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Diana

El;i and Diana

Eli and Rabbi Isaac Avigdor

Eli Zborowski greets and welcomes Rabbi Dr. Isaac C.
Avigdor as his guest at the 20th Annual Tribute Dinner at
the Sheraton New York Hotel on Smrda\ November 7,
2004 saying, “You are fbf ronmmous mzpormm historian of
Yad Vasfem archives, telling the world about the rare and
unusual atrocities Lommzm’ﬁ by the \a:u “Your new book
Faith After the Flames’ is a documentary.”

Mrs. Diana Zborowski o.b.m.

This comprehensive life story of one of the great scholars, authors and philosophers,
the only surviving rabbi of the horrible Buchenwald Concentration Camp, Rabbi

Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, is dedicated to the loving memory of our own hometown

“landsliet”of Drohobycz.

DIANA ZBOROWSKI

iana was the beloved wife of the Hon. Eli
Zborowski, who is Chairman of the American and
International Societies for Yad Vashem.

None of this project, could have possibly come into being
without the wisdom, dedication, support and leadership of Eli
Zborowski. The Jewish world is everlastingly thankful to him
for his continuous role in sustaining and transmitting the holy
legacy of the kidoshim, through the Yad Vashem archives.

Yad Vashem is the home of holocaust memories. The
museum contains collective records of pieces of information,
documentation, research and citations of the Shoah gathered
from all over the world for the last sixty years.

Along with this general admiration and recognition of Eli
Zborowski, as the father and founder of Yad Vashem, not many
are aware of the role that his wife Diana played as the first lady.
She stood by Eli, hand in hand inspiring, guiding and guarding
him step by step from the very beginning, until the last Gala
Dinner on November 7, 2004 at the Sheraton Hotel in New
York which Diana attended. We always had the pleasure of
sharing personal memories of our hometown Drohobycz. She
knew and remembered my father, sisters and the whole family. It
was her gift to my wife Esther and myself, to attend all the Yad
Vashem dinners for the last 20 years as her honored guests. We
were always seated together with several other Drohobyczer
“landsmen”.

Diana's demise has mostly affected her beloved husband
Eli, but her loss to Jewry worldwide, especially Israel and Yad
Vashem in Jerusalem, will eternally be mourned, and she will be

remembered as a great and noble woman.
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want to express my sincere thanks and appreciation to several individuals,
]who graciously extended their time, knowledge and experience with their

technical suggestions, editing, proof reading, formatting and translations
in this book. For this I am deeply indebted to Mr. Moshe Cohen of Jerusalem,
Randy and Jared Schmidt, Edward Freeman, Malka Oginskis and Rabbi Shlomo
Yaffe of West Hartford.

My heartfelt thanks go to Mr. Leslie Abkowicz for providing much
guidance and material for the computer and for believing in me and giving me
encouragement. T hanks also to my dear cousin, Mr. Mosheh Sheinbaum, a well-
known book publisher, who was most kind with his time and suggestions.

My everlasting appreciation goes to a friend of the family Mr. David Cymet,
for his excellent description of my father’s life and activities as Chief Rabbi of
Mexico for fifteen years. My heartfelt expression of thanks goes to Mrs. Adele
Gaster Davis for editing some of the materials, giving me her experienced,
professional suggestions.

I was fortunate in obtaining several friends and family members to back me
as sponsors for this expensive undertaking. I am most grateful for their help.

My prayers and blessings go out to all who enabled me to reach this day.

Last, but not least, I am most thankful to my sons Rabbi’s David,
Mordechai and Meir Avigdor for their support in various phases of this books’
development. Also supporting them, was their youngest brother Yonky from
Toronto.

A very special yasher koach goes to my beloved wife Esther, for the hundreds
of hours she spent toiling for years over the unfamiliar, mysterious and
sometimes frustrating computer, typing the manuscript. Without her help, love,

tolerance and patience this undertaking would not have been possible.
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Foreword

:

i

Our sages have said. “Tzadik Avad I'Doro Avad.” “When a saintly person
passes away, the loss is not merely his family’s but that of the entire
generation.”

The 18th of Adar marks my father’s yahrzeit, may his soul rest in peace. It
is 37 years since that tragic day of his demise on March 30, 1967, the 18th day
of Adar II, 5727 and even now, his death seems unreal and difficult for me to
accept.

His memory is still vivid to me, and the pain still sharp. He was seventy-

% two, and I cannot even think of him as having been old. I guess there are some
people who never age. When I saw him last in Mexico City, just before he passed
:% on, he was joking with me. His humor and natural wit never left him.
My brother Abraham and I were near him holding his hand, knowing too
% well the eternal truth that the need for a father is crucial. The search of each for
the other exempts no one, not even a rabbi. Happy is the man, indeed, who finds
the satisfaction and comfort of being a son and a father.

To write of his kindness, his goodness of character, his genuineness of soul,
his sincerity and earnestness of purpose in whatever he undertook, would require
volumes. To attest to his scholarship, he left us a vast treasure of both published
and unpublished writings.

Whoever met or had any dealings with him, felt no hesitation in saying that
he was a Tzadik. There were few rabbis in the world of his vintage and caliber.
All the young, inexperienced, average and even brilliant Jews were influenced by
his self-sacrifice, idealism and devotion to true Torabh Yiddishkeit.

Some rare individuals appear from time to time, who can synthesize the

Ree

ideal and the real. Such men do not stand out only in one area, but also in their
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8 ~@~ RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

totality of character and personality as true Tzadikim, saintly souls.

My father was a rare person. He was a doctor of philosophy, but was always
down to earth with the people around him. His self-unity enabled him to
harmonize the values of the complex human being.

He was indeed a remarkable man. His piety expressed itself not only in his
study of Torah and the rich storehouse of learning he possessed, but in the

synthesis of both scholarship and the ideas of philosophy.

NA
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“We live in a world in which ideas and practice manage to keep themselves
at a great distance,” he said. “All of us have certain principles in life which we
seem to regard highly, about which we think with respect, and yet with the help
of a blind, short—sighted rationalization, we are able to violate them by a false
excuse of self-righteousness.”

Mpyriads of people make daily declarations of ideals which they never bring
to realization. It is for this reason that religion demands commitment, rather
than intellectual engagement. Rabbis of old said, “Preaching is not the operative
principle, performance is that which is important.” However, even amongst
religiously dedicated people there are various degrees of knowledge and
performance. Some are great in their scholarship and ideals and yet reflect weak
spots in their character and fulfillment of their life. Others practice with utter
devotion, but have narrow comprehension of the ultimate meaning of the ideal.
Both are respected human beings, but they portray great failings.

All of his writings, (some 40 volumes) in Halacha, philosophy and
sermonics, reveal not only his depth of spiritual insight, his brilliance of mind,
but, also the intellectual attainments of his character and the goodness of his
nature.

He loved not on]y those who were religious, but most patiently catered to,
and counseled those with a non-religious background as well.

His yahrzeit falls around the season of Purim on the Jewish calendar. The
Megillab, the story of Esther, pays tribute to Mordecai, as a Saint and Tzadik, by
saying that he was a “Doresh Tov L’Amo,” literally meaning that he preached and
sought the well-being of his people.

It seems to me that this phrase is a bit vague and not too salutary to such
an illustrious personage that Mordecai represents in the scriptures. Does it mean
to say that he was a good orator and that his sermons were of valuable content?

If this is so, we fail to see any greatness in it. One would think that all
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leaders are supposed to be able to deliver a meaningful message to their people
and be excellent both, in the form of delivery and its quality.

We are therefore inclined to interpret that the term “Doresh” does not refer
to preaching a “Drosho,” a sermon, but rather “Doresh” from the origin of
“searching.” It is the same as the phrase of “Chakira V’Drisha,” the interrogation
of witnesses. He searched to find the goodness of each Jew.

Of Mordecai, it is said in the last passage of the Megillah, “Rotzooy L'Rov
Echov.” He was accepted and respected, by the vast majority of his brethren. It is
for this unique trait that my father was loved by all, the religious, the agnostic
and non-Jew as well. His memory will live on forever amongst those who knew
him.

I was told by Mr. Aaron Swergold, my father’s host and friend who was
present in the synagogue in Brussels five months after liberation from
Buchenwald, that when the congregation asked my father to address the Jewish
community and describe his past experiences,” he got up on the “bima” and said

i’ 2333 393223233333 933233P 2 2I3IDP3333335333-)23333333 339333333330 00-233322 0333303303333 3333330 »—%

the following. “All I can tell you tonight, at this Kol Nidrei service is that you
should omit the section of the confessionals and do not beat your hearts as the
custom was for thousands of years. What we Jews have just gone through for the
past six years, has totally cleansed us from all sins. We are all like ‘Tinokos
shenoldu, like newly born children.”

When Mr. Swergold asked my father why he made such a strong statement,
father answered, “These were the words, written in the book of Jeremiah (50-
20), that the prophet used, addressing the returnees from the Babylonian exile.
The Almighty will forgive all your sins, since you suffered enough in your life as
slaves to the tyrant Nebuchadnetzer. We, the holocaust survivors, deserve a total
acquitta] from the heavenly judgment.” Making this short declaration, he walked
off the pulpit. The congregants nodded and were all in tears.

It is interesting that some twenty years later in Mexico City my father
repeated this statement, of annulling and forgiving sins for survivors, at a mass
memorial meeting on behalf of the six million martyrs. He was later asked the
same question as Mr. Swergold did in Brussels. How could he dare say that? And
he answered similarly, “Jeremiah the prophet did it before me at a lesser
Holocaust than ours.” The question this time was by Rev. Leibish Katz, the
schochet of Mexico City, as retold to me by his son, Sr. Marcus Katz.

Using the language of the Bible, I must admit, “The days of my father’s life
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10 ~o~ RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

have come to an end,” but only physically. In order to live and exist, everything
in nature has to move in the magnetic fields of gravitation. To remain immobile
would only mean death. As long as people are on the move they are alive, but in
this constant flux of change and mutation there are three exceptions that remain
permanent and eternal and they are love, memory, and custom. It doesn't matter
whether a person is actually alive or not, because love, memory and custom can
still be carried on, admired and cherished posthumously, even more so than
having been shared in life.

It is thirty-seven years since his passing, but his image vividly stands before
my eyes. The historical truth is that the secret of Jewish survival, through the
centuries of merciless pogroms, persecutions, and endless inhuman terrorization
depended on our memory and unshakable faith in G-d.

His soul will remain within us with the passage of time, as Jewish men and

women penetrate the depths of his prolific writings. His memory will live on

through his written words.

N\
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n my father’s side of the family, we are of Sephardic origin hailing from
Istanbul, Turkey. My great-grandfather, after whom my father was

named, Rabbi Yaakov Avigdor, was a renowned scholar. Because of
political reasons however, the Sultan of Istanbul expelled him, his followers (a
group of learned men) and their families from Turkey. They had to leave
Istanbul and crossed over the Black Sea in the direction of Odessa, Russia.

The financial situation in Russia was a difficult one, forcing the new
immigrants not to settle there. They went further to the “free town” of Brody,
which was located between three countries, Russia, Germany and Austria. Being
a “free city” meant that the citizens were free from taxes and were allowed to join
their choice of many industrial enterprises. This attracted people to migrate
there from various parts of Eastern Europe. They especially came from Turkey,
which was suffering from a rash of anti-Semitism.

The migration from Istanbul turned the city of Brody into a famous
metropolis. It quickly became a center of Jewish learning and communal life.
The community hired famous rabbis to be their leaders. Amongst them was
Rabbi Solomon Kluger, known as the Broder Magid. He authored three hundred
seventy five volumes of scholarship and he befriended my grandfather as an
honored colleague and friend. He named Yaakov Avigdor to be his successor
upon his demise.

The family name of Avigdor is of pure Hebrew and Biblical origin to the
extent that it was the surname of the great Moses, meaning “Father of the gate”

or “Father protector.”
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: :
Terawa Woloska was the name of a small village hidden on the top of a hill
in the Karpathian mountains of Galicia. To access the village, one had to climb
up a serpentine like road to the top of the hill. It was actually a short distance
2 but ascending there with a horse and buggy was a trip that took several hours on
i a cold wintry day. Terawa, as it was generally called, was in a very isolated corner
of Poland. The name of the hill was the Slona and the views from the roads ¥
surrounding the hill were fantastic and breathtaking. I never forgot the scenes
that I enjoyed during the annual yahrzeit visits to my grandfathers grave.
It was in this little town that my grandfather Rabbi Abraham Avigdor was
the rabbi, heading a community of less than a hundred families strictly observant %
Jews and many Talmudic scholars. The town had all that it needed for a Jewish ¥
community to exist and live peacefully. This shtetel was isolated from the outside %
world and that was fine with them. My father would always say that he came
from such a small town that it was not even on the map of Poland. %
Nevertheless, there was a beautiful synagogue, a mikvah and Hebrew School. R 7
Several non-Jews came to work there as Shabos goyim from the nearby villages to
light candles and do other chores that observant Jews could not do on the
Sabbath.. It was in such a small hick town that my father grew up and started to M
learn from the treasures of Judaism. His parents provided him with teachers
% brought in from larger nearby cities such as Sanok and Linsk to give him the i
i necessary Hebrew education. The boys Yaakov and David were both brilliant i
2 especially Yaakov who started to learn Talmud at the age of six and by the time ¥
he was ten, he did not need any teacher at all and studied on his own.
% My grandfather Abraham proudly showed off Yaakov’s unusual intelligence g
and memory as a youngster and his ability to grasp the most complicated
I concepts. He was more than seventy-five years old when the community decided
that he should retire and have his son Yaakov take over the position as rabbi. He
did, and Rav Yaakov quickly developed into a mature man loved by all. The
family lived in Tereve until 1916, when at the beginning of World War I, they
fled to Marinbad. It was originally Czecoslovakia, but at that time it was
occupied by the Austrians.
Marinbad was my father’s first window to the world with the magnificence
of a luxury resort filled, during the war, with thousands of refugees from
Poland. Soon the young rabbi Yaakov gained popularity and achieved the
position of “official rabbi” of the Leiter Hotel. That hotel housed rabbis and
e E
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Chassidic leaders because of its famous kashruth reliability. Amongst the guests
who made use of this hotel were Reb Yissachar Ber and his son Reb Areleh
Rokeach, the renowned Belzer Rebbes.

This position gave my father the opportunity to meet with many great
rabbis of Europe and was the beginning of a long time association with Belz.
This friendship lasted for decades and developed through the time of his being
rabbi of Drohobycz.

In Marinbad, father had the opportunity to delve into the vast libraries and

universities of the city, and was able to get acquainted with a world that was

completely strange and unknown to him in his youth.
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S e Gl der: %rawzﬁ Gl

my mother: Rachel Braindel Horowitz (Avigdor—Drohobycz)
the daughter of: Rabbi Naftali Zvi Horowitz (Santz—Poland)
son of: Rabbi Avrumi Chaim Horowitz (Lanzut)
son of: Rabbi Naftali Zvi Horowitz (Linsk)
son of: Rabbi Menachem Mendel Horowitz (Linsk)
son of: Rabbi Avrum Chaim Horowitz (Linsk)

son of: Rabbi Naftali Zvi Horowitz (Linsk)
(Famous Roptshitzer Rabbi -- 5587)

son of: Rabbi Menachem Mendel Rubin (Linsk)

son-in-law of: Rabbi Isaac Halavi Ish Horowitz
(Rabbi of Hamburg, Germany -- 5527)

son of: Rabbi Yikel Halevi Horowitz (Gluga -- 5515)
son of: Rabbi Meier Halevi Horowitz (Tiktin)
son of: Rabbi Shmelke Halevi Horowitz (Tarnow)
son of: Rabbi Yehoshua Halevi Horowitz (Ha'aruch)

son of: Rabbi Pinchas Halevi Horowitz
(Brother-in-law of famous Remoh from Krakow -- 5355)

son-in-law of: Rabbi Israel Isvar (Krakow)
son-in-law of: Rabbi Eliezer Lipman (Krakow)

son-in-law of: Rabbi Yechiel Lurie
(Brisk-Grandfather of famous M’harshal of Lublin)

son of: Rabbi Aaron Lurie (Elsac)
son of: Rabbi Nethanel Lurie (Erport)
son-in-law of: Rabbi Rabbi Shlomo Shapiro
son of: Rabbi Shmuel Shapiro
son-in-law of: Rabbi Mattityahu Treibish (Paris)
son of: Rabbi Youseph Treibish (Marseils -5105)
son of: Rabbi Yochanan Ashkenazi

son of: Rabbi Yehuda of Paris (known as such)

son of: Rabbi Yom Tov of Paris
son of: Rabbi Yehuda B’reb Nossan
son of: “Rabbeinu Nossan”

son-in-law of: Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchoki
(Famous Rashi 4800-4865)

son of: Rabbi Yitzchok
son of: Rabbi Shlomo
grandson of: Rabbi Elikim
son of: Rabbi Aaron Horofeh (the Physician)
son of: Rabbi Abraham
son of: Rabbi Yousi
son of: Rabbi Minyomi Gaon
son of: Rabbi Yanee Gaon
son of: Rabbi Yousi Gaon (Author of the “Lilaoth Hashir”)
son of: Rabbi Nachman
son of: Rabbi Yochanan
son of: Rabbi Yehoshua
son of: Rabbi Yochanan Hasandlor
grandson of: Rabbi Gamliel Hazoken
son of: Rabbi Shimon
son of: Hilel Hanassi (3728)
grandson of (According To Talmud Bavii, Ksubuth 62; Yerushalmi
Taanith P'beth h'beth; Medrash Rabbo Breishith P'98 and many
other sources as recorded in the Sefer Hadoroth, Warsaw 1909,
Page 109 Under Hille Hanassi):
Shefatyah
the fifth son of

King David
(2834-2924)

OF BLESSED MEMORY
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The following information could be taken from the records of
the International Tracing Service:

as to 1. AWIGDOR, Anna, born on 7.10.1922,

was incarcerated in the forced labour

camp for Jews in Drohobycz on 5th February
1944 (Profession: technical school).
Category: "Judin"

as to 1. AWIGDOR, Anna, born in Neusandez on 7.10.1922,

was committed to Concentration Camp Stutthof,
Prisoner's Number 81300 (Date see below).
Category: "Jidin"

as to 2. AWIGDOR, Jeanette, born on 7.5.1927,

was incarcerated in the forced labour camp
for Jews in Drohobycz on 5th February 1944.
Category: "Jidin"

as to 2. AWIGDOR, Janette, born in Drohobitsch on
12.5.1926,

Prisoner's Number 81301 (Date see below).
Category: "Jidin"

S e i L gy Y L e

According to what we were able to ascertain, the prisoner's
numbers 81300 and 81301 of Concentration Camp Stutthof were issued
on 10th September 1944 (Transport from Concentration Camp Auschwitz).

~

As a consequence of the incomplete and deviating personal data,
we are not able to state if the details taken from our records really
refer to Ms Anna (Gitel/Lila) Avigdor and to Ms Sabina (Sheinol/Lala)
Avigdor.

We regret not being able to convey to you any information which
can contribute to clarifying the two persons' fates and remain

with kind regards,

On Dec. 15, 1995 Rabbi Isaac Avigdor received the first notice about where and when bis sisters Anna Gitel and Sabina
perished. This information came after many inquiries from the International Tracing service, Committee International,
Geneve, Holocaust and War Victims Tracing and Information Center, Central Maryland Chapter, Baltimore, MD
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY WRITTEN BY
RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

N0

In the 19th century, Poland was occupied by Germany, Austria and
Russia.  The civil laws varied in the different areas of occupation.
Going to militmy service was considered suicidal fora relzgious Jew, so
many boys were forced to act illegally in order to avoid the army. One
way was to consider yourself a foreigner. Many young rabbinic students
changed their names, birthplace and day of birth. This resulted in five
brothers of the same parents to bear different family names.
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Translated verbatim from his original manusript

Part I - 1918-1939

the many and various miracles that G-d has performed in saving my

life, I feel obligated to write down the details in short about my
survival. For future generations it is important to describe the evils, troubles and
travails that my eyes beheld during this world wide storm which lasted from
1939 to 1945.

All the communities, that existed for so long, the various cities that I was
living in and place where I was born, raised, educated and where I served as a
rabbi and teacher of Torah have all come to an end. They have been erased from
the face of the earth. I feel within my heart that it is a holy duty to make a
written memorial for these communities and people so that these acts are never
forgotten.

I was born in a little village called Tereve Veloska (on the road that leads
from Sanok to Pshemishel in the center of Galicia). This little town was far
from the noise and tumult of city life. It didn't even have a train. The nearest
train station was twelve miles away from my home town and separated by large
mountains called Karpatan. Some of them were so high that they reached the
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; :
clouds of the heavens. Yet this little village was outstanding in the fact that all

its residents were Jews (about 120 families) who existed in harmony and

friendship. There were never any quarrels amongst them. Most of the residents

2 were Chasidic scholars and Torah observant Jews.

i My father, my teacher, Hagaon Hatzadik, the saintly genius and renowned

mystic, Rabbi Avrahom Yisachar Ber Avigdor, was the son of his famous father, ¥
Rav Yaakov, known for his great learning. Rav Yaakov Avigdor was originally §
from the town of Potkamin, Poland, and was chosen and honored to become the

successor of the famous Rabbinic leader Rabbi Shlomo Kluger (the Broder

Magid) of blessed memory. He served for three years in that position during the %
life of the Mugid, who left in his will, expressing very clearly, that his son Rabbi %
Benjamin Kluger should not succeed him as rabbi, but instead the community

should select my grandfather, Rabbi Yaakov Avigdor.

My father, in his first marriage was the son-in-law of the saintly Rabbi of i
Linsk, Reb Menachem Mendel Horowitz, who was the son of Rabbi Avrum &
‘ Chayim of Linsk, the direct son of the famous Rabbi of Roptshitz. My father §
was the rabbi and the head of the Court in the City of Terawa for sixty years of
his life. During this time he had five sons and one daughter from this marriage. &

a) The eldest was my step-brother Reb.Chayim Naftali Tzi Shapiro who
served close to fifty years as a Chasidic Rebe in the city of Kalushin, near ¥
i Warsaw. He was killed in the year 1940 by the Nazis. He was then i
N eighty years old. His sons succeeded him as Chasidic Rabbis but met
the same fate and almost a hundred souls of their families were killed by
the Germans. May G-d avenge their blood. :
b) The second was my step brother who was a rabbi and descendant of the
Holy families by the name of Usher Yeshiah Avigdor. (He was the first
Gabbi of the late Rabbi Yesachar Dov Rokeach of Belz, the grandfather
of the present Rebbi of Belz in Jerusalem.)
¢) The third brother, a Chasidic Rebbe Menachem Mendel Horowitz of
Krakow, had five sons, all killed. One daughter Bertha survived and
married Yusel Baumohl.
d) The fourth one was the rabbi, great in Torah and in observance of
Mitzvos, Reb. Yoseph Horowitz of Liminov.
e) The fifth one was my step-brother, Rabbi Mayer Horowitz who was
killed together with his family in the year 1940 in Drohobycz.
_% ]
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f) Next was my step-sister Sheindel, the wife of Rabbi Sholom Lieberman,
a prominent businessman from Zolkveh.

¢) In his second marriage, my father became the son in law of Rabbi David
Galler, the head of the Rabbinic Court in Nishankevitz and Kriftz, a
descendant of saintly families of scholars who were generation after
generation rabbis of Kriftch. From this second marriage my father had
one daughter and two sons: myself, the writer of this biography, and my
brother David, a man of great wisdom and learning, a professional
writer and talented artist who was the rabbi of Andrichov near Krakow.
Rabbi David Avigdor and his family were all killed on Rosh Hashonah,
5703, in Tarnov. This brother David was famous all over Poland for his
wisdom and learning. He was a great orator and journalist and headed
the movement of Mizrachi in Western Galicia for fifteen years.

h) The third was my sister Sara, the wife of the scholar and business man,
Mendel Frankel of Dinov. Sarah, her husband and her two daughters
were killed in the Town of Dobromil in the year 5702. Three sons,
Yisroel, Natan and Nechemya, survived together with their sister
Chanah in Tel Aviv.

I grew up under the supervision of my father, the saintly scholar who was a
genius in the oral Torah learning, renowned in the whole section as a professional
judge who dealt with most complicated cases amongst Jews. He was accepted
and counted amid the outstanding mystics in his generation. There did not pass
a day in which he slept through midnight, and in the early morning he immersed
himself in the Mikveh and studied for his classes privately until the time for his
daily prayers. He did not walk out of his room at all and spent his time in
isolation while writing various scholarly dissertations. All his manuscripts were
burnt the very first day of World War L

My father, of blessed memory, had the privilege of being close to the
greatest men of his time, especially with the holy Belzer Rebbe, the Sar Shalom
and the Holy Santzer Rebbe, and Dgikevor Rebbe and with the Shiniver Rebbe
all of whom were his best friends.

I grew up and was educated in my father’s house, which was filled with
holiness and isolation. When I was still small, I was very outstanding in my

studies to the admiration of all. At the age of three, I was registered in a Cheder.
At four, I started learning Chumash; at five, I was taught Gemorah, and when I
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became seven I learned Gemorah with Rashi, Tosefet and Marshoah. When 1
turned eleven, I did not study any more with a teacher but sat alone in a Bes
Medrash and studied classes in deep Talmud, Shulchan Oruch, and Code of
X Laws. At thirteen, I had my first original thoughts in pilpul published in various
% monthly journals, especially in the monthly called “Obel Moed” that was
published by the great scholar Yikuseal Kamelhar, of blessed memory.

I now started leaving my father’s house from time to time and traveled to
various smaller cities in order to listen and hear classes from other scholars who
were renowned and popular professionals. And so I heard Torah from the
mouths of Rabbi Nata Dum of Sanok, Rabbi Jacob Yitzchok Blondvein from
Beritch who were amongst the foremost leaders in scholarship and students of
the famous Beis Yitzchok of Lvov. I also studied for months in Beltz in the Beis
Midrash of Reb Yesachar Dov of blessed memory and there I carried on
discussions with others of the Arugas Habosim and T’ vuos Hasadeb, along with the
famous Rabbi Yitzchok Pesach Bombach of Auschvitch and other great rabbinic
leaders of that time. I also visited the Rebbe of Blushiv because he had a group
of scholars who were involved in depth with Halacha. I was the youngest student
of the group.

At the same time, | also attended classes at the house of my uncle, Rabbi
§ Binyomin Galler, the rabbi of Kriftch and Boybarick who was outstanding in his
i accuracy and memory.
iy In 1911 my father reached the age of 80. I was then fifteen years old and I
% was voted in by the community to become the successor of my father’s position

as rabbi and head of the court of Tereve to judge, rule, teach and preach to those
who were sitting and learning Torah.

I was ordained to the Rabbinate by my father, my uncle Binyomin Galler, my
teachers Nute Yaakov Segal Dum, the head of Sunick; Reb Moshe Meisels the
rabbi of Pshemish and Rabbi Avrum Menachem Steinberg, the head of the Beis
Din in Brody.

In 1914 the First World War started and I was eighteen years old. As the
official rabbi of Tereve, I was exempt from serving in the military. When the
Russian Army arrived in our town, I went into exile and settled in the famous
resort of Marinbad, where I conducted Torah classes and studied with students.
During the year that I was in Marinbad, I resided in the Leiter Hotel (known as
the most stringently kosher place) and where Reb. Areleh Rokeach the Beltzer
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Rebbe, also resided.

Until the year 1914, when I married my wife, Rechel Breindel, the daughter
of the merchant and chosid Reb Naftali Tzvi Horowitz, I didn't learn any secular
studies, and didn't know how to read or write in any other language than the holy
languages of Hebrew and Yiddish. In the interim, in Galicia, a new law was
propounded, regarding elections of rabbis for communities. This law allowed
only the small communities to pick a rabbi whom they found fit for the job. The
larger communities did not have a right to choose a rabbi unless the candidate
completed high school and he passed tests from the House of Representatives.
This procedure allowed the rabbi to get a certificate which freed him from
military service.

By then I felt secure enough in my rabbinic studies to take on a post in a
bigger community. I decided to take a step forward and complete my general
studies. After my wedding, while I was living a short time in my father-in-law’s
house, I started to learn the subjects of the “gymnasium” (high school) in the
German language. I excelled in the subjects of mathematics, philology and the
study of languages. I took special interest and worked very hard at the Latin and
Greek languages and in their literature. Along with these languages, I also fine-

In fact I knew most of them by heart. At the end of twelve months I stood
before the testing committee in the gymnasium in the city of Santz and passed
with flying colors. I graduated with “matura,” a diploma with a mark of
excellence.

The storm of the war was still raging, and in Eastern Galicia the Polish and
the Ukrainians were fighting each other. The Jews found themselves in the
middle of the fury. After almost two years of World War I, we still did not have
any peace in the land. I continued to reside in the city of Santz, in my father-
in-law’s house and waited until the unrest was over. During this time, I
concentrated more on my secular education and learned French, Russian, English
and Spanish.

By the year 1920, I was twenty four years old and was ofticially invited by
the large community of Drohobycz to come and present myself to the
leadership of the “kehilah.” T was to stand up for tests to see if I was fit to
undertake and serve as rabbi of their city. I came to Drohobycz and stayed there
for ten days, delivering orations in Hebrew, Polish, German and Yiddish. I was
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tested by the scholars of the city for the purpose of asking me hundreds of

questions. Only after I stood up to these intense tests was I elected and accepted
to serve as the rabbi and head of the court of this big city.
When I was elected as the rabbi of Drohobycz, there were no other

communities nearby with a rabbi and all the little villages, (close to eighty of
them,) depended upon the Kehillah of Drohobycz for religious guidance. They
relied on the general leadership of Drohobycz, to whom they had to pay taxes.

In 1928 the government decided to establish a new Kehillah in nearby
Boryslaw, and I was accepted to serve there as well. I had to sit daily in the Court
from ten in the morning until two in the afternoon, and in Boryslav I sat three
times a week with six other rabbis, colleagues of mine, from four to eight at
night. In the entire surrounding there were no other rabbinic authorities for
settling divorce cases except the courtroom in Drohobycz. Since there were no
other Jewish cemeteries in any of these communities except Drohobycz or
Boryslaw we had to take care of burials and the like for all of them.

In Drohobycz there were forty-five main synagogues including smaller ones.
There was a modern bathhouse built with three mikvahs. They were supplied
with water directly from the wells. The facilities were very well maintained, both
in their beauty and cleanliness. There was a modern Jewish kosher hospital and
an orphanage the kind of which was not available in any other town in Poland.
In addition, Boryslaw had thirty synagogues and a big bath house with three
mikvahs similarly drawing their water supply from wells. In addition to the three
basic mikvabs there was one mikvah which depended on rain water.

Jewish people lived in Drohobycz as far back as the fifteenth century and
the Kehilah possessed a lot of real estate and land that were called the fields of
Abarbanel. Tradition had it that Abarbanel bought these fields in Drohobycz in
order to settle Jewish refugees from Spain. These parcels of land were known as
the “Lannes.”

The main synagogue was quite old, established by Rabbi Eliazar Nisan
Titlebaum who occupied the position as rabbi from 1843 to 1854. The Beis
Medrash was also an old one, and it was believed to have been built by the famous
saintly Rabbi Itzikel of Drohobycz who was known to be a friend and colleague
of the Bal Shem Tov. The Holy Bal Shem visited Drohobycz several times to
converse with colleagues and friends such as Reb. Itzikel of Drohobycz.

I was very busy with my work in the courts and various “Din Torab”
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questions, divorces, and weddings. I also had the supervision of the kosher meats
which was placed on my shoulders, and I had to go there daily to supervise the
“Masbgitbim.” Twice a week I traveled to the big slaughterhouse to stand by

:

1 during the “Shechitah” and inspect the removal of the lung adhesions. In addition

% to that, I was responsible for the de-veining of the hind parts of the animal from
which two butchers operated and derived their meats. In spite of such a busy
schedule, I managed to study daily with a group of students from seven to nine
in the morning amongst which was also my oldest son, Yitzchok Chaim.

In the year 1929, the government established a change in the courses of the
university studies and annulled the title Doctor from its system and instead
replaced it with the title of Magister. 1 decided not to give up my chances of
finishing the university studies. Higher Educational Institutions were still part of
the old system, and I registered in the Lwow University as a student. I never
attended even one class given by the professors. Several times during the course
of the year I was obligated to appear before the professors, to take tests on
philosophy, history of philosophy, logic, psychology and languages, which
included Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic, Syrian, and general Orientalistic. I wrote a
big book about the contents and quality of the subject under the title of

i “Metaphysics and Judaism and Its Influence on Modern Philosophy.” This
book was received as my dissertation, and in the year 1931, I was extended the

i honor of having the title “Doctor” added to my name. The title was presented

1 for philosophy and oriental studies. In this book I tried to show the influence of

% Jewish scholars in the middle ages regarding Jewish Philosophy and clarified the
style of Reb Chasdey Karashkash about determinism. I proved that the influence
of Karashkash’s opinions was fundamental amongst the philosophical studies
beginning with Descartes and Hagel.

At this time I also published my book “The Studies of the Talmud” that I
worked on for several years. I wrote it in several languages but printed it in the
Polish language. Later, I reprinted it in Hebrew and in German. My goal was
to offer Jewish youth the studies of the Talmud according to modern terms of
thinking. I knew that Talmud did not find many followers in the new generation
in Poland, not because the language was strange to them but simply because the
new generation was brought up in gymnasiums and they did not find any
satisfaction and estranged itself from discipline and the order of the Cheder
where they studied as youngsters. For this purpose, I worked very hard to

Ree
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establish a system of Talmud in chronological order. I tried to give the students
a picture of what our scholars of old offered in each generation by themselves.

In the first portion of this book, I assembled all the topics of the oral laws
which were generally studied, covering the text until the end of the members of
the “Great Synod.” In the second volume, I organized all the laws and customs
that were studied and preached in the time of the “Five Pairs.” In the third
volume, I assembled all the newer trends of learning from the periods of the
Nesi'im “Princes”. I couldn't reach further than the period of Shamai and Hillel.
The contents were organized in a special order and each subject separated and
explained by its roots and in the origins of the written Bible, reaching out all the
way to the Code of Jewish Law. The book was well received, and I intended to
print a second edition. In the year 5,689, I published a book “Chaleck Yaakov,”
with sermonic and deep philosophic discussions. This book was also accepted
respectfully amongst students and scholars.

I later gathered all the dissertations that I had written to my teachers,
colleagues and friends and published two volumes under the names of “Abir
Yaakov” and “Hayshev Yaakov.” In the “Hayshev Yaakov” I printed a special portion
dedicated to the writings of Rabbi Chayim Halevey and a pamphlet about the
book “Agleb Tal” from the Rabbi of Sochochov. In the year 1933, I published a
pamphlet of essays in the Polish language with the title “My Faith and
Philosophy.” I tried to prove that these are two separate fields and our senses
could often be mistaken in their opinions and evaluations, just as one cannot
change the sense of hearing to the sense of sight. Just as it is impossible to hear
with the eyes, it is impossible to see with the ears. So it is also impossible to
evaluate feelings of faith and general knowledge. Faith comes from the heart and
knowledge from the brain. If sometimes it appears that there is a contradiction
between these opinions we cannot allow ourselves to be in the place where the
new philosophy stands to be judged by the sensation of intuition because its
origins are in the heart.

In the year 1934, I published a book about the Rambam since it was the
jubilee of 800 years of his birth. I wrote this book in Polish and printed the
biography about his great personality and accomplishments in comparison to the
new trends of philosophy by Hume and Kant.

In the year 1938, I published a book on grammar which highlighted and

defended the differences and mistakes made by literary scholars against Eben
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Ezra and Radak.

Besides these books, I published various shorter essays. Thank G-d,
whatever I printed was received with love and recognition. Both communities
Drohobycz and Boryslaw honored me by subsidizing my works to cover the

expenses of the books and essay printings.

Rebbitzen Rachel Galler Avigdor
Mother of Yaakov, David and Sarah Frankel Avigdor
Taken from Drohobycz towards Belzec where she perished together with several hundred other Jewish women

The state of the economy in Poland in the last years before World War II
was depressing. The situation was very fearful and critical. There was no city
or community where there were no fights amongst its citizens. These tenuous
relations between the different parties led each city to breakdowns and splits
between the rabbis, community leaders and their organizations. The same existed
between the kosher butchers and slaughterers. Each party used words of slander.
They snitched on each other tll the quarrels led to the courts of the town, and
the shame and scandals were great.

In those hard times it was unique that the communities of Drohobycz
Boryslaw stood united between their parties and there was peace amongst our

people. For fifteen years there were no elections or changes to the Kehilah or to
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the city authorities. The parties realized that there was no need for changes at
the time and therefore, elections were unnecessary. These difficult conditions
brought about a change that led me to decide not to move from the communities
of Drohobycz Boryslaw, although I was frequently invited to become a candidate
in other cities. I was asked by the communities of Czenstochow, Wlotzlavek,
Lomzeh, Lwow to become their rabbi. I did not pay attention to these requests
and propositions, and I remained in peace in my own home town.

In the time of the famous rulings against kosher meat slaughtering in
Poland, I went to Warsaw several times to specifically participate, with the
Warsaw rabbi, Horav Menachem Zemba, and we both met with several
government officials about this matter. I then published a booklet in Polish
about the humaneness of Jewish slaughtering. I worked very hard to explain the
laws of deveining the hind part of the animal, with which I was very familiar. I
set up special rules for the proper processesing of the hind portion of the animal
which were meticulously followed.  This issue was very crucial, since the
government assigned “quotas” for the Jewish population and in general, meat

was expensive and difficult to obtain.
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Rabbt De. Yaakoo Aotgdon

Translated from his orlgmal manusript

Part IT - 1939-1962

here are more details to describe the local needs of the community

which occurred during the twenty years of my being the rabbi, but the

j military situation of World War II overshadowed all else and

disturbed those pre-war days to the extent that I did not have the opportunity
nor peace of mind to sit down and record details of that sort.

In the words of the Cantor Meir Ben Yitzchok of Worms, Germany, in his
Akdamus (prayers), where he poetically used the comparison of being unable to
describe a situation he says “if all heavens would be parchment and the forests
quills, if all oceans streams, lakes and rivers were ink and all the earths
inhabitants were scribes,” the same is true about us; we could not ever describe
the inhumane acts that were carried out towards Jews during the six-year period
of the Holocaust. I could not possibly give you a true picture of those days. I
will mention only short anecdotal episodes of that time.

On Friday before the Sabbath, Parshat Kisavo, 17 days in Elul, 1939, the first
day of September, we got up in the morning, and saw big signs posted upon the
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; :
walls. The postings were from the president of the Polish government, advising

city residents of the German attack against Poland. The War came upon us with

great surprise. We were completely unaware of its coming. There were Jewish

2 people who had heard rumors about war, but we did not believe, and did not

i want to believe of such a possibility.

All of the clever, insightful politicians were clueless. They argued that Hitler ¥
was only threatening Poland in the hope that Poles would surrender, and give %
him what he wanted, without a war, as he had conquered Austria and
Czechoslovakia. We all sat with folded hands and did nothing to prepare
ourselves for the cruel unfolding events. %

When the war broke out, we were confused and lost. What should we do ¥
next, run or stay? We just didn't know how to proceed. On that very first day, %
Friday, September I, 1939, German planes started flying over Poland. Standing
orders issued on behalf of the Polish government were that, if we were aware of %
planes overhead, we were obligated to leave our homes and run into cellars and h A
hideouts. §

We often sat more than ten hours in a cellar, men, women and children
together. We did not eat nor drink. We simply crouched ourselves into corners. M
The roads and bridges were closed, the trains stopped running and the autos and
% horses were confiscated by Polish military that ran away from their posts. If a 4
i civilian traveled with a wagon, the military soldiers themselves grabbed the i
3 wagons and horses and left the owners on the field.

Events unfolded quickly. Although we were far from the German border,
% ten days after the outbreak of war, and two days before Rosh Hashonah, on the 3
eleventh of September, 1939, there were no more government offices operating
in our town. The Polish military had gone, the guards ran away at night, and we
were left without any authority to which we could turn. We sat tenuously for
i eight days, until Monday after Rosh Hashanah. All this time, we did not leave our
homes. The stores were closed, and we were unable to purchase any food.
Whoever did not have some flour or supplies at home at the time, simply did
not have anything to eat. This is how the two days, of Thursday and Friday,
went. We did not go to shul but we prayed in our homes in small quorums.

On Monday, the fifth of Tishrei, 1940, the Germans entered Drohobycz
for the first time, and in seventeen days occupied the length and the width of
FRee é

Poland. On Tuesday morning, German soldiers came into our house and took
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:
me, as the official rabbi, to their headquarters. There I was ordered to go out into
the common marketplaces and streets, and order Jews to immediately open
their stores and start selling their merchandise to the soldiers. They made me
1 responsible for the opening of the stores and threatened, that if even one store
remained closed, I would be shot. I walked around in the markets and in the
i streets, and within two hours all the stores were open.

On Wednesday afternoon, 1 was again called to their headquarters, and
again upon threat of death, was ordered to gather three hundred and fifty Jews
by seven in the morning to sweep the streets and the roads. I was duty bound to
fetch only intelligent people for that job. They did not let me go home that
night. From the office of the military, I had to call up intelligent, learned
people, doctors, lawyers and engineers. They all came in the proper appointed
time, ready to follow the German orders.

Whoever did not see with his own eyes the shame and embarrassment of
these people cannot possibly imagine how they, the esteemed people of our city,
the rich and the scholars stood up with broomsticks on the streets supervised by

‘ the Ukrainians (the lowest caliber of people in our town). We worked the whole
day, I amongst them, until the evening. When I returned home, my friends and
% my family suggested that I immediately hide myself, for fear of what else they
would ask of me. On Thursday night I left my home and went to a hideout in
i a cellar where I stayed all alone the whole day Friday, the eve of Yom Kippur, until
3 Sunday. On Yom Kippur itself people suggested that we go to pray in the main
synagogue, but we were befallen by German soldiers. They entered the synagogue
and smashed the Aron Hakodesh. They took out the Holy Scrolls and tore them

to pieces and rolled the parchments out to the streets.

On Sunday evening the Russians entered our town, and the Germans left.
We discovered that during that short German occupation, hundreds of Jews
were killed by the Germans in the surrounding smaller towns. In the town of
Pshemish six hundred Jews were chased into the nearby forest and killed by
horrible means. Amidst them at that time was Rabbi Tzvi Glazer, Rabbi of
Pshemish, son-in-law of Moshe Meisels. He was tied to a tree as the Germans
mercilessly cut his body up into pieces.

The Jews rejoiced with the coming of the Russians. That joy was short
lived. In a few weeks time the Russians began ordering Jews to alter their life-
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were depressed and without hope. If I were to attempt to detail the happenings
of those few weeks under the Russians, I would not have enough ink or paper
to adequately describe the experience. At the end of the winter of 1940, the
Soviet government ordered all refugees from Poland to hide in the shadow of the
Russian government or be sent to Siberia.

From Galicia alone 250,000 Jews left for Siberia. We  suffered
tremendously because of this decree. The pain of breaking up families was
unbearable. No one thought that there would be any future for the Jews that had
left. 'We bid them farewell never believing that they would ever be recovered or
remain alive. The tragedy was overwhelming.

In the summer of 1940 the Jewish people began to work in various
professions on behalf of the Russian government and slowly began to adjust to
the difficult life. We lived under these conditions until the spring.

It is understood that our religious life suffered much. The synagogues were
closed, the bath houses and the Mikvaot were filled in with earth and the Talmud
Torahs were locked up. On the twenty seventh day of Sivan, the I4th of June,
1939 in the morning at 4 a.m. we suddenly heard airplanes roaring in the skies
over our town. We did not understand what was happening. Even the Russian
soldiers knew nothing of what was going on. It was not until 8 o’clock that
evening that we heard that there was an outbreak of war between the Russians
and the Germans. Things were happening quickly. Official Russian offices were
immediately closed. On Thursday it was announced that whoever wanted to
leave together with the Russians could go with them. Regretfully, a few did go
with them. The majority of the people reasoned to themselves that it is better
to die at the hands of Hitler than to live as a dog in Russia.

On Friday morning when we felt that the Germans were approaching the
town, I decided not to remain in Drohobycz. I already knew that the Germans
would make me responsible to carry out their commands and orders. I therefore
left my house together with my dear son Yitzchok Chayim in the direction of
Boryslaw. I decided to stay away until the storm was over. I came to Boryslaw
on Friday morning, and | thought that no one would recognize me because
I changed my clothing and rabbinic garb. I was mistaken. As I arrived, I was
greeted by friends and acquaintances. People were frightened but they
surrounded me. My friends did not let me go any further and begged me to stay
with them. They assured me that they would take care of me, and that nothing
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bad would happen. I remained hidden with them until June 22, 1939 the Sth
day of Tammuz when the Russians had all gone. On Tuesday morning July 10,
1939 we already found Germans marching into town. No one left their home.
Everyone stayed put.

There was no food. We were always hungry, very hungry. It was horrible.
On Thursday we heard loud cries and screams, and we saw Ukrainian soldiers
surround the town. They dragged Jews out of their homes and led them to the
German soldiers who promptly threw them into jail. The entire action was
carried out by Ukrainians without the help of the Germans. My son Yitzchok
Chayim and I locked ourselves up in an attic, and there we sat all day Thursday

and Friday, July 13 and 14, 1939. Day and night we heard the cries and screams

of our brethren. Friday, before Shabos in the evening, a woman came up the
ladder to bring us a pitcher of water. She told us that more than a thousand Jews
were arrested. Each time the Ukrainians came, they beat Jews. They killed close
to four hundred in that jail itself.

The Germans issued an order that the Ukrainians stop beating Jews.
Sunday morning we found out that the Ukrainians had killed more than a
thousand Jews.

On Monday the twelfth of Tammuz, July 7, 1941, we started getting ready
to bury our dead as ordered by the Germans. The cries and screams were
unimaginable. A German soldier arrived at the cemetery, and said that if he
heard any more cries, he would kill all the Jews there. We were forced to bury
all the bodies in silence, ten in each grave, without proper caskets.

My son remained a few more days in Boryslaw and then we returned to
Drohobycz. We found out that the commander, the head of the German S.S.,
called a meeting and ordered the remaining Jews to select twelve men from
amongst themselves that would become the head of the Judenrat responsible for
all the orders pertaining to Jews. From then on, anything the Germans wanted
of us was carried out through the mechanism of the Judenrat.

All the stores of merchandise and food were confiscated by the Germans.
During the time of Russian rule, all stores were handled by the Russian
government. When the Germans came in they removed it from them and took
it for themselves. The starvation was horrible. Whoever had any sort of food,
considered themselves lucky, very lucky.

The Judenrat committee turned to the Germans and requested a quota of
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% ¥
food assigned for the Jewish population. The answer was quick in coming: Jews
would get food only if they would work. This is how the period of “slave labor”
for the Germans began. We fixed roads, bridges, oil wells and ditches. Every day,
2 at seven in the morning, Jews were assembled and assigned to work groups. The
group returned home at seven in the evening. When they returned they received
i a ration of food, measured to barely keep them alive. v

Two months passed, and each day the group of workers increased because
they received food rations. Some wealthier people were able to obtain some extra
food by buying it with pieces of jewelry. They realized that money itself had no
value in the bizarre world and time in which they found themselves. %

On November 2, 1941 a new German order was issued that required men, ¥
women and children ten years old, to wear an armband on the right arm with a %
blue Jewish star on it to identify the wearer as a Jew. Anyone found outside the i
Ghetto without it would be sentenced to death. In this month of Kislev, ‘
December, 1941 many Jews disappeared without a trace. Some were taken from 3
their houses and never returned. Initially we did not believe that these people
' were executed. We thought that they were sent to work somewhere else.

My moment of faith was approaching. The Judenrat was given an order to I
bring me to their headquarters. A death sentence was waiting for me. I find it
% difficult describing the circumstances and miracles that forced me into hiding. R
i » In the same month of Kislev, November, 1941 the Germans came to the
3 Judenrat and demanded a list of people who did not go out to work. Then,
according to the list, several hundred people were taken out of their homes, led
to the forest of Bronica and they were all shot. The next month the Judenrat :
demanded that each Jew be photographed and each of them receive a special
certificate of identification. According to their figures, 16,000 souls in
Drohobycz and 20,000 souls in Boryslaw were registered.

The Germans then ordered a division of the city into four sections:
German, Ukrainian, Jewish and Polish. In Galicia, Jewish people normally lived
in the town.

The Judenrat made up a subsequent list of a thousand Jews to be sent away.
In 1941 a thousand Jews were finally shipped out. They were marched to the
train station, each with a bundle in their hand. It took some time till we
discovered their fate.

From the day of the big “aktzia” in the month of Av, July 1942 we realized
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%

that the only way to survive was to escape to a hideout. A lot of individuals

began to build their own “bunkers.” We hid in attics, cellars, fields, gardens,

deep trenches, sewers, and ditches. Quietly and progressively we would store

; away bits and pieces of food and clothing for use in those G-d forsaken

i dungeons, we had no choice but to call home. When we felt that danger was

ahead, or heard rumors that Germans were readying themselves to invade the

Jewish quarter, Jews slowly began to creep into their own hiding places.

Here starts the most tragic and painful chapter. The Judenrat instituted a
project of sending out Jewish watchmen to search out and seize hidden Jews.
This manipulated maneuver was the most bitter and unforgivable act the Judenrat
executed. Jewish people were handing over their own brethren to the Nazis for
murder.

They started a project of using Jews themselves to turn over other Jews for
German slaughter. At this time, thousands were dying because of hunger. A
great many committed suicide. The death of choice was poison. Thousands in
Boryslaw and Drohobycz died that way. Some five hundred Jews perished in one
month’s time, and it was a grueling task burying the dead.

In the month of Tammuz, we heard that the Jews initially taken to the trains
were sent to their deaths. For the first time, the Judenrat was criticized for their
% turning over Jews for killing purposes. Many people asked whether it was
i permissible to turn to other religions in order to save their lives, particularly
2 women.

% We were confronted with the Halachik rule that for three reasons a Jew is
required to let himself be killed rather than violate the law. Those sins were
murder, idolatry and sexual crimes. The next month, in early July, they brought
into Drohobycz Boryslaw several hundred Jews from the surrounding towns and
villages, where they lived for generations. Later in the month the Germans closed
up the ghetto. They stationed German watchmen around while the Ukrainians
and the Germans pulled out six thousand people from Jewish homes in the
ghetto. This we called an Akizia.

The people were all pushed into cattle trains at the train station. They
packed eighty people into each car. They were taken to Belzetz where they were
all gassed to death. That is where my mother Rachel perished. The Judenrat
wanted to assure my security. I did not accept their safety net. My son Yitzchok
Chayim kept on finding new hiding places for me, bringing me food several
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§
times a week.
In the month of Cheshvan, 1943, there was another Akzia where the Jewish
“Arbeitsdeinst” (workforce) were searching for Jews in the fields and gardens.
2 When they found someone they brought him into a Beis Medrash, (small
i worshiping place) completely surrounded by Ukrainians, and there the Jews were
closed up for five weeks. Each day the workforce gathered more and more souls.
The numbers increased so, that the Germans simply came and took all of them
away with trucks into the nearby forest of Bronica to their deaths.

In the month of Adar, in March of 1943, another Akzia took place. The
Germans took out two thousand more Jews from the ghetto, arrested them and
put them into the city jail. Ultimately, they too were brought to the nearby forest
and shot to death.

At that point, the ghetto was completely closed without anyone coming or
going. The death rate from hunger and suicide kept growing, with several
hundred Jews dying weekly.

In April of 1943 there was another “Akzia”. The Germans circled the
ghetto, gathered a thousand Jews and took them to the forests to be shot.

Drohobycz, Boryslaw were unique towns. Their oil wells and refineries
operated full time, and the Germans decided to bring a thousand Jews into the
“arbeitslager” (work place) and select individuals who were acquainted with the

i workings of the oil manufacturing industry. Two thousand Jews were gathered
in a closed camp. Each morning they were led, under police guard, to the refinery

; for work. They would return to the camp at night. Through the intervention of
my son, Yitzchok Chaim, I was accepted with my two daughters, Chana Gitel
and Sheindel and my young son Avrahom as workers in the “arbeitslager”. There
were still two thousand Jews remaining in the ghetto.

The Germans came into the ghetto and camp throwing bombs into the few
remaining standing homes. They assembled all the people who were left there
including my wife Rechel Breindel, of blessed memory and they were taken out
to Bronica on the 2nd day of Shavuos and killed in the forest. The Germans
destroyed all the houses in the ghetto, including the cellars and the underground
hideouts.

On the last day of Pesach, the Germans took all the Jews that were gathered
in various places in Drohobycz and Boryslaw and shipped them out to the
Plashov Concentration Camp. I was left with my son Yitzchok Chayim who had
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hidden me in a bunker he had been building for months. We entered the bunker
and remained there for nine weeks in terrible discomfort. We were cramped
together in very uncomfortable positions.

There were constant quarrels between us about food, elbow room, loud talk,
manners and the like. We had a very limited amount of food. Water was
measured out by drops and mixed with cornmeal to create a sort of soup that
we cooked once a day. We had one pot for thirty people. On April I, of 1944
the Germans found us with sniffing police dogs and chased us out from the
bunker. Strange as it may seem, I was relieved from the situation and condition
under which we existed.

This time, I thought we were finished for good. Again a great miracle
happened. They didn't kill us on the spot. They marched us to work and later,
on April 12, 1944 after the quuidation of the Karpaten Oil Lager, they loaded
about three thousand Jews into cattle trains and took us to the Plashov
Concentration Camp in Krakow.

It is noteworthy to state that while in the bunker for nine weeks, we yearned
for contact with the outside world. We desperately needed medicine. A young
Jewish girl from Drohobycz, Ina Bergman, (presently Ina Kleiner) lived as a
disguised Gentile on the outside of the ghetto. She volunteered to supply us
from time to time with news of the war, some scraps of food, some candy and
the medicine that we requested. Needless to say, such acts of kindness were life
saving for us, under the conditions and circumstances in which we found
ourselves.

Upon arrival in Plashov, they took our clothing away, dressed us in striped
pajama-like uniforms. They locked us up in quarantine for ten days, and we were
not permitted to leave the premises.

In the month of August, 1944, my two sons, Yitzchok Chayim, then
twenty-three years old and Avrum Yisochar, fifteen, were sent to Germany, and
I was separated from them. Then my two daughters, Chana Gitel, aged twenty-
two and Sheindel, fifteen, were taken away from me. I was left in Plashov all

alone, bereft of family until October of 194S.

Eventuaﬂy two thousand Jews were removed from Plashov and taken to
Gross Rosen in Germany. In this camp again we suffered terribly. Five hundred
people were cramped into one barn. We were sleeping in much discomfort. We

were one on top of another after a hard days work of digging ditches in the hot
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sun.
After a few weeks of that hell, the Jews of Gross Rosen were sent to the
famous German slaughterhouse, a concentration camp called Buchenwald. The
9\ trip took eleven days. For five days we had absolutely no solid food whatsoever.
i We just drank the rainwater that dripped into the trains or broke off the icicles
that hardened and hung down from the edges of the roof.

I arrived there a very sick man and wound up lying in the Revere hospital.
While in block sixty—three, I succeeded in arranging a minyan, and recited the
Torah portion by heart, verbatim on Shabos and holidays to a group of
Drohobyczer landsmen that supported and protected me from the beatings of
the Kapos.

Amongst the prisoners there were a few rabbis. I tried to help the people
around me by teaching and preaching with an appeal not to lose hope or spirit
at this point. The war ended on April 13 of 1945.

I was in terrible physical condition, practically at the point of the
breakdown of my entire body, when a divine miracle happened and I met a man
who was the chief Chaplain of the Polish Army in Exile under General Andrews,
Dr. Hershel Klepfish. He rescued me from the Revere and assigned to me the
duties of acting chaplain. My mission was assisting Polish Jewish citizens in

% Buchenwald. He returned me to my duties as a Military Chaplain, as I had done

i in Drohobycz. I got involved immediately in this work and it helped bring about

3 a very quick recovery of my physical and spiritual state of mind. (See more
details in the Dr. Klepfish article.)

% Ten months later, I arrived in the United States with the help of some
relatives and friends whom I contacted from Germany through the UNRA (The

{ United Nations Rehabilitation Agency) military mail. It is worth mentioning
their names. They are Rabbi David Leib Levine of New Jersey who had
obtained an official position for me as a rabbi in an American Congregation. I
was able to receive a visa to enter the United States and because I had a job, I
would not be a burden to the United States Government.

In the States I found two cousins in Brooklyn, N. Y. They were Yaakov and
Avrum Avigdor, sons of my uncle Rabbi Sholom Avigdor. On my mother’s side,
I found Harry and Leah Rosner, and Ruth and David Mayer. They were
extremely helpful settling me in a new country. Amongst the others were Mr.
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Yoshe and Regina Rubenfeld, owners of the Monsey Park Hotel.
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In the year 1947, I obtained a position as Dean of Yeshiva Rabbi Solomon
Kluger on the lower East Side of New York City. About the same time, in April
of 1947, 1 was elected rabbi of Congregation Chovevei Torah on Eastern
Parkway, in Brooklyn, New York.

My son Abraham arrived in New York shortly after. A year later my older
son, Yitzchok came. He traveled two weeks by boat from Rotterdam, Holland to
Mobile, Alabama. He then took the final leg of his journey with a two day train
ride to New York City’s Grand Central Station for our reunion. A host of
friends and family greeted and welcomed him. It was a very emotional moment
for all.

We tried to sustain ourselves and rebuild our lives. Without having a
government to fear, we found some peace and started vigorously putting our lives
together in a free land. We were led to the brink of human existence, but we
never lost hope.

After six years, | entertained the thought of leaving New York for another
community, which desperately needed spiritual leadership. The first position I
tried was in Buenos Aires, capitol of Argentina and then later I finally decided
to settle in Mexico City, Mexico.
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The Twin cities:

DROHOBYCZ-BORYSLAW

My home town and surroundings
where my father

RABBI YAAKOV AVIGDOR
Became Chief Rabbi in the year 1929

At the age of 24
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Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor — 1920
when elected as Rabbi of Drohobycz, Boryslaw
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of Deohobyez-Bowyslau

hen Rabbi Jacob Avigdor accepted the position as Chief Rabbi of
Wthe twin cities Drohobycz-Boryslaw, the surrounding area consisted

of eighty towns and villages. Some of the towns had several
thousand Jewish residents. They had their own rabbis, schochtim, and synagogues.
Some of the outstanding communities were: Tistanovitch, Miraznitza, Uritch,
Kotuy, Stare-Sambo, Schidnitza with their own synagogues and mikvah. Smaller
villages such as Ribnick, Dolhe, Kopivnick, Urich, Medinitz, Pitbush, had a
schochet, rabbi, synagogue and mikveh. Truskawitz was famous as a resort with
mineral baths, salt and bitter waters, hot and cold mud baths and was nestled in
the midst of a deep forest with many rivers. The resort attracted thousands of
guests for the two summer months. It was generally considered that Drohobycz-
Boryslav and their surroundings (Hagolel) had close to fifty thousand Jewish
residents.

Drohobycz had its own Rabbinic Court, known as a Beis Din under the
leadership of Rabbi Jacob Avigdor with a body of eleven coordinating rabbis:
Rabbi Zev Nissenbaum, Rabbi Shalom Labin, Rabbi Chayim Rubin, Rabbi
Eliyahu Goldberg, Rabbi Meyer Bander, Rabbi Israel Rokeach, Rabbi Sender
Labin, Rabbi Chayim Aeberstark, Rabbi Jacob Lustman, Rabbi Leibish Rokeach
and Rabbi Moshe Eichenstein. These rabbis covered their rabbinic duties
between the twin towns and the surroundings, according to the daily needs.
Cases with halachik difficulties were referred to the Rabbinic Beis Din in

Drohobycz for turther consultations.



5)-))) 2333232339333 9333333333 D231333-353233-)0 33333293 339333333330 5303332303303 D3390 »—%

44 ~o~ RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

The resort town of Truskawitz deserves special mention because it attracted
thousands of guests from all over Poland to the various palatial hotels, most of
which were Kosher.

Rabbi Avigdor and his family lived in a cottage during the summer months
and commuted several times weekly to Drohobycz-Boryslav. That trip took
twenty minutes. I, the oldest son, went every summer with my family
accompanied by my rebbie, the great scholar Rabbi Moshele Gruber. We studied
Talmud every day without interruption. Our house was the official address for
most of the out-of-town guests where they received assistance and directives for
obtaining free passes into the bath-houses and other privileges from the resort’s
many offerings.

My father called it “His window to the world.” This summer retreat gave
us the unique privilege of having the opportunity to personally meet the
foremost Jewish leaders of our generation.

Drohobycz-Boryslav was an industrial center because of its natural resources
of oil, salt, minerals and wax. As a result of this, the Rabbinate was preoccupied
with many legal business matters that the Jews encountered in their course of

business. They had the best medical doctors equipped to treat various sicknesses
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Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor — 1939
After the Russians closed the Main Synagogue in Drohobycz
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Interior of Central Synagogue in Drohobycz
One of the largest and most impressive houses of worship in Poland. Seating capacity
of over three thousand people.

Reb Yonale Orenstein
A local winery merchant was the lifelong president of the Synagogue
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The Central Synagogue of Drohobycz, Poland
It was located on the “lan”, a large field located near the Jewish quarters, and near
the hospital, cemetery and other Jewish institutions. This large piece of real estate was
purchased by Don Isaac Abarbanel for the purpose of Jewish settlement after the
expulsion of the Jews from Spain, in the year 1492.
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Panoramic view of Drohobycz
with the tower clock facing in four directions
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Drohobycz Market Place
Etching by Ephraim Moses Lilien hometown landsman.
While in Jerusalem, Betzalel Art School

Freescesees



5)-))) 23992333333333 9333330333333 I3D2 33303 3333330303323 D¥I ) 9))9))‘)‘7)*)))-»)9))—)»-)))65&

FAITH AFTER THE FLAMES ~o~ 49

Board of the Kehilla in Boryslaw
President Leon Schutzman (center left)

[

General views of Boryslaw
Center of Qil Industry
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Top: Reception for Dr. Leon Reich and Dr. Leon Tannenbaum, the Kehilla in Drohobycz.
Bottom: Members of Board of the Kehilla.
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PERSONAL CHRONOLOGY OF RABBI YAAKOV AVIGDOR
AND TIMELINE OF THE ANNIHILATION OF THE TWIN

CITIES

DROHOBYCZ-BORYSLAW AND IT’S SUBURBS

1939 ~ September 18
1939 ~ September 24
1941 ~ June 30

1941 ~ July 20

1942 ~ May 18

(2 Sivan, §,702)

1942 ~ August 5

1942 ~ October 23

(12~20 Cheshvon)

1943 ~ February 15
1943 ~ May 21 ~June 7

1944 ~ April 12

1945 ~ April 13

BY THE GERMANS

Population 40,000 Jews as of 1939

Initial occupation by the Germans.

German retreat and occupation by the Russians.
Re-occupation by Germans, at the outbreak of the
German Russian War.

Order to wear white armbands with star of David as
Jewish Identification.

First “Akzia” (MASS RAID), deportation of 4,000
Jews

by the German S. S.

“Akzia” of 10,000 Drohobycz-Boryslaw residents
transported to Belzetz, Gas Chambers.

Order that all Jews must live in the Ghetto.

Major Akzia of 8,000 Jews taken from the Ghetto and
executed on the outskirts of town.

(So were other sporadic executions throughout June,
1944),

Liquidation of Ghettos

Liquidation of Arbeits-Lagers Small Concentration
Camps on the outskirts of town, the Ziegelei” (Brick
factory) and part of Carpathian (Oil Refineries).
Liquidation of Carpathian Oil Lager and the
deportation of about 3,000 Jews to the main
Concentration Camp in Plashow, Kracow.

Liberation from Buchenwald by American Army.

In Israel the established Memorial Day for Dro/aobyrz—Boryslaw landsmen

;
E
|
i
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BIOGRAPHY OF A RENOWNED SCHOLAR

Author Of 32 Books
N0
Rosh Yeshiva of Rabbi Solomon Kluger, NYC
@0

Chief Rabbi Of Argentina

N

Chief Rabbi Of Mexico City

NGO

'y
;
2
i Officer of Polish Legion
with General Andrew Under British Forces
% o
i Founder of Vaad Hatzalah
§
e

N

Established Rabbinie Court in Bergen Belzen
issued the first Heter Agunah

N0
Chaplain of the Polish Army in the Major
Concentration Camps of Post War Europe, 1945-46
N0

Intervention for Jewish Children
to be taken out from Church hideouts
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BELZER REBBE'S VISIT

TO DROHOBYCZ
During Summer of 1936
N0
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Belzer Rebbe’s Visit to Drohobycz
During the Summer of 1936

Reb. Areleh Rokeach, Zatzal From left to right: Reb. Areleh Rokeach, Rabbi Dr.
Yaakov Avigdor, Reb. Berl Bilik, seated in a gala

%

i k

i %
welcoming wagon driven by a pair of horses led by a &

% chossid Moshe Dickman (Gold). Polish police guard up %

!&« &

front.

Group of Chassidim around the Rebbe seated in center
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Belren Rebbe, Hrele Rokeach,
Fatzal, Wsits Drokolyez

very rich Jewish man from Spain, Don Isaac Abrabanel, (Don, was a

title like Lord) intervened on behalf of the Spanish Jews to King
ﬂ Kazimir the great of Kracow, Poland for the purchase of a tract of
land upon which Jews could settle and live peacefully.

During the fifteenth and sixteenth century, Tomas Torquemada, carried
out the inquisition of Jews by killing thousands who refused to convert to
Christianity. Jews, trying to avoid this evil decree were hiding or finding refuge
out of Spain. They were called Moranos. Some say that the fearful conditions
of Jews under Torquemada led to the main initiative of Columbus to start his
famous journey to the new world.

There are opinions that Columbus was of Jewish origin. The land that
King Kazimir sold to Abrabanel was in Drohobycz, Poland and that particular
parcel became known as the “Lannes”. The news that Jews were accepted and
allowed to dwell in Poland spread quickly and the Lannes in Drohobycz became
populated with Jews in no time. They lived comfortably in small houses. Soon
after, a synagogue was built and called, the Lann Beis Medrash.

There were rich deposits of oil in the town of Boryslay, at the outskirts of
Drohobycz. Crude oil was pumped out of the wells of Boryslav and sent to
refineries in Drohobycz for processing.

There is a river that flows through Boryslav and Drohobycz called the

MWWMMWWWW
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Tishmenitza. Both the river and the air always smelled of oil. Fish did not
survive in the river for very long because of the polluted waters. Even the fish
themselves smelled of oil.  The Jewish community grew quickly because
A Drohobycz turned into a rich oil-producing center. The oil wells themselves
% were in Boryslaw, the next town over.

The Jewish community consisted of hard working men in every
profession and included engineers, scientists and lawyers. It became an industrial
town producing, not only the oil itself but also by-products of oil, such as
grease, vaseline and lubricating materials. This provided jobs for many thousands
of people.

The leaders of the Kehillah hired a great scholar to be their rabbi. His
name was Reb Itzikel Drohobyczer. He led the Jewish people in the Lann Beis
Medrash and was a friend and colleague of the Baal Shem Tov, who was the
founder of Chassidism.

Reb Itzikel immediately involved himself in the community affairs and
had a Mikveh built on top of an original water well located in the basement of
' the Beis Medrash. You had to go down two flights of very steep steps to
approach it. He also started a Talmud Torah and surrounded himself with
i Chassidim of the Baal Shem Tov. The Jewish community grew, but amidst the
citizens of the community, Reb Itzikel had some opponents who brought about
i his expulsion from Drohobycz and he eventually wound up in a village nearby
2 known as Stebnick. There, he became seriously ill and word reached his mentor
the Baal Shem of his sad condition. When the Baal Shem heard the news, he
% immediately decided to go visit him from Mezibetz, in the Ukraine. By the time
the Baal Shem came to Drohobycz, he was very disappointed not to find Reb
Itzikel there. He attended the Lann Beis Medrash and made use of the Mikveh in
the Synagogue.

Until World War I, in 1939, there was a plaque in the Shule reading,
“On this chair sat the Baal Shem Tov during his visit to Drohobycz.” The story
of the Baal Shem’s disappointing visit and his attendance in the Synagogue was
recorded in the official pinkus (the diary) of the Kebillah and for my reading
pleasure, I reread it several times.

The Baal Shem’s visit to Drohobycz became known throughout Poland
and the Ukraine and the story of his relation with Reb Itzikal was talked about
throughout my many yearly visits to Truskavitz, a resort town where hundreds

Ree
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of rabbis would come to cure all sorts of ailments. They came for the salt-water
baths, the drinking of the mineral waters and mud soaks. The Lann Beis Medrash
became a tourist attraction for many to visit and see the chair of the Baal Shem
in the synagogue.

My father, Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, would deliver his annual Shabbos
Teshuva speeches in the Lann Beis Medrash. The building itself was old and
falling apart on the outside. The Mikvah beneath, built by Reb. Itzikal did not
function because the original steps were all out of shape, slimy and crooked.

The Belzer Rebbe’s visit to Drohobycz stirred up a lot of excitement

throughout the community, especially amongst the Belzer Chassidim. He stayed
at the house of a Mr. Wilf on #1 Kowalski Street . He was welcomed at the
railroad station by hundreds of his chassidim with much pomp and ceremony, as
seen in the picture on the previous page. A pair of horses and an eloquent buggy
awaited him with my father, Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, extending official
greetings on behalf of the city. Friday night services were held in the main
synagogue, built by Reb. Eluzer Nissan Tittlebaum. The seudos (feasts) were held
in the adjoining, Lann Beis Medrash. That Friday night, I was given the honor
of lifting the cup of wine for Kiddush for the Rebbe. It was a most exciting
time in my young life. Friday afternoon I escorted the gabbai (his personal
assistant) and some other Chassidim to the Mikveh and was in the dressing room
helping the Rebbe with preparations for the immersion. I hung up his clothing
and arranged his shoes. The Rebbe wore his yarmulke until the moment he had
his head under the water. The yarmulke was passed around from hand to hand
and I had the honor of holding it on the outside until the end of the whole
procedure. During the actual immersion I was outside the mikvah. The whole
course of action was fascinating and awe inspiring to me. It was a scene which
I can never forget. I boasted about it for years after. This privilege was
obtainable to me simply because I was the son of Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, the
Drohobyczer Rav. 1 was very proud of my father and myself for this rare
opportunity to serve the Belzer Rebbe.

The Rebbe was very friendly to my father and paid a personal visit to our
house on the Rynele before he left. During the week, the Rebbe received hundreds
of people who gave him “kvitlach” (written requests for various personal needs,
such as health, matchmaking of children and parnasah, livelihood.) The Rebbe’s

welcome, was very well organized by his local chassidim. One name stands out
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in my mind amongst the many who were in charge of organizing the visit and

%
that is Reb Beryl Bilik.
Many preparations had to be arranged before the Rebbe’s visit. My
2 saintly father did his share in the groundwork also. In the center of the town
i was the City Hall with a giant clock tower that reached skyward. Around this
City Hall was a Plaza, called the Rynek that surrounded the well-designed brick
houses and elegant stores on street level. Above the stores were high priced
apartments with big porches from which the inhabitants viewed the area
activities and parades. We lived on the Rynek No. 32.
All major stores on the Rynek were open on Shabbos and owned by Jews.
There was only one exception and that was the tavern owned by Reb Yonahle
Orenstein, the gabbai of the Great Synagogue who kept his store closed every
Shabbos. My father made it his business to contact all the owners of these stores
and asked them to, please keep their shops closed on this special Shabbos when
the Belzer Rebbe would visit the city. Reluctantly, but with respect, they
; complied. After the Rebbe’s visit, a joke circulated in town for months. It seems
that two of the merchants who had closed on this Shabbos, purchased lottery
tickets that week and won the grand prize. They attributed it to the fact that it
was their reward for closing on Shabbos.
The Rebbe’s visit invigorated the Chassidim for many months to come.
:% They kept up their spirits with continuous letters and donations to him and sang
{-«

songs of praise to his name.
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was a seventeen year old yeshiva student and Belzer Chassid when
jMenachem Begin came to my hometown of Drohobycz in 1935. He
came to work as an intern for a good friend of our family, Dr. Zvi Arnold,
a prominent lawyer. Polish law required every law school graduate to spend two
years as an adjutant (apprentice) in an established law firm. This was also the
general procedure in the field of medicine. (Ironically, all European lawyers
carry the title of “Doctor” although they know nothing about medicine.)
Anti-Semitic feelings in pre-war Poland were strong. There was a “quota
system” that limited the number of Jewish students in universities. A special
working permit was required for apprentices. After Menachem Begin finished
his law studies at Warsaw University and before practicing as a lawyer, he had to
tind a firm that would accept him as an apprentice. He also had to have his
application approved by the Regional Lawyer’s Union. He came to Drohobycz,
Poland, because Galicia didn't have any limitations for Jewish apprenticeships. In
the division of Poland between the three major powers of Russia, Austria and
Germany, Drohobycz was part of Austria known as Galicia, which had relaxed
laws in various legal and business enterprises. When Poland was re-established
after World War I, the Austrian governmental changes remained, hence it was
easier to get into the system of the legal profession than in any other parts of
the country. Begin took advantage of this lenient change to be accepted as a
lawyer in the community. The lawyers union was ninety percent Jewish and had

a positive attitude towards young legal students.
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Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor officiated at the wedding ceremony of Menachem Begin
and Alisa Arnold in the resort town of Truskavitz in 1939 at the elegant Eden Hotel.
Amongst the guests was the great revisionist leader, Zev Jabotinsky.
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By being accepted in Dr. Arnold’s office, Begin achieved two important
goals. He got his professional independence and found his wife to be, Alisa
Arnold, who was one of Dr. Arnold’s twin daughters. Ala, as we called her, was
nineteen years old at the time, the same age as I, and we shared some high school
classes. Begin, born in 1913 was seven years older than Ala. In a very short
while, he became extremely popular in the community. Other Zionist figures
spoke of making immediate aliya and leave Anti-Semitic Poland. Begin also
spoke of Torah and tradition, using Biblical phrases and Chassidic tales to make
his points.

The audiences loved Begin's oratory when he spoke at mass Zionist rallies
in fluent Polish and a colorful Litvishe Brisker Yiddish. I was mentally drawn
to him, although my father, Rabbi Dr. Jacob Avigdor, and my uncle, Rabbi David
Avigdor, were well-known leaders of the Mizrachi movement in Poland and
preached similar philosophies.

About twenty young boys from Rabbinic and Chassidic backgrounds
formed a new revisionist group called “Brith Yeshurun.” It's name came from

“Betar,” whose initials in Hebrew spell “Brit Joseph Trumpeldor.” We met on

Jewish Press, Heint and Moment. We sang Jewish revisionist songs such as “Two
Sides of the Jordan” and read other poetry or prose. We were in contact with
the religious head of the party, Dr. Joseph B. Schechtman, and the local
Drohobycz branch organization, but Menachem Begin had the greatest influence
on us all, myself included. As the national Betar leader, Begin traveled
throughout Poland. His speeches and organizational skills were limitless.

When Ala Arnold’s engagement to Begin was announced in town, there was
much talk about it. Other girls were extremely jealous of her, because of how
prominent Begin had become. They would joke about how Begin would be
unable to recognize his future wife, from her twin sister. They were like two
identical drops of water.

In May of 1939, the Arnolds began preparing for the wedding of
Menachem and Ala. Drohobycz was too small a city for the national crowd they
hoped to attract, especially when it became known that Zev Jabotinsky himself
would come from Paris to participate in the festivities. The family decided to
take advantage of the nearby town of Truskavitz, a summer resort that offered

first class accommodations for guests seeking curative baths and mineral

i
§
Saturdays in the basement of our home. At these kumsitzes, as we called them, %
&

:

i

% we spoke about Zionism, read articles written by Zev Jabotinsky in the Warsaw
%

%
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drinking waters. Our family always rented a summer place in Truskavitz, which
was a fifteen minute car ride from Drohobycz. It was the last stop on the
Lvov/Lemberg railroad line before the Karpathian Mountains near the
Hungarian border. Hundred of rabbis, Chassidic rebbes and yeshiva students
used to come to Truskavitz annually for the mineral cures. Because of this
attraction, | had the opportunity to meet dozens of Torah sages of the time,
along with political leaders and influential businesspersons of prewar Poland.

The elegant Eden Hotel was chosen as the wedding site. My father, as the
local chief rabbi, had control of kashruth over these hotels, with mashgichim,
(supervisors) on site. These hotels were closed for the winter season. It became
apparent to the Arnolds that it was the perfect place for the wedding, and the
mild month of May was the ideal time of the year to have it. The ceremony
took place in the Truskavitz Synagogue and the reception and dinner were held
at the Eden Hotel, just a few blocks away.

In Aptil, about a month before the wedding, my father received a telegram
from Zev Jabotinsky, who was then in Paris. In the telegram, he inquired about

the kashruth of the Begin wedding. My father responded through the Arnold’s
that kashruth at the wedding would be strictly observed. Jabotinsky's inquiry

%
i
about kashruth became the talk of the town for a month.
Jabotinsky always visited my father during his frequent visits to Drohobycz,
2 which became known as the center of the Revisionist Movement. Whenever my
kY wife Esther and I visited Israel, we made it our business to see the Begins in
% Jerusalem.

I corresponded continuously with Alisa Begin and even received a letter
from her when she was in Hadassah Hospital before her death. Menachem
Begin himself wrote the foreword to one of my books, in which a whole chapter
is devoted to Alisa’s memory.

Throughout their many years of struggles and victory, in their fascinating
life together, the Begins’ proved themselves heroes in their achievements for their
people and the State of Israel. Amongst the various and unusual attributes of
morality and their high ethical standards, the Begins distinguished themselves in
their loyalty and dedication to their friends and comrades. Even foes, political
and personal, always respected and recognized Menachem Begin as a gentleman

Ree

and a great man in Jewish history.
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MENACHEM BEGIN
Jerusalem

July 17, 1986

RABBI DR. 1SAAC C AVIGDOR
25 OVERHILL ROAD

WEST HARTFORD CONN, 06117
USsSA

DEAR RABBI AVIGDOR,

THANK YOU FOR YOUR KINDNESS IN SENDING ME A PRE-PRINTED COPY OF YOUR BOOK,
“ONE OF THE HOLY CAST~, | HAVE READ IT WITH ENRAPTURED ATTENTION AND DEEP
FEELINGS, WHICH IV IS DIFFICULY, PERHAPS (MPOSSIBLE TO DESCRIBE - NO WONDER.

IN THE VARIOUS CHAPTERS YOU PROVE NOT ONLY LEARNING AND KNOWLEDGE, BUT
ALSO EXPERIENCE. THE SIMPLE VERM, “EXPERIENCE", DOES NOT REFER TO CONVENTIONAL
EVENTS IN ONE*S LIFE WITH ITS UPS AND DOWNS, SUCCESSES AND FAILURES. YOU WERE
THERE .... YOU WERE THROWN INTO THE ABYSS OF THE MOLOCAUST, THE GREATEST DISASTER
IN THE ANNALS OF OUR ANCIENT PEOPLE., THEREFORE YOUR BOOK 1S, IN FACT, A LIVING
TESTIMONY TO THE SIX MILLION JEWS PUT TO A WANTON DEATH BY AN IMPLACABLE ENEMY-
DESTROYER.

IT SHOULD BE READ BY EVERYBOOY IN ANY COUNTRY THAT WANTS TO KNOW THE TRUTH
OF THE PERSECUTION, OF THE SUFFERING AND ALSO OF THE RESISTANCE OF OUR PEOPLE
DURING THOSE YEARS OF MASS DESTRUCTION.

SAINTLY FATHER AND VTEACHER, RABBI JACOB AVIGDOR AND OTHER MEMBERS OF YOUR FAMILY
TO GO ON LIVING, UNDER THE MOST DIFFICULT CONDITIONS.

FEW OF YOUR DEAREST AND NEAREST WERE SAVED; OTHERS WERE PUT TO DEATH.
AMONG THEM WAS YOUR MOTHER. THE CHAPTER YOU DEVOTED TO HER AND THE EXPLANATION
YOU GAVE TO YOUR DEAR WIFE OF THE PROLONGED SILENCE, REFERRING TO YOUR MOTHER, IS
ONE OF THE MOST MOVING DESCRIPTIONS OF HUMAN LOVE AND SORROW.

MANY OTHER CHAPTERS ARE DEVOTED TO YOUR FATHER. WHO LIKE YOURSELF CAME OUT
OF THE PIT, AND THEN CONTINUED WITH HIS LEARNING AND TEACHING, HAVING WRITTEN
THIRTY BOOKS ON PROBLEMS OF HALACHA,

OF COURSE | REMEMBER YOUR FATHER OF BLESSED MEMORY: HE OFFICIATED AT OUR
WEDDING, DURING THE LAST SPRING BEFORE THE GREAT CATASTROPHE. ZE*EV JABOTINSKY
WAS STILL WITH US AND PARTICIPATED IN OUR JOY. WHAT CAN | ADD TO THOSE
REMINISCENCES WHICH WILL LIVE FOREVER IN OUR HEARTS.

YOU FOLLOW, DEAR RABBI, IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF YOUR GREAT FATHER. THIS IS
YOUR THIRD BOOK, AND HAVING READ YOUR WORDS ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE OF WRITING, | AN
SURE THAT IN THE YEARS TO COME YOU WILL ENRICH JUDAISM WITH MORE OF YOUR THOUGHTS,
LEARNING AND WISDOM.

SUCH, INDEED, S MY WISH TO YOU, AND ALSO TO ALL THOSE WHO WILL READ YOUR
IMPORTANT WRITINGS,

YOURS, RESPECTFULLY AND j%OL(NEARTEOLY.

U”v\

M. BEGIN
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% YOU SURVIVED THE HOLOCAUST : YOU ALSO HELPED, AS LONG AS YOU COULD, YOUR
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HOLOCAUST TO REDEMPTION
TR NNTR

Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, May 7, 1945  Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, Apr. 11, 1945
Inducted as Captain in the on day of liberation from
Polish Exile Division of the British Army Buchenwald Concentration Camp

The dramatic change in Rabbi Avigdor’s looks within two weeks
tln’ougb the enormous efforts of Major Cbaplain Rabbi Hershel
Klepfish and the belp of G-d
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@@@@@

Photo taken by famous photographer Margaret Burke White
during the visit of General Dwight D. Eisenhower to Concentration Camps,
May 7, 1945. Arrow points to Rabbi Avigdor
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Chief Chaplain & Major in Polish Legion Exile Division
Of the British Army on the Eastern Front

oday, on the Yahrzeit of Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor, my esteemed

? colleague, friend and associate officer of the Polish Legion, his

personality appears in my mind. His memory reminds me of cases we

worked on together and especially of the first time when we met in Buchenwald,
Germany.

I see before me an outstanding Jewish leader, famous as a prominent rabbi,
when Poland was still free and independent. He was still young in those days
and yet around him swarmed a legend. He was generally known for his depth of
learning as expressed in the various books that he authored, dealing with
correspondence between colleagues about Halachic problems. He entered into
the depths of the Talmud and law to find various new interpretations. He
mastered the Polish language and authored a book on the Talmud in that same
tongue.

Rabbi Avigdors’ erudition, analytical mind and writing talents were a rare
synthesis. He wrote of intellect and heart and it was shared with readers from
all over. He, with his multi-phased personality foretold the arrival of a new
generation of rabbis who will know how to lead the Jewish people in times of

crisis and storm.
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I was the editor of an orthodox weekly journal in Warsaw and tried to
attract Rabbi Yaakov Avigdor, the Drohobyczer Rav, as we called him to join the
ranks of our editorial staff. This was our great aspiration for a long while.

2 Not many years past and the catastrophe of the Holocaust came upon us,
i brutally tearing apart the golden period of Polish Jewry.

When the Second World War was over, Rabbi Avigdor found himself in
Buchenwald, as the chaplain of the Polish Exile Army on the Eastern front. We
traveled together across the length and width of Germany visiting Concentration
Camps, checking on the lives of the survivors and trying to identify them.

[ recollect Rabbi Avigdor, immediately upon liberation, more like a shadow,
than a human bcing. He was very thin, just skin and bones, pale and broken up.
However, it was enough, to just hear him open his mouth and speak, to be
convinced that his spirit was far from having been extinguished. His pain and
sufferings did not disturb his rock-strong faith. From him radiated the greatness
of Jewish spirit.

Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor gained a victory on the Buchenwald battlefield.
I saw the conflicting uniqueness of the role of a giant in Jewish spirituality
battling his physical weakness and remaining strong. He was breathing the
holiness of past generations.

g I have seen, observed and admired him for several months as he wandered

i throughout Germany searching and visiting all the camps. What was his

3 purpose? He gathered lonely, forlorn and orphaned Jewish children. With
unusual dedication he founded educational institutions and Hebrew schools. He

% had the fortitude to throw himself into the work of the Vaad Hatzalah, to save
the remaining survivors from physical disappearance and spiritual breakdown.
He was weak and plagued with various sicknesses that he himself had undergone
during the nightmare of his past, and yet remained active, full of gusto and
initiative, with sacrificial readiness to all involved in the mission of again
rebuilding the destroyed Jewish life.

Listening to his speeches during the rescue missions, while visiting the new
Jewish settlements in Germany, Holland and Belgium, was like medicine to the
survivors. He expelled the depression and sadness within the hearts of all. The
rescue activities he carried out revived and renewed the spirits of the people who

Ree

remained. His mission of revival and resurrection became a bright chapter in his

life.
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I noticed that his physical health was poor and his condition concerned me.
I realized that his health was worsening and unless help would be extended to
him immediately, he might not have survived. He had to leave Germany and the
miserable post war atmosphere.

Accomplishing that lifesaving act for Rabbi Avigdor was not an easy task.
Army Military laws strongly forbade anyone leaving the borders of Germany.
Permission to cross the border would usually take many months.

In this case, however, with Rabbi Avigdor not having the time to wait
because of his bad health, I signed a document giving him permission to cross
the German border, despite the fact that I was not authorized to do so. I dressed
him in a military uniform, which I was not allowed to do before official
induction, and I seated him next to me in a military truck. I then proceeded to
smuggle him through the borders of Germany, Holland and Bellguim, which
were all manned by military guards. Had they caught us, I would have been
arrested and penalized for violating military laws, while in the service as a Major
in the Polish Legion, (which was part of the British Army.) I took this risk and
we arrived in Brussels peacefully. We went directly to the house of the Chief
Rabbi of Belgium, Rabbi Mordechai Shlomo Ullman.

There, I turned Rabbi Avigdor over into his care, describing to him the
outstanding personality he represented and the historical duty of having his
health restored and his life saved.

The rabbi of Kotzk once said, “There is no more whole thing than a broken
Jewish heart.” Rabbi Avigdor’s heart was fearfully broken but also wonderfully
whole. I visualize him today, on the eve of his yahrzeit, as a rare personality, one
of the great minds in the history of Polish Jewry. May his memory be a blessing

to all.

A\

(Dr. Klepfish later became the Chief Rabbi of Panama)
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On the left, Chaplain Hershel Klepfish, Rosh Jewish soldiers of the Polish Legion attending
Hashonah, 1943 — Shofar blowing High Holiday Services
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Extreme left Major Hershel Klpis attending meeting in Buchenwald.
Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor on right (encircled, seated)
Others are officers of the Polish Legion

-

Soldiers of Polish Exile: Division upon landing i Normandy
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JEWISH COMMITTEE FOR RELIEF ABROAD

CrairMaN: Dr, REDCLIFFE N, SALAMAN, FRS,

DepARTMENT FOR POST-WAR RELIGIOUS RECONSTRUCTION

NOMINATED BY THE

CHIEF RABBI'S RELIGIOUS EMERGENCY COUNCIL

Chairmon : o
The Very Reverend, s y: HENRY PELS, Esq.
‘The Chief Rabbi, Dr. J. H- HERTZ, c.px.

Joint Hom. Treasurers : 86, AMHURST PARK,

Col, Sir PHILIP CARLEBACH, c¢.M.6., C.B.E.

SHCAR PHILIPY, Fag, PWR/AM AN LONDON, N.l6.

Rabbi HARRIS SWIFT,

EDx:;:‘,;“}; M. LAZARUS, M.A Telephone: STAmford Hill 1971
Rabbi Dr. S. SCHONFELD (Exc. DIRECTOR)

20th August 1945,
Chaplain Rebbi Dr. Avigdor,
603, Wile Gove Det.,
B.L.A‘

Dear Rabbi Avigdor,

I received today .

I was glad to hear that you received the 3 parcels
of clothing and shoes, end I hope'you will receive in good
order, the other parcels which we‘:send you regularly every
week, from now onwards.

HWW(HM«HMWWW«WWM«@
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I have sent you during the course of the last week
parcels of religious requisites, and I hope you will make good
use of theme ’

I will send you tomorrow 2 Shofaroth and soms
Hachzorim for Rosh Hashoneh and Yom Kippure I am also
sending you some Selidoth.

In your last letter you asked us to send youa
Schilchan Aruche I will try and get you one, but for the
time being I will send you a Set of Mishna Berire, and I
hope this will gerve your purpose meanwhile.
PoTo0s
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% Thank you for your letter and postoard which
%
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%
i
i All Survivors of the major concentration
Camps will bear witness to the fact that
during the period after liberation, when
the Germans retreated, was a difficult
time to bear. Sickness, insecurity, fear,
confusion, depression and not knowing
where to go prevailed. Hundreds
survived the war but died after
liberation. The Germans left the store-
houses empty. If there was any time
during which the survivors needed
i assistance of every kind, it was during
% that period. Regretfully, there was no
% organized immediate help forthcoming.
Minor assistance was offered by the
Joint Distribution Committee and the
I United Nations Rehabilitation
Association. The help that Dr. Klepfish
and Rabbi Yaakov Avigdor extended
I was immediate and lifesaving.
e
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The following pages are some

TROOP MOVEMENT CERTIFICATES

Issued to Rabbis Dr. Hershel Klepfish
and Dr. Yaakov Avigdor
In service as Chaplains for
“Hatzalah” (Savior Campaign)
They traveled in a Polish military truck
with a Jewish soldier
Mr. Shlomo Brach, as driver.
They crossed the Belgium, Holland and
German borders twenty-two times,
bringing in loads of supplies such as
medicines, candy, books and religious
materials that were distributed to the
Holocaust Survivors of various
concentration camps in Germany.
The project was conducted in
conjunction with Agudas Yisroel of
America and the Joint efforts of Mr.
Heinrich Landau — Brussels, Belgium
The Sternbuch Family — Switzerland

and
Dr. Yitzchok Griffel — Milan, Italy
1945-1946
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In lieu Army Form W, 5164
TROOP HOVELENT ORDER

o

3 Iollowing ere reguired to proceed:
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In lieu irmy Form W. 5164

Jewish Chaplain’s %
Welfare Office,
HQ 59 Area,CMF

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCEIEN :

&

| bk i 4 : F
This is to certify that Isasc AWIGDOR, of Abbiate Guzzone,
.{a attached to the _ahove-mentionab ‘office for_ welfare purposes.:
It is requested that all-aas'étance may be given to him

to carry out his work. %
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jskowy Tabin
b

enia pomocy
arow zebra=

i.

0 e o 22

-

NykKaz darow:
brylentyna, shampoon,puder,pomadki do warg,
pasta do zebowykolezyki.

Dary te przeznaczone sa W przewaznej czesci dle

obozow kobiecych na terenie Niemiec.

Prosze wezystkie wladze polskie o udzielenie po=-

moecy kpt.dr._ A

wilieénla qau

owli w razie potrzeby dla ulate
charytatywnego.

& £ ofkpt. A Krzysztoporski @L”'

Jewish Chaplain’s
Welfare Office.
HQ 59 Area,CMF.

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

This is to certify that Isasc AWIGDOR, of Abbiate Guazzone,
ls attached to the sbove-mentioned office for welfare purposes.
It is requested thét all ass;istance may be given to him

to carry out his work.

P

10 Dec 45. g ; %

REV: MICHAZL ELTON, O.F.
' JEWISH CHAPLAI.
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Zaswiadczam niniejszem,ze kapelan wd
kptedre Awl gdeoer Jak:
udaje sie na teren Nisuec celem nies
swyn wspolwyznawcom 1 rozdzielenia d
nych przez kolonie zydowsks w Brukse
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Tr 65/42/mR bforyslav, den 6.2;3;1942

o

Yo

BESCHEINIGETU

Hiermit best”atigen wir, dass,

"
kabbirer isak 4 W I G DO R , pgeb.2.12,1908 Heu-8andez =-wememccecna-

¥itglied des Judenrgtes, thls Leiter der

Friehof fz.‘hteilu‘q,g und T:’f\'trikavlant(‘:5;———----—w—--—-—--—A‘-—--«m.....---'.. —————————

Judenviertel, wie aush fimr frele Bewagung nash den

Polizeistunden,

Pass to be able to go in and out of Boryslav Ghetto
June 2, 1942
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: Dieze a;’&hninim dient'als Passiersshein ausser dem i
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2
i %ﬂ
In lieu Army Form W, 5164 . %
. TROOF MOVELENE CROLER
= 3 Following sre reguired to proceed:
¥ilan
FEOMesessosssersocsoscassacasesensess(Sta) . I
Brussels wislbe olybentanecd Ly 0.1€, Polish Forces v
POsssioccrsrnnssbinsbovrsoionvashesenlIa) ROCOLTIBE Uniteeeosenvsasssnsss
¢ Baggage not -
Personuel Vehicles loaded in Nature of Duty
i e & e Wit veha, e b
, A P
:t 0££i~ Other Bigy- Hetor- Other Tons Cwis x
oérs Ranks cles cycles
- .  ~~  Capt. the Bev. AVIGDOR A
Name of Senior Offioer.%ﬂ or HCO i/e ..................................
N AvierR, ey '?6-'3 Gupdy 2ous v -. .".‘:f:. LE T
U6rirRaTTon < Officer suthorizing move
Rurwe Z2€n maaveL oNGy N eb)r.?nwy oFe‘ A
Dericer sfe \ / E
‘ 4 -
lotess~ 1. Vani
2. To be mE
entraining stetion or S8 at lecatien of departure; see-
ond copy to be reiained by besrer and handed to receiving unit
on srrivel.
In lieu Army Form . W. 5164
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90 ~o~ RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

Dr. Jacob Avigdor v
Progreso 191 - 101 01 204 II Rust MM/Ne
México 18, D,F 1. Juni 1962
FEXTCO

Amt fHir Wie dergutmachung des Landes Rheinlend/Pfalz in Berlin
Stauffenbergstrasse 11/13
RBerlin ¥ 30

Sehr geehrte Herren !

Setr,: Heilverfahren
Bezug: Thre Zuschrift vem 25.4.62
Ihre freundliche Zuschrift beantworte ich wie folgt:

l.~ Anfangs Juni X945 verliess ich Buchemweld, als ich von der polnischen
RE€gicrung zum Milit#rkeplan und Seelsorger der noch verbliebenen Juden

in Westeuropa mit dem Sitz in Warburg crnannt wurde.

In Ausiibung dieser Pflichten musste ich in der Zoit zwicchen August 1245

und Juni 1946 Belgien und Frankreich bereisen.

Ich beniitzte naturgemiss diese Reisen, um weger meines schlechton Go-
sundheitszustandes die n¥tige ¥rztliche Hilfe in Anspruch sm nehmen,
was insbesondere in Belgien, und vornehmlich ir Brissel geschah,

Ich lege ein zuf¥llig aufgefundenes emtliches Dokument in englischer
Sprache bei, welches in deutscher Ubersetzung lautets

" Yolnische Milithr Mission in Liquidation in Frankreich Agentur in

Briissel Briissel, den 15. Oktober 1945 An alle, die es angehen
ey es wird beglaubigt, dass Haupt Kaplan Rabbi Hauptw, Dr,
AV igdord. und Korp, L a nd a u H, sich nach Warburg begeben,
welches (welchk Stadt) die Basis der Aktivititen von Hauptmann
avigdor als Kaplan der polnischen Streitkr#fte und der D.F. und P.¥W.
X. Lager iste
Llle alliierten milit¥rischen Autorit¥ten werden ersucht, Hauptm.
ivigldor alle n¥tige Hilfe und Beistand zu gewdhren, und insbesondere
aen Iransport zu deren Bestimmungsort su besorgen. "
Solche sog., "Offene Befehle™ erhielt ich natifirlich in Avstibung meiner
Tdatigkeit in Menge, so dass es tatsMchlich der Wahrheit entspricht,
dass meine Basis wohl in Warburg war, dass ich mich aber in der Zeib
von August 1945 - Juni 1946 menrmals im Monat in Belgien sufhielt und
dort in Hrztlicher Behandlung war,

Ihrer fremndlichen Empfehlung, mich mit der Gattin des verstorbaen Dr,
Hauser oder sonstigen Zeugen in Verbindung zu setzen, werde ich sclbt—

verstiindlich nachkommen und Ihnen dann das Srgebnis meiner Nachforschun

gen mitteilen,
Mit vorszliglicher Hochachtung

Orioi %
Luftnos%

The German Authorities “Amt fur Wiedergutmachung” in Berlin acknowledge the need
for the security and cooperation with Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor in his missions on
behalf of the Holocaust survivors in the various camps throughout Germany.
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QUOD BONOM, FELIX, MORTUNAM, Fs~STUNQUE 8IT |

An 3eine mnimems
Hochehrwuerdea Kardinalvom pelgien

Vom dem Vieiea tauseade; juedischea Gelehrtem, Rabbimer

und Uberrabbiner Polems die fuer das spesifixch juedische

vle auch allgemeime sapyulative Wissem jahrhumdertelang

gewurkt habem, bim ioh &8 eimziger durch wumdervolle Goeté-
liche ruegumg aus dem Ghttos uad honzemtreatiomslageran erret-
tet wordea,

Auf meimem Wege mach Uebrsee, habe ich ednen kursem iufemt- .
halt im dem erstem freis Lamdc, Belgiem., Zu meimer grossea
Freude habe ich hier ershrem, im weloch grossartiger Weise,

die Roemisch KatholischeXirche umd ihre Geistlichkeit 8ich

um die Rettumg der hier lebemdem Judem bemueht hat, Als Cber-
rabbimer fuer die am Lebm gebliebemer Judem polmischer Her-
kuaft uad ale Represemtat derselben , fushle ich mioch ver-
pflichtet, Seimer Hochermerdem Erinemz, meinem innigstem Damk
zum Ausdruck zu bringem,

Dass gerade die Kirche s im der Zeit unsere aergsten Not
bruederlich zur Seite stmmd, ist mir eim Beweis fuer das

Waltem der absolutem Gerwchtigkeit im der Geschichte.Viel-
leicht ist durch dle Taeligkett der Kirche gerade jetst etwas
gut gemaoht worden was 11 der Vergangenhelt an ums gesuemdigt
wurde. Dass wir umschulgig leidem umd gelittem habem, zeigt
schom der Umstamd, dass n Mittelalter wir mur deshalb littea,
well wir Weilamd bekreuxigt baettem, dsugegem hat der Natiomal-
soplalismus ussere ausrottuag sich zur asufgabe gestellgt, gerade
vell wiz der memschhelt dem Christus umd bSeime Lehre g e g ebd e n
habem. fempors mutanture e

Wir religioesex Judeawissens dass alle ummemschliche Tateam, dle
an uns veruedbt wurdem, durch logisches Demkem might su erklaerea

%
i
|
f
}ﬁ‘c

unteptaenigst
Oberrabbimer Dy, Jakod Avigdoy

ehe

bibel, Darumter verstehem wir, dags wir das Volk der Ausmahme
sind, auserwashlt sush su leidem, Im der juedischea Ceachichte
habea Leidemszeitsm schom immer das FEatstehem meuer grosser
Eposhea eingeleitet. Nachiem schwerem Leldem des juedischen
Volkes im Aegyptem kam dip Uffembarumg am Berge Simei, mach

dem Untergamg des juedischem Staates, kam die Befreiumg der
Welt vom Heidemtum durch die ehristliche Lehre., Unsere Leiden
imn der juengstem Vergamgemheit werdem auch micht vergebems
gewesen seim, davom pimd wir zutiefst usberzeugte.

Die gule Tay der Kirohe wird erst dumn fuer Ume eime wahriafte
seim, wemr die fuer une Geetteten, dem judhasghem VOIK wiedei~
gegeben werden, Mieuals wird es Vergessem werdea, dass die katho-
lische kirale im Belgiem Vele hunderte «on Kimdrem im ihrem
sloestern umd Kinderheimeavor der Versiohtumg bewahrt hat.

Diese Gros:tat fuer das judische Volk wird aber erst deuma vollead
S6iR, wWehR man Gen unsagba kleimen Rest, der ax Lebea blieb,
fuer die Schaffumg meuer Gmeraticaem, die Memschem wiedergibdt,
die zu ihm gehosrem umd di maw ihm gerettet hat. Nicht mur dass
das juedische Volk su klei ist wm auf diese Memschem versichten
Su koemasn, was bedeutet e fuer die Kirche einige humdert
Measohem gewonnen su habem gegemusber der gewaltig grossea Tad
diese Menschen fuer Juentum gerettet xu habem, welehes Jetst
selne schwerste Pruefumg AGvehgemacht hat, -
Durehdrungen vom der Usbersugumg das s Seime Hochelirwuerdea
Buinems dem Kurdinmal vom Begiem dieses Problem nosh nicht vor-
getragen wurde, erlaube ichmir die Aufmerksamkeit Seiner Hoeh-
ehrwuerden Buimenz hierauf wu lemken mit der Bitte, zu veranlas-
pon, duss alle Imstitutiome Seiner Geistlichem Jurlediktion
angeviesen werden, die Kimdr den Juedischem Urgamisationen
wiedorsugebem und damit diegute Tat der Xirohe su eimer wahr-

haften su vollemdem.

erder mir die Moeglighikeis
» Gams dlie katholis
ichem Volk eime wahrhaft gute Rat

Welt su terkuemden

am jueds

sbrwuerdm Bniaems w

» Seiner Emniiemz Gottes Segen darsublieten umd

--wg oFe Hogh,
lgien a
L ]

Qer grossea

1oh erlaubs mir

selghne,.

Eirghe in Be
orwlosem hat

geben,

A letter of thanks in German to the Cardinal of Belgium from Rabbi Dr. Y. Avigdor
for hiding and later releasing Jewish children from their churches during WWiI|
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The C’a.mp Calendar
of Buchenwald

(j"he Jewish calendar, or luach, has for ages shielded and supported the
Jewish people. The colorful panorama of laws, customs, and
traditions Jews observe would be impossible without our calendar. In
the harmonious symphony of wisdom, such as math, astronomy, astrology,
economics and politics, and in both the oral and written Torah, the calendar
plays first fiddle and is an integral part of Jewish life.

Why did G-d deem the calendar to be so important that its complicated
calculations were given to Jewry even before the Exodus? Why did it have to be
done in the month of Nisan and not three months later in Sivan at the Sinaitic
revelation of the Ten Commandments? Why did Jewry need a new time
reckoning to replace the one used during 210 years in Egypt?

Our sages endeavored to answer these questions in different ways
through various Midrashim. The importance of the calendar is most evident by
the fact that the text, “This month shall be for you,” relating to the lunar order
is chronologically the first mitzvah given to the Jewish people as a whole, listed
in the Bible (Exodus 12:2).

Actually, Genesis should have begun with the first precept of the
calendar, rather than with creation, since the main purpose of the Torah is the
precepts it contains. Rashi relates that the reason for commencing with creation
is to justify the allocation of the Holy Land of Israel to Abraham’s children: for
G-d, being the creator of the universe, can assign any part of the world to

whomsoever He desires.
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It would be easier to understand and evaluate the importance of our
calendar by studying the history of anti-Semitism. All restrictions on the
practice of Judaism took into account the Jewish calendar. Haman used it in his
astrological calculations to determine when it would be lucky for him to
annihilate Jewry. Antiochus, the Syrian tyrant in Maccabean times, used the
calendar in his attempt to exterminate us. The first three letters of the name
“Chasmonai” in Hebrew are the first letters of the words chodesh, Shabbos, and moed
(month, Sabbath and holiday).

Spanish and Portuguese Moranos, at the time of the Inquisition, risked
their lives to find out the correct date of Kol Nidrei so they could go into hidden
catacombs and observe Yom Kippur. At least once a year, they identified as Jews.
In modern times, Stalin and his henchmen chose to attack our calendar during
seventy long years of Communism. The Yevsekes (Jewish Communists) sought to
destroy every vestige of Shabbos and the holidays, so that their observance of
traditions would be impeded. At one time, a five-day-a-week calendar was
imposed on the country so that the real Saturdays would occur on various days
of the week. Our enemies realized that without a calendar, Jewish observances
would not take place and eventually would be forgotten.

and Egypt. When it comes to months, it is easier to be oriented by the different
phases of the moon, which is visible without a telescope. We can tell by the full
moon that we are half way through the month. The crescent’s position indicates
the time of the months’ first or last quarter.

The sun, however, tells us nothing about the months, nor can we stare
directly at it. ' We can understand the seasons of spring, summer, fall and winter
from the temperature changes caused by the sun. There is an anecdote about a
certain man from the town of Chelm, when asked which meant more to him, the
sun or the moon? He answered, “The moon means more, because during the
daylight hours I can see anyway, but at night without the moon, I can't see a thing
and I would fall into the muddy Chelmer ditches. The moon at night is my
greatest pleasure.”

Ever since Moses’ time, Jews have calculated the months by the moon.
They knew that a month is a total of days from one molad (appearance of the
moon) to the next. Prior to the exile, it was the duty of the Sanbedrin (Jewish

high court) to proclaim each Rosh Chodesh (first day of the month). Even the
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:
very illiterate people could know when to observe the holidays (except Rosh
Hashanah) without a calendar, by the phases of the moon. With regard to the
differences between the lunar and solar years, a system of leap years was
- introduced so that Pesach is always at springtime and Sukkos, the season of
% ingathering of produce, is in the fall.

The Moslem calendar is also lunar, but the difference between the solar
isn't balanced. Hence, Ramadan falls behind in different yearly seasons. Fasting
in short winter months is certainly less arduous than during the long summer
days.

Wherever Jews lived, they always needed a calendar to decide whether
Rosh Chodesh was one or two days, or when a yahrzit or a holiday would occur or
when a ketubab or get (marriage or divorce certificates) or other documents could
be issued.

Before World War II, even the poorest Jew bought a luach from a
peddler. After the Nazi onslaught, one of the greatest ordeals was not having a
luach. In the concentratioon camps no one knew the day of the week except for

' Sunday, because there was no work then. After 1940 no new calendars were
printed. My father, Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor of blessed memory, took upon
himself the task of creating from memory a Hebrew luach, synchronized with

% the dates of the general calendar. He considered this a holy duty, a mission in

i his role as a rabbi.

3 The Nazis drove us out from our home in Drohobycz in September of
1939, and we lived in the attic of the Yishrei Lev Shule. Then we moved to the

% ghetto, later to a smaller ghetto, until we were brought to the Zwangslager camp
next to the oil refinery in our town of Drohobycz. We hid in a bunker on the

i Aryan side for three months.

We were discovered and sent by cattle train to one camp after another.
My father finally reached Buchenwald, and I was shipped to the infamous Guzen
II branch of Camp Mauthausen. We were separated for almost a year.
Buchenwald and Mauthausen were known as slaughterhouses, since every month
new transports came from Poland, Hungary and Lithuania.

At every stop of these trips, the Nazis stripped us naked and confiscated
all our belongings. Books, pictures, etc, were burned. One luach after another
was destroyed. Yet my father always reconstructed a new calendar, so that when
asked about a Yom Tov or a fast day he could answer correctly. Even the muselman

e
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:
(sick, starving prisoners at death’s door) collected strength to continue life, when
told in a whisper of a forthcoming holiday, like “tonight is Purim or Kol
Nidrei.” Only a Holocaust survivor can appreciate what this meant.

2 The last luach my father made at Buchenwald is a masterpiece, written

i on yellow scraps of paper torn from cement bags but clearly legible, each letter
like a pearl. When the war ended and he became a free man, in the Spring of
May, 1945 the calendar survived along with him. It too had escaped the gas
chambers and crematoria. It was a happy day when the American Army liberated
him from Buchenwald.

Twenty years after his demise, I was searching through his manuscripts
and found the original notes and calculations used in creating each of the pages.
I believe these originals to be historical documents, a testament of my

father’s spiritual resistance to the evils of the Holocaust. This manuscript has
been ceremoniously received by Israel’s Chief Rabbi Mayer Lau and Dr. Joseph
Burg, president of Yad Vashem Museum. It was submitted to the Holocaust
Archives in Jerusalem, where it can be viewed under the registered number
I0IS4. Participating in the solemn presentation in the office of Chief Rabbi
Lau, were Mr. Ted Dubitsky resident in Caesarea and Natan Frankel from Tel
Aviv on behalf of the family.

i It is known amongst Holocaust scholars, that the original manuscript of

i the Buchenwald calendar is an historical document and spiritual testament to my

% father’s unique resistance to the evils of that period.
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The Camp Calendar
Of Buchenwald

Chief Rabbi Isracl M. Lau and Dr. Joseph Burg, President of Yad Vashem
inspect and receive the hand written calendar from Rabbi Avigdor
in Jerusalem

Left to Right: Rabbi Avigdor, Rabbi Lau, Dr. Burg
Jerusalem, Israel
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Eli Zborowski, Chairman
American and International Societies for Yad Vashem

On Photo:

Eli Zborowski greets and welcomes Rabbi Dr. Isaac C. Avigdor as his guest at the 20th

Annual Tribute Dinner at the Sheraton New York Hotel on Sunday, November 7, 2004

saying, “You are the continuous important historian of Yad Vashem archives, telling the

world about the rare and unusual atrocities committed by the Nazi's. “Your new book
‘Faith After the Flames' is a documentary.”
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o Start a go)m@ aqﬂzz the War

:onsidering the fact that I often participate in wedding ceremonies, various

thoughts come to mind regarding the Jewish marriage rite.

At the Wedding of my third son Meir old questions surfaced, intermingled
with the problems of my generation of Holocaust survivors. The questions are
many, but let us consider a few of them.

First: There is an important statement in the Talmud that says that one is
obligated to cheer the bride and groom with five sounds: “The sound of joy and
the sound of gladness, the sound of grooms and the sound of brides, the sound
of people saying “Thank the G-d of Hosts™ (Berachos 6b). (Rabbi Nahman bar
Isaac adds that doing so is equivalent to rebuilding one of the ruins of
Jerusalem.) The question arises: Why should they be sad on their wedding day
as they stand under the bridal canopy, which is supposed to be the happiest
moment of their lives?

Second: If solemn thoughts, or even sad feelings, are present at a wedding,
they exist in the hearts of the two sets of parents. It may be more fitting -
perhaps even the fulfillment of a religious duty, to regale the parents, rather than
the bride and groom.

Third: Under the bridal canopy, the bridegroom recites the ancient formula
as he places the ring on the bride’s finger: “You are hereby consecrated to me,

MWWWWWMWW
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%

according to the law of Moses and of Israel.” When performing other religious
rites such as the bris milah (circumcision), pidyon ha-ben (redemption of the first
born), or bar mitzvah, we do not recite an equivalent formula. Why is this done
X only in the marriage ceremony?

Forth: When a child is born, the parents recite the blessing, “Who is good
i and beneficent.” They thank G-d for having granted them the gift of a child
who will be a source of pride and joy. A time comes when that very same father
announces in the synagogue at his son’s bar mitzvah: “Blessed be he (G-d) for
freeing me from liability for this one’s (the bar mitzvah boy’s) wrongdoing.” The
father says, as it were: “This gift you have given us, G-d, is a great burden, and
we thank You for relieving us of this stress, and of the liability for the boy’s sins,
which he henceforth bears.” The time distance is not great, between “Who is
good and beneficent” and “Blessed be He for freeing me” at the bar mitzvah, but
the contrast between them is like the contrast between black and white.

Fifth: Why is the figure of the mother-in-law universally such a negative
one? She is the symbol of dissatisfaction and is stereotypically someone who is
’ impossible to please. How does the sweetest mother in the world turn into a
bitter mother-in-law?

Sixth: Why when children grow up, do they start rebelling against their

% parents? Many even go as far as to develop hatred and run away from home.

i Instead of respect and love, children can bring their parents disgrace and

2 aggravation. The conflict between the generations is an eternal one, and not only

% amongst Jews. It is a painful problem, one that afflicted Adam, the first human
being, and our Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The Torah clearly relates
episodes concerning grief caused by children.

Seventh: It is difficult to understand the Talmudic assertion that “matching
up men and women for marriages is as difficult as the parting of the Red Sea
was in the time of the Exodus” (Talmud Sotah 2a), in spite of the efforts of
commentators over the ages to explain it. What is the analogy between the
miracle of splitting the sea and a couple’s getting married? There is certainly no
obvious similarity between the two.

It is worthwhile to analyze carefully what takes place when a man and a
woman get married.

As early as in the Book of Genesis, in the account of the creation of Adam
and Eve, mankind is told “Therefore it is man’s duty to leave his parents and
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A
establish a permanent bond with his wife.” The implementation of this
command, however, is not so simple. There are children who are so attached to
their parents that the obligation to become separate involves a great sacrifice on

2 their part. I know many men and women who have never married on account of
their fathers or mothers.

i Our Patriarch Abraham’s fulfillment of G-d’s commandment to leave his
father’s house was the first of the ten tests to which G-d put him. The Torah’s
decree to leave one’s parents, conflicts in a way with the fifth commandment
which orders us to honor them.

This is why, under the bridal canopy the groom says to his betrothed “You
are hereby.. " He is saying, in effect, “I know that you feel as badly about having
to leave your parents” home as I do about leaving mine. But it is all ‘according
to the law of Moses and of Israel.”” That is what G-d wishes, and the Torah
commands us to do two things: “to leave our parents and to cleave to each other,
body and soul, as a harmonious couple.” Implementing the command to
separate ourselves from our parents and leave them is a serious matter in the lives

' of two people. Moreover, this is why the couple is solemn and perhaps even sad
on their wedding day. It is up to the wedding guests to regale them and lift their
spirits, as a special mitzvab.

% It is an equally difficult moment for the parents, whose children are leaving
them and giving all their love away to “strangers.” A mother’s emotions on her

% child’s wedding day are expressed in the commandment to drive the mother bird
from the nest before taking her chicks. The Torah understands a mother’s heart,

% even the heart of a mother bird, and the pain she would suffer seeing her chicks
being taken away from her. Therefore, when we wish to take chicks from a nest,

I we must first send away the mother so she does not directly experience the loss
(Deuteronomy 22:7).

If we are consistent with that commandment, we should send away parents
of children getting married while the wedding takes place.  Everybody
understands, especially the mother of a bride or groom, that a child has to marry
in order to complete his or her happiness. Meanwhile, however, her soul is torn
to pieces. The more devoted a mother is, the more jealous she is as a mother-
in-law. The same applies to fathers, albeit in a slightly different fashion. At any
rate, it is certainly true that the wedding day is a serious day for both the
newlyweds and the parents.
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Perhaps this is what the Talmud has in mind when it compares matching up
a couple to the splitting of the Red Sea. At a wedding, too, there is a “splitting”
of the laws of the natural, innate love that a child feels toward its parents, and
parents toward their child. I remember one of our sons once burst into tears and
begging us to let him live with us forever. He said he did not want to get
married. However, that happened when he was ten years old.

What does the Master of the Universe do?> He comes to help us bear the
discomfort of the division that takes place upon the implementation of the
above-mentioned Biblical “leave” decree. First G-d manages to fill our hearts
with an infusion we call “love.” The potential of human love between members
of the two sexes is great. Aza kamavet abavah (Love is as powerful as death)
(Proverbs 21:14). Love helps the lad and the lass overcome their longing for
their parents. The “cleave” is the cure for the “leave.”

G-d uses another means of helping the parents and children and that is by
planting jealousy and hatred, the very opposite of love, in their hearts. When
children grow up a bit, they develop a tendency towards individualism,
oppositionism, and rebelliousness vis-a-vis their parents. They constantly find
themselves being wronged and find shortcomings in their elders, and they find

directions: they wean the child of their dependence on their parents” home, and
they prepare the parents for the day of separation. The atmosphere at home
becomes so tense that the parents thank G-d at finally being rid of their son or
daughter. That is where the “parting of the Red Sea” comes in, the parting of
the two generations. Later on, things ease up a bit. The parents no longer have
to be regaled, because their children’s marriage is salvation from heaven for them.
Thank G-d.

If all these problems are eternal and universal, the emotions of a Holocaust
survivor escorting one’s child to the bridal canopy are different. We who
returned from that “other planet” react differently, both psychologically and
physically, on such occasions.

When I was in the Mauthausen concentration camp, I often wondered what
I would do regarding marriage if I survived the war. I had many doubts whether
I would be able to take that step for several reasons. I fleetingly excluded the
possibility of starting a family. Even after the liberation, I thought about the
time of Aaron, Miriam, and Moses’” father Amram in Egypt, and the period of
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1 cause to be piqued and to pout. These quarrels serve a special purpose in both
§
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1 the destruction of the Temple and the horrendous persecutions, when Jewish
men did not cohabit with their wives, in order to not bring children into the
world to be murdered by the enemy. I have never been able to erase from my
2 memory the image of children being murdered by the Nazis and flung aside like
i slaughtered chickens.

Another thought terrified me. Who knew what the Germans had done to
contaminate our bodies> Who knew what kind of cripples would be born of a
father who over the years had suffered illnesses such as typhus, cholera, and the
like> Who knew what had been mixed into the concentration soup cauldrons?

Indeed, I married late. Various girls were suggested to me in Europe and in
the United States especially. I was unable to make up my mind. Nightmares and
dark dreams continued to haunt me. I was afraid.

Once, after my father, OBM, repeatedly asked when I would marry, I poured
my heart out to him. He gave me the answer that Miriam gave her father Amram
in convincing him to go back home to her mother and have more children.

“What gives you the right to play G-d?” my father argued. “We have our
‘ duty, and leave the rest to the Master of the Universe.”

“Secondly, no Jew, especially not a survivor, is allowed to continue carrying
out Hitler’s plan to exterminate the Jewish people, G-d forbid. Our not
i marrying would be tantamount to national suicide.”

i I got married in 1949, and when my wife became pregnant with our first

3 child, I promptly notified my father. Here is what he replied: “Have no fear or
worry. For having so devotedly fulfilled the commandment to honor your own

% parents, your progeny will be healthy and you will derive much joy from them,
please G-d, and they will be a glory to our people and our family.”

My father’s blessing has materialized, thank G-d. Unfortunately, however,
he did not live to escort a single grandchild to the bridal canopy. I have often
thought what a joyous celebration it would have been if he had lived to do so.

May his merits protect us and the entire Jewish people.

tﬁ'c
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Ketubah for Isaac and Esther Avigdor
Hand written by Rabbi Dr. Yaakov Avigdor
June 14, 1949
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What Did it Take
to Survive the O"/O&JM?

of us had to possess many rare qualities. The list is long. First, and above

jn order to have any hope of living through the Nazi nightmare, every one

RIS I IIII I I I IN DI IEIIR I,
Py
A
l
all, one had to have common sense, intuition, quick orientation, courage,
' stubbornness and a continuous drive to overcome inconveniences, cash or things
of value for trade. We needed to be able to obtain instant help from friends or
% family and last, but not least, a faith in G-d, in His providential assistance to
assure that you would be one of the few individuals to overcome fate and survive.
i In spite of this Iong list of values, it would have been useless without mazel,
2 luck, a lot of luck.
% My father continuously had to work on hiding his identity. He did this
from the first day of the German reoccupation of the Russian territories on June
30, I1941. He was always incognito even when he was taken away from our home
town of Drohobycz on April 12, 1944 to Plashov, Krakow and later on in
Buchenwald, the large concentration camp in Germany. Throughout the entire
four years, father was mostly in hiding, what we would call “farshteckt’. When he
had to appear in public, he was one hundred percent in disguise, in essence,
masquerading. No one could recognize him without his beard and sideburns.
He was thin as a rail and bent over as though he was carrying a heavy load on
his back. Instead of his former elegant head-dress for which he was famous, he
wore a woolen cap that had holes in it. On his body were old ragged and worn
jackets and pants.
The Russians, and later the Germans searched for him. His position as
Ree
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% ¥
Chiet Rabbi of the town and his official role as Chaplain of the Polish Army

made him a high value target. We knew in advance that Rabbi Dr. Jacob Avigdor

had to disappear from the public eye. Without a beard, and the way in which he

5 was dressed, it was difficult for anyone to recognize him.

% A myriad of times he hid in various places. He went underground, into

Jewish and non-Jewish homes, in cities and villages, in forests and fields, in the N
heart of the ghetto and outside. He hid in the midst of the “Arbeitslager” the %
working camp on Zupna Street and towards the end, for a full four months in

a bunker buried underground on the Arian side.

Occasionally, father went into hiding with my mother and sisters together. ;
Most of the time however, he was by himself, as it was much easier to obtain a ¥
hideout for one person than for a group. i

Normally, I was his contact person to the outside world. I provided the
hideouts, bringing him there and back. The most difficult task for me was i
obtaining and delivering food at least once a week. 3

Along with the food supply packages, I would advise him of the news of §
the day and bring along letters from my mother. I would also bring communal
and individual halachick questions for him to respond to. From the start of the I
war there were no other rabbis in town. Most of them were seized at the
i beginning of the liquidations. I was stopped several times going to and from the ¥
i hideouts and was somehow able to escape, based on my work in the “Nafta” i
3 refinery, which was under the authority of the War Ministry and not from the
S. S. A few times during my work days I managed to escaped with a mere
% whipping as a punishment for having gone out of the ghetto or from the camp. ;
The supplies I carried were not visible on the outside. I wrapped them around
my legs, so that they were not visible through my pants. Upon my return to work,

I was not bringing anything with me and usually not searched. I wore an
armband with a big letter R, which stood for (ristung). That stood for “employed
by the army”. It seemed to carry a certain amount of respect in the eyes of the
Germans.
Once, during the night of February, 1943 during the liquidation in the
Ghetto the Germans caught and loaded several thousand men, women and
children into trains and delivered them to the Yanover lager in Lvov. I was caught
in the roundup by a Ukrainian while on my way to my father’s hideout. He took
me with an army truck to the “zamulshteleh”, (gathering place) at the railroad
ﬁ j
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: !
station. It was a dark and rainy night and while assessing the situation, I saw a
temporary fence, pushed it aside and slipped away. Though I felt and heard that
I was being chased, they did not catch me. I was afraid to move during the actual
2 S. S. raid. I could not let myself out to go to my father. I wandered around for
two nights and a day in the fields between the non Jewish farms on the outskirts
i of the city. M
Potatoes, beets and turnips were plentiful in the grounds of the farmers and
I ate them with gusto without salt or fats that I used to love to top them with at
home as a child. In that state of hunger in which I found myself, I ate them raw
as though they were a gourmet meal. I filled up my pants and pockets with %
whatever I could find in the fields by digging underground with a stick. I moved ¥
around only in the dark of night to avoid detection. I made sure not to make i
contact with or be spotted by the farmers, for fear of being released to the
Germans. Finally, on the third day, when things seemed to calm down, I made §
my way to his hideout. 3
Climbing up the stairs to the attic where my father was hiding, I admired
' his patience and endurance. Looking into his face, I asked him how he was doing
or whether he was lonely? He quoted the rabbi of Kotzk who once said, “There 3
is no more whole thing than a broken Jewish heart.” Father became very
§ emotional with the minutest details about any bit of news I told him. I i
i unloaded all the goodies and he accepted them with gratefulness. i
3 In his hideout he had a few books, a pencil and paper for notes and ¥
observations to fill the time. Regretfully all those scriptures and notes were lost,
% burnt and confiscated during the various trips and wanderings from camp to ;
camp and especially on the way from Plashow to Buchenwald.
t Father appeared healthy, alert and actually happy whenever he used to see
me after several of my interval visits. He expressed his thankfulness to me by
saying, “You are fulfilling the fifth commandment of honoring a father, above
and beyond the call of duty.” Ten years later in a speech while installing me as
the rabbi in Hartford, Connecticut, he repeated this statement in front of my
congregation. He said that, “Only because of my son’s help have I remained
alive.” T used to credit the hiding places we located as being his mazel to survive.
In my heart, I felt that besides the mitzvah of the fifth commandment, I was
fighting with all my strength against the Germans. I had to prove the fact that
despite their decrees and restrictions, I would guide and guard my father to
% ]
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remain alive and survive as one of the “Sherit Haplayta” the remaining few. He
continued to survive and to rise and become one of the famous post war rabbinic
personalities of Poland.

Jews would ask me, “How is your father?” and I would promptly reply,
“Baruch Hashem”, thank G-d for each moment at a time. We lived with minutes
and seconds, not with days. People would usually answer, “Oh, good, good, see
to it that he survives, we need him to be a witness to the destruction that
occurred to us.

Most of the rendezvous I had with my father were emotional, heroic and
hopeful, but this time when I opened the door to the attic, I saw a completely
different face. He appeared to me as though he was covered with a mask and not
quite the same person. His eyes were glossy, like in a hypnotic trance. He
seemed aware that my delay of three days from the last meeting had something
to do with some unusual circumstances. He was despondent and apparently in
a different world. I barely recognized him. I was scared and worried at the same
time and I asked him how he was? This time he did not answer. When I told
him what happened to me in the last three days, he calmed down and said that

he felt that I was in some sort of unusual danger. In those perilous days no one

matter.

The dramatic image of my father’s stone-like face when he first saw me,
stands before my eyes. I will never forget it as long as I live. These were rare
moments of depression requiring tremendous spiritual heroism to overcome.
One had to be very strong to find the answer to the questions, “Why and for
what are we going through all this> How long would this hellish exile last and
when would it finally end?

%mmmmww«wcﬂm«amwmm«ww«

:

%

% needed to be a prophet to imagine that my delay was on account of a serious
§
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z y write? Hasnt enough been written, published, studied and
preached about the death of our six million brothers and sisters? Is
there a need to go on writing? There exists libraries, museums,

%

Ree

exhibits and archives full of historical documents, thousands of testimonies,
movies and video’s given by survivors which detail our national Jewish tragedy.
Why dwell on the subject again and again?

Opver fifty years have passed since the end of World War II, yet interest in
the Holocaust decreases with each coming year, to the extent that no book
publishing company is interested in accepting a book on the subject. There are
no buyers they say and people don't want to be reminded anymore.

Again the question begs to be asked. Can we afford to forget, while Jewish
law asks of us to observe the tragedy that occurred two thousand years ago on
the ninth day of Av, when the destruction of the Temples took place? We fast,
we remove our shoes in the synagogue, and we read the Book of Lamentations
in order not to forget. Do we dare forget what happened just fifty years ago?

Today, everyone believes that the six million K'doshim, (holy martyrs) who

sanctified G-d’s name, died for one reason only, being born a Jew. Initially, in the

%WWWWW«WWCHWHWWWW«WW%



ﬁa-))) 2325333333 PIDIPPD0D3P3333I353-0009333293 339333333030 03033 D330 ))—%
rS

A

@ PPN DI IN NI IR IN I RN IR IR R RN R R RN NI IR I I ININNDN I NI INIINIINIININIIIIIINN-

!

118 ~@~ RABBI DR. YAAKOV AVIGDOR

early years after the war, this honorable recognition of the title K'doshim, was not
readily granted.

The world, besides remaining silent, also tried to ignore and depreciate the
survivors, as well as the dead victims. This served mankind as a means of
cleansing it’s conscience for not having done enough to save us.

The option of open or even underground struggle for European Jewry was
unrealistic. There was no chance against Hitler's mighty armed S. S. forces.
There was only one choice, to flee or hide, in order to evade the death sentence
hovering over us.

Such choice involved great risks and not everyone was given a chance to even
try. Most of those who attempted escape perished. When a Jew was found
hiding, he was subjected to hideous torture which was sometimes worse than
death itself.

Struggling to stay alive, despite the Nazi's hunt, by living in forests, fields,
bunkers or on false forged documents, was in itself an act of Kiddush Hashem.

Those who saved themselves, not only waged a struggle against the barbaric,
cruel Germans, but also their anti-Semitic Polish, Ukrainian and Lithuanian
collaborators. They were sometimes more savage to the Jews than the Germans
themselves.

Today, there are apologists who want to deny the Polish role in the
Holocaust saying, that the extermination of Polish Jewry was part of the rape
of Poland by Hitler. They say that when Poland was victimized, it was the
Germans not the Polish people, who simultaneously mass murdered the Jews.

As one who was born in Poland and who grew up in a Polish intellectual
atmosphere, with Polish as my mother tongue and where Polish literature was
read, studied, admired and loved, I must admit that such an answer (Polish
defense) is historically false. Today I see the anti-Semitism of the Polish people
as genetically implanted in their being. We found out way after the war was over
that there were some “righteous Christians.”

Taking into consideration Poland’s pre-war anti-Semitic policy of
“Ovshem”, in the venomous speeches of the Polish priest Chechiak on the floor
of the Senate before World War I, and its wartime record, down to the post-
war pogrom of Kielce, one must conclude that there was a historic partnership

that the Poles had with the Nazis.

i
}
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The excuses of innocence are designed politically in a feeble attempt to clear
their names in the eyes of the world while simultaneously retaining the loot
plundered from three and a half million murdered and exiled Jews. The Polish

policy towards Jews before, during and after the war remains to be examined and
clarified.

True anti-Semitism 1s not the same as mass murder. The fact remains
however, that anti-Semitism was the ideology of the Polish people and certainly

contributed to Hitler’s mass murder. Germany was the hammer while Poland was
the anvil by which the destruction of European Jewry was consummated. This
fact is proven by the blood and tears soaked into the soil of five hundred years
of Jewish life in Poland.

In such an atmosphere, survival of a Jew required struggle, endurance,
perseverance, hope, trust in G-d and considerable mazel, luck. All those breaks
gave you one in a hundred chance of survival. Of those who fled and hid, one
out of a hundred lived to tell the tale.

If Kiddush Hashem is measured by how much and how long one suffered

under the Nazis, then survivors are more deserving of the designation as

i’w 2399233233933 P 3333333333 3I3-)233332393 3333333003033 220X 03 9999)%»)99)—)»—))%

martyrs, than those who perished in the crematoria and the Warsaw Ghetto
revolt. Undergoing this hellish experience required more strength and courage
than getting killed. We underwent torment from beginning to end, and the
“end” wasn't ever really an end.

For those who perished, dying was sad but easy. It terminated their
suffering. For survivors, the Holocaust’s effects continued long after liberation.
Many of us were virtually dead, and our revival was a “Techias Hamaysim”, a
physical and spiritual resurrection. Isn't coming back from death to life a miracle?
Weren't we, deserving enough to be recognized as heroic victors in “Kiddush
Hashem” for life? Our psychic and physical sores will never heal, our wounds will
remain forever.

In spite of our extraordinary pain, many of us went about our daily lives
during the Shoah, filled with pride and hope. We sang and lived the words of
Ani Ma’amin, (I believe). Interestingly enough, there were no suicidal despairs.
While we were tempted by the idea, and indeed some of us even carried poison

in our pockets, up to the last day of our liberation, none of us used it.
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We sanctified the name of G-d by sanctifying life, with our stubborn will
to live and a refusal to acquiesce to Hitler. We defied his design to eliminate the
Jewish people, with the method of self-destructive suicide. There were no
suicidal cop-outs in the ghettos and camps. People did not take their lives
voluntarily. The motto of faith, on the lips of all was: “Aushalten” — “Endure!” 1
don't think that there is another people on earth, under the same circumstances,
that could have displayed such strength and courage in sanctifying life as we Jews
did under the Nazis.

There was no way in the world to get even with Hitler. We learned the hard
way that our survival alone was the means to get “even” and every day, every hour
we lived, was an act of defiance.

While lying on my straw cot, known as the “pritch” in Mauthausen and
secretly writing poetry, I not only sustained myself with my writings, but also

:

g
many of my co-prisoners as well, whom I helped to survive by lighting a spark
of hope in that hopeless, hellish environment of gas and ashes.

If today there are learned professors who, despite our living testimony, dare
to call the Holocaust a fabrication, one can only imagine what the world would
have said if, G-d forbid, Hitler had succeeded in carrying out his diabolical plan,

2 and not a single Jew not a single witness, had remained alive. No one would have
believed the gruesome accounts of the Nazis actions. It would not have been

i recorded or regarded as an historical event without parallel in the annals of

3 humankind.

% This very mission, of refuting the lies that the world might have accepted
as truth, is the greatest act of Kiddush Hashem. We must write, speak and publish
books and articles without an end. If our survival is holy, then everything we
write is holy, and by writing about it we are carrying out the last will and
testament of the six million who, up to their dying breath pleaded not to be
forgotten. They begged the rest of us not to remain silent.

The horror of those years was not just what was done to us, but that a plan
to exterminate an entire people could be designed and put into operation at all.
Hitler was not the first enemy of the Jews who wanted to destroy all of us, men,
women and children. He was the first to prove motivated and capable of
implementing his wish. The possibility of loading Jews into freight wagons,

Ree
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transporting them to extermination centers built especially for the diabolical
purpose of mass murder was without precedent in human history. We witnessed
the unbelievable. In the twentieth century it was possible for a civilized and
cultured nation to choose to massacre millions of people. The world stood by
with stoic indifference seeing, hearing and saying nothing.

On the Shavuos holiday we read a poem known as “Akdamot”, authored in
Aramaic by Rabbi Mayer of Worms in the eleventh century. In his opening
verses he says: “Even if all heavens were parchment, the forest quills, all oceans
ink, as well as all earth’s inhabitors scribes, they could not describe the glory of
G-d.” These same paraphrased words are true about the tragedy of the
Holocaust.

Whenever I hear people express their sympathy to me about what happened,
I visualize the feeling of friends coming to visit mourners during the week of
shiva, the seven days of mourning. In my professional career as a rabbi this 1s a
familiar scene. None of the visitors fully feels the pain of the immediate family.
All they can do is express words of sorrow, but they never fully feel the pain of
their loss.

To all those who put the victims and the survivors on the defense by asking
them, “Why were you so ineffective, on the threshold of oblivion? Why didn’t
you resist?” Here are some answers.

It is not with a sense of shame that we remember the fallen, but with respect
and honor. Among all the nations subjugated by the Nazis, there wasn't a single
one that displayed as much heroism and self-sacrifice as the Jewish people. We
performed courageous acts of active struggle and resistance as well as acts of
passive heroism. We valiantly struggled to preserve the image of G-d in man in
the face of the cruelest tyrant of all times. Ours was the courageous act of
remaining true to our Jewish destiny, and by accepting our fate proudly and
fearlessly.

For the nutrition starved inmates in the camps, making a candle out of a
precious tiny portion of their margarine ration and lighting a wick heroically in
the barracks in honor of Chanukah was defiance. Fasting on Yom Kippur while we
were already on a starvation diet to begin with was heroic. Hundreds of such

minor acts were displayed as passive behaviors of resistance to the Nazis.
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As for the question, “Why write, and for whom?” the answer is, in the first
instance, we write for ourselves. Secondly, we write to testify about the
Holocaust, about Kiddush Hashem that all of us, the dead and the survivors,
performed. Finally, we write for the future, for our posterity, in the hope that
they will eventually know what we endured. My father once said that “A person
and his memories die, but the book remains.” Perhaps, they will have a glimmer
of understanding of the meaning of Kiddush Hashen and will make a vow of

“Never Again”.
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uring the first four years of the Holocaust, we experienced the
@ beginnings of the miserable, degrading future that was in store for

us.  We witnessed mass public executions, expulsion from our
homes and businesses, robberies, rapes, hunger, loneliness, frightening
bombardments and sickness. The German establishments of ghettos, the
wearing of armbands were painful, but bearable. Our family was still intact. My
mother, grandmother, two sisters and my brother were together with my father,
trying to survive through hiding and camouflaging their looks and identities in
order not to be recognized. The Germans were looking to liquidate influential
Jewish leaders, especially rabbis.

In my various other books, I have described, for history’s sake, hundreds of
stories dealing with that crucial transition from normalcy to holocaust and its
challenge of life and death.

More than half way into the war years, we still managed to stay together as
a family. My mother was shot and killed in the second year of the war. A few
months after her death, the Germans caught my grandmother and led her to the
gas chambers. What remained of the family were my father, two sisters and both
bOyS.

We went from one hiding place to another, always with an eye on guarding
and protecting my father. I went into a joint venture with some other young
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:
people to build a bunker for the five of us. The bunker was to hold some twenty
others.  Ironically, it took us longer to make the bunker than we actually lived
in it.

2 The baupsturmferer Hildebrand together with S. S. police dogs discovered us
in there, after only three months time. They dragged us out and shipped us by

i cattle trains to a concentration camp known as Plaszow, near Krakow.

When my father realized that we were going to Plaszow, he said with relief,
“Plaszow, Shmashow it will always be better than being in the bunker.” These
few words, correctly described the unbearable conditions filled with frictions,
quarrels, jealousy, humiliation, cramped quarters and foul odors.

When we arrived in Plaszow, we were ordered to split into two groups. My
father and sisters went to the right and my brother and I went to the left. 'We
realized that the separation meant that the younger people would go to work and
the elders and women would wind up elsewhere. After two weeks of quarantine
and isolation, we were sent to Mauthausen via Auschwitz. My father was sent
to the famous Buchenwald Concentration Camp and my sisters to Studgart. The

: separation was impossible to bear. None of us knew where the others were until
months after liberation. In our hearts, we always feared that my father would not
be strong enough to tolerate the dreadful ordeals.

% Miraculously though, my father did manage to survive and became the

i chaplain of the Polish Legion under General Andrews, serving the survivors of

2 Polish citizens in various camps. He was the head of the Jewish “Beis Din” court
in Bergen Belzen.

i My brother and I spent an altogether different sort of life in Mauthausen.
We were assigned to very hard work carrying stones and lived in bunk houses

¥ with six hundred other men. Our daily ration was a piece of black bread and
soup. A pack of cigarettes was distributed to each of us once a week. Trying to
keep kosher made the situation worse for an observant person. We even traded
our cigarettes for extra bread or vegetable soup.

Our day of liberation came in Guns Kirchen, Austria on May S, 1945 by
the American Army. The Israeli Brigade, which was part of the British Army,
came in two days later. They smuggled us over the Tirollian Mountains away
from Guzen to Modena, Italy. We took shelter in Mussolini’s old military
quarters. My brother Bob and I were lucky to find a landsman from our
hometown named Junek Pine (Tannenbaum) who was an American officer. He

Ree
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was born in Drohobycz and left Poland for America before the war on a business
trip. When the war broke out he could not return home. After a while, he joined
the American Army and was sent to the European front. He sought out survivors
from his home town Drohobycz to help them. When we heard his
announcement, we immediately applied to see him. We talked about our town
and the people we knew and we became very friendly. He took us with an army
jeep to Milano to the center of the city and clothed us from top to bottom with
new suits, shirts and shoes and underwear. He helped us start a kibbutz (a
communal settlement), gathering Jewish youngsters who survived, for
immigration to Israel.

I arranged different groups, and my duties were to organize all necessary
classes, programs and work orders for the day. We trained the youngsters for
eventual settlement in the Holy Land. Reading, writing and understanding
Hebrew was our first priority. We managed to get a sefer torah from an old
synagogue in Milano and that enabled us to hold real prayer services every day
with “kriyas hatorah”.

One nice sunny day, I was walking in the streets of Milano near the Plaza,
when I recognized a young woman who was the daughter of the former Cantor
Burach Gross of Drohobycz. I called to her. At first, she did not recognize me
because of the physical changes in all of us. When I asked her what she was
doing there, she told me that she had gotten married in the ghetto, and her
husband was taken to a concentration camp. She was searching for him
everywhere, trying to find out if he perhaps landed somewhere in Italy.

I was shocked when I heard her husband’s name because this fellow was my
age, and he was in the same block with me at Guzen in Mauthausen. I
personally saw him being carried out on a stretcher, dead and placed in the
“Appel” line (taking attendance) for the daily morning count. You had to be
there dead or alive. I did not want to suddenly reveal the sad news to her on the
sunny streets of Milano. Since this, per-chance meeting was on a Friday, I
decided to invite her to come to the kibbutz for Shabbos assuring her that she
would enjoy herself in the company of many others.

Saturday night, after havdalah, she walked into my office all dressed up and
ready to leave. I then told her the truth about her husband and that she was
wasting her time searching for him. She broke down in tears and refused to take
the note I had written, stating that, “I, Rabbi Isaac C. Avigdor, attest to the fact
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%
that—-her husband, was not amongst the living and that she was free to get
married.” She kept on saying, “I love him and will love him forever, and I will
never marry any one else.” I hated to see her leave in such a state of shock, and

2 I forcetully slipped the note into her purse.

i In Milano, she joined another group of young people searching for relatives
amongst the holocaust survivors. This group went back into Germany and
wound up in Bergen Belzen. She shared her story with others and there
befriended a young fellow who became close to her. Eventually they got serious
enough to want to get married. Such episodes happened frequently after the war
because loneliness was such an overwhelming feeling amongst the thousands who
survived.

The couple went to the Rabbinic Court, which was established after the
war in Bergen Belzen to specifically deal with such matters for both young and
old survivors. Surprisingly, she found a very large crowd knocking at the doors.
There was a sign on the wall stating, “Due to the lack of documentations, no
marriages can be performed here at the present time.”

' She forcefully pushed herself through the crowd towards the door. She
passed the guard, and got herself closer to the desk in front of the room and
threw the certificate she had on the table. She simply said, “I have a document.”

% The rabbi sitting at the desk was a tall thin uniformed man who picked up the
paper and focused seriously at the signature. In great astonishment and a tremor

% in his voice, this rabbi immediately asked her, “Where did you get this paper?
What was the name of the rabbi? Did you see him with your own eyes? Is he

% still alive>  When did you see him last> Angrily she answered, “I know him
personally from Drohobycz. I knew his family. He was the son of the rabbi of
Drohobycz, and I am the cantor’s daughter.” My father’s eyes filled with tears
and he said, “This is my son’s note. I did not know that he was alive.” My
father got very weak and sat down to regain his composure and continued to
inquire about more details regarding the whereabouts of his other son Abraham.
She told him what she knew and that I am the head of a kibbutz in the town of
Abiate Guazona, Italy and worked for Aliya Bet, the illegal immigration network
of young people who absconded in small boats from the Italian shores to Israel.

Mr. Victtorio Mayer, an older Italian Jew who was the owner of a paper
mill, hid in Switzerland during the war. He had a palatial summer home in

Ree

Abiate Guazona amongst the rolling hills of Italy. I met Mr. Mayer through
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Junek Pine Tannenbaum. I asked him for permission to use his summer home to

prepare surviving boys and girls to go to Eretz Yisroel. He graciously consented.
A few weeks later, I received a letter and twenty dollars from my father and
a statement that, I should believe that due to the mitzvah of freeing this woman

from her state of agunah, G-d had granted his survival to allow him to be
reunited with his family after two years of separation. G-d works in mysterious

ways.
We met two months later in the train station of Milano. I brought him
to the kibbutz for that Sabbath. This was a very memorable weekend with a large

assembly of guests. We all cried together, but these tears were tears of joy.
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underground. Deep, inside cellars or in the canals, under the town streets

]n our efforts to save ourselves from the Nazis, the Jews would hide

:
i
! we dug ourselves homes sometimes’ rather palatial homes - which we
called bunkers.
In the damp, chilly, stuffy darkness whole families and groups of friends
% lived. Building the bunkers was an ordeal. The work had to be done in strict
secrecy. It had to be kept secret not only from the Germans, but also from fellow
% Jews - not, G-d forbid, for fear that Jews would inform on each other, but lest
% others come and occupy one’s bunker.
As a result, a sharp instinct for finding good hiding places developed, and
fantastic feats of engineering were performed in the building of bunkers.
Once, a group of 30 Jews got together to build a common bunker. Fifteen
of them were laborers who were supposed to do the building, whereas the other
IS provided the money for the purchase of the materials and a year’s supply of
food. When the bunker was finished, it turned out that it could hold only 25
people - and even that was too much.
After hearing all the details, my father ruled as follows: The 1S workmen
were to stay in the bunker, if for no other reason than that everyone of them
knew exactly where the bunker was and how to get to it. As to the remaining 15,
who had no idea of the bunker’s location, each of their names would be written
on a slip of paper and lots would be drawn.
There was no choice: five people would have to be kept out of that bunker.
Ree
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Since all 30 had an equal share in building the bunker, which five would be left
out?

All 30 of them were crowded into our apartment, all of them weeping and
wailing and begging the rabbi to decide.

When the lots had been drawn, the five bunkerless people started shouting
at my father that he was a murderer, etc. But - the lots had been drawn, and that
was that.

“That was that” was not the end of the story. Only shortly afterwards, the
Germans discovered the bunker and its 25 inhabitants were promptly executed.
The five who remained outside were later taken with other Jews of the town to
the Plaszow concentration camp, where they lived to see the end of Hitler.

They were the only ones, of all the 30, to survive.
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Ghetto Hideout

t is well known that during the Holocaust, rabbis were the very first

category of people whom Hitler set about exterminating. The plan was
.7 to remove the Jewish people’s spiritual leaders as early as possible, so that
the Jews would be left, “as sheep without a shepherd, without a leader” and thus,
make it that much easier for the Germans to liquidate the masses.

From other towns, closer to the German border, we had heard about the
slaughter of rabbis and lay leaders. That is why my father of blessed memory,
as Chief Rabbi, and our entire family, went into hiding the day the Germans
marched into Drohobycz.

The impression was to be that, the rabbi had fled the town in fear and no
one knew where he was. My father shaved off his beard and wore ordinary
clothes so that no one would recognize him, and he even ventured out into the
street from time to time. Communal dignitaries and personal friends came to
visit us in our hideaway from time to time, to chat, discuss politics, and even to
hear a lecture from my father. The few Jews, who knew where we were, kept our
existence in town a secret.

The first 12 months under the German rule were an extraordinary time for
us. The Jews wore a Star of David armband, while they worked outside the
ghetto. Unusual circumstances created various problems between individual

Jews. Since there were no courts, litigations between people were settled by
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i arbitration. Of course, those who knew my father preferred to come to him i
with their problems and questions. There were plenty of the usual kinds of
troubles, but for those who did not experience the turmoil it is difficult to
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