his 
faithful friend Abba Blosher. “And thus we accompanied the Zhitomiri for 
two versts. On a hill along the wayside, we stopped to rest. The Zhitomiri 
sat in the middle and we gathered in a half circle around him and sang songs 
of Zion. The wagon started to move and the people got up and brushed 
themselves down. The departure began. Embracing, kissing, handshaking and 
good wishes. Hands were lifted up to place the Zhitomiri in the wagon and 
it started to move. As the wagon wheels gathered speed we fell further and 
further behind until the wagon passed out of sight.” 

Without informing his grandfather that he had left Volozhyn, Bialik departed 
for Odessa. The journey south took two weeks, partly by train and partly 
by river boat. In order to pay for his journey, he sold some of the beloved 
books he had accumulated in the yeshiva and with empty pockets and with 
apprehension in his heart for the encounter with the big city, he arrived in 
Odessa. 

Odessa comes from the sea. It was first constructed along the shores of the 
Black Sea and expanded inland. Its boulevards are wide and light breezes waft 
the scents of Saint Tropez. When Bialik arrived, he found a fascinating human 
kaleidoscope: Armenians, Turks, Tartars, Poles, French, English. But it was 
not with them that Bialik wished to mingle. For him, the attraction of Odessa 
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was the number of prominent Hebrew writers, among them Levinsky, Mendele 
Mocher-Sefarim, Ahad Ha’am, Lillienblum, Ben-Zion, Ravnitzky, Shneour, 
Steinberg, Epstein, Tchernovitz, Druyanov, Ben-Ami, Frug, Ussishkin and 
Dubnow.

Bialik understood that his visiting card was to be his famed poem, “To a 
Bird” and he did not stop polishing it. Here is the first stanza:

“Welcome upon your return sweet bird, From the warm countries to my 
window – How my soul longs to hear your pleasant voice in winter when 
you leave my dwelling.” 

Prior to the poem taking its final form Bialik eliminated 44 lines. Lillienblum 
was the first to read it and the first to be enthusiastic. He sent Bialik with a 
note to Ahad Ha’am. On a freezing winter’s day and with his knees shaking, 
Bialik presented himself to the philosopher whose ideas he admired greatly. A 
few days later, Ahad Ha’am declared that he too was deeply impressed. But 
now everything depended on Yehoshua Ravnitzky. He was about to send to 
press an issue of Pardess, the influential literary journal of which he was editor 
and publisher. When Ravnitzky first met the young and stocky poet, he gave 
a smile and felt that this bird must sing in his Pardess [Ed. “Orchard”]. 

In March 1892, Bialik suddenly left Odessa. After leaving Volozhyn, he 
was worried that his grandfather would find out that he was no longer a 
student there and he hurried back to Zhitomir. But there he encountered mostly 
depression. Ya’akov Moshe was dying and he implored his grandson to find a 
suitable match which would ensure his economic future. In December 1892, 
aged 20, Bialik became engaged to Manya Averbuch who was 17 years old 
and the daughter of an established lumber merchant from the small town 
of Korostyshiv, near Kiev, 300 kilometers east of Zhitomir. At their first 
meeting they did not exchange a word. The marriage contract was signed 
without consulting the bride. 

The marriage took place in Korostyshiv and in her memoirs, Avner Holzman 
writes that “Manya was a modest and unassuming woman, faithful and with 
an easy manner. In their 41 years of married life, Bialik treated her with 
great affection, even when he sought emotional and erotic satisfaction in other 
places.” They had no children but Bialik never spoke about that painful subject. 
After their marriage, Bialik was compelled to follow the traditional occupation 
of his forebears. With the dowry money, his father-in-law purchased for him 
a share in a forest in Korostyshiv.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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❋ ❋ ❋

The sun in Korostyshiv emits dim wax-colored rays. It is already noon but 
the street lamps have no reason to go to sleep. In another two or three hours, 
darkness will again descend. It is the beginning of October and the weather 
is already arctic. In the yards of the buildings are stacks of timber such as 
those from which Bialik made a living. We pass a prayer house across the 
river and come to the market place. This is the homeland of gefilte fish. Fish 
from the river are being sold from the back of a truck. Mushrooms the size 
of a hat are being sold from the market stalls. A dog snaps at a bloody end 
of a sausage and other dogs join in the party. Close by the market is the 
Jewish cemetery. Weeds run wild, discarded boots torn in the wind, empty 
vodka bottles. 

From the beginning Bialik hated his life in the forests. In a letter to 
Berdyczewski, he summed it up as “marriage and despair.” He wrote, “I am 
attempting to restore my soul that has been crushed under the cypresses that 
have fallen asleep here.”

However, living apart from Manya, a state which changed in Sosnowiec 
and Warsaw, made a change to his life. He read a great deal, wrote and 
studied. By the beginning of 1897 he had published some 20 poems. A 
poetic flowering but the timber business had collapsed. All the dowry money 
had been lost among the trees. There is no doubt that he drew a parallel 
between his fate and that of his deceased father. The fear engendered by the 
comparison made him anxious to secure a regular income and he took up a 
position as a teacher in Sosnowiec.

The roads in Ukraine are strange. One travels for hundreds of kilometers and 
yet you feel you have remained stationary. The same asphalt with crumbling 
edges, the same trucks loaded with tree trunks, the same people with a 
cigarette butt between their teeth. During our journey the poetic muse on 
the minibus turns back to Bialik. Rabbi Menachem Hacohen starts singing 
Hachnisini tachat knafech (“Shelter me under your wings”), the Bialik poem 
set to music by Micky Gavrielov and made famous by Arik Einstein, and 
everyone joins in. Prof. Dvora Hacohen, a historian, describes the poet as 
a young man. The conversation accompanies us all the way to the town of 
Berdichev and its Hassidism. 

R. Levy Yitzhak from Berdichev was a fervent disciple of the Ba’al Shem 
Tov [R. Israel ben Eliezer – known as the Besht]. Bialik knew Berdichev 
well and was attracted to the town. Two of his poems were published in 
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the local literary journal. It is easy to see how the autocratic character of 
his grandfather pushed Bialik in the direction of Hassidism. It was his great 
comfort. It is possible to read Hachnisini tachat knafech as a love poem, but 
it is also a plea to find comfort under the spiritual wings of the shechina – 
the Divine Presence – and maybe an awakening desire for belonging. Bialik 
wrote most of his canonical poems in the areas we are visiting. 

The Besht spent his last years in the Ukrainian town of Medzhybizh. It 
was here that the Hassidim could spend time with the venerated rabbi under 
a tent built over his tomb, and they do so to this day. At one o’clock in the 
afternoon, even the walls of the tent shudder with the cold. I attach myself 
to an electric stove perched above me and rub my hands together over a lit 
candle. Ukraine is freezing: snowflakes drift between the graves and alight 
on a nearby grave surrounded by an iron railing but with no headstone. This 
is the grave of Hershele from Ostropol, a legendary clown and joker. 

Bialik returned to Odessa in June, 1900. Unlike his hurried visit after 
leaving Volozhyn, this time he arrived as a man with a solid reputation behind 
him. His life is conducted within a poetic bubble. In Hebrew Odessa, Ahad 
Ha’am, Mendele and Bialik were the pillars of strength. They lived within 
walking distance of each other and would meet in each other’s homes at 
the weekends. In summer they would rent vacation homes on the shores of 
the Black Sea and enjoy lengthy walks to boulevards with fountains along 
the length of the coastline, to a wood on a hill overlooking the port and the 
Café Pankoni, frequented by bohemians.

Bialik lived in Odessa for 21 years, and it was here that his literary work 
reached its zenith. The city turned him into the leading poet of the renaissance 
of Hebrew literature. It was the writer Yosef Chaim Brenner who first dubbed 
him, “Our National Poet.” 

The status of Bialik as the national poet was strengthened by the tragedy 
of the Kishinev pogrom in 1903. He became the national voice when he 
directed his anger not only against those who had committed the pogrom 
but also against God. The pogrom became infamous because of the savage 
murders which were unprecedented in their cruelty. The rioters did not content 
themselves with just plunder and destruction, but murdered 49 Jews – men, 
women and babies, injured hundreds of others and raped tens more. The 
Jewish writers of Odessa dispatched a delegation to Kishinev in order to 
collect written and photographic evidence. Its most prominent member was 
Bialik. The plan was that he would collect all the material in a book, but 
even before he left Kishinev, he published a poem, “On the Killing,” as an 
immediate reaction to the pogrom. Lines from this poem are engraved on the 
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national collective Hebrew memory. On his agitated return from Kishinev, 
Bialik secluded himself for four months in the home of his father-in-law 
in the town of Gorovshetzina were he wrote his epic masterpiece, “City of 
Slaughter.”

❋ ❋ ❋

In Kishinev, outside the church from which the rioters launched the pogrom 
in April, 1903, Olga Sivak is waiting for us. She has worked for the Jewish 
Cultural Center in the town for 20 years, is highly knowledgeable and fluent 
in English. She explains that in 1903, this area was crime and poverty-stricken. 
The Jews did not actually live here but owned small shops and businesses, 
bath houses, and workshops that made candles for churches.

It is the sixth of April, 1903: the last day of Pesach and the first day of 
Easter. A few days before, the body of a child, Mikhail Ravchenko, had 
been discovered and a girl who had tried to kill herself was found dead in 
the Jewish hospital. The atmosphere was inflamed and a pogrom was just a 
question of time. The rabbi of Kishinev, Mark Ettinger, instructed the Jews 
to remain secluded in their homes. The Christians gathered in hundreds in 
an amusement park behind the church. At noon, drunks began to hurl rocks 
and to taunt the Jews. The rioters were joined by Easter congregants who had 
come out of the church. Bialik quotes one of the murderers, “The priest in 
the church said it is necessary to kill the Jews because they sucked Christian 
blood in Betzovosar” (the village where the boy Ravchenko was found). 

Not far from the church is the Academy of Sciences. Some 40 houses of 
Jewish residents were destroyed here and Bialik visited them all. “No voice 
answered, just feathers blowing in the wind,” wrote Bialik. His “Kishinev 
Diaries” in eight notebooks are preserved in the Bialik House, in Tel Aviv. 
Among the cramped pages there are a few blank ones, erasures here and 
there, and some in different handwriting. Are these evident of the seething 
emotions in the heart of the writer? Or maybe they were written by several 
people, pupils of Bialik? The first person to meet Bialik in Kishinev was Dr. 
Muchnik, head of the committee for relief to the victims. Muchnik found 
the poet to be sad, depressed and aggressive. He insisted on publishing the 
stories as he heard them – in full and without embellishment. Every evening 
he would translate the evidence he had collected from Russian to Yiddish 
and Hebrew. 
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On the day we arrived in Kishinev, the town was celebrating a wine 
festival. The songs of the drunkards mingled with the music of the DJ in 
the town square. The amusement park was thronged with people, just as it 
must have been on that terrible day. Olga, I perceive, does not want to be 
drawn into uncomfortable associations and she keeps quiet. She points out 
a monument depicting a Jew with a kippa on his head, in memory of those 
who died in the Warsaw Ghetto

The house at 13, Isatskaya Street is the only one to have survived the 
pogrom. At one end of the street is the first synagogue to be built in Kishinev 
and at the other end is a police station. On that day, the men of the law not 
only did not protect the Jews, but actually encouraged the rioters. In this 
house, four members of the Nissinson family were murdered in the attic 
where they had taken refuge. Opposite is the Herzl Jewish school.

The 495 Jews wounded in the pogrom were treated in the Jewish hospital 
on Kolomna Street. Its director was Dr. Moshe Slutzky. It was surrounded by 
fences and was considered to be relatively safe. Today the building is uncared 
for and the government wants to close it down. The staff insist on remaining 
and treating the elderly cancer sufferers who are hospitalized there.

The Jewish cemetery was built at the beginning of the 19th century and 
some 50 years ago, the Soviet authorities destroyed part of it in order to 
construct a road. The uprooted gravestones were used as a base for a statue 
of Lenin and to support the retaining wall of the cemetery. In a local Geniza 
(ritual storage vault), 30 Torah scrolls that were desecrated in the pogrom are 
kept. Behind the Geniza, surrounded by a fence, is the grave of Hirsch Bolger, 
the only one of the pogrom victims whose place of burial is known.

In the place where once stood the house of the Hatzkelevitch family there is 
a computer company. In 1903, this was the last house in Kishinev. Hatzkelevich 
worked as a mechanic mending the carts of local farmers in the market of 
Kolonkaya Ragatka, where we are now standing. During the pogrom his 
house was attacked three times. At nine in the morning the rioters failed to 
break down the gate. At noon they burst into the house but found no one. 
In the evening they heard a baby crying and discovered the family hiding 
in the yard. In an attempt to save the baby, Hatzkeklevich threw him over 
the fence. The baby was fatally injured and died ten days later. Five family 
members were killed including the father, David Bar Nisan Hatzkelevich.

But it was not only the pogrom that made Kishinev a pivotal point in 
the life of Bialik. In the five weeks he spent in the city, he met the painter 
Asfir (Esther) Yoselovitch Slipian, known simply as “Yan.” It is not known 
under what circumstances the two met. “It is possible,” says Olga, “that Yan’s 
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father-in-law, the lawyer Yosef Yoselovitch, met Bialik in the courthouse. 
The poet had come to document the claims for damages incurred by families 
in the pogrom and the attorney invited him to his home. But I don’t think 
either of them had a head for love. Bialik was overwhelmed with work and 
she had just given birth to a child while her husband, Dimitry Mordechai 
Slipian, had been arrested for revolutionary activities.” 

According to Avner Holzman, the facts that are indisputable are that the 
relationship between Bialik and Yan lasted from 1903 to 1907, encompassing 
Odessa, Hague, and possibly Warsaw. During that time Yan translated several 
of Bialik’s poems into Russian.

For years, Bialik’s friends concealed the relationship between the poet and 
Yan. Letters that they had exchanged were released only in 1972 on the death 
of Manya Bialik. Those quoted here are from Hachnisini tachat knafech by 
Ruth Baki-Kolodny.

“Very Dear Esther Bat Yosef,
As soon as you left I suffered a sharp drop in my spirits and I could not, 
under any circumstances, finish the poem. I thought I would go out of my 
mind… I decided not to write to you all the time that I hadn’t finished 
the poem. Please be good to me: I will try to be worthy of your good 
relationship. Shalom, Ch.N.Bialik”

And her reply: 
“You ask me always to be good to you. You promised to try and by worthy 
of my good intentions. You do not have to do anything to ‘win’a good 
relationship. What is necessary is to be possessed of an open soul, delicate, 
like that of a woman. Until now, I have never met a man with such a  
soul… your dearest friend, Asfir”

In 1907, when she despaired of forming a stable relationship with Bialik, 
she decided to immigrate to Eretz Israel. She went to Hague to part from the 
poet who was participating there in the eighth Zionist Congress. 

When the First World War broke out, Yan exiled herself to Alexandria and 
became fatally ill. The loss of her creativity during the war finally overcame 
her. Yan – Asfir – was only 50 when she died. She would finally meet with 
Bialik again, 15 years later in the Trumpeldor Cemetery in Tel Aviv.
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30
“City of Slaughter”
We have come to Kishinev about a year after following in the footsteps of 
Bialik. The clouds are leaden, the driving rain brings to mind a line that 
Chaim Nachman quoted to survivors of the pogrom of 1903, “We asked: from 
where did that evil come?” That short sentence – short but hard hitting – has 
left its indelible mark on Kishinev as in Bialik’s poem, “City of Slaughter.” 
That bloody past reverberates soundlessly at the onset of Limmud FSU in 
Kishinev. Not a still, small voice, not a memorial siren but a palpable historical 
confluence. A contemplative opening ceremony. No New York-style confetti. 
No Moscow-style trumpet blast. No Odessa-style intellectualism. But the 
lack of panache is forgivable because there is an inner light that transcends 
everything else. There is an aura of pleasant tolerance in the air.

The hotel housing the Limmud Moldova participants is a throwback to 
the days of the proletariat. Its name is “Labor Institute,” but labor, at least 
in the context of human engineering, is not exactly its forte. The level of 
the corridor is higher than that of the entrance to the rooms – a difference 
that offers the distinct possibility of falling flat on your face. The shower 
curtain does not reach the floor and taking a shower produces a lake. There 
are rooms with no telephone and no remote control – you need to get out of 
bed in order to negotiate between three or four Russian-speaking television 
channels deep in snow, even though it is August. But the conditions exemplify 
the Limmud spirit. The commander shares the same conditions as the soldier. 
Everyone here is of the same height and glad of it.

Some 350 Jews from Moldova paid the equivalent of 40 dollars each in 
order to receive one boiled egg and a bowl of buckwheat for breakfast (any 
addition requires extreme inter-personal negotiations) and the right to choose 
between the 80 presentations on offer. Don’t regard that expense lightly. 
In a country where the average salary is 50 dollars a month, the decision 
to spend 40 of them on a weekend shows a burning desire to share in the 
Jewish narrative as well as the Israeli story. Despite the forbidding past, one 
cannot be angry with Kishinev. Its grinding poverty is already evident when 
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you leave the airport. Endless gray. Gray faces. Gray clothing. Buildings 
attempting to shed their grayness. Apart from gray, the national color is rust. 
The whole city is a market; the sidewalks are the market stalls. Everything 
is laid out on the ground. Everything is available but nothing is intact. Taps 
with no evidence of ever having dripped, drills that couldn’t penetrate a 
piece of cheese, a primus stove with a swollen belly as if it had undergone 
a kidney removal. And between all this, buyers wander in a poverty-ridden 
slalom of silent resignation.

Saturday morning is more cheerful. The penetrating rain of the evening has 
stopped and a pleasant air envelops the gardens round the hotel. People lay 
out blankets, light up the barbeque, unscrew the bottles of vodka. Sycamore 
seeds like snowflakes settle on the shoulders of the children and on the 
blondes with a smartphone tucked into the rear pocket of their jeans.

One of them is Marina Lekarceva, a Limmud activist and volunteer chair 
of the organizing committee. She says that Limmud has given people a new 
mental attitude. “After years of walking in the dark, people are trying to get 
accustomed to the freedom to grow and to express themselves. If you don’t 
like a particular lecture, you can leave and then go back in again if you 
wish.” This, one must understand, is a dramatic change for people who grew 
up in the Soviet world, an environment that was forged in the Communist 
party kitchen. 

Yuli Sheinman works for a book publishing and printing company. 
Despite the fact that she is a single mother with year-old twins, she insists 
on volunteering. “Limmud does not just expand the knowledge of young 
people; elderly people also find their place here.”

The fashionably decadent pale face of Karina Rozhika reminds me of Marie 
Antoinette. Born in Transnistria, she is 21 years old with a Jewish father and 
Russian mother. Everything she knows about Judaism she learned from her 
father’s mother. She remembers Rosh Hashana and Pesach, but especially 
Hanuka, “because of the Hanuka gelt my grandmother gave me.” She is a 
coordinator of activities at Hillel, the Jewish student’s organization, where 
she met her husband, Sergei. For her, Limmud is a natural continuation. She 
is busy distributing portfolios with her own animal drawings.

You may be able to leave Kishinev behind you, but not the year 1903. 
Before leaving, we go to 13 Kirilenko Street. Five Jews were murdered 
here in that fateful year. Opposite the house now is the Herzl Jewish high 
school. From the school yard there are riotous sounds – the 12th graders 
are planning their graduation party. They greet me with “Shalom.” All of 
them know about the pogrom and about 13 Kirilenko Street. The first person 
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who talks to me is Yevgeny. He wants to emigrate and study computers at a 
university in Israel. He already has Israeli citizenship in his pocket because 
he spent 11 years in the country. He returned to Kishinev just to be with his 
grandmother but he sees his life in Israel. “Will you join the army?” I ask; 
“Of course!” he replies. 

Leaving Kishinev, your thoughts are in conflict. You try not to be swept 
up in analyses of historical upheavals. You see the narrow street dividing 13 
Kirilenko and the Herzl school. The words of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav 
pound in your head: “The whole world is a narrow bridge.” But even that 
sentence fails to erase the resonance of Chaim Nachman Bialik.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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31
Odessa–Tel Aviv, Corner of Bialik

Cheburashka is a teddy bear with rounded ears and brown fur. In 2004, 
he was the mascot of the Russian team at the Olympic Games in Athens. 
Today he is the hero of an animated television series for children. To the 
musical antics of the teddy bear, a kindergarten teacher here in Limmud 
FSU in Odessa tries to interest the kids in another hero. “Have you heard 
of Chaima Nachmana Bialika?” Anastasia: “He was a King of Israel.” The 
teacher: “Which king?” Emelia: “He fought for us.” The teacher: “Who did 
he fight?” Emelia; “People who wanted to conquer us.” Anastasia: “Israel 
and Bialika didn’t allow them to conquer us and defeated them.” 

Yesterday, the children of “Gan Limmud” here in Odessa, heard the story 
of the Maccabees and made Hanuka candles. Today they are listening to 
an Israeli children’s entertainer. While the parents are in the lecture rooms, 
their children are in the hotel’s fitness center, which has been transformed 
into a kindergarten. Balloons on the floor and on the walls; Zionist collages 
with appropriate captions: Nativ shelanu le’Israel (“Our path to Israel”) or 
Israel rachok meha’ayin karov lelev (“Israel – far from sight but close to 
the heart”).

Chaim Nachman Bialik, 140 years after his birth, is close to the heart 
of the participants in this Limmud FSU Ukraine taking place in Odessa.  
More than 600 people from Ukraine, Russia, Belarus and Moldova, have 
paid in order to learn about him, but not only about him. 

A slogan of Limmud is intellectual pluralism and in Odessa this is clearly 
evident. Jewish organizations, that at the beginning perhaps greeted Limmud 
with a certain degree of skepticism, have representatives there. Interestingly, 
Yona Kreminetsky, the first chairman of the Jewish National Fund, was born 
in Odessa. 

Ayelet Bitan-Shlonsky, the director and curator of Bialik House in Tel Aviv, 
has also come to Limmud. The name struck home and a circle was closed in 
my mind: could it be that a relation of Avraham Shlonsky, a leading Israeli 
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writer, poet and translator, who was a rival of Bialik, is actually head of Beit 
Bialik? But there was a disappointment in store for me. It transpires that 
Ayelet only married a Shlonsky. Avraham was the uncle of Tuvia, her father 
in-law. However, Shlonsky or not, she gives a fascinating talk.

Bialik and Dizengoff, Odessa and Tel Aviv. I recognize the similarity 
between the two cities. Both are modern port cities with a similar liberal 
outlook, and a closer look reveals a certain feeling of identity with the first 
Hebrew city even if you don’t live there. The lectures and workshops in 
Odessa take place in an atmosphere marked by a certain Limmud FSU lack of 
discipline and with commendable mobility. No session begins and ends with 
exactly the same audience. Many sessions are taking place simultaneously and 
people want to taste a little bit of everything in the halls named Dizengoff, 
Ravnitzky, Tchernikhovsky, Sheinkin, Bialik and Jabotinsky. Sampling a little 
bit here, a little bit there, and moving on. 

The subject of a lecture by Prof. Dvora Hacohen is, “The social and 
cultural absorption of immigrants from the former Soviet Union.” But, in 
addition to the fact that she is herself a researcher at Bar Ilan University, her 
family tree goes back to the Baal Shem Tov (the Besht) and his grandson, 
R. Baruch of Medzhybizh. The town lost its Hassidic population in 1780 
when the disciples of the Besht left for Safed in Eretz Israel. But a problem 
arose. In Safed there were only two schools. The Hassidim would not send 
their children to either. When Esther, Dvora’s mother reached the age of six, 
her mother decided to send her and her sister to a secular school – to get an 
education at any price. Once in school, she even met Bialik. He was invited 
to the classroom and she recited some of his poems to him. From the age 
of three or four, Dvora Hacohen remembers her mother quoting from Bialik. 
“Together we would recite ‘To the Bird.’” 

Dvora Hacohen’s husband, Rabbi Menachem Hacohen, had just finished 
his own lecture, “Where was God during the Holocaust?” In 1982, when 
he was a member of the Knesset, he visited the Soviet Union for the first 
time. It was ostensibly a parliamentary visit, but in fact, Hacohen represented 
Nativ, then a clandestine unit in the Prime Minister’s Office dealing with 
the Jews in the USSR. Before leaving Israel, Hacohen was given a belt 
filled with dollars for the Jewish activists which he put round his waist. In 
his luggage were tefillin, tallitot and Israeli flags. He found Moscow both 
freezing and threatening and he lost his way in the dark. Finally he met up 
with a young man in a fur hat who led him to a tiny apartment. His name 
was Yuli Edelstein. Hacohen sat with the refuseniks until three in the morning. 
A couple complained that they wanted to have a Jewish wedding but it was 
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not allowed in Russia. Hacohen fashioned a huppa (wedding canopy) from 
his tallit, wrote out a ketuba (ritual Jewish marriage certificate) on the spot 
and married the couple. Before leaving, he told them, “When I marry off my 
children in Jerusalem, you are all invited.” A few years later he conducted 
the marriage of his son, Aviad, at the Hebrew University on Mount Scopus. 
As he was about to perform the ceremony he noticed someone approaching. 
It was Yuli Edelstein, who had arrived in Israel only two days before, and 
is now Speaker of the Knesset. Prof. Aviad Hacohen is dean of the Sha’arei 
Mishpat law college and at Limmud he presented a session on coexistence 
between religion and state in modern Israel.

It was not only Aviad Hacohen who was in Odessa together with his 
parents. Asi Mandel is the son of Dorit Reuveni, the Israeli folk singer and 
Yankele Mandel. The elder Mandel gave a lecture on the Russian roots of 
Israeli culture and served as MC at a Tel Aviv-Odessa evening performance, 
and Dorit conducted a workshop on Israeli songs. In her workshop she tries 
to impart some musical basics to Antonina Mabeltz, a speech therapist from 
Moldova who was totally focused on Reuveni. “Take air into your stomach 
and expel it slowly: that way you are warming up your vocal chords.” 

Six years ago, Asi Mandel and six friends created Cosmo, a rock and 
reggae group performing in English and Hebrew. In the Tel Aviv-Odessa 
performance they included Russian. Dorit Reuveni opened the show with a 
rendition of Bialik’s Hachnisini tachat knafech and then joined in with the 
Cosmo-nauts. The combination, I admit, had me floating on air. Afterwards, 
when the more elderly amongst us went off for a cappuccino, Chesler went 
through the lobby shouting “Party, Party!” The Annas, the Nadias, the Volodyas 
and the Sashas turned up in some trepidation. But when Cosmo turned up 
the volume the dance floor jumped with sweaty hormones. The boys tried 
out their hip swings, the girls let their bodies flow with the music. 

Many of the encounters continued with a coffee or a visit to the bar. 
Behind the bar, Boruch Gorin, one of the leaders of Chabad in Russia and 
spokesman for Rabbi Berl Lazar, and editor-in-chief of their publishing  
house was selling copies of a children’s book by the Israeli writer, Meir 
Shalev, in Russian.

In the lobby, opposite the bar, sits Larissa Popovskaya, a member of the 
organizing committee. Blond and long-legged, in fluent English she describes 
her life as constant motion between Ukraine and Israel. She is 25 years 
old, born in Kiev, and studying for a master’s degree in communications in 
Moscow. Her father, Ilya, is Jewish. Her mother, Irena, is Ukrainian: “Soviet 
people who raised their family according to Soviet culture.”
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“What do you imply by “Soviet culture?”
“My parents have no religion. In the Communist period their nationality 

was recorded in their passports but in effect there was no nationality. When 
the Soviet Union broke up and religion began to return, parents told their 
children, ‘When the time comes you can choose what you want to be.’” 
Larissa says, “In our family I represented Jewish tradition.” At the age of 
12, Israel entered her life. She went to a Jewish youth camp, took part in 
discussions on Israel-Diaspora relations – and, she adds in Hebrew, “lots of 
activities.” 

Larissa began to learn Hebrew in a school belonging to the ORT network. 
When she registered for university she stopped but then began again at the 
Israel Cultural Center in Kiev. Before coming to Odessa, she checked with 
the Cultural Center in Moscow if she could continue to learn there at a more 
advanced level. “At the moment I am able to speak basic Hebrew but I lack 
vocabulary.”

She came to Israel with Masa and stayed for four months as a student at 
the Ariel College – today Ariel University. Today she says it was the best 
four months of her life. How does Larissa visualize her future? Will it involve 
Israel? Most of her friends are Jewish and many have since moved there. 
She can’t live without them she says. About once every two years she faces 
the question: maybe I should move to Israel? But her parents caution her: 
there are wars in Israel. Then she moves into a rational mode which warns 
her “If I move I will need to begin my studies all over again and undergo 
conversion. And I don’t want to work in a supermarket where many of the 
cashiers are Russian.” Last year, on the eve of her birthday, she spent a 
week in Israel. “I had just landed and said to myself, now I am home. At 
five o’clock in the morning I checked into a Tel Aviv hotel. Then I looked 
around and asked myself, do I really want to be here? I am an urban girl; 
I am used to big cities. In Kiev, there are four million people; in Moscow 
more than ten million. In the whole of Israel there are only eight million. 
To me Israel seems like a small village.”

And there is the problem of language. With her English and basic  
Hebrew she will survive in Israel but she doesn’t feel comfortable in an 
environment where Russian is not the dominant language. “It makes it difficult 
to understand people and their mentality, and I still feel a bit uncomfortable 
among the sabras.”

“The sabras are a completely different breed – I am European. A friend of 
mine who came to Israel met a guy on the beach. Stayed, got married, had a 
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son. One day, I went for lunch to the home of her husband’s parents. I know 
that Israel is a melting pot but I am not certain I am ready to melt in it.”

The biography of Margarita Lopatina is similar in some ways but also 
different. She and Larissa are both 25, both the offspring of mixed marriages, 
but Lupatina’s mother is Jewish which by Halacha, makes her Jewish as well. 
Her father is a retired army officer who served in Moscow where Margarita 
was born and then moved to Kiev, where she has lived ever since. She was 
a student of art, joined Hillel and became a tour guide. Among other things, 
she deals with Jewish students who plan to visit Israel. She herself visited 
Israel with Birthright, but she has no plans to emigrate – certainly not now. 
“My work is here, my friends are here and in general I have a good life.”

Margarita considers herself to be addicted to Limmud. This is the fourth 
time she has participated in a Limmud FSU conference. She heard about 
Bialik for the first time only during her guiding course, “Before that I knew 
nothing about him – not even a hint.”

Yulia Dor, the representative of Nativ in Odessa discovered Bialik when 
her three children went to kindergarten in Israel. In preparing for her job as 
an emissary, she traced the poet’s path between Zhitomir and Odessa. She 
sees him as a major adventurer – he left the religious home of his grandfather 
and reached secular Odessa. He wrote in Hebrew when it had no status as an 
official language. “Six months ago I ran a cultural program called ‘Bialik’s 
Days in Odessa.’ It was a huge festival at the end of which the mayor told 
me – you have restored Bialik to us!”

We are talking in Dacha, a restaurant in the middle of the woods, where 
we are served solyanka, a wonderful soup in which five types of sausage 
are sailing and which fortifies the soul from the bitter cold outside. On the 
walls are posters from the days of the hammer and sickle. The place was 
then a rest home for Red Army pilots. Dor’s father was an army officer 
who served in Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan, where Yulia was born. He 
was then posted to the island of Sakhalin, where Chekhov visited. Yulia Dor 
remembers that the Jews lived in a state of total assimilation in Sakhalin, the 
largest island in Russia. At the age of 16, she decided to immigrate on her 
own to Israel. She met her husband, Alex, on a flight to Israel, so gained 
both a homeland and a family.

Alex is with her in Odessa and runs a non-formal educational program. Dor 
is also director of the Israel Cultural Center in the city. Other than the consular 
services provided, Nativ promotes links with Israel through educational and 
cultural activities. Clubs for Jewish youth can now be found throughout 
the former Soviet Union. In the framework of a program called “Building 
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a Future,” talented children are offered the chance of attending educational 
institutions in Israel. The program is meant to help them to decide where to 
continue their studies. They are offered a ten-month study course in Israel 
and most of them opt to take up the offer.

Igor Shchupak gained his doctorate not in Israel but in Toronto. Aged 51, 
he was born in Zaporozhye in Ukraine. For the last eight years he has lived 
in Dneipropetrovsk, the non-official Jewish capital of Ukraine. Shchupak 
is director of the Tekumah Center for Holocaust Studies. He himself lost 
some 20 family members in the Holocaust. One of them, Yulia Naftulin, was 
killed in Berlin moments before the war ended. I ask him if there is still 
antisemitism in Ukraine today. Shchupak confirms that there is. “In many 
ways antisemitism is part of the European national identity. In the streets, Jews 
wearing traditional clothes attract special attention. Sparks of antisemitism 
are also flying about Internet forums. It can even show up in talks about 
football, not necessarily about politics.” At the same time he emphasizes that 
there is no overt government antisemitism. “The Jewish issue is not central to 
Ukraine. In politics it is really marginal, although the Svoboda (“Freedom”) 
political party sometimes makes antisemitic noises, though the people who 
voted for it are not necessarily antisemitic.” 

Larissa Patrishov and her husband Igor returned to Ukraine after ten years 
in Israel. We meet in the forecourt of the hotel where Limmud is taking 
place. Larissa is holding her small daughter, Diana, and they have emerged 
from the hotel to breathe in the air at two degrees Celsius. 

“Why did you return?” 
“It is difficult for me even to explain it. We arrived in Ze’elim, moved 

to Ariel and then to Rishon LeZion, and then decided to leave.” They left 
behind in Israel their 25 year-old daughter Anna and now Larissa is dying to 
return; “I am not happy with the people here. They are not as open as they 
are in Israel. If only the cost of an apartment was more reasonable, I would 
already be on my way back.” 
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“The Silver Platter”
Sixteen years after Bialik described the “City of Slaughter,” Natan Alterman 
arrived in Kishinev. Nearly 95 years later, his grandson, also called Natan, 
Natan Slor, has arrived in the capital of Moldova. We are on a dirt path that 
was once the street on which Alterman apparently lived. Only apparently, 
because at the turn of the century there were two or three streets in Kishinev 
with the same name, Wagslaniya.

“Can you visualize your grandfather here?” I ask the younger Natan. “I 
can see him playing in the sand, jumping around with his younger sister 
Leah, holding her hand and walking with her to the tracks to watch the trains 
disappear in the distance.” The train was very much present in Alterman’s 
world as a child. He wrote about the Jews of Kishinev parting from Menachem 
Ussishkin, the director of the Jewish National Fund: “Youngsters, old people 
and babies are pressed together alongside his train carriage. These are the 
Jews of exile who have come to give a final blessing to the man who has 
come to encourage them and rekindle the flame of hope which is dying 
in their hearts. He looks out of the window. Maybe he sees these Jews so 
tightly pressed together opposite him, traveling on waves of blood to their 
future land.” 

Natan Alterman was one of the leading Hebrew poets of the modern era. 
Winner of the Israel Prize in 1968, he was a poet, playwright, translator and 
columnist. The “Seventh Column” that he wrote for the Davar newspaper, 
was an essential accompaniment to the leading events in the life of the 
state-in-the-making. It was in Davar that he published his Magash hakesef 
(“The Silver Platter”) which became the anthem and memorial to those  
who fell in the War of Independence. His first book, Kochavim bechutz 
(“Stars Outside”) was his most acclaimed work. In addition to Kinneret, 
kinneret, and Pundak haruchot (“Inn of the Winds”), he translated Shlomo 
hamelech ve’shalmai hasandlar (“King Solomon and Shalmai the Cobbler”) 
by Sammy Gronemann. 
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Appearing as a guest artist at the opening of the Limmud FSU conference 
in Kishinev, Natan the grandson began by reciting two of his grandfather’s 
best-known poems. Od hozer hanigun (“The Melody Returns Again”) and 
Tsarich letzaltsel pa’amayim. (“You Have to Ring Twice”). 

In 1919, the Bolsheviks captured Kiev and annexed Ukraine to the USSR. 
The resultant lack of food, medicines and even firewood, did not pass by the 
Alterman family. Yitzhak, the father, a teacher by profession, was reduced 
to selling soap in the market. At the same time he was trying to find a way 
to move the family from Kiev and he chose Kishinev as the destination: the 
same Kishinev that is indelibly bound up with the pogrom of 1903. Following 
the First World War, Kishinev had become a flourishing center of Jewish  
life. The new Romania, of which it was then a part, had granted a great deal 
of cultural autonomy to its minorities. The Jews, for example, were allowed 
to teach in “Jewish languages” – Hebrew and Yiddish.

In the arctic winter of 1919, facing severe physical dangers, the Alterman 
family crossed the Dniester River that separated Russia from Romania, and 
arrived in Kishinev. Yitzhak, the dedicated teacher, flourished there. He 
managed a teacher’s seminary for women and served as inspector of education 
in Jewish schools throughout Bessarabia. His large house at 9, Wagslaniya 
Street become a literary center for leading educationalists and enthusiastic 
Zionist activists. The warm atmosphere was especially evident on the eve of 
the Sabbath: a large round table would be set up and the Jews would gather 
around Yitzhak in the middle. “As if it was a conference of Hassidim and 
he was the rabbi,” wrote Dan Laor in his biography, “Alterman.” 

I find it difficult to associate the street we are now walking along with 
Hassidic joyfulness. The grayness that hangs over it extinguishes any joyful 
thoughts. On the left there is a row of deserted storage units that once belonged 
to the railway company. Following the revolution, one of them served as a 
Bolshevik People’s Tribunal. 

The house owner is called Igor. He is concerned that we have come 
to claim ownership of the house. “What about the Jews?” we ask him.  
He knows Jews once lived on the street; “But who knows what happened 
to them?” “What is definite is that the trees are still here,” says Slor. In  
his early poems his grandfather described the trees, the clouds. Simple  
poems – those of a child. 

Bialik was a regular visitor to 9, Wagslaniya Street. We stop for a moment 
to read some of the poems by the loved first-born of Yitzhak and Bella. 
“Alterman’s striving to emulate Bialik in his youthful poems, is almost 
plagiarism” wrote Prof. Dan Meron about Parpar metola’at (“Butterfly from 
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a Caterpillar,”) one such poem dating from the family’s time in Kiev. We 
read Chag hachofesh (“Festival of Freedom”) and the Bialik influence of  
El hatsipor (“To a Bird”) is immediately obvious.

Do you seek freedom?
Go with us my bird
Will you bring back the sun?
Open my cage
Fly, dear one
Fly, my bird and tell the world of the festival of light!

His Kishinev years feature significantly in Natan Alterman’s biography. He 
was nearly ten years old when he arrived there and almost 15 when he left 
– in the throes of adolescence. He studied in the Magen David School which 
emphasized Bible, Talmud, Jewish history and, of course, Hebrew. The boys 
were obliged to cover their heads. Natan was thin, pleasant, modest, but not 
a very accomplished sportsman. Nevertheless, he participated in all the games 
of his class. While sporting activities were compulsory, his main love was 
the plays they produced. In one of them he was a dancer in a paper skirt 
and long black stockings. He was a good student but not an exceptional one, 
but was noted for his proficiency in composition. His first published work 
was a few rhyming lines in Tal yaldut (“Dew of Childhood”), a magazine 
for children that was edited by a group of pupils. In the first edition, the 
editor outlined the nature of the paper and Alterman described its literary 
aims in verse.

Alterman published 14 of his first poems in Tal yaldut. There is little 
doubt that this gained him credit among both the teachers and the pupils, and 
a gateway to the world of poetry opened before him. As editor, the young 
Alterman invited his friends to participate in the act of creation and they 
determined which of their works would be published. The burgeoning poet 
not only wrote poetry but adopted the mannerisms of a poet. 

In mid 1924, his father Yitzhak Alterman, a committed Zionist, decided that 
they should leave for Eretz Israel. The skies of Romania had already begun 
to darken when the government began to encroach on the rights of minorities. 
Among other edicts, it was determined that the language of instruction in 
schools had to be Romanian and the right of Jewish schools to teach in 
Hebrew and Yiddish was abrogated. 

The Altermans lived in Kishinev for less than four years. During this time, 
Natan’s mental profile was forged, according to Prof. Dan Meron. “To the 
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outside, years of plenty and settled life in the shadow of the deeply loved 
and appreciated father. But internally, ‘In the heart of the sea’ (drawing 
upon a poem of Alterman written in the port of Constanța before sailing for 
Palestine) he was in turmoil and lacking an anchor.” Even while seemingly at 
peace, he was beset by bouts of depression. Life in the shadow of a dominant 
father left no room for any youthful rebellion as well as no comprehension 
of the sexual urges raging within him. He found his refuge in determined 
rejection… the youth wrapped himself in his outer shell. He did not dare to 
plumb the depths of the ‘sea,’ and the results of him hiding away are evident 
in his behavior and the bleakness of his poems.” 

Tuesday, 31 March, 1925, was Natan’s last day at the Magen David school in 
Kishinev. He was neatly combed and dressed in smart clothes. In a haversack 
on his back were all of his books. In one of the breaks between lessons, 
so Dan Laor relates, four of his friends came to him with a surprise. They 
presented him with a thick book of blank pages, so that he could write down 
his poems when he got to Eretz Israel. On the cover was written in large 
illustrated letters, “N. Alterman: Poems.” A dedication was also written in 
illustrated lettering: “A Souvenir of Friendship from your friends, Possek, 
Marlin, Baltzan, Gutnik.” Decades passed and three of the signatories, together 
with 17 more friends from the Magen David school, signed an obituary notice 
in Ma’ariv on March 28, 1970, on the death of Alterman.

Natan Slor was born two years after his grandfather’s death. He is the son 
of Natan Alterman’s daughter, Tirza Atar and Benjamin Slor. He looks very 
like his grandfather: the head, the eyes, are totally Altermanish. Also his 
prayer-like mannerisms – swaying backward and forward when he talks. 

Slor is a gentle man, an introvert with a winning disposition – and maybe 
a degree of exaggerated caution. If your great-grandfather was Yitzhak 
Alterman, the domineering teacher and your grandfather was Natan the Wise, 
as Ben-Gurion liked to refer to him, and your mother is the multi-talented 
Tirza Atar – you need to develop especially acute sensors; not to be hasty or 
pretentious so you do not crash-land in the light of comparisons. At the age 
of 36, his mother already had a long history of cultural creation behind her. 
Slor is already 34 and has now produced his first CD called “25 Hours.” 

His mother, Tirza Atar, did a great deal in her too short life but he invites 
me to consider what more she might have achieved had she lived longer. 
Tirza was a fragile bird with a tortured soul. The light on her face was on 
the surface only, subject to the smallest crack. Behind her long eye lashes 
there was a lack of hope. From her childhood she lived in conflicting circles. 
She wanted to be like her mother and father but was embarrassed by their 

In the Footsteps of their Muse



277
“The Silver Platter”

bohemian occupations. When her friends spoke about their parents – drivers, 
teachers, clerks, policemen, she played down the occupation of her own 
parents. “But my grandmother is a dentist,” she would say in defense.

Her life in the shadow of a beloved and admired but alcoholic father and 
an adulterer, produced a delicate character which could not overcome an 
evanescent talent, flowing but downtrodden. She was a songwriter, singer, 
poet, writer, actress and translator. She began in the entertainment troupe of 
the IDF Armored Corps. As thanks for her acceptance in the troupe, her father 
wrote a rather disturbing song Eliphelet which she sung as a soloist. Another 
song, Pitom achshav, pitom hayom (“Suddenly Now, Suddenly Today”), sung 
by Shlomo Artzi and the Navy Entertainment Troupe, reached first place in 
the 1970 Festival of Hebrew Songs. Other songs of hers entered the pantheon 
of Israeli music, such as Ani cholem al naomi “(I Dream about Naomi”), 
sung by Hedva and David; Ma’arava mekan (“West of Here,”) by Ricky 
Gal; Shkarim ketanim (“Little Fibs”), by Yehudit Ravitz; Shabbat beboker 
(“Sabbath Morning”), by Arik Einstein; Haleila hu shirim (“The Night is 
Songs”), by Hanan Yovel. 

Tirza Atar – she adapted her surname from Alterman – appeared in plays 
in the Cameri, Habima and Zavit theaters. She translated some 30 plays 
from English, including “Death of a Salesman,” “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” 
and “The Glass Menagerie.” She published nine books of poetry, six of them 
for children.

In June 1961, shortly after her marriage, she and her then husband, the 
actor Oded Kotler, went to New York to study acting. Her first letters home 
were happy but concealed the beginning of a burgeoning distress. That August 
she sent a long letter to her father for his birthday. His response, as quoted 
by Dan Laor, reveals the strength of his love for her. “I am not worthy even 
in the smallest degree of the things in your letter. More than my essence, 
your essence is reflected in what you wrote. Your wonderful and full spiritual 
richness is what is apparent.” 

And despite the dripping honey, quiet warning bells started to ring in 
Alterman’s head. After a few months it became clear that he had good reason 
for concern. Tirza, still in America, sank into depression; found it difficult 
to get out of bed, ate very little and virtually stopped coming to the acting 
school. Oded Kotler called Alterman urgently and pleaded with him to come 
immediately to New York. Alterman took out a loan of 5,000 lira from the 
Kibbutz Hameuchad Publishing House and arrived on November 10, 1961. 
It soon became apparent that Tirza had managed to raise herself up from 
the depths of depression for the sake of her father’s visit. When signs of her 
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illness began to manifest themselves again, Alterman tried to ignore them. 
Eventually he had no option but to accept Kotler’s opinion that his daughter 
was mentally disintegrating.

 After some argument, she was persuaded to leave her bed and accompanied 
by her father, her husband and a doctor, she agreed to visit a psychiatrist. 
During most of the ensuing conversation, she sat mute, disconnected. Suddenly 
she murmured “I want to go home.” 48 hours later, she and her father were 
on a plane on the way back to Israel. Kotler remained in New York to 
continue his theater studies. Although there was no formal announcement, 
this was the end of their marriage. Back in Israel, Tirza underwent treatment 
at Tel Hashomer Hospital and her condition began to improve. Aged 23, she 
acted in Yehuda Amichai’s “No Man’s Land” and met and married Benjamin 
Slor. “Bentz,” as he was known, served as driver, sound man, electrician and 
general stage hand for the famous Yarkon Bridge singing trio. He was ten 
years older than Tirza and for both of them, it was a second marriage.

In 1967, their daughter Yael was born. With her birth, Tirza totally changed 
her way of life. Poetry became the focal point, including writing poems  
for children. One of the six books she wrote for children was, “Yael Goes 
on a Trip” in which we meet a lion who loved strawberries. Five years later, 
Natan was born and for him she wrote Noni, Noni ein Kamoni, (“Noni, Noni, 
there is no one like me).”

“How was life with your mother?”
“Contrary to what has been written, I remember a funny and energetic 

person – and that is certainly the way she was with us children. What  
you see in her poems and what was reflected in her life were two very 
different things.” 

On the day before her death she came to take Natan home from kindergarten. 
“She said ‘Wait a moment for me here on the sidewalk,’ and went off to hail 
a taxi. As I watched, I saw her hit by a car and flung into the air.” 

Despite the accident, they continued walking to Benjamin’s boat in the Tel 
Aviv marina. Only when they arrived did she describe what had happened. 
She was taken to a Magen David clinic in Basel Street, where she was 
diagnosed with concussion and was prescribed medications. In the evening, 
unlike her normal practice, she left a note for Bentz asking him to take care 
of the children in the morning. She woke up wracked by pain pounding 
in her ears from the noise of bulldozers working in an adjoining building 
site. She leaned out of the window in order to plead with them to be quiet, 
overbalanced and fell to the ground. 

“How did they let you know she had died?”

In the Footsteps of their Muse



279
“The Silver Platter”

“I was in kindergarten and my father came to fetch me at noon. I asked 
him, ‘Where is Mummy,’ and he answered, “Mummy has died.” 

“What caused her to fall?”
“When we asked her good friend, the psychologist Zivit Abramson, if she 

fell or had jumped, the answer always was, ‘Tirza did not take care.’ Was 
she careless? Was it a moment of mental stress? There is no answer.”

When Tirza died, Natan was only five and a half years old. He and his sister 
Yael were taken care of by their grandmother, the actress Rachel Marcus, who 
lived opposite them. He remembers her as a warm, caring and funny woman. 
When Natan Alterman, fell into the coma from which he never recovered, 
his mistress, Tsila Binder, asked if she could visit him in Tel Aviv’s Ichilov 
Hospital. Rachel agreed immediately. 

The hospital had provided Binder with a room not far from Rachel. 
Menachem Doberman, author of “Natan Alterman – a Biography” wrote 
that in the tense atmosphere, Binder would say unkind things about Rachel 
Marcus. For her part, Marcus said not one bad word about her husband’s 
lover. After she left the Cameri Theater, she joined Omanut Le’am (“The 
People’s Theater”). Natan tells me that he still performs with that theater in 
the most obscure places and people would say, ‘Ah, your grandmother acted 
here before you.”

“Despite her far from easy life with your grandfather, Rachel was a  
strong woman…”

“She was the Sancho Panza of both my mother and my grandfather. She 
always said that living with him was like living on the brink of Vesuvius. 
He had moments of charm but also difficult moments – especially creative 
when he was drunk.” 

 “Does the myth still oppress you?”
“It is oppressive: even now, sitting here discussing my family. There are 

people in my circle who deal with their family histories only after they have 
forged their own journey.”

“Who, for example?”
“For years, Ariel Horowitz refused to sing the songs of his mother, Naomi 

Shemer. Only now aged over 40, is he beginning to perform his mother’s 
songs.” 

“How about you?”
“Rather the opposite. Quite early on I decided to break the barrier and to 

give shows with family connections. Now at the age of 44, I try to forge a 
dialogue with what could be seen as an oppressive weight. And I still feel 
guilty that I am not doing enough with my own material.” 
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“What has been your most emotional performance?”
“Definately the one I gave here with Limmud in Kishinev.” 
“Have you discovered anything new about your grandfather?”
“With the help of Roman Kogan, I found a Russian translation of “Lullaby,” 
 a poem of his. 
What else would you have liked to sing had there been more time?
“The Silver Platter’– in Russian of course.”

Then a nation in tears 
And amazed at this matter
Will ask: who are you?  
And then they will say

With soft voice: We –  
Are the silver platter  
On which the State of the Jews  
Was presented today.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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33
“King of the Zulus”
The poet Natan Alterman was not a close friend of the painter Nachum 
Gutman. However, Limmud FSU in Kishinev has brought together under one 
roof Natan Slor, the grandson of Natan Alterman and Menachem (Chemi) 
Gutman, the son of Nachum Gutman – the grandson and son of two of the 
greatest icons of modern Hebrew and Israeli culture. In Bessarabia, today’s 
Moldova, the land where potatoes, corn and rapeseed are sown, the first 
creative seeds of both Alterman and Gutman were also sown. It was in 
Kishinev that Alterman wrote his first poems. Gutman was born in Teleneşti 
near Kishinev, flourished in Odessa and began to understand light in the 
Land of Israel.

Nachum Gutman was a painter, illustrator, sculptor and writer who depicted 
the early beginnings of Tel Aviv. He was a member of the Eretz Israel School 
of Art, together with the painters, Reuven Rubin, Ziona Taggar and others. 
He was a pioneer of children’s book illustration in Israel, including books by 
Chaim Nachman Bialik and his own books such as Be’eretz lobengulu melech 
zulu (“In the Land of Lobengulu, King of the Zulus”); Ir katana ve’anashim 
ba me’at (“A Small Town with Few People”); Hachofesh hagadol or ta’alumat 
ha’argazim (“The Summer Holidays or the Mystery of the Boxes”). He was a 
founder of the children’s paper Davar leyeladim and a member of its editorial 
board for 32 years. His book Shvil klipot hatapuzim (“Orange Peels Path”) 
won the prestigious Hans Christian Anderson prize for children’s literature 
and he was awarded the Israel Prize in 1978.

Nachum Gutman was perhaps the most “Israeli” artist who ever lived. Did 
something remain in him of the Ruskaya Dusha – the Russian soul that he 
brought with him from Bessarabia? His son, Chemi, is not quick to answer. 
As a distinguished professor of biophysics he is aware that every scientific 
fact must have experiments to prove it, while hypotheses are no more than 
a gas that dissipates leaving no trace. He waits while white chestnut petals 
alight on his head and considers his answer. “Even though my father was only 
seven years old when he left Teleneşti, his Hebrew was always interspersed 
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with Russian, so, for example, he would say aktior for actor and rezhisor 
for producer. With regard to any internal Russian volcano, Chemi is more 
reserved; “If there was any spark of Russian creativity within him it was 
very much under control”. 

“That is to say?”
“If you are Gideon Ofrat [Ed. a well-known art historian and critic] you 

will find in every one of my father’s pictures elements of Zarathustra or 
Shakespeare. I do not go to those extremes. His art works were well within 
the national consensus; he was not one to breach fences; he did not try to 
reform the world.”

“He was not a pathfinder?”
“No. He did not believe that he should love the whole world or the 

whole world should love him. But he did love children and easily related 
to them.”

When Chemi would walk hand in hand with his father, Nachum would 
make eye contact with children in the street; would give a warm smile: 
would admire a ribbon in a girl’s hair; “Nothing of great significance, but 
of significance to a child,” Chemi recalls.

“Did it irritate you?”
“It embarrassed me. I wanted my father to myself and he spoke to other 

children.”
“Did you complain?”
“Once we left home and some girl stopped him and they talked and talked 

and talked! I was really annoyed and said to him, ‘maybe you will stop 
talking to that whore!’ I remember we went straight home after that and that 
was the end of our walk.”

Most of the time as a father, Nachum Gutman was readily approachable. 
Except when he was busy with Davar leyeladim. “When he was about to 
begin a painting, we were forbidden to speak to him. He already had the 
picture clear in his mind and knew exactly where he would place the figures. 
He would depict them in great detail and play with the picture maintaining a 
dialogue with it. A child with a schoolbag walks in the village, goes into the 
orchard, and carries on to the chicken coops. At that point, it was permitted 
to stand near him but not to touch the table or the chair because that would 
move his hand.” 

“Did the discipline upset you?”
“When Tchernichovsky, Leah Goldberg, Ze’ev, Levin Kipnis or Saporta 

wrote poems for children, they treated them as if they were idiots. Father 
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had to take texts and illustrate them in such a way that the poems would 
appeal to children. He needed to concentrate.” 

“Would he make a drawing for you?”
“If I would ask for a gun or an airplane, he would draw them for me as 

he would for any other child. I hated it when he did pictures for others and 
I would play all sorts of tricks. When he came to our class he would ask 
some child to draw him a man. The child would do so and then he would be 
asked to add a shirt, sleeves and pants and five fingers to the image. Father 
would then explain that what the man is wearing is not important; what is 
important is movement. That there should be a feeling of flow – that things 
are fluid. Sometimes my father would go outside, draw something from nature 
and go indoors again. Or sit opposite the mirror, draw a self-portrait, or sit 
two friends next to him and draw their portraits.” 

“Was it important to him that you should know how to draw?”
“It was important to him that I develop some ability. He did not give me 

drawing lessons and did not really criticize what I had done but when he 
saw that I was developing some sort of composition, he would intervene. He 
would advise me when I should shift to some other aspect of the drawing, or 
to depict everything as if from above, or to emphasize some of the figures 
instead of others. Sometimes you have to give a donkey a kick in the rear 
to get him to go where you want.” 

After serving as a paratrooper in the IDF Nachal Brigade and participating 
in the Suez campaign of 1956, Chemi Gutman began his studies in chemistry 
in the faculty at Abu Kabir, which was the origin of Tel Aviv University, 
and in which only three students were accepted. Some 14 years ago, he was 
elected to the European Academy of Sciences. He has published more than 
150 scientific articles and supervised 50 post-graduate students.

“I would draw during faculty meetings, meetings of academic committees, 
and senate meetings – wherever people were babbling away.”

While still at Tel Aviv University, he decided to buy himself a jeep for 
his 50th birthday and began to travel in earnest. Also for his birthday, he 
received a gift from his assistant: a high-quality drawing block and pastels 
with the command, “Begin to paint!” This was the first tme he had seriously 
painted in 30 years. He began with water colors and then people told him 
he should dive into oil painting. He was scared, believing that oils were 
for “real” painters and decided to wait until he was 60. Then he was still 
undecided and felt that he needed guidance. He approached a friend, Gad 
Ullman, the painter, sculpture and graphic artist. Ullman took him into his 
studio and the smell of the oil paints and turpentine reminded Chemi of his 
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father. Ullman suggested he go home, take up the canvas and start work on 
technique, even if it came out badly. He went home and began to paint one 
of his dreams. And he suddenly felt he knew how to lay on the colors, how 
to mix the paints. “For years I had watched my father doing it and somehow 
the movements became part of me.”

“Did your father express an opinion about your paintings?”
“I think that he liked them. He always made sure that one or two of my 

paintings were on his wall. Painters, he would say, mostly worrying about 
selling their work instead of concentrating on painting. ‘Creating art must 
always be a pleasure and not just a source of income’ he would say”.

“Was he proud of you?
“Very. He came up to Jerusalem to hear me deliver my doctoral dissertation 

and accounted for 25 percent of the audience…”

❋ ❋ ❋

The journey to Teleneşti is not self-evident. Nachum Gutman only retained a 
tenuous relationship with his past. He left Bessarabia at an age when memory at 
best is vague and he retained no feelings of longing. His son Chemi, too, never 
saw himself connected emotionally in any way with Moldova. “My emotions 
have always been connected to the here and now – to the Land of Israel. Nor 
did I ever perceive any feeling of longings from my grandparents.” Chemi’s 
maternal grandfather was Ephraim Yoffe, who was religiously observant and 
rather strange. He owned a manufacturing plant for bicarbonate of soda. 
Chemi says that he didn’t speak to him much. Nevertheless, when he did 
choose to communicate, he would show his grandson instruments that seemed 
like magic props for novice conjurors and explain that they were chemical 
apparatus. “Years later I realized that they were centrifuges.” 

Chemi encountered the word “Exile” for the first time when he read a 
story by his father’s father, the writer Sh. Ben-Zion. In “Writings for Youth,” 
Ben-Zion, or in his full name Simcha Ben-Zion Alter Gutman, writing in 
heavy and ponderous language, wrote about a certain Yekutiel who lived 
in a muddy and cold village and worked for a shop owner who constantly 
scolded him. Eventually he moved to Palestine and in his first letter home 
complained he was too hot. The book “Writings for Youth” was illustrated by 
his son, Nachum Gutman. In Teleneşti we pause for a moment by an ancient 
well with a chain and pulley which reminds Chemi of one of his father’s 
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illustrations to Ben-Zion’s book. In a moment of disappointment, he says it 
is different to that portrayed by his father 100 years earlier.

The hilly slopes on the way to Teleneşti are covered in green vineyards 
and lakes with cherry orchards lining their banks. We cross Budai village 
and frighten off three cranes and a chicken. A dispirited passenger on the 
roadside has been waiting for a bus since the days of Ceaușescu. A cold 
May wind from the heart of the hills penetrates the half-open windows of 
the car. Chemi had heard his father talking about Teleneşti a few times, but 
at the age of five, Nachum had already left for Odessa. We stop alongside 
a bystander. Had he ever heard of the name Gutman? The man doffs his 
straw hat and scratches his chin: The straw hat tells us there are no Jews in 
Teleneşti any more. 

In the center of Teleneşti there is a memorial to the 53 Jews of the village 
murdered in the Holocaust. Even in the most desolate villages we pass, 
some sort of memorial or plaque that relates to the tragedy can be found: 
murdered people whose murderers are equally unknown. All those Jews 
who were murdered, betrayed or abandoned, are anonymous victims of the 
Holocaust.

We ask an ancient lady, “where is the Jewish cemetery?” She waves her stick 
in the air rather like George Washington brandishing his sword when crossing 
the Delaware – “there!” she says emphatically, pointing in the direction. 
Despite the cracked stones, one can discern the separate graves of men and 
women. Up until the 1990s, the strains of the mourner’s kaddish could still 
occasionally be heard in this place. Now, just memories and thistles. 

I am reminded of my own visit to the Jewish cemetery in Bucharest. 
Following an assignment there, I had time to spare before my flight home 
and aimlessly wandering between the rows of after-shaves in a supermarket, 
through the window, my eyes lit upon an iron gate. Above the gate was 
written “Philantropia,” a name I knew from my mother. 

I knock on the gate and an old man in a leather hat opens up. I tell him 
I am looking for the grave of Rivka Jankowitz, my grandmother. The little 
caretaker takes down a black file, pages through it and runs his finger down 
the columns, but finds nothing. We leave the cemetery. After a kilometer or 
so, it suddenly hits me. My grandmother was known as Rivka in Yiddish, but 
the Romanians called her Koka. “We must go back,” says the photographer 
Yossi Aloni who was me. Back to the iron gate: this time the little man  
in less than a minute finds Koka Jankowitz who was buried on October 3, 
1925. We go in the direction of the grave, Aloni slashing away at the thistles 
as we run, the little caretaker leading the way.
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Back in Teleneşti, Chemi Gutman leads the way to find his great-
grandfather. He knows very little about him only that he was called Chaim 
and was a “Cantonist” [Ed. children who were abducted to serve in the Tsarist 
army] and after his discharge married his grandmother, called Mintcheh. It is 
difficult for him to recall other family members as he is not sure when the 
family name was changed to Gutman. 

In 1903, the Gutman family moved to Odessa. Nachum studied in a heder 
established by his father. They lived next door to a bakery with a wood-
fired oven. As a child, Nachum remembered the opening through which the 
workers tended to the oven. “My father had the notion that he was witnessing 
the gateway to hell,” says Chemi. Is it possible that the blackened figures 
materialized again in the form of “Lobengulu, King of the Zulus?” 

During those childhood days in Odessa, Nachum carried out experiments 
that gave him an early understanding of color and angles. Thus, for example, 
he discovered that when he bent down and peered between people’s legs, 
everything seemed upside down. And when the blood flows to the head the 
colors of the world change. For days he would study upside down and reach 
conclusions. “Until someone would give him a powerful tweak on the bottom 
and say kharasho – enough! Stand up already!”

At the age of 71, Nachum went to visit his son Chemi in San Francisco 
where he was working on his post-doctoral thesis. “Then I realized that my 
father was already old.” When Chemi returned from San Francisco he was 
already a senior lecturer with his own assistants and students and was busy 
with senate committee meetings. “I was deeply involved with my work.” 
He says that when he found time to visit his father, he found him declining 
rapidly into dementia, his memory and cognitive abilities fast disappearing 
and losing touch with his family.

“In what way do you most miss your father?”
“The father that I remember from my childhood – that is what I miss.”

In the Footsteps of their Muse



287

34
From Fania to Fania
The city of Rovno… grew up around the palaces and moated parks of the 
princely family of Lubomirsky. The river Uste crossed the city from south to 
north. Between the river and the marsh stood the citadel, and in the days of the 
Russians, there was still a beautiful lake with swans… The city boasted some 
60,000 inhabitants before the Second World War, of whom Jews constituted 
the majority and the rest were Ukrainians, Poles, Russians and a handful of 
Czechs and Germans… Wide flat plains extended as far as the eye could see, 
here and there arching up in gentle hills, crisscrossed by rivers and pools, 
dappled with marshes and forests.

Amos Oz: “A Tale of Love and Darkness.” (The quotations here are taken 
from the book, translated by Nicholas de Lange).

The wide flat plains still extend as far as the eye can see, the seemingly 
endless road from Lviv (Lvov) is bordered by sometimes thick, sometimes 
thin rows of birch trees, many of them with Amela Belaya, the Russian name 
for mistletoe, a ball-shaped parasitic growth hanging in the upper branches 
of the trees in the leafless late autumn of Ukraine.

We are accompanying Prof. Fania Oz-Salzberger on the way to Rovno 
– now called Rivne – no longer Polish, and in the heartland of Ukrainian 
nationalism. It was here that her great-grandfather, Naphtali Hertz Mussman, 
the grandfather of her father, Amos Oz, was born in 1889, and it was here 
that he married Itta Schuster, who was born in 1891. Their daughter Fania, 
after whom Oz-Salzberger is named, was born in 1913 and her sisters Haya 
in 1911 and Sonia in 1916. Fania never knew her grandmother who suffered 
from depression and committed suicide in Israel in 1951 when Amos was 
12 years old. The young couple, Naphtali Hertz and Itta, bought a house at 
14 Dubinska Street from its previous owner, the mayor of Rovno. The street 
is still Dubinska, the house is still standing, although for some reason the 
number has been changed to 31, and that is our destination.



288

The house had a single spacious story but underneath it was a vast cellar 
that served as workshop, larder, storage room, wine cellar and repository 
of thick smells…

Today’s visit, under the aegis of Limmud FSU, seems to be a momentous 
occasion for the town. The focal point of the visit is for Fania to unveil a 
plaque that has been attached to the side of the building. She is greeted by 
three young girls in traditional Ukrainian dress who bow low and proffer an 
intricately baked loaf of bread, which is the customary Ukrainian welcome 
for important guests. The mayor of Rivne, Volodomir Khomko, makes a 
speech welcoming Fania and making the somewhat inevitable remarks about 
the important historical role played by the Jews in the city, to which Fania 
gives an appropriate response. A group of four women from the local Hessed 
Osher Jewish community center, sing Hatikva and a few songs in Hebrew, 
and the plaque is duly unveiled. It takes a substantial leap of imagination to 
correlate what we are seeing with the house as described by Amos as related 
to him by his mother Fania – and his Aunt Sonia who confirmed that this 
is indeed the house. Evidently much of it had been demolished and altered 
over time and certainly the expansiveness of the rooms as depicted in the 
book has dissipated in the Ukrainian fog. 

We are ushered inside and the lady of the house offers us bowls of barsch 
– the Polish-Ukrainian version of the Russian borsht. With charming tact and 
grace, granddaughter Fania declares it to be the best she has ever eaten, and 
asks for the recipe, saying she will make it back home. Fania is disappointed 
that the orchard at the back of the house about which Amos had heard so 
much from his mother, with its plums, pears, peaches, apples, cherry trees, 
and raspberry, blackberry and blackcurrant canes, no longer exists – another 
building has gone up in its place.

Fania says that her father has no desire to visit his mother’s home town 
because he is afraid that reality will clash with the descriptions which he 
heard so vividly from his mother and aunts. Amos Oz wrote:

My mother used to talk to me sometimes nostalgically,in her quiet voice that 
lingered somewhat on the end of the words, about the Rovno she had left 
behind. In six or seven sentences she could paint me a picture. I repeatedly 
put off going to Rovno, so that the pictures my mother gave me do not have 
to make way for others. 

Fania Oz-Salzberger herself imbibed every word about the house and the 
orchard as it is recorded in detail in her father’s autobiographical work and 
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David Broza performing at opening of Limmud FSU, New York, 2016

left: Bel Kaufman at Limmud FSU, New York, 2009. Right: the Shalom Aleichem memorial,  
Peryaslav-Khmelyntsky, Ukraine (Ch. 28)
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Havdala. Rabbi Yechiel Eckstein playing the guitar at Limmud FSU, New York. 2014

Natan Sharansky and Chaim Chesler presenting a plaque to former Secretary of State,  
George Shultz at Limmud FSU West Coast, San Francisco, 2017 (Ch. 47) 
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	l. to r. Mitchell 
Bellman, Irwin 
Kotler, Limor Livnat, 
Matthew Bronfman, 
Chaim Chesler; 
Limmud FSU, 
Deerhurst, Canada, 
2014 (Ch. 41)

Berl Lazar, Chief Rabbi 
of Russia, Limmud 
FSU Europe, London, 
2017 (Ch. 48)
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The audience, including the President of Tatarstan, Rustam Minnikhanov.  
Jewish Music Festival, Kazan 2015

Hanan Yovel and Dvir Spiegel – Jewish Music Festival, Kazan. 2015
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Kazan Interfaith Dialogue, 2015 (Ch. 45)
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Regina, Hirsh Jewish  
Colony, Saskatchewan,  
Canada (Ch. 42)
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“Promised Land in the Australian Outback.” L. to r. Audrey and Yosl Bergner, Chaim Chesler,  
Danny Lamm, President, Zionist Federation of Australia, Mordechai Haimovitch (Ch. 44)

Foundation stone of Ararat, Grand Island, New York (Ch. 40)
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Limmud FSU Russian Far East. Birobidzhan, 2008 (Ch. 38)
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she is impressed by how much reality actually accords with the 90 year-old 
memories. 

The first mention of Rivne/Rovno in historical sources was in 1283 as one 
of the inhabited villages of Volynia. In the late 14th century it was part of 
Lithuania and from 1569 it became Polish. Following the partition of Poland, 
in 1793 Rivne became a part of the Russian Empire. During the First World 
War and the chaotic period thereafter, it successively came under German, 
Ukrainian, Bolshevik, and Polish rule. With the Riga Peace Treaty of 1921 
it again became Polish. In 1939, as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 
and the partition of Poland, Rivne was occupied by the Soviet Union and on 
June 28, 1941, the city was overrun by the Nazis. On February 2, 1944, the 
city was liberated by the Red Army in the Battle of Rovno, and remained 
part of Soviet Ukraine until the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991, since 
when it is in independent Ukraine.

The town’s earliest organized Jewish community appeared there in the 
mid-16th century. During the time of the Khmelnytsky massacres, Rovno 
suffered greatly. By 1654 there were only two Jewish families. However, 
by 1723, Jewish fortunes revived after the city passed into the possession 
of the Lubomirsky family. In the 1730s, the Council of Four Lands granted 
the community’s request for a reduction in taxes and by 1786, there was a 
burial society, a synagogue and an expanded cemetery.

At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century, Rovno 
developed rapidly, due in large part to the construction of two railroads that 
passed through the town. Its Jewish population grew to nearly 20,000 in 
1913 – nearly 60 percent of the general population. At the beginning of the 
20th century, most Jews were engaged in commerce and the free professions; 
Jews also owned significant numbers of industrial enterprises. Jewish public 
and religious life developed vigorously, and various charitable and cultural 
institutions were established. A Hovevei Tsiyon (“Lovers of Zion”) group was 
established in 1884. In 1921, 21,702 Jews lived in Rovno – 71 percent of the 
population. The town was a center for Hebrew education, with a Tarbut high 
school (for which a new building was constructed in 1936), two elementary 
schools, and three kindergartens.

The building of the Tarbut school still stands but it is no longer Tarbut, 
nor are there any Jewish pupils – but it is still an educational center – rather 
run-down at the heels, cracked linoleum, rickety stairs and a pervading odor 
of mildew and sewage. All three Mussman sisters studied at Tarbut which 
followed a secular, Zionist-oriented curriculum. Among other students at 
Tarbut, but presumably after the Mussman girls, was the late Israeli writer, 
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playwright, artist and bohemian figure, Dahn Ben Amotz – on the face of it, the 
quintessential sabra Israeli. He was however, to his embarrassment and constant 
repression, actually born in Rovno in 1924, with the unfortunate name Moshe 
Tillimzeiger (literally “Psalms Reciter”), coming to Palestine at the age of 14 
in 1938. Standing outside the Tarbut building, Fania quotes her father, quoting  
his mother:

In our Tarbut School all the pupils and teachers spoke almost exclusively 
Hebrew. Among the three of us sisters, at home we spoke Hebrew and Russian. 
Mostly we spoke Hebrew so that our parents wouldn’t understand. We never 
spoke Yiddish to each other.

The Mussman family prospered. Naphtali Hertz was employed as an apprentice 
at the age of 12 in a flour mill at the end of Dubinska Street, owned by an 
eccentric noblewoman, Princess Ravzova. He was so successful and charmed 
everyone with whom he came into contact, that by the time he was aged 23, 
he was able to buy ownership of the mill.

… the 18 year-old Fania following in the footsteps of their elder sister Haya, 
was sent in 1931 to study at the university in Prague because in Poland  
the universities were virtually closed to the Jews... Her parents, Hertz and  
Itta, like all the Jews of Rovno, were witnesses and victims of the antisemitism 
that was growing both among their Polish neighbors and among the 
Ukrainians, Germans, Catholic and Orthodox Christians, acts of violence 
by Ukrainian hooligans … and like a rumble of distant thunder, echoes 
reached Rovno of deadly incitement to violence and persecution of Jews in 
Hitler’s Germany… And so the flour mill, house, the orchard in Dubinska 
Street … were all sold. Itta and Hertz Mussman reached Palestine in 1933 
almost penniless. 

Today there are some 600 Jews in Rivne. The original Grand Synagogue 
has become a sports center called “Avantgarde.” This is commonly found 
in Eastern Europe, because the synagogues had a large central space which 
could easily be converted for use for sporting activities. Just a few meters 
down the street is a newer building served by a young Chabad rabbi from 
Jerusalem, Shneur Shneersohn. He and his Lod-born wife and seven children 
have lived in the city since 2003 and he says there is a congregation of 
some 30-50 people on Shabbat. The children are self-schooled by his wife 
and himself – kosher meat is unobtainable and they live on fish, fruit and 
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vegetables and his wife’s home-baked bread. To my incredulity, he tells me 
he is looking for a house so he can settle permanently in Rivne. The small 
Jewish community revolves around Hessed Osher, one of the welfare centers 
built by the JDC across the former Soviet Union and elsewhere – wherever 
there are Jewish communities in need of support.

We are welcomed at Hessed Osher by Gennady, its director, who is also 
chairman of the Rivne Jewish community. He is the sole male in a group of 
some 15 elderly women and we are serenaded by a delightful choir of girls, 
boys and women, who sing songs in Hebrew, enthusiastically brandishing 
an Israeli flag when they sing Kahol velavan (“Blue and White”). The two 
historians in our group, Fania and Prof. David Assaf of Tel Aviv University, 
conduct a dialogue on the nexus of literature and history. They speak in 
Hebrew with simultaneous translation into Russian. In the entrance is a small 
display of the books of Amos Oz published in Russian (evidently there are 
only three so far, and “Jews and Words,” jointly written by Amos Oz and 
his daughter is in the process of translation).

The Mussmann family had already left Poland for Palestine when the 
walls of Rovno came tumbling down. German troops occupied the city  
on June 28, 1941, and in July and August about 3,000 Jews were murdered. 
The local Judenrat leaders, Moisei Bergman and Leon Sukharchuk,  
committed suicide.

We make our way to the Sosenki Forest, some six kilometers out of town. 
The forest was thickly wooded and grows around a series of ravines. Here, 
on November 7-8, 1941, nearly 22,000 men, women and children were shot 
on the brink of the ravines, their bodies tumbling into the pits below. As  
far as is known, only one person survived the massacre: the girl’s family 
name was Novasiskaya – there is no record of her first name. Some observers 
have termed the place a second Babi Yar. The place is eerily peaceful and the 
weather is at odds with the place. The sun is shining and there is a pleasant 
smell in the air. The area is tastefully landscaped with a modest memorial 
and – more poignantly, three rough concrete slabs leading down. On the 
slabs are the imprint of shoes – all going down, down, down, none going up.  
A ring of 68 marble stones lining the top of the ravines bears 6,500 names: 
research is ongoing to trace more. Time has had its way and many of the 
names are illegible.

Rabbi Schneersohn recites kaddish, the mourning prayer for the dead and 
Fania says, “On the brink of death, the elements come together. The Tarbut 
school taught the children humanitarian values and Jewish culture long before 
the advent of the Nazis. Out of the ashes of the camps and the ghettos and 
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the ravines, in places like Sosenki, came the waves of immigrants to Israel.  
I wish to dedicate my visit here today to my grandfather and great-grandfather, 
and the teachers and students of Tarbut. Everyone in these accursed pits was, 
in one way or another, my cousin.” 

The remaining 5,000 Jews of the town were forced into a ghetto, which 
was liquidated on July 13, 1942, together with its inhabitants. A few were 
able to escape and join partisan units, taking part in the liberation of Rovno 
on February 5, 1944. Survivors began to gather in the town, and by the 
end of 1944 about 1,200 Jews had settled there. Former partisans organized 
groups to promote illegal emigration to Palestine, and Rovno became an 
organizational center for this work. In 1945–1946, the majority of Jews in 
Rovno who had survived the Holocaust emigrated. However, newcomers from 
the Soviet Union replenished the town’s Jewish population. About 600 Jews 
remained in Rivne after the mass Jewish emigration of the 1990s.
Aunt Sonia is quoted by Amos Oz:

Of the whole of Jewish Rovno there’s barely a soul left alive – only those who 
came to the Land while there was still time and the few who fled to America, 
and those who somehow managed to survive the knives of the Bolshevik 
regime. All the rest were butchered by the Germans, apart from those who 
were butchered by Stalin. No, I have no desire to go back for a visit: what 
for? To start longing again from there for a Land of Israel that no longer 
exists and may never have existed outside our youthful dreams?

So there it is. Rovno, Rὁwne, Rivne, like thousands of others that were once 
towns and villages with thriving and vibrant Jewish populations, no longer 
has Jewish life of any significance. Jewish culture, tradition, literature, music, 
language, in this part of the world is largely a thing of the past. For the Oz’s 
of our generation live elsewhere.

Amos Oz died in 2018 at the age of 79.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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The Long Fingers of a Composer
Once, in the 1970s, Sasha Argov went on a visit to his childhood home 
in Moscow. The neighbors were suspicious of the stranger and they called 
the police. But the person who was to become one of Israel’s most famous 
composers, decided to play cops and robbers. Because he knew all the passages 
in the building, he found a secret exit, and through the yard managed to 
avoid the police, with them in hot pursuit. 

His daughter, Tali, now wants to discover that exit but we find a building 
with a broken stairwell and banisters in imminent danger of collapse. The 
yard is uncared for and there are no children’s voices. She doesn’t know 
exactly which was her father’s apartment, but she is certain that the sound 
of a piano could be heard from there and a mother’s voice in the evening 
calling, Sasha, idi syuda! – “come here!”

On 26, Valisha Dimitrovka, corner of Stolshnikov Prawak, opposite the 
house where Alexander (Sasha) Abramovitch grew up, his eldest son, Itamar, is 
standing. “I am not sure what my father would have seen from his window,” 
he says, “but I imagine it was all much grayer then.” Like his sister, Tali, 
Itamar is not entirely convinced that this is indeed the house, although it is 
certainly the right area. 

His father rarely recalled his childhood home. The only thing we know for 
sure is that it was large with six attractive rooms. Itamar had heard a description 
from a friend but she was sparing with details. She only remembered that 
it was a corner house next door to a furrier. Today the area reeks of power, 
heady atmosphere, haute couture and buildings worth 40 million dollars. 
Around the corner is the head office of the state attorney with pictures of 
Marx, Engels and Lenin on the front. On nearby Stolshnikov lived Vladimir 
Gilyarovsky, author of a classic 1926 work, “Moscow and the Muscovites.” 
At number 11, lived the Azerbaijani-Tatar poet, Musa Jalil, winner of the 
Lenin Prize and Hero of the Soviet Union.

If Sasha was still living here he could change out of his bedroom slippers, 
cross the road to the opulent Prada shop to buy a handbag for 3,000 dollars. If 
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he had wanted to refresh the atmosphere at home he could have gone another 
few meters and bought a deodorant at Gucci. Had he wanted to pamper his 
wife Niusia with a bottle of Chanel Numéro Cinq or a watch from Cartier, 
he could have taken a few steps in the direction of the Petrovska Mall, the 
most expensive shopping precinct in the whole of Moscow. Had he wanted 
to give a good time to important guests such as Tali and Itamar, he could 
have taken rooms for them in the nearby Marriott Hotel. The hotel, with its 
russet-colored floor which outshines the Aurora Borealis, was a particular 
favorite of Shimon Peres. Had Sasha felt like watching the victory parade in 
the Red Square after the defeat of the Nazis, he could simply have gone up 
to the roof of the building. Had he written music for the Bolshoi, he could 
have gone home for lunch – as indeed he did – but in Tel Aviv and not after 
a composing session but after work at his bookshop. 

Composing the melodies for more than 1,200 songs brought the Israel 
Prize to Sasha Argov in 1988, as well, as a series of sobriquets – “The 
Israeli Schubert,” “The Aristocrat of Hebrew Song,” “The Jewel in the 
Crown,” “The Emperor of Harmony.” His tunes not only accompanied the 
words of the writer and lyricist Haim Hefer, but also those of us who lived 
here in the days of biblical sandals and gazoz. We mangled the tune of 
Shir hashechuna (“Neigborhood Song”) when “neighborhood” was not a 
synonym for provincialism. To the strains of Ha’eem amru lach pa’am? 
(“Did anyone ever tell you?”), we summoned up the courage at long last to 
tell her. Together with Yossi yeled sheli mutzlach (“Yossi, my special child”), 
we learnt to appreciate the different, the awkward, the schlemiel. The give 
and take in Shlomo hamelech ve’shalmai hasandlar (“King Solomon and 
Shalmai the Cobbler”), made us jump up from our wooden chairs in the 
Rehovot community center. We thought “Everything is golden” – Hakol zahav 
and I would hear something exciting and tell myself Lo kol kach ra – “It’s 
not so bad.” To mark Sasha Argov’s 70th birthday in 1984, his partner in 
song, Haim Hefer, wrote a maqama, a form of Arabic-based rhyming prose. 
For decades, Hefer published a maqama every week in the Yediot Aharonot 
daily newspaper. 

You are never at rest
Not with the wreath of fame and not for the latest hit
You approach each rhyming couplet as if it is your first
You defend each word more than do
All the other writers

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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Thirty years after Hefer’s maqama, 100 years after the birth of Sasha Argov 
and 20 years after his death, a Limmud conference in Moscow celebrated 
his life. “One of our tasks at Limmud FSU,” says Chaim Chesler, “is to 
bring to the attention of the wider community the enormous contribution 
to world culture of Jews from the former Soviet Union – among them is 
Sasha Argov.” 

His son Itamar, first on the recorder, continuing on piano and then trumpet, 
had been a member of the IDF orchestra and studied music at the Rimon 
Academy of Music in Tel Aviv. Today he teaches computers, music and 
musical notation. His sister Tali Argov-Walkan, is a graduate of the Tel Aviv 
Music College and teaches recorder to children using a special technique of 
rhythm and music. 

Sasha Argov’s daughter-in-law, Gabi, 58, is a conductor and singer, who 
immigrated to Israel at the age of 18 from South Africa. She began by playing 
classical music but the rigidity of the profession drove her away, and over 
time she became attracted to Argov’s music. She first met Itamar during 
their first year at the Academy of Music. They met again a few years later 
and she became his second wife. She spent the last six years of Sasha’s life 
with him, and she says, “I can tell you, he was a wonderful person.” Gabi 
is deeply involved in commemorating her father-in-law’s memory.

In Saratov, the hometown of Rachel Bluwstein (see next chapter), the 
historian Uri Milstein, the great-nephew of the poetess, wanted a Limmud 
FSU memorial concert to be devoted solely to the poems of Rachel. But in 
the end, they shared the stage with the music of Argov, to the great pleasure 
of the audience. Itamar and Gabi’s daughter, Noa, is a multi-talented musician 
who plays the double bass, and is a music editor and narrator. Her father tells 
me, “She was only four when her grandfather died. In order to learn about 
him, she produced a program ‘Just One Memory,’ on the army radio, Galei 
Zahal. Her guests on the program included Haim Hefer, Naomi Polani and 
Arik Einstein, who reminisced about Sasha.”

Standing outside the Abramovitch residence in Moscow, one feels a little 
bit 2015 but also a little bit déjà vu, style 1985. A nearby coffee bar selling 
only avocado juice and seed cake, gives one the feeling of having just stepped 
out for lunch in a health food bar in New York. But the police 4x4 vehicle 
that stops to check what we are doing takes us back to the time of the 
refuseniks. That is the way it is today in Russia. The fist is concealed in a 
glass of avocado juice and you have no way of knowing when it might be 
taken out. 
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In the same way that Russian reality is misleading, so too is the house at 
26, Dimitrovka Street. We think that this is where Sasha Argov was born but 
we are not quite certain. When she was about to give birth, Olga, Sasha’s 
mother, moved to her parent’s home in Bialystok. Alexander Abramovitch 
and his twin sister Gutia came into the world on October 26, 1914. After 
the birth, Olga returned to Moscow. Gutia died in infancy and then another 
son was born who was named after her and received a new name in Eretz 
Israel – Giora. “In Communist Russia, the Abramovitch family was considered 
bourgeois,” wrote Dr. Ilana Ivtzan in her biography of Sasha Argov, “There 
are Many Tunes and Notes.”

Ya’akov, Sasha’s father, was a dentist, Olga was a pianist, and the very walls 
of their home breathed music. Young Sasha had a rose-colored childhood. He 
lacked for nothing and was a good student. It soon became apparent that he 
had a sensitive ear and good technique. At the age of four he sat at the piano 
and played with both hands. He learned harmony by listening and watching 
his mother. In just two years he had composed many works which he could 
play from memory – his mother transcribed them into two exercise books, 
which have unfortunately been lost. 

For Sasha, the piano was not just a mode of entertainment. He conducted 
a dialogue with the keyboard which allowed him to express his emotions. 
Sasha loved the piano but not the routine of daily practice. He deprecatingly 
referred to himself not as a “pianist” but as a “Pianochik,” in an eloquent 
Yiddish neologism. All his life he played by ear and would barely glance 
at the score. He always found it easier and more satisfying to improvise, 
rather than slavishly following the notes. He was enchanted by harmony, 
especially when listening to his mother accompanying a musician from the 
Philharmonic Orchestra. Because of his innate abilities, his teachers thought 
that more training in harmony would be superfluous.

In Russia, Sasha supplemented his natural talents by visits to concert 
halls and theaters in Moscow. But the Russian Revolution of 1917 changed 
everything. Children were obliged to join a Bolshevik youth movement.  
After school they had to “volunteer” to help at a local industry. “The 
authorities also practiced a form of reverse discrimination,” writes Ivtzan, 
“Only manual workers or the children of workers were allowed to study in a 
music conservatory.” Alexander Abramovitch, because of his bourgeois roots, 
found his path to higher musical education barred. 

The novel “Dr Zhivago” by Boris Pasternak gives a vivid description of 
those times. On returning from the war, Yuri finds the elegant family, home 
of his fiancée occupied by other families. That is very similar to the fate of 
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the Abramovitch family who found their home being slowly whittled away. 
Every morning they had to confront a representative of the new proletariat 
bringing more and more people into the house. The family room and kitchen 
become communally occupied by socialist brothers. After the rooms came 
the furniture – including the piano. They even removed the mattresses from 
the floor.

The family’s situation reached rock-bottom. Sasha’s father, Ya’akov, was 
expelled from his clinic and then finally also from his home. The family 
moved to a small apartment, bought some furniture and even an old Bechstein 
piano that had been abandoned by a family fleeing to France. But their 
financial recovery became known to the authorities, who demanded to see 
receipts for the purchases. When these were not forthcoming, their property 
was again confiscated. 

At last, the Abramovitches realized that they had no alternative but to 
quit the Socialist Garden of Eden. At the time, the end of the 1920s, the 
authorities permitted people who had not been born in Russia to leave for 
their countries of origin. Olga, born in Bialystok and Ya’akov in Warsaw, 
requested certificates to leave for Poland. To expedite their departure, their 
old certificates were handed over to the authorities. As luck would have it, on 
the brink of their departure, Ya’akov fell ill. The journey had to be postponed 
but they were left without documents – the old ones had been handed over, 
and the new ones had not yet arrived. 

In 1932, the family arrived in the home of family members in Warsaw. The 
parents and Gutia the younger brother were entitled to apply for certificates to 
enter Palestine, but Sasha was too old to be included in his parent’s certificate 
and he had to wait until 1935, when, at the age of 20, he finally landed on 
the shores of Eretz Israel. 

The new immigrant settled in Tel Aviv and it was here that he met his 
wife, Niusia (Esther) Abeles. Two years later, on the advice of his friend, 
the writer Benjamin Tammuz, he changed his surname from Abramovitch to 
Argov. Niusia had been born in Kharkov, Ukraine. She was a pianist and 
a bright future had been foreseen for her, but the Holocaust cut short her 
career and she arrived in Israel after the war. Her daughter Tali tells us that 
at that time in Tel Aviv, there was a Polish Institute and her mother gave 
English lessons there. To her delight, there was a piano, and she played every 
evening between six and eight.

 A few months later, the Institute closed down and Niusia asked her pupils 
if they wanted to continue to learn English; only two replied and one of them 
said that they could study in his house in Yehuda Halevy Street. When she 
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entered she saw that there was a piano and she asked if she could play. The 
landlord called out, “Sasha, there is someone here who wants to play the 
piano.” It transpired that Sasha was a cousin. Every time she wanted to play 
Sasha would give her the key to the apartment, eventually giving her a key 
of her own. Later he would leave her a note on the piano, “Would Madame 
care to join me for coffee?” Three months later there was an ultimatum 
from Sasha – either they part or they get married. They were duly married 
in 1946. Their son Itamar was born 65 years ago,, followed by Tali, five 
years later.

Standing outside their father’s house in Moscow takes Itamar and Tali back 
to their childhood in Tel Aviv. What came with him from this house to the 
house in Tel Aviv? What sort of a father was he? They remember him as a 
gentle and funny person. For Itamar he would perform all sorts of magic; 
show him tricks with matches, buy him toys. In the evening before they fell 
asleep, Sasha would tell them stories from far-away places. 

Tali liked to draw and her father would keep her supplied with paper and 
crayons. She remembers him as a compulsive photographer who constantly 
tried to freeze their childhood in pictures and was concerned that the pictures 
be just as perfect as his melodies. Sometimes he would take a telephoto lens, 
lie on the grass and photograph from underneath; sometimes from a distance 
so as to get the right perspective. 

But his overwhelming concern for his children sometimes strangled the 
laughter. Even when they would return home in time, they would see his 
gleaming scalp waiting on the balcony saying nothing, but if they were late, 
it would cause him deep anxiety. “Even though I am not the hysterical type, 
as a mother I can understand him now,” Tali says. 

But above all, it was his music that swept the family up. They were born 
with it and lived with it. He would play for hours, searching, trying out 
each song. “He never waited for the muse to alight on him but went and 
sought it out,” says Itamar. “Someone who does not understand it would 
call it digging, but that was his way of creating – of making the music 
fit the words.” And the neighbors were sympathetic and understanding. 
Like Tali and Itamar they were witness to the birth of songs that became 
classics, Adonee Hashofet (“Your honor the judge”), Ahuvati livnat hatzavar  
(“My white-necked love”), and more. 

In order to make ends meet, Argov took a job at the Industry and Trade  
Bank – and hated every minute. Later he opened a Russian-language bookstore, 
and Niusia joined him in running it. The books touched his heart almost as 
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much as the music. When he came upon a book that excited him, his eyes 
lit up and he seemed to breathe the pages. 

Most of Argov’s works were commissioned. When he was absorbed in 
composing, he would whistle the notes to himself. He would often get up 
in the middle of a meal and return to the piano. When he was working he 
insisted on being alone. But the opinion of the family was very important to 
him and he took it into consideration. Niusia now aged 91, said that if she 
did not like a piece, he would abandon it. He would show Tali the words, 
then play a melody and see if they matched; he would play it again and again 
and ask her to listen. But when she had to study for an important exam, she 
asked him that there be no playing that day. After she got married, she missed 
her father’s playing and recorded him so she could play the tapes at home.

His work at the bank and later at the bookshop, allowed the family to 
get together for lunch. The children would come home from school and a 
discussion of the day’s events was inevitable. 

“What do you especially remember abut him?”
“His hands. Beautiful big hands with rounded finger nails. I could look at 

them for hours. There was strength in their softness. When he closed them 
it was very difficult to open them.” 

“The fingers of a composer?”
“Long fingers. When he suffered a stroke I said to myself, ‘Look. Take it 

in. Remember as much as possible of your father.’” 

In 1988, Sasha was awarded the Israel Prize for his contribution to Israeli 
song. He received the ACUM (Composers, Authors and Publishers Society 
of Israel) Prize in 1982 and the Yigal Allon Prize for Zionist Pioneering in 
1985. In 1987, Argov was declared an honorary citizen of Tel Aviv. He died 
on September 27, 1995, in Tel Aviv at the age of 81. 
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36
“Perhaps it was Never Thus”
Boris Abramovitch is infatuated. A professor of the philosophy of science, 
his world is that of rationality and positivism, but at the age of 71, Rachel 
Bluwstein is the love of his life. Like Rachel, he too was born in Saratov 
on the banks of the Volga. But from here on, the relationship between the 
scientist and Rachel the Poetess, the femme fatale of the Second and Third 
Aliya, lies in the realm of the metaphysical.

Boris Abramovitch Medvedev from the State University of Saratov is the 
man in Rachel’s life after her death. Unlike Nakdimon (Altschuler), Zalman 
(Shazar), Moshe (Beilinson), Berl (Katznelson), or Michael (Bernstein), who 
shared her life on earth, Boris only wants to touch her immortal soul: to have 
the opportunity to express his love for her in poetry.

After having published some 120 articles on physics in many academic 
publications, Boris Abramovich has some private lines to dedicate to Rachel. 
Only after he explains to me that he writes freely with little heed to grammar 
and rhyme, does he gather himself together and read to me in Russian, “The 
Home of Rachel.” 

A home at the foot of Mount Carmel 
Here a flute sounds its notes
To all the living and the dead
The home of Rachel is that of Jewish roots
Of biblical roots
The home of Rachel above the transparent Kinneret
The home of Rachel on the seesaw of my heart.

You can sense the longing. The same stormy Russian temperament. But Boris 
Abramovitch is reserved and quietly unemotional. He pronounces dramatic 
sentences in modest tones. His love for Rachel embarrasses even himself. 
I try to probe him further but in defense he refers me to the other things 
he has done. He has written a book on Jewish music; for five years he led 
a group that dealt with the common ground between the arts and sciences. 
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Two years ago he was invited to speak about the group’s work to a forum of  
the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg. But Rachel is  
constantly in the background. From Abramovitch’s computer comes the strains 
of Shuly Natan singing Begani nata’atich (“I planted you in my garden”), 
which leaves him no choice but to recite another of his poems written to 
Rachel.

To be born and to live a little – like you
And if to die, to fall into a deep sleep
A sleep to the melody of the shepherd
The shepherd of my soul, Rachel
Permit me to bend my knee before you
I will speak to you about the serene lake
Please, do not fly away from me.

“What attracts you to her?” 
“Her honesty. She expresses anxieties that I can well understand – the 

difficulties, the problems she encounters, oscillating on the line between life 
and death; between now and the hereafter. Her words are not metaphorical. 
They engage you from a cradle of peace, they call out for compassion." 

❋ ❋ ❋

Our journey to Saratov began on the banks of the Kinneret. On the eve of 
the 125th anniversary of her birth, “Rachel the Poetess,” as she is known 
in Hebrew, was one of the central themes of the Limmud FSU conference  
held in December 2014, at Kibbutz Ginosar on the shores of Kinneret – the 
Sea of Galilee. The topic of Rachel had first been explored at a previous 
conference in Moscow and this sparked the desire to reach out to the source:  
a house, a street, a neighborhood – and if that could not be done, to get as  
near as possible. But from the outset it was evident that Saratov was 
not prepared to reveal itself easily to casual visitors. The Yak 42 plane  
that conveyed us to the town, shuddered and complained on take-off. On 
landing it wagged its tail like a spavined dog. We arrived in Saratov on 
the eve of Holocaust Memorial Day and the dimness of the streets was 
appropriate. 

We traveled to a town basking in its Communist past. Theater Square was 
once called “Revolution Square;” it has a four meter-high statue of Lenin 
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and an ornate club house of the Red Pioneer Youth Movement. But above 
it all floats Yuri Gagarin, the first cosmonaut to travel in space and orbit 
the earth. Gagarin studied tractors in the Saratov industrial technical high 
school which today bears his name. In Kavasnikova, some 40 kilometers from  
here, Gagarin landed in April, 1961. After Gagarin returned from outer space, 
came the second cosmonaut, Gherman Titov, and in their honor the city street 
along the Volga is called “Cosmonaut’s Embankment.” A three kilometer- 
long bridge links Saratov with the far bank of the Volga, the longest river 
in Europe. On the eastern side are the towns of Engels and Marx. 

The two towns are overshadowed by Stalingrad, now called Volgograd, 
where the epic battle took place in 1942-3 which affected the face of history. 
During the war, Stalin deported all the German residents of the Volga region 
to Kazakhstan. “They left behind them their homes which looked as if the 
occupants had just gone out for a stroll,” we are told by Bella, whose mother 
took over one of the deserted homes. 

Accompanying us is the historian, Dr. Uri Milstein. At Limmud in  
Moscow, he spoke about Rachel the Poetess, his mother’s aunt. Milstein 
is the nearest living relative to the person that Zalman Shazar described as 
“dressed in pure and luminous white.” Some of the stories related here are 
based on his book “Designer of the Elite – The Secret of the Magic of Rachel 
the Poetess.” Milstein also feels himself to be the son that Rachel never had.  
He received his name under the influence of her poem Akara (“Barren”) –  
“If I had a son… Uri, I would call him…” [Ed. Uri in Hebrew is “My 
Light”].

If I had a son
A little child
With dark curly hair and clever
To hold his hand and pace slowly
Slowly, slowly
Along the paths of the garden
A little child

Uri, I would call him
My Uri
The short name is soft and clear
A shard of light
My dark child
Uri, I’ll call him
Uri, I’ll call

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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Rachel’s father, Isser-Leib Bluwstein, was born in Poltava, Ukraine in 1833. 
In his yeshiva he was considered a Talmudic genius, but at the age of eight 
he was abducted by the Tsarist army and became a “Cantonist” – a term 
given to boys forcibly removed from their parents to a military academy. 
When his father learnt of the abduction, he had a stroke and died. Shortly 
after, his mother committed suicide. Isser-Leib became a professional soldier 
and fought in the Crimean War. He proved himself to be a natural leader and 
his superiors tried to encourage him to renounce his Judaism and become an 
officer, but he refused.

After 25 years of distinguished military service, he married, had four 
children and was financially successful. After the death of his first wife, he 
married Sophia Mandelstam who was 20 years younger. Her niece, Rosa 
Mandelstam, renounced her medical studies in order to “join the masses.” 
Consumed with a desire to win over the hearts of the peasants, she came to 
the small town of Saratov on the Volga. Rosa was obsessively opposed to the 
Tsar and her subversive activities led her to join the clandestine Narodnya 
Volya (“People’s Will”) movement and she was involved in the assassination 
of Tsar Alexander II in 1881. 

Sophia Mandelstam was considered to be a righteous woman. It was 
said that a touch of her hand, or a glance, had the power of healing. Her 
grandfather was an advisor to Tsar Alexander who prevented Napoleon from 
conquering Russia. Osip Mandelstam, one of the greatest of modern Russian 
poets, was a member of the family. Sophia engaged in a correspondence with 
Lev Tolstoy who dubbed her “My most intellectual correspondent.” After her 
marriage to Isser-Leib, she raised the four children from his first marriage 
as well as another eight of her own. One of them Rachel (Raya) was born 
on September 20, 1890. Shortly after, the family left Saratov for Poltava, 
Isser-Leib’s home town. 

In Poltava, the children learned Hebrew from Moshe, the father of Dov-Ber 
Borochov, the Socialist-Marxist and a founder of the Labor Zionist movement. 
Two characteristics became apparent in Rachel which enhanced her fame 
but also hastened her demise – her poetic abilities and the damage to her 
lungs. On one occasion she was sent to a sanitorium in Crimea and made to 
drink kumis (horses’ milk), which was thought to have medicinal properties. 
Milstein quotes a letter from Rachel’s sister Lisa who was caring for her at 
the time. “She loved the poems that I would recite to her. But what was she 
thinking about when I was reciting them? Was she only listening to me? The 
following day there was a piece of paper on the table:
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Tell me about the soft plane tree
Tell me about old Rabbi Eli
Tell me something of the living God
Tell me about the wreath of thorns

When Rachel turned 16, her mother died of tuberculosis, then also known as 
the “writers’ disease.” Three years later she moved, together with her sister 
Shoshana, to Palestine. They had originally intended to continue to Italy and 
there study art and philosophy but in the end, they stayed in Eretz Israel. 
Their first stop was Rehovot. The sisters settled down in the kindergarten of 
Hannah Weissman and improved their Hebrew by listening to the children. 
Rehovot at the time was a nest of seething hormones, stormy Zionism and 
flamboyant poetry. On the Sabbath, the young people from the village would 
attend parties on “Love Hill” and in the vineyards and orchards. They would 
recite from the Song of Solomon, from Ecclesiastes, and the Book of Ruth. 
Rachel skipped lightly among the words. “She did not speak much,” said 
Hannah Weissman, “Now and then she would offer some caustic comment 
and then return to her book.”

Nakdimon Altschuler was younger than Rachel. Nakdimon was born in 
Rehovot and was a first-generation descendant of members of the First Aliya. 
To Rachel he appeared as a primordial figure that had never known the 
fear of exile. A horseman and farmer, love sparked between Nakdimon and 
Rachel. They rode together on the back of the same horse and broke into 
ecstatic dance on Love Hill.

On her last day on earth, on the wagon taking her from the sanitorium 
in Gedera to Hadassah Hospital in Tel Aviv, she insisted on stopping off to 
visit Nakdimon in his Rehovot home. They had not seen each other for ten 
years but Nakdimon knew her immediately. “I saw before me a skeleton,” 
he remembered. “Her beautiful hair was like dry straw, her fine and lively 
features were shriveled. She could not cry and she screamed in silence like a 
wounded animal whose senses foresee the end. She said, ‘Shalom Nakdimon,’ 
I replied, ‘Shalom Rachel.’ The doctor accompanying her gave the signal. 
The driver gathered up the reins and the wagon slowly moved away.”

How do you explain that the poetess, the daughter of the admired 
correspondent of Tolstoy, chose at the close of her life to visit a simple 
Rehovot farmer? Milstein says, “As she neared her end, Rachel wanted to 
return to her first days in Eretz Israel. To isolate that first year from all the 
pain and disappointment that had followed. For her, Nakdimon symbolized 
those innocent days.”

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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All his life, Nakdimon Altschuler lamented that he had not stayed by 
Rachel. To punish himself he lived in a shack in the yard that had once been 
a chicken coop. The third president of Israel, Zalman Shazar (Rubashev) saw 
in Uri Milstein the son he might have had, had he married Rachel. Shazar 
fell in love with Rachel at first sight. That happened when he came to visit 
Berl Katznelson on Moshav Kinneret, with whom Rachel was romantically 
involved. Shazar described the first time he set eyes on her. “The gates to 
the moshav opened and from the yard emerged a flock of white geese, noisy 
and gobbling, that spread themselves all over the hillside. Behind them a 
slim goose-girl with blue eyes, in a snow-white dress, as light as a deer and 
as beautiful as the Kinneret.” 

The third president turned out to be a lover in the mode of Othello. For 
years, in conversations with Milstein, Shazar would deny the existence of 
Michael Bernstein, Rachel’s great love in France. “With flirtatious eyes and 
a questioning glance as if testing me, I saw before me an old man, the 
respected president of the Jewish state, acting like a youth in love, bending 
reality as lovers are wont to do.” 

Rachel had met Michael Bernstein when she arrived in Toulouse to study 
agronomy. Two years her senior, he had been born in Russia and had just 
graduated as an electrical engineer. He was an accomplished pianist and had 
studied Greek and Latin literature. Rachel wanted to marry him and perhaps 
steer him in the direction of Zionism, but she failed in both missions. When 
the First World War broke out, she was considered an enemy alien because 
the Ottoman Empire controlled Palestine and was an ally of Germany. She 
was deported from France and returned temporarily to Russia. Michael decided 
not to leave France. The idea that Rachel would stay with him was mooted 
and at her initiative, talks about marriage took place. Bernstein could not 
make up his mind and she wrote a poem about the split between them.

You left my life in angry silence
But the surrendering heart has forgiven
Wheels of emotion continue in their orbit
And all has been forgotten.

In October, 1915, Rachel sailed from Marseilles to Russia. In Bridyansk, near 
Saratov, she looked after war refugee children. Chaim Pialkov, an inspector 
for the company that ran the refugee center, visited the kindergarten teacher, 
Rachel. He found a lively woman with prominent and expressive features, 
who received him warmly and was delighted to be able to speak to him in 
Hebrew. “She would speak to the children in a mellow and sweet voice. If all 
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the kindergarten teachers in Israel would speak as does Rachel Bluwstein, the 
state of the kindergartens would be perfect,” he summed up in his report.

From childhood, Rachel had suffered from asthmatic allergies. In mid-1916, 
she fell ill again. This time it was full-blown tuberculosis that she might have 
contracted from one of the children. She moved between different sanitoria 
in the Caucasus. On her life between doctors’ visits and nurses’ treatments, 
she wrote: 

I shall live in the Place of Healing, on the mountain
But beyond it – not one step!
To that my bitter enemy has condemned me
The old doctor
Has spoken evil.

As the symptoms of her illness worsened, Rachel moved to Odessa. The 
teacher, Elisheva Rabinowitz-Pines, who lived in the city, related, “I was sitting 
on a bench in the Marzeli Park and I saw a tall and thin woman approaching 
me from afar and smiling. Only when she began to speak did I realize  
it was Rachel Bluwstein. My God! How she had changed! No longer did  
an attractive and vivacious young woman stand before me, but a shrunken  
and pallid person with a hacking cough constantly interrupting her 
speech.” 

The war ended and travel became easier. Rachel gave lectures on Eretz 
Israel in order to pay for her ticket home. She embarked on the Ruslan, the 
first vessel to leave Odessa after the war. She bore within her the seeds of 
her end. In the ship of her emotions, Saratov is consigned to the lower decks. 
She virtually never mentions it although clearly she saw it as the landscape 
of her childhood. In “O, My Land, my Parents,” she wrote:

On the hill – young boys like firs
On the plain – old men like oaks
On the slopes, on the brink of the stream
Birch girls in white Shabbat garments

The reach of the sun is too short
A red spear in the heart of the forest
An innocent day amid the pines
A perfumed fog and a dream…

It is very likely that “the stream” relates to the Volga, which is thickly wooded 
here in Saratov with birch trees which grow high above the mists of the 
forest, but other than that, nothing of her early childhood. Her words, like the 
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alleyways of Saratov, have been subsumed in a poetic fog. With no address 
and no one to ask, I turn to someone who might be expected to know.

Rabbi Michael Frumin’s synagogue is meant to serve the 5,000 Jews of 
Saratov, but in fact only a handful of young men study regularly. Virtually no 
one keeps Shabbat or kashrut. “We failed,” admits Rabbi Frumin, “but that 
is the reality.” From the adjoining kitchen rises the smell of boiled cabbage. 
The synagogue is presently in a temporary structure. With no financing, the 
rabbi has been unable to complete the permanent building behind us. As far 
as Rachel is concerned the rabbi is surprised by my question. She is foreign 
to his world. The house where she was born? He can only hazard a guess. 
“Up until 1946, Jews lived in the area of the synagogue. Maybe her family 
did too. You should speak to Mrs. Weissman.”

Just then, Irena Weissman, a doctor of philology, enters the synagogue. 
A blue-eyed woman who is attempting to establish a Jewish museum in the 
synagogue. “That is why I am trying to collect information about prominent 
Jews like Rachel,” she explains. But until now she has not been able to 
gather much about Rachel. “She was born in Saratov but her family had 
no connection with the town. There are conflicting versions about how 
long the Bolsheviks stayed here – anything between two and nine years 
and it is quite possible that her house was destroyed.” Unlike Uri Milstein,  
Dr. Weissman raises the possibility that Rachel actually contracted tuberculosis 
in an orphanage in Saratov, but she is not certain, nor is it important. “What 
is important is that we have been left with the poems.” 

Volodya Hassin, aged 40 was born in Saratov. He is an expert on blood 
libels at the beginning of the 20th century. He says that while Rachel wrote 
directly from the heart, her poems do not teach us about the town. In his 
research he came across a Cheloskintzev Street, which is in the heart of what 
was once the Jewish quarter.

Cheloskintzev is a street with two distinct ends. At one, derelict buildings 
with no running water or plumbing, which seem about to collapse at any 
minute. At the other, attractive and elegant homes. In one of them, lives the 
businessman Boris Ananyev, said to be the wealthiest person in Saratov. We 
are strolling along the well-kept part of the street and Volodya Hassin stops 
outside number 34. “I am 95 percent certain that this was her home.” The 
historian bases his conclusion on a 2012 book, “Jewish Saratov – Pages from 
History.” The book quotes a document listing the names of the victims of a 
pogrom here in 1905. At the time, a Jew by the name of Benjamin Cherniak 
lived in the house. Before him, at the end of the 19th century, at the time 
when Rachel was born, a Bluwstein family lived in the house.
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“So why are you not 100 percent sure that this is the house?”
“Because it is possible that the name was distorted – it could also have 

been Blumstein. There are no house numbers and they were only known by 
the name of the owner and the police officers who made the registration 
could easily have confused one house with another.” 

Uri Milstein feels a genetic, almost mystic, identity with the place. He 
says, “It is from here that Rachel’s Israeliness emerged. Bialik is referred to 
as the National Poet but Rachel’s poems are the most widely read in Israel 
after the Bible. No Israeli poems have been set to music to the extent that 
have those of Rachel. Naomi Shemer did a great deal but she was basically 
a song writer, indeed so good that she is considered a poet; but that is the 
difference between a graphic artist and a painter. The graphic artist works 
according to commissions, the painter according to inspiration. Naomi Shemer 
got commissions – including for the poems of Rachel – and made a living 
from it. Rachel did not; all her life her financial situation was precarious.”

At the entrance to the theater, Saratov society has come for a Limmud 
FSU concert of musical renditions of the poems of Rachel. The performance 
is not confined to Jewish themes and takes place to mark 70 years since the 
fall of Nazism. Hanan Yovel sings “And perhaps it was never thus,” Dorit 
Reuveni sings “I knew only to tell about myself.” The audience who had 
come to hear Tchaikovsky in the first part of the concert, stayed on because 
of Rachel. “Bravo” and Hurrah! are heard on every side.

Perhaps it was never thus
Perhaps
I never woke early and went to the fields
To labor in the sweat of my brow.

Nor bathed myself clean in the calm
Blue waters
Of my Kinneret. O my Kinneret
Were you there or was it only a dream?

Somewhere in the depths of the auditorium, Boris Abramovitch Medvedev 
removes his glasses and furtively wipes away a tear.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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And in the year so and so….. Polish troops entered my city. The city where 
I learned the aleph-bet in the Holy Tongue, the city where, in my childhood, 
my father, mother and myself were stood up against the wall to be shot. … 
Why? No reason. ‘We are Jews and the blood of dogs flows in our veins…’ 
that’s what they said. Amen, I say: it was a miracle that I was not killed. 
It was a miracle that I was able to escape and find shelter. And I knew on 
that day that the emblem of oppression is… the cross.
Uri Zvi Greenberg, following a pogrom in Lvov, November, 1918 

David Yonatan Greenberg, 97 years after that pogrom, is making the journey 
from Lvov (now Lviv, Ukraine) to Bilyi Kamin, a village then in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, where his father, the poet and publicist, Uri Zvi Greenberg, 
was born in 1896. When Uri Zvi was one and a half years old, the family 
left the village. But despite his youth, the poet did not entirely cut himself 
off from his father’s and grandfather’s home in Bilyi Kamin. “The fields and 
the forest were open territory during his early years,” says the historian, Dr. 
Yoel Rappel who is accompanying us to the village. Lvov, where the pogrom 
took place, was the source of his wounded soul while growing up and the 
cradle of his understanding that there was no future for Jewish existence 
in the “Kingdoms of the Cross.” Prof. Dan Meron in “An Introduction to  
U. Z. Greenberg,” wrote, “From that point onward, the poet bore within him 
the conviction that the Jews of Europe could not escape mass destruction.”

Years after leaving Bilyi Kamin and Lvov and arriving in Palestine, 
Greenberg would fiercely attack the policy of Jewish restraint in the face of 
the Arab revolts, especially those of 1929. The leadership of the Yishuv (the 
pre-state Jewish population in Palestine) ostracized him, but nevertheless, 
David Ben-Gurion tried to to maintain a relationship. On one occasion Ben-
Gurion sent him a check for 2,000 liras to ease his poverty-ridden state. In 
the 1950s, such a sum could have been life-changing, but Uri Zvi declined 
to cash the check, which is now in the state archives. On one occasion 
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Ben-Gurion encountered Greenberg making his way on foot in Jerusalem. 
He asked the driver to stop the car and asked Greenberg to join him. Again, 
Greenberg refused: “With you I choose not to travel,” he retorted. Ben- 
Gurion was not insulted but responded, “Uri Zvi, you may have lost us, but 
we have also lost you.”

Greenberg was awarded the Israel Prize in 1957 and won the Bialik Prize 
for literature three times. He rejected the suggestion that his work be translated 
so that it could be submitted for a Nobel Prize. He was the poet of the 
Revisionists, but not only of them. His work was full of contradictions: 
wrath and compassion, hatred and comfort, rejection and closeness. Greenberg 
proved that in politics there could be poetry; that the chasm could give rise to 
unity. He would conclude his abrupt lines with both a reprimand and a note 
of merciful hope. There was good reason why he called his widely-ranging 
book published in 1937, Sefer hakitrug veha’emunah, (“Book of Accusation 
and Faith”). 

Dan Meron, in his biography of Greenberg wrote: “The curses he frequently 
employed were all too often the consequence of his feeling of impotence 
in the face of imminent catastrophe.” Greenberg’s widow, the writer Aliza  
Tur-Malka, rejected criticism leveled by her friends as to why she had entrusted 
Meron, who was not exactly a member of the Revisionist camp, with the task 
of editing the collected works of her husband. She insisted that Meron was 
a reputable scholar and she was very appreciative of his editorial work.

❋ ❋ ❋

The endless lines of trees on the way to Bilyi Kamin are infested with mistletoe. 
On the highway, after the town of Brody, we come to Bossak, “A small town 
that looks like a non-Jewish pancake,” in the words of Shmuel Yosef Agnon 
in Hakhnassat kalla. (“The Bridal Canopy”). We pass an abandoned kolkhoz 
and overtake a bicyclist who is negotiating the potholes. There are people 
stumbling their way through the morning mist along the sides of the road.

This morning all Europe seems wreathed in mist. A whole continent does 
not know what to do with itself or with the masses of refugees arriving 
from the Middle East. To show compassion or to remain the same classic 
Europe; locked-in, cold-hearted, expiring in the mess of its own life. Poland 
has declared that it will no longer accept immigrants, Hungary has closed 
its borders, Greece prefers to wait and see, Macedonia would block them, 
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Italy would consider. Lines of refugees fill the television screen in my hotel 
room. One of the refugees draws a finger across his throat. 

David Yonatan says to me on our journey: “There is no new world here, 
just as there is no new Germany.” After Uri Zvi immigrated to Eretz Israel, 
he never set foot in his home town again. This is also his son’s first time 
here. “We have a long account with the Ukrainians,” he tells me in an 
undertone.

“So why did you decide to come?”
“So that I could tell the Limmud participants something about my father, 

and what happened here.”
“I hear an Uri Zvi tone in your voice…”
“It runs in the veins.”
“You inherited the red head syndrome…”
“Yes, but over time I learned to modify it, to turn down the flames. At 

the same time, I realize how right he was. How he foresaw the future with 
such accuracy.”

There are black crows wheeling above the skies of Bilyi Kamin. The bitter 
cold makes you draw your head down between your shoulders. In the howl 
of the wind along the road is a rusting bus. It is not clear for what or for 
who it is waiting. A shop, the contents of which are undefined, stands open-
mouthed and bedraggled and no customers darken its doors. Back then half 
of the 2,000 residents of the village were Jews. Uri Zvi referred to it as “a 
Jewish shtetl on the Bug [River]”.

Uri Zvi Greenberg was born on the first night of Sukkot, September 22, 
1896, the son of Chaim Greenberg and Batsheva Landemann. Quoting his 
mother, he wrote, “On the night he was born, there was a full moon that 
woke her from her sleep. His grandfather called her name and presented her 
with a bouquet of roses. The moon illuminated the baby by her side ‘Your 
small eyes were looking at the moon and the stars outside the window and 
I realized the significance. I was filled with great happiness…’”

Through both his mother and his father, Uri Zvi was linked to the central 
strands of Galician Hassidism. He saw the Hassidim as his spiritual guides 
and felt himself to be part of them. “There are three persons predominating 
in me in time and place,” he wrote. From the third, Rabbi Uri from Sterlisk 
(known as the “Seraph”), he received his name, Uri, and the ecstatic roots of 
his poetry and its lyricism. “In my blood flows the blood of my grandfather, 
the Seraph from Sterlisk. That is the source of the anger and the passion.” 

The passion led him to strange places by comparison to other Jewish 
children. He was a good swimmer, enjoyed horse riding and learned Ju-



320

Jitsu to protect himself against the Christian children. His mother Batsheva 
imparted to her older son a feeling of deep self-respect. Dan Meron describes 
Batsheva as an active, restless woman, quick to anger, with a fiery temperament 
and unusually articulate. Although she was ultra-Orthodox, she developed  
an alternative life-style of her own. “Did you know that my grandmother  
kept books by Heine under her pillow?” David asks me. Apparently she  
would also swim in the Bug, the dark waters at which we are now 
looking. 

And in the days of her youth
The red-headed girl, who is my mother 
Would disrobe and descend into the muddy waters
Between the brown branches on the banks
And I will see her swim.
How divine she seems, enveloped in her power… 

His mother loved him to excess. But she also left him with a degree of 
freedom. For example, she agreed that he could write poetry, which was 
frowned upon in the rigid Hassidic circles. On the other hand, she could not 
accept the depth of his love for Shifra Fliegelman. A marriage between the 
daughter of a simple baker and the scion of a noted Hassidic family was not 
acceptable in the eyes of Batsheva Greenberg. Even though he had sworn 
eternal devotion to Shifra, he had to give in to his mother. Uri Zvi regretted 
this for his whole life and paid the price. Only at the age of 56 did he begin 
to recover, marry, and start a family. But he never forgot the golden-haired 
Shifra. “The most fair among women,” he called her in his poems.

When Uri Zvi heard his grandfather get out of bed for midnight prayers 
he would pretend to be asleep but would listen to the chanting. When he had 
finished his prayers, his grandfather would drop a coin in the charity box 
of Rabbi Meir Ba’al Haness. “He hoped his contribution would go toward 
purchasing land in Eretz Israel,” David Greenberg tells me.

Our attempts to locate the home of Uri Zvi prove fruitless. David recalls 
that next year would be the 120th year of his father’s birth, but time has 
obliterated the early footsteps. Maybe we should search through the poverty-
stricken hovels of Bilyi Kamin, maybe we will light on something familiar. 
We stop beside a hut – a fresh coat of green paint does not conceal its 
scars. Could it have been like this house? A woman herding turkeys has 
no idea what we want from her. Other than that – silence. Silent yards and 
closed shutters. The only possible evidence could be in “A Poem from my 
Mother’s House” 

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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White walls, a low roof, small windows
This was the house where my mother was born and I was born
A hunter on the brink of the river shoots his rifle at the birds and I am 
amazed
Why shoot the birds? They fall into the waters and he does not retrieve 
them
Is it only a blood lust for the killing? 
By the house are the waters of Miriam’s well in the Kinneret
And in Bilyi Kamin a Jordan-like Jewish village on the banks of the 
Bug.

By the hut the same well and the same pulley mechanism. David agrees to 
a photo in front of the hut and we take our leave. It could be that David 
has decided to take a calculated break from memory. And maybe he prefers 
to shift the memories on to his father’s shoulders. “My father grew up in 
paradise here, but nevertheless, he realized that he could not stay.” 

While in Lvov, the poet wrote two collections of poems on the First 
World War. He completed the second while serving on the Serbian front 
in the ranks of the Emperor Franz Joseph. ”We were brought like cattle to 
a large empty stable,” Uri Zvi wrote about the day he was recruited. “Six 
weeks of training and wearing uniforms, the stink of which is still in my 
nostrils … and then on goods wagons to somewhere in the fields along the 
autumnal musty banks of the Sava River. I well remember the misery of 
the plundered Serbia. I attempted to send poems to the far-away Yiddish  
magazine Tagblatt, through the field post. When the poems eventually arrived 
they were published in the Friday edition of the magazine, and the kind editor 
would write back to me in German. I would read his letters with my body 
stuck to the rotting and freezing sand bags, while the waters of the Sava 
bubbled up almost to my lips.”

“One day, after enduring saturating rain in the mud of the front line, I 
was summoned to appear before the commander of my regiment. I had no 
idea why. When I arrived, blue with cold, dirty and soaked to the bone, the 
commander greeted me with a smile, holding in his hands – upside-down 
of course – a bundle of papers and I could read my own headline, Ergitz 
oif Felder (“Somewhere in the Fields”). The commander saw my surprise 
and said, ‘I am happy to present you with your first book and a letter of 
congratulation from your friend the editor.’ He then presented me with a 
packet of cigarettes and a pair of army gaiters.”
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By the end of the war, the Poles had captured Lvov from the Ukrainians. 
Although the Jews remained neutral, it did not help them. The Jewish quarter 
was set alight and 80 people were killed. Uri Zvi and his family were made 
to stand up against a wall, but were released before the command “Fire!” 
could be given. The Jews of Bilyi Kamin hoped that the church, the focal 
point of antisemitism in the village, would be destroyed and they would 
venture out to check if it was still intact. 

The church is still there, but there are no congregants. We enter and stare 
at a scene of desolation. Torn paintings on every hand, a discarded cross, a 
broken image of the Virgin. David produces a sheet of paper and reads out 
in the frozen space, “Before God.” 

God, all those who wished to do us wrong did so under the cross
And they will bear the disgrace and shame.
Listen to me, O God
In the wilderness I have come thus far after having been slaughtered
Console me my God because my flesh is decayed 
God commanded and the skies signaled
That it was time for the sad Jewish blood to be avenged.

Uri Zvi Greenberg arrived in Palestine in 1923 but after that he carried out 
several missions to Poland. When the Second World War broke out, he was 
on his way to his parent’s old home in Lvov to say goodbye. He realized 
what was about to happen, changed direction and fled, an intuitive decision 
of a moment that saved him – the only one of his family to survive. In 
describing the fate of his family in Bilyi Kamin and Lvov, Uri Zvi returned 
to Rabbi Uri, the Seraph from Sterlisk, who mourns for his family. He places 
the bitter protest in the mouth of Shmuel, his sister’s small son: “Grandfather, 
grandfather, why did you not come to us before with seraphs and angels? 
Grandfather, Grandfather, where is the God of the Jews?” 

David Yonatan’s eyes water when he describes the dimensions of the 
catastrophe. “Of the 77 members of the family, not one survived. “I grew up 
in a house where Rashbi [Ed. the first century commentator R. Shimon Bar 
Yochai] was quoted “Is it not known that Esau hates his brother Jacob?”

The Greenberg house in Ramat Gan was redolent with history. Opposite an 
etching of Herzl by Hermann Struck, the young poet would pray in tallit and 
tefilin. “There was always a feeling that Herzl lived in our house. On seder 
night, father would open the door and recite the phrase, Shfoch hamatcha 
al hagoyim (‘Pour out your wrath upon the heathen’) and invite the Prophet 
Elijah to enter.” 

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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“He would exclaim Bedamayich chai: “And when I passed by you and 
saw you weltering in your own blood, I said to you, ‘in your blood live.’” 
(Ezekiel 16: 6.) That was one of the few occasions when I would see my 
father cry.” In his “Book of Accusation and Faith,” Uri Zvi had reprimanded 
the members of Kibbutz Mishmar Ha’Emek who had practised restraint during 
the Arab riots. Influenced by the biblical David’s curse on Gilboa, Uri Zvi 
said that he reproached them out of love and not hatred.

Even though David, on behalf of his father, did not ask for a specific 
apology from the people of Mishmar Ha’Emek, there was a reconciliation. 
“The borders of Israel were determined to a large extent by those wonderful 
kibbutz members, men and women of the land, who sacrificed themselves 
for the good of the nation. To understand that it is enough to recall that 11 
members of Kibbutz Beit Hashita fell in the Yom Kippur War. Moreover, I 
have two sisters who are kibbutzniks – if I say a bad word about the kibbutzim 
I will be cast out of the family!”

David is the youngest of five brothers. His father dreamed that he would 
be a yeshiva student; but instead he studied law at Bar Ilan University.  
Today, he is a lawyer specializing in real estate. In 1995-6, he served as 
an aide to Ariel Sharon. In the campaign that brought Sharon to the prime 
minister’s office, he joined him again. I asked him how it was to grow up 
with a father who was condemned by a large portion of the Jewish community 
and to grow up in a home whose occupants were termed “fascists.”

David shrugs off the question, “It didn’t affect me. We were strong.” Now 
and then he nevertheless drops a hint. He says that his father was loving and 
warm, would hug and kiss, but was always fearful, as the consequence of 
losing his family in the Holocaust. “He wouldn’t let me ride a bicycle for 
fear that I would fall and break my neck.” He soon realized that his father 
was not like other people’s fathers. The fate of Israel was always a weight on 
his shoulders. Despite being religiously observant, in times of tension even 
on Shabbat, he would switch on the radio, “to see how the Jewish people 
were faring. It didn’t interest him if I was in sixth or seventh grade, but he 
did want to know if he could visit me at Sanur, the paratroop training base 
where I was posted.”

The elections of 1977 found David in his paratrooper’s tent. When, in the 
middle of the night, it was announced that Begin had won, he grabbed the 
alarm and furiously wound the handle. The deputy brigade commander who 
rushed to find what the noise was all about, was informed, “The Days of 
the Messiah have arrived!” 
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His beret march, the traditional passing-out ceremony after finishing basic 
training, started in Bethlehem and ended on Masada. After the exhausting 
march they arrived virtually on their hands and knees at the top of the 
mountain. The reward was to be a week’s leave that they were promised for 
the day after the march. But while they were about to put on their smart 
uniforms, the communication system began to whir: “Scrolls of the Law 
have been desecrated at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron.” Leave was 
canceled and the company was diverted to Hebron. Two days later, the scrolls 
were given ritual burial. At the front of the burial procession marched Begin, 
Sharon and Uri Zvi Greenberg. Suddenly Uri Zvi noticed his son; “That’s 
Davidi,” he called excitedly. The procession of VIPs swerved away from its 
route and stopped at the guard point where David was posted. Instead of the 
son saluting the father, the father saluted the son. 

Uri Zvi Greenberg had anticipated his death. During his final years, he 
would state that it would come when the whole country was draped in blue 
and white. He died at the age of 84, on the Day of Independence, May 1981, 
when the whole country was indeed draped in blue and white.

In the Footsteps of their Muse
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PART FIVE: 

OTHER PROMISED LANDS

38
Birobidzhan: Steps in the Steppes
In this section of the book, we will attempt to follow actuality as an epilogue 
to history: to follow in the path of some of those who sought an alternative  
to Mother Russia, but also an alternative to an unattainable Zion. In one  
aspect of this search, we must already admit failure; we cannot provide an 
answer to the issue torturing generations – what would have happened if 
only…? 

When we Israelis speak about the “State in the Making” we usually refer 
to the preparations of the Yishuv (the pre-state Jewish population of Palestine) 
for establishing the State of Israel. And yet it is true to say that the process 
actually began many years – one hundred or more – before the fifth of the 
month of Iyar in the Hebrew year 5708, which was May 14, 1948, when the 
State of Israel was declared in Tel Aviv by David Ben-Gurion.

In his “Atlas of Jewish History,” Sir Martin Gilbert enumerated no less than 
20 attempts to set up an independent Jewish state across the world. Uganda 
is certainly the best-known, but there were others in Angola, Mesopotamia, 
Curaçao in the Dutch Antilles, Cyrenaica in Libya, Grand Island near the 
Niagara Falls, Saskatchewan in Canada and the Kimberley region, deep in the 
Australian Outback. We will discuss the last three later in our story. Each of 
these attempts raises a critical question. Did all those who embarked on the 
failed experiments harbor a notion of impending doom? Often, the people who 
proposed such ideas were dismissed with the charge of being scare-mongers, 
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dreamers, starry-eyed visionaries, seekers of false hopes, or redemptionists. 
And yet it is probable that many of these people were motivated, like Uri 
Zvi Greenberg, by a very tangible feeling of hot coals burning beneath their 
feet.

Seven years on from its first conference, Limmud FSU Far East gingerly 
treads on those burning coals. One reason for our journeys is to encounter 
the people who left the former Soviet Union, or their descendants, in their 
new places of dwelling. But in some instances, it appears that the new place 
is actually one where, for many years before the onset of Nazism, persecuted 
Jews sought refuge. Such failed attempts are often no more than a ghostly 
anchor in the depths of an ocean of memory.

The most celebrated of all the alternative hopes for redemption was in 
the Autonomous Jewish Oblast of Birobidzhan in the Russian Far East, near 
the border with China. There is a fundamental difference with this and other 
regions described by Martin Gilbert. If Theodor Herzl, or Israel Zangwill, the 
founder in 1905 of the Territorialist Movement, saw Uganda or Saskatchewan 
as a temporary alternative to Zion, Stalin intended Birobidzhan as a way 
of extinguishing Zion. The remote region at the far extremity of the Soviet 
Empire would not be a temporary solution but a permanent one aimed at 
preventing any Zionist influence. Marxism would defeat Zionism. The Jewish 
brain would be diverted from the Prophet Herzl to the Prophet Lenin. In that 
way, the young Jews would be subject only to the influences of Moscow 
and St. Petersburg. 

At that time, and indeed as now, the Russian Far East was very sparsely 
populated. The arrival of the Jews, so Stalin calculated, would enhance Russian 
influence in the area. This was not the first time that Stalin had attempted to 
introduce a latter-day Pale of Settlement. “Voyo Nova” was a commune in the 
Crimean peninsula established by left-wing revolutionaries of the Eretz Israel 
movement, G’dud HaAvoda – “Labor Battalions.” Their leader was Menachem 
Elkind, an enthusiastic and charismatic socialist. He had attempted to instill 
in G’dud HaAvoda in Eretz Israel, the concept of Communist-Zionism which 
would adhere to the ideology of Moscow. When his ideas were rejected, he 
left Palestine for Russia together with 60 of his associates, mainly from the 
kibbutzim of Tel Yosef and Ramat Rachel. 

The Soviets liked the idea of a Jewish kibbutz in the USSR. They 
believed that, in supporting it, the superiority of Communism over Socialist  
Zionism would be proved. The Red Jewish Pioneers were allotted an area 
of abandoned farm land in Yevpatoria, west of Simferopol, the capital of 
Crimea. 

Other Promised Lands
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The language spoken in the Crimean Kibbutz Voyo Nova (Esperanto for 
the “New Way,”) was Hebrew. But the pioneers had to resort to the language 
invented by Ludvik Zamenhoff, as Stalin had forbidden the use of Hebrew 
and the pioneers refused to speak Russian or Yiddish. Their first year was 
dreadful. The weather was arctic cold and they were destitute. Shoes had to 
be passed from one to the other when they went out to work, including a pair 
bought by Elkind in the local market. In the following years, the situation 
improved somewhat. They cultivated 3,250 acres of land and had 500 head of 
sheep and cattle. At the same time, they set up the institutions they knew so 
well from the Jezreel Valley – a secretariat, communal dining hall, children 
and baby’s homes and a laundry.

However, inevitably, a few years later, the Communist regime lost interest 
in the anti-Zionist propaganda value of the commune. Most of the members 
left. Elkind himself moved to Moscow and became a member of the editorial 
staff of the magazine Emes (“Truth”) a Yiddish version of Pravda. At some 
point, he was arrested and disappeared. No one knows if he was eliminated 
in a Stalinist purge or died of pneumonia. His son Uri, who was born in 
Tel Yosef, joined the Red Army and was killed in the battle for Stalingrad. 
With the invasion of Hitler, the remaining men of Voyo Nova joined the 
Soviet forces. A Russian neighbor betrayed the women and children who 
were left behind to the occupying German forces and they were rounded up 
and drowned in the communal well.

The decision to set up the Autonomous Jewish Oblast of Birobidzhan was 
taken on March 28, 1928. The Kremlin embarked on an overland and air effort 
to bring emigrants to the new homeland. Pamphlets and books in Yiddish 
were written, a propaganda film, “Searchers for Happiness,” was produced, 
featuring a family from the United States who had found new life in the Far 
East. Posters bearing the slogan Der Birobidzhaner, were distributed among 
the Jewish shtetls of the Pale of Settlement. 

Soviet propaganda was so successful that even several hundred dreamers 
in Palestine were swept up in the vision of the New Utopia. “We are the 
first pioneer emigrants to Birobidzhan” – such was a declaration published on 
August 17, 1932. “We are leaving Eretz Israel, not only because Zionism is 
a reactionary concept… we are leaving for Birobidzhan because we believe 
that with the help of 160 million members of the working class, we will 
be able to realize the productivity of large numbers of Jewish people in the 
building-up of a socialist homeland.”

Exactly what sort of socialist homeland awaited them? The Autonomous 
Oblast of Birobidzhan extended between the rivers Bira and Bidzhan over 
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36,000 square kilometers, an area the size of Belgium. It abutted the Amur 
River on the Chinese border and was some 7,000 kilometers distant from 
Moscow. In area it was the largest autonomous region in Russia but the most 
sparsely populated. A vast empty space, rich in natural resources but subject 
to extremely harsh climatic conditions; cold and rainy in the summer, cold 
and dry in the winter. 

The climate did its best to defeat agriculture, but the pioneer settlers were 
stubborn. Birofeld was the first Jewish kolkhoz in the area, the pride of the 
authorities. Journalists were dispatched to recount tales of the Jewish farmers 
speaking Yiddish and venerating Stalin – and raising pigs. Another settlement, 
Waldheim, was considered to be the most successful Jewish kolkhoz. In 
1938, it was nicknamed Kolkhoz milioner, because its property was estimated 
to be worth one million roubles. Anti-religious sentiment was rife and was 
dictated from above. In the Jewish schools, secular lectures were held on Yom 
Kippur together with study on “Our comrade and leader Lenin.” Streets were  
named after Shalom Aleichem and Y. L. Perez and an attempt was made 
to change Yiddish orthography from Hebrew characters to Cyrillic. During  
the early 1930s, there was even a Yiddish theater – and still to this day there 
is a Yiddish newspaper, no longer daily but weekly – the Birobidzhaner 
Stern.

But the decline was in sight when in the mid-1930s, Stalin began persecuting 
the Jews. Prominent leaders disappeared and Yiddish schools were shut down 
across the USSR. With the onset of the Second World War, attempts to bring 
Jews to the Far East were suspended. After the war, some failed attempts were 
again made to send refugees to the East. One of the reasons for the failure 
was the establishment of the State of Israel. Jews preferred the promise of 
Zion and only a few thousand arrived in the Autonomous Region.

Birobidzhan today is still called the Jewish Autonomous Region, but it is 
almost devoid of Jews. In 2005, the population was about 200,000 of whom 
2,000 were Jews. In a census carried out five years later, the number had 
fallen to 1,600. But there is still a synagogue and a large sign in Yiddish at 
the town entrance. At the local railway stations and in official institutions, 
together with Russian, the signs are in the language of Shalom Aleichem. 
In many of the shops, vodka is on sale with labels like “The Poor Jew”  
or “Jewish Happiness.” Settlers are still arriving but most of them are  
Chinese who rent land from the locals. The Jews maintain contact with the 
authorities in Harbin, a Chinese city where many Jews found refuge in the 
early 20th century, including the father of former Israeli prime minister, 
Ehud Olmert. 
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❋ ❋ ❋

Limmud FSU has come to the most remote place on the Jewish globe. A 
musical troupe from Harbin opens the festival, which marks 75 years of the 
Birobidzhan Autonomous Oblast. In honor of the event, the lecture halls in 
the community center have been given the names of the Jewish farms in the 
region; Birofeld, Amurzet, Neufeld, Waldheim. Some 300 participants listen 
to 100 talks, lectures and master classes, given by 60 presenters. Dimitry 
Mariasis spoke about the economic miracle of Israel, Roman Kogan reflected 
on Jewish history as depicted in Rosh Hashana greeting cards in a talk called 
Happy New Year, Friends! Sasha Pyatagorsky spoke about the synagogue and 
Jewish tradition – why do the Jews need it?

Jewish knowledge in the frozen steppes is very patchwork with gaping 
holes between the patches. “Do you observe Shabbat?” a journalist, Christina 
Fabioshenko asks Zhenya Valdkin, a 13 year-old boy, his ritual fringes flying, 
“We don’t do anything,” he answers. He, together with a group of friends, 
belong to the Hillel student’s organization in Khabarovsk, a two-hour train 
journey away. Although Yiddish is still an official language here, most of the 
participants have never spoken it or taken part in a Jewish event.

The first day of the conference is spent in the synagogue adjacent to the 
community center. The second, in the center itself, sees a mixture of kippot, 
elderly ladies remembering Jewish songs from their childhood, and secular 
Russians whose Jewish antecedents are dubious to say the least. Almost 
everyone in Birobidzhan claims Jewish family roots. This provides some 
sort of identity for those who lost their Jewishness under Communism. But 
there are even those who say that before this event, they had never met a 
“Real” Jew.

“For young Jews in the Russian Far East, there is very limited access to 
Jewish life,” wrote the journalist Grant Slater on the Limmud FSU website. 
Efforts by Chabad to bring together the Jewish communities is an attempt 
to provide a minimum of Jewish existence. It supports rabbis in Birobidzhan 
and Khabarovsk, provides some kosher food such as matzot at Passover, and 
arranges the occasional Jewish cultural event. But anyone who wants to trace 
his roots here needs to dig his fingers deep into the frozen soil. 

Anna Nikolayeva, aged 26, from Khabarovsk, has brought her 78 year-
old grandmother with her. She says that Limmud has given her some sort 
of access to Jewish life. “Here in the Far East, we are totally isolated from 
Jewish culture. We have absolutely no possibility of sharing in any form of 
communal life.”
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Katya Poliyakova makes similar comments. “Limmud has given us a rare 
opportunity when we can actually hear and speak to presenters about the 
subject of their talks. We will take the ideas home with us, think them over 
in our minds. Only then can we possibly begin to understand the meaning 
of being Jewish.”

Aliza Zilberstein, 25, says, “We are here in the Jewish Autonomous  
Oblast, but you will not see a kippa in the streets. That is why it is important 
for us to be here – I don’t want to disappear.” Not only does she refuse to 
disappear, but she wants to be involved; that is why she is one of the tens 
of volunteers who organized Limmud FSU in Birobidzhan. 

Another volunteer is 17 year-old Kiryl Sachmanov, dressed in bright-colored 
sneakers and with a kippa on his head. Two years earlier he decided that 
the Hillel organization was not giving him the Jewish content he sought. He 
started to observe the mitzvot under the guidance of the Chabad rabbi of 
Khabarovsk. He is at a loss of words to explain his own change. He expresses 
his feelings with the word, klova – Russian for “cool.” Jewish life in Siberia 
is klova; the rabbi is klova.

Jenya Malkina (Nemirovskaya), the Limmud FSU project manager for 
Russia, who recruited Kiryl, goes out of her way to explain that Limmud is 
not in the business of being involved in competition between Chabad and 
Hillel – or indeed, any other Jewish organization. “On the contrary,” she says, 
“at Limmud, we want to build unity – at least for a few days.”

Other Promised Lands
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39
New York and the Pull of Mother Russia
They are singing Katyushka in Russian, I murmur the words along with them 
in Hebrew, “and the apple and the pear trees are in bloom.” I think about 
blue shirts with red laces; about the kumzitz – the bonfires of the youth 
movements in the orchards of Rehovot. They think…I don’t know what they 
think… Maybe any memories of the Volga have been washed away in the 
waters of the Hudson?

The 700 people from the former Soviet Union here in New York in 2011 
want to discover who they are. There was a time when I too dodged between 
identities. I arrived in Israel at the age of three and for the last two-thirds 
of a century, I have been working on my Israeli profile. Already in Amalia’s 
kindergarten, I stopped speaking with the guttural R of Romanian, and then I 
went to primary school with veteran families children, not new immigrants. I 
volunteered for the paratroopers and for years woke up to the strains of Yam 
hashibolim, “A sea of wheat sheaves,” sung by the popular Gevatron kibbutz-
based singing group. I spent five years as a Maariv newspaper correspondent 
in Paris and returned because my comrades were doing IDF reserve duty. And 
I feel almost Israeli. Almost. So what holds me back from total identification? 
Am I myself somehow responsible? Maybe I am trying too hard? Maybe 
there is an internal feeling that I am still a little false, still sweating over 
my Israeliness?

My parents, like the parents of those here who are now singing “Under 
the skies of Moscow,” never really overcome the shock of immigration. One 
evening my father arrived at our apartment carrying a large parcel. This turned 
out to be a Schneider radio set concealed in a shiny wooden box. Duly plugged 
in, my father started turning one of the gold colored knobs. A red needle 
quivered around a dial and stopped on Radio Bucharest. “Ayich Bucharesht” 
(“This is Bucharest”), a woman announcer said, and a tear appeared in my 
mother’s eye. From then on, the needle was stuck on Bucharest as were my 
parents. Had they really become assimilated? Because there was still a little 
bit of Romania clinging to the sides of the melting pot: I only remember that 
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even ten years after our immigration, they would rather apologetically show 
people our one and a half room apartment, “an apartment of new immigrants 
whose Hebrew is not so good…” they would say.

Here in New York, the people around me speak good English, but slip into 
Russian without noticing. Instinctively they go for the vodka, although there 
is also Scotch available. One man with Schwarzenegger shoulders produces 
a bottle of Bushmills from an inside pocket and offers it to all throats. And 
there are plenty of throats around that evening. One of them, on the stage, is 
Iryna Rosenfeld, a singer who is attempting to put together a life story from 
broken identities. The would-be Ninet Tayeb from Kiev with a Magen David 
necklace appeared before 52 million people and reached second place in the 
Ukrainian version of “A Star is Born.” In Israel that star has not quite been 
reborn yet. Iryna-Talia was 27 years-old when we met; thin, pale, fragile. 
When she stands beside you, you are not really conscious of her presence. 
But on stage she is on a skyward trajectory. The posture of Edith Piaf, the 
decibel level of Ella Fitzgerald, the electricity of Mercedes Sosa. There are 
times when it seems that the slight figure cannot control the energy within 
her. Her muscles are epileptic and her arms – in three-quarter length sleeves 
– tremble to the rhythm. Her jam-session is mesmerizing. She is on the way 
to becoming a hozeret betshuva – newly religious, but is not yet ready to 
give up the microphone. The new Americans with their full lips and plump 
cheeks dance the Kazachok. No eroticism in the kisses but health and Russian 
esprit. Envious, I also would like to be part of the Druzia – “the gang” in 
Russian.

Here in the mini-cosmos of Limmud, Oren Heiman is not a part of the 
Druzia. The problem is that he is not really even a part of the Israeli Druzia. 
We first met in April 2015, when Heiman, made of Cararra marble and a 
pate as shiny as the North Pole, bears the non-official title of yored number 
one; yored being the disparaging Israeli term for those who yarad – that is 
to say, went down, or left Israel – the opposite of alah or aliya – going up. 
His official title is chairman of the local council. The council in question is 
an organization of some 150 leaders of local Israeli communities in the New 
York area. He is a lawyer and specializes in Israeli businesses. As chairman 
of the local council he tries to dispel the stigma attached to the word “yored.” 
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s famous comment that the yordim are nefolet 
shel nemushot – “fallout wimps” still hurts him deeply. Not that he does 
not understand the contempt in some circles for people who left Israel, but 
now, with the massive Russian immigration, he believes that this should get 
suitable media coverage. “We must stop calling emigrants from Israel ‘traitors,’ 
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or ‘yordim.’ The million Israelis who no longer choose to live there are a 
strategic asset and first-class advocates for Israel. You can promote aliya but 
why demonize people who have chosen differently?”

He still sees himself as an Israeli. For the election of March 2015, he 
flew to Israel specially to cast his vote. Six hours later, he was already on 
the way back to New York. He is convinced that if Israel did not condemn 
people like him who live abroad, many others would have voted as he did. 
Heiman, 46, did his army service in the IDF Intelligence branch; 16 years 
ago he landed in the United States, “out of curiosity” he says and adds, “but 
I will be returning to Israel in six months.”

“Should I believe you?”
“I have no choice. I married a girl from Petach Tikva.” 
I look around. Several of the people here, like Oren Heiman, arrived in 

the USA after a brief stop-over in Israel. It is conceivable that one reason 
why Limmud FSU appeals to such people is that it chooses to compromise 
with them. Not to drive them out of the camp but to maintain contact with 
no preconditions. Not to force feed them with Israeliness but to attempt to 
instill it through a gentle drip system offering lectures, discussions bringing 
different worlds closer, dialogues bringing unity to clashing identities.

In the personal history of Naftali Friedman, the different identities exist 
but the clashes are absent. Alexander, his father, was born in Slovakia, his 
mother, Evelyne, in Belgium. At home they spoke Yiddish and Hungarian. “I 
am a Hungarian born in New York and married to a woman born in Kiev.” I 
encounter Friedman in the dining room, the size of Madison Square Garden, 
where families do not occupy a few seats, but are ensconced over large areas: 
20 or 30 people inhaling the aroma of the chicken soup which takes them 
back to the shtetls in der Heim, that they never actually knew.

Friedman, like many of the people around him, wears a kippa. It is Friday 
evening and it will be Passover shortly and I hear him teaching his five and 
half year-old son Avi, the words of Ma nishtana – in four languages no less. 
“In Hebrew, because Avi goes to a Jewish school, English and Russian so 
all the guests will understand and Yiddish which I learned from my parents 
and grandparents. I would really like him to say it in ten languages, but I 
don’t think we will have time this year.”

“You are creating several identities for the poor boy; doesn’t that worry 
you?”

“We all have multiple identities. But he has a good understanding. In the 
end he will work out what is best for him. The languages are not easy – 
Russian, English, Yiddish – but those are my son’s family heritage. With a 
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command of languages, Jews can live anywhere and add their own specific 
aroma.”

“Does your wife still speak Russian?”
“Yes, but she arrived in America at the age of three. Some people still 

laugh at her accent.” 
And in speaking to her parents?
“With her grandparents, in Russian mainly. With her parents, she moves 

from English to Russian when she doesn’t want others to understand.”
Living with his wife and her family has made Friedman very conscious of 

what life was like behind the Iron Curtain. When we speak it is like talking 
to a Holocaust survivor. In the same way that Polish Jews do not dream of 
returning to Warsaw, the Russian Jews do not dream of returning to Moscow 
– but they are still linked to Moscow – that is where their memories and 
roots are.

That understanding was the motivation behind setting up a special 
educational program called “Scola.” This is a Russian-language Sunday school 
for the Jews of New York. Young Avi Friedman went there last year, “because 
we wanted him to build a relationship with the family.” To this day, the older 
generation does not speak English, but Avi can communicate with them. 

This Limmud FSU festival in New York has been planned and directed by 
a team of volunteers with help from the project manager Noam Shumach-
Khaimov. She first heard about Limmud from Sandy Cahn and Chaim  
Chesler when she was a Jewish Agency emissary in New York and 
representative of Birthright in the USA. She has been involved since the 
first conference in in Westhampton, New York. She says that Limmud fills a 
void for Russian speakers and gives unaffiliated young adults the opportunity 
to enrich their knowledge, but also to connect with the Jewish community at 
large. She adds, tongue in cheek “and gives you the opportunity to actually 
meet your Facebook friends face-to-face!”

 I met Natasha Leiner, another of the volunteers, as she weaves her way 
between the lecture halls. She is a management consultant, born in St. 
Petersburg, who landed in Los Angeles and now lives in New York. 

Aged 32, she reminds me of Princess Irina Yusupov, the Russian aristocrat 
who led Rasputin astray. At the age of seven, Natasha, her mother and 
grandparents, arrived in America. “My father was never in the picture,” 
she says with no attempt at explanation. The family arrived in Los Angeles 
in the wake of her grandfather’s brother who had left Russia during the  
Russian Revolution. He went to Palestine, then to Argentina and Mexico. 
He eventually married a rabbi’s daughter and the two of them settled on the 
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West Coast. He entered the real estate market and his success is continued 
by the family to this day. But he didn’t think only about himself. He was a 
well-known philanthropist who helped to establish Jewish schools. Because 
of him, Natasha received a Jewish education. The possibility of being a free 
Jew in a free country enthralled her grandfather’s brother. 

In Los Angeles he searched for a synagogue that suited his beliefs. In the 
end, he found one dating from the 19th century which had a Sunday school, 
and he signed up Natasha, who had graduated from college and moved to 
NewYork. She had first come upon Limmud through Facebook six years 
before. The present event has opened up her world, and not only from a 
Jewish perspective. She has also been listening to lecturers on the current 
conflict between Russia and Ukraine. She says, “During this weekend, I have 
learned more than I did during my whole life.” Not that her sleep is disturbed 
by the possibility that Russia might occupy Kiev. She has a very clear and 
vivid memory of her first encounter with Limmud: “Suddenly I discovered 
young people who are trying to get to grips with their Jewish roots.” 

“What was so special about it?”
“My mother could not have dreamed about it and neither could my 

grandparents. That feeling of freedom in the air – no fear, no embarrassment. I 
was so glad that I had been born as part of this generation. Limmud is a direct 
continuation of the education I received at the initiative of my grandfather. 
It helps me to explain to myself who I am.”

“And who are you?”
“At home I speak Russian of course. But there are three identities competing 

inside me – the Russian, the Jewish, the American.” 
“Let us talk about the original identity – the Russian. How strong is it? If 

you meet another Russian in New York, is there an automatic bond?
“Of course. He speaks in the language in which I was born. It is true that 

today I am more fluent in English, but the Russian is deep within me. There 
are many expressions that I just cannot translate into English.”

 “Do you mainly try to meet Russians?”
“First of all, it is important to me that we have a similar background and life 

experience. People sharing a similar academic background is important.” 
“A Russian husband would be an advantage or a disadvantage?
 “It would be an advantage because he would be able to enjoy a good 

relationship with my family, but it certainly would not be a the overwhelming 
factor.”

From the dense crowd participating in the Havdala ceremony at the close 
of Shabbat, I pluck out Leonid Shapira. As at every Limmud, a woman is 
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selected to hold the lighted plaited blue and white candle which, together 
with smelling the incense, is a part of the end of the Shabbat havdala ritual, 
while dancing in a circle, hands on the shoulders of your neighbor. Shapira 
does not want to leave the circle but reluctantly agrees to speak to me. 
Born in Moscow, he is 65 years old, After living for ten years in Vilna, he 
emigrated to the USA in 1983. Although more than 30 years have elapsed 
since then, his English is still rough at the edges. He has one daughter to 
whom he speaks in English, and talks Russian only with old friends. He lives 
alone, sentimental and detached. His feelings towards his once homeland are 
ambivalent. But the bottom line is fairly clear. The remoteness from Mother 
Russia tears him in half. But despite his longings he has never been back. 
He is perfectly aware of the constraints that the Soviet Empire conflicted 
on its citizens but remembers the Russian intellect with respect. He hated 
the Communist ruling class but maintains that there were wonderful times 
in its shadow.

“What do you most miss?”
“The smell of my apartment. The tomatoes from Kazakhstan, the Antonov 

variety of apples.” 
“Do you ever regret having left?”
“ I am glad that I am here and not there, but you won’t find paradise 

anywhere…”
“But in times of loneliness or feelings of alienation, returning is still not 

an option?”
“And you? Do you still want to go back to Romania?
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“Your Huddled Masses” – in Ararat, Grand 
Island, New York 

In Botoşani in north-east Romania, people also dreamed about America, the 
Goldene Medineh, as it was known in Yiddish. But of all my family, only 
one person managed to achieve the dream. My father adopted the dream and 
brought it with him to Israel. One day, in our tent in the Holon ma’abara 
(immigrant camp), father was leafing through the Romanian-language 
newspaper, Adevirul, the Romanian version of Pravda, and his eyes lit up. 
There was a story about a certain Dr. Revich from Botoşani who had opened 
some sort of medical clinic in Boston, and since then has been watching the 
dollars roll in. The date, the name – all seemed to match. My father wrote 
from Holon to Aunt Jeanette and asked her if “Our Revich” had left an 
address – and indeed he had. Father took up his fountain pen and in eight 
flowing pages, detailed the wrongs of the Communist regime who had only 
allowed people leaving to take with them 40 kilos of goods, the difficulties 
of living in the ma’abara and all the aches and pains of new immigrants. 
In the end he dropped the bombshell: “I wonder if Uncle Revich would be 
good enough to get us out of here?” In the mid-1950s, “Get us out” was a 
euphemism for the latter-day word, yerida.

A month later, a postman in khaki arrived in the ma’abara and called 
out, “Haimovitch? a letter from America!” Father anxiously tore open the 
envelope with its three stamps depicting Roosevelt, to read the following: “I 
am sending you a package with cornflour so that you can make mamaliga 
[Ed. polenta in Romanian]. But as for getting you out, have you forgotten 
that Israel is your country?”

❋ ❋ ❋

We are traveling in the snow in search of another Jewish homeland.  
The bitter-sweet story of the State of Ararat awaits us. Some 120 years before 
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Uncle Revich, there was a man with a noble heart who wished to bring his 
oppressed Jewish brethren to America. Mordechai Manuel Noah envisaged 
a city-state adjacent to the Niagara Falls on Grand Island in the north of the 
State of New York. His Noah’s Ark was to be called Ararat and would extend 
over 86 square kilometers between the Niagara River and the Erie Canal  
which was then being built, and he thought could accommodate some six 
million homeless Jews. Noah antipated by several decades the words of the 
Jewish-American poet, Emma Lazarus, from her sonnet, the “New Colossus," 
written in 1883, years before they were immortalized on the Statue of 
Liberty. 

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-toss’d to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.

We have arrived in New York a few days before another Limmud FSU 
conference is due to begin. We visited the Niagara Falls, making our way 
through icy shards. Frozen spears piercing the spine welcomed us to Grand 
Island. I am sitting bundled up in my new Old Navy jacket that I bought in 
an army surplus store in Toronto. At times when my brain had thawed out 
somewhat, I thought – this was not the way to welcome a homeless people 
searching for a homeland.

Let us consider the concept “Homeland” for a moment. It is clear that here 
in frozen America, there is no concept such as “Two banks of the Jordan: 
one for us and the other also for us.” Ararat would benefit from all the banks 
for the Jewish homeland on an island in the Niagara River. The width of 
Grand Island is 18 kilometers, some 20 percent more than another, rather 
better-known island – that of Manhattan. It is an attractive spot with a winter 
population of only some 20,000 people. It was through this island that the 
British invaded USA from Canada in 1812. I recalled Charles Aznavour’s 
song, “In the spring they will come home” as I looked at the shuttered 
timber-built villas, the speedboats shrouded in white tarpaulins, the seabirds 
on spindly legs above the freezing waters of Lake Erie.

We drove to Buffalo keeping an eye out for bears that, we were warned, 
might suddenly materialize. But instead of a grizzly, we are greeted by Richard 
Berger, a leading lawyer and an amateur historian who has volunteered  
to be our guide to the lost homeland. But before we embark on our tour, 
some history.

Other Promised Lands



339
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In the spring of 1818, steam-propelled boats made their way from sleepy 
Brooklyn to Manhattan in New York, the largest of the cities of the young 
American republic. Among the passengers were hundreds of Jewish citizens 
on their way to attend the dedication of the new She’arit Israel synagogue. 
The main speaker was to be a heavily-built man with red hair, a Roman nose 
and a gentle manner. A close friend of his, Louis Allan, said about him “If 
the blood of King David and King Solomon do not flow in his veins that is 
only due to a chronological or genealogical mistake. He is endowed with a 
generous heart that embraces all the children of Israel.”

Mordechai Manuel Noah was born on July 14, 1785, in Philadelphia, to 
a German-born father and a Portuguese-born mother. He was a journalist, 
diplomat, playwright, lawyer, and above all, a political bulldozer. But it is 
not for all those admirable assets that Noah is remembered in the annals of 
Jewish history – but rather for an immense and naïve failure. 

Noah’s vision for the creation of a Jewish homeland was first revealed at 
the inauguration of the She’arit Israel synagogue. He explained that the Chosen 
Land for the Chosen People is none other than here in the United States 
of America. Here the people would be involved in productive occupations, 
agriculture for example. America will be a paradise for “Jews seeking light 
and freedom.” 

The Jews who had jettisoned their talitot at the sight of the Statue of 
Liberty, were not the Jews that Noah envisaged. He rejected assimilation and 
maintained that the Jews in their new homeland would preserve their religion, 
speak Hebrew, “the language of poets, judges, prophets, and fighters.” Without 
him being conscious of it, his ideas were the precursors of Herzl’s concept 
of Zionism 70 years later – mass immigration, productive labor, the Hebrew 
language and national identity.

Noah’s Jewish feelings were accompanied by his deep loyalty to the  
United States. He was a political hawk who supported President James 
Madison when he declared war on Great Britain in 1812. He was offered 
the post of American consul to Riga in Imperial Russia, but declined, and, in 
1813, he was appointed consul to the Kingdom of Tunis. The administration 
believed that a Jew would be best qualified to act as an intermediary  
between the American Christian world and the Muslim host nation. But the 
diplomatic mission ended in humiliation. In 1815, Noah was summarily 
dismissed from his post. In the words of US Secretary of State James  
Monroe, his religion was “an obstacle to the exercise of [his]  
Consular function.” The incident caused outrage among Jews and non-Jews 
alike. 
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Noah never received a clear answer as to why he had been dismissed. He 
protested to the president in a 128 page document, his main argument being 
that the anti-religious message conveyed in Monroe’s document would deter 
Jews from coming to America, and thus “Many useful people will not reach 
our shores.” He received letters from John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and 
President Madison himself, supporting church-state separation and tolerance 
for Jews. A prominent leader of Reform Judaism, Isaac Harby, wrote in a 
letter to Monroe, “[Jews] are by no means to be considered as a religious 
sect, tolerated by the government. They constitute a portion of the People. 
They are, in every respect, woven in and compacted with the citizens of  
the Republic.” 

Contemporary historians have also found no evidence to support Monroe’s 
charges. It is possible that Secretary Monroe used Noah’s religion as a pretext 
to cover up displeasure with Noah’s actions in a previous incident. In 1815, 
the governor of Algeria seized an American ship and sold its crew into 
slavery. Noah, the consul, managed to secure their release but, in the eyes 
of Washington, at far too high a price. 

It is probable that it was the plight of the Jews he saw in Tunisia and 
Algeria that prompted Noah to search for an alternative haven. He appointed 
himself as a Judge of Israel and issued a series of proposals: that there be a 
worldwide census of the Jewish people; that prayers should only be conducted 
in Hebrew; that polygamy be banned; that the Judaism of the Samaritans and 
the Karaites be recognized. But His Honor did not stop there. He also proposed 
that the American Indians be accepted into the Mosaic faith, because among 
them, he had identified several similarities to Jewish tradition: identical fast 
days, temple sacrifice and ritual purification of the dead. His most interesting 
conclusion was that the American Indians were one of the ten lost tribes and 
that they should settle with their brethren in Ararat.

A follower and ally of his, Samuel Leggett, paid 16,983 dollars – at the time 
a fantastic sum – in exchange for 2,025 acres of land on Grand Island. This 
was one third of the area where the Niagara River joined the Erie Canal, and 
he received an option from the State of New York to purchase the remaining 
two thirds. Noah believed that by building upward, it would be possible to 
settle six million Jews on Grand Island. But, at the same time, he was at  
pains to emphasize that Grand Island was in no way a substitute for one 
stone in the Western Wall in Jerusalem. He declared, “Ararat is a temporary 
refuge. It can never be the eternal home of the Jewish people. The Jews will 
never give up on their rightful claim to the land of their ancestors.”
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Noah described Ararat as “a refuge in the State of New York. New York 
is the largest state in the American confederation, extending over 43,214 
square miles, divided into 55 areas including 6,087 towns with one and a half 
million people and six million cultivated acres of crops, who are protected 
by 150,000 armed militia men and guided by a constitution based on equal 
rights and no religious discrimination and 7,000 free schools providing a 
blessed education to 400,000 children. That is the great state that is prepared 
to enfold the Jews within it.”

On September 15, 1825, Jews, Christian supporters and Indians of the 
Seneca tribe, hurried to St. Paul’s Church in Buffalo. Noah – we have already 
mentioned that he was a playwright – had planned a grandiose opening 
ceremony to launch Ararat. The backdrop had been borrowed from a local 
theater which had produced Shakespeare’s Richard the Third. At the head of 
the procession was the governor of Niagara, Col. Potter, on horse-back. He 
was followed by the leading officials and dignitaries of the area, together 
with the “Judge of Israel,” Mordechai Manuel Noah. The rear was brought 
up by a group of Knights Templars.

To the strains of “See the Conquering Hero Comes” from Handel’s 
“Judas Maccabeus,” the procession entered the church. “We are witnessing 
a momentous event in American history,” said one excited participant. 
“We are laying the foundation stone of Ararat, the world’s first free refuge 
for the Jewish people.” On the altar, a stone weighing 136 kilograms, 
was placed. Inscribed on it in Hebrew was, Shma israel adonai eloheynu 
adonai ehad (“Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one”) and in  
English, “Ararat, City of Refuge for the Jewish People, founded by Mordechai 
Manuel Noah, in the month of Tishrei, 5586, September 1825 in the 50th 
year of the Independence of America.” By the side of the stone were placed 
three goblets containing respectively, wine, oil and wheat. 

As the sound of the organ died away, the service was conducted by  
the church prelate. He quoted prophetic and hopeful sections from the  
Prophets, recited psalms – one of them in Hebrew – and blessed the  
congregants. Dressed in flowing purple robes with a large chain around his 
neck, the visionary of the State of Ararat mounted the steps of the altar  
and announced: 

“I, Mordechai Manuel Noah, citizen of the United States of America, late 
Consul to the Kingdom of Tunisia, High Sheriff of New York, Counselor 
at Law and by the grace of God Governor and Judge of Israel, have issued 
this my proclamation, announcing to the Jews throughout the world, that an 
asylum is prepared and hereby offered to them where they can enjoy that 
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peace, comfort and happiness which have been denied them through the 
intolerance and misgovernment of former ages … an asylum in a free and 
powerful country… in a ‘Land of Milk and Honey’ where Israel may repose in 
peace under his ‘vine and fig tree’…” until such time as the people of Israel 
be qualified “for that great and final restoration to their ancient heritage” in 
the Holy Land. I… hereby create…the rule of the Jewish people under the 
aegis and protection of the laws of the United States of America.”

But after the euphoria came the bitter disappointment. Opponents of Noah 
caused him agonies just as they did to Herzl 70 years later. After publication 
of his manifesto on Ararat, his ideas were dismissed by the worthies of New 
York as no more than a delusionary vision. One even said that Noah’s place 
was in a mental asylum. A newspaper in St. Louis satirically suggested settling 
the refugees from Ararat in Missouri. 

Despite the humiliation caused by the Ararat fiasco, Noah continued to put 
his heart into new projects. At the opening of the Erie Canal, he launched 
a “Noah’s Ark” with a bear, two eagles, two donkeys, two Indian youths in 
tribal dress, and a collection of birds and fish. 

In 1851, Mordechai Manuel Noah died of a stroke. There was not one of 
the nation’s leading newspapers that did not devote a front page article to his 
funeral. “Noah was the first public figure in America that dared to promote, 
as an American and as a Jew, the concept of American freedom,” wrote the 
historian Jonathan Sarna. “To the Christians he explained Jewish tradition 
and culture and to his fellow religionists he tried to show a parallel between 
Judaism and Americanism.” 

The foundation stone of Ararat which had been displayed with such pomp 
was discarded as if it had never existed. For years it lay deserted in a corner 
of St. Paul’s Church and stayed there until Peter B. Porter, a friend of Noah 
and a hero of the Battle of Chippawa, when the US army defeated a British 
expeditionary force in 1814, placed it in a niche in an obelisk he erected on 
Grand Island. By 1850, the winds and rain had damaged the obelisk and the 
stone was once again without a home. A local farmer gave it refuge for the 
next 15 years. After he died the stone found uneasy peace in the home of a 
local businessman. As luck would have it, the house was destroyed in a fire, 
but the stone somehow survived. A local legislator and businessman, Louis 
Alan, retrieved it and took it to his home which had been scheduled to be 
in the center of Ararat. A few months later, and after 40 years of wandering, 
the stone found its current resting place in the Buffalo Historical Museum. 

On our way to the museum, Richard Berger stops by the Biblos Hotel on 
the shore of the river, owned by a Persian Gulf prince, and surmises that 
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this was the place where the foundation stone was planned to be installed. 
In fading light we arrive at the museum only to find a closed door behind 
deep snow. We return in the morning and find that it is actually closed for 
renovations. Berger uses his contacts and arranges that it be specially opened 
for us. Because of the building work, the stone has been removed to the 
second floor. We encounter it languishing behind a dense metal screen. Only 
the etched words Shma Israel, are visible, as if to assure us that the evidence 
of Ararat is still there. 

As we left Buffalo, we again passed St. Paul’s Church where the story 
began. We find a place of prayer in all its glory. Decorative arches, stained 
glass windows, seats upholstered in purple fabric, the color of Noah’s robes 
at the grand opening of Ararat. On a stone monument close to the church 
is inscribed, “Here an exceptional attempt was made to find for the Jewish 
people a humanitarian solution on Grand Island.” It was noon; the church 
was empty and on the ice a woman in rubber boots walked cautiously. She 
introduced herself as the church administrator. Certainly, she says, she knew 
all about the curious episode of Ararat. She is not familiar with all the details, 
but she sees it as a noble vision.” It is true that the Jews today have a state 
of their own, but if they should want another one, there would be no problem 
here on Grand Island. We are waiting for you. Just come!”

There is no synagogue and no Jews and on some of the plots purchased 
for Ararat on Grand Island, there is a Holiday Inn and a golf course. As 
for the “Judge of Israel”; Mordechai Manuel Noah’s grave lies neglected in 
Congregation She’arit Israel’s dilapidated cemetery in midtown Manhattan.
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Canada: a Difficult Absorption

On the night when the Titanic sunk, on April 15, 1912, rescue missions 
sailed from the port of Halifax. About 100 years later, when the Jewish 
community of Halifax was sinking fast, a rescue mission set out from Israel. 
100 Russian-speaking Jewish families left Israel between 2010 and 2015. 
They hoped to inject new life into the Jewish community in the capital 
of the province of Nova Scotia, on Canada’s Atlantic coast, and to restore 
something of its lost past.

In addition to its status as a provincial capital, Halifax is the economic 
and cultural center of eastern Canada. Its port is one of the most important 
in the whole country. History touched upon the city not only with relevance 
to the Titanic. Halifax, which was founded in 1749, was the base from which 
the British Continental Army set out to repress the revolution in 1776 of 
the 13 American colonies who became, in due course, the nucleus of the 
United States.

Of the approximately 400,000 population of Halifax, some 2,500 are Jewish. 
During the last few years there has been a dramatic upsurge in the number of 
elderly people in the community. The siren call of high-tech is drawing away 
the young people to more dynamic cities such as Toronto and Montreal. By 
the year 2021, the Canadian Jewish Federation foresees that the proportion 
of older people in the community will grow to 20 percent, three times more 
than in 2001. “Two entire generations have completely disappeared from the 
community,” wrote Rabbi Amram Maccabi in the Canadian Jewish News. 

Some ten years ago, the Atlantic Jewish Council (AJC) decided to exploit 
immigration as a way of injecting new life into the community. The idea, 
in accordance with the policy of the provincial government, was to promote 
the immigration of people with similar ethnic backgrounds; Russian-speaking 
Jews living in Israel were particularly singled out. According to Rabbi 
Maccabi, “these Jews had fallen between the stools. Some had come as 
children to Israel and now as parents themselves, they were attracted to a 
new life in Canada.”
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“Here also, their absorption was not easy,” says John Goldberg, one of 
the leaders of the local community. There are no young people who can 
open doors to newcomers, invite guests for Shabbat, accompany them to the 
immigration offices. Most of the Jews here are pensioners who are themselves 
looked after by their grandchildren. Who among them would be prepared to 
take under their wing a young couple with small children? This is a Jewish 
version of ‘Catch 22.’ The elder people are themselves considered immigrants, 
but when others come, they prefer to look the other way.”

The newcomers understand that the way to forging a new identity lies 
within an organized community. More than 20 percent of them joined the 
synagogue of Rabbi Maccabi, who arrived in Halifax from Israel five years 
before. “Why did they turn to us? Because we really wanted them!”

But not only in Halifax. Mila Voihanski, the country director for Limmud 
FSU Canada,was born in Lvov, lived in Israel and moved to Canada where 
she herself underwent a difficult process of absorption. We had met briefly 
for the first time in Jerusalem at the Limmud FSU Global Summit conference 
in 2014. In one of the group dynamics sessions, she had said, “Limmud 
FSU was born out of a feeling of many Russian-speaking Jews that there 
is some attitude of contempt toward them.” That feeling was what I wanted 
to explore further and we really got to speak seriously to each other a year 
later, a few hours before the first Limmud FSU conference in Toronto. She 
says that the first preliminary meeting for the event had taken place a year 
before. The participants did not really know what to expect, but that did not 
prevent some 450 people turning up.

Mila first heard about Limmud FSU two years earlier. A friend of hers in 
Toronto told her that she must attend the a forthcoming event in Princeton, 
New Jersey. “I went – and I was overwhelmed,” she says.

“What was so overwhelming?”
The ruach, (“spirit”) she answers, mixing her English with Hebrew. “The 

interaction between the young participants; the search for their Jewish roots; 
the desire to strengthen their Judaism; to understand their multiple and inter-
twined identities – Jewish, Russian, American.” She heard fascinating lectures, 
rubbed shoulders with 700 people who felt at ease with one another, went 
with the flow in a jam session packed with youngsters speaking Russian with 
an American accent and singing the songs of their childhood.”

“What memories do you have of your own childhood in Lvov?”
“I went to school there and I had Jewish friends but basically we were all 

Soviet children. We sang the same songs, saw the same cartoons, and had 
the same set of collective memories.” 
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“And what happened to you in Princeton?”
“I revisited my own memories with people who had been born in the 

United States. The fact that the memories had been preserved, despite the 
upheavals, excited me.”

“Why do you think you were all so captivated by Russian culture?”
“It was an all-embracing culture that deeply affected our lives at the time. 

Now we need to embrace our past, but not the Soviet aspect of it. It was 
not because of culture that we left the USSR.”

“So why did you leave?”
“Because we felt we had no alternative. We left everything behind so as 

to live a free Jewish life.”
Unlike many Jewish families in the Red Empire, her family did not 

assimilate. At home they spoke Yiddish; her parents and grandparents fasted 
on Yom Kippur. Although, Mila says, antisemitism was not rampant on the 
streets of Lvov, it was simply a fact that underlined daily life and manifested 
itself in even the most banal circumstances. For example, if someone sneezed, 
the automatic Russian response would not be “bless you,” but “another Jew 
died.” She was once waiting in a queue to buy some medicine for her mother 
and a boy was standing near her with an eyepatch over one eye. A large man 
said to him, “Moshe Dayan? Go to Israel! We don’t need you here!” 

Mila’s family arrived in Israel in 1972. They were first sent to an ulpan, 
an intensive Hebrew language course, in Upper Nazareth and from there 
to an apartment in Jaffa. She was aged 15 and her confrontation with the 
Promised Land was a shock. The first time they entered a grocery store, her 
young sister, aged eight, said “Look at all the coffee they have here! Mila 
sums it up: “We were totally overwhelmed!” 

“Did you not notice a lack of courtesy? A certain aggression?”
“I was young and it didn’t really affect me. But I did understand that in 

Russia I was the Jew, and in Israel I am the Russian. I began to realize that 
there were some Israelis who resented us.”

She met the “Ugly Israeli,” as well as prevailing stereotypes, such as 
“Moroccan-Knife,” or “Romanian-Thief,” and that shocked her. She had been 
brought up to believe that a Jewish girl had to be on her best behavior at all 
times and had to help other Jews. In Israel she understood that things were 
not exactly the same.

Adjoining her street in Jaffa, was an area mainly populated by Jews from 
Morocco. Contradictions on all sides. Dank buildings opposite houses smelling 
of fresh paint. Cars with zero mileage against beaten-up old jalopies. But 
when the Yom Kippur War broke out, there was a change. The same youths 
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who would scratch the paint of the cars for the hell of it or sabotage the 
elevators in the buildings, helped elderly Russian Jews find their way to a 
shelter. “And that was our second shock. We suddenly felt that we were a part 
of the people.” Nevertheless, the war had a decisive effect on the family’s 
decision to leave. Her mother was haunted by deep fears and in 1974, after 
two years in Israel, they landed in Toronto.

Fairly soon, they realized that the move was not entirely beneficial. That 
instead of their feeling of alienation in Israel, here in Canada they met with 
an air of chilly superiority from the established Jewish community. The Jews 
of the USA and Canada had been very active on behalf of the persecuted 
Jews of the USSR. Many had actually visited the Soviet Union, sometimes 
undergoing personal danger, and others had contributed generously to the 
cause. Now, in return, they expected to see some acknowledgement of their 
devotion. They wanted to see in the new immigrants what they wanted to 
see, without attempting to understand their culture and appreciate the skills 
and talents they had brought with them.

Moreover, the Canadian Jewish community is a strong supporter of Israel. 
When the Russians began to arrive, they were admonished: “How could you 
give up on Israel in favor of life in Canada?” Mila tells a story of a Passover 
seder in the home of a prominent family in Toronto. A discharged IDF soldier 
was among the guests. Seated around the seder table, another of the guests 
asked, “Why did you betray Israel by coming to Canada? The former soldier 
opened his shirt and displayed a deep scar from the Yom Kippur War. He said, 
“This is what I got from that war, and you ask me about betrayal? And where 
were you?” The exchange became a talking point among the Russian Jews 
in Toronto. Later on someone said that the Russian Jews are not sufficiently 
religious – that they are not as “Jewish” as they should be. 

“What did they mean?”
“They asked us, ‘What sort of Jews are you if you don’t go to shul?’ 

There are masses of Canadian Jews who don’t go to synagogue either but 
we were expected to conform to a different standard.”

“What did you think?”
“We see ourselves as very much Jewish, but going to synagogue is not 

necessarily part of our way of life.”
The Canadians evidently found it difficult to understand this type of Jew. 

The encounter between the frustration of the Canadians and the bitterness 
of the Russians often led to a schism, or in the words of Mila, “We said to 
ourselves, ‘if that is what you think about us – to hell with you!’”
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When their son was three years old, the Voihanskis wanted to provide 
him with some degree of Jewish background and they joined a Conservative 
synagogue. Her husband, a dental technician from St. Petersburg and the 
family, were invited for Shabbat by the dentist with whom her husband 
worked. The dentist introduced the family to their friends and they began to 
form a circle of friends of their own. 

“Did the contact with veteran Jewish families give you a feeling of 
inferiority?”

“Certainly not me, but it might have done for others.”
But the university from which Mila graduated, the career she built and 

the family she established, dispelled any lingering feelings of inferiority that 
might have existed. Several Russian Jews in Canada have become extremely 
successful but found it difficult to forget how they were rejected during 
their initial years in the country. One such person is Alex Shnaider, born 
in Russia in 1968. An entrepreneur and former commodities trader, he is a 
multi-millionaire and perhaps the wealthiest of the Russian immigrants. When 
he was asked once why he doesn’t contribute to the local Jewish Federation, 
he replied, ‘why should I give money to those who when I arrived, treated 
me like a second-class Jew?”

Only in the past few years, have the heads of the Canadian Jewish Federation 
begun to understand their mistake in their initial attitude to the Russian-
speaking Jews. But, Mila says, “Their attempts to initiate programs to integrate 
us into the community failed, as they only wanted to do it their way. This 
has now also began to change. They accept that we are different, but no less 
Jewish than they are. They have begun to understand that we practice our 
Judaism in a more intellectual and less traditional way.” 

“Were you invited to participate in the regular English-speaking Limmud 
Canada events?”

“At the beginning, they said they wanted to include us in their programming, 
but that didn’t happen. I did not understand why until I actually attended 
one of their events.”

“In what way was it different from Limmud FSU?”
“Theirs has a strong religious component. That strengthened my resolve 

that we needed a Limmud of our own.”
“So what is the main purpose of “your” Limmud?
“To help create a leadership of our own. To widen the circle of our 

involvement in secular Jewish life. To set up a vibrant Russian-speaking 
Jewish community in Canada.”

Other Promised Lands
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Leon Martynenko is the Chair of Limmud FSU Canada. His first exposure 
to Limmud FSU was in Princeton in 2013. He says, “The atmosphere of 
learning and community gathering allowed us, Russian-speaking Jews, to 
celebrate our unique culture. This atmosphere of unity and belonging was 
the virus that got me involved as a volunteer and does not let go of me to 
this day.”

“It is, first of all, about expanding my own horizons in the Jewish world 
and beyond. I love learning in general and Limmud is a great place to gain 
exposure to new topics, projects, ideas and people. It is truly different from 
other more formal educational platforms. For me it fulfils the need to belong 
to my organic community. The Limmud FSU events and the buzz around 
them has helped us to gain confidence and pride in our heritage and made us 
more aware of ourselves as a powerful community that can be self-sufficient 
and hopefully self-sustainable.” 

Mila Voihanski spoke about the absorption difficulties faced by the Russian 
immigrants in the present era, but none of them could possibly be compared 
to the torments faced by the Jews in Russia who, as we shall now see, first 
came to Canada one hundred years before.
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“If your Jews had arrived here in their masses,” the locals said to Leonard 
Goldman, now a real-estate magnate in Regina, Saskatchewan, “Our land 
would be smothered in money, it could have been a mecca of world banking; 
a gold mine.” Goldman swallowed the not very subtle attempt at humor and 
ignored the hint of a supposed magical connection between Jews and cash, 
but to me he says, “the Jews could have done miracles here. To contribute 
a great deal to this wonderful country.”

“I am sure it is, but what actually is so wonderful?”
“We are a country with a great deal of natural resources, oil, trustworthy 

people. You could have enjoyed a great deal of stability had you lived 
here.”

 “Let us suppose that you were participating in a Zionist Congress a 
hundred years ago which was going to decide on the setting up of a Jewish 
state either here or in Zion, how would you have voted?

“For a Jewish state here.”

“Here” is Saskatchewan. The local Indians gave it the name, which means 
“Waters flowing from the mountain.” In aerial photographs this province in 
the south-west of Canada in the the shape of an oblong, is 652,000 square 
kilometers of arid steppes, frozen and empty. One million inhabitants with 
a density of 1.6 people to the square kilometer. Its emptiness reverberates. 
But the neighbors are pleasant. When you can rely on the US to the south, 
the guns are as silent as are the tomahawks of the Indian wars.

How did the Saskatchewan proposal come into being? In 1903, the Sixth 
Zionist Congress buried the Uganda proposal for Jewish settlement but did 
not suggest an alternative. As opposed to the promotors of Zion who declared 
“Eretz Israel at all costs,” some Jewish leaders thought differently. Prof. Gur 
Alroey, in his book “An Unpromising Land: Jewish Migration to Palestine 
in the Early Twentieth Century” wrote, “The Jewish Territorial Association 
(JTA) was a different voice within the Zionist Movement. Its leaders felt 
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that the days of the Jewish people in Europe were numbered. The pogroms 
were indisputable evidence that there was an urgency to find a refuge, no 
matter where.”

The threats over the heads of the Jews particularly disturbed the nights of 
the British writer, Israel Zangwill, the founder of the JTA. He advocated mass 
Jewish settlement, preferably within the boundaries of the British Empire. 
He wrote, “There are wide areas that await them – why should the Jews not 
exploit the opportunity?” Zangwill found an ally in Winston Churchill, the 
then British deputy minister for the colonies, who responded, “The plan has 
spirit, energy and the ability to be implemented – I will do everything in my 
power to help bring it about.” 

Zangwill had no doubt that there would be little difficulty in identifying 
a suitable territory in sparsely populated Canada. He wrote in a letter to his 
friend, the writer H.G Wells, “Whatever the difficulties involved, they will 
certainly be far less difficult if Englishmen like you will support the idea of 
the new state. The Jews would be most grateful for British help in achieving 
a state if it would stem from pro-Jewish and not anti-Jewish sentiments; from 
justness and not hatred of the Jews.” 

Zangwill turned to Lord Strathcona, the Canadian High Commissioner in 
London. A few days before they were due to meet, pogroms had taken place 
in the Polish city of Bialystok. “The life of the Jews hangs in the balance,” 
Zangwill told Strathcona, “The Jews can create an autonomous region within 
the Dominion of Canada. The area is still under-populated. Canada can only 
benefit from such a humanitarian decision. The special corner that will be 
granted to us will rapidly develop – six times greater than it would without 
us. Our feelings of patriotism toward the Empire that came to our rescue 
will be more enthusiastic and wiser than that of the emigrants who come to 
the United States.”

The “special corner” was meant to be in the province of Saskatchewan, as 
some Jews who had fled from earlier pogroms in Eastern Europe had already 
settled there. They would absorb the new immigrants and teach them how 
to work the land. Zangwill hoped that Wilfrid Laurier, the Canadian prime 
minister, would raise the issue with Joseph Chamberlain, the British minister 
for the colonies, but the Canadians did not pursue Zangwill’s proposal and it 
was shelved. The notion of resettling the Jews in Canada was dropped from 
the national agenda in 1906; 35 years later the term “resettlement” was to 
gain special notoriety.



352

❋ ❋ ❋

Our story began to take shape during a conference of Limmud FSU in Toronto. 
Chaim Chesler had heard from the local emissary of the Jewish Agency of the 
historical attempts to settle Jews in Vancouver. A quick investigation showed 
that while Vancouver was not the intended destination, Saskatchewan was. We 
knew that we would not find vestiges of a Jewish state-in-the-making because 
the idea never took off. But we wanted to meet some of the few descendants 
of those who had not waited for diplomacy to take effect. They were not to be 
found tilling the fields. Most of them had turned their ploughs into lawyer’s 
diplomas or their scythes into oil shares. They had realized that it was not 
only the lack of agricultural knowhow that had confronted their parents, but 
also the forces of nature. The “Dirty Thirties” is how the locals term the long 
drought years in the middle of the 20th century which led to the collapse 
of hundreds of farming communities throughout North America. The Jewish 
agricultural settlements exist today only in the recesses of memory; on the edge 
of nostalgia. But the Canadian government acknowledged the Jewish efforts. 
Beth Israel, the beautiful synagogue of Edenbridge, Saskatchwan, which was 
founded in 1906, is included in the list of national historical sites.

9.00 am: the airport of Regina, the capital of Saskatchewan, is still huddled 
under a warm duvet. A lone plane blocks the entrance to the gate and we 
wait patiently in the middle of the runway. There is no fear of another plane 
landing on our stewardess’s coffee trolley. Not at this time of the morning. 
Outside the terminal, his mouth exhaling frosty breaths, Chabad emissary 
Rabbi Avrom Symonds awaits us. The temperature is hovering near zero. A 
month later it will plunge to 20 degrees below. Rabbi Symonds is a bearded 
youth; his voice as quiet as the autumnal falling leaves around us. He was 
born in Winnipeg and graduated from a Chabad yeshiva in Moscow. He came 
to Regina a year ago but still has no community to call his own.

 In 1891 there were nine Jews here. By 1911, the community numbered 130, 
including a shochet – a ritual slaughterer. The collapse of the Soviet Union 
brought the number to 1,000  among the 2,500 Jews in all of Saskatchewan. 
Mixed marriages, the bright lights of Toronto and the friendly border with 
the United States have drawn away almost everyone. With no Jewish school, 
Symonds’ four daughters study at home. His basement also serves as the 
synagogue although there is only a minyan if an occasional Israeli visitor 
turns up. “Don’t you feel lonely here?” I ask. “In a place where there is no 
community, you establish one,” he answers me.

Other Promised Lands
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“So how do you go about establishing a community?”
“My great-grandfather came here from Russia and found a wilderness. 

He established the first Lubavitch synagogue and then there was a 
community.”

Leonard Goldman (72) called his grandfather “Zeide.” “Zeide arrived in 
Winnipeg in 1900 from somewhere near Kiev. He thought that the sidewalks 
here were paved in gold and that there is freedom and if you work hard, you 
will succeed.” Goldman’s zeide was not entirely wrong. He found freedom in 
plenty, gold he also found, not on the sidewalks, but in real estate dealings in 
Winnipeg. He returned to the Old World and there lost his whole fortune. But 
zeide remained faithful to the frozen wastes. He took the bobbe (grandmother) 
his three sons and four daughters and returned to conquer the New World. 
When he found that his compatriots from the shtetls had taken over Winnipeg, 
the family set out for pastures new – in Saskatchewan.

Regina was previously known as “Wascana” ("Buffalo Bones" in the 
local Cree language). It was renamed in 1882 after Queen Victoria (Victoria 
Regina) by her daughter Princess Louise, wife of the Marquess of Lorne, the 
then governor-general of Canada. Everything you kicked out of your way  
then was buffalo bone. But Grandfather Goldman did not kick the bones  
aside but collected them in his wagon and sold them to a local glue factory 
and to Chinese companies, who turned them into chopsticks. He turned his  
hand to anything – even horse dung which he sold to the local farmers as 
fertilizer for their fields – thus turning horse manure into gold. Leonard, 
his grandson, no longer sifts through horse droppings but is involved in 
property, erects skyscrapers, buys and rents buildings – a veritable real estate 
empire.

“Other than prosperity, what does your life here give you?”
“I feel I am part of the Western world. A full partner in the new universe. 

The USA leads the free world and we are its neighbors.”
“It is not slightly problematic living next door to a mighty neighbor?”
“Mighty indeed; but one that does not kill.”
In Regina life can be a lot more than just tolerable. In the two days  

I spent in the town I learned that not only in Jerusalem is “the air of the 
mountains as clear as wine” but is also in the plains. The dusk is primeval 
and the nights transparent. There is no pollution. The smoke of those who 
dare to light a cigarette is dispelled in the merciless wind. There are boats 
for weekenders moored on the Wascana Lake. It is true that by 8.00 at night 
a veil of silence descends on the town but there is always a pub hidden at 
the end of the lane. Lovers of Regina call it “Paris of the Prairies.”
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The first Jew in the prairies, Max Goldstein, came from Russia in 1877. 
Five years later the “New Jerusalem” community was established, but it did  
not last long. A serious Jewish farm was established near Wappela, east of 
Regina near the border with Manitoba. Kalman Eisman, the great-grandfather 
of Noel Sandomirsky also arrived here. Sandomirsky (72) who passed 
away a year and a half after our meeting, was the only Jewish judge in 
the Saskatchewan supreme court. With a prophet-like silvery mane and a 
suit covering muscles that clearly saw a spa daily, he looked like a Mick 
Jagger in the service of the law. But His Honor lent dignity to other fields 
as well. He was chairman of the Regina Jewish Burial Society and his great-
grandchildren are seventh generation in Saskatchewan. About the founder 
of the family dynasty, Kalman Eisman, he knows very little. Only that he 
came from either Poland or Russia and paid ten dollars for 160 acres of land 
and was physically very strong. When his ox got stuck in the mud, he took 
off its yoke, put it over his own shoulders and pulled the wagon himself. I 
asked Judge Sandomirsky what brought the Jews, many of them Hassidim 
with flying ritual fringes, to the other side of the globe? What made them 
establish farms called Zonnenfeld, Edenbridge, Hirsch, Lipton, Ramsey or 
Montefiore? By answer, His Honor sends us on our way to a ghost farm

Osher Berger comes with us. He lives in sheltered accommodation in 
Regina but was born in Zonnenfeld. He is 87 years old and is not in good 
health. He constantly sprays his nose with a substance that prevents bleeding. 
We suggest turning back but he insists that we continue. He badly wants to 
visit what was once his home – except of that home there is very little left; 
just a cemetery on the gate of which is unscribed, “In memory of the Jews 
who fled here after discrimination and persecution.” The Zonnenfeld cemetery 
contains ten graves, all of them split by the cold and discolored by the rains. 
With his handkerchief pressed to his nose and drops of blood falling on his 
jacket, Berger wanders among the graves. Eventually he stops by one and 
says, “This is my father.” He stands still and gazes at the horizon.

Berger has visited Israel only once, “because I grew up among the gentiles 
and I am used to their ways.” 

“You never wanted to be a farmer in Israel?”
“Over there are many refugees on a thin slice of land. Nobody needed 

me.” 
“Could a Jewish state have succeeded here?”
“A country based on religion? I don’t think so. With all the festivals like 

Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur I would have had to stop bringing in the 
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harvest for three days. Afterwards there would be rain and the crops would 
be ruined. That idea was not for me.”

Rabbi Symonds applies his handbrake at Hirsch. The Hirsch farm was 
founded in 1892 and was named in honor of Baron Maurice de Hirsch, one 
of the greatest supporters of Jewish settlement in Europe, North and South 
America. The nucleus of Hirsch was 47 families, mainly from Russia. The 
synagogue, Hebrew school, and cemetery are the oldest in Saskatchewan.

At 4.00 in the afternoon we find a deserted village. Rabbi Symonds is 
guided along the silent paths by Osher Berger. What is he looking for? Now 
and then I hear him murmuring to himself, “I hope they are still alive.” 
Suddenly someone appears. Chaim Chesler is the first to notice him and 
calls out, “Hello, Hello!” but the person does not respond. We approach him 
hurriedly and find that he has hearing aids in both ears and a mezuza on the 
door post. This is the man we have been looking for. Berger has not seen 
him for eight years “I was afraid I would find you dead,” he says. They hug 
each other briefly, concealing any emotions. 

“I am Harvey Kleiman, I was born in 1924 and I am 90 years old,” he 
says. Jack, his younger brother adds, “I was born in 1927 so I am 87 years 
old.” As we start to chat, Harvey asks me to raise my voice so he can hear, 
“I’ve heard too many tractors in my life.”

“How was life here once?”
Harvey: “We had rabbis here all the time. My grandfather made me lay 

tefillin each morning. I could recite the Amida prayer without looking at the 
book. Now I can’t even read the prayer.”

“Did you have a Bar Mitzva?”
“Yes, and I gave a speech in Jewish [sic]. I spoke Jewish very well.”
“Are there any other Jews in Hirsch?”
“There once was, but now just us. No Jew worked here on Shabbes. Our 

visitors used to walk 12 kilometers just to keep Shabbes.”
“Do you still keep up anything of Jewish life?”
Harvey: ”We say kaddish for our mother and father. Yiskadal veyiskadash 

shmay rabo. You see – I remember.”
The Kleiman brothers have spent their whole lives together. Even at their 

advanced age, the seniority of Harvey is preserved. Harvey drives a 4.5 GMC 
Sierra – he is also responsible for most of the cooking – mainly meat stew 
and chicken soup. Their closeness to each other may be because they both 
remained batchelors.

“May I ask why you never got married?”
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Harvey: “The Jewish girls disappeared. I had a girlfriend in Toronto once 
but she didn’t want to move here.”

Edenbridge got its name from the bridge that crosses the Carrot River — 40 
Jews from Lithuania established it, giving it its nickname “Yiddenbridge.” The 
romance between Lithuanian Jews and Canada actually began in South Africa. 
There, a man called Sam Vickar got hold of a flyer issued by the Ministry 
of the Interior in Ottawa in which was written, “160 acres for ten dollars in 
Western Canada.” The year was 1906 and the smell of opportunity permeated 
the air. Vickar wrote in a memoir, “On one Tuesday I sold everything I 
possessed. On Thursday I was in Cape Town and on Saturday on a ship 
bound for Canada.” Canada received them with frozen arms but a warm heart. 
Local indigenous Indians helped them build their new houses. The ceilings of 
poplar logs, walls a meter and a half thick made from mud and straw which 
did not keep out the wailing of the foxes. Working the land was very hard. 
Anyone who wanted to plough their land had first to go on a long journey 
to Melfort, north of Regina, to buy oxen.

Sam Vickar and friends set out one Sunday on the long and difficult 
journey. After the winding and tortuous journey they bought their oxen. They 
spent the night in a hotel in Melfort, leaving the two oxen tethered in the 
front. At dawn they set out on the journey home – Vickar, his friends and 
the cattle. Everything went well until they reached the banks of the river. 
Eventually they managed to push and pull the oxen through the river. At 
home they harnessed the oxen up to the plough but they could not shift the 
soil an inch. Eventually an old timer explained to them how to synchronize 
the work of the man, the plough and the ox. “That was when we learned it 
was more difficult to be a farmer than to be a clerk in a shop,” one of the 
farmers wrote in his diary.

But the wheat began to sprout. Indians were hired to help bring in the 
harvest. The yield was transported to the flour mills. There was a feeling 
that prosperity was around the corner. But the settlers were careful and they 
adopted an austere regime. They bought only fruit, sugar, honey, salt, matches, 
charcoal and oil. They built their beds from logs, the mattresses were made 
from old potato sacks filled with straw. The first winters were dreadful. 
Nobody had prepared them for the dramatic snow falls, the thunderstorms 
and gales. Their clothing was thin and their shoes leaked and they would 
stuff them with straw and wrap them in old sacking. They fashioned clothes 
from buffalo skins and heated their homes with forest cuttings. The smoke 
from their fires was not just for heating in the winter, but in summer served 
to drive away mosquitoes the size of elephants. 
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What kept them there? Lilian Vickar arrived in Edenbridge in pursuit of 
love. At the age of 20 she married William Vickar, son of David, brother 
of Sam. Her three children were born there. A few years later William got 
a job on a river steamer. They moved to British Columbia but her husband 
was not happy. “I want to go home,” he implored his wife. They returned to 
the difficulties of life in Edenbridge. Leah-Rochel, as she was known, was 
married to William-Natan for 53 years. “He died 14 years ago on the fifth 
candle of Hanukah,” she tells us. Leah now lives in an old people’s home 
called Cedarwood Manor, a wise and good-hearted small woman as innocent 
as a five-year old. I find her in an armchair wrapped up in a check blanket. 
I ask her, what was the magic of Edenbridge? She answers immediately, “the 
fact that it was our land.”

“Explain that to me.” 
“I would sit on the porch steps of my home and look around and think to 

myself, God; all this is mine: the good earth, all the ancient soil is mine, the 
tractors in the garage – they are all mine. Everything up to the last washing 
line – everything is mine.”

“But as an Orthodox Jew didn’t your husband feel that the ultimate ‘mine’ 
could have been on the soil of Zion?”

“When the Six-Day War broke out, we heard that Israel needed farmers 
who would work the land instead of the soldiers who were fighting. My 
husband and I were ready to set out.”

“What stopped you?
“They told us that William, aged 50, was too old.”
“Did that hurt him?”
“Very much. He worked 12 hours a day on the farm. My husband old? 

He was as strong as one of our oxen.”
“Today at your age, what would appeal to you more – the soil of Edenbridge 

or the soil of Zion?
“The soil of Zion – as clear as the sun. When I saw the blue and white 

flag at the Olympic Games on television – ich kvell! “As old as I am, I 
would fly this minute to Zion and kiss its soil.”
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On the way to Melbourne, we stop off in Sydney. The Bondi Pavilion is a 
dance hall perched over Bondi Beach, a world famous mecca for surfers. 
At this time – eight on a Friday evening, the beach is still thick in bikinis. 
Australians with six-pack abs go out for midnight surfing. The throbbing music 
from Bondi Pavilion drives them like a following wind into the surf.

The Limmud FSU delegation is warming up for the coming conference 
in Melbourne. Leonid Ptashka, pianist, composer, jazz virtuoso, is on the 
stage. Silver jacket glowing like his forehead, Ptashka does not relinquish 
the keyboards. A girl, a bottle of Victoria Bitter, the local brew in hand, 
calls out, “Russky Jews! Let’s dance!” They get up – or rather the girls do. 
Ptashka breaks into Chus’n kalla, “Bridegroom and Bride,” a famous Yiddish 
wedding song – someone asks for “Jerusalem of Gold.” Ptashka, who has 
already shed his jacket, obliges. After that, candles are lit and everyone goes 
back to their hotels. Shabbat Shalom Australia! 

Jews first began to arrive in the new continent in the 1820s with the 
first waves of free immigration – except for a handful of Jewish convicts 
beginning with the First Fleet of 1787. Growing antisemitism in Europe made 
Australia a favored destination. Later on there were also economic benefits, 
especially during the feverish excitement of the Gold Rush. Most of the 
early immigrants were from the British Isles, many of them from Scotland 
and Ireland. But there were also some from Eastern Europe. Today, there 
are some 120,000 Jews in the continent, mostly in Melbourne and Sydney, 
with smaller communities in Canberra, Adelaide, Brisbane, Perth and even in 
Hobart, the capital of Tasmania. It is estimated that some 30,000, or nearly 
30 percent of these people, are of Russian-speaking origin.

Limmud FSU has arrived Down Under because Australia is a preferred 
destination, like the USA and Canada, for many Russian-speaking Jews 
from the former Soviet Union. The volunteer organizers hope that Limmud 
FSU’s educational program will help to bring the young Jewish population 
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back to the culture and identity they were deprived of during 70 years of  
Communist rule.

It might seem that the 400 people here is not a dramatic number by 
comparison to the 2,500 in Moscow or the 1,000 in New York, but this is 
Australia, the other end of the world, and this is the first time. The distances 
in the country are immense and travel is expensive and time-consuming. 
But those who have arrived will hear dozens of scientists, writers, artists, 
journalists and representatives of all the Jewish institutions and Jewish 
and Zionist youth movements in the country, giving – and listening – to 
presentations.

The event is taking place in the small town of Lorne, on the scenic  
Great Ocean Road, which traverses Australia’s south-eastern coast, from 
Geelong, south of Melbourne to Warrnambool, east of Adelaide. The whole 
250 km. road, which attracts some seven million visitors a year, was  
constructed by army veterans and is dedicated to the memory of those who 
fell in the First World War, which must make it one of the largest war 
memorials on the globe. It is lined with spectacular natural wonders, including 
the “Twelve Apostles,” a series of rock formations jutting out into the ocean 
(several of which have disintegrated over time). It is also the site of Bells  
Beach, one of the world’s greatest surfing beaches, which hosts many 
international competitions. 

Conducting the Limmud FSU Australian happening are Alexandra 
(Sasha) Klyachkina, chair of the organizing committee and an emissary of 
the Jewish Agency to the Russian-speaking community of the Australian 
Zionist Federation, and project manager, Tania Shvartsman. The participants 
happily abandon their cars – many of them the popular local Australian brand  
Holden – for a promising weekend. Some of the grandfathers look lost in their 
Soviet-style ill-fitting suits, but the younger generation, separated light-years 
from the 70 Soviet years, takes it easy, some of them in T-shirts saying “From 
the CCCP” (USSR in Cyrillic letters) with love.” The breeze from the ocean 
cools the lecture halls and there are some who postpone the acquisition of 
wisdom in favor of a game of tennis, cricket, or a run on the beach. 

A volunteer, Anna Maylis is enthusiastic about bringing the community 
together and identifying its needs. She says that thanks to Limmud, a 
strong committee of volunteers has been set up in Sydney and a community 
organization, “Subbotnik,” in Melbourne. Both organize regular events. Her 
hope is that additional funding can be made available so that “Limmud can 
continue to bring over prominent speakers to our remote country.”



360

Many of the participants live in the Melbourne suburb of Caulfield, 
sometimes affectionately referred to as the “Melbourne Ghetto.” The ghetto in 
question is marked by many attractive homes of successful Jewish individuals 
and is studded by lawns and parks. In Caulfield and the adjoining suburbs 
are buildings belonging to the Zionist youth movements and several elite 
Jewish private schools, such as Bialik College, Mount Scopus Memorial 
College and King David College. Popular guest speakers at the schools are 
often Israeli generals, who are always greeted with warm enthusiasm. Several  
of the schools have programs involving a stay in Israel, some with the  
option of army service, but most of the participants eventually return to 
Australia.

David Southwick represents Caulfield in the Victorian state parliament. 
Educated at Mount Scopus College, he pronounces himself to be a great 
fan of falafel and he certainly knows on which side of his pita is the tehina. 
He knows that the fight against antisemitism and support for the State of 
Israel is deeply important to his voters. Southwick devotes much of his day 
and some of his nights to them. He has no doubt that radical Islam is on  
the rise in Victoria. Not long ago, the Moslem Council of Australia, for 
the first time, issued a statement critical of Israel. He is insistent that  
Australian laws condemning racism and Holocaust denial be upheld and that 
education for tolerance among youth be intensified, including among Jewish 
students. He says, “There are some Jewish students who blame Israel rather 
than Hamas for terrorist incidents.” Southwick has cooperated with the Jewish 
institutions since he was elected on behalf of the Liberal Party in 2010.  
He tries to ensure that all members of the Victorian parliament get to visit 
the Jewish Holocaust Centre in Melbourne. He says that at least a third of 
the members of the bi-cameral chambers of the Victorian parliament have 
visited Israel. “They usually return as good friends of the country,” Southwick 
tells me.

Australia is a nation of “mates.” And mate-ship, typically in the boots 
of Crocodile Dundee of the Australian outback, is very important in the 
Australian psyche. A mate doesn’t make a big issue out of things. A mate 
crops up when you need him, helps you out of a fix, and is off before you 
can say “thanks mate.”

The question is, is the Australian mate-ship flexible enough to make room 
for the Russians? Can the Jewish institutions absorb them? “The Russian 
speakers here have always taken a part in defending Zionism,” says Danny 
Lamm, President of the Zionist Federation of Australia. “And we hope that in 
the same way, the Russian Jewish immigrants will participate in the defense 

Other Promised Lands



361

Limmud FSU, New York, 2016 (Ch. 47)

Limmud Ukraine, Lvov, 2014 (Ch. 14)

 Ig
or

 K
ho

dz
in

sk
iy

Yo
ss

i A
lo

ni



362

	Andrey Makarevitch 
performing at 
Limmud FSU Lvov, 
2015

	Group of participants, 
Limmud FSU Moscow, 
2018
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Lecture by Vladimir Pozner, Limmud FSU, Moscow, 2016

Ninet Tayeb performing in Limmud FSU, New York, 2017
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Limmud FSU, Melbourne, Australia, 2015 (Ch. 43)

Limmud FSU, Moldova, 2014
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Leonid Ptashka and Sanya Kroitor,  
Limmud FSU, Moldova, 2014 

Limmud FSU, Toronto, 2018. “The Old House” performed by JDY Theater (Ch. 41)

Marina Maximilian Blumin performing  
at Limmud FSU. Kinneret 2014
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Volunteers, Limmud FSU, Moldova, 2017

Limmud FSU volunteers, Eilat 2016
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Children’s activities, Odessa 2010

Limmud Kids, Eilat, 2016
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Kangarusskis

of the community. I can say that there are promising beginnings which we 
welcome.”

But Dr. Yuri Maimon has a different story and talks to me about insults. 
About being greeted by sneers of “Russki Vodka” when he first landed in 
Perth. About the fact that no one, except members of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, greeted the family when they arrived from Tashkent. Dr. Maimon, 50, 
teaches medicine at Monash University in Melbourne (named after General 
Sir John Monash, the Jewish commander of the Australian troops in the 
First World War). Maimon’s original family name was Abdu-Rachmanov. 
One of his ancestors brought silk from China and sold it to the Emir of 
Bukhara. The Jews were forced to deny their traditions and abandon their 
religion. Yuri Maimon says, “The Communists managed to eliminate three 
generations of Jews.”

Some six months before leaving Tashkent, Maimon begin to study in 
a Chabad yeshiva. In doing so, he felt he was returning to the faith of  
his ancestors. But when he joined his sister in Perth, his reception by the 
Jewish community made him feel that he was plunged back in to the ice of 
the USSR that he had left. He began to think that he had exchanged one 
oppression for another. The Soviets might have eliminated three generations 
of Jews but here they were being equally eliminated although by peaceful 
means. In Perth, for example, the rate of intermarriage is 90 percent, a fact 
which did not prevent those who had remained Jewish from rejecting the 
Russian newcomers, who could have strengthened the community. 

Eventually he decided to give up half his income, and to move from Perth 
to Melbourne, in order to live in a more Jewish environment. “I wanted my 
four children to have the benefit of a Jewish education. “I often thought about 
immigrating to Israel, but here I have the status of a senior physician and  
I knew that in Israel I would have had to start all over from the 
beginning.”

Here in Limmud, Dr. Maimon and his friends are surrounded by a  
totally Jewish environment. They hear talks about synagogues across the 
world, analyze a research report on Jews in radio and television, hear a 
lecture on King David, and participate on a lecture on the era of Muslim 
fundamentalism. 

In order to undergo a brit mila (ritual circumcision), Leonid Bondaur had 
to wait until the collapse of the Communist Empire. He eventually entered 
the covenant of Abraham at the age of 22 and changed his name to Yehuda-
Arieh. He is known in Jewish circles as Yehuda and to the Russians, still as 
Leonid. He was born in Odessa, 50 years ago, and maintains that Odessans 
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are a special breed. “The biggest criminals came from Odessa, and another 
Jew from Odessa, Isaac Babel, wrote about them.” 

At the age of 25, after his brit, Bondauer parted from Mother Russia. “It 
was a dramatic parting,” he emphasizes. “I left behind my friends, my hopes 
and above all, my dear Tanya.” Together with his mother, his brother and sister, 
they first encountered the west at JFK airport in New York. They sat in the 
terminal building still in their Russian clothes and the glitter mesmerized them. 
The family continued to Chicago, were they found an organized community 
but one that was not particularly warm or embracing. He started to learn about 
the Americans and began to understand that what you see on the surface, 
is not necessarily the whole truth. “Not like in Ukraine where everything is 
cut and dried.” 

At some point, his brother met a girl from Australia and followed her 
Down Under. Five years later, Leonid came to visit them in Melbourne. A 
few days before he was due to return to America, he suggested to his brother, 
“Levy, why don’t you get a few of your Russian friends together, and I’ll 
give them a concert.” In the audience there was a new Tanya and here he 
is, still in Australia.

At the end of our conversation we join a crowd of people waiting to 
see an exhibition by the Israeli artist, Yosl Bergner, called ”A Land for the 
Jews?” An Israel Prize laureate, Bergner painted the works on display under 
the influence of a journey his father, the Yiddish writer Melech Ravitch, had 
taken in the 1930s, to try and set up a homeland for the Jews in Australia. If 
history had been different, the Aboriginals that he portrayed in abject poverty 
and misery, in long coats buttoned up to the neck, could well have been the 
neighbors of the Jews in the Outback of the Southern Continent, as we will 
discover in the following chapter.

Other Promised Lands
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44
A Promised Land in the Outback
“Why didn’t my father set up a Jewish state in Australia?” Yosl Bergner 
answers the question, “There were too many flies.”

Zekharye-Khone Bergner, better known by his pen-name, Melech Ravitch, 
was a well-known Yiddish writer and poet on the Jewish-Polish scene between 
the two world wars. He is described by Yosl Bergner, his 95 year-old son, as 
“A good but bland writer.” But in addition to his literary work, in Ravitch’s 
fevered brain lurked a feeling of impending doom. In his book, “I Forgot 
the Most Important Thing,” which Yosl Bergner wrote together with the 
journalist Ruth Bondy, he quotes a poem by his father in Yiddish written 
before the Holocaust.

On the banks of the Vistula,
Jewish graveyards will flourish
By the markets, in the town streets
Along the length of the cities. 

As antisemitism increased, Ravitch lost all belief in a Jewish future in Europe. 
“Get out of here,” he would entreat his fellow writers in Warsaw. One of 
them, Uri Zvi Greenberg, maintained that the only future for a Jewish writer 
was in Palestine and in Hebrew. Another, Yitzhak Bashevis Singer, left for 
New York and ended up with a Nobel prize for literature.

In addition to flourishing poetics, Ravitch’s public activities brought him in 
touch with the so-called “Territorialists,” who maintained that if Zion could not 
be brought about in the Holy Land, then a refuge should be sought wherever 
possible. One summer morning in 1933, with financial backing from Jewish 
intellectuals, with a supporting letter from Albert Einstein, and with an official 
permit, Ravitch left his wife and two small children in Warsaw and – clean-
shaven and sporting a neck tie, set out in search of a New Jerusalem. 

According to the “Kimberley Plan,” the possibilities of which Ravitch was 
hastening to examine, 20,000 square kilometers of land were to be allotted 
for Jewish settlement in the Kimberley region of North-West Australia. This 
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area, the size of present-day Israel, was situated in the desolate extreme north 
outback of the vast and under-populated continent.

In the first stage, it was planned to absorb some 100,000 Jews, mainly 
from Eastern Europe, who would learn to till the soil. History had bestowed 
upon Ravitch’s shoulders the mantle of a kangaroo messiah, and had made 
him the hope of those seeking a homeland. But Yosl says that his father had 
very little hope or optimism. Yosl remembers his father as someone who 
always foresaw the worst. Once he went with him to a performance of Tom 
Sawyer in Yiddish. On the stage was a black actor who was chopping wood 
with an axe, “My father had an anxiety attack and called out to the actor to 
take care not to chop off a finger.”

Yosl Bergner, Israel Prize winner for the arts, is sitting in his studio, redolent 
with the smell of oil paint. Above him is an old Kodak camera which his 
father had used to photograph in the un-Promised Land. He is wearing a 
gray smock and tries to paint every day. He tells me, “I paint my thoughts, 
I paint between the thoughts, I paint so as not to die.” He shows me a series 
of paintings of depressed people based on his father’s Australian odyssey. 
Aboriginals as black as night. Aboriginals with heavy faces in heavy overcoats. 
“I painted them because they were oppressed exactly as were the Jews,” Yosl 
says between heavy breaths. His brushes gave the Aboriginals a voice long 
before white Australia asked their pardon. Before we leave, he admonishes 
us before our Down Under odyssey, “Don’t let the flies defeat you!” 

Because of a shortage of time, this was to be a hurried visit. Not to 
Kimberley in the footsteps of Ravitch, but just two days around Alice Springs, 
from where he had set out. Ravitch had arrived in Alice, as the inhabitants 
call it, by train from Sydney. We have arrived by plane from Melbourne. 
As the plane began its descent, we see yawning emptiness beneath us. The 
blazing desolation squats in the seat behind you and scorches the nape of 
your neck. When we descend to 6,500 feet above ground, the temperature 
on the cellphone shows 37 degrees centigrade. You think about the bewigged 
women, the long beards and the streimels surviving in 40 degrees below 
zero – how would they have managed in 40 degrees above zero? Maybe it 
was that differential of 80 degrees that eventually put paid to the Kimberley 
Plan. That is, as if nature had said, “Hey, wait a minute, think again. Maybe 
there is a more suitable place to choose as a homeland.”

In his “Atlas of Jewish History,” Martin Gilbert stated that there were at 
least 20 different proposals for settling Jews in remote corners of the world. 
The Australian story is especially dramatic. When it was taking place a chain 
of unstoppable circumstances was already in motion. The train of fate had  
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already left the station. Melech Ravitch arrived in Alice Springs when 
Hitler was already ensconced as German chancellor in Berlin. In Rome, 
Mussolini was imposing his Fascist doctrine and Stalin in Moscow was already 
persecuting the Jews. The Kimberley Plan could almost have been an answer, 
almost a hope, almost a salvation. Almost.

At one o’clock in the afternoon, Alice Springs leaves you on the point of 
expiring. The MacDonnell Range strangles you from the west and the wind 
from the east is treacherous. Instead of modifying the heat, instead of giving 
life, it sucks the life out of you. A row of dusty eucalyptus trees provides a 
beggarly scrap of shade to some Aboriginals. 

The Aboriginals account for just two percent of the 22 million Australian 
population. It is only 45 years ago since they were officially recognized to 
be part of the human race. And only 25 years ago, that their legal rights to 
the land on which they had settled 40,000 years before was acknowleged. 
Only at the beginning of this century did the Australian government admit 
that 100,000 Aboriginal children were part of a lost generation, after they had 
been forcibly removed from their parents by missionaries. But even today, 
after the work of an official Conciliation Commission, they are still a lost 
generation. Alcoholism, unemployment, a high drop-out from educational 
networks, illness – especially of the eyes, are eating away at the community. 
If a Jewish community had come into existence then, would the Aboriginals 
have become the Palestinians of that time?

Melech Ravitch set out in a colonial solar-topee hat, with chest-high pants 
held up by suspenders and wearing kangaroo skin boots. In a truck driven by 
an Italian immigrant, he made his way across the dusty continent. When he 
stopped over in an Aboriginal encampment, a young boy asked him for some 
candy. At that moment he might have thought about Yosl left way behind 
in Warsaw, and he picked the child up in his arms. Afterwards he took the 
boy with him and made him his assistant. 

On checking before we left for Australia, I had been assured there were 
no Jews in Alice. When I inquired about a synagogue, people laughed in my 
face. But in a coffee bar over an avocado salad, I meet Elly Polin. She and 
her husband, Ted Steinbrecker, are the only Jews in town. “You can certainly 
call us the Jewish Center of Alice Springs,” she laughs. She had never heard 
of Melech Ravitch or his mission. She dismisses the idea of attempting to 
establish a Jewish state here. “What exactly would we have done here?”

She arrived at the end of the world with her husband, an engineer who 
works at a nearby American military base. “Ted got a small contract and we 
got a large adventure.” Elly, 44 years old, was born in Chicago and grew 
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up in Philadelphia They have two children, Eli and Lyndsey. The children 
learn by radio broadcast every Sunday and their classmates are spread out 
over hundreds of square kilometers. In order to trace back some religious 
antecedents, Elly recalls her great-grandfather who was a cantor. Her parents 
belonged to a Reform congregation but “we only went there on festivals such 
as Passover.” Elly and Ted try to retain some degree of Jewishness and she 
insists on blessing the challa on Shabbat. Every Friday, she bakes challot and 
lights candles; she fasts on Yom Kippur and hosts a Passover seder meal. 
Another Jewish woman, who has left Alice in the meantime, joined their seder 
this year and she invited the non-Jewish friends of her daughter Lyndsey. 
On the wall of their home is a plaque in Hebrew calling for “Blessings of 
light, happiness and peace be on this house.”

On the kitchen cabinets are stars of David and there is a shelf of Jewish 
books in the living room. And a mezuza on the doorpost. She teaches the 
children Hebrew from a book called “Through Wisdom.” Her son Eli loves 
a book called “Harry the Engineer and the Rosh Hashana Journey.” She tries 
as much as she is able to pass on to them some Jewish education.

“Don’t the children miss America?”
“When we lived in Virginia, I sent them to a Jewish summer camp. 

Sometimes in the family we would talk to them about Jewish subjects. Here, 
I know that if I don’t do it, nobody else will.”

“Where do you pray?”
“In nature. The desert is our synagogue.”
In 2017, Ted Steinbrecker’s contract was due to expire but the children 

want to stay on longer. Elly is no dreamer: she wants to go home. I ask her 
if the real Israel – not that of Ravitch – would be an option. She answers, 
“Certainly an option, but only for a visit.” 

Alice Springs is at the geographical center of the continent. An official 
delegation in 1877 declared it to be the trigonometric point from which 
all geographical measurements, height, latitude and longitude were to be 
calculated. One of the measuring points is Telegraph Hill which got its name 
from the telegraph station on top which linked Darwin in the far north with 
Adelaide in the far south. It is more than likely that Ravitch came here. He 
felt that he had been sent to seek out Australia just as Moses sent the ten 
spies to reconnoiter the Promised Land. The journalist in him felt the need to 
report back to his Yiddish readers in Warsaw. Some of his stories may well 
have been transmitted from the point on which we are standing. 

In the west the sun is setting; in the east the moon is commencing its 
nighttime shift. Behind us is an Aboriginal cemetery in which a wallaby is 
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jumping about. Primordial quiet envelopes you, but it is shattered in the middle 
of the night. From the hotel courtyard you hear the shouts of the Aboriginals 
who cannot control their alcohol content. The shouts are not just those of 
drink but also of protest. The protests of generations that condemned them 
to misery. You are not in any way guilty, nevertheless you are consumed 
by guilt.

Melech Ravitch saw all this but brushed it off. Clean-shaven and spry 
in his necktie he had himself photographed with Aboriginal women. The 
business deals suggested by the men amused him. What did they not try to 
tempt him with? They will provide him with a ship laden with pearls; they 
will build him an ice factory, they will dig him a gold mine. “But Ravitch 
was only interested in a small plot of land which would be a land flowing 
with milk and honey,” wrote Adam Rovner, in his book, “In the Shadow of 
Zion.” Ravitch felt that this was the time; that this was a moment that would 
not return. The Australians wanted to cultivate the wilderness of Kimberley. 
They hoped that dense settlement in the area would fend off the threat of 
Japanese invasion from the direction of Darwin. The official government 
“White Australia” policy would allow potential Jewish settlers to be granted 
visas. It was with such messages that Ravitch regaled his readers: the land 
was wonderful, miracles could be achieved there. The tropical weather was 
easy to bear, and if the water supply could be properly dealt with, agriculture 
would flourish.

The journey from Alice Springs to Uluru destroys any lingering thought 
in your mind about flourishing agriculture. It destroys any illusion that this 
is a bearable climate. It is easier to believe that the climate here does not 
behave in accordance with the laws of nature with which we are familiar. 
Summer in the middle of January. Winter in the middle of June. From the 
windows of the bus you see skies that are alien to you. The stars form a 
different pattern. Bizarre trees, dwarf eucalyptuses with only the crowns above 
the ground. Crazy birds whose plumage matches their surroundings. To say 
nothing of the strange animals that bounce across the landscape rather than 
run. If humankind wants to begin all over from scratch, this is the place. 
More than 230 years have elapsed since white men first arrived here, yet the 
place still seems seems virgin and untouched. Primitive, exhausted, waiting 
to be woken from a deep sleep. 

Among all the colors of the Australian Outback, the eye is caught by 
a yellow-purple mobile caravan. Chabad emissaries attempt to reach every 
Jew spread out across the vast expanse of the desert. The story of the desert 
Chabadniks began 30 years ago in Melbourne. Three young rabbis armed 
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with two maps set out to discover Jews in the wilderness. They looked 
for a few and found hundreds. Today, their caravan is armed with GPS, 
computers and cameras. They provide 7,500 Jews with kosher food, prayer 
books, teffilin, Shabbat candles and more. The Chabadniks arrange meetings, 
Hanuka lightings, Purim meals, weddings and bar-mitzva celebrations.

Uluru as it was known to the Aboriginals and is now generally called, 
or Ayers Rock as it used to be known to white Australians, is the biggest 
monolithic rock formation in the world. A vast mountain of sandstone rearing 
up from the desert overwhelming its surroundings, 348 meters high and nine 
kilometers in circumference. At dusk it is revealed in all its glory – red skies, 
red sand, red rock. 

Some 30 years ago, the monolith was returned to Aboriginal ownership. The 
dreamtime world of the Aboriginals tells of Lungkata, the blue-tongued lizard 
who climbed to the top of Uluru and fell and is buried on its slopes. The green 
paths and ravines that striate the sides got their colors from Lungkata’s skin. 
After Lungkata, the wind blew another 44 climbers to their death. The local 
Aboriginals tell this story as they are strongly opposed to people climbing their 
rock. Because of the sacredness of the site to the Anangu and Pitjantjatjara 
people who own the rock, photography is not permitted on the far side, which 
is folded and creased like the indentations of a brain. Secret ceremonies, 
separate for men and women, take place here. 

For all the holiness of Uluru it actually emphasizes the discrimination 
against the original owners of the land. Their welfare associations receive 
25 percent of income from tourist entry fees, but only 15 percent of the 
1,000 hotel workers in the area are Aboriginals. and then only in cleaning 
and maintenance work. Of the 450 Aboriginals employed over the last five 
years, only one achieved a managerial position. 

In 1934, Ravitch nearing the end of his odyssey, published an article in the 
Yiddish magazine, Die Freiland, maintaining that the ambition of establishing 
a Jewish Uganda, a Jewish Angola, a Jewish Australia, was not a fantasy. 
But the Polish Jewish intellectuals barely read the magazine and the article 
withered on the vine. Ravitch did not give up. In 1936, he wrote passionately, 
“All Jews should leave Poland and take the headstones of their dear ones 
with them.” In 1937, his articles were published in Yiddish in a collection 
called “The Length and Breadth of Australia.”

But by the time the book was published, Ravitch had abandoned his dream 
of mass rescue and was more concerned with the individual rescue of his 
family. He brought over to Melbourne his wife, his daughter (who lives there 
to this day) and young Yosl. Faced with the Holocaust and the objections of 

Other Promised Lands



377
A Promised Land in the Outback

the Australian government, the Kimberley Plan was buried once and for all. 
The Australians concentrated on trying to absorb immigrants into the general 
society. They believed that the establishment of a Hebrew or Yiddish-speaking 
enclave would lead to similar demands from other minority groups.

Of the Kimberley Plan only the flies buzzing around our heads were left. 
Just as Yosl Bergner had predicted at the outset of our trip, the flies were 
the only victors.

Yosl Bergner died in Tel Aviv on January 2017, at the age of 96.
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PART SIX: 

LIMMUD FSU WORLDWIDE

45
Kazan: Meeting of Three Faiths
Steak before the luggage belt, Coca Cola before the passports. The cafeteria 
in Kazan airport awaits you before you reach border control. Silently it 
suggests that it is great you have arrived, now sit and eat something, enjoy 
a rich and flavorful espresso that will shake the sleep out of your eyes after 
your flight in a tiny seat. Your baggage has already arrived, but if you are 
still worried it might as well be on a full stomach.

In 1939, Winston Churchill described Russia as “a riddle, wrapped in a 
mystery, inside an enigma.” In some ways, Kazan is a perfect example of 
this. First of all, the name: most people assume that the name derives from 
the confluence of the two rivers on which the town sits – the Volga and the 
Kazanka. But there is another, rather more fanciful theory. When the Mongols 
arrived here from the Siberian steppes, the local prince took a valuable gold 
kazan (“jar” in the ancient Tatar language) which he wished to save from 
the advancing hordes, and flung it into the river, so at least it would not fall 
into the hands of the invaders...

The distance of Kazan from Moscow is 800 kilometers. This allowed the 
capital of the Autonomous Republic of Tatarstan to draw a curtain around 
itself and develop its own form of life remote from the ideological waves 
emanating from Moscow. The Kremlin in Moscow always needed the presence 
of dissidents to justify its totalitarian behavior. Kazan never stopped to inquire 
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into the religious beliefs of its inhabitants. The tolerance you encounter here 
is the Russian equivlent to Isaiah’s “Vision of the End of Days.” Tatarstan 
in general and Kazan in particular, is noted for the peaceful coexistence of 
the more than 170 ethnic strands and eight national groups that make up its 
population – some 56 percent are Muslim and 40 percent Russian Orthodox, 
with a sprinkling of Roman Catholics, Protestants – and 10,000 Jews, living 
in mutual tolerance and peace.

In 2009, Kazan was recognized as the third city of the Russian Federation, 
after Moscow and St. Petersburg. As suited to the capital of tolerance, during 
the week in which we visited the city, it hosted a Limmud FSU sponsored inter-
faith dialogue with the participation of Christian priests of every denomination, 
Muslim imams and rabbis. 

Moreover, the city is waiting for Messi and Ronaldo who are due to arrive 
here in 2018 for the FIFA World Cup, and the municipal stadium games already 
awaits them. In honor of the Universidad, the university student games that 
were held here five years earlier, and the world swimming championships 
a few weeks before our visit, dozens of sporting facilities and housing for 
athletes have been built. Kazan is a sporting powerhouse. The volleyball club, 
“Zenith Kazan,” won the Russian championship. The local ice hockey team, 
“Eck Bars,” achieved world fame and won the Russian championship for 
four years running, and of course, “Rubin Kazan,” which won the all-Russian 
soccer league in 2008 and 2009. Amongst its players was the Israeli-Circassian, 
Bibras Natcho, who played for Hapoel Tel Aviv, then with Rubin Kazan for 
four years, and then wore the jersey of CESKA Moskva.

But Kazan has also known more than wizards of sport. One of the greatest 
operatic stars of all time, the fabled basso-profundo, Feodor Chaliapin (1873-
1938) was born here. Pushkin spent time in the city and collected material 
for his book, “The Captain’s Daughter,” about Yemeliyan Pugatchev, leader 
of the Cossack rebellion of 1775. The 13 year-old Tolstoy came here with 
his brothers and sisters to the high school and in 1844, began to study law 
and Eastern languages at the local university. But his teachers described him 
as “having no inclination to study,” and he was once even put into solitary 
confinement for missing lectures. Eventually, the greatest of all Russian writers 
abandoned the city and returned to his family’s estate at Yasnaya Polyana. 
Along a street named for Maxim Gorky there are no less than four museums 
and six statues – naturally including one of Gorky himself. Lenin studied in 
the university, now called Lenin University, and inevitably, there is a statue 
there to honor him. 
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In Kazan there is no feeling of post-Communist remorse. When you raise 
your head and look around you, you do not see angry gray buildings like  
the architecturally dead railway blocks of Ceausescu-style housing in 
Bucharest. Here there is an eclectic urban mixture that pays little heed to any 
aesthetic laws. Rows of vividly-bright orange-colored housing with mosques 
at the end. On the next street, modestly tall buildings with garret windows 
that remind one of the servants’ quarters in imperial Paris. Together with all 
this, minarets, which seem to offer competition to those of Istanbul.

The city’s crowning glory is the Kazan Kremlin, in the center of which is 
the monumental and ornate modern Qolsharif Mosque, built on the site of a 
previous one that was destroyed by the Bolsheviks. With its five minarets in 
a riot of turquoise and white in flamboyant taste and impressive in its sheer 
exuberance, it is one of the largest mosques in Russia. At noon, one hears 
the muezzin. Here they call it Hazzan which somehow sounds like the Jewish 
Chazan, so maybe this is another example of inter-faith tolerance.

The story of Amina, our guide, is also evidence of this. She is Muslim 
and was born in Kazan. When I ask her age, she replies: “39 – going on 
60.” After my expected laugh, she explains, “When I am 60 in two year’s 
time I will say I am 40.” She badly misses Tatiana Shvartzman, who was 
her closest friend, but their paths diverged. Tatiana moved away and her two 
daughters live in Israel. “But I still dream about meeting her again.” “What 
did you do together?” I ask. “I would visit her home, be her guest during 
the holidays and go to synagogue with her.”

The first Jews to arrive in Kazan were “Cantonists” – young men who 
had been abducted by the Tsarist forces to serve for decades in the imperial  
army. After their discharge, they received permission to live outside the 
Jewish Pale of Settlement. Some of them were unable to recover from the 
abduction and the years of military servitude and committed suicide. Others 
were baptized against their will during their involuntary time on the banks 
of the Volga.

But it is clear that these unfortunate events were drowned in the Volga  
long ago. In the Tatarstan People’s Cultural Center, a building with the 
architectural charm of a coal mine in Upper Silesia, an inter-faith dialogue 
is taking place. The dialogue was co-chaired by Chaim Chesler, together with 
Alexander Terentiev, director of the Bureau of the President of Tatarstan. 
Chesler says that this dialogue is a crowning achievement of Limmud’s work. 
“Its purpose is dialogue: we need to learn how people of different faiths can 
live together in peace in the face of ISIS and fundamentalism.”
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This dialogue is rare inasmuch as it is being attended by leading clerics of 
the Moslem community, the Russian Orthodox church, the Roman Catholic 
church, the chief rabbi of Russia, Berel Lazar, the chief rabbi of Tatarstan, 
Yosef Gorelik, together with Julius Meinl, president of the Euro-Asian Jewish 
Congress, Mikhail Chlenov, secretary-general of the Congress, and two 
prominent rabbis from Israel, Rabbi David Rosen, of the American Jewish 
Committee and former chief rabbi of Ireland, and Rabbi Menachem Hacohen, 
the former chief rabbi of Romania. 

Rabbi Lazar pointed out that the meeting was not simply of local concern, 
but had worldwide significance. “National identity is important and it is 
the right of every person to freedom of thought and expression. When one 
recognizes the right of the other to freedom of expression, one can understand 
and appreciate him. Kazan is an embodiment of this virtue.”

 Predictably, all the speakers stressed the importance of dialogue and 
peaceful coexistence “among all the sons of Ibrahim,” in the words of Kamil 
Hazrat Semigulin, the Grand Mufti of Tatarstan. Less predictable perhaps, 
were his outspoken expressions of outrage against the actions of ISIS. “ISIS 
is a satanic sect: there is nothing about it in Muslim belief. These people are 
not men but animals. The foundation stone of Islam is love. The unimaginable 
cruelty of these people is fundamentally in opposition to Islam. Christians 
have been expelled, priceless works of world civilization destroyed. We all 
pray to the same God and believe in the same prophets. True Islam is not 
opposed to other faiths.”

Bishop Vladimir Samoilenko, Metropolitan of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, a man with no visible borders to his girth, the palm of his hands 
the size of boxing gloves, with a cross round his neck like the anchor of the 
Titanic, pointed out that, “throughout history, Christianity, Islam and Judaism 
have reflected the same moral identity under all circumstances and at all 
times. Persecution of minorities no longer exists in Russia. That is why it is 
incumbent on all religious leaders to convey the message of respect for the 
other which has proved so possible here in Kazan.” 

However, for the bishop, “persecution of minorities” seemed to have  
one notable exception. Not unexpectedly, given the prevailing attitude in 
Russia to homosexuality, but certainly inappropriate and out of place at a 
dialogue like this, was the priest’s vehement and outspoken condemnation of 
same-sex relations. “None of us will accept attempts to legitimize same-sex 
weddings. Only holy matrimony between a man and a woman can assure  
the continuation of life, and we are obliged to prevent dangerous and  
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unnatural promiscuity. I am sure that I speak for my Jewish and Muslim 
colleagues around this table as well.”

None of the participants, with the exception of Rabbi Rosen, openly 
challenge this assertion – maybe in the interest of diplomacy – but 
also understandable in a Russia where gay rights are an issue which is  
demonstrably not on the national agenda; but neither did anyone endorse 
his remarks. In 2006 and again in 2013, Vladimir Putin initiated legislation 
outlawing what was referred to as “homosexual propaganda.” This law 
prohibits anything which, prima facie, seems to be gay-inclined, in the  
public domain.

Rabbi Menachem Hacohen emphasized that the answer to extremism is 
unity. “In Kazan, I found an atmosphere of understanding and mutual tolerance 
that I would love to find in my own city of Jerusalem.” Rabbi Rosen was 
at pains to reject Bishop Samoilenko’s remarks, saying that in no way did 
he see alternative lifestyles as a threat to his own religious beliefs. Rosen, 
for his part, stressed that despite the internal problems of Israel, virtually 
the whole population accepts the need for finding the answer to peaceful 
coexistence. He quoted from the Book of Micah, “Have we not one father? 
Why then do we violate the covenant of our fathers?”

❋ ❋ ❋

We are in Kazan for the Limmud FSU Volga-Urals convention taking place 
here for the first time, but before the proceedings get underway, and after 
the inter-faith dialogue, we are participating in a festival of Jewish music, 
the rededication of the local 100 year-old synagogue, and a convention of 
Chabad, which has brought some 60 shluchim (Chabad emissaries) to the 
city from all corners of Russia for their yearly meeting. 

The first event in this orgy of Jewish events was the rededication of the 
synagogue. In 1928, during Communist rule, the handsome art nouveau 
building was requisitioned by the authorities and used as a teacher’s club, and 
then fell into disrepair. Now, at the expense of the government of Tatarstan, 
Chabad and local Jewish businessmen, it has been refurbished and redecorated. 
The opening was attended by Rustam Minnikhanov, the President of the 
Republic of Tatarstan. Rabbi Lazar affixed a mezuza to the doorpost and 
Grand Mufti Semigulin said that the rededication of the synagogue was a 
celebration for Jews, Muslims and Christians alike. 
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Despite the prevailing atmosphere of tolerance, outside the synagogue 
is a heavy security detail. Police officers in black uniforms are examining 
everyone entering the building. On the street outside are towers of blue and 
white balloons. Nearby, their heads covered with shawls, women are sitting 
outside Café Syria. Clearly most of the audience is not Jewish; muftis in 
colorful robes, men in heavy gray Soviet jackets from the days of Stalin. 
Various groups of singers, musicians, and children present a program of 
Jewish and Israeli music and dance, including a spirited rendition of Naomi 
Shemer’s “Jerusalem of Gold” Yerusalimiskii – Zolotoy Yerusalim, gorod 
bronzy i sveta, delivered by a charming young girl from the local Jewish 
school. The highlight of the performance was the appearance of prominent 
Israeli musician Hanan Yovel and the Alma Band, who had the audience 
rocking in their seats and springing to their feet to the strains of Am Yisrael 
Chai. Outside the synagogue, the street had been cordoned off to traffic and 
some 600 people enthusiastically listened to a concert billed as a “Festival 
of Jewish Music.” 

But the main focus of the weekend was the first Limmud FSU to be  
held in Kazan which was dubbed Limmud Volga-Urals. In a forest near  
the village of Petrovsky, some 15 kilometers from Kazan, it is somehow 
redolent of a Camp David. Many trees and the smell of wood smoke. Families 
with children in tow are playing among the evergreen vegetation; some of 
them emerge onto the paths bearing baskets of mushrooms picked after the 
rain. The only things missing are burning log fires to indicate winter, but 
that will also come soon. In Kazan rain is falling – the temperature drops to 
ten degrees Celsius. We are told that the winter cold here is Arctic – colder 
than Moscow.

The mostly young Jewish adults in the three-day event have come from 
Kazan itself and the cities of the surrounding areas including Nizhny Novgorod, 
Saratov, Samara, Chelyabinsk and Yekaterinburg. The 400 participants could 
choose from over 100 presentations given by speakers from Russia and Israel. 
Overwhelmingly the presentations were in Russian, with a few in English or 
Hebrew with simultaneous translation.

Among popular speakers was Rabbi Yosef Mendelevitch, the soviet refusenik 
who, in June 1970, attempted with a group of 16 other dissidents to hijack 
a plane from Lenigrad and fly it to freedom (see chapter 5). Mendelevitch 
himself spent several years in the Chistopol prison near Kazan, and this was 
his first return visit after having been released in 1981. Particularly popular for 
the Russian-speaking audience were the well-known blogger, Anton Nossik, 
the poet and actor, Vladimir Vishnevskiy, noted academic Evgeniy Satanovsky, 
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the singer Iryna Rosenfeld, and an enormously popular but rather weirdly 
named “Gefilte Drive Band.” 

There were workshops in Hebrew calligraphy, a demonstration of krav 
maga, the Israeli system of self-defense, movie showings, and special 
programs for children of different ages. And to crown it all, Hanan Yovel 
and his band presenting “A Musical Journey to Israel” and later, the songs 
of Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, to celebrate 90 years since his birth.

In the resort’s corridors, I meet Boris Kozlovsky, 52 years-old, he lives 
a divided life. Every two months he leaves his wife and daughter in Kazan 
and visits two other daughters and his mother who live in Israel. He is a 
building contractor and owns a security company. In 1995 he immigrated to 
Israel and lived on Kibbutz Dan. “All the time there were katyushas from 
Lebanon and my wife and daughter were very scared,” In the end they 
returned to Kazan. 

Polina Galitskaya is chairperson of Limmud FSU Volga-Urals. She has 
directed Jewish youth clubs and summer camps. For her, the importance 
of Limmud is that, “Every person can find something for him or herself. 
For me, first of all, it is a gathering of independent and intelligent people, 
which is not what I always see at Jewish events. When I first saw Limmud 
in Moscow in 2014, I was amazed by the intimacy and accessibility of the 
people I saw and listened to on radio and television. From that moment I 
thought how great it would be to bring such people to Kazan. Limmud FSU 
is a project which isn’t just about ‘take what you can – it is free.’ And this is 
the essential difference. It changes attitude to Jewish events from the outset, 
cultivates respect and not disdain.” 

At midnight Russian poetry is being recited in one of the halls – dubbed 
Jerusalem for purposes of the conference. I don’t understand the words but 
the rhythm lends a certain quality of peace to the evening. The children 
don’t want to go to bed and are lying on carpets as if they were in their 
own homes. 
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46
Limmud FSU Global Summit – from Sea  
to Sea
About a year before the inter-faith conference in Kazan, Limmud FSU 
gathered together its leaders from across the world for its bi-annual Global 
Leadership Summit in Jerusalem. In the height of Israel’s summer, the row 
of three hotels along the city’s Herzl Boulevard is a microcosm of Limmud 
FSU. Two of them are filled to bursting with participants in the Taglit 
(Birthright) and Masa (Israel Journey) programs for young adults from across 
the world. A profusion of sandals, shorts, cellular phones in the back pocket 
of jeans and – above all – raging hormones. 

 In one of the hotels, the summit is taking place. Many of the participants 
began their Jewish, Zionist or Israeli journey in Taglit or Masa. Others returned 
home, shrugged off their backpacks, registered for university and found a 
partner, but in terms of Judaism and Israel, left off in the middle of the 
journey. However for some, when they held out a hand to thumb a lift, the 
Limmud bus came by and picked them up, not for a short ride, but a trip 
from shore to shore. 

“Much of the work of our conferences are based on graduates of Birthright. 
From the former USSR alone, there are more than 50,000 graduates,” says 
Chaim Chesler. In his opinion, “the problem is that millions of dollars are 
spent on bringing the youngsters on a visit to Israel, but when it is over, 
there is no follow-up. If we have been successful, it is because we identified 
a real need.” Sandra Cahn emphasizes that American Jewry firmly stands 
behind Limmud FSU. “After the success of the campaign to free Soviet 
Jewry, the campaign for increasing Jewish awareness began. We replaced 
the campaign slogan, ‘Let my People Go,’ with a new variation, ‘Let my 
People Know.’” 

This global summit took place over a long weekend in June 2014. The 
one before that was in December, 2011, with 50 leaders and activists from 
Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, USA and Israel. This time there were 80 
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participants, having been joined by new delegations from Canada and Australia 
for an intensive program of seminars, workshops and lectures.

The meeting was intended, first and foremost, as an opportunity for  
the activists to get to know one another, but also in order to exchange 
experience and knowledge. Among topics studied were the recruitment 
of volunteers, finding solutions to seemingly insolvable problems, coping 
with administrative and logistical issues, attracting participants, and more. 
I participated in one such workshop, given by Maxim Yudin from Belarus, 
entitled, “Brief Encounters.” The participants were divided into pairs and each 
pair had four minutes to present their case on a chosen topic. The format 
ensures that you cut to the important issues and save time and unnecessary 
verbiage. My partner was Mila Voihanski from Canada, who, at the time 
was engaged in setting up a Limmud event in Toronto. Although we had 
known each other for just a minute, she had no hesitation in explaining the 
problems she was facing. She spoke directly – no hesitation, no avoiding 
uncomfortable issues. Clearly her attitude – and the challenge of the Brief 
Encounter paid off. A year later, she launched a highly successful Limmud 
FSU Toronto, which we have described earlier.

I do not know to what extent the summit cemented friendships. The  
results of such an event can only be measured over time. As far as I could 
judge, the participants tended to stick together – Muscovites with Muscovites, 
Canadians with Canadians, Israelis with Israelis. The walls have still not 
fallen, but there are cracks which hopefully will open up and lead to closer 
integration. An interesting panel was of guest journalists. Moderated by Steve 
Linde, then Editor of The Jerusalem Post, the panel included Anshel Pfeffer 
of Ha’aretz, Mordechai Haimovitch of Ma’ariv and Menachem Hadar of ITVs 
Channel One. The topic was how to harness the power of communications for 
the benefit of Limmud. The conclusion reached was that a Limmud conference 
in itself is usually not enough to warrant a magazine article, and stories or 
personalities surrounding the event had to be brought in to act as anchors 
for a story.

Although the Summit took place in June, there was a chill in the air – but 
not because of Limmud. On Friday, June 12, a rumor went around, soon to be 
confirmed, that three Jewish youths had been kidnapped from a hitch-hiking 
station at Gush Etzion near Jerusalem, on their way home. 

At noon there was a collective sigh of relief when it was announced that 
the boys had been rescued and were safe and sound, but a few minutes 
later, this was denied and shortly after it was announced that they had 
been murdered. The news penetrated the summit lecture rooms and had an 
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immediate dampening effect. Who now wanted to watch the World Cup on 
the television set in the hotel lobby?

The hijack also had its fallout on the formal aspects of the summit. Prime 
Minister Netanyahu canceled his scheduled meeting, and President Shimon 
Peres only briefly received a small delegation of leaders. Opposition leader 
Yitzhak Herzog and MK Elazar Stern canceled so as to visit the bereaved 
families.

Back to the hotel and the summit. I meet Paulina Santarovich, a 27 year-old 
accountant, a team member of Limmud FSU St. Petersburg. She was born in 
Minsk in Belarus and three years ago moved to St. Petersburg. “Because I 
preferred to live in a more exciiting environment,” she explained. In Minsk 
she says people are more passive and there is little intellectual challenge. She 
first came to Limmud two years ago and participated in a planning session and 
was asked if she would be prepared to join an organizing task force. Although 
there was absolutely no connection with Judaism in her home, now Limmud 
and the Hillel students’ organization are like a second home for her.

“What does the connection give you?” 
“I get support, meet new friends. The whole Jewish environment gives 

me a new and broad historical outlook, and gives me the tools to eventually 
pass on to my children.”

Marina Prostakova teaches in a Jewish Sunday school in Melbourne. The 
school opened its doors seven and a half years ago and has 150 pupils. Most 
of its lessons and activities take place in Russian. Learning a second language 
gives them an advantage in school and also allows them to keep contact with 
the older generation. The children have special lessons devoted to Jewish 
identity, carried out in cooperation with Sasha Klyachkina, an emissary of 
the Jewish Agency, who also teaches Hebrew. 

Jemima Meltzer, 22, has also arrived from Melbourne; Mark Reikman, 
21, has come from Sydney and they are inseparable. They were both born 
in Australia and heard of Limmud from their parents. Mark’s parents were 
born in Moscow, Jemima’s mother in Moldova and her father in Minsk. They 
both started their Jewish journey in Birthright and decided to set up a Jewish 
leadership framework in their own towns. 

“Would you think of living in Israel?”
Jemima: “We are Australian patriots.” 
Mark: “I would like to live in Israel but raise a family in Australia.”
“Have you visited your parents’ places of birth?”
Both: “We have nothing to to learn from there. Our luck is to be living 

in Australia.” 
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Evening falls and Shabbat begins to envelop Jerusalem. The musical group 
Shuk plays Shalom Aleichem malachei hashalom (“Peace to you all, angels 
of peace”). People begin to sway and without knowing the words, join in the 
dance. The rhythm and the movement brings them closer to the song and to 
each other. The week closes with a farewell dinner in the Menachem Begin 
Heritage Center. The view over the Old City walls, the Tower of David and 
the Valley of Hinnom, overcomes for a short while, the tragic actuality of 
the hijack and murder of the three boys.
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Rabbis and Hollywood Stardust
After ten years of annual events on the East Coast of the United States, 
more than 800 people have gathered for the second Limmud FSU West Coast  
and first-ever in the San Francisco area. Among the presenters were WhatsApp 
founder Jan Koum; the American astronaut Garrett Reisman; historian Prof. 
Deborah Lipstadt; CEO of the Jewish Community Federation of San Francisco, 
Danny Grossman; and the musicians Hemi Rodner, Josh Nelson and the Russian 
Undervud band. 

A highlight of the event was the launch of a special exhibition “Shimon 
Peres – Vision and Innovation.” The exhibition was produced by Limmud 
FSU, working in close collaboration with the family of the late president and 
the Peres Center for Peace and Innovation. Prof. Tsvia Walden, the daughter 
of Shimon Peres, curated the exhibition and opened the exhibition on behalf 
of the Peres’ family. 

A very special event was an award ceremony, honoring former American 
secretary of state George P. Shultz, who was deeply involved in the struggle 
of Soviet Jewry during the 1980’s and 1990s, when immigration from USSR 
was denied. Chairman of the Jewish Agency Natan Sharansky, who himself 
spent nine years in Soviet prisons, together with Ofir Akunis, Israeli minister 
of science, technology and space, and Claims Conference president Julius 
Berman, presented Shultz with an award. Sharansky’s incarceration in the 
USSR became a major human rights cause for Shultz and President Ronald 
Reagan, who campaigned for his release, which eventually took place in 
1986. The plight of Soviet Jewry was one of the most prominent issues on 
Shultz’s agenda, who naming exact names, used his position and influence 
to obtain the release of specific prisoners from the Soviet Union. 

“Shultz was the first to call me after my release, even before President 
Reagan.” Addressing Shultz, Sharansky said, “You played a crucial role in 
bringing down the Iron Curtain and giving freedom to the people. I can assure 
you that your name will remain with us forever as a liberator of hundreds 
of thousands of Soviet Jews.” 
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“I have a great sense of gratitude to Soviet Jews because they showed 
us what courage is all about,” said Shultz in his acceptance speech. “They 
showed us how important it is to stand up for what you believe in and never 
give up.”

❋ ❋ ❋

“Men want to know where; women want to know with whom.” Doreen Feller 
quotes Jerry Seinfeld. She is a rabbi’s wife who deals with sexual problems, 
and her presentation, given together with her husband Rabbi Chaim Seidler-
Feller, entitled Can Jews be Good Lovers? has attracted a large audience. For 
the sake of those who want a quick answer to this proposition, a short answer 
is given at the outset – “They can be – but only under certain conditions – 
to be explained later.”

But the people surrounding me have not come just to unravel the mysteries 
of the Jewish libido. They want to enjoy all the offerings available, including 
lectures on the history of Yiddish in the USSR or Jews in Hollywood. So 
they maneuver between the various halls – one ear there and another ear 
here. The perpetual motion leads to a certain creative instability.

At this, the first Limmud FSU on the West Coast of the United States, the 
organizers, always sensitive to tones and meanings, have added to the title of 
the conference, the rather pretentious term, “Avant Garde.” Some 150 years 
after the advent of the first pioneers, 700 Russian speakers from the former 
Soviet Union have arrived in Pasadena, California. “There is no America 
without the West Coast. In order to embrace the whole of the United States, 
you have to begin in the East and finish in the West,” says Chaim Chesler. 
Limmud FSU indeed began on the East Coast with more than 1,200 people 
in the New York area at the last festival. The western advent is equally 
promising. Registration had to be closed months before the festival event.

The chairperson of Limmud West Coast is Sasha Shteyn. After attending 
his first Limmud in Princeton, he was determined to repeat the success 
in Los Angeles, “with an intellectually stimulating program, high-quality 
speakers and a wide variety of topics, in an all-embracing open-minded, 
non-judgemental environment – and all in a fun atmosphere. I really like 
the open architectural program of Limmud. Our team of volunteers did not 
have boundaries on how to do things. We were able to bring our own unique 
ideas, creativity and character to build a program that meets the needs of 
our communities.” 
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Another founding organizer of Limmud West Coast is Lenya Khmelnitzky. 
She adds, “Many of our participants never had the opportunity to learn even 
the basics of our tradition and they remain largely unaffiliated. Limmud FSU 
offers the opportunity to tap into the rich heritage we were stripped of during 
the 70 years of Communist rule and allows people to try some of the aspects 
of Jewish living, whether it means lighting Shabbat candles, participating in 
social justice projects or just sharing dinner with friends. There is no one-
size-fits-all plan and everyone can benefit in their own way.”

In addition to participants from all over California, there are others from 
Minnesota, the East Coast and Canada – in fact anyone for whom Woody 
Allan’s contention that the main reason to come to California is that you 
can make a right turn on a red light, is not enough. The breezes from Santa 
Monica or from any other of the turquoise bays drive any cares from your 
head. Even a burst of virtual tear gas from the session on Israel and the 
Middle East or Confronting BDS seems relatively innocuous. Far from the 
Wall Street madness and the incessant noise over the primaries, here one 
finds a not-at-all Wild West. 

Limmud in California wakes up to the sounds of children's laughter in 
the corridors, to the blondness of smoke-blowing women emulating Joan 
Crawford or the ringlets of Susan Hayward. The men, soft-spoken but with 
a glass in hand, look like John Wayne in the classic 1962 movie, “The Man 
who Shot Liberty Valance.” 

There are some 150,000 former Russian Jews in the New York area, and 
another 80,000 in Los Angeles. They are very much in evidence. On Saturday 
they can be seen carrying chess boards in Palomar Park. Speciality Russian 
food shops have conquered Santa Monica Boulevard in West Hollywood. But 
the first generation of Russian Jews in the West have moved into suburbs 
such as Studio City, West Los Angeles and Santa Monica. Many of them are 
doctors, lawyers or work in hi-tech.

Rabbi David Wolpe (57) is a superstar. For the last 20 years he has spent 
Thursdays studying Torah with Spartacus. Kirk Douglas – who was once Issur 
Danilowitz, is 100 years-old and has survived a major stroke. But he is still 
alert, intelligent and possesses a deep curiosity. At the age of 83 he and his 
famous dimple had celebrated a second bar mitzva and he is planning a third 
one at the age of 109. His son, actor Michael Douglas, is not halachically a 
Jew but is very much Jewish in his soul. He is married to the Welsh actress 
Catherine Zeta-Jones and they celebrated their son Dylan’s bar mitzva at the 
Western Wall in Jerusalem. 
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Wolpe perceives a certain dichotomy among the immigrants from the former 
Soviet Union. On the one hand, a desire to be part of American life but, at the 
same time, to cling to their Russian roots. He has a great deal of experience 
with newcomers: a large number of his congregants are immigrants from 
Iran – half of whom arrived after the fall of the Shah in 1979. One of them, 
Jimmy Delshad, was elected president of the Temple Sinai congregation, 
and in 2007 become mayor of the city of Beverly Hills. He admits that if 
there is anything which threatens his congregation it is assimilation, which 
approaches 50 percent. This is not only a demographic issue but also threatens 
Jewish education. “If I were to tell them that the Jews are hated here, that 
there is terror as in France, and we must enhance Jewish education so as to 
preserve our unity, they would listen to me politely. But in the prevailing 
state of total freedom, their response is unequivocal – they simply do not 
see a threat here.”

“What do you answer to a young person who says that she or he wants 
to stay Jewish but has fallen in love with a non-Jew?” 

“You can’t say ‘you can’t fall in love.’ We want our kids to attend the best 
schools, get jobs in the best places, to encounter the whole world, so how can 
you say to them, don’t fall in love?! At the end of the day it doesn’t matter 
if it is Beverly Hills or the Anatevka of Shalom Aleichem and it doesn't 
matter if the girl is not called Zeitel or Hodl or Shprintze – they would still 
prefer a Jewish husband.” 

David Wolpe is from the shtetl. Although he was born in Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania, his family’s origins are in Russia, Lithuania and Poland. He is 
rabbi of Temple Sinai, Los Angeles and a prominent leader of the Conservative 
movement. When he agreed to perform the marriage of a same-sex couple, 
he received front-page coverage in the New York Times. Four years ago 
Newsweek pronounced him the most influential rabbi in the United States. The 
magazine Forward included him among the 50 most prominent people in Los 
Angeles. He is a regular commentator on the NBC Today show and ABC’s 
Face the Nation. He caused a forest fire 15 years ago when he suggested 
that the Exodus from Egypt had no historical basis. 

A few months after Wolpe arrived from New Jersey in order to lead Temple 
Sinai, his wife, Eliana, was discovered to have an aggressive form of cancer. 
Four years later illness struck again; this time it was found that he had a brain 
tumor. Fortunately, after two operations, it turned out to be benign. Three 
years later, cancer struck him again this time in the form of a lymphoma. 
The Wolpes revealed all to their congregation and they try to keep as firm a 
balance as possible. Each of them dealt with the situation in their own way. 
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He saw the cancer as an opportunity to increase his studies and teaching, she 
studied medical literature. David Wolpe changed his wife’s name from Eileen 
to Eli-Ana (“My God answered me”) and has participated in marathons on 
behalf of the association of leukemia and lymphoma sufferers. 

Chaim Seidler-Feller is also a starred rabbi. Actually a rabbi to a star. In 
the film Yentl he served as guide and mentor to Barbra Streisand, which 
resulted in an ongoing friendship. She is a donor to his educational activities 
and spent several Passover seder nights in his home. “Her Judaism does 
not embarrass her,” says the rabbi. “She does not avoid anything because it 
might ‘seem too Jewish.’” 

Doreen Seidler-Feller’s (67) mother survived Auschwitz, and her father 
served in the Free Czech Army in North Africa. After their marriage, her 
parents emigrated to South Africa. They divorced after a few years, and 
Doreen went with her mother to the United States. When the Yom Kippur 
War in 1973 broke out, she was studying for her Ph.D in clinical psychology 
and felt very lonely. “Seven of my eight teachers were Jews and yet the fate 
of Israel did not concern them.” She confided her fears and concerns to the 
campus rabbi. The rabbi showed deep empathy and invited her to attend his 
classes. Two years later they were married. 

On the eve of Shabbat, the room with Chaim and Doreen Feller is packed 
from wall to wall. Limmudniks of every age and persuasion are thronging 
in to hear about sex and Halacha. His off-center kippa is lost in a graying 
forest of hair, his tie comfortably askew, he moves around quickly; she moves 
gently back and around him. She is wearing a pink top with a black scarf, 
with matching pink and black sandals which reveal green toe nails.

The rabbi knows show business. He spent ten summers in the Massad 
Hebrew summer camps. The drama coach was Menachem Golan, the Israeli 
movie mogul. The rabbi and his wife now exchange learned blows – a type 
of verbal pseudo-masochism.”What do you call a woman who sleeps with 
many men?” he asks. The Russian audience responds, “Whore!” In my mind’s 
eye I can see Doreen preparing the whip: “And what do you call a man who 
sleeps with many women?” When there is no answer forthcoming, she states 
that for a man, any time is good – they are always prepared to display their 
wares. That is why men sit with their legs parted, and women with their 
legs crossed.” 

Rabbi Chaim is a widely-appreciated teacher. During our visit, he celebrated 
40 years as the director of Hillel, the student’s organization at UCLA. The 
Hillel house on the campus is named Yitzhak Rabin and was established with 
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a donation from Edgar Bronfman, father of Matthew Bronfman, chair of the 
Limmud FSU International Steering Committee. 

Seidler-Feller was born in Borough Park, Brooklyn and was ordained as 
a rabbi from Yeshiva University. He is deeply involved in Jewish life, but is 
very much a part of the modern world. His rabbinical teacher was Rabbi Yosef 
Dov Soloveitchik, but he is also influenced by such luminaries as professors 
Uriel Simon and Avi Ravitzky. The rabbi is in the spectrum of Meimad, an 
Orthodox religious movement on the left of the Israeli political map. As 
opposed to the common belief, he maintains there is a Jewish awakening on 
American campuses. He says that during the last 15 years, dozens of Jews 
have been appointed as heads of leading universities. The real problem is the 
mediocrity of many of the Jewish students. “We are no longer as prominent 
as we once were. In UCLA the proportion of Jewish students has dropped 
from 20 percent to ten percent of the whole student body. The Jewish drive 
has been taken over by the Chinese, the Indians, the Iranians – who still 
act like new immigrants. We need to be both in the mainstream and on the 
margins. You need to be in constant motion. I try to always give myself new 
challenges – to energize myself.”

On his fifth marriage, Rabbi Marc Schneier is constantly energized.  
He has been dubbed “Rabbi to the Celebrities.” He is rabbi at one of the 
wealthiest synagogues in the United States. Among his congregants in 
Westhampton, Long Island, New York, have been figures such as Steven 
Spielberg and the president’s tailor, Martin Greenfield (whom we met 
previously), as well as guests including Presidents Clinton, Obama, Trump, 
Prime Ministers Arik Sharon, Ehud Olmert, Benjamin Netanyahu. They have 
all kissed the mezuza in Schneier’s synagogue. 

Rabbi Schneier received his ordination from Yeshiva University He  
arrived at the Limmud event as head of the “Foundation for Ethnic 
Understanding” together with Russell Simmons a hip-hop enthusiast and 
Schneier’s partner in the foundation. Simmons wears a baseball cap and 
sneakers and is studiedly over-casual. Schneier, on the other hand, is 
impeccably turned out in designer clothes. But they both have the same aim 
– increasing understanding between Jews and black Muslims. In previous 
years they have held joint weekend gatherings in synagogues and mosques 
and arranged meetings between Jews and Muslims in Europe and South 
America, in some of which Schneier was the principal speaker. He was the 
first rabbi to be received by the Emir of Bahrein, Sheikh Hamed Ben Issa 
al-Halifa, and two years ago met in Ramallah with the President of the PLO, 
Mahmud Abbas. 
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The two of them maintain that one of the reasons for the hostility between 
Jews and Muslims is that neither understands the narrative of the other. 
Simmons says, “We need to return to Rabbi Akiva’s injunction, ‘to love your 
neighbor as yourself,” Schneier adds, “If a Muslim leader wishes to participate 
in our dialogue, he must condemn antisemitism and a Jewish leader must 
condemn Islamophobia.”

Chesler and Sandra Cahn had invited the actor Ed Asner to attend Limmud. 
Asner is about as well-known to the Russian-speaking audience as Sarit Hadad 
or Eyal Golan would be to the Royal Opera in London’s Covent Garden. 
Moreover, Mother Russia is not sympathetic to brave journalists – either real 
or fictional. The journalist Lou Grant was Ed Asner’s greatest television role. 
For his role in Lou Grant, Asner received five Emmy Awards.

At the age of 86, Ed Asner walks with a cane. He served two terms 
as president of the Screen Actors Guild, during the 1980s, and opposed 
American policy in Central America, working closely with medical aid for 
El Salvador. The sudden cancellation of Lou Grant in 1982 was the subject 
of much controversy. It has been Asner's consistent position that his political 
views, as well as the publicity surrounding them, were the real causes for 
the show’s cancellation.

On the way to the dining room, I take the opportunity of asking for some 
golden words of advice from the journalist Lou Grant. Asner still adopts the 
persona of his character 40 years after the television series left the screen. 
“I would explain to you that there is a great deal of pressure. That you will 
need to fight not only for your truth but also for that of your publisher. The 
ability to be an independent journalist today is difficult, if not impossible. 
You have to decide whether it is better for you to reveal or conceal the 
truth; to compromise, to perform a sort of Solomon’s judgement with your 
conscience.”

 “How difficult was it for Yitzhak Asner from Kansas City to develop a 
Hollywood career?”

“It wasn’t difficult at all. There are more Jews in Hollywood than anywhere 
else. Only once did I fail to get a role because I was evidently ‘too ethnic.’ 
By the way, the director was a Jew.”

“Is there anything you regret?”
“That I didn’t volunteer to fight for Israel in the War of Independence.”

Paulina Berlin (33) works in public relations. At the age of ten she arrived 
from Kharkov. Her family did not want to settle in the kolkhoz of West 
Hollywood, “as they wanted to bring us up as Americans, not Russians.” 

Limmud FSU Worldwide
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She first discovered Limmud FSU in New York. “I realized that through 
Limmud I could begin to understand what Judaism is all about.” Today she 
is a volunteer for RU-JU-LA, an organization of young Russian-speaking 
Jews. “The Jewish Federation here did a great deal for my family when we 
arrived – now I want to give something back.”

Despite his 35 years in the West, Alexander Polovitz (80) is a lone warrior. 
In his bulky suit he looks vaguely Soviet. At the beginning of our conversation 
he also raises Soviet memories. He recalls that he was nearly trodden underfoot 
by those mourning the death of Stalin. “I was meant to be sad but in my 
heart I hoped he has gone to hell.” 

In the Soviet Union, Polovitz worked in editing and printing. He joined 
the Red Army and was posted to St. Petersburg. After the death of his wife, 
he determined to leave the USSR. He left his senior position and became 
a simple worker so as to get permission to leave. He spent six months in 
Italy awaiting an Italian visa, during which time he arranged a bar mitzva 
for his son Stas.

Polovitz first settled in Houston, Texas, but the humidity defeated him and 
he missed Russian company. A friend financed a ticket to Los Angeles where 
he found work with a publishing house. Twenty years ago he established 
“Panorama” a Russian language newspaper. His son, Stas – now called Stan 
– married a woman from Odessa and runs a charitable foundation for needy 
Jews. The proud father shows me photographs of Stan with Netanyahu, 
Peres, Sharansky, Michael Douglas and former mayor of New York, Michael 
Bloomberg. 

“So you see yourself as one hundred percent American?”
“Of course. But I never forget my Russian roots.”
“So you miss nothing?”
“Only to be able to visit my father’s grave.”
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There is a very non-British scene of chaos at the reception desk. Evening 
is falling and hunger is gnawing at the insides of the new Britons who 
are finding it difficult to cope with the dramatic Russian stirrings in their 
stomachs. They are noisy, all demanding their keys, all of them wanting to 
get on with it. Eventually, armed with their keys, they pull their wheelers 
behind them along the long corridors of the hotel. Left, right and hard left 
again, to arrive nowhere in particular and wait, like people floating on their 
mattresses on the sea, for a lifeguard to pull them to safety. Along the way, 
cries of joy as they meet old and new acquaintances Dobre vecher – the 
language is that of Mother Russia, albeit tinged here and there with a slight 
British accent.

This is the final frontier, at least for the time being. At the Windsor Castle 
Hotel, not far from the royal residence, in the cold of early February, 700 
people have congregated for the first Limmud FSU in Western Europe, coming 
from the UK and all over the continent and as far away as Russia, Ukraine, 
Albania and Kazakhstan.

“It has taken us two years to get them here,” says Semyon Dovzhik (45), 
chairman of the organizing committee of Limmud FSU Europe. Behind 
Dovzhik is a 15-year career in journalism and public relations He worked in the 
communications department of the Jewish Agency and for ORT International, 
and in 2006 was the immigration emissary of the Agency in Moscow. He told 
a visitor, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, that: “The rate of mixed marriages 
among the Jews in Russia is 70 percent. The Jewish people is contracting: 
for every 14 deaths, there is one birth.”

Here too, in London, Dovzhik maintains that assimilation is threatening. “In 
Russia it was difficult to remain Jewish, In London, Berlin or Paris it is even 
more difficult.” His words remind me of Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller from 
Los Angeles, who said that that is the curse of freedom. The Jews confront 
targets that were closed to them, which they can then conquer. Here too, they 
need demography to overturn topography. In Los Angeles, it was the Jews 
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from Iran that swelled the numbers in the community; here it might be the 
second-generation of Russian Jews. At the same time, it is Jews from France, 
assailed by recent waves of antisemitism, who rally to the cause. What can 
definitely be said is that Jules, Pierre, Nicole and Natalie can be seen with 
increasing frequency in the synagogues of North London and as a result the 
liturgy is more and more Sephardi.

The Russians, on the whole, do not frequent synagogues. In their opinion, 
that is not the heart of Judaism. The important thing is to preserve the Jewish 
heritage which is crumbling in the moving from country to country, from 
community to community. Many emigrants from the Soviet Union have already 
settled in the UK. The latest estimates are that between 8,000 and 10,000 
live in London. Some of them emigrated directly from Russia and Ukraine; 
others passed through Germany, USA or Israel.

So why did all these people choose to come to Limmud FSU rather than 
the very successful and prestigious English-speaking annual British Limmud 
in the UK? “Possibly because the Russians like to do things upside down,” 
suggests Semyon Dovzhik. For most of the volunteers, this is their first 
exposure to a Limmud event. Other than the obvious advantage of the Russian 
language, they appreciate the quality, the openness, the pluralism, and to be 
just what they are. “Now that Limmud has entered their bloodstream, it is 
possible that some of them may decide to participate in the regular Limmud 
UK in December.”

The rather derogatory term Ost Juden was born in Germany at the end 
of the 19th century, to differentiate between the German Jews and their co-
religionists in Eastern Europe. For some 200 years from the beginning of 
the Emancipation until after the Holocaust, the definition expressed a deep 
social, cultural, linguistic and especially religious schism. On one side, the 
huge mainly traditional and Orthodox Jewish populations of the East and on 
the other, the more emancipated Jews of their neighbors to the West. It is 
possible that Limmud FSU can help to bridge that historical disconnect.

Ron Prosor knows the United Kingdom well. He was the spokesman of 
the Israel embassy and then ambassador to the Court of St. James from 2007 
to 2011. After that, his next four years as ambassador to the United Nations 
in New York, thrust him into the spotlight. He has also served as director-
general of the Foreign Ministry, spokesman of the embassy in Berlin when 
the wall fell and political advisor in Washington when the twin towers fell. 
When Prosor speaks to the Limmud audience about the relationship between 
Netanyahu and Obama, rather ironically the lights briefly fail. But Prosor 
does not let the sudden darkness put him off his stride. He maintains that 
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the relationship was clear. When Ben-Gurion proposed declaring statehood  
in 1948, the USA was opposed. When Israel contemplated a pre-emptive  
strike before the Six-Day War in 1967, the USA again opposed; When 
Begin proposed hitting Osirak, the Iraqi nuclear reactor, the USA again said 
no. When Syria began constructing a nuclear reactor, prime minister Ehud 
Olmert attacked and destroyed it despite an American veto. Israel and the 
Trump administration share three identical interests: the Iranian nuclear threat, 
extremist Muslim terror and the acknowledgment that Israel is a strategic 
asset. “But we must still wait patiently and see how the situation develops,” 
the ambassador tells us. 

Malcolm Hoenlein also maintains that it is still not clear what sort of president 
Donald Trump will turn out to be. Hoenlein has been the chief executive of 
the Conference of Presidents of Major Anerican Jewish Organizations for more  
than 30 years. He knows from top to bottom the nature of the relationship 
between Israel and the USA. He knows that every descent is followed by 
an ascent. Even in the days of the rock-bottom relationship between Obama 
and Netanyahu, there was deep military and intelligence cooperation between 
Jerusalem and Washington. Hoenlein has also forged a relationship with some 
Arab countries. In January 2011 it was published in the press that he had 
flown to meet Bashar el-Assad as an emissary of Netanyahu. Chaim Chesler 
and I heard about the ensuing conversation when we met Hoenlein in his 
office in New York, about a year earlier. He said that he had sat with the 
president of Syria for over three hours in his home. A few months before the 
conflagration in Syria intensified, he said that under no circumstances would 
he leave the country if a civil war broke out. He said he had no intention of 
acting like Mubarak and Gaddafi and desert his people. Indeed, Assad did 
not run away but he did desert his people. Thepictures of children gassed 
in Idlib tell the story.

Hoenlein is concerned about the increase in antisemitism in American 
campuses and the hate campaign that has surfaced in the social media. When 
Shabbat candles were illuminating the stage, he told the audience, “Limmud 
FSU is an example of Jewish unity. When we are united we can overcome 
antisemitism.” 

One hundred sessions given by dozens of presenters filled the program 
that weekend in Windsor. On the eve of Netanyahu’s visit to London, talks 
by Israeli guest politicians including MKs Merav Michaeli and David Bitan, 
were popular. Other participants, who had hastily left for London to watch 
the Arsenal-Chelsea football match, hurried back to the lecture halls after the 
final whistle had been blown.

Limmud FSU Worldwide
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Many of the most popular presentations involved personal stories. Among 
the Russian stars in Windsor was Venyamin Borisovich Smechov (77), a 
prominent Russian actor and stage director, who has been dubbed the Jack 
Nicholson of Russia. Smekhov has long worked in the Moscow Taganka 
Theater and in film is best known for the role of Athos in a Russian version 
of “The Three Musketeers.” At Windsor he held a kiddush goblet for the 
first time in his life.

Erik Vladimirovich Bulatov is one of the most distinguished artists from 
Eastern Europe who is still active. He was one of the the founders of the 
Moscow conceptual school, and in his early works from the 1960s, he studied 
the principles of interaction between surfaces as a philosophical conception 
of space and deception. He spent most of his life in Russia, moving to Paris 
in 1991 with the fall of Communism.

The Nobel prizewinner for literature Boris Pasternak and his father, the 
painter Leonid Pasternak, are represented in Windsor by a family member – 
Daniel Oppenheimer. Boris was his grandmother’s brother and Leonid was his 
great-grandfather. It is said that the Pasternaks could trace their lineage back 
to Isaac Abrabanel, a famous 15th-century Spanish Jewish philosopher. 

Oppenheimer grew up in London and has been active with Limmud UK 
for over 20 years. In his childhood home, English, Russian and Yiddish were 
spoken. Despite the family connection, Oppenheimer is not a big admirer of 
Dr. Zhivago. He prefers the story of “Hadji Murat,.” a short novel written by 
Leo Tolstoy published posthumously in 1912. The protagonist is a Chechen 
rebel commander who, for reasons of personal revenge, forges an uneasy 
alliance with the Russians he had been fighting.

Leonid Pasternak was born in Odessa in 1862; his Hebrew name was 
Avraham-Yitzhak. Those were the great days of Jewish Odessa as we saw 
earlier – economic prosperity and good relations with the Russian neighbors. 
All of that came to an end with the pogrom of 1871. Leonid recalled in his 
memoirs, “I don’t know how we got to our hotel and a room on the first floor 
where mother, a thin and weak woman, hid us. When the mob approached the 
door, she opened the window and jumped, falling on her knees just in from 
of the brutal leaders of the mob, and implored them to save her children. 
Impressed by her unexpected behavior the leaders said ‘Comrades! Move 
on!’ By her extraordinary courage, she saved us.”

After failed attempts to study medicine or law, Pasternak studied at the 
Royal Academy of Arts in Munich, graduating in 1887. He returned to Russia, 
served two years in the Imperial Russian Army and in 1889 started a career 
as a full-time painter. The start of his career was very successful. His first 
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exhibited painting was bought by Pavel Tretyakov, the most important art 
sponsor and collector in Russia of the time and founder of the Trade Bank 
of Moscow. In 1889 he married the pianist Rosa Isidorovna Kaufman, the 
daughter of Isidor Kaufman, a wealthy businessman. The newly-weds settled  
in Moscow and in 1890, Boris Pasternak, the first of the couple's four  
children was born. Rosa (known as Rosalie) was already a well-known  
pianist at the Imperial Conservatory of Music in St. Petersburg. In their 
house, the composers Alexander Scriabin and Sergei Rachmaninov played 
their first compositions.

Boris Pasternak is best known for his epic, “Dr. Zhivago.” The book was 
rejected for publication in the USSR because of its supposed anti-Soviet 
content. The manuscript was smuggled to Milan and published in 1957. 
Pasternak was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1958, an event 
which enraged the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, which forced him 
to decline the prize, though his family were later able to accept it in his 
name in 1988.

During one of his exhibitions, Leonid was introduced to Lev Tolstoy. The 
meeting led to a close friendship, and for months Leonid lived in Yasnaya 
Polyana, and painted many portraits of the great writer, also illustrating his 
novels, “War and Peace” and “Resurrection”.

Leonid met Albert Einstein in the Soviet Embassy in Berlin which was 
a popular venue for concerts and lectures. On one such occasion, Rosa was 
playing the piano and someone suggested that she accompany Einstein, an 
amateur violinist. Leonid painted the pianist and violinist in a duet. Pasternak 
also painted Prokofiev, Gorky and Lenin. In 1921, he arrived in Germany. 
After the accession of Hitler to power in 1933, he was prevented from painting 
and teaching. Leonid and Rosa moved to Britain where their daughters lived. 
Shortly after moving, Rosa died. Leonid died less than a month after the 
defeat of Hitler and is buried in Oxford.

Pasternak, Tolstoy – Russians in winter and a winter in England trying 
to be Russian. There is reason to believe that after the thaw, spring flowers 
will appear here just as they did for Yuri and Lara. Yasnaya Polyana has 
come to Windsor.

Limmud FSU Worldwide
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Epilogue: Return from the USSR

In 1936, the French writer, André Gide, embarked on a trip to the USSR. Stalin 
then was embarking on his widespread purges. The “Years of Construction “ in 
the Soviet lexicon was the term for the ultimate fate of some 800,000 Russians 
– many of them artists, writers and generals – often by execution. Gide, who 
won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1947, was a fervent Communist. An 
important member of the Red Order, together with such cultural luminaries 
as Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus (until his rift with Sartre), Raymond Aron 
(until he also crossed over the lines), Louis Aragon, Roman Rolland and Pablo 
Picasso. But Gide was unlike other devotees of Stalin who came to the USSR, 
had themselves photographed with smiling girls bearing flowers, met with 
Soviet writers, especially Gorky, and returned home even more convinced 
of Bolshevik ideas. Gide went to the USSR as a believer and returned as a 
determined nonbeliever, and he recorded his findings in his book Retour de 
l'U.R.S.S. (“Return from the USSR”).

The epilogue you are now reading bears that name “Return from the 
USSR.” This is not a tribute to André Gide and his book, but reflects a 
reverse personal parallel. This writer began his travels with Limmud FSU 
as a skeptic but ended up a convert. Over the last decade, more than 50,000 
Russian-speaking Jews have attended some 50 Limmud FSU events on four 
continents. Aaron Frenkel, president of the organization says, “For many 
of these people, Limmud has changed their lives. Some of them have even 
found their life partners and others have immigrated to Israel.” Many of them 
did not even understand what it meant to be Jewish. Most of them, or their 
parents or grandparents, had lost contact with their Jewish roots during the 
70 years of Communism. Limmud FSU has caused a three-point revolution 
in their thinking: first, the power to make their own decisions, second, the 
need to pay and not rely on institutional handouts, and third, and above all, 
the concept of volunteerism.

The heading “Return from the USSR” also draws a link between the last 
chapter of the book to this epilogue. For Russian-speaking Jews, the new 
horizon, is likely, in the near future, to drift from East to West. I do not 
presume to suggest that Limmud FSU will shift the emphasis to mid-Atlantic 
and ignore classic Eastern Europe where it all began, but there is no doubt 
that a certain balance will be struck. It is certain that the growing Russian 
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Jewish communities in London, Paris, Berlin, New York, Melbourne or Los 
Angeles – and of course, Israel, will add a new and vibrant dimension to 
Jewish identity and social life.

The historian, Shimon Dubnow (1860-1941) maintained that “the Jews  
are a people for whom the whole world can be their domicile.” Dubnow  
saw the Diaspora as a historical reality where the Jews will live with no 
territory of their own. But Jewish population centers such as in the Land  
of Israel, Babylon or Spain, injected life, each in its turn, to Jewish 
existence. 

To state that post-Soviet Jews in their various places of residence will 
have an effect on the Jewish people as a whole, would be presumptuous, but 
their growing presence in the western half of the globe may serve to deepen 
their connection with their past. To employ a metaphor for a moment: it is 
possible that the tallitot – prayer shawls – discarded by the first newcomers 
at the sight of the Statue of Liberty will be retrieved from the Atlantic sea 
bed, and maybe a new tallit will be embroidered with the words, “We are 
different, but no less Jewish.” It is possible that under the new tallit, Jonathan 
from Long Island whose grandparents came from Odessa at the turn of the 
20th century, and who has not yet found a Jewish environment that suits him, 
will meet Svetlana who has just arrived from Irkutsk. Maybe it is Limmud’s 
task to draw the two together, to provide a background, a common meeting 
place. And in fact, that is exactly what is already happening.

After the Limmud FSU festival in Windsor, Semyon Dovzhik told me, 
“One of the most extraordinary things for me was hearing people say, ‘We 
met people here who we knew before but didn’t know they were Jewish.’ It 
is possible that in the framework of Limmud, established families will reach 
out to others, especially to younger people who are still searching for their 
way. The lectures, the discussion groups, the debates, can not only provide 
new ideas but can also enhance their sense of identity.” 

Take Natan Sharansky, for example. During my Limmud travels, I heard 
him speak twice: once in New York to mark 25 years since the opening 
of the gates of the Soviet Union, and again in Los Angeles. To this day, 
Sharansky and his wife Avital, who prefers to keep out of the public eye, 
are considered the Kennedy Family of the refuseniks. There is no doubt that 
it is not his recently-relinquished position as chairman of the Jewish Agency, 
but his survival in the Soviet gulag that endears him to audiences wherever 
he speaks.

Sharansky’s story enthralled audiences in New York and Los Angeles much 
more than it would audiences in Moscow or Kiev, where many could relate 
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similar experiences in the first person. But Sharansky knows to combine 
humor with his personal saga. For example, when he was asked in Los 
Angeles what he was thinking about during his epic walk to freedom across 
the Glienicke Bridge in Berlin, he replied, “I was busy concentrating on 
holding up my pants because I had lost a lot of weight in prison.” Afterwards 
he was taken to a car that wouldn’t start. “My God,” he said to himself. “I 
must still be in Russia!”

When I left the hall in Los Angeles, I overheard a couple of young men 
chatting. “He’s cool, that Shararansky.” “Yep, really cool – I felt he was talking 
directly to me,” was the rejoinder. I turned round and saw two youths with 
Mohawk haircuts, light years removed from the perennial army forage cap 
on Sharansky’s head. For me, this was a very relevant moment. Sharansky 
had managed to touch the hearts of these youths and awaken their Jewish 
pride, but it was also thanks to Limmud for bringing them together with 
Sharansky.

The poet Alexander Penn (1906-1972) wrote in his poem “Was it or  
Wasn’t it?” “There is something fatal in every casual encounter”. It is 
up to Limmud to ensure that the encounters be fatal – but in the best  
meaning of the word. Limmud FSU has already uncovered the underground 
desire to be part of the Jewish experience. Now it has to be deepened; to  
burst its bounds. According to Aaron Frenkel, Limmud reaches only ten  
percent of the potential audience. “There are still hundreds of thousands of 
young Russian speakers throughout the world whom we must try to reach. 
Limmud needs to be in every place where there is a spark of interest in 
Jewish life.”

Matthew Bronfman, Chair of the Limmud FSU International Steering 
Committee, hopes that the present generation will bring the generation after 
it to a closer Jewish connection; “Everyone here is engaged in his own 
personal Jewish journey. Limmud’s task is to create the connections that will 
bring them to share in that Jewish journey so that they will become active 
in their own communities and join the ranks of the volunteers. In turn, they 
will bring up their children in the spirit of Jewish values and thus help to 
combat assimilation or at least reduce its proportions.” 

Whatever direction it takes, Limmud FSU founders Chaim Chesler and 
Sandra Cahn have no doubt that the seeds first sown in Moscow in May 
2006, will continue to flourish. “When we are no longer around to see it, it 
will grow and spread in hitherto unthought-of directions.” 

M.H.

Epilogue: Return from the USSR
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