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Dnitwoduction

hen my Zeide arrived in America, he did not succumb to

C@ the prevailing pressures to Americanize. Instead, my

Zeide set out to transform the rich but superficial Gash-

mius of America into the rich and significant Ruchnius of Judaism
and Chassidus.

In the merit of my noble grandparents and parents, | have
witnessed the Hecht family tradition of uncompromising loyalty
to Torah and Mitzvos, all the way from the generosity and humil-
ity imbedded in the welcoming warmth of my Grandparent’s
home, to the excitement and dedication at the Siddur parties
and Bar Mitzvah Maamarim of my great-grandchildren. Seven
generations!

It is to the younger generations that | dedicate this book. It is
my hope and prayer that they will continue to practice, to teach
and to inspire countless hundreds and thousands in their impor-
tant positions in their respective communities, as they serve
their Creator according to the teachings of the Lubavitcher
Rebbe(s), 0.b.m.

| pray that the holy light of Torah and Chassidus continue to
glow and warm their hearts and minds to inspire them to attain
greater spiritual development and share their lofty traditions
with our holy people, Israel.

My prayers will continue unabated, now and in the future,
may it be with Moshiach, speedily in our days.
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FOREIGN SHORES 9

ore than a century after its inception, America of 1885
%was an established, expanding country. Citizens run-

ning the gamut of all ethnicities and religions tried to
disregard their various differences and maintain the peace borne
of liberty and freedom.

Into this picture of diversity and acceptance stepped a viva-
cious young man in his early twenties. His outer appearance
sparked the interest of those who caught a glimpse of his aristo-
cratic bearing and unusual garb. My grandfather, R’ Tzvi Elime-
lech Hecht, known as Hersh Meilich, an ardent chassid of the Shi-
never Rav (son of the Zanser Rebbe — the Divrei Chaim), had
reached American shores.

The popular misconception of America as a land which pre-
cludes religious observance was widely accepted by the Europe-
an communities. Thus, it was extremely rare to receive the per-
mission and blessings of a Chassidic Rebbe, to cross the Atlantic.
My Zeide, R’ Hersh Meilich, was one of the few people to whom
permission was granted. Well-acquainted with my grandfather’s
piety and stringent Torah observance, R’ Yecheskel Halberstam,
the Shinever Rav, harbored no hesitations concerning the jour-
ney.

News of R’ Hersh Meilich’s imminent departure swept the
town in Galicia like stormy ocean waves. Feelings of excitement
and fear of the unknown mingled within the hearts of the Chas-
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sidic community as they prepared to send off one of their re-
vered members.

The wife of the presiding shochet figured that my grandfa-
ther’s planned emigration set an example for her family as well.
This would be the perfect opportunity to undertake the arduous
journey to the United States. To her chagrin, the Shinever Rav
thought otherwise.

“If you allowed R’ Hersh Meilich Hecht to leave, why don’t
you allow my husband?” she inquired in confusion.

The Rebbe’s reply answered her question and highlighted the
high regard in which my grandfather was held.

“I can trust R’ Hersh Meilich Hecht to remain loyal to his tra-
dition, even in adverse religious conditions, but I cannot vouch
that your husband will be able to turn away from the many ob-
stacles and remain a religious Jew.”

Before R’ Hersh Meilich parted from his hometown, from the
thriving Jewish community and from every aspect of comfortable
routine, the Shinever Rav charged him with an important mission
to be carried out in the distant land of promise. Placing a push-
ka, a collection box, in the hand of his pious chassid, the Rebbe
implored him to remember the plight of the poor, indigent
Rebbes of Galicia and Poland. Throughout his forays in the New
World, he should constantly seek to improve their lot by gather-
ing funds for the righteous leaders of the European communi-
ties.

My grandfather was not one to forget a promise. Shortly after
his arrival on American soil, he established a fund for this specif-
ic charity, naming it “Ezras Tzaddikim” — help for the righteous.
The frequent collections he made in shuls were always preceded
by his famous, generous pledge.

“I will match all the funds raised from this appeal,” he would
proclaim magnanimously.

Then, with a touch of humor, he would add, “Have no pity on
me! Give as much as you can.”
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R’ Hersh Meilich’s generosity extended to various other areas
as well. His house in Brownsville, New York seemed to possess
revolving doors. Guests were constantly walking in and out of
the Hecht home, adding much spice, laughter and hard work for
the willing family members. My grandparents’ stringent adher-
ence to every nuance of religious observance was a well-known
fact which magnetically attracted all visiting Rebbes from Europe
and the Holy Land, as well as all religious Jews passing through
Brownsville.

Yitta Draizel, R” Hersh Meilich’s supportive and devoted wife,
used to awaken at 2:00 A.M. Friday mornings to begin her fever-
ish Shabbos preparations. The multitude of guests precipitated a
multitude of baking and cooking which sometimes carried the
dedicated woman on a cloud of activity until minutes before can-
dle-lighting time. The absence of technological conveniences
made it impossible to prepare any dishes in advance. An icebox
was a solution to the problem, yet the Hechts usually stored
their food outside during the frigid wintry months to prevent
spoilage.

Kosher bakeries, groceries and meat markets were fantasies
at that time, to be pondered wistfully in a rare moment of lei-
sure. My grandmother cooked everything from scratch, from sim-
ple, basic dishes to delectable delicacies. The routine prepara-
tions involved in cooking chickens entailed a complicated
procedure of countless hours. Bubby had to accompany the live
chicken through all stages of its kosher slaughtering, soaking
and salting before it was ready to be cooked for a meal.

R’ Hersh Meilich’s financial success as a well-to-do business-
man and clothes manufacturer enabled the Hechts to host their
guests comfortably. A minimum of ten guests were present at
each Shabbos meal and the numbers often jumped to twenty-
five or more. All and sundry were welcomed with open arms,
and they departed with considerable donations for the organi-
zations or Rabbinical courts they represented. Fundraisers
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would remain in the warm, hospitable home for weeks, appre-
ciating the oasis of true Judaism in a country devoid of both —

truth and Judaism.




FOREIGN SHORES 13




14 MY SPIRITUAL JOURNEY
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‘Gstallishing Koats

(\"he numerous guests seated at the Hecht’s Shabbos table
J marveled at Zeide’s generosity and unmitigated love for his

Jewish brethren. They were but a small percentage of those
privileged to receive a portion of his warmth and care. On a com-
munal level, R’ Hersh Meilich’s altruistic efforts spanned large
distances and a notable expanse of time.

“Rayim Ahuvim”, the world-famous shtibel at Prospect Place,
traces its roots back to an idealistic, energetic man in the early
1900’s. Rabbi Hecht’s unstinting efforts bore fruit in the form of
a modest, two-family house which was converted to this prayer
hall of infinite significance. The shtibel served as the home for
many life-sustaining functions, acting as the all-encompassing
heart of the Jewish community.

Minyonim were formed regularly on a daily basis, starting
from the early morning hours and stretching until late evening.
Most memorable of all were the gatherings on Shabbos and Yom
Tov. Approximately one hundred men and teenagers congregat-
ed at the shtibel every Friday night, after finishing their meal at
home. Upon their arrival at Rayim Ahuvim, they were welcomed
by a warm, congenial atmosphere and ample refreshments. The
cookies and cake, lima beans and chick peas, hot tea and cold
beverages all faded into insignificance as the program com-
menced. Various classes were conducted by learned Rabbis to of-
fer the hard-working individuals a taste of the wellsprings of To-
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rah. Learned laymen formed private study groups and delved
into the bottomless depths of Talmud, Midrash and Tanach. Two
to three hours were spent in this manner, with the participants
blissfully unaware of the steady passage of time. The cold reality
of poverty and need was temporarily suffused with the warmth
of the age-old Torah riches.

The poverty of the Brownsville residents was the cause of
negligence in some vital aspects of their Jewish lifestyle. Some
important traditions were unintentionally pushed into the abyss
of oblivion by the ruthless hands of daily existence. Ritual im-
mersion in a Mikveh was one of reality’s uncalled for sacrifices.
In an existence where a few pennies were the only boundary be-
tween slight hunger and starvation, the added expense of the
Mikveh entrance fee was a luxury which most of them could not
afford.

My saintly grandfather was appalled by this unacceptable, al-
beit unwilling, callousness to one of the fundamental aspects of
Chassidus. Noted as one who suited thought to action, Zeide
Hecht took upon himself the task of its immediate resurrection.
Thus, he purchased a two-family house and transformed the sim-
ple duplex to a kosher Mikveh. All halachic requirements were
stringently adhered to throughout its construction. The charge
for use was minimal and it was therefore patronized by many. Its
upkeep and maintenance were sponsored completely by R’
Hersh Meilich, who accepted the expense as a privilege.

This Mikveh was renowned in Brownsville for its precise ful-
fillment of Halacha, and the Chassidic community held it in high
regard. Therefore, when R’ Yosef Yitzchok Schneersohn, the pre-
vious Lubavitcher Rebbe zal, requested directions to a reliable

Mikveh, it came as no surprise that he was directed to Zeide’s
Mikveh.

In the year 1929, R’ Yosef Yitzchok Schneersohn traveled
across the world to awaken and inspire his Jewish brothers. The
distant country, America, was especially in need of this fiery re-
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minder, for proper Torah observance had become the badge of
individuals rather than of communities. The Rebbe visited Chica-
go, lllinois and called for an immediate return to the nearly aban-
doned Mitzvos of Shabbos observance, Kashrus, and Jewish edu-
cation. He forcefully proclaimed a message which echoed across
the land of liberty.

“America is no different from Europe. The Torah way of life
was good for our ancestors in Spain, Poland, Russia, France, Ger-
many and England for close to one thousand years. It is most as-
suredly appropriate for America, too.”

Rabbi Schneersohn personally carried this message to the
largest synagogues in New York. Brownsville, being a notable
center of Jewish residence, merited a visit of the holy personage.
He arrived there on a Thursday afternoon and, first and fore-
most, requested the services of a proper Mikveh in honor of
Shabbos.

When the request was forwarded to Zeide Hecht, he was cat-
apulted into a storm of frenzied activity. Well-aware of the royal-
ty and piety of the European Chassidic Rebbes, my grandfather
insisted on perfecting the entire operation without any assis-
tance. That fateful Friday found the Mikveh closed to the public.
Only the venerable R" Hersh Meilich was to be found inside, as-
siduously scrubbing every crevice of the building, despite his ad-
vanced age. Fresh wooden planks were placed over the floor and
new towels and mats were precisely laid out. Unsure of the
Rebbe’s preferences, my Zeide prepared a warm Mikveh as well
as a cool one to suit his needs.

Taking note of the preparations made prior to his visit, the
Rebbe extended a ten-dollar bill to my grandfather as a token of
his sincere appreciation. Ten dollars was a princely sum in those
times, but Zeide categorically refused the generous offer. The
Ezras Tzaddikim had trained him to extend financial assistance
to the Chassidic Rebbes of Europe. How could he possibly take
money from them?
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“Well, if that is your desire, allow me to grant you a bless-
ing,” the Rebbe responded.

“I bless you that your grandchildren will one day be my ar-
dent Chassidim.”

Zeide Hecht answered with a heartfelt “Amen”. In the world of
assimilation which characterized the American society at that
time, it was difficult to imagine that one’s descendants would
steadfastly cling to their ancestors’ ways. A blessing for Chassidic,
religious offspring was as invaluable as it was unusual. Many years
later, the treasured words took root in the hearts and minds of
the young generation, bearing beautiful and everlasting fruits.

One would think that a man so instrumental in funding and
sponsoring honorable causes and institutions would become ac-
customed to receiving honor and appreciation. R’ Hersh Meilich
Hecht proved otherwise. At an advanced age, Zeide decided to
make a trip to Eretz Yisroel to visit Yeshivas Chayei Olam, which
he served as the American gabbai for forty years. When the di-
rectors of the Yeshiva heard about the planned visit, they pro-
ceeded to prepare lavishly in honor of the esteemed guest who
so generously funded the institution.

At the designated time, all prominent dignitaries awaited
Rabbi Hecht’s arrival at the portals of the Yeshiva. Long minutes
of impatient waiting stretched into hours, and the much-
anticipated visitor had yet to appear.

Unbeknownst to the erstwhile coordinators of the welcoming
committee, my grandfather had surreptitiously slipped in
through the back entrance. An unassuming figure clad in Chas-
sidic garb, he seated himself in one of the dim corners of the
large study hall and blissfully lost himself in the harmonious mu-
sic of the Torah melodies. While the Yeshiva dignitaries tried to
figure out the whereabouts of their esteemed donor, Mr. Hecht
conducted his visit in the modest manner which he desired. His
exit was as unpretentious as his entrance had been, and none
were the wiser.
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As Zeide Hecht made his final exit from this world, all those
who wished to accord honor and respect to this beloved person-
age during his lifetime, streamed to do so upon his passing. His
tragic death was connected to the projects and deeds which he
had accomplished for the good of his brothers. A non-Jewish
worker spotted R" Hersh Meilich standing near the vault which
contained all the funds he had collected for charity. With uncon-
trolled greediness and ruthlessness, the worker tried to wrangle
the considerable fortune out of the elderly man’s grasp. In the
ensuing struggle, a pure, unblemished soul was returned to its
Maker, after more than eighty years of an utterly selfless exis-
tence.

R’ Hersh Meilich Hecht's funeral in 1938 was one of the larg-
est funerals ever seen in Brownsville. Thousands of Jews, who
felt themselves orphaned upon his passing, came from all over
the New York region to accompany him on his last journey. Al-
though they felt their loss keenly, they found solace in the
knowledge that his spirit would live on in the survival and conti-
nuity of American Jewry.



20 MY SPIRITUAL JOURNEY




ESTABLISHING ROOTS 21




22 MY SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

NFERENCE FOR THE FREEDOM (
SITOIN.A

.\'—f‘lON 5}':“PH H

dial l’\unlx
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Wy Father's Home

Hersh Meilich’s pious, generous spirit lived on in the
%’ noble actions and devout lifestyle of my father, R’ Shia

Hecht. Born in 1896 while my grandparents still resid-
ed on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, little Shia was an active par-
ticipant in the Hecht’s renowned hospitality. My father’s earliest
memories all invariably included warmth, good cheer, and visit-
ing European dignitaries.

At the turn of the twentieth century, there were barely any
established institutions servicing the Orthodox communities.
Recent immigrants were occupied with acclimating to their un-
familiar surroundings and making ends meet. Good yeshivos
for their American-born sons were non-existent at that time
and funds were unavailable to introduce this necessity. In its
stead, inexperienced melamdim were employed to lead the
children through the intricacies of Torah studies. The boys
barely got past the basic, elementary rudiments of Mishna and
Gemara.

Shia Hecht was no exception. In 1908, my grandfather spot-
ted his twelve-year-old son and a friend carelessly playing with
matches. The learned R’ Hersh Meilich was appalled at the sight.
How could Shia be occupied with such foolishness less than a
year before to his Bar Mitzvah? In a couple of months he would
be considered an adult, yet his childish actions seemed to prove
otherwise. The gilded New World had deprived my father of the
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proper education that had been an accepted part of life in the
European communities.

Disappointed and distressed, Zeide and Bubby Hecht reached
a difficult, albeit unequivocal, decision. Their young son would
have to cross the ocean in order to receive a thorough Torah ed-
ucation. The vast ocean that had distanced them from all that
was familiar two decades ago would now carry their American
son back home. The arduous journey would last minimally two
weeks but the importance of Shia’s Torah studies overshadowed
all concerns of physical comfort.

My father studied in Yeshivas Chayei Olam in Yerushalayim
for six productive years. R” Hersh Meilich was well acquainted
with this august institution since he was its willing representa-
tive as the American gabbai. Satisfied with its high standards and
warm atmosphere, he confidently placed his young son between
its protective walls.

Throughout Shia’s extended stay in Eretz Yisroel, he boarded
in Batei Ungarin, in the neighborhood of Meah Shearim. He fre-
quently visited the Lelover Rebbe who displayed a special fond-
ness towards this young American scholar. The letters Shia sent
home to his parents were infrequent due to the agonizingly slow
process of overseas mail. R’ Hersh Meilich and Yitta Dreizel for-
feited the pleasure of their son’s presence in deference to the ul-
timate pleasure. Their unmitigated joy at Shia’s great strides in
learning more than compensated for the constant pangs of wor-
ry and longing.

The year 1914 marked the onset of World War | and my fa-
ther’s long-awaited homecoming. My grandparents were ecstatic
as they welcomed home their eighteen-year-old son. Six years in
Yeshiva had transformed the carefree young lad into a budding
Talmud Chochom and R’ Hersh Meilich was infinitely proud of
his unbelievable achievements.

In Greenpoint, a Brooklyn neighborhood quite a distance
from Brownsville, another family rejoiced upon hearing about
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Shia Hecht’'s homecoming. R’ Yehoshua Auster, or R’ Shialeh, as
he was affectionately called, made careful inquiries about the
Hecht family in general and about Shia, in particular. The Auster
household was delighted with the sparkling reports they re-
ceived on the young man’s uncompromising religious obser-
vance and his astounding breadth of Torah knowledge. R’ Shia-
leh, a pious Galitzianer Chassid, had nearly despaired in his
search for the fitting life partner for his daughter, Sorah. The
gilded American cage had trapped majority of the Jewish youth
in its glittery confines. Shia Hecht, the prospective groom, was
one of the few hardy individuals who had managed to avoid the
enticing clutches.

Meanwhile, in Brownsville, R’ Hersh Meilich embarked on a
search of his own as he tried to establish the future of his re-
fined, learned ‘son’. His questions produced remarkable results.
The Auster family living on Sumner Avenue in Greenpoint, New
York, was renowned and well-respected for their warmth and
piety. R’ Shialeh gave a shiur every Friday night and Shabbos
morning in the local shul. During these well-attended classes, he
delved into the commentary of R’ Chaim Ben Attar, the “Ohr Ha-
chaim”.

One wintry Friday afternoon, two feet of snow were uncere-
moniously dumped on the New York streets. The blizzard was
considered bothersome by most, but to one lone traveler it
seemed absolutely disastrous. R’ Shialeh was on the way home
from work, and the trolley he was traveling in was placidly tur-
tling its way through the unexpected snowdrifts. Neither the
irate passengers nor the trolley car’s jerky movements were re-
sponsible for the loss of his usual equanimity. It was the length-
ening rays of the setting sun which planted in him some germi-
nating seeds of panic. The Shabbos queen was literally standing
at the world’s doorstep, and one of her sons was still seated on a
traveling vehicle.

R’ Shialeh wasted no time in solving this unprecedented prob-
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lem. Walking over to the frustrated conductor, he calmly handed
over his wallet, which contained most of his weekly earnings.

“The onset of our Shabbos is imminent and since we may not
carry our belongings then, I was hoping you would hold this for
me until tomorrow evening,” R’ Shialeh explained hurriedly.

Disregarding the curious glances being thrown his way, he
stepped off the trolley car and started walking home. The bitter
cold was piercing but his soul was aflame with pure devotion. It
was this fiery warmth that melted all worries about the uncertain
fate of his fortune.

After the departure of that memorable Shabbos, a respectful
knock on the door announced the presence of the trolley-car
conductor. He stood at the entrance of the Auster residence and
wordlessly handed over R’ Shialeh’s sacrifice. The wallet and its
valuable contents were returned, completely intact. Shabbos had
obviously spread its protection over this loyal Jew.

R’ Shialeh was, apparently, uncompromising in every detalil
which characterized the lifestyle of a religious Jew. Consequent-
ly, his daughter was brought up in a home full of joy and Torah
harmoniously intertwined. Zeide Hecht was more than satisfied
and Zeide Auster felt the same way. Within a short while, my
parents, R’ Shia and Sorah Hecht, were married in a modest,
strictly religious ceremony. After all necessary preliminaries had
been arranged, a truly Yiddishe home in every sense of the word,
was firmly established. The American soil resisted their efforts at
every turn, but their roots were only strengthened by the ad-
verse conditions.

The strong roots soon sprouted into a beautiful tree boasting
six fresh, young branches. My five brothers and [ were born in a
span of ten years and we colored life in the Hecht home with ex-
uberant, spirited strokes. Shlomo Zalman was born in 1918,
Moshe Yitzchok in 1920, and | followed in 1922. Two years later,
Yaakov made his appearance followed by Peretz in 1926 and
Sholom in 1928.
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Blessed with a young, growing family, my father was hard-
pressed to meet the daily demands. At first he was employed as
a salesman, but later on he opened his own wholesale dry goods
store. The sole proprietorship was a lucrative business and finan-
cial concerns were therefore non-existent. My childhood memo-
ries bring to mind neither extravagant expenditures nor undue
scrimping. Life then was simply an adventure-filled ocean flow-
ing smoothly along the heimishe Brownsville streets.
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A Carefree Childhood

y brothers and | made sure that there was never a dull
%moment in the Hecht home. Our boisterous spirits and

unquenchable enthusiasm infused each passing day
with life and action. Despite the growing demands of his young
family, my father firmly established the kindness and charity he
had witnessed as a child, in his own home. Rabbis and respected
dignitaries from Europe and Eretz Yisroel were always welcomed
into our home for a refreshing meal or an extended stay.

Our excitement at the arrival of guests made us immune to
the hardships involved in sleeping on the dining room floor. My
parents gave up their bedroom for distinguished visitors, and
when more than one guest stayed at our home we willingly relin-
quished our beds.

I remember how my father used to insist on giving up his
own seat at the head of the table, in deference to a rabbinical
guest. Thus, the Rabbi would be honored with leading our Shab-
bos meals as if he actually presided over the entire household.
Mama respectfully served the sumptuous dishes she had worked
long and hard to prepare. What really made an indelible impres-
sion on me, as a youngster, was my father’s ritual when prepar-
ing the guests’ sleeping quarters. Although my brothers and I
were capable of arranging all necessary details, Tatte refused to
relinquish the coveted privilege. He personally provided fresh
linen and blankets for each visitor, as well as negel vasser and a



32 MY SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

towel for when they woke up. These significant deeds were nev-
er considered a burden, for Tatte felt honored to service his
righteous guests.

The details of one visit in particular remain engraved in my
memory due to the unprecedented incident it sparked off. The
Riglitzer Rebbe had arrived from Europe and we joyfully wel-
comed him into our home. Friday night, the dignified Rebbe ac-
companied us to the Sefardishe Kloiz for the Shabbos prayers.

The Sefardishe Kloiz was the shul that my father had estab-
lished in Brownsville. Tatte’s shul, along with the Rayim Ahuvim
shtibel that Zeide Hecht had founded, the Polisher shtibel, and
the shul of Yeshivas Chaim Berlin, were the only four synagogues
servicing the Brownsville community. The elected officials pre-
siding on the shul committees tried to maintain the homey at-
mosphere that the immigrants remembered from Europe. Many
old-timers frequented the flourishing shuls and their memorable
personalities left a profound impression on me as a young child.

I recall Rabbi Esrog’s passionate prayers, accompanied with
tears of deep emotion. This elderly man from Eretz Yisroel
prayed with extreme devotion that seemed to envelop him in el-
evated flames of fire. R’ Shialeh Belzer, a member of Zeide
Hecht's shtibel, was always greatly disturbed when a non-Jewish
language was used in shul.

“Sheigatz, arois fun shul!”

Whenever | heard this enraged scolding | knew that the
scholarly elder had heard some unfortunate young man speaking
English between the four holy walls of Rayim Ahuvim. His vehe-
ment protests certainly diminished the amount of English spok-
en in his vicinity, for no one wanted to be subjected to R’ Shialeh
Belzer’s proverbial tongue-lashing.

The Sefardishe Kloiz also had its share of personalities, digni-
taries and scholars. Rabbi Ziskin the shamash, for example, came
to the conclusion that the laws of prohibition were irrelevant to
the members of the shul. The Chassidim were accustomed to
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drinking the fiery liquid at festive occasions and the loyal sha-
mash thought it quite improper of the government to deprive
them of this particular tradition. Therefore, he kept his own se-
cret distillery in the shul’s basement where the illegal beverages
were produced at an alarming rate.

Generally, warmth and congeniality characterized our shul’s
existence but sometimes the overworked members expressed
their distress in a manner which angered my father. The Riglitzer
Rebbe’s visit was an occasion that ignited Tatte’s fury to a de-
gree | had never previously witnessed.

After the Shabbos morning prayers, the Riglitzer Rebbe start-
ed making his way towards the podium to deliver a speech. The
president of the shul was exhausted from the long week and
couldn’t control his impatience. Walking over to the Rebbe, he
brusquely informed him, “You're not going to speak here today!”

My father heard the crude remark and his eyes sparked with
fury. How could someone display such blatant disrespect toward
a renowned Torah scholar? With measured steps, Tatte ap-
proached the president of the shul and delivered a resounding
slap. Quiet prevailed in the Sefardishe Kloiz as the Riglitzer
Rebbe gave over a fiery sermon. Tatte’s action might have
seemed extreme, but it was simply an expression of the deep re-
spect he harbored for the Torah and its representatives.

This was the chinuch we received at home as well as in our
grandparents’ homes. Zeide and Bubby Hecht resided in Browns-
ville and my brothers and | greatly enjoyed their proximity.
Zeide and Bubby Auster in Greenpoint lived quite a distance
from us but we frequently went to visit the little house on Sum-
ner Avenue. The Shabbosim we spent there as young children
were filled with warmth, serenity and enthralling stories. My
grandfather couldn’t afford to leave the electricity on all Shabbos
so tall, majestic candles were used instead. During the Friday
night seudah, the dining room was bathed in the soft, hazy glow
of the Shabbos flames. Although we were an energetic, lively
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bunch, the magical atmosphere kept us glued to our seats as
Zeide told miracle stories of the Baal Shem Tov and other Chas-
sidic Rebbes. Our young minds were captivated by the miracu-
lous events of bygone eras and the inherent joy of Chassidus.

Once on a regular weekday, while | was visiting my grandpar-
ents in Greenpoint, | was awakened in the middle of the night by
the sounds of heart-wrenching sobs. Baffled and more than a lit-
tle frightened, I crept out of bed and pulled open the creaking
bedroom door. The full moon cast a pale, silvery glow along the
darkened corridor. | cautiously headed toward the kitchen and
stood at the doorway in fear. Sitting on the floor with tears
streaming down his face, Zeide suddenly appeared so old and
forlorn. His broken cries tore at my heart and my imagination
immediately conjured up the possible causes of this distressing
sight.

Soft footsteps behind me quietly announced Bubby’s arrival.
She gently took me by the hand and led me back to bed.

“Bubby,” | started breathlessly, “why is Zeide crying?”

Bubby looked at me intently in the dimly lit room and ex-
plained, “He’s reciting tikkun chatzos, a prayer which mourns
the destruction of the Bais Hamikdosh.”

| stared at my grandmother in wide-eyed wonder, trying to
fathom Zeide’s obvious pain. At that time, | was too young to ful-
ly understand his piety and the depth of his yearning for the re-
demption, but those heartfelt tears left an indelible impression
on my young mind. Until today, | am unaware of how frequently
my saintly grandfather mourned the Temple’s destruction, but
Bubby was apparently accustomed to this midnight scene.

After Bubby Auster passed away in 1928, Zeide remarried and
emigrated to Eretz Yisroel. Thus, when my oldest brother, Shlo-
mo Zalman, crossed the Atlantic at the age of twelve to study in
a good yeshiva, he took up residence with our beloved grandfa-
ther. In 1935, seven years after he had left home, Shlomo Zal-
man returned as a mature, learned young man and he continued
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his studies in Yeshivas Torah V’'daas in Williamsburg. The rest us
were enrolled there too as soon as we reached high-school age.
Traveling daily was a small price to pay for the thorough Jewish
education we received in the flourishing land of liberty. After all,
my father had to travel halfway across the world to merit the
schooling we took for granted. In comparison to Tatte’s sacri-
fice, Yeshivas Torah V'daas was located in our own backyard.
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Yeshivaw Galos

efore | began my schooling in Torah V'daas in Williams-
93 burg, I learned in Yeshivas Chaim Berlin. The yeshiva

was situated only half a block from my home in Browns-
ville, but that was its only advantage. My schooling began a year
later than was usual, for | started only in the second grade. | had
heard uncomplimentary reports on the first-grade teacher, and,
being quite a headstrong young lad, | adamantly refused to place
myself under his tutelage. To my surprise, my illogical com-
plaints had the desired effect and I gained another year of unre-
stricted freedom. My subsequent experiences in yeshiva con-
vinced me of the validity of my childish opposal to school
attendance.

In the late 1920’s, the yeshiva was poorly run due to a defi-
ciency of English-speaking Orthodox Jews. Yeshivas Chaim Berlin
was founded by immigrants concerned with the continuation and
establishment of the way of life that had been part and parcel of
every European community. Unfortunately, these immigrants
knew only a smattering of English and they therefore had to em-
ploy educated American Jews to run their yeshiva. Modern and
educated, these appointed officials were not particularly worried
about the necessity of every nuance inherent in proper Jewish
observance. Thus, many of my teachers were known to be maski-
lim who cynically disposed of the numerous, treasured traditions
that we held so dear. I distinctly recall my initial feelings of hor-
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ror when | heard that someone had spotted one of my esteemed
teachers proudly boarding the trolley on a sunny Shabbos after-
noon. How could this revered personage who professed to be
teaching me the secrets of life so brazenly transgress the holy
day of rest? Understandably, my respect for this particular teach-
er became a thing of the past as | contemplated the implications
of his inappropriate conduct.

This teacher was not an exception. Most of the staff members
employed at that time made sure to give over their subject mat-
ter in the spirit of the haskalah, thus imperceptibly implanting
potential danger in our young minds. Others were inexperienced
immigrants who had absolutely no understanding of the needs
of American youth. Their lessons were labeled uninspiring at
best and unbearably boring when we were not so charitable. As
a result, the level of education was pathetically low and did noth-
ing for our attachment to Judaism. Despite the desperate need
to keep us youngsters interested and enthusiastic about the re-
ligion so often looked down upon, our elementary-school years
did quite the opposite.

Rabbi Besdansky and Rabbi Pam, the father of Rav Avraham
Pam zt”l, were two notable exceptions to the unfortunate reali-
ty. They taught the seventh and eighth grades respectively, and
their superb teaching skills erased much of the erroneous educa-
tion we had been subjected to in earlier years. Both of them
hailed from Lithuania and, unlike many others, they carefully pre-
served the essence and enjoyment of Torah life throughout the
long journey across the ocean. The lure of liberty and freedom
proved to be a weak contestant to their staunch, unshakable be-
lief in Hashem. Aside from the truth and purity we glimpsed in
their noble ways, they were outstanding rebbeim who knew how
to ignite the love of Torah and Yiddishkeit in each of their stu-
dents.

Rabbi Besdansky and Rabbi Pam considerably sweetened my
memories of the years spent in Yeshivas Chaim Berlin but | was
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more than glad to join Shlomo Zalman and Moshe Yitzchok in
Torah V'daas when | graduated eighth grade. The serious, un-
tainted atmosphere was conducive to our Torah studies and I
reveled in the absence of corruptive influences. My two brothers,
already deeply involved in every aspect of yeshiva life, greatly
eased my adjustment to the unfamiliar sense of rigidity and uni-
formity that characterized Yeshivas Torah V'daas on Bedford Ave-
nue and Taylor Street. Shlomo Zalman, the oldest of the Hecht
clan, had become well-acquainted with one of his fellow stu-
dents, Avrohom Barnetsky. This relationship was the catalyst of
many significant changes that swept up our entire family on the
fervent wings of Chassidus.

Avrohom had been attending weekly study groups formed by
an energetic man whose indomitable personality and warmth at-
tracted members of all ages and stages. Rabbi Yisroel Jacobson
had reached the American shores in 1925 with the encourage-
ment of the previous Lubavitcer Rebbe, R’ Yosef Yitzchok
Schneersohn. As his parents and siblings had done a few years
before him, Rabbi Jacobson settled in New York and proceeded
to make his mark in the incurable rush of city life. Within a short
time of his arrival in Brownsville, he had assumed the position of
Rabbi in a small shul which included members of his distant
hometown, Zhurovitch, located in White Russia. Fueled by the
blessings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe and seeking to plant some
seeds of inspiration in America’s barren soil, Rabbi Jacobson be-
came involved in the enrichment and nourishment of Browns-
ville’s community life.

Rabbi Jacobson’s weekly gatherings were associated with
warmth, congeniality and an awe-inspiring depth of Torah study.
At times, he would regal the devoted members with fascinating
tales of Chassidic Rebbes and noteworthy personalities in the an-
nals of Jewish history. Relaxed by the informal stance of this
learned individual, the teenagers and young men would share
their thoughts, questions and quandaries with one whom they
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knew could be trusted. With an unusual amount of patience and
understanding, Rabbi Jacobson resolved their problems and
cleared up their confusion.

It came as no surprise, therefore, when Shlomo Zalman was
enthralled after his first introduction to these voluntary classes.
Avrohom Barnetsky had given my brother a small taste of what
constituted true Chassidus and before long we all became week-
ly visitors in the Jacobson home. Zeide Hecht zt”l had received a
blessing from the Lubavitcher Rebbe that his offspring would be-
come devout Lubavitcher Chassidim and these weekly farbren-
gen were the first indications of its realization.

In the spring of 1938, our house resounded with the sounds
and feelings accompanying every Jewish simcha. My brother,
Shlomo Zalman, had gotten engaged to Chaya Sarah, the oldest
daughter of our esteemed mentor and guide. My father and Rab-
bi Yisroel Jacobson found themselves in great company as they
worked together on the preparations for this joyous event. Get-
ting ready for a wedding is no simple matter, as we were soon
priviliged to understand. While Mama feverishly took care of
many materialistic details, Shlomo Zalman proceeded to arrange
his spiritual matters. At the time of his betrothal, my brother had
firmly decided to grow a beard and the constant gossip of neigh-
bors and friends didn’t deter him in the least. A sight which had
been so common in most of the European communities was con-
sidered peculiar in the new, modernized world of America. Pas-
serby would sadly shake their heads, murmuring with marked
sympathy that the “Hecht’s oldest son had obviously gone out of
his mind”.

Shlomo Zalman simply shrugged his shoulders and proceed-
ed to embark on his personal campaign. His bold decision was
emulated by a number of fellow students who understood the
truth and pride which accompany such an important step. Curi-
ous stares and spiteful jeering were no match for the steadfast
determination of these courageous young men. If a beard was
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considered appropriate for the Jews in Europe, it was most defi-
nitely appropriate for those distanced from the communities of
old by an arduous journey and a paltry few years.

This unexpected decision paled in comparison to the bomb-
shell which Shlomo Zalman dropped unceremoniously soon after
the wedding festivities had ended. We were shocked by the
sheer absurdity of the young couple’s plans for their future, but
careful introspection revealed that they were not as unrealistic
as previously conceived. My oldest brother had decided to once
again cross the ocean and establish his home on the other side.
Yeshivas Tomchei Temimim was pulling him strongly from afar
and his young wife eagerly offered her unshakable support. They
planned to settle down in Otwock, a small suburb on the out-
skirts of Warsaw, where both the Lubavitcher Rebbe and the ye-
shiva he had established were located.

Possessing a strong will and a strong conviction of the impor-
tance of this journey, Shlomo Zalman convinced two of his
friends to follow suit. Avrohom Barnetsky and Dov Ber Levy en-
thusiastically conferred with my brother on the details, advantag-
es and disadvantages of taking such a drastic step. Barely two
months after we celebrated the wedding of our oldest brother,
we escorted him and his young wife to the plank of the vessel
which would spirit them away in search of spiritual growth and
fulfillment.

My dear parents experienced strong feelings of deja vu as
they once again parted from their firstborn. When he was a
young lad of twelve years, they had convinced him of the impor-
tance of traversing such large distances in order to merit a solid
Torah education. Now, as a grown man of twenty years, Shlomo
Zalman had convinced his parents of the sacrifices necessary to
establish a home based on Torah and Chassidus in the proper
surroundings. Their acceptance was accompanied by a surge of
pride at the proof that the concepts they had tried to instill in
their children had obviously taken root.
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“We ve @%/

C\-'he year 1939 is a year that is etched in blood and tears. Its
J numbers are doomed to carry a heavy burden of guilt, help-

lessness and loss for all generations. The passage of time
has muted the cries of agony and separation but the heartbreak-
ing echoes will never be quieted. Jews living in Europe at that
ominous time held their breaths in fear as they anxiously fol-
lowed the horrific developments. Their American brethren did
likewise as they tried to grasp concepts that were beyond human
explanation. Those lucky enough to procure the required docu-
ments were allowed to abandon the burning European shores
and start a new life in a friendlier land.

In August of that fateful year, six American boys chose to do
just the opposite. They were well-aware of the danger involved
in crossing the ocean at such ominous times, but the fire in their
souls easily consumed the fire of war. Despite the instability that
was sweeping across the European continent, the seventeen- to
twenty-year-old boys were determined to merit learning in Ot-
wock, under the great Lubavitcher Rebbe of whom they had
heard so much. Their parents were, understandably, adamant in
their refusal to this ill-timed venture, and the idealistic teenagers
were forced to agree.

One of the boys, Mordechai Fisher, sent a letter to the Rebbe
explaining that their trip was cancelled due to their parents’
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well-founded hesitation. The reply he received set the wheels in
motion oncc again.

“You have nothing to fear,” the Rebbe had written, and for
his young chassidim that was more than enough.

When | heard about this unexpected reply, my heart soared
at the door of opportunity that had suddenly opened up for our
small, Europe-bound group. Rabbi Yisroel Jacobson, our mentor
who had first introduced us to the world of chassidus, wasted no
time in making the necessary arrangements. The date of the
planned journey was set for Friday, August 4, and there was still
an inordinate amount of details to take care of before that long-
awaited day arrived.

Overwhelmed with excitement, | informed my parents of our
plans, hoping for a grudging approval. Their response was an un-
equivocal “no” due to the danger involved in taking up residence
in the European powder-keg. Shlomo Zalman and his young
wife, Chaya Sarah, were still situated in that distant continent
and my parents were sick with worry over their uncertain future.
Sending another son into the battlefield was a sacrifice they
were not willing to make.

[ understood their misgivings but I couldn’t accept their deci-
sion as final. Passport applications cost fifteen dollars, an exorbi-
tant fee at that time. My father would certainly refuse to sponsor
what he termed a hare-brained adventure, so | withdrew the re-
quired funds from my own bank account that had been set up
with my bar-mitzvah gifts. Accompanied by Rabbi Jacobson, | vis-
ited the passport office and painstakingly filled out a pile of
forms. It would take quite a while for my passport to arrive in
the post and I fervently prayed that | would get it before the
date of departure. Our voyage had been postponed to Wednes-
day, the ninth of August, but as the weeks followed each other
with unprecedented languidity, my passport had still not arrived.

Monday morning, a mere two days before our planned depar-
ture, | watched dawn break over the dark New York streets. Be-
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set with worry, | impulsively ran out of the house at 6:00 A.M.
and headed toward the local post office. The deserted streets at-
tested to the unearthly hour, but anxiety had eradicated every
trace of logical reasoning and behavior. The post office was un-
derstandably still locked and I proceeded to knock urgently on
the closed door. The loud banging resounded like drum rolls in
my ears, encouraging me to continue with my relentless efforts.
From time to time, | placed my ear close to the wooden door,
but only a mocking silence emanated from within.

“What are you doing here, boy?” an irate night worker yelled,
after unlocking the heavily bolted door.

“Don’t you know that it ain’t morning yet? Why, your knock-
ing is loud enough to wake the dead!”

Relieved that my incessant attempts had produced results, I
speedily explained the purpose of my early visit. The guard sof-
tened somewhat when he realized that without a passport |
would be unable to travel with my companions to Europe on
Wednesday.

“Oh, alright, young lad. I'll go check if anything came for you
today. Just do me a favor — don’t make these early-morning visits
a regular habit, okay?”

Once again, | faced the closed wooden door and fervently
prayed for deliverance. After a few interminable moments, the
beaming security guard wordlessly handed over the precious
document. The long-awaited passport stared up at me gleefully,
as if urging me to explore the spiritual paradise on the other
side of the vast ocean. After profusely thanking the guard, I start-
ed heading home on the exuberant wings of hope.

The early hour notwithstanding, | enthusiastically bounded
up the stairs and into the kitchen. The good news was begging
to be told and refused to be subjected to the dictates of reason.

“Mama, look what I have!” | exclaimed, proudly waving my
passport in the air.

Mama was shocked at the news and quickly woke up Tatte to
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hear his opinion. My parents had been unaware of the fact that I
had even applied for a passport. My initiative proved to them
how important this perilous journey was to their young son and
they therefore grudgingly gave their approval. It was just two
days before our journey was due to begin, so Mama was immedi-
ately catapulted into a frenzy of preparation. Gathering the be-
longings to ease my adjustment in the distant land was her
method of dealing with the burden of worry and apprehension.

Tatte accompanied me to various embassies in order to pro-
cure the necessary visas. A new set of clothing was purchased in
honor of the journey and each acquisition seemed to crystallize
the unbelievable reality. | was going to join my brother who was
situated somewhere on the other side of the globe, and Tatte
had even given me his blessing. The gathering clouds of a threat-
ening, stormy war were unable to obstruct my view of life’s
beautiful sunlight. When a dream materializes, all other concerns
fade into oblivion despite their actual significance.

Two days of absolute chaos and pandemonium struck our lit-
tle house, pulling all inhabitants along on a turbulent ride.
Wednesday morning dawned bright and clear, in conjunction to
my infectious, upbeat attitude. Accompanied by my concerned
parents, | traveled to the New York harbor where | met Rabbi Ja-
cobson and my five fellow students. Mordechai Dov Altein, Meir
Greenberg, Zorach Gordon, Yitzchok Kolodny and Mordechai
Fisher had excitement written across their faces whereas our
group coordinator, Rabbi Jacobson, seemed anxious to begin the
long, arduous journey. Word of our planned trip abroad had
slipped into the homes of all the Lubavitcher Chassidim in New
York, and their response was overwhelming. Most of them had
made the effort to see us off at the harbor, and they joined our
parents and families in wordless prayer and boundless hope.
Spirits were high that summer morning as was evidenced by the
exuberant dancing and singing spontaneously conducted prior to
our ship’s departure. The officials standing stiffly at their posts



WE'RE OFF! 51

had never witnessed such a lively gathering of Chassidic Jews
and they obviously enjoyed the sight. The “Isle de France”, as
our ship was pompously called, was scheduled to leave at pre-
cisely 11:30 A.M., without any excess consideration for our unex-
pected assemblage. American Orthodox Jews watched with un-
concealed yearning as seven of their own boarded the vessel
headed to a land soaked in spirituality. Without being told, we
knew intuitively that we had been charged with the heavy re-
sponsibility of acting as the representatives of New York’s grow-
ing communities.

Rabbi Jacobson enthusiastically led the way and his six young
charges confidently followed. Our worried mothers uttered last-
minute instructions that were heard only by the indifferent sea-
gulls, while our fathers followed our departing figures with
meaningful glances of hope, anxiety and encouragement. I
waved to the disappearing figures standing so forlornly on shore
as their young sons seemed to disappear behind the horizon.
Who knows what awaited them in that distant area. Would they
be arriving to a glorious display of spiritual color, only to en-
counter disappointment when they realized that it was the hues
of a sun setting on a vibrant world of Torah? Would the red-hot
flames of war obstruct the path of undisturbed Torah study?
Would these very same flames conquer the warmth of Chassidus
that so strongly pulled their sons’ searching souls?

Oblivious to our parents’ well-founded worries, our little
group immensely enjoyed the first few days of the journey. The
invigorating ocean air, combined with a strong sense of purpose
and unity, kept our spirits on an elevated plateau where war and
strife were unable to infringe. The kosher food we had brought
along kept us satisfied physically, while the wisdom of our re-
vered leader took care of our spiritual needs. | remember sitting
on the deck late one night and singing together harmoniously.
The Chassidic melodies infused me with a complete happiness
that I had never previously conceived possible. After the last
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strains of our spontaneous burst of song had faded into the
murky depths of our watery surroundings, | was overcome with a
strong feeling of pride at the obvious truth and fulfillment that
characterizes the existence of a religious Jew.

Three days after we had boarded the ship, we all became vio-
lently seasick, thus bringing an abrupt end to the pleasurable
hours spent on deck. Fortunately, it wasn’t too long before we
caught our first glimpse of the European continent. We reached
the coast of Cornwall, England just as the sun was majestically
rising over the placid waters. The awe-inspiring view, coupled
with the undisturbed serenity of the shore at dawn, seemed to
be promising us an uplifting experience in this land which our
parents still thought of as home.
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Awviival at Otuwack, 1939

when we arrived at the French port of Le Havre. Delighted

with the feeling of firm ground under our feet, we soon
had to find our seats on a moving vehicle once again. A train de-
livered us to the bustling capital city of Paris, where we were
met by Rabbi Schneur Zalman Schneersohn, a prominent Luba-
vitcher Chassid. Weary from the seemingly endless wandering,
our exhausted group greatly enjoyed the short respite in his
home where we ate our first warm meal since our departure
from the American shores. As soon as supper was consumed, we
headed towards the train terminal in order to begin the last leg
of our extended journey.

To our extreme pleasure and surprise, we met Rabbi Mendel
Schneersohn, the Rebbe’s second son-in-law, at the terminal. He
had been sent to greet us before the long train ride to Warsaw,
Poland. At first glance, | sized him up as a young man in his thir-
ties, with a nice beard, and a gray hat. Upon further inspection, I
noted the piety and purity streaming forth from his friendly, wel-
coming countenance and the exalted level of kedusha he had
reached at such a young age. We felt privileged to be in his com-
pany before the train carried us past towns and cities in various
countries.

The Rebbe's son-in-law stood on the steps of the train as he
patiently and warmly greeted us. He told us of the great zechus

@ ur journey on water continued until late Monday evening,
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we had to go to Otwock to be in the presence of the Rebbe and
to become his students. He blessed us and wished us succes in
our studies.

Sleep was understandably quite a luxury in such conditions,
for the train’s hard benches weren’t exactly the epitome of com-
fort. The constant jolting and occasional stops kept us awake
throughout the last part of our journey. At 5:00 A.M., we fervent-
ly began the Shacharis prayers as the Belgian scenery flashed by
the grimy windows. The thought of what lay ahead of us infused
our daily prayers with an unprecedented devotion and renewal
and completely eradicated any bothersome signs of sleep depri-
vation. It wasn’t until 9:30 in the evening that we arrived at the
Polish border.

“Platzen sie, aber sitzen sie,” the Polish officer repeated insis-
tently in German, asking everyone to remain seated calmly until
the routine document checks were completed.

Rabbi Jacobson reassured us that there was nothing to fear,
since legally we were all well within our rights. Despite this com-
forting piece of information, I felt my heartbeat speeding up as the
officer approached our impatient group. No one enjoys being put
under inspection, especially at a time when avid hostility is direct-
ed specifically at one’s nation.

“What is the purpose of this trip?” the officer inquired for-
mally.

When he heard our innocent reply that we had come to Eu-
rope in order to progress in our studies, the boorish official
could not contain his derision. War was obviously imminent, and
he couldn’t fathom why American Jews would risk their lives for
such a purpose. He was certain that America offered more ad-
vanced courses and methods of study, which put the European
techniques in an unobtrusive corner of shame.

“Schtudiren? Seinen sie verukt? (To study? Are you crazy?)”
he proclaimed disdainfully.

Slightly miffed at his uncomplimentary statement, we simply
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handed over our passports for inspection and hoped that we
wouldn’t be deported on some false pretext borne of his obvious
hate and disgust. Our fears proved to be unfounded, for all the
documents were grudgingly approved and returned.

After an interminable amount of time wasted on formalities
and trivialities, our train was finally given the signal to cross the
border and enter Poland. Having been forewarned about the no-
torious thievery prevalent in the Polish society, | kept my hand
firmly in my pocket to ensure that my precious passport would
not become the property of some gleeful vagabond. Judging from
the dirty looks and intolerable attitude of our fellow travelers, I
didn’t think that [ would receive any help or sympathy if someone
tried to requisition it.

Thus, upon sighting the sign announcing our arrival to War-
saw, | breathed an audible sigh of relief and withdrew my hand
from my pocket. Our final destination was now within our reach
and our enthusiasm dispelled all thoughts of home, hunger, and
danger. An entire ocean and several train rides separated us
from our immediate families, causing us to willingly adopt the
Lubavitcher Yeshiva as our second home even before we entered
its protective embrace.

On Rosh Chodesh Elul, precisely a week after our ship had set
sail from the New York harbor, we arrived in Otwock, a pleasant
outer suburb of Warsaw. Yeshivas Tomchei Temimim, housed in
a modest, non-descript building, magically restored our flagging
strength and wordlessly called out a warm welcome to its for-
eign visitors. Undefined expectations hovered in the air as we
proceeded to the entrance of the yeshiva, and a strange feeling
of hesitation met us at the door.

As soon as we stepped over the threshold, our apprehension
evaporated and our illogical fear scurried away in shame. The
sight that met our eyes was as astonishing as it was invigorating.
Approximately four hundred students were swaying over their
seforim, alternating between vehement arguments and occasion-
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al concessions. The air was soaked with an intense concentration
coupled with an unquenchable thirst for knowledge and true
love of Torah. I blinked my eyes in disbelief, hoping that the mir-
age wouldn’t disappear like an imaginary oasis in the desert.
Oblivious to the fact that their actions were being observed by
their American counterparts, the boys continued to delve into
their studies and untangle the challenging complications.

I would have gladly remained at the sidelines drinking in the
wondrous sounds and sight of Torah, but our little group was
politely directed to the Rosh Yeshiva's office. After carefully
weaving our way through the swaying sea of black and white, we
were greeted by Rabbi Yehudah Eber, a brilliant Chassidic schol-
ar who had escaped from the Soviet Union a few years previous.
After arriving in Otwock, he had been appointed as the Rosh Ye-
shiva of Tomchei Temimim.

Rabbi Eber welcomed us warmly to Europe in general and to
the Lubavitcher community of Otwock in particular. In a relaxed
manner, he proceeded to test the depth and breadth of knowl-
edge we possessed in Talmudic studies, as well as in the con-
cepts and teachings of Chassidus. | was placed in Rabbi Eber’s
class, the yeshiva’s highest Talmudic class, and my five compan-
ions were assigned to their classes as well. Infused with the in-
spiration abounding in the yeshiva’s large study hall, I felt ready
to learn for several hours without interruption.

The yeshiva administration had arranged lodgings for the
“spoiled” American boys in the home of a widow who resided
close to Yeshivas Tomchei Temimim. In contrast to the condi-
tions that adequately served the needs of the Polish boys, we
were provided with a more comfortable apartment in deference
to the “luxurious” lifestyle we led in America. We still had diffi-
culties adjusting to the so-called comforts, such as the sacks of
straw that were unfittingly titled “beds”. Accustomed as we were
to mattresses and warm quilts, we had to alter our expectations
to accommodate sacks of straw and flimsy excuses for blankets.
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One night, the summer heat was simply unbearable. The hu-
midity seemed to be rising drastically as we unsuccessfully tried
to welcome sleep into our stifling room. Without any undue con-
siderations, we opened all of our bedroom windows to allow
some air to circulate. Our innocent action did more harm than
good, for in Poland, an open window is a clear invitation to the
thieves prowling the streets at night. To our extreme consterna-
tion, the rising sun threw light on our grievous error. Our pass-
ports, money and watches had all disappeared in the darkness of
the previous night, leaving us bereft of our most valuable be-
longings.

The proceedings added a good deal of humor to our desper-
ate situation. The Polish policemen arrived at our apartment,
looking like caricatures of medieval detectives. Large magnifying
glasses were pompously extracted from their voluminous pock-
ets as they importantly went about their business. We tried to
prevent our laughter from bubbling up as we wordlessly fol-
lowed the comical proceedings. The police officers used their ri-
diculous magnifying glasses to find some non-existent finger-
prints on all possible surfaces in our bedroom.

A short while later we admitted with a minimal amount of re-
spect that the Polish police force was not as incompetent as we
had assumed. Our passports were returned as well as a pair of
pants that the thieves had deemed worthy of attention. Linger-
ing suspicions about the methods the police employed to return
our stolen property receded to insignificance as we became in-
volved in the daily goings-on of yeshiva life.

Breakfast and supper was prepared for us by the kindly widow
whom we boarded by, but at lunchtime we were left to our own
devices. A small grocery was located a short distance from the ye-
shiva, but its unappetizing products made hunger a preferred op-
tion. The European students greatly appreciated the apples,
moldy hard cheese and rotting vegetables for their midday meal,
but we found it impossible to settle on <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>