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Graves of Tzaddikim in Russia

In February 1988 I received a letter in Moscow from Gershom Shmunis, a young man in the
town of Chmelnitsky, a regional center of the Ukraine. He wrote to me that the combstones in
the old Jewish cemetery of Medzhibuzh were being destroyed. Medzhibuzh is the town where
the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Chassidism, is buried. The local authorities had allowed the
new town museum to unearth about 50 Jewish tombstones for relocation inside the museum.
The museum is being built next to the Catholic Church in the old Polish citadel in the center of
the town square. The museum director had planned the imitation Jewish cemetery in the
museum as part of an exhibit recreating the three cultures of the old city: Ukrainian, Polish
and Jewish.

There has been Jewish settlement in Medzhibuzh for many centuries. The town suffered
terribly from the Chmelnitsky pogroms, but a century later it became the center of a Jewish
renaissance. When the Baal Shem Tov came to live in Medzhibuzh, the town became the
spiritual center for for all Jews, no matter how poor or uneducated, to worship G-d and carry
out the commandments of the Torah with joy, optimism and unfaltering faith. Wherever
there are Jews on the earth today, there are Chassidism living out the Baal Shem Tov's
teachings and spreading sparks of light.

Today there are only four Jewish homes in Medzhibuzh. There is only one Jewish married
couple. Their sons have moved away and are absolucely assimilated. The old Jewish communal
buildings have been either destroyed or converted. The site of the Baal Shem Tov’s synagogue
is now an empty lot. Another synagogue has become the garage of the fire department. The
Jewish cemetery was neglected and vandalized. Its gate was torn down and its steps destroyed.
Parts of the stone wall were taken down by the townsfolk. Trees, bushes and high grass
overgrew the marvelous tombstones. Solemn inscriptions and finely crafted ornamentations
were sunken deep into the ground or strewn wildly about. It was difficult to read many of the
texts or to decipher the ornamental details of Levite vessels, outstretched hands giving the
priestly blessing, clusters of grapes, lions, unicorns. Many of the tombstones had been broken
and turned into benches, armchairs and barbecue pits to be used on summer evenings by local
drunkards and drug users.

Jewish tradition almost never blames external circumstances, but rather demands an
inward search, because trouble befalls the Jewish people when their faith and respect for the
Torah diminish. The Jews of Russia had forgotten the Baal Shem Tov and his hundreds of
followers buried in the Medzhibuzh cemetery. Sensing our weakness, the Gentiles reacted
with contempt towards our holy places. And what did the Jews of America, Europe and
Australia do? Was there even one serious attempt to rebuild this cemetery? Buc any



demonstration of our power makes them respect us. Consider this example. 15 years ago, an
80 year-old Jew from Kiev named Eliahu Lapitzky brought a worker and slabs of stone in a
truck at night to the Medzhibuzh cemetery. They worked all night and left in the morning at
the first crow of the rooster. The regional authorities reportedly were very angry and wanted
to remove the ‘illegal’ stones. But these stones stand to this day, marking not only the grave of
the Baal Shem but also the remaining sparks of faith and heroism that still exist in Russian
Jewry. Eliahu Lapitzky died this year at the age of 96.

The Jews of Medzhibuzh who passively allowed the desecration of the memory of the Besht
and his followers had learned history only from their school textbooks and were never taught
that the history of our people spans several thousand years, outlasting all of its oppressors.

It was when the regional museum began its work that Gershom Shmunis’s letter arrived in
Moscow. The Lubavitch community of Moscow had already been informed by Rabbi Shmuel
Dishon of the Karlin-Stolin Chassidim in America of the plight of Jewish cemeteries in
Russia. Rabbi Dishon sent us a list of the locations of graves and cemeteries and asked us to
investigate the problem. The Moscow lLubavitch community decided to take on the
responsibility of saving the Baal Shem Tov’s cemetery. Reb Getsl and Grisha Rozenshtein sent
Nochum and myself to Medzhibuzh. Gershom Shmunis from Chmelnitsky joined us. When
we arrived, we went first to the cemetery, where we tucked kvitals under the tombstones and
cleaned around the graves. Then we went to the construction site of the museum in the town
square inside the old citadel walls. There we saw beautiful Jewish matzevos piled up in che
adjacent Catholic church. The tombstones were marked for transfer to the future museum.

We told the museum director, Miroslav Vasilevich Pinchak, that he was committing a
sacrilege. He agreed and said that he was only trying to preserve the Jewish monuments from
being destroyed by the local population. He had to do this, he explained to our shame, because
no Jewish individual or organization was taking the initiative. Miroslav Vasilevich knows the
history of Chassidism and is trying to decipher the tombstone inscriptions with the help of a
Hebrew-Russian dictionary. We tried to assure him of our help on the condition that he
return the tombstones to their rightful places. If ke did, then we promised to do the work and
pay for it.

After the snow melted, we returned to Medzhibuzh with a brigade of professional laborers.
We went together with the museum director to the mayor, who greeted us cordially and gave
us an official permit to proceed with the restoration work. The political situation in the Soviet
Union was changing before our eyes. At this time there was a great national celebracion being
held in honor of the one-thousandth anniversary of Russian Christianity. Perhaps the
regional authorities considered this celebration as symbolic of a liberalization of the official
state and party policies towards all religions. But we learned afterwards that there were many
things which depended upon the favor and protection of certain special people. In this case,
the Medzhibuzh soviet was lenient.

The work began. We built a high iron-mesh fence around the graves of the Baal Shem Tov,
his grandson Rabbi Baruch, and Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua of Apta and locked it. Now no one
could desecrate the Baal Shem Tov’s grave anymore. Shortly before we arrived there, Skvira



Chassidim had installed a beautiful box for memorial candles, and on the same day it was
stolen. We knew from a letter sent to us from America written by Rabbi Moshe Bik, the son of
the last rabbi ot Medzhibuzh, that the six closest followers of the Besht were buried to the
right of the tzaddik’s grave. We placed six tombstones on the sites that Rabbi Bik had
described to us.

We leveled the grounds. Then we bolstered the ruins of the old retaining — walls around the
cemetery and built a new metal wire fence around it. The entrance steps and internal paths
were rebuilt. Working alongside the professional workers, a group of young Jews from
Leningrad helped place the tombstones and cut the bushes. All summer many inore volunteers
came from Chmelnitsky. The importance of this event deserves explanation.

Until 35 years ago Chmelnitsky was called Proskurov. During the Second World War the
majority of the population of this small town were Jews. The Jewish community retained a
strong memory of how the troops of Bogdan Chmelnitsky in the seventeenth century had
slaughtered almost all the Jews and Poles in the town. In 1919, during the civil war, the town
suffered another massacre, this time by the Sechevik troops of the Ukrainian nationalist and
socialist Simon Petlura. After a young Jew named Sharbad returned from the front to the town
and found his entire family slaughtered, he went to Paris in search of Petlura and shot him.
The French courts acquitted Sharbad as a justified avenger. According to official Soviet
propaganda, Petlura is an enemy but Chmelnitsky is still a national hero. (The local
authorities currently are collecting donations to raise a monument to Bogdan Chmelnitsky.
There are even Jews who are donating money to honor a man who murdered hundreds of
thousands of Jews.)

At first we found only two Jews in Chmelnitsky who were interested in Jewish traditions
and studied Hebrew. But word slowly spread to neighboring Shepetovka, Annopol and
Polonnoye in the Chmelnitsky area that the cemetery of a very holy Jew was being restored in
Medzhibuzh. Young Jews there reacted first with surprise, and then with interest. A few young
people started wanting to know who the Baal Shem Tov was and what Chassidism is, and they
started to look for books on the subject. By the end of the summer, every Sunday a few Jews
came to Medzhibuzh to help in the restoration work as much as they could. And finally a
revolutionary event: busses loaded with Chassidim from America started to pour through
Chmelnitsky. Once again Jews with payos, wearing capotas, tzitzis and big black hats were
seen in the Ukraine. When the local Jews first saw the Chassidim, they were petrified like Lot’s
wife.

While some of them remained frozen, others ventured to come closer, speaking a Yiddish
which always turned into Ukrainian. The shock was so great that to this day the Jewish
families in the cities and towns of the Ukraine are talking about the foreign Chassidism. The
encounter has reminded Ukrainian Jews of their Jewishness and has stimulated an interest in
their young people for Yiddishkeit.

Timidly and cautiously the Jews of Chmelnitsky started coming to Medzhibuzh during the
summer to see the desecrated cemetery that had been rebuilt by believing Jews.

The regional newspaper sent a correspondent to Medzhibuzh to interview Braslav



Chassidim visiting there. The article contained many fabrications and vile comments about
Israel as well as factual errors about the restoration work. lt reported that the cemetery had
been restored by the local soviet as part of a general preservation of monuments. Itdid admit,
however, that the money for this project had come from religious Jews. Even through this
distorted newspaper story, thousands of Jewish readers could reach the conclusion that it is
neither shameful nor terrible to remember that they are Jews.

The three closest students of the Baal Shem Tov, and the ones most suited to take over the
leadership of the Chassidic movement after their master’s death, were Dov Ber of Mezhirich,
Yankel Yosef of Polonnoye, and Pinchas of Koretz. After deliberating for a year which of these
three great Torah scholars to choose, the Chassidim decided to give the throne to Dov Ber of
Mezhirich. Rabbi Dov Ber systematized the scudy of the Baal Shem Tov’s fountain of vital,
inner understanding of the Torah at his yeshiva in Mezhirich where he taught 40 select
students. After years of scudy. these students spread throughout Eastern Europe and taught
their joyous optimism and unshakeable faith to thousands of Jews.

Yankel Yosef of Polonnoye went on to write a book on the life and teachings of the Baal
Shem Tov. This wonderfu) book, Toldos, is synonymous with the names Yankel Yoset and
Polonnoye. The town of Polonnoye is situated a hundred kilometers from Chmelnitsky. When
we went to the Jewish cemetery there we found ruined monuments.

Near one collapsed burial chamber close to the guardhouse we found a tombstone inscribed
with the name Aryeh Yehuda Leib. According to Chassidic legend, the Maggid had a student of
that name from Polonnoye who wrote the the book Kol Yehuda. In carly 1988 Skvira
Chassidim told me about a student of the Baal Shem Tov named Aryeh Leib who had asked to
be buried together with Yankel Yosef, his successor as rabbi of Polonnoye. And so Yankel
Yosef willed that his burial chamber be widened. Perhaps we saw remains of Aryeh Leib’s
grave which stands next to that of Yankel Yosef, butit’s hard to say for sure. We asked all the
old Jews of the town, but none of them could give us a definite answer. We had to hurry
because the local Jews were very suspicious of our project, and we were afraid that the regional
authorities would discontinue our work permits. After onty a month and a half the work was
completed.

Our next stop was Shepetovka, the home of the Maggid’s student Yakov Shimshon. Yakov
Shimshon himself was buried in Tiberias in Israel, but Pinchas of Koretz died here on his way
to the Holy Land and was buried here.

We had an easier time in Shepetovka since half the Jews of the town are my relatives. My
mother was born there and my father grew up there. One of my grandfathers was a melamed
there, and when [ was in New York last winter I met one of his former students, the son of the
last rabbi of Shepetovka. I often visited Shepetovka during my school vacations. My other
grandfather, a tailor, used to take me to the communal bathhouse there on Friday, the day set
aside for the Jews. Then we would go to the synagogue and come home to kugel, cholent,
gefilte fish, homemade wine, a flask of bromf. All these smells awaken memories of my
childhood...

Today only a few hundred Jews remain in Shepetovka. Some have moved to big cities, others
have gone to America or Israel.



The Jews of Shepetovka speak only Ukrainian on the streets. They discuss Jewish topics only
at home, in a whisper, with close friends when the windows are closed. After having been
closed down for a long time, the synagogue was converted into a sports school for children. It
is a kind of sick passion in the Ukraine to rebuild synagogues into sports halls and
gymnasiums. This is the case with Kharkov, Zhitomir, Mlinov and many other shtetles. Not so
long ago, there was a minyan every Shabbos in Shepetovka, but now there is none. Only
occasionally, ten hunched-over old men get together to recite kaddish for their dead friends,
or Reb Chaim recites the Mula at the cemetery. But all the Jews remember that many years ago
Pugach the gabbai cleaned up and fixed the grave of some tzaddik.

Finally we were introduced to some 85-year-old Jews who agreed to take us the tzaddik’s
kever. In a small meadow we found three tombstones lying in a row: a father, son and
grandson. The inscription on the oldest stone was legible: Mordechai ben Pinchas Shapiro
from Koretz.

Continuing on our way, we went to the town of Slavura. In the late eighteenth and the early
nineteenth century the largest Jewish publishing house in Russia was operated in Slavuta by
Moishe Shapiro, son of Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz. The entire Babylonian Talmud and the
Chabad masterpiece Tanya were among the books printed there. The tomb canopy of the
Shapiro family is still standing in the old cemetery there.

Under the leadership of the shoichet Reb Gedali, Slavuta is the only place in European
Russia outside of Moscow where there is both a morning and an evening minyan every day.
The Slavuta Jews bake Passover matza for all the Jewish communities in the Ukraine. As a
young man, Reb Gedali studied in the Lubavitch yeshiva of Novograd-Volynsky until it was
forced to close and its teachers and students were arrested. Then he fled to another Lubavitch
yeshiva, Rostov on the Don, until he had to flee from forced closure and arrests there. He
ended up studying at the Dnepropetrovsk yeshiva with Rebbe Levi Yitzchak Schneerson
during the 1920’s and 30’s. In the end, there, too, the authorities closed down the academy
and arrested the teachers and students. After a short time in prison, Reb Gedali returned to
Slavuta. Since then he has worked as the ritual slaughterer here and travels throughout the
region of Volin helping Jews keep kosher homes.

Reb Gedali has a friend who is descended from the great Maggid and also studied in
Lubavitcher yeshivas. Except for the war years when the friend was fighting the Nazis, he has
gone every year to Annopol to commemorate the yahrtzeit of his great ancestor, the Maggid.
Reb Gedali and his friend agreed to take us to the site where tzaddikim were buried long ago.
There are no Jews in Annopol anymore because most of them were shot by the fascists. The
Jewish cemetery and its tombstones were destroyed. Next to the Maggid were buried Rabbi
Yehuda Leib Cohen and Rabbi Zushya of Annopol, the legendary Chassidic symbol of Jewish
kindness and love for humanity. Both of these tzaddikim are esteemed by che Lubavitch
movement for the endorsements they wrote to its classic, the Tanya.

The two old men brought us to a small square where there are still some remains of a
concrete rectangle. Fifteen years ago the last rabbi of Slavuta, the revered Menachem Nachum
Shapiro, brought a carload of mortar to to rebuild the monuments. In the course of time the
thin slabs of concrete which he placed there deteriorated but nonetheless preserved the grave



sites of these holy people. The work of the Slavuta rabbi was not in vain. Thanks to hisefforts
we knew where to place new tombstones. Yet the two old men begged us not 1o do anything.
They feared we would only provoke the authorities and then, G-d forbid, they would dig up the
cemetery and remove the last stones. We calmed them down and persuaded them to gohome.
With G-d’s help, we hoped, the local soviet would receive us favorably.

During our many months of work, our most &fficult task was negotiating with officials.
The higher the administrator’s rank was, the harder it usually was (o reach an understanding
with him. Many officials hide behind thick walls and massive doors, secretaries and obsolete
rules and guidelines. They hope that the tried and tested slogans which they have followed over
the years will keep them stationed in their armchairs. That’s why they sometimes kindly but
firmly refused us and sometimes gave us ‘objective” but spurious cxcuses. We found it casier,
to talk with the lower-ranking officials. The agricultural council chairmen and the kolkhoz
directors, as well as the simple workers, understood us much more casily. They understood
our feclings in wanting to preserve the monuments of our national spiritual lite. That’s how
we were met in Annopol. We were honestly very touched there. During all our time in Annopol
we felt good will. This was reflected in the diligence with which the restoration work was
carried out there. Interestingly, soon after we arrived in Annopol there was a meeting there
which decided to follow the Jewish example and to restore the Ukrainian cemetery.

We built an iron-mesh fence around the Annopol cemetery and cleared out the rubbish. 15
old triangular tombstones that had fallen down were erected again. We put a pillow of
concrete and marble, 36 square meters in area, on the the grave sites of the 1zaddikim. On this
we stood a matzeva on which a marble plaque could be placed. However, we could not find an
engraver in the cities nearby who could carve a Hebrew text. We had to go 1o Moscow 1o order
a plaque.

The day after we returned from Moscow to install the marble Hebrew plaque, afrer
davenning shacharis in the Slavuta synagogue, we took Reb Gedali with us to Annopol.
Everything was ready. The plaque was fixed in place and the fence was freshly painted. Reb
Gedali broke into prayer and cried. We also prayed and cried. This was the first Jewish holy
place in the Ukrainc which we succeeded in rebuilding, and although we still had alot of work
to do, we were happy.

From the outset, the primary goal of our travels has been to investigate the condition of
Jewish cemeteries and graves. In each location, after assessing the situation, when we felt we
could actually carry out an improvement, we began to do it. As time went on, members of
various other Chassidic groups started turning to us. Some gave us advice. The Karlin-Stolin
Chassidim helped us considerably. Indeed, it is to the credit of their Rabbi Shmuel Dishon in
America that we started our venture. The Stolin Rebbe agreed to pay the restoration expenses
for the Annopol and Polonnoye cemeteries.

We covered four sites that commemorate the founders of the Chassidic movement. We
located the grave sites of the students of the Maggid from Mezhirich, many of whom wenton
to become famous preachers and founders of new schools of Chassidism.

One such place is the grave of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev. Since his death until this



day hundreds of Chassidim have come to his grave to pray. During the Second World War the
cemetery was desecrated. The graves of the tzaddik and his relatives and students were ruined.
The local Jewish community built a 60-square-meter concrete platform and placed onita
tombstone with a hand-painted inscription. But with time the concrete became brittle and
crumbled so that grass and bushes overgrew the platform. A new tomb and better placform
engraved with an inscription willed by the holy rabbi should be built. But for the time being we
could do only the most necessary work: build a new concrete platform, paint it, and clear out
the surrounding brush.

Our next stop was Peremishlani, a town 40 kilometers from Lvov in old Galitsia, where
Rabbi Meir lived. Housing construction had already destroyed one of the Jewish cemeteries on
the outskirts of the town. Tombstones from Jewish graves had been used to make the building
foundations. Although we looked hard. we managed to find the remains of only one
tombstone. But we located another cemetery in the town between Shkolni and Ivan Franko
streets. Some of the old tombstones were partly buried in the earth. These were memorials of
Jews who had lived in the Peremishlani ghetto in 1942.

In the valley near the town we found the remains of tombs where Rabbi Meir and his
relatives were buried. The place was full of rubbish and the remains of the tombstones were
piled on the site of the graves. We could hardly define where they belonged. Yet people told us
that until the war this was the place where Jews used to come to pray; this was the most
respected place in the town. Rabbi Meir’s tomb must be completely rebuilt. We applied to the
authorities asking for permission to fence in the cemetery, rebuild the tombs, and erect a
monument for the Jews murdered by the Nazis there. Until now I have not received an answer.
There are almost no Jews left in Peremishlani. There are no Jewish problems there now, and
the authorities don't want any.

I am in an awkward situation. I am afraid to compliment the chairmen of the local soviets
who have been sympathetic and helpful to us. Perhaps they see their actions as an autonomous
departure from the party line on religion and state. If they getinto trouble, this could frighten
chairmen in other councils. On the other hand, I am afraid to tell the truth about the particular
bureaucrats who refused to let us carry out our work and about the cruel administrators who
peremptorily showed us the door when we tried to discuss historical memory. Criticism of
such officials is becoming widespread in the Soviet press. However, [ am afraid to speak up
against them outside the Soviet Union because I could be accused of defamation and of trying
to influence public opinion against the policies of liberalization and glasnost. If I were to do
this, 1 might as well give up my dream of continuing the restoration of Jewish spiritual
monuments.

For instance, the small town of Belz, once a great Chassidic center, is located in the same
Lvov region as Peremishlani. The local authorities there were sympathetic to our work, and
within a short time the old Jewish cemetery was cleared of rubbish and fenced in. The road
which led over Jewish tombstones was closed and a new one made which circumvented them.
In October 1988 the Belzer Rebbe visited the site with some of his Chassidim and was very
pleased with what we had done.
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50 kilometers from Rovnois located the town of Mlinov, where before the war 80 percent of
the population was Jewish. At one time the Jews of Rovno were Karliner Chassidim. Their
famous Rebbe Aharon of Karlin lived here over 100 years ago and wrote the important work
Beis Aharon. Rebbe Aharon was buried in Mlinov. The tomb canopy over his grave was
destroyed by the Germans during the Second World War. The Nazis drove the Jews of Mlinov
into the ghetto and then murdered them. In the early 1950’s on the site of the cemevery were
builc a hotel, a boiler room, and hothouses. As in so many other towns, the foundations of
these buildings included slabs from Jewish graves. Women workers at the hothouse told me
that bones are often discovered in the ground here. Upon consulting local long-time residents,
we discovered that a tomb canopy had once been located on this spot. A woman doctor who
had lived her whole life in a small house 20 meters from there confidently pointed out the
location to us. We even recorded our conversation with her on video-tape. She recalled how
she had been friends with Basya, the daughter of the Jewish cemetery watchman. She
remembers the vault-shed where crowds of Jews would come to pray.

Considering that the cemetery was destroyed by the fascists and then wiped out during
recent years by thoughtless town fathers, the local authorities should give permission to at
least put up a memorial sign at the burial site of the tzaddik Rebbe Aharon, mentor of many
generations, a thinker and writer whose name brought renown to the town. But our request
created problems for us. The authorities made a series of demands: first, that we present
documents proving that Rabbi Aharon was really buried in Mlinov; second, that we obtain
permission from numerous government and public organizations. [ immediately returned to
Moscow. We managed to receive a document from the USA proving the burial place of Rebbe
Aharon. The Chief Rabbi of Israel sent a similar document in English and Hebrew. We
translated sections into Russian from Yitzchak Alfasi’s book ‘Chassidut’ where Rebbe Aharon
is mentioned and had the selection authenticated by the seal of the Academy of Sciences. Inthe
course of our efforts, we discovered that according to the national law the Mlinov soviet could
have granted permission on its own authority to restore the monument.

Armed with a pile of papers and documents, we returned to Mlinov. Precisely at this point a
town plan for constructing new residential housing on the site of the cemetery suddenly
appeared. Furthermore, a representative of the local officials told us that the boiler room was
fueled by coal, which in the autumn was piled around the building and consequently would
cover the monument with coal dust and dirt. What could be done? Follow their ‘suggestion’ to
raise a2 monument at the Russian cemetery?

Soon the Mlinov authorities stopped mentioning the town plan. (Or perhaps there had
never been one?) We also found out that for many years the boiler had been running on gas, so
there was no problem of coal dust. But even this disclosure of overt lying did not embarrass the
town ‘fathers’. They turned to Rovno for help in setting up a commission, which again made
the Solomonic proposal to put up a Jewish monument in some free place in the Russian
cemetery or in the destroyed Catholic one. Negotiations were similarly deadlocked in the
shtetle of Ignatovka near Kiev, where the remains of Rabbi Mordechai of Chernobyl lie buried
in a cemetery destroyed in 1919.
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The work of rebuilding the Chabad holy places was carried out with great success. We
covered five generations of the Lubavitch presidency, starting with its founder, the Alter
Rebbe Shneur Zalman ben Baruch of Liady, the youngest student of the Maggid. The Chabad
sites were already in relatively good condition, thanks to previous efforts of Chabadniks. The
additional work done in 1988 was conducted by the Chabad leadership of the country.

While following the Russian army in its retreat from Napoleon in 1812, Shneur Zalman fell
ill and died deep inside the Russian heartland. His students buried him in the closest Jewish
cemetery they could find — one hundred kilometers away in the town of Hadich in the
province of Poltava.

Earlier in 1988 before we arrived there, the tomb of Shneur Zalman was vandalized by local
scoundrels. They broke the first door but could only bend the second door. A part of the wall
was also broken. Anti-Semitism is certainly a major reason for violence against Jewish
monuments. But we must consider also the greater context of the problem of the nationalities
(including the Jewish people) within the USSR. The problem is the loss of historical memory.
As a result of this loss, respect for one’s own past and respect for the holy things of other
peoples has almost absolutely disappeared. For instance, Lessa Ukrainka is buried in the
Ukrainian cemetery of Hadich. Lessa Ukrainka was the greatest writer of the Ukraine. Her
books are taught in the schools and have been translated into many languages; streets and
theaters are named after her. But her grave was also desecrated thatyear. This is the tragedy of
our century, a time in which people have become cruel and wild and hating; a century which
has made forgetting the principles of morality an imperative; a century which has tried to
reject the ideals given on Mount Sinai.

The Alter Rebbe’s tomb was rebuilt, and the area around it was cleaned up. By the end of
August the annual pilgrims there were praying in the newly-constructed building.

Nachum, one of the grandsons of the Alter Rebbe, settled in the town of Nezhin, 120
kilometers east of Kiev. As a result of his work, this shtetle became the largest center of
Chassidism in the Ukraine. In 1827 his father, the Mitle Rebbe Dov Ber, came here and died.
They were buried together in a burial chamber that was later ruined by the war. Only the
foundation, a small section of one wall, and two broken tombstones remained. The local Jews
refused to help us, but after the monument was repaired they warmly discussed with us the
cost of the work. | brought there two pilgrims who had not yet seen the restoration. Forabout
a quarter of an hour they didn’t budge from the car. They just stared and stared. Then they
went to the kever and prayed for many hours.

The village of Lubavitch, the birthplace of the Chabad movement, is located on the outskirts
of Russia, on the border of Belorussia and Smolensk. The graves of the third and fourth
Chabad Rebbes — Menachem Mendel, the author of the Tzemach Tzedek, and his son Rabbi
Shmuel Maharash are located here. There is no cemetery, just bushes and trees. The soft earth
has absorbed the tombstones with their Hebrew inscriptions. The grave site was cleared away
from only one side, where ten years ago a Moscow Jew, Kalman Meilach, built two tombstones
and a low fence. As a beginning, we widened the fence. There still remains a lot of work to be
done.
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Continuing on our journey, we arrived at the large southern Russian city Rostov on the
Don. The hardships of the First World War brought Rabbi Rashab here. {t became a center
from which he sent emissaries to Jewish communities throughout Russia to repair
synagogues, build mikvehs and, most important, to open yeshivas for children and adults. The
students of these Chabad yeshivas became the heart of the resistance movement against the
anti-religious and anti-Yiddishkeit decrees,of the October Revolution. In the course of our
journey we met old Jews in the Ukraine, in Georgia, in Middle Asia and Belorussia, Moscow
and Leningrad, who recalled for us the best years of their lives, when they studied in the
underground yeshivas of the Lubavitch Chassidim.

The burial chamber of Rabbi Shalom Dov Ber is located not far from the wall by the entrance
to the cemetery in Rostov. Local scoundrels used to come here to drink. When we rebuilt the
kever, we made a grated roof, so that wind, rain snow and cold would not be kept out.

During this summer we travelled 35,000 kilometers by car alone, as well as tens of
thousands on planes and trains. We returned home only rarely for Shabbos. During our
respites in Moscow we wrote down our impressions, developed photographs, and prepared
food and cars for the next trips.

On one of my return trips home to Moscow I met a Braslav Chassid from Israel who was
visiting the Soviet Union for the eighteenth time. He showed me the sketchy map of Jewish
holy places in the Ukraine published by the Breslovers. I told him that there were many young
Jews in Russia interested in the teachings of Rebbe Nachhman but they don’c have any of his
books.

In response to our discussion the Braslavers proposed placing a monument on the grave of
Rabbi Nathan, the closest student and scribe of Rebbe Nachman. I promised to help, and after
only three weeks we completed the work.

After that we decided to trace the line of the followers of the great Maggid of Mezhirich. We
had already fixed up the graves of Rabbi Dov Ber in Annopol. The kever of his son Avrom the
Malach wasin order. The Maggid’s grandson, Rabbi Shalom Shachna, was buried ina place the
Chassidim call Probish. This is the small town of Pogrebisheh in the Vinitsky region, far
removed from the main tourist routes. Even the highway map miscalculates the distance
between Pogrebisheh and the famous but not particularly interesting Ruzhin. A local young
Russian man volunteered to take us to the place known to him since childhood as the grave of
some Jewish rabbi. We climbed a sloping hill, ac the end of which he showed us a grave covered
with grass and bushes. But as we entered the bushes, a frightening shout arose. Within a few
seconds, an old grandfather shaking a walking stick, speaking a stream of Russian, Ukrainian
and Yiddish, appeared from across the precipice. He was a very interesting old man, Michail
Nosick. When he was a young man of 18 in 1923, the Jewish community gave him a house on
the foot of the hill and asked him to guard the cemetery. The cemetery itself is almost non-
existent. Only a few tombstones and a section of a burial chamber remain. Rabbi Shalom
Shachna and his oldest son Rabbi Avrom were buried in the burial chamber there. Nosick told
us that until the war in 1941 there was an eternal flame in the monument, watched over by a
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special Jew. Old Nosick’s fluent Yiddish is often replenished with Hebrew words and
expressions, which he points out to us with pride as ‘Loshon Kodesh’.

We encountered difficulties in trying to restore the cemetery of Pogrebisheh. From the
onset the authorities refused our requests. Somebody had informed his superiors in Moscow
that the local residents cultivated their vegetable gardens on the land of the old cemetery and
that, furthermore, there was a plan to build on this spot. We therefore proposed a change of
policy and were prepared to argue our case with the highest echelons in Moscow. Showing
photographs, we identified a 330-meter radius area around the graves. We proved that there
were no agricultural settlements nearby. One can't even cut the grass there because of the
remains of tombstones which are strewn around in the ground. Moreover, it is impossible to
reach the top of the hill by either car or tractor. All this makes it very strange that people claim
that they intend to build there.

The third time that we came to Pogrebisheh, the local authorities refused to meet with us
even though they had received phone confirmations from the central regional soviet. While
the local officials avoided us, we waited for them next to the wall of the town soviet. A marble
plaque there informed us that this site was the center of the mid-eighteenth-century peasant
‘rebellion’ led by Zhelezniak and Honta. This rebellion curned into a terrible Jewish pogrom,
second in savagery only to the pogrom of Bogdan Chmelnitsky.

Afrer | left in despair to go on to other towns, suddenly I received a letter from the executive
committee of Pogrebisheh granting us the right to restore its Jewish grave sites. Something
had changed! We immediately started to work. Even though we were not permitted to rebuild
the mausoleum to its previous form with a roof, we did put up walls and erect tombstones and
marble tablets signifying that here is the grave of the father of the famous Israel Rizhiner and
his older brother.

After we returned from the wilderness of Podolya to the wide Ukrainian highways (the
quality of which is much better than of those in central Russia), we were surprised to find
tourist busses full of Chassidim from all corners of the earch. Sadigora, Satmar, Boyan,
Braslav, Vizhnitz, Zhidatchov and Belz Chassidism, among others had come to Russia upon
hearing that the changes brought about by the perestroika policy would make it easier for
them to visit Jewish holy places there. Furthermore, news of our restoration work had reached
America, Australia, Belgium and Brazil.

I accompanied a group headed by the Karlin-Stolin Rebbe to four regions in the Ukraine.
The next groups [ accompanied had been organized by Marina Kovaleva, an American woman
of Russian origin. Two of her groups approached e in Chmelnitsky and asked me to
guide them on trips to Polonnoye, Shepetovka and Annopol. Fortunately, I had my own car
and could invite both groups to follow me. Annopol was our last stop that day. Chassidim
passionately recited Psalms, asking G-d to bring their prayers to heaven. And in front of them
stood the Sadigorer Rebbe, a direct descendent of the great Maggid.

It was not by accident, then, that we found our way to Sadigora — a suburb of the larger city
Chernovitz. Here stand the remains of the famous synagogue of Israel Rizhiner, the son of
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Rabbi Shalom Shachna. The synagogue building now serves as a workshop for tractor repairs.
Apparently the local gentiles had been informed about the busses and our excursions — they
stood in a line in front of the entrance to the former synagogue to block us out. Loudly
swearing and waving their hands, they refused even to let us take photographs. Only afew of
the most stubborn Vizhnitz Chassidim managed to very briefly enter the building.

Afterwards, we went to the Sadigora cemetery, where we all prayed near the grave of the
great tzaddik, the Rebbe from Ruzhin. There is a section in the cemetery full of beautiful
tombstones, engraved by the finest Jewish artisans of the last two centuries. The regional
authorities received us with considerable understanding, and I hope that before the first frost
of this year the main work at the Sadigora cemetery will be underway.

The genealogical tree of the great Maggid and Israel Rizhiner has many more branches:
Boyan, Husiatin. Chortkov and others. In these places there are also the remains of other
Jewish holy objects. We have begun investigating the condition of such places.

It is obviously impossible to describe in such a short space all the exploration and
reconstruction of Jewish monuments which has been and is still being carried out in the Soviet
Union. There are many more places, the almost unexplored Transcarpathia, for example. We
must also continue constructing monuments to the victims of the Holocaust. And we have not
yet set foot in Latvia, Estonia and Lithuania. There are many other places connected to the
centuries of Jewish history in this part of the world.

We must not forget the Jews who still live in many of these places. Even though they are
quite assimilated, they still exist. It is impossible to predict the future impact of our
restoration work in stimulating new interest in Judaism among Jews who live today in towns
where great tzaddikim once lived and worked. We want to deeply influence these Jews. We
have already obtained some results, and we hope the work will continue.

We look forward to the support of Jewish religious organizations and social and cultural
committees for help not only in restoring cemeteries but also in providing Jewish lectures,
museums, community centers, libraries, video centers, and kosher cafeterias. We must be
aware of the changes in Soviet government policy since April 1985, and act accordingly.

We are currently preparing a guidebook to the most important grave sites of Chassidic
tzaddikim. Until this guidebook is published, we shall be happy to supply information to all
those who are eager to visit the Jewish holy places in the Ukraine and Russia.
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A synagogue - 2 Sholem Alcichem Street
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Grave ol Rabbi Yivzhak Gedalva 1iberzon. the Last Rabbi of Slasuta
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Polonnoye

Broken tombs in the Polonnoye Cemetery, whercin are buried

Rabhi Yaakov Yosef HaCaohen (1704- 1784). His bouks form the basis for
Chassidut — "Toldo1 Yaakov Yosef”, “Ren Purat Yusef™

Rabhi Yehuda Leib Mokhiah (died 1770). Student of the Baal Shem Tov
Rahbi of Palonnaye. author of the book “"Kal Ychuda™
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Peremishlani

Rabbi Mewr ben Aharon Leib of Peremishlani dies an 29th Iyar 1850, His

waorks are included in the books “Or HaMeir™ andt “Marganita Rabbi

Meir™.
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Spice box belonging to Rabbi Meir
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One of the cemeteries in Peremishlani - complecely destroyed
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A place where 3000 Jews were kitied during the 1} Waorid War
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The foundation of Rabbi Meir’s tomb which enclosed six graves
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Zhidatchov

Rabbi T7vi Hirsch (1785-11 Tamuz. 1831). Siudent of Rab Elimelech of
Lizansk and Rab Yaakov Yitzchak, the *Chozeh™ of Lublin. author of

Aweres Ten™ and “Pri Kodesh Hiluiim™
Rav Yazchak Jssac of Zhidatchoy (1804 1873). grandson of Rav Tavi
Hirsch. a giant in Torah and 2 genius in Kabbalah. author of the
“Commentary of the Rei” and “Likutei of the Torah and Shas™.
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Braslav

Rav Nathan of Braslav (1780-1844), student of Rav Baruch of Medzhibuzh,
Rav Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, met Rav Nachman of Braslav and became
his faithful student, his right-hand man, published Rav Nachman’s books
after his death. Monument erected August, 1988
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Rabbi Nachman's gravesite today

site of house where Rahbi Nachman passed away Q

Chasidei Breslov synagogue
city synagogque
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Uman

Rav Nachman of Braslav, sun of Feige, grand grandsun of Besht (1772-
1810), exceptional as a chassidic leader. author of “Likutei of the Rao™
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Tomb of Rabbi Nachman of Braslav

IRDIK Y NHN

A map of Uman
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A kiddush cup of Rav Nachman
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A skull cap of Rav Nachman
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An armchair of Rav Nachman - built by the “schochet™

(ritval slavghierer) of Teplik
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The grave of Rav Nachman
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Sophia Grarden. in which 20.000 Jews were killed by the “Gaydamaks™ 220 years ago
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An ancient synagogue
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3. Rabbis’ Palace
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Synagoguc - House of Study
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Rabhi Yissachar Dow,

the Third Admor trom Bels
(1894-1927)
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Rabh) Ychoshua, the Second Admor from Belz (1855- 1894)

aus Belz

- o
A synagogue in Belz. built in 1843 by Rabbi Sholom Rokeach, The First pM oW w vy
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Admor from Belz (1816-1855)
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Paved way through cemetery, closed in our 1ime
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Hadich

Kav Shoewr Zalman of Tiady TI745- 18031 student b the Magpid of
Muererich. {ounded Chabad Mavement. his maost inpariant books
“Eikuter Amanm” (“Tanva”) and “Shulhan Aruch HaRuav™,
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Personal ssgaatire of Rav Shacur Zaklman of Lady
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amaw nYa

Braken door
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Nezhin

Ruhbi Dov Ber ol {ubavitch (1773 1827) dhe secand Admor of the

sty (Middle Rebhbe ], extabhshed the Chasidic cenver in Elebeon
*and “Kuntres HahitpaTaluc and

Chabad
(1820)

athers

author al St ar Ha Feshuya
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A broken tomb
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A tomb before and after repair (summer 1988)
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Lubavitch

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Jubaviteh (1789-)866), famous amongst
Chabad Chasiddim for lus book “Tz¢mach Tzedek

Rabbi Shucl. the son of Rabin Menachem Mendel of Lubaviteh (1834-
1882). author of “Callection of the Torah™ and “Torath Shmuei
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The village of Lubavitch
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Rostov

Rabhi Shalam Dov- Ber, the san of Rabbr Shinuel uf Lubaviteh (1860

1920). founder of the “lameher T'mimim™ Yeshivor,
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A tomb before and afier repair
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Malachovka

Mardechai Tighin (1889 1956). sprtual leader of Agudas Yisracl in
Lawia. saved Rabbi Yasel Yitzchak Shneursan feom the punishment of
death. helped hundreds of Jews 1o ex¢ape from Russiain Stalim’siime, speat

many years in Sovier prisons. died in Lulab prison, bis body was eransferred

w the Malachavka v
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4 grave in Malachovka
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Alma-
Ata

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Shneurson (1878-1944). father of Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Shneurson. the revered head of Lubavitch. great grandson of the

“Tzemach Tzedck
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Viadimir -
Volynsky

Rabbi Shlamo Flalevi of Rarlin (1740 1792), outstanding studeat of the
Mapd ™ of Mezeriteh, well known bar the dissemination of Chassidot,
and stories in the hook “Sh'ma Shlumo™. cemetery completely destroved

and translormed inta o

garden, save for the tamb's foundaton
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A cemetery rransformed into a garden
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Milinov

Rabibi Aharon, the son of Rabbi Asher of Stolin (1802-1872], appuinted as
the Admaor 1827 and considered as the shining hghe of Karlio. author of

“Buit Aharon™ on 1he Taral
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The baok “Ben Aharaa ™
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The soufl hox belonging
10 Rabhi Aharon of Karlin
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Place near a wall where once s100d the tomb of Rabbi Aharon
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Synagoguc transformed into a sport center
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The cemetery
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Entrance to the cemetery
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A tomb. as seen from within and from the outside.
perhaps belonging to Rabbi Asher of Karlin
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A monument dating from 130 years ago
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Rabbi Yochanan of Lutzk Admor from Stolin
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Holocaust
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wumKarva
Monumeni erected in memory of 2,000 Jews killed by the Nazis near the Moavment erected i memory of Jews killed in 1919 in the city of
village of Lubavitch Proskurov (Chmelnitski} - abowr 50 kilomerers from Medzhibuzh
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Monument erected in memory of 10,000 Jews killed by the Nazis in Vladimir-Volynsky
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Berd itchev

Rabhi Lest Yivzehak of Beaditchey, the son of Rabbi Meir, the Ay Bei-
Din” of Huskoy (1740 1809). siudent of the “Maggid™ of Mezhirich
authur of “Kedushas Levi™ and famous {or his love of Eretz Yisvoe) and the

people of Israc)
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The entrance 1o the city
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Rav of Sadigora at the entrance to the cemetery (1988)
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The grave af Rav Levi Yiczchak
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A synagogue in Berditchev (£988)
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