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To: Acheinu B'nei Yisroel,R/~f 

It is with reverence and admiration that I speak 

of an individual whose actions, work and deeds 

on behalf of the Buchara community are his entire 

being. 

Rabbi Shlomo Niazov shlita himself from Buchara, 

is the Rav of Congrigation L 'Ma'an Achai L'Yotzei 

Buchara, has devoted his entire life to instill 

Yiddishkeit to the members of his community, be it 

Shabbos, Kashrus, Taharas Hamishpacha, placing 

the children in Yesh ivas, the physical and emotional 

welfare and well being of the parents and much more. 

All of it is done in accordence to Da'as torah as was 

received from their forfathers Al Pi Derech Ba'al 

Shulchan Aruch and the Rambam. 

My heartfelt blessings are given that he should be 

able to continue his Avodas Hakodesh with much 

success through peace and tranquility untill the 

true Red imer Ben David will appear still in our 
days, Amen 

A CY'"'"°/ ~ 
/'~?~~{.';'.o"oher Gelbm~. M'oahel Ruohoi 
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IN ISOLATION 

Since time immemorial, the mystery of the Silk Road has 
mesmerized travelers, conjuring up images of caravans from 
east to west, laden with spices, sweets, and treasures. Kings and 
adventurers alike were linked with this remarkable region. The 

sapphire hues of domes and minarets towered over the city 

squares. 
Since the 6th century BCE Bukhara had been one of the 

main centers of world civilizations. Famed for its commerce, 

scholarship, and culture - cosmopolitan in the truest sense of 

the word - Bukhara was part of the Persian Empire for quite a 

long time. 
Historians have good reason to believe that Bukhara was the 

first major city in Uzbekistan where Jews put down roots, only 
later resettling in other regional cities. BukharianJews were so 

named because they were originally based in Bukhara - even 

though linguistically they more closely resembled the Jews of 
Iran, adopting a Persian dialect and using the alefbeit to write 
books and poems. 

This vast oasis within Central Asia included the cities of 

Samarkand and Tashkent. Historically these Jews did well for 

themselves. They excelled as craftsmen and traders. Some 
claimed to be descendants of the Ten Tribes driven out of 
Eretz Yisrael by the Assyrians in the 8th century BCE; although 

remnants of a two-thousand-year-old synagogue were discov­

ered, the precise date of their arrival on Bukharian soil re­

mains lost to the mists of antiquity. 
Bukhara's Jews did brisk business with China, India, and 

Asia Minor. Travelers spent days negotiating prices for the ce­
ramics and silk rugs that made Samarkand famous. Many of 

the Jews worked as jewelry makers, goldsmiths, silversmiths, 

weavers, tailors, and yarn dyers. 



XXVI Defiance in Samarkand 

Decline and Renewal 

But, as is often the case, this calm and prosperity was not 
fated to last. Beginning in 791 CE, amid the emergence ofls­
lam, Persia's Shia dynasty isolated Bukhara's Jews to the point 

of oppression. They were permitted to dwell in three neighbor­

hoods only; their shops had to be built lower than the Mus­

lims'. Ensuing generations were doomed to live as outcasts. 
Despite these restrictions,Jewish merchants maintained a 

lucrative trade; their women became known for their elaborate 
embroidery in gold thread. Nevertheless, the general neglect 

left a tragic mark. Their magnificent synagogue, used steadily 

for hundreds of years, began to crumble, along with the rest of 

the religious infrastructure. Illiteracy was rampant. 
The centuries of insularity led to further erosion in spiri­

tual life. In addition, the community lacked a strong religious 

leader. When, in the late seventeenth century, Sephardic Cha­

cham Yosef Maiman arrived in Bukhara, he found the Judaism 

nearing a state of decadence. The majority of Torah scrolls had 
fallen apart from disuse. To combat the widespread ignorance 
offundamentaljewish law, the Chacham opened a yeshiva and 

persuaded the community to switch to Sephardic liturgy. He 

worked singlehandedly for thirty years until his passing; his ef­
forts completely transformed the Jewish community. 

In 1785 the Emirate of Bukhara was officially created and 
ruled by Muslim chiefs, Emirs. In 1843 the local Emir agreed 

to sell a large tract ofland to the Jewish community, which 

nicknamed it machla ("the neighborhood"). Led by the distin­
guished Rabbi Mullah (a religious teacher or leader) Binyamin 
Fuzaylov, Bukhara's Jew's were finally able to restructure a 
communal life. In a move that bespoke both greatness and hu­

mility, Rabbi Fuzaylov refused payment for his role as the local 

Chacham; instead, he continued working as a silk dyer. Even 
when pressed to sign a document in his rabbinical capacity he 
simply wrote Binyamin the Shochet. 

The community built many beautiful synagogues, along­

side which were chadorim for children to learn alefbeit. Older 
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children studied Chumash and Rashi - translated into Bukhar­

ian - and Ein Yaakov, the compilation of Talmudic lore. As in 
times of antiquity, the teacher sat on a pile of pillows in the 
center of the room, his pupils circled around him. Much later, 
when modernity crept in, both teacher and pupil began sitting 

on benches. Once a child reached his teenage years, he left to 

pursue a craft or trade. 
Local shochtim, kosher slaughterers, worked behind the 

synagogues. Every day, outside the stalls, long lines of women 
and girls carried live fowl for slaughter. The community had 

a rash hakahal, an honorific title for the chief congregational 

officer who met with government officials and served as liai­
son. Typical of Jewish communities the world over, Bukhara's 
synagogues were comprised of merchants, scholars, tradesman, 
rich, and poor. Yet, no matter their socioeconomic or spiritual 

station, they were deeply pious. This fervor intensified later 

when BukharianJewry began making Aliyah. 

Children learning Torah in Samarkand 
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Change of Rule 

In 1868, the Emirate lost a war with Imperial Russia, which 

had colonial aspirations in the region. Russia annexed much 

of the Emirate's territory, including Samarkand. In 1873 the 

remainder became a Russian protectorate and was soon sur­
rounded by the Governorate-General of Turkestan. 

After generations of Islamic oppression - including forced 

conversions - Czarist Russia seemed understandably good to 

the Jews of Bukhara. Life, at first, became easier. As a "regular" 
ethnic group, Jews now lived wherever they pleased. Discrimi­
natory edicts were cancelled, the Jews ' tax burden reduced. 

They built new synagogues, amassing fortunes as they traded 

in Russian goods. 

When the Emir of Bukhara continued to harass his Jewish 

population, a mass exodus took place: Jews left Bukhara for 
Samarkand, Tashkent, and other Turkestan cities, all of which 
now lay under Czarist rule. In the growing trade wars, Ashke­

nazic Jews began to arrive, significantly increasing the overall 

Jewish presence in the region. 

Then the steam locomotive made its appearance. Russia was 
in need of massive transportation systems, and the Turkestan 
region, with its long, flat stretches of land and broad steppes, 
made the ideal backdrop. The railroad began crisscrossing 

the great country, helping to bring food grown in the south 

- home of the agricultural colonies - to the less fertile north . 
Russia's railway became a gigantic network linking all parts of 
the country, as steam-belching trains replaced wagon drivers. 

The construction of the Trans-Caspian railroad ended for 

good the isolation of BukharianJewry. Cutting through Samar­

kand, Bukhara, and Tashkent, it linked for the first time these 
three largest communities with their European brethren. On 
their part, AshkenazicJewry began to immigrate to Bukhara 

in the hopes of finding a less restrictive lifestyle and policy. In 

1905, following a wave of pogroms in major Russian cities, Jew­

ish immigrants flooded into the region. 
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The railroad was a mixed blessing. With it came inexpensive 
factory textiles, which drove prosperous Jewish traders into 
bankruptcy. Nevertheless, it enabled Bukharianjewry to begin 
making Aliyah. Fired with enthusiasm, they left behind com­

fort and wealth in order to fulfill lifelong dreams of dwelling 

in the Holy Land. Confronting cramped conditions within the 

Old City, the community assertively moved out of its confines 
and established the Rehovot quarter, considered then as one 
of the most magnificent in Jerusalem. Within a decade, almost 

ten percent moved to the Bukharian quarter of Jerusalem, 

where they would form the nucleus of the much larger contin­

gency of arrivals. Approximately two thousand Jews followed 
this route until the borders slammed shut in 1914, with the 
outbreak of World War One, and Russia and Turkey on op­
posite sides. A second wave of thousands managed to emigrate 

between the World Wars. 

Beginning in the 1890s, Bukharian immigrants purchased 
land; hiring an architect, they designed a neighborhood in 
the style of major European cities, sporting streets three times 

wider than others in Jerusalem. Spacious mansions opened 

onto large courtyards paved with tiled roofs, Italian marble, 

and facades with Hebrew inscriptions. This area later came to 
be known as the Shkunat ha-Bukharim, "Bukharian Quarter." 

Valley of Tears 

Following the Communist Revolution of 1917, civil war 
erupted between the Red Army - the Bolsheviks - and the 
White Army - those loyal to the Czar. Exhausted, impover­
ished, and dejected, many Bukharianjews began to favor a 

Bolshevik takeover, in spite of the latter's open atheism. Centu­

ries of persecution under the local Muslims, and then the Czar, 
led to this opinion, which, in turn, led to even greater persecu­
tion under the Muslims. Numerous riots broke out. 
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After it was besieged by the Red Army, and the last Emir de­
posed in 1920, Bukhara remained semi-independent. Then, in 

1925, it became incorporated into the Soviet Republic of Uz­

bekistan. Tashkent, which in 1930 became the Uzbek capital, 

transformed into a major city, with Samarkand not far behind. 
The Soviets began to settle Jewish workers on collective farms -
kolkhozes - in Uzbekistan. However, the Soviets also sealed the 

international borders, ending the trade that served as the life­

blood of Bukhara's J ews. 
Despite these setbacks, the Jews of Bukhara were rewarded 

for their support of the Sovie t takeover. For several years they 
enjoyed relative calm and autonomy. This tolerance - coming 

at a time when religious repression swept through the Soviet 

Union - worked to create an enclave that defied logic. J ews in 
Bukhara were able to learn Torah, keep mitzvoth, and attend 
synagogue and religious functions - while elsewhere, in the 
very same country ruled by the very same government, fellow 

Jews were being killed or incarcerated for these selfsame ac­

tions! This dual policy prompted some of the most revered 

GPU - OGPU - NKVD-KGB building - 2 Bolshaya Lubyanka Street 
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Chabad Chassidic families to flee Central Russia and relocate 
to Tashkent and Samarkand. 

Sadly, this situation did not last long. The religious repres­

sion that had turned the Soviet heartland into a valley of tears 

eventually reached Bukhara as well. The Revolution might 
have promised to uproot the past, but certain institutions 
remained, namely the Russian secret police. The Cheka, as it 

was known under the Czars, became in 1922 the NKVD, the 

"People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs." (In 1955 it be­

came the KGB.) The NKVD's "State Political Directorate" - the 
GPU - created a special ''.Jewish section," the Yevreskaya Sektzia 

( Yevsektzia for short), which instigated numerous anti-religious 

activities. Its members were militantly secular Jews, some of 

whom had even come from traditional homes. They spoke Yid­

dish and even knew some Jewish lore and liturgy. Now violently 
rejecting their past, they collaborated with their Soviet over­
lords. Their intended creation of the "Soviet man," a proud 

citizen who would subsume all other interests in the name of a 

proletariat paradise, ran counter to all Torah ideals. 
Sadly, some BukharianJews did embrace Communism, 

which promised universal citizenship, economic equality, and 
the end of anti-Semitism - on paper, anyway. Little did they re­

alize the evil it would eventually bring to their own heritage. 

Dark Ages 

Thus began a dark time for BukharianJewry. Thousands 

of the wealthy were murdered, imprisoned, or denounced, 

prompting many fellow community members to flee illegally 

via Iran or Afghanistan. During leader Josef Stalin's infamous 
purges of 1936-1938 ("The Great Terror"), thousands dreaded 
the knocks on the doors in the middle of the night and the in­

terrogations for "counter-revolutionary activities" that landed 

them in the gulag, the archipelago of labor camps in Siberia. 

The repression affected the Chabad families there as 
well, since religious study and practice became criminalized. 
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Nevertheless, building on the phenomenal success of earlier 
Chabad emissaries - notably Rabbis Shlomo Leib Eliezrov, 
Avraham Chaim Na' eh, and Simcha Gorodetsky- the influx 
of great Chassidim completely reshaped Judaism in our area. 
They provided schools, mikvaot (ritual pools), shechita (ko­

sher slaughter) ,Jewish books, and kosher food. In addition , 

BukharianJews and Chabad Chassidim worked together to 
build the infrastructure that provided shelter for the influx of 
refugees from Poland, the Baltic States, and elsewhere follow­
ing World War Two and the Nazi invasion of western Russia. 

For the next forty years, the USSR fluctuated in level of re­

pression. During 1944-1947, which encompassed the late war 

and the chaos of refugee relocation and repatriation, many 
foreign Jews took advantage of the opportunity to either re­
turn to Poland or escape elsewhere. Then the "Iron Curtain," 

as British Prime Minister Winston Churchill called Communist 

Europe, came crashing down under an increasingly paranoid 

Stalin, who reinstated his reign of terror. Following Stalin's 
death, new Communist Party chief Nikita Khrushchev ushered 
in a brief respite, as Stalin's crimes were denounced and thou­

sands of gulag prisoners were released, among them my grand­

father and other Chabad Chassidim. During the "Khrushchev 

Thaw" of the 1950s and early 1960s, Soviet life in general 
became slightly more relaxed, and economic and cultural re­
forms were introduced. All this ended in the 1960s and 1970s: 

under Leonid Brezhnev, the climate once again turned dire 

for Soviet Jews, who would not begin to see religious freedom 
until Mikhail Gorbachev's policy of glasnost, openness, in the 
1980s. 

During all these years Chabad Chassidim retained influ­

ence, through a tightknit underground. Yet, though many of 

their descendants have written fascinating accounts about their 
experiences in Tashkent and Samarkand, little has been writ­
ten about the struggles oflocal BukharianJewry under ever­
worsening religious conditions and almost daily oppression. 
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I feel fortunate to have been raised in that historical pe­
riod - to have witnessed and heard the everyday sacrifices our 
people made to keep the embers ofYiddishkeit burning under 
Stalinist rule. 

Originally, when I authored this book in Hebrew, I noti­

fied the Rebbe that I was working to have it published and 

released. (The Rebbe requested an advance copy to review 
and to ensure that its publication would not harm anyone still 
living in Russia.) Some of these narratives overlap, as these 
Chassidim and BukharianJews, who shared experiences and 

encounters with the same villains, frequently crossed paths and 

reappear in various other accounts. Nevertheless, they form a 
cohesive whole - one massive tale of courage, self-sacrifice, and 
holiness throughout a brutal twentieth century. The lives of 
these unsung heroes deserve a place on our bookshelves and a 

special place in our hearts. 
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I n the early nineteenth century, a scholar known as Chacham 
Eliyahu became the master sofer of Bukhara. H e wrote a 

staggering amount of sifrei Torah, completing over fifty in his 

lifetime. 

His arrival in Bukhara was not unusual. H e had originally 
intended to collect money for the impoverished community of 
Tzfat (Safed), but was persuaded 

by Bukhara's then leading rabbi 

to stay and raise the area's level of 

Torah observance. Chacham Eli­
yahu acquiesced and remained in 
Bukhara for the rest of his life. 

His son, Chacham Shimon, was 

blessed with many unusual talents. 

He possessed a melodious voice 
and composed many poems and 
songs. An intellectual giant, he 

translated religious texts into the 

vernacular, thereby making them 

accessible to the greater public. In Chochom Shimon 
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truth Chacham Shimon had but a few goals in life: study Torah, 

transcribe his insights, and translate as many sefarim as possible. 

However, his life was beset by tragedy. He and his wife suf­

fered the deaths of eight out of ten children in infancy. Later, 
their son Pinchas died at the age of eighteen. Their remaining 
child, a daughter Sarah , became the light of their lives, their 

sole consolation following all the horrendous losses. On his 

part, Chacham Shimon withdrew from many of his commu­

nal obligations, finding refuge in his prodigious learning and 
output. 

Even in later years, Chacham Shimon shrugged off the ad­

vance of old age and continued translating many liturgical 

works for the Bukharian community - among them Shir Hashir­

im, the Haggadah, Targum Sheni on Megillas Esther, and Likuttei 

Dinim (a work on Jewish law) . When deciding which seforim to 
translate, he took special care to select only those that would 

bring religious pride to BukharianJewry. Although other sefarim 

Several o( many Bukharian rabbis who served as leaders o( their communities 



Master Translator s 

already existed in translation, the previous translators - unfa­
miliar with the local dialect - had mixed Bukharian with schol­
arly Persian , making local compre hension difficult. Chacham 
Shimon, in contrast, rendered these sefarim in a style both inte r­

esting and relevant to his audience. Little wonder they became 
extremely popular. 

The output was so great that the Chacham Shimon became 
accredited for unlocking the gates to many fundamental texts 
for even the simplest of Jews, enabling them at last to study. He is 

also accredited for preserving the Bukharian:Jewish dialect; his 

books graced the shelves of every J ewish home in the country. 

Enigmatic Sculpture 

In the year 1890, Chacham Shimon took leave of the beloved 

brethren in his adopted community. He re turned to spend his 

remaining years in Eretz Yisrael, in the Bukharian section of 
Jerusalem. 
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A sample of Chacham Shimon's transliteration. Using Hebrew letters the Bukharian 
Jews were able to read and understand the Torah in their own native language. 
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A commemorative stomp 
honoring Chacham Shimon 

Defiance in Samarkand 

A fascinating episode, one 

that would bring the Cha­

cham international fame, oc­

curred in 1902, after his re­
turn to Israel: a unique sculp­
ture was delivered from Paris 

to his door. It was a vessel ar­

chaeologists had unearthed, 
appearing to be thousands of 
years old. Shaped like a hu­
man femur and covered in 
an ancient variant of Phoe­

nician script, the discovery 

piqued worldwide interest. 
It had been purchased by 
the famed Rothschilds, who 
embarked on a mission to 

unlock its secrets, and sent to 

various experts, all of whom 
spent considerable time ana­

lyzing the writing - but to no avail. Much time passed and much 
money spent, but no one possessed the necessary skills. 

The Rothschilds, hearing about the prolific scholar in 

Bukhara, had the artifact sent to Chacham Shimon. Incred­
ibly, he spent a mere few days inspecting the "femur" before 
announcing his discovery. 

"When our forefather Avraham wanted his servant to fulfill 

something of magnitude, his servant was asked to place his hand 

on Avraham's thigh and take a vow," he explained. 
"Based on this, the ancients shaped valuable documents to 

resemble the human femur, in recognition of our forefather. 
This artifact is a document of sale, obviously of some impor­

tance, and the writing spells out the details of the transaction." 

His explanation, validated by other scholars, brought him 

prominence. A rabbi in a remote neighborhood had succeeded 
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where leading experts had failed! For his efforts the Rothschilds 
paid him handsomely. 

Chacham Shimon passed away in 1910, in the middle of 
translating the Book of Isaiah. A street was named after him; 

later a commemorative stamp was issued by the State oflsrael. It 
is difficult to estimate the amount oflives affected by this saintly 
figure; his memory is revered to this day. 

"With a Steady Hand" 

Another towering figure of that era was Rabbi Chezkiya 
Cohen Rabin. I would like to describe this great leader and 
scholar in more detail. 

Rabbi Chezkiya was a mere twenty-four when his father 

passed away. Although the latter had left instructions in his will 

that his son be appointed in his stead, many in the community 
balked at the idea of having a youngster fill such an important 
post. Infighting resulted, to such an extent that word reached 
the leading rabbis in far-off Jerusalem. 

A temporary stalemate was reached. Rabbi Chezkiya be­

gan filling his father's position - but in an unofficial capacity. 
A short time passed before the 
community realized the error 
of their ways: Rabbi Chezkiya 

proved himself as a true scholar 

far beyond his years, particularly 
in the laws of gittin, divorce. 

Rabbi Chezkiya ran a yeshiva 
and Beth Din in his home. He 

agreed to preside in judgment 
only when both parties were 
Jewish. (If one was Muslim, the 
case was sent to the local Cadi.) 
Author of Mazkeres Gittin, a com­

pendium on the laws of divorce, 

he exhorted the community to 
support their brethren in the Rabbi Chezkiya Cohen Rabin 
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newly established Bukharian neighborhood in Jerusalem. He 

even made the journey to Eretz Yisrael himself - visiting Tibe­

rias, Chevron, Tzfat, andJerusalem. 
In the upheaval of the Communist revolution, Rabbi Chezki­

ya was unique in maintaining his position in Bukhara through­
out that turbulent period. The authorities, recognizing his judg­

ments, allowed him to rule independently in deeds and sales, 

wills, power-of-attorney, and other commercial disputes. Never­
theless, in 1925 the Soviets formally asked him to cease his reli­
gious activities, knowing all too well the integral role he played 
as regionalJewish leader. 

Rabbi Chezkiya did not budge. He continued teaching To­

rah, ruling in Jewish law, and inspiring his community. Ten years 

later, realizing that the Communists were plotting his arrest 
(and possible execution) for his "counter-revolutionary activi­
ties," he slipped away overnight and fled to Eretz Yisrael. His es­
cape route was a horrendous experience, fraught with setbacks. 

It took him over three years to reach the Holy Land. 

The joy of the Bukharian community in J erusalem knew no 
bounds, as they welcomed this great scholar into their midst. 
Rabbi Chezkiya founded a yeshiva, improved the standards of 
shechita,joined the local Beth Din, studied in the yeshiva ofKab­

balists, and elevated the religious standing of his community on 

many fronts. 
Rabbi Chezkiya died in 1945. As the last Chief Rabbi of 

Bukhara, he represented the last link in the golden chain of 

rabbis for the Jews of Central Asia, a powerful leader who raised 

religious awareness while guiding the community with a steady 

hand. 
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T he earliest Chabad presence in our region began in 1890, 
when Shlomo Leib Eliezrov, Rabbi of Chevron, arrived. 

The purpose of his trip was to raise funds for his community in 

Eretz Yisrael, but at the sight of the spiritual neglect in Bukhara, 
he undertook the repair of the local mikvaot and provision of 
kosher meat for the residents of Samarkand, Tashkent, and the 
enVIrons. 

Rabbi Eliezrov had been recruited and encouraged by none 

other than Rabbi Sholom DovBer Schneersohn - the Rebbe 
Rashab, the fifth Lubavitcher Rebbe. The two were related: Rab­
bi Eliezrov traced his lineage back to Rabbi Schneur Zalman 
of Liadi, the Ba'al HaTanya and first Lubavitcher Rebbe (also 

known as the "Alter Rebbe"). The Rebbe Rashab had long de­

sired to send a shaliach, emissary, to Bukhara's Jewish communi­
ty, whose Torah observance, in spite of the earlier contributions 
of Chacham Eliyahu and his son Chacham Shimon, had greatly 
declined. So ardent was the Rebbe Rashab that while vacation­

ing at a spa, he penned an impassioned letter to his son, be­

moaning the state of Bukhara's Jews: "This situation weighs on 
my mind day and night. I am sorely troubled at my inability to 
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help strengthen the religious 

standards in that region." 

The Rebbe Rashab was 
not the first of the Chabad 
dynasty to be preoccupied 
with strengthening Yiddish­

keit for brethren in faraway 

lands. His predecessors had 
also sent shluchim to gauge 
and bring back word of com­
munal involvement. Yet, due 

to its extreme remoteness 

and insularity, Bukhara had 

never received such visitors. 
Now, thanks to the vision of 
the Rebbe Rashab,Jews there 

The Rebbe Rashab would welcome those sent to 

teach them Torah and elevate religious standards. 

In a way, BukharianJews enjoyed special attention from the 
Rebbe. In spite of general decline, they retained a unique piety 
and reverence toward Torah scholars. This combination provid­

ed fertile ground for the Rebbe Rashab. "At their inner core," 

he wrote, "Bukharian Jewry are like rich soil, waiting to accept 

spiritual planting." After a lengthy exchange ofletters between 
the Rebbe and contacts in Bukhara, the former laid the frame­
work for future religious activity. He was particularly interested 
in boosting the level of chadorim, elementary schools, as well as 

commerce for the impoverished community. 

Localjews, impressed at the nonstop scholarship and kind­
nesses, asked Rabbi Eliezrov to accept a post in Samarkand. Not 
only did he agree, he spent close to the next thirty years of his 

life traveling back and forth between his family in Chevron and 

his community in Bukhara. His contract with the community 

was endorsed by the era's greatest rabbis in the Holy Land, who 
encouraged him to lead in line with Sephardic customs - i.e. 
rulings of the Beit Yosef. These men were well acquainted with 
Rabbi Eliezrov, who in his youth had studied with scholars like 
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Rabbi Eliyahu Mani, Chief Rabbi of 
Chevron who was a mentor and col­
leagu e of the Ben Ish Chai .. 

Nevertheless, Rabbi Eliezrov had 

difficulty acclimating to the culture 

of Samarkand. Everything was differ­
ent - language, customs, mannerisms, 
me ntality. Dwelling alone, apart from 

his far off family in Chevron, only 

exacerbated this difficulty. A lesser 

man might have despaired but, as a 
Chassid and man of conviction, Rabbi 
Eliezrov forged ahead, earning com­

munal trust and respect. 

Rabbi Yosef Haim, known 
as the Ben /sh Chai 
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He worked diligently to master the local language, enhanc­
ing his ability to reach a much wider audience with his Torah 
classes and speeches. He donned the local garb. Teaching and 
mentoring filled all hours of his day. Somehow he found time 

for everyone. Rabbi Eliezrov exuded an aura of sanctity and en­

dearment; people were drawn to him as metal to a magnet, and 
his door remained open to a steady stream of students, home­
makers, businessmen, rabbis, and scholars. So great was his pi­
ety that people believed he studied with Elijah the Prophet. 

The work was daunting. In a telling letter to a relative, Rab­

bi Eliezrov wrote, "Had I known the difficulties beforehand, I 
would have never accepted the position, but now that this com­
munal responsibility rests on my shoulders, I will not leave." 

Like a master builder who patiently restores a crumbling edi­

fice , Rabbi Eliezrov bolstered every facet of Jewish life in a man­

ner impacting many future generations. 
One particularly moving incident demonstrated the rabbi's 

blend of sagacity and wit. A father whose children had all died 

young approached him, broken and needy of guidance. Doc­

tors had despaired of the couple's chance of ever having healthy 

offspring; could the Rav perform a miracle? 
"Make the commitment to let your beard grow," Rabbi Eliez­

rov advised. "When young children stick their hands into their 
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father's beard and start playing, this is a segulah, charm, for long 

life. " 

Wonderstruck, the father began growing his beard. All his 
children born later lived long, healthy lives. 

Opposition 

Not everyone loved their new rabbi. As part of the religious 
renaissance, he also revamped the standards of shechita. Vexed 
at the inadequacy of local slaughterers, he took the dramatic 
step of rendering all slaughter invalid - unless the slaughterers 

had their knives inspected by him personally and they prepared 

to be thoroughly retested on the pertinent laws. 

The slaughterers raised a hue and cry throughout the city. 
They sent scathing letters to the rabbis in the Holy Land, but 
the latter, having already been notified by Rabbi Eliezrov, sup­
ported his efforts. Undeterred, the slaughterers then did the 

unthinkable: they approached the Emir, and asked him to have 

the rabbi cast into prison for fomenting dissension within the 
community. 

Soon, a platoon of royal guards came to arrest Rabbi Eliezrov 
and led him to the palace. He accompanied them calmly. As 
soon as the rabbi entered the throne room, the Emir, gazing 

Rabbi Sh/omo Eliezrov 

at his saintly persona, rose , crossed 
the hall, and hugged him tightly. 

"When I saw your holy features , 
I became confused," the Emir said. 

"How could these Jews have the au­

dacity to accuse you of corruption 
and controversy? I will have them 

imprisoned instead." 

Rabbi Eliezrov spoke in a calm, 

steady voice. He explained the rea­

son for his actions and his dedica­
tion to the restoration of authentic 
Jewish tradition . He concluded by 
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respectfully asking that the lives of his antagonists be spared . 
The Emir sent him home in great honor, promising to do as the 
rabbi requested. 

But Rabbi Eliezrov's woes did not end there. Smarting at 

their humiliation, a group of shochtim plotted to actually kill the 
rabbi! A few days later, as Rabbi Eliezrov presided over a festive 
meal honoring the parent of a community member, a steaming 
plate of meat stew was placed on the table right in front of him. 

"Please bring in a stray dog from outside," he commanded. 

He then fed the stew. To the horror of all the guests, the dog 
raised an unearthly howl, keeled over, and died . 

Details of this story spread throughout the city, bringing 
Rabbi Eliezrov new respect as a wonderworker. Similar inci­

dents earned him the title Baal Shem Tov of Bukhara. Jew and 

non:Jew alike bowed aside wherever he went. On their part, the 
old cadre of shochtim admitted defeat and never again tried to 
harm him . 

Rabbi Eliezrov then authored a treatise on the laws of shechita 

and began teaching his students. He designed and oversaw the 
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the ancient Jewish cemetery in Hebron. 
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construction of a new slaughterhouse, one that would stream­

line the slaughtering process and eliminate the legal complica­

tions prevalent in the previous slaughterhouse. He found one 
shocliet (ritual slaughterer) - only one! - whom he trusted well 
enough to assign the task of raising the younger generation of 

truly G-d-fearing shochtim. Thanks to his guidance, many mem­

bers of the Niyazov family became expert shochtim, as did others 
who attended these tutorial lessons. 

Rabbi Eliezrov also turned his attention to the plight of agu­
nol in Bukhara. According to Sephardic tradition, men could 

take multiple wives - which led to complicated situations that 

devastated numerous families. Rabbi Eliezrov called for a gener­

al assembly. In a passionate speech , he read aloud from the Shul­

chan Aruch, the Code of Jewish Law, exhorting them to reject 
polygamy and accept the practice of monogamy among Jews 
worldwide. Thanks to his influence, many women were finally 

freed from marital shackles. 

Torah-True Education 

Yet, the crowning achievement was Rabbi Eliezrov's com­

plete revitalization of authentic Jewish education. He founded a 

Talmud Torah with three classes, divided according to academic 

ability. His untiring efforts brought a level of knowledge not 
seen in Bukhara for many generations. 

My own two grandfathers and great-uncles were fortunate to 

learn under his tutelage. In addition, students reviewed Tanya 

and celebrated the special dates of the Chabad calendar. Chas­

sidic teachings and festivals became an integral part of their 
education. 

Like ripples in a pond, the education Rabbi Eliezrov be­

queathed expanded ever outward, setting the groundwork and 

generation whose dedication to Yiddishkeit reached the epito­
me of self-sacrifice. The ideals he infused with the warmth of 
Chassidus formed the nucleus of deeply pious students whose 
fami lies served as the cornerstone of religious activity and 
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preservation even under the 
harshest conditions. Impris­
onment, torture, harassment, 
starvation, and beatings -

nothing could dim the fervor 

he implanted in these souls. 
To honor their memo­

ry, I would like to mention 
some of the top students who 

learned with Rabbi Eliezrov: 

Rabbis Chezkiya Kaikov, Ra­

chamim Fuzaylov, Chananya 
Niyazov, Meir Chai Babazha­
nov, Emmanuel Mlekandov, 

Menachem and Shlomo Eliay­

ov, Mani Ilitz, and Gavriel Ni­
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Rabbi Yosef Eliav 

yazov. In addition, Rabbis Nissim Kimiagrov, Eliyahu Mani and 
Yona Aharonov relearned the laws of shechita under the Rav and 
earn ed his seal of approval. Among the others who received 

his ordination for shechita were Rabbis Yaakov Niyazov, Eliyahu 

Mani Niyazov, Yosef Eliav, and Daniel Shakarov. 

To His Defense 

When the Communists introduced their atheistic fervor to 

Bukhara, one of their first acts was the arrest of the beloved Rab­
bi Eliezrov. In reaction, one day, they were startled by a volley 
of artillery over the city. The incensed community, working in 
tandem with their leaders, had set up cannons on the rooftops. 

Frantic telegrams soon arrived in Moscow: Bukhara's Jews were 

ready to wage war in defense of their beloved leader! 

Community heads were summoned to the local Communist 
offices. Apparently Lenin himself had ordered a de-escalation. 

"Our rabbi is a British citizen ," one of the elders declared. "Al­

low him to return to the city of Chevron," now part of Mandate 

Palestine. And so, in 1920, Rabbi Eliezrov had no choice but to 
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Rabbi Daniel Shakarov 

Defiance in Samarkand 

return to the Holy Land. He 

was escorted with great pomp 

by Bukhara's Jews, who sadly 
knew they would never see 
their beloved mentor again. 

Those escorting Rabbi 

Eliezrov related miracles that 

occurred along the journey. 
Once, on a Friday, when Jews 
traditionally refrain from trav­
el, the Rav exhorted his driver 
to continue - much to the as­

tonishment of h is fellow trav­

elers. Suddenly, they found 
themselves at the border with 
Afghanistan, having covered 

an impossible distance. They realized that Rabbi Eliezrov, hav­

ing sensed some sort of danger, caused lifitzas haderech, a short­

ening of the road. 
Shortly before Pesach 1921, Rabbi Eliezrov arrived in Jeru­

salem, where he immediately became the leading rabbi of the 
Bukharian quarter. This was followed by years of fruitful activity. 

Yet, for those remaining in Bukhara, the departure of this To­

rah luminary and Chassid had left behind a gaping void. None 
could match the devotion and success of this spiritual giant. 
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R abbi Avraham Chaim Na'eh was a towering halachic au­
thority who lived during the first half of the twentieth cen­

tury. During his relatively short life, he authored multiple ac­

claimed works - most famously Ketzos ha-Shulchan and Shi'urei 

Torah- in which he converted Biblical measurements into con­
temporary equivalents. The significance of his achievements 
cannot be overstated, as much of Jewish law and practice in­

volves specific sizes and includes practically any religious obser­

vance - be it Kiddush on Friday night, separation of challah, or 

the consumption of matzah and maror on the Seder. Thanks to 
Rabbi Na' eh, Jews around the world could fulfill the mitzvoth 
properly. 

Rabbi Na' eh was born in Eretz Yisrael. Recognizing his intel­

lectual prowess at an early age, many Jerusalem scholars took 

the unusual step of opening their treasured libraries for the 
prodigy to peruse. His uncle, Rabbi Eliezrov, who then stood 
at the helm of the Bukharian community, received during one 

of his many travels to Lubavitch a number of time-intensive 

projects from the Rebbe Rashab. Fearing for the spiritual wel­
fare of his brethren in his absence, Rabbi Eliezrov wrote to his 
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Rabbi Avraham Chaim Na'eh. 
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nephew, asking him to set out 

from Jerusalem and journey to 

Samarkand. The journey was 

difficult and exhausting, but 
"Reb Chaim" faced this newest 
challenge with enthusiasm. 

Despite his relatively young 

age - he was barely twenty­
one - Reb Chaim came armed 
with recommendations from 
the day's greatest scholars. Ini­

tially, he stayed at the home of 

the illustrious Rabbi Chezkiya 

Kaikov, who decided to take ad-
vantage of his guest's youth to 

play a trick on a group of visiting scholars from the Holy Land. 
"This is my son Chaim," he said. "He is a great prodigy. Please 

test him on his learning; let me know whether the Holy Land 

produces such prodigies as well." 
The scholars began to pepper the young man with questions. 

Overwhelmed, they turned to the host and exclaimed, "This is 
impossible! There is no way anyone at his age in Samarkand 

could have reached such proficiency. Tell us the truth! Is he re­

ally from here?" 
Reb Chezkiya had no choice but to admit that young Reb 

Chaim was, indeed, a newly arrived scholar from Eretz Yisrael. 

Chacham Chaim 

Local Jewry were overjoyed when Rabbi Na'eh began to 

teach. Within a short time he became the head of the local Beth 
Din. Quickly adapting to his surroundings, he donned the lo­

cal traditional garb and even adopted the surname Mendelov. 

Not content with changing his Ashkenazic family name, Rabbi 
Na' eh set out to learn the local language, enabling him to con­
verse freely with his brethren. 
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In a yet further sign of his 
intelligence, he mastered 
Bukharian within a month! 
He even became an expert 

on the spelling and gram­

mar of the local dialect. 

This achievement removed 
any barriers between him 
and the community: local 

Jews were awed at his appre­

ciation of their welfare and 

culture. 
The young rabbi began 

to revamp local educational 

standards, universally rais­

ing the bar of Torah study. 
As the undisputed authority 
on the complex laws of git-

Rabbi Avraham Chaim Na'eh wearing 
the traditional Bukharian garb 
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ten, he presided over all divorce cases and resolved many dif­

ficulties. In addition, he closely supervised the local shechitah. 

Many detailed letters flew back and forth between the neph­
ew in Samarkand and the uncle still working for the Rebbe in 
Lubavitch. 

For their part, Bukharian Jewry revered the brilliant rabbi. 

They literally trembled in his saintly presence. As time passed, 

noticing that local bar mitzvah boys were unprepared for the 
responsibility of donning tefillin, the rabbi published a booklet 
entitled Chanoch Le'naar detailing its laws - in Bukharian! This 
act was typical of his mindset to effect change that would raise 

the level of religious observance. 

Given the near impossibility of printing a book in Bukhara 
due to the primitive conditions, Rabbi Na'eh traveled to War­
saw. However, once there, he decided to travel to Lubavitch and 
meet with the Rebbe Rashab. 

It was there that yet another facet of his greatness became 

revealed. The Rebbe, so taken by the young man 's piety and 
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Rabbi Yosef Chaim 
Sonnenfeld 
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erudition, offered him the pos1t1on 
of maggi,d shiur, lecturer, in his famed 

Yeshivas Tomchei Tmimim. Flattered, 

Rabbi Na'eh quickly sat down to pen 
a letter to his father informing him of 
this incredible development. However, 
his father, less than thrilled, asked the 

Rebbe to send the young man back 

home to Jerusalem. 
This move was not fortuitous . With 

World War One raging, the Ottoman 
authorities were expelling anyone 

who lacked Turkish citizenship. Rabbi 

Na' eh was forced to join the stream of refugees to Alexandria, 
Egypt. Even there, he did not rest: he opened a yeshiva attract­
ing over two hundred students. 

When the war subsided, he returned to Eretz Yisrael and 

served as personal secretary to the esteemed Yosef Chaim Son­

nenfeld, rabbi and co-founder of the Edah HaChareidis in Jeru­

salem. Even with these many responsibilities, Bukharian Jewry 
remained close to Rabbi Na'eh's heart. He wrote a Hebrew 
calendar for them replete with J ewish laws; he moved to the 

Bukharian neighborhood to live with the new arrivals; and he 

later, once again, became their rabbi. 

For the rest of his life, this Torah giant dedicated himself to 
aiding Bukharian Jews in the Holy Land. They in turn, remem­
bering his prominence in Samarkand, venerated their Chacham 

Chaim to no end. His activism continued throughout his later 

years and retained a tremendous impact on his community. 
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G old has always been used as a display of wealth and decora­
tion. Since time immemorial, goldsmiths have handcraft­

ed all sorts of artifacts, jewelry, and precious objects. Gold was 

given prominence in the design of both the Mishkan and the 

Beit Hamikdash. 

In Bukhara, we were fortunate to know Yedidya Zargar, 
goldsmith extraordinaire. He was the one and only goldsmith 
throughout our area, and his skill became somewhat legendary. 
In addition to the more basic forging and smelting, Reb Yedidya 

mastered a wide range of advanced metalworking techniques -

soldering, filing, melting, engraving, embossing, and polishing. 
I don't know where exactly he gained all this, although a gold­
smith usually learns as a son or apprentice of a master crafts­
man. But leave it to say, he fashioned all types of jewelry and 

vessels, which attracted buyers from far and wide. 

His work was in such demand that Reb Yedidya opened a 
factory employing many hundreds of workers, both Jews and 
Gentiles. He taught them goldsmith skills and paid them quite 

generously. Thanks to him, hundreds of families lived in great 
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comfort. Needless to say, he himself became both wealthy and 
respected. 

His preoccupation with gold must have affected his char­

acter, because Reb Yedidya had a "golden" name - a sterling 

reputation and demeanor. Because of his kind treatment, his 
workers loved him as a child loves his father. Totally reliable , he 
was above all reproach. 

Reb Yedidya endeared himself to everyone, toward whom 

he accorded the greatest respect - with none of the airs usu­
ally associated with the wealthy - and acted as benefactor. He 
freely lent people whatever money they needed, and always with 
a smile. It was common to find a line stretched outside his door 

of those who had fallen on hard times; they knew they would 

never be turned away empty-handed. His pureness of heart left 

a deep impression on all who met him. 
The concept oflending money interest-free is integral to our 

Jewish tradition. Borrowing from a bank simply never crossed 
our minds; loans were issued within our tightknit community. 

Reb Zrubave/ Niyazov (le~) and Reb Mishoe/, son of Reb Yedidya Zargarov (right) 
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Once a borrower felt sufficiently established, and able to repay 

the loan, he felt naturally ready to lend money to others, as well. 

This mutual assistance remains central to the secret of success 
and stability behind Bukharian Jewry and their financial deal­
ings. Reb Yedidya outdid everyone with his easygoing manner 

and complete faith in every borrower. 

Drastic Measures 

One unusual occurrence highlighted Reb Yedidya's unique 
character. A certain Gentile who for many years had served as 

middleman - buying Reb Yedidya's wares in bulk and then sell­

ing them around the country - approached the magnate for a 
large loan . As was his custom, Reb Yedidya gave him the money 
immediately, without securing any form of documentation or 
collateral. He trusted everyone. 

Time passed. Realizing something was amiss, Reb Yedidya 

began to worry. Not only did the borrower fail to return the 

money, he ceased coming to the city altogether - thereby avoid­
ing any chance of running into his benefactor. Faced with no 
alternative, Red Yedidya sent some of his workers to the home 

of the borrower to demand repayment. But the latter laughed 

them off, insisting that Reb Yedidya must be mistaken. 
"There was no loan," he answered repeatedly. "I never asked 

him for money." 
More time passed. Soon, it was over a half year since Reb 

Yedidya had made the loan, and he realized that some drastic 

steps were needed. He went to court. 
The case quickly became the talk of the town. No one had 

ever taken advantage of Reb Yedidya before, and such a thing 
was not even imaginable. On the appointed date, the court­

room was crammed with local spectators. As it was public know­

ledge that the goldsmith had never asked for documentation, 

they wondered if he could even prove his case. 
The case went poorly. Because Reb Yedidya was unable to 

furnish some kind of proof that he was owed money, the judge 

had no choice but to rule against the pious goldsmith. 
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What Reb Yedidya did next was nothing short of remarkable. 
He stepped outside, spread out his hands to the heavens, and 
cried, "Master of the World! You know I do not lend out money 

to become famous or popular. I do it only for the sake of Your 

Great Name, for You have commanded us to love all people and 

to show kindness to all. This is how I am scrupulous in fulfilling 
Your commandment of gemilat chasadim, acts of kindness. I did 
not ask the borrower for any favors or even for simple thanks. 
Do I deserve this ruling?" 

The people filing out of the courtroom watched this addi­

tional spectacle in awe. They completely ignored the defendant, 
the Gentile borrower, who had also exited the building and, like 
them, listened to Reb Yedidya's impassioned plea. 

Something broke within the man's heart. He ran right up to 

Reb Yedidya, trembling. 

"Forgive me for my impudence," he cried. "You are the righ­
teous one; I am wicked. You will see that I will pay you back all 
the money today." 

And so it was. 
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YosefKusayov led a difficult but colorful life. Born in Samar­

kand in 1912 to Yaakov Kusayov, he joined the local cheder 

at age six and spen t his formative years under the tutelage of 
great Ch assidim then living in Samarkand: Rabbis Simcha Goro­

de tsky, Chezkiya Kaikov, and Eliyahu Mani Niyazov. 

The Kusayov family la ter relocated to Moscow. Back in those 

days, this was no simple trip - the two cities are nearly two thou­
sand miles apart - but Moscow presented greater business o p­
portunities, and Reb Yaakov felt the move was justified. It was 
there that the Kusayovs dealt in rare coins and antiques. 

The Sovie t government created ideal conditions for a black 

marke t: shortages, state-controlled p rices se t below demand, 
and the gap be tween artificial and free-world prices. It was a 
world rife with corruption, but doing business in the shadow 
economy was crucial simply to make ends m eet. By selling their 

wares this way, the Kusayovs were able to live in relative comfort 

- until someone notified the authorities. 
Yaakov soon found himself behind bars. H e was beaten and 

inte rrogated until he admitted to owning expensive coins and 

jewelry, fo r which he was promptly sen tenced . 
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This all happened a few days before 
Pesach 5692 (1932). On the first night 
of the holiday, Yaakov declared a hun­

ger strike. This in itself was a grievous of­

fense that would have wrought terrible 

consequences. 
Miraculously, the warden panicked and 

pleaded, "Taste some food or drink some 

water." When a day or two passed without 

result, he offered to bring Yaakov food 

from anyone on the outside - even family members - but to no 
avail. 

"It won't make a difference," Yaakov countered. "I can ' t trust 

anyone. Someone may tamper with the food before it gets to 

me." 

Worn down by Yaakov's stubbornness, the warden arrived at 
four in the morning and released him! 

Yaakov soon returned to his business dealings. Two years 

passed. Suddenly, one day, twelve police officers burst into the 

Kusayov residence, where they took up positions. 

"We arrested some smugglers," announced their command­
er. "We found them carrying all sorts of contraband - rare coins, 
antiques, foreign currency. We interrogated them; they say you 
are their chief supplier." He then turned to his agents and bade 

them search the home carefully. 

Yaakov's heart sank. Having already suffered imprisonment 
once for dealing in forbidden merchandise, he knew that any 
other leniency would be impossible. 

But then a second miracle occurred. The commander, hav­

ing decided to supervise his men, chose a particularly sturdy 

chest on which to sit - without realizing that this chest con­
tained all ofYaakov's merchandise. 

The police spent the better part of the day ransacking the 
Kusayov home - shredding pillows, slicing open mattresses, and 

scattering clothing. They splintered and broke the furniture, 
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in search of telltale cavities. At last, they admitted defeat. All 
the "contraband" they did find amounted to fifty pairs of shoes, 

dozens of pairs of socks, and some suit jackets. 

The commander dusted himself off from his chair, glanced 
at the trembling family in disgust, and ordered his men to con­
fiscate the items. Finally, they left. 

The Kusayovs gaped at each other in shock. True, the head 

of the family had been spared, but their entire home was de­

stroyed. Sensing Divine Intervention, one of their sons - whose 

name was Yochoi - decided to act. As secretary to Vyacheslav 
Molotov, a prominent Soviet politician, Yochoi possessed a cer­
tain influence and measure of preferential treatment. Never­

theless, what he did next was daring. He marched into the po­

lice station and began to argue with the commander. 
"We were justified!" protested the commander. "We did find 

contraband at your parents' home! Dozens of shoes, socks, and 
jackets." 

''You would punish a family for having a lot of children and 

relatives? Is that a crime?" Yochai countered. "We need all the 
clothing back. My family has nothing to wear." 

Beads of sweat gathered on the commander's forehead. He 
would not argue with someone ofYochai 's stature; but neither 

would he forget the affront to his authority. Finally, turning to 

his aides, the commander barked some instructions, and soon 
Yochoi returned home with all the confiscated clothing. 

Nevertheless, his father felt uneasy. The resulting anguish 
strained his already weakened heart, and he ended up hospital­

ized for six months. After his release, his emaciated appearance 

so shocked his own father - Reb Chaim - that the latter prayed 
that his soul be taken away to spare him the anguish of see­
ing his son suffer. Reb Chaim passed away the following night, 
Motzei Shabbos, 13 Teves 5697 (1937). 

Deeply grieved, Reb Yaakov never regained his former 

strength, and he too passed away six months later. Thus the Ku­
sayov family sustained two great losses within a very short time. 
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In Wartime 

Four years passed in relative quiet. Then one night, in 5701 
( 1941) , as Yosef slept, his father appeared to him in a dream. 

"It is urgent that you leave Moscow immediately," the latter 

commanded. "Also, take upon yourself to study photography." 

Visibly shaken, Yosef departed the city with his family and 
moved back to Samarkand. He enrolled in photography classes 
offered by a local university, where he excelled in his studies, 
graduating with a diploma, and began receiving lucrative job 
offers. There was one that would take him all the way to Siberia 

- that vast, forbidding region of Russia and northern Asia - and 

make the family relocate to the city of Kurgan. During this time, 
he convinced his brother Yochoi to join him. 

Kurgan received its name after nomadic burial places (kur­

gans). Located south of the West Siberian Plain, it became the 

major hub of transportation routes from Central Russia to Sibe­

ria. Yosef and his family planned to stay there for only a short 
while before moving on to Siberia, where he would begin his 
photography work. But then, in June, World War Two came to 
Russia with Operation Barbarossa, the Nazi invasion. As Hitler's 

armies swept through the land, the safest thing Yosef could do 

at this juncture was escape with his fami ly back to their ancestral 
home in Samarkand. 

With the Soviet Union now in "The Great Patriotic War" 

against Germany, all travel became fraught with danger and all 

passengers subject to search. Although Yosef intended to take 

the rail line to Samarkand, his papers showed Moscow as his 
place of residence, which would make him highly suspect and 
vulnerable to questioning. Complicating matters, Yochoi insist­

ed that his brother abandon travel plans in order to avoid jeop­

ardizing their family during wartime. 

But Yosefwas educated to live with faith. "I am not worried," 
he declared. "Hashem watches over us. He will protect us." For­
tified, he went ahead and purchased four railway tickets on the 
Siberia-Moscow-Samarkand line: one for him, one for Yochoi, 

and two for his children. 
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The first miracle of their journey occurred right after leaving 
Kurgan. Yosef watched, feigning unconcern, as officials strode 

through every car and checked the papers of every passenger. 

Step by step, they approached the Kusayov group . They stopped 

first at Yochoi, scanned his documents, and then, oddly, glanced 
past Yosef and moved on to the next passenger. 

After many days, the train steamed in to th e first major stop -

Oren burg, located in the southern Urals near the mouth of the 

Sakmara River, southeast of Moscow, and unofficially known 

as the "Asian Capital" of Russia. From there, they planned to 
switch to a Moscow-bound train. 

Yosef and Yochoi found the station jammed with thousands 

of refugees who were lined up outside the ticket window. Real­

izing it was futile to catch the next train if they patiently awaited 

their turn , Yochoi marched boldly up to the front of the line 
and rapped on the window. 

Then the second miracle occurred. The ticket window 

opened immediately. The clerk grabbed their train tickets and 

stamped them all through to Samarkand, without bothering to 

compare their residency documents with their destination. 
But then, within a few minutes, two policemen approached 

Yochoi and ordered him into their office. A quick body search 

revealed a package containing fifty thousand rubles tied around 

his waist - a veritable fortune! 
''I'm using this money for our business," Yochoi explained 

calmly. "My brother standing outside is a professional photog­
rapher. We're traveling to Moscow to stock up on quality photo 

paper. The money is from our customers; when we get to Mos­

cow, we have to send them these materials straight away." 

Yochoi had had the foresight to prepare bogus invoices com­
plete with customer names and addresses. The officers reviewed 
his paperwork, returned the money, and released him immedi­

ately. Heart in his mouth, he returned to Yosef and the group 

boarded the next train to Moscow. 
The train wheezed slowly along the tracks, making frequent 

and unscheduled stops. It took them almost twelve days to 
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cover the 14,000 kilometers between Orenburg and Moscow. 

Throughout this time, not one person ever asked Yosef to show 
his papers; it was as though he had become invisible to the 
authorities. 

The next miracle occurred as the train pulled into the train 

station in Tashkent. This time, Yosefwas approached and asked 

to show his papers. 
'Tm a professional photographer serving Tashkent, Siberia, 

and Moscow," he said, as he handed over his documents. ''This 
is a business trip. " His explanation was accepted, and his docu­

ments were returned without further ado. 

After leaving the train station, the group stayed overnight 

at the home of a friend - Rachamim Elishayev - but the next 
morning found themselves already on their way to Samarkand. 
Once there, they stayed at the home of Avraham Borochov 

while arranging for their family's escape to the relative safety 

of Samarkand. Finally, after two months of frenzied activity, the 

Kusayovs were reunited safe and sound in Samarkand. They 
had to admit that this feat was only accomplished due to Yosef's 
unerring faith. Most people in his situation would never have 

undertaken such a foolhardy and dangerous trip. 

Yosef still felt somewhat guilty about the amount of money 

they had smuggled into Samarkand. Some of the cash did, in 
fact, belong to the university where he had earned his diploma; 
they had paid him to buy photo stock and complete some pho­

tography work. One day, as he was out walking in Samarkand, 

he spied a giant poster proclaiming, Temporary War Location of 

the Moscow-Samarkand University-3000 Students Enrolled. Grati­
fied at the opportunity to clear his conscience, Yosef walked in 
and returned all the money the university had entrusted in his 
care. 

This act generated a lot of positive feelings towards the Jew­
ish population in the city. (Years later, when the university re­
turned to Moscow after the war, they promised to send Yosef a 
work visa so he could find employment with them once again 

should he ever return to Moscow.) 
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It would not be entirely accurate to say that Samarkand es­

caped the war effort. Police officers, always on the prowl for 

deserters, stopped people on the street and asked for identi­
fication papers. As the war worsened, they began impromptu 
roundups, herding groups of men into municipal buildings 
outfitted as recruitment centers. Once there, the men would be 

inspected by army doctors and drafted. 

Yosef was unlucky enough to walk right into one of these 
roundups. When his turn came, the doctor examined his 
reflexes. 

"Hmm, not sure whether to recruit you or set you free, " he 

said. 

Suddenly a heavily decorated officer walked by and took in 
the scene. 

"Spare yourself the bother," he remarked sarcastically. "This 
man kept keeling over and fainting on his way here. Such a 

weak specimen will be absolutely useless as a soldier." 

Yosef had no idea what the officer was talking about, but this 
person (could it have been Elijah the Prophet?) convinced the 
doctor to deliver Yosef a six-month exemption. 

Meanwhile, in an ironic twist of events, Yosef's wife Penina 

had left their home to try bribing a high-ranking police officer 

in the hope of securing Yosef's release. Not only did the officer 
refuse the bribe, but he arrested her on the spot! This ended 
well, albeit bizarrely, for Penina: friends of the family hurried 
to the police station and proved that Yosef was sitting at home. 

How could she be arrested for bribery when the person in ques­

tion was a free man? 
"Obviously," they argued, "this lady is not completely right 

in the head. Prosecuting her for bribery is ridiculous! They'll 
laugh you out of court." Embarrassed and confused, the police 

released Penina at once. 

Fellow Passenger 

Divine Providence protected Yosef for many years. Once, 

upon being summoned to appear at a certain bureau in Moscow, 
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he packed his bags, took leave of his family, and found a train 

to the Russian capital. As soon as he boarded, his spirits plum­
meted - every car seemed packed to capacity. There was no way 
he could see himself surviving the six-day journey on his feet, 

wedged between fe llow passengers. 

Suddenly a conductor materialized at his elbow. "Would you 
care for a private car, sir?" he asked . "Some are reserved for for­
eigners and dignitaries. I can take you there but you will have 
to pay full price ." 

Yosef was in no mood to haggle. He grabbed his bags and 

followed the conductor into another rail car. H e could scarcely 

believe his eyes - the rail car was nearly empty, with two people 
per room! Each car was outfitted with showers, tables, and even 
beds. 

Outside it was so dark that Yosef could not make out the face 

of his fellow passenger. The next morning he could not have 
been more surprised - sharing the room with him was a deco­
rated general. The latter wished him good day and invited Yosef 
to share his breakfast. 

Yose f Kusayov at a welcoming of a Sefer Torah, 
that he donated in memory of his parents 
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It was during the breakfast that Yosef's faith shone through. 

"I am sorry," he said. "It is very kind of you, but I cannot eat 

any non-kosher food." He also explained the significance of his 
prayers and the tefillin he would be donning every morning of 
their journey together. The general seemed intrigued and the 
two spent many comfortable hours discussing a wide range of 

topics. 

During the last stretch of their train ride together, the gen­
eral divulged to Yosef some personal details - name, rank, ad­
dress, and government position . "Don't hesitate to contact me," 
he offered . "Whenever you need my help, I will be there for 

you." 

Indeed, that trip to Moscow turned out to be most fortuitous 

for the Kusayov family. Yosef called upon the general for help 
many times during those years of war and deprivation, and the 
general always came through. "The general was one of the true 
Righteous Gentiles," Yosef often declared later. 

The Kusayov family immigrated to Israel in the late 1960s. In 

5735 (1975), they moved once again-this time to America. Even 
all these years later, the deeply rooted 
education he had received under the 

great rabbis in Samarkand - Gorodetsky, 

Kaikov, and Niyazov - enabled Yosef to 

continue caring for others even in the 
most difficult circumstances. In one par­
ticular case, when a friend of his, Misha 

Leviev, was sentenced to death, Yosef 

traveled to many countries and met with 

many foreign leaders - including U.S. 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger - un­
til he had the sentence successfully re­

duced to several years in prison. 
U.S. Secretary of State 

Henry Kissinger 
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Chapter 

SIX 

RABBI AND MYSTIC 

M uch has been written about Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneer­
son, father of the seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe, yet few 

know of the impact this saintly leader had on our region. 

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak had served as the chief rabbi of Yekat­

erinoslav. Considered in many respects the capital of Ukraine, 
Yekaterinoslav was definitely the regional center for anything 
and everything Jewish. The rabbi's courage and charisma made 
him a beloved figure among the Jewish residents, who could 

not help but be awed at his every word and movement, which 

bespoke wisdom, spirituality, and greatness. 
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak's unique style of interpretation, cou­

pled with his grasp of Kabbalah, allowed him to view the world 
around him through a mystical lens. It was not uncommon to 

find him sitting for hours on end, filling pages with his writ­

ings, pen barely able to keep up with his rapidity of thought. His 
brilliance reached beyond the Soviet Union: at one point, the 
heads of all the Chassidic kollels in Jerusalem tried to appoint 
him as their chief rabbi! Even today, his copious teachings - re­

plete with numerical equivalents and layers of allusions - fasci­

nate the seasoned scholar. 
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As the Communists stepped 
up their anti-religious propa­
ganda, the Rebbe 's father, due 

to his prominence, came under 

increasing scrutiny and persecu­
tion. He and his wife, Rebbetzin 
Chana, endured many frighten­

ing incidents which greatly af­

fected their health, mental and 

physical. 
Matters came to a head in 

5699 (1939) , when Rabbi Levi 

Yitzchak was arrested right be­

fore Pesach. This was followed 
by imprisonment, exile, depriva-
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Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneerson 

tion, and hunger. The Soviets pursued his case with ruthless­
ness, treating him far worse than other religious prisoners. His 

stubborn refusal to sign any sort of confession invited additional 

harassment, but the Chief Rabbi would not be cowed, in spite of 
threats from exasperated interrogators. Without admission of 
evidence, he could not stand trial; therefore his captors decided 
to have the rabbi exiled. 

He spent a harrowing month on a train, which carried him 

to the remote city of Alma Ata, Kazakhstan, a mere few hundred 
miles from the Tibetan border. From there, he had to walk to 
Kazul-Orda, and then further - to the city of Chi'li. There, he 
lived behind the ramshackle dwelling of a Tartar couple, in a 

shack - a dark, dank space filled with the buzzing of mosqui­

toes. He later returned to spend his last few months of life in 

AlmaAta. 
In the meantime, Rebbetzin Chana lost no time in tracking 

down her esteemed husband, and soon joined in him exile. 

Even under such primitive conditions, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak re­

tained the presence of mind to study Torah, and at one point 
expressed his desire to record his teachings for posterity. Tak­
ing h er husband 's words to heart, Rebbetzin Chana foraged in 
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the surrounding forests for certain roots and herbs which she 

soaked in water, to create homemade ink. Thanks to her efforts, 
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak was able to jot down his Torah insights with­
in the margins of some sefarim Rebbetzin Chana had brought 

him. (His writings were later smuggled out of Soviet Russia to 

America where, decades later, they were published.) 

Alma Ata was not that far from Bukhara - about four hun­
dred miles away. It was a bitter time, made even more so by 
the knowledge that worse times lay ahead. The Communists 
had uprooted any semblance of religious life and, on the eve 
of Hitler's invasion, the Soviet Union was unknowingly about to 

enter World War Two. The knowledge that a personage such as 

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak lived within relative proximity to our com­
munity brought us a measure of solace. Obviously we would 
have been happier had he not been arrested in the first place , 
let alone forced to live under such terrible conditions. ever­

theless, Bukharian Jews took advantage of the situation. Many 

The resting place of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneerson. (Photo taken 
by the author when he was in Alma Ata in the late 1970s) 
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made the journey from their respective cities in Bukhara to 
meet with Rabbi Levi Yitzchak and take in his sagacious advice 

and teaching. On their part, they tried to alleviate his difficult 

circumstances. 

Tragically, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak died in exile, after suffering 
terrible illness. During the final weeks of his life, many simple 
Jews came to be at his side - a dangerous admission of admira­

tion for a political prisoner. Despite their low station in life, they 

did anything to spend a few minutes near this tzaddik. 
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak was buried in Alma Ata. Because the righ­

teous are as great in their passing as they were in life, many Jews 
traveled in secret to prostrate themselves at the resting place of 

this great man. Even during the darkest periods of the war and 

the Communist regime - when our community was nearly be­

reft of saintly rabbis and leaders - we found comfort in knowing 
we could continue to pray for Divine assistance at the resting 
place of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak. It became a tradition for those at­

tempting to secure exit visas from the Soviet Union to travel to 

his gravesite and pray for Divine intervention. I feel fortunate to 

have been one of them. 

Restoration 

One of my friends in Tashkent was a yeshiva student by the 

name ofElazar Gorelick. His father Reb Mendel Gorelick, a gift­
ed artist, had used his talents to create 
counterfeit passports, and his perfect 

forgeries enabled many Jews to escape 

the Soviet Union. He was eventually 

caught and sentenced to years of hard 
labor, so he was weak and unwell when 
his family moved to Tashkent. 

In 5731 (1971) Elazar's older broth­

er received an exit visa for the United 

States. Upon his arrival, he showed the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe a photograph of 
the resting place of the latter's father. Robbi Elozor Gorelick 
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The seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Schneerson 
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Bear in mind - Rabbi Levi 

Yitzchak was still alive when 
his son had left Russia and, 
as such, the Rebbe had nev­
er seen his father's resting 

place. The Rebbe thanked 

Elazar for the photo and 
asked him many questions 
about the people buried in 
the vicinity, as well as the 

cemetery in general. Exam­

ining the photo, the Rebbe 

noticed the deteriorating 
headstone, and he asked 
Elazar's brother to have 

it restored by his family in 

Tashkent. 

Elazar told me about these events - we were study partners 
for many years -and I planned to join him in this sacred mis­
sion . As our families were very close, we trusted each other im­

plicitly. To my regret, other obstacles arose in my way and Elazar 

had to tackle this job alone. H e was in a dilemma - having just 

received an exit visa, which he could lose should the govern­
ment learn that he was repairing a Jewish headstone. 

Every step was a hurdle. Elazar's father went around covertly 

to raise funds for a slab of marble. Then began a search for 

a Jewish engraver who was both professional and G-d-fearing. 

Having completed the study of safrut, I offered to do the artistic 
lettering, but there was no way I could help with the carving. 

Finally, thanks to the recommendation of my uncle Aryeh 

Niyazov, who lived in Tashkent, I was able to help Elazar locate 

a pious Bukharian carver by the name of Gavriel Ochanov, who 

agreed to work on the new headstone. Every day he immersed 
clandestinely in a secret mikvah before beginning his task. 

When the headstone was finally completed, Elazar drove to 

Alma Ata. During the trip he was a nervous wreck, terrified the 
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police would pull him over and discover the headstone. Thank 
G-d, all went well, and he met up with a local Chabad resident 
who helped replace the old headstone with the new one. 

Another dilemma developed: what to do with the old head­

stone? Suddenly, they had an idea - build around the resting 

place an enclosure made out of the pieces of the old headstone! 
They snapped a photo of their handiwork and Elazar quickly 
returned to his home in Tashkent. 

When Elazar eventually immigrated to New York, the Rebbe 

thanked him profusely for his efforts in preserving Rabbi Levi 
Yitzchak's resting place. The Rebbe even insisted on fully reim­
bursing Elazar. Amazingly, Elazar learned that the Rebbe had 
earlier sent a letter with instructions to crush the old headstone 

into pieces and bury it around the resting place! Russian cen­

sors had prevented the letter from reaching its destination -
ultimate proof that Chassidim had followed these instructions 
intuitively. 

Elazar later married and moved to Melbourne, Australia, 

where he serves as Chabad emissary and co-directs the Chabad 

Russian Center. Like ripples in a pond, his self-sacrifice in 

Reb Sh/omo Choi Niyozov (le~) with his uncle Reb Sh/omo Aryeh Niyozov (right) 
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Rabbi Gavriel Niyazov receiving Kos Shel Brachah from the Rebbe 

Tashkent continues to expand its influence, inspiring fellow 

Jews on the other side of the globe. 
This episode ended with an interesting postscript. Years later, 

when my uncle Shlomo Aryeh Niyazov immigrated to Israel, he 

had difficulty finding a suitable place to live. At the time, my 

grandfather Reb Gavriel had the merit of speaking to the Rebbe 

in yechidus, private audience, and he casually mentioned Reb 
Aryeh's difficulties. 

At the sound of my uncle's name, the Rebbe immediately 

made the connection between the Niyazov family and the res­

toration of his father's headstone. At the close of yechidus, the 

Rebbe gave orders for an apartment in Lod to be made avail­
able for my uncle as long as necessary. My uncle moved to the 
"Rebbe's apartment" in Lod and lived there for some time until 

his circumstances improved. 
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The Sanctity of Shabbos 

I have already mentioned the name of Rabbi Chezkiya Kai­

kov, one of Rabbi Eliezrov's foremost students, but I would like 
to relate a little more about this great man and religious leader. 

Rabbi Kaikov led a great synagogue in the old section of Sa­
markand. When hundreds of refugees began streaming into the 

city, they were granted complete freedom to live temporarily in 

the synagogue until their situation stabilized. 
During World War Two, thousands of Jews fl ed Poland, the 

Baltic States, and western Russia for the relative safety of Central 
Asia. Samarkand became one of the central hubs. Local families 

tried to provide as much aid as possible. 

One Shabbos afternoon, sixty refugee families suddenly ar­
rived. The question arose whether it was permitted to desecrate 
the Day of Rest in order to bring them much needed food 
(there was no local eruv) . 

The gabbai, sexton, Reb Gavriel, feeling responsible, quickly 

set out toward the home of Rabbi Kaikov. He entered to find the 
rabbi teaching his weekly class in Likuttei Torah, a major work 
by the Alter Rebbe, to a group of thirteen people. Tormented 
at the thought of the hungry and restless refugees, Reb Gavriel 

had no choice but to halt the 

class and ask Rabbi Kaikov for 
his halachic ruling. 

"There is no question. You 
must go around and collect as 

much food as necessary," the 

rabbi answered immediately. 
"The refugees are starving; this 
certainly constitutes a threat to 
their life and supersedes the 

sanctity of Shabbos." 

He called out to the gath­
ered students, "This class is 
over. Everyone go now! Help 
him collect food!" 

Rabbi Schneur Zolman of 
Liadi, the "Alter Rebbe" 
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Those seated around the 
table immediate ly divided the 
city into thirteen sections. 
Each one ran off to his section 

to collect food. One of them, 

Reb Eliyahu Mani , rushed into 
the house of a wealthy individ­
ual and carried out all the pots 
from the kitchen. 

''I'm sure you won't go 

hungry," he announced to the 

shocked family, "but there are 
many starving refugees who 
need this food . It's a life and 

Rabbi Chezkiya Kaikov 
death matter!" This was the 

kind of dedication found among Rabbi Chezkiya's students. 
Everyone knew Rabbi Kaikov's influence on the religious 

welfare of the community; certainly the Soviet secret police kept 
a close watch. In May 1961, a rabidly anti-Semitic journalist pub­

lished a lengthy article against the "primitive Jews" in Bukhara 

who were still studying Torah and keeping mitzvoth. In an inter­

esting indication of Rabbi Kaikov's stature, the journalist wrote, 
"The spiritual leader of their neighborhoods is one Chezkiya 
Kaikov; he instructs them what foods they are allowed to buy in 

the stores and what foods to avoid. " 

Famed Doctor 

One Shabbos morning in 5708 (1948), Rabbi Kaikov arrived 
in the synagogue to consult with two of his friends - my grand­

father and Reb Abba Chiya Aminov. 

"Listen to what I saw in a dream last night, " he said. "I saw the 
famed Dr. Ettingoff of Germany." 

Most of us would not be bothered by such dreams, which we 
tend to view as the result of little more than external stimuli or 

personal events. Lacking in significance, they at most allow us a 

peek into our subconscious. 
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But Rabbi Kaikov was made of a different caliber. He sensed 
that this particular dream bordered on the prophetic; there­
fore, he was not ready to ignore its message. 

His friends shifted uncomfortably. "Nu," said Reb Abba Chi­

ya, "a doctor symbolizes h ealing. It means you will be healed 
from whatever ails you." 

A shadow of consternation passed over the rabbi's face. That 
day, as the congregation was praying Musaf, Rabbi Kaikov was 

informed that he had "guests" awaiting him outside. 

It was the police. The rabbi was escorted a few blocks, away 
from the dozens of eyes peering fearfully from the synagogue 
windows. A black car waited. Rabbi Kaikov was whisked off to 
police headquarters, where he was interrogated for hours. 

During that ordeal Rabbi Kaikov said, "We are Jews; we have 

always been Jews; and we will always be Jews." The officer tran­
scribing his words deliberately changed this to read, "We hate 
Communism; we have always hated Communism, and we will al­
ways hate Communism." For this statement alone, Rabbi Kaikov 

was sentenced to twenty-five years' imprisonment. 

Five years later, in May 1953, Stalin died. His more liberal 
successor, Nikita Khrushchev, launched an amnesty program 
freeing thousands of former political prisoners - Rabbi Kaikov 
among them. Jubilation filled the streets of the Jewish quarter 

as their beloved rabbi returned. 

At the first opportunity, the rabbi summoned his friends and 
immediately reminded them of the dream that had foreshad­
owed the day of his arrest. 

"I will tell you the true meaning of that dream," he ex­

plained. "The doctor's name, Ettingoff, is similar to the Hebrew 

words eten gofris - 'I will rain down burning sulfur upon you. ' 
This alluded to the fact that I would be imprisoned, afflicted by 
suffering. 

''Yet, the name was prefaced by the title 'Doctor' - signifying 

that I would be healed quickly. Therefore, I only spent five years 

in jail, instead of twenty-five." 
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Among my great-uncles was Yaakov Niyazov. He was con­

sidered one of the brightest pupils of Rabbi Eliezrov. An 
assiduous scholar, he received a writ of authorization (kabala) 

from Rabbi Eliezrov, affirming his proficiency in the laws of 

ritual slaughter. 

Reb Yaakov loved nothing more than Torah study. A gifted 

orator, he gave popular shiurim, lectures. One of the elite few 
to continue the legacy of Rabbi Eliezrov after the latter's de­

parture, Reb Yaakov corresponded regularly with his esteemed 

mentor, keeping him apprised of the community's spiritual 

situation. 

The first batch of seedlings you planted here has blossomed 
into full maturity. Our situation has stabilized; we pray that 
G-d, in His great mercy, continue to bestow goodness upon us. 

I have questions, but there is no one here I can ask. We 
live in an orphaned generation; I can't rely on anyone - the 
only other shochet here is under such tremendous pressure that 
he has practically stopped his holy work. Therefore, I implore 
you, please respond to my questions and set my mind at ease, 
for I have two questions that no one here can resolve. 
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My great-uncle then sp elled out two areas of halachic dif­

ficulty that seldom arose during the slaughtering process. After 

citing different opinions, h e concluded his letter by bemoaning 

the realities of life. 

In our situation, when poverty has become rampant and 
people feel restricted by stringent rulings, maybe there is room 
to rely on the leniencies in these cases? I will tell you the truth . 
I become so flustered when any of these two situations arise 
that I walk around in a daze. My heart hurts with the pain of 
indecision. 

Therefore once again, I plead with you to answer me deci­
sively and in de tail , taking into account the harsh realities of 
our circumstances you recognize so well, to guide me in mak­
ing the correct ruling. Your answer - and the sooner the bet­

ter! - will bring me great relief. 
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This letter offers a glimpse into the spiritual character of this 
shochet (ritual slaughterer). In Samarkand at a time of intense 
deprivation, when fellow Jews faced grim decisions on how to 

feed and clothe their families, Reb Yaakov's most agonizing con­

cern was a ruling in two rare cases of shechita! At that time the 
vast majority of people in his position would have simply gone 
about their religious duty of providing local Jews with permis­
sibly kosher meat. But so absolute was Reb Yaakov in his convic­
tions, so permeated was he in authenticity, that everything had 

to be done according to the highest standard. 

Encounter & Tragedy 

My great-uncle was among the group of Bukharian Jews 

who traveled to the Rebbe Rayatz - Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak 

Schneersohn the Sixth (Previous) Lubavicher Rebbe - then 
living in Leningrad, to request that he send an emissary to 
Samarkand. This was not his only encounter with the Rebbe. 
On several occasions, he asked the Rebbe for a blessing that 

he be granted an exit visa - a difficult feat in those times - so 

that he could fulfill a life­
long dream to live in Eretz 
Yisrael. 

The Rebbe Rayatz lis­

tened carefully, then re­

plied: "Study the Tanya 
until you know it by heart. 
With the help of Hashem, 
you will then be allowed to 
leave." 

And so it was. It took Reb 
Yaakov two years to learn 
the Tanya verbatim. At the 
end of that time, in 1933, he 

was allowed to immigrate. 

Like so many preceding Rabbi Yaakov Niyazov 
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him, Reb Yaakov took up residence in the Bukharian quarter 

of Jerusalem. 

Fifteen years passed. In 1948, during the Israeli War of In­
dependence, the Arab Legion ambushed a large convoy on 
the way to Hadassah Hospital, on Mount Scopus, capturing the 

heights around Jerusalem. They then closed off all the major 

roads. Together with local militias, British and Egyptian soldiers 

enforced the blockade, successfully repelling Jewish forces that 
attempted to reach the city. 

Convoys ceased arriving in Jerusalem. Although the citizens 
were fully cognizant of what potentially lay in store, they re­

mained loyal to their beloved city. 

My great-uncle was among those cut off from the rest of the 

country. The blockade brought theJerusalemites to the brink of 
starvation. But although food and water became critically low, 
spirits remained high. 

And then the Arab Legion cut off the water supply. 

The lack of access was completely disruptive. A foreboding 
pervaded the city, as the mayor of J erusalem introduced tight 
food rationing. Residents prowled the fields to pick and eat mal­
low leaves - donkey food. Jews outside J erusalem who desper­

ately tried to break the blockade faced repeated attacks on the 

road, suffering heavy casualties. Everyone knew, from a strategic 

point of view, the futility of defending the city. 
One morning, Reb Yaakov, bucket in hand, went to join the 

line of people snaking through a Jerusalem courtyard, hoping 

to bring home some fresh water before the rations ran out. Sud­

denly, a volley of machine gunfire stuttered. People scurried for 
their lives, but it was too late for my great-uncle . Reb Yaakov was 
killed for dwelling in the city he loved so dearly. 

May G-d avenge his blood! 
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T here was something special about my grandfather, Eliyahu 

Mani Niyazov. Mani is the Aramaic translation for appoint 

(Bamidbar 1:50). When combined with the name Eliyahu,the 
connotation becomes "Eliyahu, the appointed one." 

Reb Eliyahu had an aura of goodness about him, and his face 
radiated kindness; people actually took to calling him "Dzura 

(pronounced Joo-rah), which means 
friendly. Dzura cut an impressive 
figure - tall , handsome, elegant. 
Blessed with a photographic mem­
ory, he had perfect recall of every­

thing he had ever studied, and he 

followed the laws of Shulchan Aruch 
in their entirety. 

He was revered by all, who con­
sidered him a saint and a great per­

sonality. The Chassid Pinye Korf 

recalled a time during his boyhood 
when he was at Samarkand with 
Reb Mendel Futerfas. The latter Reb Pinye Korf 
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Rabbi Eliyahu Mani Niyazov (Dzuro) 

Defiance in Samarkand 

brought Reb Korf to someone's 

house where my grandfather was 
staying. "This is Dzura," he said. 
''You 've heard about him. Now 

you got to see him." "That's not 

all ," added Reb Mendel crypti­

cally. "Dzura learns Chassidus 
the same way he davens. " By 
this, Reb Mendel alluded to the 
fact that when my grandfather 
studied ma'amorim that dis­

cuss the refinement of the body 

and soul, he already achieved a 
level of Divine attachment usu­
ally attained through the dav­

ening that followed the study 

of Chassidus. (The Chassid Meir Itkin, who had met Dzura 
as well, was proud to learn in the late 1990s that the latter's 
grandchildren had managed to leave the country in 1978 and 
that his great-grandchildren are learning Chassidus in Yeshiva 

Tomchei Temimim in Crown Heights, the Lubavitcher Rebbe 's 

neighborhood.) 
After completing cheder under Rabbi Eliyahu Janak, Dzura 

went to work, at the age of thirteen, for a cousin in a factory 
that manufactured silk handkerchiefs. The pay, though low, was 

enough to support him. Four years later, at age seventeen, he 

overheard his cousin order the manager, "Tell Dzura he is fired. 
He no longer has to work for me." 

Dzura decided to ignore this piece of news. He continued 
showing up for work as though nothing had changed. His cous­

in, increasingly agitated at the daily sight of Dzura, finally ap­

proached him and shouted, "What are you doing here? I gave 
you orders not to come here anymore! I am not going to pay 
you for your work." 

Dzura stared at him impassively. Without saying a word, he 

returned to his place at the factory. He continued to show up 
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each day, until the owner capitulated and called Dzura into his 

office. 
"Listen, cousin," he said begrudgingly, "I must say that I ad­

mire your tenacity. I'll make you an offer. When dealers and 

shopkeepers come to buy from me, they have to buy my hand­

kerchiefs by volume, no matter the cost. I'll give you the chance 

to buy them by piece; you alone can buy the highest-quality silk 
handkerchiefs in the most popular colors. This will give you a 
competitive edge." 

He waved his hand. "Now go - take the handkerchiefs and 

sell them for yourself." 

Dzura accepted the offer. Buying and selling those handker­
chiefs, he made a small fortune and, merely seventeen, became 
wealthy. Flush with money and success, he could have easily cap­

italized on his entrepreneurial skills and expanded his business. 

But thoughts kept returning to the cheder. Until now, he had had 

no choice but to earn money to survive. Having reached finan­
cial security, he wanted nothing else but to resume Torah study. 

One day Dzura took all his money, walked over to his brother 

Sasson, and placed the money into his brother's hands. 

Left to right: Reb Yehudo Chitrik learning Torah with Reb Meir Itkin 
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"Take it," he said. 'Tm going back to learn with the boys 

studying with Rabbi Eliezrov." 

At first, Rabbi Eliezrov hesitated. "It is too late for you to join 

now. Having tasted the success of the marketplace, you will be 
impeded by those distractions." 

But Dzura could not be swayed. H e begged Rabbi Eliezrov, 
until the latte r agreed to reaccept him. 

My grandfather joined his brothers Yaakov and Gavriel, who 

were already learning there. Every day their mother, Cheftziba, 
made her way over the yeshiva to bring her children a warm 
meal to keep them fed and focused. 

His entrepreneurial instincts still intact, my grandfather 

used his daily hot meal to run a "business" of sorts in yeshiva as 

well. He approached an older, assiduous student by the name 

ofYosef Eliav - whose level of learning surpassed his own - and 
made a proposition. 

"Listen, Yosef, it takes you a quarter of an hour to walk home 

for lunch, and the same time to walk back to yeshiva again. 

"I have a better idea. Stay here and eat my hot lunch, and 

instead spend that half hour learning with me." 
Yosef agreed. My grandfather late r said that this agreement 

was one of the best investments of his life. Given Yosef's impres­

sive amount of Torah knowledge, the daily learning arrange­

ment proved quite beneficial for my grandfather, who retained 

everything. 
Having excelled in his studies, my grandfather received or­

dination from Rabbi Eliezrov to serve as a shochet. Ever meticu­

lous, he became one of the few who accepted upon himself the 

Chassidic custom of wearing a long kapota, cloak, on Shabbos. 

Spiritual Leader 

As mentioned earlier, my grandfather was part of the delega­

tion that traveled to the Rebbe Rayatz in 1927, asking him to 

send a leader to replace Rabbi Eliezrov. This was the impetus for 
Rabbi Simcha Gorodetsky's arrival in Samarkand. Rabbi Goro­
detsky had such an impact on the minds of his young charges 
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that my grandfather soon formed 

a group of seven students who 
agreed to travel with him to join a 
branch of the famed Yeshivas Tom­

chei Tmimim in the Russian town 

of Nevel. 

Chassidim in the town of Nevel 
were forever ensconced in Chabad 
lore for their spiritual accomplish­

ments. Students of the clandestine 

yeshiva - operating at great self­

sacrifice under watchful Soviet 
eyes - were lucky to be raised by 
the great men who graced their 

Rabbi Simcha Gorodetsky study hall. 

Among the group of seven - Avraham Yitzchakov, Reb Yo­

choi Yakubov, Reb Menachem Eliyov, Reb Emmanuel Kimya­
garov and others - was a young teenager named Chaim, who 
my grandfather thought would blossom in Tomchei Tmimim. 
When reality proved otherwise, my grandfather had to inter­

vene and send the boy back home. My grandfather would pay 

dearly for this intervention. 
In the onset of the Nazi invasion 

of Russia, many Chassidim fled to 

the relative safety of Samarkand. At 

this point, the group of yeshiva stu­

dents managed to escape to Geor­
gia, in the Caucasus, where they set 
up camp under the famed Rabbis 
Mordechai Perlow and Avrohom 

Slavin. During this time, they re­
ceived an authentic education 
based on the principles of Chabad 
Chassidus, one that fused its stu­
dents with courage and dedication 

to uphold Yiddishkeit in the most 

difficult of circumstances. Rabbi Avraham Yitzchakov 
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Robbi Mordechoi Perlow 

Defiance in Samarkand 

Dzura, too, drank from those 

deep wells. He too would end up 

imprisoned a total of three times 

for his so-called "counter-revolu­
tionary" activities. 

His first imprisonment oc­
curred on a Shabbos. My grandfa­

ther was praying in the synagogue 

when a group of police agents 
stormed in, sending a ripple 
of fear through the room. The 
agents arrested my grandfather in 

full view of all the other congre-

gants in order to drive home the message: anyone engaging in 
religious activities would be punished. 

The agents loudly read out a list of sins: "Helping arrange 
the Torah schools." 

Apparently some informant had done his legwork. In an 

interesting admission of my grandfather's impact, this infor­

mant had told the police, "Any child under Dzura's influence 
becomes linked to him forever. H e is the most dangerous when 
he teaches; he impresses the fear of Heaven into his students." 

Then the police officer handed my grandfather a document. 

"Should you sign a commitment to cease these activities, we will 

drop all charges." 
My grandfather refused . Regardless of the outlandish charg­

es, or the threat of imprisonment, it was Shabbos, a day he 

would not desecrate. The police roughly escorted him outside, 

where a van waited. 

Terrified congregants, realizing that their beloved friend was 
risking his life for the sanctity of the holy day, raised a small 
fortune to hire a lawyer, but efforts came to naught. Dzura was 

sentenced to four years' imprisonment. 

In an amazing stroke of Divine Providence, a general am­

nesty was granted to all prisoners serving sentences under five 
years. Within a short time, my grandfather returned home. 
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"Your Ordeal is Over" 
Nevertheless, government agents kept careful watch on my 

grandfather. They decided to open another investigation. The 
crime? "Kidnapping" a teenager - Chaim - and enrolling him 

in the illegal Tomchei Tmimim. 

Chaim had been residing in a state-run orphanage prior to 
being persuaded by my grandfather to learn with him - which, 
in the eyes of the authorities, magnified the severity of this 
"crime." Chaim himself testified about the incident. It did not 

matter that Dzura had later returned the boy to the orphanage 

after the latter's academic failure; the police were out to under­
mine my grandfather. 

Dzura languished in jail for close to two years, with no fam­
ily contact. He suffered beatings, humiliation, solitary confine­

ment and torture - all aimed to break him down and wring a 

confession. Thanks to his deep conviction, Dzura would not be 
broken. Despite all their tactics, he refused to admit to any guilt. 

Meanwhile, in a stroke of ingenuity, Dzura noticed a gentle­
man visiting a fellow prisoner. 

"Sir," he whispered, motioning 

him over. He gave the visitor his 
jacket. "Please pass this on to 
my family. " 

When my grandmother 

and her sons ripped apart the 

seams, they found a hidden 
note, in which my grandfa­
ther detailed the particulars 

of his case - to deflect blame 

by naming his brother the cul­

prit. (His brother was already 
in Jerusalem; it was common 
practice among prisoners dur­

ing interrogation to give names 

of people out of long reach of 
Rabbi Avrohom Slavin 



58 Defiance in Samarkand 

the Communists.) With this information in hand, the wheels of 

progress began turning. Dzura's two other brothers Reb Gavriel 

and Reb Sasson met with Chaim - by now a grown man - and 

asked for his help in having Dzura released. 
Chaim balked. He had already testified about the "kidnap­

ping," even admitting to the judge that Chassidim had told him, 

"Soon Moshiach will come, and then we will be freed from the 

iron fist of the Soviet government." Although he hated to see 

my grandfather suffer, he could not risk contradicting his tes­
timony, which most likely would end up in charges of perjury. 

However, he did agree to one thing: in court he would de­
scribe the man who took him to learn in yeshiva as "bald in the 

back." Since this lack of identifying sign would exonerate my 

grandfather, for he was bald only in the front, family members 
were sure that Dzura would be released. They offered Chaim 
money for his help, but he refused. 

Tensions mounted as the date of the court case drew near. So 

locally popular was my grandfather that the name of the presid­

ing judge was concealed out of fear she would be bribed to set 
the prisoner free. 

My grandfather's family hired a top lawyer, instructing him 
how to guide the witnesses to testify that the person guilty was 

A Jewish cemetery in Bukhara, 
located in the area of the Old City 

bald in the back. Jewish resi­

dents knew the outcome of 

the trial would dramatically 
affect his efforts to strength­
en Yiddishkeit in the com­

munity, but they were barred 

from the proceedings. 

Later, upon his release, 
he described to them what 
had happened. The pros­

ecutor, incensed at the 

new testimony, hammered 

away at Chaim, attempting 
to overturn his testimony. 
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Chaim, intimidated, was barely able to insist that the kid­
napper had been bald in the back and was therefore not my 
grandfather. 

"The prosecution calls upon the second witness," announced 

the clerk. A Jew by the name of Chizkiya Sezenayov stepped for­
ward. He spoke about my great-uncle Yaakov Niyazov, by then 
living in Eretz Yisrael, who had enabled him to study tailoring in 
Leningrad (today S. Petersburg). 

"One day, I saw Yaakov walking on the street, holding the 

hand of this person, Chaim," Chizkiya continued. "Chaim was a 
teenager then. I stopped Yaakov and thanked him for his help 
in getting me to learn the art of tailoring. Thanks to him, I was 
able to support my family." 

"Did this Yaakov have any identifying signs?" asked the 

prosecutor. 
There was a pause. 
"He sure did," replied Chizkiya confidently. "He was bald in 

the back." 

The courtroom fell silent. In desperation, the prosecutor 

called my grandfather to the stand. In a bold and shocking 
move, my grandfather announced, "I will only testify face-to­
face against the person who slandered me with thirteen pages 
of accusations!" Left with no alternative, the judge postponed 

the trial to the following day to locate the lead informant. 

Later that day, family members, anxiously waiting outside, 
managed to bribe one of the court clerks who was exiting the 
building. He revealed the name of the judge, and the news of 
the postponement. 

"It's a sign from Hashem," one of my uncles exalted. "The 

Gemara states: 'A judgment that is postponed is canceled (San­

hedrin 95a). "' 
Armed with the name of the presiding judge, the family sent 

a sizable bribe to her house. Within a short time, the judge sent 

back the bribe, apologetically explaining that, due to Dzura's 

prominence, a special board of officials was tracking her actions 
in this case. 



The Registan was the heart of the onaent City of Samarkand. The name 
Registan means "sandy place" or "desert'' in Perskm. The ~ was 
a public square, where people gathered to hear royal proclamations, 
heralded by blasts on enonnous copper pipes called dzharchis. It is framed 
by three madrasahs built in the 15th and 17th centuries.le~ to right 
Ulugh Beg Madrasah, Ti/ya-Kori Madrasah and Sher-Dor Madrasah. 
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"However," she said, ''I'll do everything in my power to en­
sure justice is fairly dispensed." 

On the next day, the judge called upon the informer to testi­

fy. The man sweated as she hammered away with her questions. 

"How do you know Dzura was the kidnapper? And how would 
you have knowledge about his religious activities?" 

"Everyone knows," the informer stammered. "A thousand 

people could testify. " 

"I don 't need a thousand witnesses!" snapped the judge. "Ten 
is enough! Give me the names often people who can testify, and 
I will summon them to court." 

In confusion the informer fell silent. At this point, the judge 

called a three-hour recess, and the courtroom emptied. After 

the recess, she announced that she had found the allegations 

against Dzura to be without merit and that she was terminat­
ing his sentence. This was truly a miracle; during those difficult 

Interior of Kalantarov House Synagogue, Samarkand 
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years, few people active in Jewish outreach were ever acquitted. 
Most were exiled, many never to be seen again. 

Meanwhile, Dzura, who understood little Russian , failed to 

grasp the judge's statement. He had slumped into his seat, re­

signed to being led out in handcuffs, never to see his family 

again . Seeing his despair, the judge descended from her high 
bench and approached him. 

''You are free. Go home and rest. Your ordeal is over." 

We later sent her many expensive gifts in gratitude. (Some 

even hugged and kissed the informant, to comfort him for los­

ing the case, hoping he would never hurt our family again.) 

Self-Law 

Dzura's third and final arrest occurred when one day he took 

a package of precious bracelets to sell in the nearby town of 
Margilan. The medieval decor - small streets, stone settlements, 
fragrant gardens - lent this town a decidedly Oriental flavor, 

Interior of the Gumbaz Synagogue, Bukhara, Uzbekistan 
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making it a popular vacation spot. Also known for the quality of 

its silk production, the city was a magnet for vendors. 

As key players in Central Asian commerce, Margilan mer­
chants were a law unto themselves. During Soviet times, their 
city was the heart of Uzbekistan's black market. My grandfather 
sold his bracelets for the princely sum of sixteen thousand ru­

bles. From there, he decided to travel to Tashkent, where profits 

would go directly toward funding Torah classes and other Jew­
ish activities. 

Dzura stood patiently at the train station. Train schedules 
were unheard of in those days; passengers simply milled about, 

waiting for the next train to pull in. The minutes stretched into 

an hour, then two. Soon the time became interminable, so when 

a friend invited Dzura into his house to wait, out of the cold, my 
grandfather gladly agreed. 

Unfortunately, on the way back to the train station , Dzura 

tripped over a bag and went sprawling across the sidewalk. Limp­

ing, he decided to walk along the sides of the road instead of the 

irregular pedestrian pavement. This unusual action raised the 
suspicions of patrolling officers. They subjected him to a body 
search, and found the rubles wrapped around his waist. 

"A smuggler!" they announced. "You will be prosecuted." 

My grandfather was whisked to Samarkand, where he lan­

guished in jail for almost half a year. At his trial he complained 
hotly about his arrest. 

"I was planning to buy a house in Tashkent! " he argued. "A 

businessman takes legally earned money to buy a house - and 

for this he is jailed?" So convincing was he that the judge im­

mediately set him free. 
The day was Erev Pesach, which that year coincided with 

Shabbos. My grandfather, scholar that he was, knew he was 

permitted to transgress the holy day in order to escape a life­

threatening situation. But he refused. He would not desecrate 

Shabbos. Leaving all his money and belongings at the jail, he 
walked to the home of the closest Jew. The Gentile jail warden, 
impressed at this display of religious authenticity, gathered 
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Dzura's belongings, followed him to the house, and deposited 
them on the floor. 

War Effort 

As the war worsened, a steady stream of refugees poured 
into the relative safety of Central Asia. Displaced persons from 

as faraway as eastern Poland made it to Tashkent and Samar­

kand. Many rode on the backs of camels, which usually trans­

ported large baskets of food; now, exhausted remnants of hu­
manity lay slumped in the baske ts, some at death 's door. The 
influx reached such proportions that they slept and lived on 

the streets; the crowding made any walking through the Jewish 

quarter difficult. 

My grandfather halted all his activities, abandoned his busi­
n ess, and toiled day and night to assist the hapless newcomers. 
Blessed with organizational talent, he encouraged other resi­

dents to join with him, as the human flow continued arriving in 

Bukhara and the Crimea. 

In view of the deteriorating situation, my grandfather asked 
permission to address the congregants of the main synagogue. 

"Diamonds are rolling around in our streets!" he cried. "We 

have the chance to grab so many mitzvo th - we can offer work, 

food, clothing, and lodging to these poor people! This is your 
chance!" 

Deeply moved, the J ewish com­
muni ty increased their efforts to 
accommodate the starving masses. 

They opened their gardens and 

courtyards, and prepared hot meals. 
Dzura did not res t for a minute. H e 
once asked his brother, Gavriel, to al­
low ye t another six families to live in 

his courtyard. After wresting his con­

sent, Dzura commented wryly, "Even 
had you not agreed, I would have 
made you do it anyway. " Reb Noto Borkhon 
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In the fall of 1941 , forced 

to escape for his life from the 
guns of war, Rabbi Mendel 
Dubrawsky - Rosh Yeshiva in 

Lubavitch and Rav of Char­

kov - arrived in Samarkand 

with his grandson Yehoshua, 
destitute and homeless. Once 
again, my grandfather Dzura 
was the very first person in 

the city to approach the dis­

placed Rosh Yeshiva and offer 
him food. Reb Mendel found 
a ramshackle basement 
where he and his grandson 

could sleep, but these "ac-
Reb Mendel Futerfas 

commodations" were unfit 
for human lodging. Incredibly, the owner of the basement de-
manded rent money from the Rosh Yeshiva - money the latter 
did not have. When Reb Gavriel heard of this, he immediately 

invited Rabbi Dubrawsky and his grandson to take up residence 

in Reb Gavriel's ample home, alongside the many other Chas­

sidim already living there . 
Reb Gavriel was fortunate to own an exceptionally large 

house, which he put to full disposal. Many of the most renowned 

Chassidim and their families stayed at his residence and the sur­

rounding courtyards - Yaakov Gurkov, Mendel Futerfas, Men­

del Dubrawsky, Mendel Gurevitch. There they davened, studied, 
and Jarbrenged. 

Many families, including those ofEliezer Gurevitch and Nota 

Barkhan, were on the receiving end of Dzura's hospitality. And 

for this my grandfather paid the ultimate sacrifice. The terrible 

hunger had weakened everyone 's health, leaving them vulner­
able to disease, as well as starvation. 

My grandfather had taken in the family of the Chassid 

Notte Rabinov from Pahar. Reb Notte, who had been in charge 



Ultimate Sacrifice 67 

of the Rebbe's choir back in Lubavitch, was sick with typhus. 

Consequently, my grandfather's family contracted the disease. 
The children recovered, but Dzura himself could not summon 
enough strength to stave it off. He succumbed on 13 Nissan 

5702 (1942), at the age of forty-seven, leaving behind his wife, 

eight orphans, and a stunned community. 

His passing threw even the secret police into confusion. Sev­
eral months later the Niyazov family again found themselves 
interrogated and their house ransacked. Their protestations 

that Dzura was no longer among the living fell upon deaf ears. 

Finally the family led the officers to the cemetery and showed 

them the tombstone marking Dzura's resting place. 
When I was older and living in America, I met people who 

had attended my grandfather's funeral. They described how, in 

a sign of respect, the entire neighborhood had come to a halt. 

Even the Gentile merchants closed their stalls and bowed their 

heads silently as the procession made its way through the streets. 
Jewish residents wailed loudly. In a way, unexpectedly, the 

community had lost its leader. Dzura's influence still serves as a 

source of inspiration for many who treasure his memory. 
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Chapter 

NINE 

ENDLESS ORDEAL 

R eb Gavriel Niyazov was my maternal grandfather. He and 

my paternal grandfather - Dzura - were brothers. He too 

had studied under Rabbi Eliezrov, and the education he re­
ceived gave him the strength to dedicate his life to the dissemi­
nation of Torah, even during the most dangerous times. A warm 
person , both a successful businessman and a pious Chassid, he 

earned the nickname Ochill 'dee ("wide heart"). It reflected the 

widely felt appreciation for his kindliness and compassion. 
Reb Gavriel was part of a select group that helped Rabbi 

Gorodetsky run Tiferes Bachurim . A brainchild of the Rebbe 
Rayatz, this program offered busy merchants and tradesmen the 

opportunity for Torah study after an exhausting day a t work. 

Anyone between the ages of twenty and forty could come and 
learn Chumash, Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Gemara, or a wide array 
of classes. 

Although these programs met with great success in many 

countries, Tiferes Bachurim became an incredible lifesaver for 

those suffering under Sovie t oppression. The program even at­
tracted college students and medical professionals - those who 
would otherwise have never been exposed to anything about 
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Torah and Judaism. When describing the impact of this orga­
nization, the Rebbe Rayatz wrote, "Thank G-d, we see many 
youngsters becoming animated about Yiddishkeit." 

Rabbi Gorodetsky, knowing it would only be a matter of time 

before his arrest for these religious activities, trained a circle 

of students, my grandfather included, to follow in his path and 

continue working to maintain Yiddishkeit. These students, fresh 
from the tutelage of Rabbi Eliezrov, were bolstered through 
their interaction with Rabbi Gorodetsky. My grandfather felt 
honored to serve as the gabbaiofthe Samarkand branch ofTife­

res Bachurim. 

Front Row Seat 

In the 1920s my grandfather was present at a Purim Jar­

brengen that later became a historic part of Chabad's struggle 

against the Communists. The Rebbe Rayatz had been expound­
ing Chassidic discourses in Leningrad, and the number of visi­
tors clamoring to hear him rose dramatically - far exceeding 
the space he had been allotted by the government for his living 

quarters. 

My grandfather, together with his friend Mordechai Pincha­
sov, had come to Leningrad to spend Purim with the Rebbe. 
That night, after hearing the Rebbe read the Megillah, my 
grandfather asked Chassidim if presenting the Rebbe with 

mishloach manotwere acceptable. 

"If you wish to give, you can," 
they answered. 

"Are there any special foods 
the Rebbe prefers?" my grandfa­

ther asked further. 

The Chassidim, uncertain, 
directed him to members of the 
Rebbe's family. As foodstuffs 
were more readily available in 

Uzbekistan than in Central Rus­

sia, my grandfather had the spe­
cial honor of providing whatever Mordechai Pinchasov 
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The Rebbe Rayatz 
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was urgently requested by the 
Rebbe's household. 

That Purim afternoon, 

when my grandfather arrived 
to join the Jarbrengen, he per­
sonally handed the mishloach 

manot to the Rebbe. After 

grateful acknowledgment, the 

Rebbe bade my grandfather sit 
directly across him. In this way, 
my grandfather had a "front 
row seat" to a passionate Jar­

brengen, the likes of which no 

one had ever before experi-
enced on Purim. 

Although he knew the Yevsektzia had begun to build their list 
of incriminations against him, the Rebbe publicly condemned 

his adversaries that Purim, frightening even his own foll owers 

with his vitriol. The Rebbe delivered a powerful speech, weep­

ing at length and exhorting his Chassidim to educate, at the 
greatest self-sacrifice, their children. 

"Enroll your children in cheder only! " he cried. "Educate 

them in the paths of our fathers! All J ews who h ope for the 

coming of Moshiach, say Tehillim!" 
His words so terrified the crowd that the Rebbe's mother felt 

obliged to enter the room and beg her son to desist. Admit­
tedly, the Rebbe's anguish was a reaction to the innumerable 

obstacles disrupting his work. Informers and slanderers aided 

the accursed Yevsektzia in their harassment. 

Due to the tightening surveillance, the arrangement of a 
yechidus, priva te audience, with the Rebbe was difficult. Never­
theless, in his capacity as chief operating officer of Tiferes Ba­

churim, my grandfather was granted that opportunity before re­

turning to Samarkand. The Rebbe Rayatz showered my grand­

father with blessings and gave him guidance on strengthening 
the Bukharian community. Lastly, he advised my grandfather to 
look for a wife among the J ewish girls in Samarkand. 
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Acts of Kindness 

During World War Two, Reb Gavriel was completely devoted 

to the refugees streaming into the region. So thoroughly did he 
live the lessons taught by Rabbi Eliezrov and other role models 
as far as placing other people's needs before his own, that he 
breathed new life into the concept of gemilat chasadim. 

Not content with selflessness, Reb Gavriel made sure to in­

volve his family. He often handed his son Mordechai a wad of 
cash, along with simple instructions: "Go outside and give to 
people in need." After a half hour of distribution, Mordechai 
would come home to inform his father that all of the cash was 

gone - upon which his father gave him a new wad! This act re­

peated itself a number of times on any given day. 

Robbi Govrie/ Niyozov, with his son Mordechoi celebrating 
the bar mitzvoh of his son Bentzion 



72 

Rabbi Yitzchak Horowitz (known 
as Reb ltche der Masmid) 
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Neither was Reb Gavriel 
content with temporary re­
lief. Cognizant of the Ram­
bam's declaration that "one 

who teaches another a trade is 

performing the greatest chari­

table act possible," he helped 
people find vocational train­
ing in various lucrative skills. 
Thanks to his vision and gen­

erosity, many were able to ob­

tain livelihoods and support 
their families. 

I remember, for example, 

hearing how my grandfa­

ther had helped the son of 

the Chassid Rabbi Yitzchak 
Horowitz (reverently known as Reb Itche der Masmid, one who 
learns constantly). His son Eliezer had approached my grandfa­

ther for help on mastering the art of weaving on the primitive 

looms so prevalent in Bukhara then. Like many Chassidim, he 

preferred jobs where he could manage independently, without 
government interference. Even more importantly, Eliezer knew 
that weavers could work in the privacy of their homes and avoid 

detection in their observance of Shabbos. Reb Gavriel promptly 

took Eliezer to an elderly Gentile Iranian, a professional weaver, 

and paid full price for the latter to teach Eliezer his craft. 
One Shabbos, as my grandfather sat at home, the police 

barged in and took him away for questioning - particularly 
about his wife's absence at the communal harvest. (Having na­

tionalized all private farms, the Communists launched a massive 

cotton growing campaign, convinced that cotton exports would 
bolster the economy. The arid plains of Central Asia made this 
crop ideal; all citizens had to contribute to this "national proj­

ect," which involved days outside in the blistering sun, plucking 

cotton from their stalks.) 
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"But she is out of town," he protested. After an hour, he was 

begrudgingly released, and he began the long walk home. 

Meanwhile, at his residence, a hungry refugee had knocked 

on his door. Entering, he found no one except a twelve-year-old 
girl called Rivkah. 

"Where are your parents?" he asked. 
"My father was arrested; my mother is out of town," she re­

plied simply. 

"I haven't eaten in some time," said the refugee. "Do you 
think I could have some food?" 

The girl hastily laid a table with food and drink. When Reb 
Gavriel finally returned home, he found his daughter beaming 

with pride while a complete stranger sat eating. 

"Unbelievable," exclaimed the refugee. "In any other house 
I would have been ordered to leave. Here, your daughter treats 
me like royalty." 

Reb Gavriel, expecting no less from his daughter, made no 

comment. Later, the refugee related his experience to many 

others. 
Reb Gavriel was not alone in his devotion. Numerous lo­

cal Jews gave of themselves day and night to ease the refugees' 

burden. If I had to explain the psychology behind these acts, I 

would say that Chassidic philosophy taught us to view the less 

fortunate as extensions of ourselves. Charity, tzedakah, meant 
more than compassion for the less fortunate. Helping others 
became an integral part of our lives. 

Narrow Escape 

In the 1930s, as the oppression worsened, Bukhari an Jewry 
began to explore ways to escape the country and immigrate to 
Eretz Yisrael. One way was jumping off a moving train near the 

border, followed by months of trekking through Afghanistan, 

Iran, or Turkey. Such an act meant physical danger and death, 
but these groups were usually able to bribe the driver to slow the 
train as it steamed along the border. 
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After hearing that his cousin, 

Chananya Niyazov, had successfully 
made it - Chananya's daughter cling­
ing to his neck as they rolled along the 

ground - later crossing two stormy riv­

ers that separated Uzbekistan from Af­

ghanistan, Reb Gavriel decided to try 
his luck. His group would cross the bor­
der near Turkey, then flee via Istanbul 
(also still known as Constantinopole). 

The total numbered twenty-three and 

included many members of the Niyazov 
family, along with Rabbis Mordechai Rabbi Chananya Niyazov 

Perlow, Avrohom Slavin , Avrohom Ber 

Schtiglitz, Elimelech Kaplan, and Eliezer Horowitz. There were 

also Rabbi Kaikov with his wife and mother, and Menachem Eli­

yav, Yochoi Mayzlov, and Rachamim Yeshuayov. They broke up 
into smaller groups in the hope of avoiding detection, and made 
up signs to indicate to the next group that they had crossed the 
border safely and that the coast would be clear. 

Little did they know that their "handlers" were actually un­

dercover GPU agents who had 

Rabbi Elimelech Kaplan 

orchestrated an entire sting 
operation. 

The first group of four was 

arrested immediately upon 

crossing the border. GPU 
agents forced them to relay the 
agreed-upon signs for the next 
group, who were duped into be­

lieving it was safe. The second 

group was also arrested, then 
coerced into leaving signs for 
the next group, and so on. In 
this way, all twenty-three people 

were caught. 
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When summoned to the interrogation room, Reb Gavriel 
found the walls filled with spiked belts and truncheons. 

''You were caught in the act of leaving the country illegally," 
barked the officer. "Either you admit to your crime, or else I will 

have no choice but to use these." He pointed to the wall. 

Reb Gavriel, accustomed to threats, knew all too well the 
consequences of self-incrimination. "I will not admit to any­
thing illegal ," he replied. "I got lost and I was trying to find my 
way through the forest." 

The interrogator was little impressed. The entire group was 

sentenced to jail, Reb Gavriel to eighteen months. 
While being transferred they passed by a group of foreign 

tourists. One of the Jews, fluent in the tourists' language, raised 
his voice and cried, "We were deceived! We are being punished 

as though we wanted to cross the border. We are innocent!" The 

shaken tourists reported the incident to the press and the story 
was later carried to the press in Palestine. 

The international furor directly impacted Maxim Litvinov, 

the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. Litvinov, the only 

official at that time with direct access to Stalin and his inner cir­

cle, worked diligently to forge warmer relations with France and 
Britain, even though Stalin himself was largely uninterested. In 
particular Litvinov had hoped to win his long-sought prize -

formal diplomatic recognition by the United States -when sud­

denly confronted by the news of this arrest. Fearing American 

displeasure, Litvinov rushed to the embassy and sent off a tele­
gram, demanding the release of 
these prisoners. 

The telegram threw the po­

lice into a panic. In spite of the 

late hour, the commanding of­
ficer hurried to the jail and 
announced to the inhabitants, 
"Go! You're free to leave!" 

The prisoners, fearing a ruse, 

hesitated. They knew firsthand 

Le~ to right Rabbi Eliezer 
Horowitz and Rabbi Zolman 

Shimon Dvorkin studying Torah 
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how the Soviets used the cover of darkness to cloak their mur­

derous work. "We will not leave until morning," they declared. 

They were released at dawn's first light. In the end, instead of 

two years, the group served a mere six-month sentence. 

"Prepare to Die" 

As the years went by, the iron fist of Soviet persecution tight­

ened around Jews residing in Central Asia. Earlier in the Com­
munist era, while their brethren in the larger Russian cities 
had been arrested, tortured, sent to the gulags, or murdered in 
cold blood, those in Tashkent and Samarkand had been largely 

spared. No longer. 

The year 1950 became particularly brutal for Chassidim 

living in Tashkent and Samarkand. Many prominent figures 
were arrested - including my grandfather. The GPU conducted 
speedy trials, sending prisoners to years of hard labor in the 

forbidding plains of Siberia. Among the finest who were caught 

in this wave of arrests: Rabbis Chezkiya Kaikov, Yosef Eliav, Me­

nachem Eliav, Avraham Chaim Ladayev, Mordechai Babajanov, 
Avraham Yitzchakov, Nissim Karshigi, Yochoi Yakubov, Meni 
Tuchni, Nissim Davidov, Emmanuel Kimyagarov, Zevulun Le-

Robbi Avrohom Chaim Lodoyev 

viev. Within ten days, all were 

sentenced. (The state prosecu­

tor had demanded a minimum 
of twenty-five years. The judge 
acquiesced, sparing only Reb 

Zevulun and Avraham Chaim, 

who received "merely" ten.) 
Reb Gavriel's ordeal began 

on the morning of Purim. On 
the way to his store, he noticed 

two other Chassidim stand­

ing somberly in the courtyard 
of Rabbi Kaikov. Fine-tuned 
to danger, he realized quickly 
that something was amiss. He 
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stopped off at his office to drop 
off some cash and then made his 
way over to his well-stocked store, 

but found it empty, with a burly 

Uzbek officer awaiting him. 

"Close your business and fol­
low me," the officer ordered. 

Reb Gavriel had no choice but 

to lock the front door and follow 

the officer out the back exit. Sick 
with apprehension, he imagined 
someone awaiting him with a 

Rabbi Mordechai Baba1anov gun to shoot him dead. Instead, 

he found GPU officers in a black 

wagon, which took him to local headquarters. Reb Gavriel was 
escorted inside and ordered to wait. 

Silence filled the office, broken only by the shuffle of pa­
pers. "Name, age, " the clerks began, certifying his arrest, while 

relaying a message to his family of his whereabouts. Within a few 

hours , the family sent food, pillows, and blankets. Reb Gavriel 
remained in solitary confinement. 

On the third day the inter­
rogations began. Reb Gavriel 

hoped this signaled a progres­

sion toward some sort of verdict, 
but the inte rrogation was halted 
and he continued to sit alone in 
his cell. After an agonizing eight 

days, he was removed , placed un­

der heavy guard, and taken by 

train to the central processing 
office in Tashkent. Once there, 
he was driven in an artificially 

darkened car to yet another jail, 

where he again was placed in 

solitary confinement. If these Rabbi Zevulun Leviev 
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actions were designed to intimidate an already panicked pris­

oner, they were certainly successful. 

Once again, he was ushered into an office. More forms. This 
time a doctor appeared and asked about any medical conditions. 

"My kidneys are not functioning properly," Reb Gavriel 

said, fabricating a quick response in hope of some compas­

sion. But the doctor walked away without further question or 

examination. 
For further intimidation, Reb Gavriel was locked into a tall 

and narrow room, with ceiling and walls painted black and a 
coffin resting silently along the side. The implications were ob­

vious: Admit your crimes or prepare to die. 

A few hours later, the door opened. He was led into another 

empty room, where he waited there, alone for a day. H e was 
then led to a cell filled with six other prisoners. 

My grandfather was kept th ere for six months, punctuated by 

periodic midnight interrogations, without any stated indication 

about his fate. 

Rabbi Zevulun Leviev (le~) and Rabbi Avraham Chaim Ladayev (right) 
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"Do you consider yourself a Chassid?" he was asked one night. 

He had been dragged from his cell to face a trio of interroga­

tors in yet another midnight session. The room was thick with 

cigarette smoke. My grandfather felt tired and woozy. 
"Of course not," he said, "A Chassid is a special person who 

has reached a very high level of spiritual righteousness. I am not 

that kind of person." 

"Stop with your lies! " one of the trio shouted. "Quit wasting 
our time. Admit the truth: you are a Chassid." 

And so it went, back and forth, the interrogators insisting 
Reb Gavriel was a Chassid, which he constantly refuted. 

"We have proof you are a Chassid," the interrogators finally 

said. "We have possession of some letters you wrote to Chassi­
dim living in Jerusalem." 

"More lies," retorted Reb Gavriel. "I never wrote to anyone 
in Israel." 

"We have proof right here! " one of them argued. "I have 

three letters here in your handwriting, addressed to Chassidim 
living in Israel." 

Mop of Afghanistan, Iron and Turkey 
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Reb Gavriel's heart sank at the ominous revelation. Seeing 

no alternative, he decided to deny everything in a futile attempt 
to confuse his captors. 

''You may have some letters," he declared, "but they are defi­

nitely not mine. I never wrote them." 

"If so, how did you find out about your brother's death in 

Jerusalem in 1948?" 
"Not from a letter addressed to me. Someone had written to 

Rabbi Kaikov and he passed the information onto me." 

He calmly explained: he was praying in the synagogue, when 

he spied a group of fellow congregants huddled together, shoot­

ing glances in his direction . Suddenly Emmanuel Kanai - one 
of his friends - approached him, clapped him on the back, and 
announced, "Come, let's go drink a cup of tea at your house." 

"As we were walking," Reb Gavriel described, "he broke the 

news to me. By the time I came home, I found it filled with 
friends waiting to comfort me on this tragic loss." 

In accordance with Jewish law, he continued, he only had to 
sit in mourning for an hour, as too much time had lapsed in the 

interim. "So they had gathered in my home to console me," Reb 

Political Prisoners at work in a stone quarry near the train tracks in the gulags of Norilsk 
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Gavriel concluded. "That's all that happened. I have no contact 
with any Zionists, and I never wrote to anyone in Israel." 

He managed to keep his voice placid and detached - totally 

belying the frantic pounding of his heart - but his performance 

made no impression on his interrogators. One of them bolt­
ed from his chair, purple with rage, and thrust a finger in my 
grandfather 's face. 

"You dare to make fun of us here?" he bellowed. "Are you 

crazy? You call yourselves Sitra d'Kedusha [side of holiness] while 

you call us Sitra Achra [evil side]! You think we don't know that 
you consider yourselves G-d's elite when you say 'You have cho­
sen us from all people '? Are we lowly rustics?" 

The interrogator paused for breath, and with shaking hands 

lit a new cigarette and lowered himself back into his seat. 

"It will go much better for you if you admit the truth," he 

continued, in honeyed tones. "We know you taught Torah to 
groups of Jews; we know everything about you. Own up to your 
crimes or prepare for the worst." 

With almost superhuman effort Reb Gavriel maintained a 

calm, stoic face. "Lies and fabrications, " he said dismissively. 
"Who has been feeding you all this about me? Had you properly 
investigated, you would have found me to be a busy merchant 
with no time for religious activities." 

The interrogator glared at Reb Gavriel with undisguised ven­

om. 'Just sit there and wait," he muttered, "and I will soon bring 

in fifteen people to testify against you." 
Reb Gavriel almost confessed right then and there. But real­

izing that as many people as possible could be incriminated, he 

continued to protest his innocence. 

"So who sits next to you in the synagogue?" a different officer 
asked, suddenly changing tactics. "Are they the same people sit­
ting in your jail cell right now?" 

Sensing a trap, Reb Gavriel remained silent. 

The officer sneered. "So now you refuse to answer?" 

Silence. Exasperated, the officer rapped on the table and 

two guards appeared. 
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"Get him out of my sight!" he barked. "Put him back in his 

cell." 

These intermittent interrogations were the only interrup­
tions of a monotonous life in jail. Prisoners understood full well 
their purpose: to lure them into self-incrimination. Keeping a 

mental record of everything said was difficult, and the interro­

gators extensively recorded every word, which was used to trip 

up the prisoners. 
With no schedule, the air of uncertainty made prison life 

even more unbearable. The same questions ran, over and over, 
in the minds of the incarcerated: How long will I be here? Will! ever 
see my J amily again? Will I be sentenced to death or exile? 

Sentenced prisoners would return to their cells in perversely 
joyous relief: better to be sentenced than to languish in jail. It 
was precisely in situations like these that my grandfather felt 
most grateful for his Chassidic education, which imbued him 

with faith in Divine Providence. Awareness of the Hand guiding 

him, orchestrating every stage of his life, made his incarceration 
all the more tolerable. 

After a few days, Reb Gavriel saw Rabbi Kaikov being led 
down the hallway for questioning. From the latter's drawn ap­

pearance, my grandfather belatedly understood why he had 

seen people in the rabbi 's courtyard on the day of his own ar­
rest: the eminent rabbi had already met the same fate. Although 
they caught each other's eye, it was dangerous to show even a 
flicker of recognition. Chassidim later learned that Rabbi Kai­

kov was tortured and pressured to reveal the names of those 

who had attended a thanksgiving gathering to celebrate the re­
lease (12 Tammuz) of the Rebbe Rayatz from Soviet jail. 

Over time, conditions of Reb Gavriel 's imprisonment wors­
ened. When Pesach neared, officials suddenly announced they 

would cease accepting food packages for any prisoner, Jew or 

Gentile alike. Chassidim were not fooled: they knew all too 
well that this decree would bring them to the breaking point of 
starvation. 
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That year, the first days of Pesach coincided with Shabbos 
and Sunday. Prisoners spoke in reverential whispers about Reb 
Gorodetsky, who was sitting in the same prison. Locked in his 

cell, he had not tasted a morsel over Pesach, somehow surviving 

on water alone. 
Reb Gavriel and others were able to fast the first few days. But 

by the fourth, they were so weak that they allowed themselves a 
little butter and sugar. Eating such rich food after prolonged ab­

stinence wreaked havoc on my grandfather, nearly killing him 

with severe stomach cramps. 
After Pesach, his interrogators tried all kinds of physiologi­

cal trickery to get him to confess. They woke him at all hours 
of the night, dragging him off for more questioning. One late 

evening, they called him out, ordering him to sit on a bench in 

the hallway. They placed him near a basin of water clogged with 
cigarette butts and spent matches - making him gag every time 
he took a breath. 

While his concentration was thus diverted, an unfamil­

iar prisoner calling himself Mordechai sat down on the same 

bench. Immediately Reb Gavriel sensed a trap: this person must 
be an informer. 

My grandfather watched warily as the latter sat down heav­
ily on the bench. Mordechai began with a series of questions: 

How are you f eeling? VVhat is your profession? How is your family? 
Completely repulsed, Reb Gavriel's head began to spin. He had 
to find a way to avoid incrimination, yet refuse to play along 
with this latest and most dangerous tactic of his oppressors. The 
only thing he could think of was silence. Anything the prisoner 

said - be it question, comment, or complaint - was met by an 

impenetrable wall of silence. No hedging, no excuses, no an­
swers - only silence. 

In frustration, Mordechai finally said to Reb Gavriel, "Go 
back to your cell. Don 't think you made things easier with your 

stubbornness. You will yet pay for your silence." 

Other prisoners endured similar deceptions. There were 
whispers of drugged cigars, medicated drinks, and other ploys. 
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Sometimes, members of the same family would be arrested to­

gether and then interrogated separately, in an attempt to find 

discrepancies among their stories. Telling a son that his elderly 
father, or mother, had succumbed and confessed was another 
ruse, causing prisoners to capitulate to their interrogators ' 

demands. 

This form of recruitment was a no-win situation. Obviously, 

my grandfather could not agree to become a Soviet agent. Yet 
refusal to work for the government - usually in the comfort of 
one 's own home and business - was tantamount to anti-Soviet 
declaration, especially when the offer came cloaked in an op­

portunity to help maintain government control over its citizens. 

Prisoner 629 

One a.m. The door to Reb Gavriel's cell creaked open. After 

being asked for his identifying sign - all prisoners were given a 

number or initial - he was taken to yet another interrogation 

chamber, this time on the third floor of the prison. The guards 

Building named a~er Lenin in city of of Norilsk 
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subjected him first to an intense body search - as if he could 

have somehow smuggled in contraband - before leading him to 

a large room where a group of officers sat, including Mordechai. 

"The interrogations are over," they announced. "You were 
tried in absentia. Many people testified against you, confirming 
your involvement in the most serious of counter-revolutionary 

activities. 

"Although we understand that you are not an accomplished 
Talmudic scholar and that you never formally studied in yeshi­
va, your knowledge of Judaism and communal involvement is 
much more pronounced than others ' in the city. 

"We know everything about you. Refusing to answer our 

questions did you no favors. In fact, you will now learn what a 

grave error you made by your childish behavior. 
"From now on, you are Prisoner no. 629. You have been sen­

tenced to hard labor in the city of Norilsk." 

Reb Gavriel felt lightheaded. His future had finally been de­

cided, his fate sealed. Gone were the questions and the doubts , 

replaced by the hard reality of the smelting factories and coal 
mines that awaited. 

He was escorted back to his cell, where prisoners anxiously 

waited. The news was greeted by dismay. Everyone agreed he 

was facing a particularly cruel and difficult sentence. In spite of 

the devastating news, Reb Gavriel responded with perfect equa­
nimity and the trust that G-d would protect him. 

Norilsk, northernmost city in the world, located between 

Western and Central Siberia - the permafrost zone - was known 

for its relentless subarctic climate with an almost year-long blan­

ket of snow. Blizzards lasted for days on end. For two months the 
sun disappeared and the temperatures could plummet to minus 
sixty degrees, Fahrenheit. 

Very few trees grew in Norilsk. Transportation was dogsled 

- horses could never survive the brutal climate - and an un­

derdressed person could freeze to death in under five minutes. 
The remoteness of the region was underscored by the Soviets' 
inability to settle the area until the 1930s. Even in earlier times 
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the Czars, although aware of the region's enormous natural re­
serves, had known little how to extract them, given the sheer 
horror of life in such places. 

Reb Gavriel and his friend Zevulun joined two thousand pris­

oners crammed onto a ship built for transporting livestock. On 

that ship were the lowest elements of the human race - violent 

criminals and murderers. At one point, the ringleader decided 
that the two Chassidim deserved a beating for asking if some­
one had taken their coats. Both Reb Gavriel and Zevulun, know­
ing the ship officers would turn a blind eye to their accidental 

death, scrambled to hide. After spe nding a few hours in search 
of the pair, the ruffians gave up and moved on to their next fo­
cus of interes t. 

The call of port for Reb Gavriel's ship was Krasnoyarsk, East­

ern Siberia. During World War Two, dozens of factories had 

been evacuated from Ukraine and Western Russia and trans­

planted there. The area included a dockyard, a hydroelectric 
power station, and the river port. 

Throughout the Soviet years, even before the war, Kras­

noyarsk was one of the places for political exiles. Although it 

was Lenin who had built the first gulags, in 1918, it was Stalin 
in particular who had made Krasnoyarsk a major center for the 
gulag system. This was connected to his scheme of coll ectiviza­
tion - driving peasants off their land - which resulted in a labor 

shortage and the shipping of these "enemies of the state" north 

for economic uses. 
When the Soviet Union found itself bereft of coal, gas, and 

minerals - most of which lay in the far north - the solution? Pris­
oner labor! Had civilians been used, adequate housing would 

have had to be constructed. All the prisoners needed , on th e 

other hand, were primitive barracks, each with a stove and a 

chimney. 
As Reb Gavriel and Zevulun disembarked, prison officials 

stopped them and asked, "Were you beaten on the ship?" Warily 

the pair said nothing had occurred, and were steered toward 
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a waiting train which hurtled toward Norilsk, soot and smoke 
blowing through the barred windows. The trip took fifteen days. 

Arrival at Norilsk seemed like something out of a storybook. 

The area was filled with the simplest, most rustic people, who 

had no concept of personal hygien e. Some dwelled in tents con­
structed out of reindeer skins. Every part of the reindeer, in fact, 
was used for bare necessities - hats, boots, coats, tents. Antlers 
were made into tools . As vegetation could not grow in this cli­

mate, these people survived on a diet of meat and fish . 

Initially Reb Gavriel was apprenticed to a local tailor, a rela­
tively easy job in the warm indoors. But his luck did not last 
long. After two months, he was ordered to join a group of pris­
oners working in the lime pits. This was highly hazardous: every 

day, workers wore special clothing and goggles that protected 

them from the toxic, sulfuric fumes. The Soviets heavily used 

lime in their building, mason ry and engineering materials, and 
prisoners were forced to work the quarries to keep up with the 
lack of supply. 

The work was exhausting. Prisoners spent entire days in 

freezing elements, cutting the limestone to the right size and 

slacking it - mixing it with the correct amount of water. The 
pit, several feet deep, was left uncovered, with no guards or 
guardrails to keep prisoners from stumbling and falling to their 

deaths. 

Reb Gavriel, like all the others, worked twelve-hour shifts . 

There were no meals, no rest breaks. A line of squarely built 
trucks stretched around the quarry, waiting to transport the pre­
pared limestones to various locations. Placing the trucks around 

the quarries was a tactic to increase pressure on the prisoners 

- as though the trucks were calling out, Hurry up! We are ready to 
leave! At the end of his shift, Reb Gavriel could do nothing more 
than drag himself back to bed and collapse. 

At Norilsk and other camps, measures were taken to dehu­
manize the prisoners in the eyes of the guards. Even when in­

spectors expressed outrage at the pitiful conditions, which in 

turn caused a drop in production quotas, little was done. Back 
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in Moscow, the bureaucrats knew in great detail what the camps 

were like, but cared little. 

Reb Gavriel survived. Weeks blended into months. After a 
half year of daily labor in the quarries, he began to wonder if 
his body could last much longer. Many prisoners had already 

expired. 

Then, one day, a train arrived, filled to capacity with new 

prisoners. They were drafted to work at the mines, while Reb 
Gavriel was given a much easier job at tailoring. No longer did 
he have to stand on his feet all day in frigid temperatures. 

Winter set in. Norilsk turned into a world of ice, the moun­

tains into impassible fortresses. Walking outside became un­

bearable: fierce winds could knock down even the sturdiest per­

son, magnifying the working hazards. Yet, purposely during this 
dangerous time, Reb Gavriel was ordered to fill a new position 
- clearing snow off the train tracks. 

Interestingly, the Hebrew letters for USSR have the same 

numerical value of the Hebrew word for Egypt, Mitzrayim. So 
too, in that permafrost climate, such tortured labor brought to 
mind the labor to our ancestors. The snow never stopped fall­
ing. Compounding the difficulty, the train tracks had been built 

to run through the valley; this meant that heavy snow fell from 

the mountains onto the snow already on the tracks. 
In our modern society, workers could consult a train sched­

ule and arrange their responsibilities accordingly. My grandfa­
ther, however, had never heard of such a luxury. Train schedules 

simply did not exist; locomotives could come steaming through 

at any time of the day or night. Therefore, the tracks had to be 

completely - and constantly - free of snow. 
Despite the dangers, Reb Gavriel actually found this newest 

arrangement well worth his effort. In recognition of his efficient 

maintenance of the railroad system, he was given a heated, ful­

ly insulated room near the train tracks. While other prisoners 

huddled in crude huts, he could enjoy a warm room with a com­
fortable bed. Like a thirsty traveler comforted by the knowledge 
of the water canister at his side, Reb Gavriel felt relieved as he 
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worked in the snow and sleet, knowing that an inviting room lay 
at his disposal. 

As the winter progressed, with temperatures plummeting, all 

the labor at the quarry was halted. Not Reb Gavriel's. He was 

forced to work even when the temperature reached sixty below 

zero. A lesser person would have never survived. 
Every time he voiced hope, other prisoners laughed at his 

naivete. "I was sentenced to twenty years," a prisoner retorted, 

"and I'm still here serving my time. You were sentenced to twen­

ty-five years, and you just got here. Don't think you are getting 

out anytime soon." Another one told him, ''.Just like my eyes 
can't see my ears, I don't put faith in nonsense. Ifby any miracle 
you do get out of here early, I'm going to convert." 

Despite the naysayers, my grandfather continued believing 

that G-d would orchestrate his release. 

Two years passed. The backbreaking work in the horrendous 
outdoors took a toll on Reb Gavriel. Falling ill, he was taken to 
a hospital. To his good fortune, the government had just begun 

to ease some of its harshest laws toward sick prisoners. Until 

then, illnesses and deaths mattered only as far as their impact 

on the camp's production. Anyone sick was useless. The com­
manders were particularly cruel in their assessment that the sick 
or disabled were fakers. Doctors were encouraged to identify 

them; those perceived to be soft on prisoners who saw hospitals 

as sanctuaries were punished. 

Now, however, according to the new rules, a sick prisoner 
could ask for a reduced sentence and apply for transfer to a dif­
ferent gulag. When the doctors concurred that my grandfather 

could no longer stay in the harsh climate of Norilsk, his transfer 

was approved, and he was allowed to recuperate in Krasnoyarsk. 

In line with Soviet protocol, the doctors sent his medical files 
to the appropriate offices in Moscow to decide whether he de­
served to stay in the gulags for his "crimes," or to inform the 

family of his condition and ask if they wished to care for him at 

home. 
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My grandfather had faith that he would receive a suspended 

sentence and return home. But time went by without a word 

from Moscow, and the doctors had no choice but to release him 
to a work camp near Krasnoyarsk. My grandfather returned to 
work, waiting impatiently for news of his release. 

And then, the unthinkable occurred. 

The Revolt 

In 1953, as the months thawed toward more tolerable tem­
peratures , one of the camp guards overheard an inmate deliver 
a message over the fence separating the men 's camps from the 

women's. A shot rang out and the inmate dropped dead. This 

shooting provoked an uprising that became famous as the first 
within the gulags. The Norilsk Uprising later led to the closure 
of the entire gulag system, an empire of suffering and heart­
break to millions. 

Thanks to the revolt, the camp gates remained open, al­

though prisoners had no method of escape . Alarms went off 

The Norilsk uprising as the "Bandera" raised the biggest revolt in the Gulag 
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every night. Troops tried infiltrating the camp to seal it off, but 

they were repulsed. The lack of sleep made the prisoners unfo­

cused and exhausted. Tensions grew; some men actually broke 
down. So full was the hospital that men lay on the grass outside. 

Most prisoners had been sentenced to the so-called Bandera 
Standard - twenty-five years' hard labor. Lacking weapons, their 

actions included a wide spectrum of nonviolent forms of pro­

test: meetings, letters to the government, hunger strikes. Camp 
authorities tried to quell the Norilsk unrest, but it continued 
unabated. Soon sympathy strikes broke out in other camps. The 
leaders demanded a meeting with top Moscow officials. Agitat­

ed, the authorities dispatched telegrams to the capital. Within 

two months, loudspeakers announced the arrival of a special 
commission from Moscow, which was greeted by a committee of 
inmates with a list of demands - i.e. review of all sentences, im­
proved conditions, windows without bars, removal of prisoner 

numbers. 

The head of the commission sneered. "This revolt is useless. 
We can easily suppress you by force . There will be no changes." 

Determined to continue the standoff, the strike leaders al­
most walked out of the conference. But then one of the com­

mission members rose and announced that the entire issue of 

political prisoners in camp was under review. 
"Stalin is dead," he continued smoothly. "We are looking to 

make changes." 
The prisoners eyed him warily. They knew the importance of 

their labor - the production of nickel , platinum, and other met­

als - and doubted the authorities would simply give in. Their 
fears were well founded. In spite of the pledges, the regime de­
cided to apply military force. 

In all, after a month of freedom within camp walls, periodic 

negotiations, and preparations for violent conflict, Soviet tanks 

rolled in, along with live artillery. Nearly seven hundred people 
were killed or wounded - although official figures claimed only 
a "few dozen" lives. Ivanov, the Northern Territory party chief, 
eventually managed to quash the uprising. 
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During this time, my grandfather happened to be sitting in 
an administrative office, awaiting a large sum of money sent by 
his family. Although prison rules explicitly allowed money trans­

fers, these were not released until production output of the en­

tire unit - usually around twenty people - had been deemed 

sufficient. Rules like these were additional arrows in the arsenal 
of intimidation. 

My grandfather never allowed a morsel of non-kosher food to 

touch his lips. This was a superhuman feat, something he could 

have only achieved thanks to the ideals he learned in Tomchei 

Tmimim. Although he was in a truly life-threatening situation 
that might have granted him leniency, the concept of eating treif 
never even occurred to him. He survived on bread, sardines, 

and water - items purchased with money he received from his 

family. His wife - my grandmother Chana - would sometimes be 

able to send him bread-and-sardine food packages as well. 
(My grandmother had a unique full name. It was actually 

Chana Istam ( ee-stam), which means "independence." It also 
means "to exist. " Her mother had suffered through many mis­

carriages, so at the full-term, healthy birth of this baby, her par­

ents added "lstam" to her name - symbolizing their prayer that 
the miscarriages should stop and that their newborn should be 
blessed with a healthy life.) 

Due to the revolt, the brigadier instructed all prisoners in 

the camp to sleep fully clothed. "An emergency might erupt any 

night," he said. ''You can't spare time getting dressed." 
Once, in the dead of the night, the brigadier entered the 

barracks and ordered all the prisoners outside. Sleepy and dis­
oriented, they were caught completely off guard when troops 

opened fire. Eighty were immediately killed. 

"Stand together!" someone yelled. "Ifwe are one group, they 
won 't dare shoot at us." All the prisoners rushed to form a single 
group, and the shooting stopped. 

The Norilsk gulags were surrounded by troops. The pris­

oners later learned that, in other camps as well, soldiers had 



Endless Ordeal 93 

opened fire. Those responsible for the killing of unarmed pris­
oners included some of the most prominent members of the 
Soviet military, and generated massive outcry that led to the 
dismantling of the gulag system. Black flags appeared over the 

barracks as signs of mourning for the murdered. 

Shaken, the prisoners decided to continue the uprising. It 

ended after two weeks when, suddenly, orders came to disband 
the group of prisoners. Camp commanders realized that the 
only way to break the strike was by severing the ties of unity. 
All those whose sentences were lighter - less than fifteen years 

- were taken away and never seen again. Those with more se­
vere sentences were divided into groups of thirty and ordered 
to march under armed guard to different camps. 

My grandfather was in the latter group. Perhaps the soldiers 
were either embarrassed by the act of killing unarmed men, or 

impressed by their courage. Either way, the soldiers had become 

more courteous. They allowed the group frequent rest breaks 
along the way, even conversing with them about prison life. 

After marching for half a day, the group halted outside a new 
prison camp. A black flag fluttered in the wind, symbol of the 

resistance. 

"We're all going to be murdered here," someone whispered 
to Reb Gavriel. 

After ten days, all prisoners were ordered to line up out­
doors. There they stood for two days while the commanders di­

vided the camp into two: one group would go to another camp 

with a lighter workload; the second - the troublemakers - to 
a particularly horrific gulag whence few ever emerged alive. A 
table was set up and a trio of commanders sat behind it, decid­
ing the fate of each prisoner. 

When Reb Gavriel was called, he approached the table, bare­

ly able to drag his feet. 
"You will join the second group," said one of the commanders. 
Miraculously, another commander whirled around. "No, no. 

Not him. He belongs in the first group." 

Thus Reb Gavriel gained a new lease on life. 
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Prisoners sent to the second group were immediately 
pounced on by ferocious guards who beat them, confiscated 

their meager possessions, and tossed them a metal plate and 

spoon to keep for the remainder of their imprisonment. (Years 

later, my grandfather met someone from that second group 
and heard firsthand of the inhumane conditions and daily 
harassment.) 

Dream of Freedom 

evertheless, in the new camp, things did not improve for 
Reb Gavriel. His teeth began falling out. His stomach ailment 

had never improved; he could barely keep down whatever he 

ate, and he continued losing weight. One night, as he tossed 

and turned in pain, he staggered out of bed and dragged him­
self to the infirmary. 

The doctor shrugged. "I will give you a pill for the pain, but 
you are already a dead man. There is no medicine that can cure 

your condition." 

Reb Gavriel went back to bed. He fell asleep and dreamed 
that he was walking down a large promenade with shuttered 
stores on both sides. Colorful flowers were in bloom; birds 
chirped in the trees. An imposing guard stood in the middle 

of the promenade; in one hand he held a folder, in the other a 

ring of keys. Reb Gavriel intuited that the keys would open the 
shops. He watched as the guard went around opening all the 
stores before disappearing from view. 

"What is this?" Reb Gavriel thought. "Where are the store­

keepers? Why aren't they guarding their merchandise?" 

Walking further down, he met a group of Arab storekeepers 
in traditional attire, setting out their wares. Exiting the prom­
enade, he found himself in a beautiful garden. Children frol­
icked in a fountain , shrieking in delight. Train tracks appeared 

and Reb Gavriel suddenly awoke, bathed in sweat. 

"Arabs are called Yishma'elim in the Torah," he mused. 
"Yishma 'el means 'G-d hearkens.' This means G-d will hear my 
plight. Children are a sign of happiness. This means I will hear 
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good tidings." H e continued thinking in this vein, convincing 
himself that the dream portended his upcoming release . 

H e turned to a Muslim, a friend of his, sleeping in the same 

barracks. "Listen, Ali . I just had a good dream. I'm going home 

soon." 

Ali sat up in shock. "I'm washing my hands. Then tell me 
your dream." 

Misery makes strange company. After Reb Gavriel related the 

dream , Ali gazed at him with respect. "It is a good dream!" he 

exclaimed. "Something is bound to happen. " 

That Friday night, as Reb Gavriel was sitting and eating, an 
officer suddenly entered and approached the brigadier. 

"Who is Niyazov?" he asked. 

When the brigadier pointed to my grandfather, the officer 

walked over and confronted him. "How long is your sentence?" 

"Twenty-five years." 
"Follow me. " 
Reb Gavriel fo llowed him into a room, where sat a female 

officer. 

"Take his picture," she ordered the guard. "I want him here 

in my office first thing tomorrow morning." 
His picture taken, Reb Gavriel re turned to the barracks, 

where he spent a sleepless night wondering what the next day 

would bring. 

Early the next morning, Reb Gavriel returned to the office. 

It was deserted. 
He then did the unthinkable. Standing there, in the office 

belonging to the gulag commanders, he davened Shacharis. 

Barely had he finished when the door swung open and the 

female commander entered with a bulky folder and the open 

doors in his dream. She sat behind her desk, shuffled a few pa­
pers, and then stared at him. 

"You are free ," she said flatly. "Where do you want to go?" 

Reb Gavriel burst into tears. At least, G-d had heard his 

prayers. "I want to go home, back to Samarkand." 
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"It will be done," she replied. "Go collect your belongings." 

Trembling with excitement, my grandfather returned to his 
barracks. News of his release spread like wildfire; all the prison­
ers gathered to shake his hand and wish him well. Ali was par­
ticularly devastated: the two had become very close during their 

years of incarceration, and he would miss Reb Gavriel greatly. 

(Ali later corresponded with my grandfather. After many 

years, Reb Gavriel noticed a familiar face roaming the aisles of 
his store: it was Ali! After an emotional reunion, my grandfather 
invited Ali to his home for a meal. He listened intently as Ali de­
scribed the years of hardship in the gulags and his current futile 

attempts to find a livelihood. 

"I will set you up with some apple farmers in nearby Alma 

Ata," Reb Gavriel offered, remembering the kindness he had 
received at the hands of this Gentile. The region was noted for 
fertile apple orchards; Alma Ata comes from the Kazakh word 

for "apple" and is often translated as "full of apples." Ali was 

able to support himself comfortably for the rest of his life.) 

After Shabbos, Reb Gavriel boarded a bus to Krasnoyarsk. 
From there, he would have to take another bus to the train sta­
tion and board a train to Tashkent. 

At the bus station, he noticed a soldier with Jewish features . 

After introductions were made, the solder agreed to accompany 

Reb Gavriel to Krasnoyarsk and protect him from all harm. 
My grandfather sent off telegrams to his family about his 

release, but a rude surprise awaited him in Krasnoyarsk. The 

conductor refused to issue him a ticket, explaining that he was 

awaiting a new batch of free passes for newly released prisoners. 

"Where do I stay until then?" asked Reb Gavriel in disappoint­
ment. "You expect me to sleep outdoors in the train station?" 

The conductor waved his hand toward a line of freestand­

ing cars behind the station. "That's the ' hotel, "' he said. "Get a 

room there." 

Reb Gavriel tried to reserve a "room," but the "hotel man­
ager" would not give him a key without a passport. 

"But I just got freed from prison!" my grandfather protested. 
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"Here are my release papers. I don't have a passport!" 

Soon the conductor came over to investigate. He shouted 

something coarse at the manager, who meekly issued Reb Gavri­
el a room for the sum of fifteen rubles a day. Barely had Reb 
Gavriel entered his "room," however, when his stomach cramps 
came back in full force and he doubled over in pain. The man­

ager called for a doctor. 

The doctor hurried over and examined Reb Gavriel, shaking 

his head in despair. ''You are really sick. I should have you admit­
ted into a hospital. " 

"Don't talk to me about the hospital! " Reb Gavriel gasped. 

"I've been sick in the gulag for long enough to know what works. 

Give me an injection of camphor." 

The doctor opened his bag and administered an injection. 
"Eat a lot of mandarins. That, and drink a lot of milk. These 
foods will help cure your stomach." 

After five days of traveling, Reb Gavriel reached Tashkent. 

H e went directly to his sister's house, where cries of joy greeted 

him from the many gathered friends and relatives. From Tash­
kent he went to Samarkand, where h e found groups of family 
and friends awaiting him at the entrance of the Jewish quarter. 

Noticing the pained looks of his friends ' wives, Reb Gavriel as­

sured them that, soon, their husbands would also be returning 

home. 
My grandfather's words proved to be prophetic. Within 

a short time after Stalin's death, a power struggle broke out 

among the new leadership, ending in the election of Nikita 

Khrushchev. He adopted a series of reforms - one of which was 
an amnesty for over a million prisoners! Khrushchev also ad­
opted a more moderate approach toward those accused of anti­
Soviet religious activities, leading to the release of many Chas­

sidim who had been arrested during that period. 

Life Parable 

Reb Gavriel returned home broken in body - emaciated, 

weighing less than eighty pounds - yet complete in spirit. He 
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had served a fifth of his original sentence . Years later, people 

would approach him and ask the same question: What were you 

thinking when they senten ced you to twenty-five years ' hard labor? What 

did you feel when they shortened your sentence? What was your reaction 

when you heard those special words, 'You are free'?" 

Always he would answer: "Although there are no words that 

can describe those feelings , I can relate to an incident I once 

read in a book of Jewish stories." 

An impoverished couple lived with their many children in 
a hovel. Rain and snow leaked through the roof; wind howled 
through the broken windows. When another child was born , 
the father started to lose hope, for he had bare ly been able to 
keep his family fed. 

"I prefer death to living such a life ," he cried to the rabbi. 

"Have mercy on a starving family." 

Moved to tears, the rabbi sent him home and went out dur­
ing a blizzard to visit the richest man in town. A liveried butle r 
opened the door to usher him inside, but the rabbi refused to 
enter. 

Rabbi Sh/omo Chai Niyazov acting as Sandek in Brooklyn 
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"Tell your master I am waiting for him on the doorstep," 
he instructed, ignoring the biting wind and snow that swirled 
through the open door. 

The magnate, dressed in a thin shirt, came to the door and 
begged the rabbi to come inside. ''You are freezing up the en­

tire house," he said. "I've never felt so cold in my life; please 

come inside so we can shut the door. " 
The rabbi ignored him. "There is an impoverished family 

in town on the brink of starvation. I need a donation from you 
so we can buy them food, fix their home, and supply them with 
enough firewood to make it through this terrible winter." 

The magnate could feel icicles pierce his clothing as the 

wind blew arctic air into the house. "I will donate everything 
you ask for," he promised, "but please come inside." 

The rabbi ignored him. "They just had a baby boy and the 
bris, circumcision, will be in a few days. I will host it in my home. 

I will be the mohel, circumciser; you will be the sandek, the one 

holding the baby. But I need you to pay for all the expenses." 
The rich man was almost reduced to tears by the intense 

cold. "Anything you ask for, it will be done," he replied humbly. 
"Please come inside! " 

The rabbi ignored him and returned to his wagon. The 

magnate hastily shut the door and ordered his servants to fill 

up the rabbi's wagon with food , drink, and firewood. Soon 
the magnate emerged, clad in a thick fur coat and tall leather 
boots, and climbed into the rabbi 's wagon . They sat in silence 
as they traveled to the pauper's home. 

When they arrived, the rich man could not believe his eyes. 

Never had he seen such poverty. The house looked as though it 
could collapse any minute. Inside, children lay strewn around 
the floor on straw mats. There was no food, no furniture . 

The magnate stood there, mouth agape. Snow fell in from 
the ceiling. The windows were stuffed with rags, ineffectually 

blocking the cold. Children were crying from hunger. 
Something broke within his heart. "This is intolerable!" 
Immediately he secured an empty house in the area. His 

servants arrived and helped move the entire family in, along 
with food , furniture, and firewood. They left behind a family 

transformed. 
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At the bris, after being honored to serve as the sandek, the 
rich man turned to the rabbi and said, "Tell me, why didn 't you 

come into my house? You know how much I revere you. I did 

everything you asked." 

The rabbi replied with a story of his own: 
"A king once heavily disguised himself and crossed over 

the border to spy on his warring neighbors. To his ill fortune, 
he was recognized by the border patrol and began Oeeing for 

his life. Seeing the soldiers hot on his heels, he rushed into 
the little house of a J ewish blacksmith and pleaded, 'Hide me 
quickly, before they kill me! ' 

"The blacksmith did not recognize the king. But, like a 
good J ew, he acted quickly to save a stranger's life. 'Crawl into 

my bed under the feather comforter. Lie still and don't move!' 

"After the king climbed into bed , the tailor covered him 

with one feather comforter, and another, and a third and 
fo urth as well. 

"Suddenly the door flew open and two soldiers with spears 
rushed in . 'H as anyone come in here?' 

'" In here?' the J ew repeated dumbly. 'Who would come 
here?' 

"The soldiers searched quickly, even stabbing through the 
feather comforters a few times for good measure. Finding no 
one, they ran out to continue the chase e lsewhere. 

"When they were truly gone, the king crept out from un­

der the comforters, pale and trembling. 'Because you saved 

me from certain death , you can ask me for anything, and I will 
grant your wish! For now, I have to return to my country. I will 
yet send for you .' 

"The king managed to return to his palace unscathed. Af­
ter delivering his enemies a resounding defeat, he sent for the 

J ewish blacksmith and gave him full control of shoeing all the 
horses in the army. The blacksmith now became wealthy, and 
he visited the king often to dine. 

"One day, as they were dining together, the J ew said: 'I'd 
like to know how you felt lying in my bed when the soldiers 

struck the ir swords through the bedcovers?' 

"The king was outraged. 'How dare you ! No one speaks 
to me like that! For your impudence I'll have you hung!' He 
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immediately called a couple of his soldiers, who clapped the 
blacksmith in irons and took him away. 

"The Jew cried all night. He said vidui, confession, and pre­
pared himself for death. The next morning, his hands were 
tied and he was strung up on the gallows. 

''.Just as the executioner raised his arm and started count­

ing, the king appeared and strode to the gallows. 
'"Tell me, my good friend ,' he said kindly to the quiver­

ing blacksmith. 'You recognize th e feeling you have right now? 
That is precisely how I fe lt lying in your bed, when the soldiers 
were sticking their spears into the bedcovers. "' 

Concluded the rabbi: "That is why I made you freeze by the 
door while I asked for help in saving this poor family. Only by 
experiencing their plight firsthand could you truly empathize. 
And you certainly did." 

After finishing the story, Reh Gavriel found that he never 

needed to say another word. Listeners always understood the 

message . 

Rabbi Gavriel Niyazov receiving Kos Shel Brachah from the Rebbe 
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Against all Odds 

In 5732 ( 1972), Reb Gavriel was finally able to leave the Iron 

Curtain and move to the city of Netanya in Eretz Yisrael. His ar­

rival there did not scale back his dedication to the community. 
The Chassidic teachings he had gleaned from Rabbis Eliezrov 
and Gorodetsky gave him no rest. There too, in the Holy Land, 
he was widely revered by the Bukharian community. Everyone 

continued to call him by his nickname, O'chil'dee- the reference 

to his open , accepting nature and heart full of love toward every 
Jew. For the remainder of his life , people gravitated toward the 
inspirational figure who, against all odds, had done so much for 

Yiddishkeit, as his story continued to motivate others in their 

observance of Torah and mitzvoth. 

Shortly after his arrival, Reb Gavriel was contacted by Agu­
dath Israel of America, whose annual dinner - a highlight for 
Orthodox Jewry in ew York - was fast approaching. Would Reb 
Gavriel agree to attend? He would be part of a group being hon­

ored for maintaining Yiddishkeit behind the Iron Curtain. Reb 

Gavriel immediately seized the opportunity. He, along with Me­

nachem Levayov and Yitzchak Zilber, boarded a flight to New 
York. 

Right to Left: Rabbis Sh/omo Chai Niyazov, Emmunel Ladayov, 
Reuven Abramov and Binyamin Niyazov 
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A delegation awaited them at the airport. Their arrival was 

celebrated with much fanfare, and then the group drove off 
to 770 Eastern Parkway to meet with the Lubavitcher Rebbe. 
During their yechidus, private audience, the Rebbe instructed 

the group to speak about the activities of Chabad in the Soviet 

Union. 

Attending a dinner for American J ewry was certainly some­
thing new for the group. Upon their arrival at the hall , th ey 
were thunderstruck at the sight of som e of the greatest J ewish 

scholars - Rabbis Moshe Feinstein and Joseph Ber Soloveitchik 

- gracing the dais. As the group was introduced, my grandfather 

became afraid to deliver his remarks, worried that family mem­
bers left behind might be punished for his public condemna­
tion of Soviet policy. Instead , Menachem Levayov spoke as the 

group representative; in this way, no repercussions would befall 

the Niyazovs still living in Samarkand. 

Passionately Reb Menachem described how Chabad - and 
Chabad alone - kept the torch of Yiddishkeit ablaze under 

Rabbis Moshe Feinstein and Joseph Ber So/oveitchik 
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religious repression in Russia. He focused on the outstanding 
work of Rabbis Eliezrov and Gorodetsky in the isolated cities of 

Samarkand and Tashkent. His speech made a tremendous im­

pact on the crowd, a public sanctification of the work of Chabad 
across the Soviet Union . 

For the remainder of his life, Reb Gavriel continued travel­
ing to the Rebbe every two or three years - in all, almost a dozen 

times. Whenever he entered yechidus, the Rebbe showered him 

with blessings. 
His children also merited special attention from the Rebbe. 

Once, when Reb Gavriel's daughter Rivka was unable to secure 
a yechidus, she sent in a letter with her brother Binyamin, who 

had already been designated a time slot. She wrote in her moth­

er tongue and Binyamin handed the Rebbe the note, along with 
his own. 

"Do you understand Russian?" the Rebbe asked Binyamin. 
"Yes, I do." 

''Your sister asked four questions," the Rebbe continued. 

"Should I tell you the answers now or send them to her later?" 

''You can tell me now." 
"Since she asked four questions, and you may forget some 

details of my answers, take a pencil and paper to write down 

what I will tell you." 

Binyamin froze. His teachers and mentors had prepared him 

adequately for yechidus - but no one had mentioned anything 
about coming with a pencil and paper! To the boy's astonish­
ment, the Rebbe opened his desk drawer, removed a pencil and 
pad of paper, slid them over to Binyamin, and began, "The an­

swer to her first question is .... " 

The scene was surreal. The Lubavitcher Rebbe was dictating 
answers to a yeshiva bachurwith a pen and paper supplied by the 
Rebbe himself1 

After completing all four answers, the Rebbe asked kindly, 

"Was everything clear enough?" 

''Yes," stammered Binyamin. He had always heard of the 
Rebbe's concern for every individual. Now he had witnessed it 
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firsthand. Exiting the Rebbe's room, Binyamin could not h elp 
but be awed. 

Reb Gavriel taught a Tanya class every day at his synagogue 
in Netanya. On Shabbos mornings in his youth, back in the 

synagogue of Samarkand, he had attended a shiur in the Alter 

Rebbe's Likuttei Torah, given by Rabbi Kaikov; now, in a different 
land and different time, he gave well-attended Shabbos morn­
ing shiurim in Likuttei Torah. 

Although Reb Gavriel passed away in the spring of 5759 

(1999) , his shiurim continue today, as well as the golden chain 

of Chassidus that fortified Bukhara's Jews against their oppres­
sors. In Eretz Yisrael and elsewhere, his shiurim are taught by the 
descendants of those self-sacrificing pioneers. 
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A !though Chassidim lived with fervor, and the preservation 
ofYiddishkeit permeated every part of their waking lives, 

this period in 20th century history was most trying for all Jews in 

Samarkand. True, we possessed compassion and desire to help 

the less fortunate with food and clothing, but in reality everyone 
suffered. No one knew what the next day would bring. People 
were being arrested day and night, some never to return. Even 
those fortunate enough to be released came home broken and 

fragile. I could honestly say that not a single family had been 

spared tribulation. 
Refael Chudaidatov was unique in Samarkand. Blessed v.rith a 

sharp mind, he had a firm grasp of the suffering that blanketed 
the region. Keenly aware of no destructive force mightier than 

despondency, he managed to rise above his dismal surround­

ings and show others how to conduct a life of happiness. More 
importantly, his exuberance pulled in others like a magnet. 

His convictions became all the more impressive for those 
who got to know him better. Reb Refael suffered from a variety 

of ailments and had plenty of reasons to complain. Yet, rath­

er than view his body as weak and afflicted, he strove to make 

.. 
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every limb and muscle a conduit for the dissemination of joy 
and Yiddishkeit. 

Direct and unflappable, Reb Refael had a good word for ev­

ery situation. When, during World War Two, thousands of refu­

gees began pouring into Samarkand, he was one of those whose 
kindness literally saved lives. 

One egregious incident involved a group of non-Chabad 

yeshiva students. Products of the Lithuanian method of study, 

with limited exposure to the ideas of Chassidus, they were now 
among the refugees. Someone found them a room to sleep in; 
there they huddled all day, wallowing in self-pity. They had no 
food, no inkling about the fate of their families; their clothing 

was infested with lice. 

One day, their door burst open and Reb Refael walked in, 

face radiant. H e sat himself down on the floor n ext to the stu­
dents and in a soft voice asked each one for his name. As soon 
as he began talking, they began to smile. 

"Where is the water?" he asked. 

The group stared at each other in confusion. "Over there," 

said one of them, pointing to a jug. 
Reb Refael washed his hand, passed the jug around the room, 

and washed everyone 's hands. H e pulled out a loaf of bread and 

Reb Refael Chudaidatov 

broke off thick chunks, which he 

distributed around the room. 

"Are you yeshiva bochurim?" he 
asked. "Yes? Listen, I will tell you 
what it means to live here, what 
it means to have self-sacrifice for 

Torah." 

He sat there talking gently to 
the teenagers, in a mixture ofYid­
dish, Hebrew, and Russian - all 
with the recognizable lilt Bukhar­

ian J ews use in their davening. 

And then, without explanation, 
he rose and left the room. There 
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was a sense, when the door shut behind him, that a surge of hap­
piness had departed with him. 

Reb Refael continued to visit the despondent, neglected stu­
dents. They looked forward to it; each time he came, his pres­
ence brightened up the room. In this way, he brought a mea­
sure of hope back into their lives while others were too busy 

and burdened to care about them. Such acts personified Reb 

Refael's special character. 

His heart pulsating with the love of fellow Jews, Reb Refael 
often walked up and down the streets of Samarkand, providing 
people with clothing, jobs, and simply optimism. He distributed 

to the refugees the food his wife had prepared for their own 

family. 

"Our children have parents to take care of them," he said, 
placating his wife. "These people have no one." 

In a time when observance of basic Jewish laws was fraught 

with danger, Reb Refael famously upheld the slightest custom 

or severest stringency. On Pesach, for example, many of the 

more devout Jews eat matzah made from wheat that was guard­
ed against moisture from the time of harvest, instead of matzah 
simply guarded from the time of grinding the wheat into flour. 

To be sure, under extenuating circumstances, extra-guarded 

wheat that is not available can be substituted by "regular" flour. 
But Reb Rafael would not entertain such a thought. Instead , 
every year before Pesach, he led a group for an hours ' longjour­
ney to the wheat fields , where they cut wheat they would guard 

against moisture, and late r grind it into flour for shmura matza. 

Reb Refael was often seen riding the streets and alleyways of 
Samarkand on his bicycle, silver beard streaming behind him in 
the wind. Elderly Chassidim would not travel on a bicycle, which 
was considered beneath their dignity, but Reb Refael viewed 

himself as a simple Jew. His trusting nature endeared him not 

only to his Bukharian bre thren but the newly arrived Chassi­
dim. Even when some of the la tter eyed him warily, Reb Refael 
never blamed them. "We live in dangerous times," he often said. 
"Everyone has the right to be suspicious of everyone." 
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Commercial Dealings 

Also a shrewd businessman, Reb Refael procured a docu­
ment that allowed him to travel throughout the country for 

commerce. Utilizing this special status, he was often asked to do 

favors for people trying to smuggle goods between cities. Always 

he agreed, no matter how dangerous the requests. He was con­
vinced that G-d would protect him for helping other Jews. 

In a remarkable incident, he was once approached by a local 
Chacham, Sephardic rabbi, with an unusual request. 

"My grandfather bequeathed me the family fortune - gold, 

silver, diamonds, and pearls," the man revealed. "I must get this 

treasure to my relatives in Bukhara. Can you take it for me?" 
Reb Refael immediately agreed. On his next trip, he took 

along a pouch filled with the treasure, along with boxes and 

suitcases for others, and accompanied by a youngster he had 

agreed to chaperone to a different city. As he stood waiting for 
a train, two policeman suddenly approached him and ordered 
him to follow them to the police station. 

"But here is my permit as an international merchant," he 

argued, showing his documentation. "I will miss my train. " 

Ignoring his protestations, the police dragged him off and hit 

the youngster in the face, causing his nose to gush blood. Reb 
Refael, taking advantage of the commotion, hurled the pouch 
onto a passing wagon being driven by two Jews he recognized. 

This quick action saved him from certain arrest. At the station 

the police confiscated one of his belongings, then allowed him 
to catch his train. 

Nevertheless, the authorities kept careful watch. They tried 
to recruit him to the Communist cause and instruct him to per­

suade other Jews to sell their precious assets to the government 

in return for the worthless national currency. They jailed the 
Chassid when he refused to comply. During his incarceration, 
his wife frequently stopped by with kosher food, and Reb Rafael 
was able to relay a message through her to a top official who 

secured his release. 
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Later, once home, Reb Refael told his wife about a startling 
dream he had had in jail. "An old man came to tell me that we 
would have a girl; he said to name her Yeshua - 'salvation.' " 

Indeed, his wife gave birth to a girl, whom they named Yeshua. 

Meanwhile, in line with his obsession to help as many J ews as 
possible, Reb Refael es tablished an agricultural settlement that 
employed many Chassidim - a large plot with vineyards and a 
fruit-drying plant. But trouble was brewing: informers told the 

authorities that fruit was being left purposefully to rot - cheat­

ing the government of revenue. Soon a group of inspectors 

arrived to decide if this new farmer's economic interests dove­
tailed with those of the Communists. 

Reb Refael was ready for them. 

A serious shortage of truck tires had crippled the local econ­

omy; Reb Refael , thinking ahead, had traveled to Tashkent and 

purchased a large amount. When interrogations began about 
his farm, h e shouted at the inspectors, "How can you accuse me 
of undermining the local economy? You know that no one else 

did anything at all to alleviate the tire shortage here. I'm the 

only one who traveled to Tashkent to bring back hundreds of 
tires - and this is how you treat me?" The inspectors apologized 
and left him alone. 

Reb Refael purchased fruit for low prices in Asia, dried them 

in his factories, and sold them at tremendous profit in towns 

and villages throughout Siberia. It would be difficult to pinpoint 

another individual who did so much to alleviate the plight of 
fellow J ews in Samarkand. The farm provided employment for 
dozens of families, enabling them to earn a respectable sala ry. 

After a while, the American Joint Distribution Committee 

(the ''.Joint") donated tractors and other heavy farm equipment 

to the J ewish settlement, but their goodwill spectacularly back­
fired. The Soviets, incensed at the meddling of this organiza­
tion, an nounced the closing of the settlement. Undeterred, Reb 

Refael used all the buildings on his property to house refugees; 

without him, hundreds would have slept under the open sky. 

He accompanied my grandfather, Dzura, from house to house, 
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encouraging local Jewish residents to provide as much aid as 

possible. 

Mikvah 

Lest one think that Reb Refael focused solely on the Samar­

kand Jewry, I would like to relate his central involvement in the 

establishment of the local mikvah. 

After Stalin 's death, we felt the laws more eased as far as build­
ing up a communal structure - one that automatically drew the 
attention of the government. One of the most pressing religious 
needs at the time was the reopening of at least one mikvah that 

had been shuttered. The idea, though noble, created problems 

with implementation. Everyone was afraid to get involved - ex­
cept for Reb Refael. 

"You need more emunah," he chided us gently. "Hashem will 

help." 

He went to the office in charge of approving construction, 

and applied for a permit to reopen the mikvah. The committee 
immediately enumerated reasons to deny the request - chiefly 
that it was unhygienic. Reb Refael , undaunted, pressed the of­
ficials until they agreed to inspect the mikvah, and he made sure 

to be present when the committee arrived. 

''You see, we are right," the committee members declared to 
Reb Refael, and pointed to the water. "Look. It's filthy. Disgust­
ing. We must protect the public from contracting diseases in 
this place." 

"The water is perfectly clean! " protested Reb Refael. ''You are 

just looking for reasons to reject my request. " 
And then, without giving them a chance to react, he drew 

out a cup, bent down, filled it up with mikvah water, recited the 

blessing shehakol, and gulped it down in full view of his aghast 

audience. Eventually the committee approved the reopening. 

Thanks to the deep faith of this special Chassid, the entire 
Samarkand community would finally have a mikvah, but Reb 
Refael was not satisfied. H e approached the head of the city's 
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cultural committee, and asked for official recognition of the 
mikvah. He was instead directed to Moscow in order to secure 
a permit. 

"No one will dare contradict an order from Moscow," they 

said. "Besides, why would an officer in Moscow care about Uz­
bekistan? They will approve it. " 

Why did the elderly Reb Refael undertake the long and 
seemingly unnecessary journey to the Russian capital? Because 

he felt that more Jewish women would use the mikvah if they 

knew it was government-sanctioned. As usual, his personal safe­
ty meant little to him. 

Once in Moscow, he used his connections to meet with an of­
ficial who sat on the committee of culture and religion. Lo and 

behold, he was granted the permit! Document in hand, Reb 

Refael triumphantly returned to Samarkand and hired a con­
struction crew to beautify the mikvah. 

Bedlam immediately ensued. Local police tried to halt the 
construction; journalists ran articles condemning Reb Refael 

for introducing "antiquated customs" into the city; and local 

officials began to discredit the Chudaidatov family. Confront­
ing the local authorities, he complained bitterly that his family 
name was being besmirched - while he truly had procured the 
necessary authorization of the mikvah. 

"No one wants to do business with me anymore," h e shouted 

at them. "I got a permit, and you dare do this to me? Do you 
want me to travel back to Moscow and tell them about this?" 

The local officials realized they had overstepped their 

bounds. When Reb Refael suggested they approve his exit visa, 

all agreed that this would be a perfect way to placate all sides. 

Thanks to his efforts in establishing the mikvah, Reb Refael mer­
ited to leave the Soviet Union and move to Eretz Yisrael. 

Chabad Melody 

In 1972, he joined a group of recent Bukharian emigrants to 
meet the Lubavitcher Rebbe. During the Purim Jarbrengen, the 
Rebbe asked them to sing a song. Reb Refael, standing before 
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thousands of Chassidim, taught them "Atem Shalom" - so-called 

for its oft-repeated chorus. He was ninety-one at the time. 
As he stood there, eyes closed, transported back to the bitter 

hardship of Samarkand, Reb Refael's voice resonated with the 
sacrifice he and so many others had made to help keep Yiddish­

keit alive. 

Listen children, descendants of the strong; 

Peace is the way of the faithful! 
Pursue and maintain justice; 
Without justice we are closed and blocked. 

East, west, north, south, upper, and lower - all will praise Your 

Name. 

Peace to you, Peace to your home, and to all that belongs to you 

-Shalom! 
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Musical notes to Niggun Atem Shalom 

Chassidim could 

sense from his singing 

that, regardless of the 

incredible challenges 
they had faced, J ewish 
values remained deep­

ly cherished, coupled 

with an aching desire 

for more peaceful 
times. 

In a sign of distinc­

tion toward this selfless 

individual, the Rebbe 
later instructed Reb Re­
fael to sing this melody 
on other occasions as 

well, and even adopt­

ed "Atem Shalom" as a 
Chabad melody. 
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B om in Samarkand inAdarof5664 (1904), my grandfather's 

cousin Chananya began learning Torah under a series of 
teachers. Back then, before Rabbi Eliezrov's arrival, there was 
no organized schooling. Groups of parents simply convened to 
select a melamed, instructor, for their children. Subject matter 

was determined by age - first the alefbeit, then Chumash, Mish­

nayos and, for the older boys, Gemara. Classes were held in a 
ramshackle building near a local river. 

My grandfather's cousin was one of the many who benefit­
ed tremendously when Rabbi Eliezrov arrived and overhauled 

the educational standards. Thanks to his efforts, children and 

yeshiva students soon enjoyed an efficient school system, start­
ing with the earliest all the way through the advanced classes. 
Chananya excelled in his studies: at age seventeen he already 
received ordination as a shochet, having passed all the tests with 
flying colors. 

Chananya, like many others, was devastated when Rabbi 
Eliezrov departed from Samarkand to return to his home in 
J erusalem. Finding a worthy replacement would be difficult. Al­
though someone did come for a few months to maintain Rabbi 
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Eliezrov's work, he was forced to leave by the authorities. Future 

prospects ofYiddishkeit in the city looked dim. 
Chananya therefore decided to take matte rs into his own 

hands. Despite his youth, he traveled alone to Leningrad, where 

he met with the Rebbe Rayatz and pleaded to have someone 

sent as talented and dedicated as Rabbi Eliezrov. The Rebbe 

nodded , but two years passed without change. 
As expected, that time proved difficult for us idealistic yo ung 

Chassidim, who yearned to study from a scholar we could emu­
late. True, there were saintly individuals in our communi ty, but 

none equal to the stature of Rabbi Eliezrov. Therefore, after two 

years without leadership, Chananya resolved to visit the Reb­

be again as part of a delegation comprised of my grandfather 
Dzura and my great-uncle Yaakov. 

This time, their trip was crowned with success. After hearing 

their request, the Rebbe assigned Simcha Gorodetsky to travel 

to Samarkand and replace Rabbi Eliezrov. The young Simcha 
had just celebrated his wedding, but he did not hesitate in the 
least to undertake this new and dangerous mission. Immediately 

Right to le~ Reb Simcha Goredetzky, Reb Mendel Futerfas; above 
him is Reb Berke Schiff Le~ to right Reb Moshe Nisselevitch, Reb 

Chananya Niyazov; above him is Reb Gavriel Niyazov. 
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Letter to Rabbi Eliezrov from his students, notifying him of the delegation sent to 
the Frierdiker (Previous) Rebbe with the request for a shliach to Samarkand. 
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upon his move, he threw himself body and soul into the revival 
of local Yiddishkeit. Within a very short time, his skill and self­

lessness became evident to one and all. 

This was back in the day before instant communication, but, 

even so, the total anarchy created by the Communist Revolu­
tion destroyed any form of communication. For a while, letters 
were not being delivered and people were not getting informa­
tion. So, when Reb Simcha's wife gave birth to a baby girl, her 

husband did not hear of the birth until he visited the Rebbe 

again in Leningrad. After giving a detailed report of Jewish life 
in Samarkand, Reb Simcha requested permission to visit his 
wife before returning to Samarkand. "Why waste time traveling 

to your wife in Kremenchug?" replied the Rebbe, perturbed at 

the situation facingjews in Samarkand. "Return to Samarkand; 

your wife will follow you there. After all, she did not bear you a 
son and you do not need to attend his bris ... " 

Back in those days, telling someone living in the heartland 
of Russia to move to Samarkand was identical to telling them to 

move to faraway Australia - but Reb Simcha did not waver. He 

left immediately for Samarkand and, within a short time, his 

wife and daughter followed. 
Upon his arrival in Samarkand, Reh Sim cha was deeply 

moved to see the genuine, heartfelt love the Bukharianjews felt 

towards the Rebbe. Even all these years later, the seeds planted 

by earlier Chassidim were bearing fruit. 

Reb Simcha was thunderstruck by the pure faith and simplic­
ity of the Bukharianjews. Reuven Akilov was a case in point. Ev­
eryone knew Reuven; everyone loved Reuven. He sat for hours 

every day reciting tehillim in shul and, although he understood 

not a word, Reuven said tehillim with the greatest fervor and 

enthusiasm. 
"Do you understand the first line of tehillim?" Reb Simcha 

once asked Reuven. "Do you know what Ashrei Ha'ish [Happy is 

the man] means?" 

"Not really." 

"Asher lo halach [Who does not go]?" 
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"No." 

"B'atzas &sha'im [In the counsel of the wicked]?" 
"Ah!" Reuven's face lit up in recognition. "A rasha is a wicked 

thing; we need to beat a rasha ... " 

Reb Simcha suddenly remembered an enigmatic statement 

once said by the Rebbe: "If you meet a simple Jew and you love 
him nonetheless, this indicates that you are fitting to serve as 
my emissary." 

Looking at this simple Jew who barely understood even a sin­

gle line of the tehillim he recited for hours on end, Reb Simcha 
grasped the meaning of the Rebbe's words. 

Reuven davened in the minyan of the Chabad Chassidim and 
made sure to sit with them when they studied Likkutei Torah. 

The Chassidim knowing full well of his ignorance, simply could 

not comprehend why he insisted on joining them. Once, the 
shiur participants turned to him and said, "Reuven! You don't 
even understand the Yiddish we are speaking and you certainly 
can't understand the subject we are learning; why do you keep 

attending the shiui2" 

"I will answer you with a parable," he replied. "There was 
once a gambling den populated by the same group who would 
sit all night dealing cards. They had a friend who came every 
night but just sat there and never played. One night the police 

raided the gambling den and arrested 

the group, but when they grabbed the 
bystander, he resisted them, saying, Tm 
just a spectator! I never understood the 
game in the first place! ' 

" Just come along with us now to the 

station,' the police answered. 'Once we 
are there, we will sort everything out and 
decide if you are part of the group.' 

"The same is true with me," concluded 

Reuven. "After one-hundred-and-twen­

ty years , when this group will arrive in 
Heaven, I hope that in Heaven they will Reuven Akilov 
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drag me along with this group and decide that I, too, deserve to 

be rewarded for attending the shiur, even if I don't understand 
anything." 

The Chassidim truly enjoyed Reuven's perspective. 

In Righteous Battle 

But times were changing. As the Yevsektzia instigated numer­
ous activities, the Rebbe Rayatz vociferously condemned the 
atheistic regime and their planned attacks on religion. Already 
back in 1920, Yevsektzia agents had begun terrorizing the Reb­

be Rayatz, and even entered his synagogue with drawn guns. 

The Rebbe had already intensified his already superhuman 

efforts to stoke the embers ofYiddishkeit by strengthening his 
network of clandestine chadorim - mobilizing his Chassidim to 
teach young children the Hebrew alphabet, as well as the funda­

mentals of Torah and prayer. At the same time he encouraged 

his Chassidim to continue in their roles as mohelim and shochtim. 

Additionally, he opened new yeshivas, arranged Talmud classes, 
formed a council to promote Sabbath observance, and founded 
new milwaoth. Tragically many of his followers met an untimely 
end, murdered in cold blood for their work. 

In 5687 ( 1927), matters came to a head: the Yevsektzia, no 

longer able to turn a blind eye, began building a strong list of 
incriminations against the Rebbe. Not only did he fail to be 
intimidated, but he publicly condemned his adversaries that 

Purim, frightening Chassidim (my grandfather among them) 

with his fervor. 

Meanwhile, in retaliation for the assassination of an official, 
the Soviets initiated a wave of arrests and killings. University stu­
dents were instructed to devote two hours a day to rifle practice 

and war drills . Flush with power, the Yevsektzia felt assured of 

moving at last against the prize target. On 14 Sivan 5687, the 

Rebbe was arrested and taken to the notorious Spalerka prison. 
Jews throughout the world were dumbfounded. No one had 

believed the Soviets would actually lay a hand on an interna­

tionally known figure. Telegrams filled with outrage flooded the 
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Kremlin from all sides of the globe. Politicians, organizations, 

media outlets, and activists condemned the Soviets for raising a 
hand against this revered spiritual leader. 

We followed all these events with apprehension. Until then, 
Jewish communities in the Uzbek cities of Samarkand, Bukha­

ra, Tashkent, and Kokand fared much better than their reli­

gious counterparts elsewhere in the Soviet Union. Initially the 

Yevsektzia had acted less threatening to us. Although it was kept 
abreast, thanks to informers, of the network of schools run by 
Rabbi Gorodetsky, as well as the public Torah classes in the syna­

gogue, we were for the most part left alone. 

But now the long arm of the Yevsektzia was making itself felt. 

Samarkand, for example, had once boasted more than thirty 
synagogues. Now the number had dwindled to one. 

As elsewhere, the regime began the process of eradication 
and forced assimilation. Synagogues were shut down; Torah 

observance became increasingly difficult. A number of Jewish 

leaders were arrested, newspapers closed, and the publication 
of books suppressed. At the same time, the regionaljewish pop­
ulation began to grow: the Soviets had exiled a group of dissi­
dents to Uzbekistan, and large numbers of refugees had fled to 

Tashkent as well. 

One Shabbos, when the police brazenly entered the syna­
gogue and called for an emergency meeting, my grandfather 
Dzura immediately rose and shouted, "Never! Never will we allow 
this holy place to become a meeting ground for Communists!" 

The police, taken aback, agreed to cancel the meeting on 

condition that all congregants sign a pledge not to allow any­
more Torah classes in the synagogue. Everyone refused. At that 
point, the Yevsektzia announced the intention to hunt down 
and jail all those responsible for organizing the renaissance 

of Torah in Samarkand. We then knew that Rabbi Gorodetsky, 

among others, were doomed. 
Meanwhile, a worldwide storm of outrage continued to build 

against the Soviet regime, which was pressured to commute 
the death sentence of the Rebbe Rayatz. He was banished to a 
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far-flung village for a sentence of three years. This too was com­
muted following an outcry. Finally, the Rebbe was released on 
condition that he leave the Soviet Union; shortly afterwards, he 

moved to Riga, Latvia. 

Although ecstatic over the news of the Rebbe 's release, Chas­

sidim grieved silently over the forced relocation. A group from 
Samarkand decided to travel to the Rebbe and see him again 
before he left this accursed land. After making the necessary ar­

rangements, they were fortunate enough to spend Tishrei with 

him. Some Niyazov relatives were in this group, as was Rabbi 
Gorodetsky. 

They kept track of the days and hours ticking away, steel­
ing themselves for what would be a most poignant gathering 

on 24 Tishrei and an uncomfortable finality to his departure. 

The station was thronged with Chassidim wishing to bid the 
Rebbe farewell. Some held up their young children, instructing 
them to gaze at his holy countenance; those trapped inside what 
would later be called the Iron Curtain knew this was their last 

opportunity. As the train pulled out, they looked on longingly, 

tears streaming down their cheeks, and reluctantly dispersed. 

Later, while on the train out of Russia, the Rebbe composed 
a letter to his numerous Chassidim left behind. Among the Jines 
were the loving words: 

As water reflects a face, my heart is awake and feels the sweetness 

and power of the essential bond of the entire community of Chassidim 

to our Tree of Life. Your physical wellbeing, education, conduct, and 
spiritual direction deeply affect me to the innermost core of my heart. 

Before leaving, the Rebbe Rayatz had charged certain Chas­

sidim with the highly dangerous task of maintaining the entire 

network of Yeshivas Tomchei Tmimim throughout Russia. This 
required organizational skills, alacrity and, most importantly, 
secrecy. My grandfather and his brethren knew they would 
have to work doubly hard to hold onto the Rebbe's vision and 

inspiration. This feeling would animate generations of selfless 

followers. 
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First Attempt 

They returned to Samarkand. When Chananya saw he could 

not make ends meet as a shochet in this anti-religious climate, 
he began importing silk from Moscow to Bukhara. His business 
flourished and he used the profits to finance the many local 

clandestine Torah schools. But as time passed, life became so 

dangerous that Chananya realized he had to try and escape the 

Soviet Union for Eretz Yisrael. 
H e sold his assets, and slipped out of Samarkand one night in 

the dead of winter with his wife and their young daughter Mir­

iam. They traveled to Kiarki, a small village near the border of 

Afghanistan. (After a regional war in 1992, Kiarki became part 

of the Ararat province of Armenia, and renamed Tigranashen 
after an ancient king.) 

After renting a dusty hovel, my grandfather's cousin tried to 

keep a low profile as he began to search for a trustworthy per­

son to sneak them across the border - a herculean effort. The 

majority of smugglers took money up front and never delivered. 
Even worse, some worked for the Communists; after taking the 
money, they would deliver the group right into the hands of the 

border guards. 

Chananya managed to find a smuggler who seemed more 

reputable. A significant sum changed hands, and late that night 
he and his family were led deep into the forest bordering Af­
ghanistan. Imagine their surprise to find acquaintances from 
Samarkand waiting in the forest as well. 

"Stay here and don't make a sound," whispered their guide. 

"I'm going to bring the horses. It will take a few hours." 
The guide disappeared . Patches of moonlight filtered 

through overhead branches and speckled the faces of the weary 

travelers. A deathly stillness filled the woods, broken only by the 

creaking of trees that swayed drunkenly in the wind. A blizzard 

was coming. The group sat silently on their meager possessions, 
awaiting in vain the return of the ir guide. 

The sky turned pink, then mauve, light spreading like a stain. 

The group felt the bitter taste of disappointment. 
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Suddenly they noticed a figure surrounded by a pack of dogs 
approaching them, rifle in his arm. 

"This is it," Chananya thought. "The guide has alerted the 

border guards. We're going to be arrested now, perhaps even 

killed." 

When the stranger came closer, the group, noticing his hunt­
ing garb, breathed a sigh of relief. The hunter stared at them 
curiously. Then he disappeared behind the trees with his dogs. 

But relief came premature ly. The sky turned gusty and heavy; 

wet snowflakes began to fall and completely cover the group. 
They continued standing there woodenly for hours in the dense 
snow. 

Frostbite would have killed many had they not bee n discov­

ered by a border patrol. The latter confiscated all their belong­

ings, released the women and children, and arrested all the 

men. When Chananya's wife and daughter returned weeping 
to the border town , they were refused any place to sleep. Af­

ter wandering through the icy streets for hours, the pair finally 
managed to rent a small, filthy room. 

To compound matters, Miriam contracted meningitis. 

Chananya's wife found herself in a most precarious situation 
- stuck in a primitive village with no doctors or medicine, and 
very little food. She juggled care for her feverish daughter with 
frequent trips to the jail to bring Chananya bread and water. 

She knew her husband would rather starve to death than eat 

non-kosher food. 

Somehow, word of their predicament reached a family mem­
ber, Sasson Niyazov. He whisked Miriam and her mother back to 
Samarkand, found them a house, and organized a group of peo­

ple to care for them. Since many of those crossing the border 

were accused of monetary fraud and tax evasion, Chananya's 

wife began to collect signatures attesting that he had no debts. 
She then took the dangerous step of traveling alone back to the 
town where h er husband was being held. She entered the po­

lice station, documents in hand, and demanded her husband 's 

release. 
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The police sneered. "We are awaiting orders from Moscow. 

Until then, your husband stays here ." 
Within a few days, orders arrived from Moscow instructing 

the police to send every prisoner, under heavy guard, back to 
the jail in their hometown, where local police would deal with 

them accordingly. Chananya knew he was in danger, as he was 

already wanted by the Samarkand police for years. He found 
reasons to delay this transfer while , back home, his family fran­
tically collected enough funds to bribe his way to freedom. Fi­
nally, three months later, in Nissan, Chananya was released. He 

returned home in time to celebrate Pesach as a free man. The 

joy of the newly reunited family was indescribable. 

The Great Escape 

It would seem that, after this ordeal, my grandfather's cousin 

would settle down in Samarkand and never try to escape again. 

But Chananya knew they could never live as religious Jews un­
der Soviet rule. Within a few months, his family decided to try 
again, this time via an alternative route that involved jumping 
off a moving train near the border with Afghanistan. Such a 

move usually meant instant death, especially for the children 

and the elderly, but railroad engineers were often bribed to slow 
down considerably at the necessary juncture. (Often people 
first threw out a coat and hat to make it appear that someone 
was jumping, to see if any guards in the area started to shoot.) 

This time they traveled in the summer. Chananya, his wife, 

his daughter, and group of friends boarded the train with their 
bags, anxiously awaiting the signal to jump. 

After a few hours of traveling, their guides returned with the 

somber news that a large contingent of soldiers had been spot­

ted patrolling the area. "It is not safe to jump now. Throw out 

your bags when we give the signal; then disembark at the next 
station." 

Everyone obeyed. At the next station, they milled about un­

til they could board a train traveling in the opposite direction. 

After disembarking at their original station, they now waited for 
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a new train to try their luck at jumping again. The next one to 
steam in was a mail carrier, its cars lacking the most basic neces­
sities. Most were open to the elements, leaving the escapees no 

choice but to board and hope for the best. 

This time, they were able to estimate the length of time for 

the train to reach the jumping point. 
"Get ready!" the guards hissed. "You have two minutes!" 
The group gaped in wide-eyed shock. The train was continu­

ing to clatter along at great speed. 

"Why isn't the train slowing?" someone cried out. 
The guides shrugged. "One minute! Jump, hit the ground, 

roll yourselves into a ball, and roll along the ground." 

Chananya frantically began binding his daughter Miriam to 

his body with some rope. Others followed suit with their own 

children. Yaakov Niyazov's wife was heavily pregnant, with no 
way of protecting her unborn child; nevertheless, she resolved 
to join the group. 

"Now!" someone screamed. 'Jump!" 

Heaven and earth flashed by in a smudge of green, brown, 

and blue, as Chananya and his wife leaped. They rolled along 
the ground for a few seconds until they came to a stop. 

Gingerly they began testing their bodies. They were alive with 
no broken bones! Soon they heard whispers from all around 

them as the group called to each other and gathered together. 

Except for some gashes, scrapes, and bruises, no one had suf­
fered serious injury. Even the young children were unscathed. 
A miracle. 

"Quiet!" Their guides materialized from nowhere. "We must 

hide, it is not safe here." 

They were thrust into a grove hidden by rows of trees but, as 
they sat there under the blazing sun, they realized they could 
not survive the intense heat without water. The guides had dis­
appeared yet again. A group formed and went to speak with a 

caravan of Gypsies parked nearby, who were gracious enough to 

share some water. The children drank first. 

Meanwhile, their guides returned and led the group to a 
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brook of fresh water. "Tonight we cross the border," they said. 
"We have to cross two deep rivers. We leave at nightfall." 

Night found the group waiting with the children strapped to 
their backs, listening apprehensively to instructions. 

"We cannot use regular rafts to cross the wide river," their 

guides explained. "It would raise the suspicion of the guards in 
the area. Instead, we have inflatable rafts made out of cowhide. 
Four or five people can sit in each raft. You will cross slowly with 
the help of oars." 

The group stared at the crude rafts with trepidation. Never­

theless, they had no choice but to comply. 
Hardly had they been seated when a whistle sounded nearby. 
"Stop!" hissed the guides. "No one move. There are guards 

patrolling nearby." 

After hours of unbearable silence, the group returned to 

their grove to wait. Later that night, and on the next, their 
guides pinpointed patrols combing the area for escapees, forc­
ing the group to remain in their hideout. 

Finally, on the fourth night, all sixteen members set out to 

cross the raging river in four cowhide rafts. They exuded fear, 

people hapless and wary of capture. The water crashed and ed­
died. The moon moved quickly behind torn clouds. All around 
them was black. 

They paddled furtively, expecting to hear the muffled cries 

of an overturned craft at any moment. Hearts pounding, the 

group prayed as they neared a vortex of water - would they cap­
size and drown? However, the rafts skirted around the whirlpool 
and deposited them roughly onto the opposite bank. 

The group threw themselves down, gasping with exhaustion . 

The guides expertly deflated and folded the rafts, then strapped 

the sopping material onto their backs. 
"Get up, get up," they snapped. "There's no time to waste. 

We must cross the second river tonight and get into Afghani­
stan. Run! " 

The guides sped across an expanse of land separating the 

two rivers , the group trying to keep up. Chananya realized that 
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the pregnant wife of Reb Yaakov, nearly doubled over in agony 

and exhaustion, was urging her children to run. In a flash, he 

passed Miriam over to his wife and clutched Reb Yaakov's chil­

dren as the group raced toward their next obstacle. 
The next river appeared even more ominous than the first. 

The water growled sullenly as it rushed by, creating dangerous 

currents. 

"We can't inflate the rafts just yet," a guide whispered. "The 

water is too low at this point; rocks will punctuate the rafts and 
render them unusable. 

"Instead, everyone will wade into the water. When the water 
reaches above your waists, inflate and board the rafts ." 

In crushing anxiety, Chananya and the group stared across 

the rushing current and sensed that even the guides despaired 
of all of them reaching safety. Nevertheless, they treaded 
through the flowing river; they unfolded the rafts and inflat­
ed them when the waters became too deep. The viscous mud 

clinging to their feet made climbing into the rafts difficult, but 

eventually everyone seated themselves and rowed following the 
instructions of their guides who showed them how to navigate 
the tricky waters. 

One of the rafts began to fall apart in a particularly rough 

section of the river. Everyone else, scattered in individual 

rafts, watched in dismay. However, one of the women on the 
raft reached into her pocket, pulled out an akifoman piece she 
had safeguarded from the Pesach Seder as a segulah, good-luck 
charm, and tossed it into the river. Miraculously the waters sub­

sided, and the raft crossed to safety. 

The group jumped off the rafts, ran through the ankle-deep 
water to the shore, and stared at each other in amazement. As 

if by prearranged signal, they turned their eyes heavenward and 
offered a silent prayer of gratitude to Hashem for allowing them 

to escape the Communist regime - and a life of constant an­

ticipation, constant watching. They embraced one another and 
broke out in dance, much to the amusement of their guides. 
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Full Circle 

To avoid the pitfalls suffered by earlier groups, Bukharian 
Jews sometimes did not pay the guides until the latter returned 
with written proof that the escapees had reached their destina­
tion - which involved a more exorbitant fee. Chananya, having 

already suffered at the hands of unscrupulous guides, preferred 

to pay more for this arrangement. The guides now removed 
their documents for the group to sign and agreed to return to 
Samarkand to get full payment from Sasson Niyazov. 

Everyone signed immediately. 

"Peace unto you," the guides chanted the Muslim blessing. 

"Continue walking and you will meet the Afghan border guards. 
They will treat you well." The guides then spun around and be­
gan rowing back across the river. 

The group walked until they reached a group of Afghani 

police. 

"We seek asylum from Russian aggression," Chananya an­
nounced. "We seek protection in Afghanistan." 

The police treated the group well. "It is best to hire don­
keys for the women and children," they suggested. "The border 

crossing station is some distance away." 

The group was already low on money. Therefore, after quick 
discussion, they decided to continue on foot in the broiling 
heat. The guards gave them directions and the group began 
walking. 

As they approached the border, a group of swarthy police 

dressed in traditional garb accosted them. 
"Miserable Jews," the police spat. "The Jews in Palestine are 

killing our Muslim brothers. We should kill you as well." 

Chananya and the group trudged forward in stony silence. 

Fortunately the police were content with threats alone. Arriving 

at the station, the group felt gratified to find other families from 
Samarkand waiting there, who had escaped via alternate routes. 

Heavy silence filled the office. The border guards scruti­
nized every piece of documentation, checking for forgeries or 
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inconsistencies. The silence was punctuated only by the sound 
of multiple stamps slapped onto their documents. 

"You must rent camels for the next leg of your journey," said 

an officer. "There is no way you can walk the distance, especially 

in the heat." 
The group gazed across the vast, high plateaus. The horizon 

was immense. The poor, sandy soil added to their desolation, 
and they realized that the officer was right. Despite their mea­

ger funds, there was no way they could continue on foot. 

"Agreed," sighed Chananya. "Please help us hire a guide." 
Soon an Arab arrived, leading a caravan of four camels. "It 

will take a week for traveling," he said. "I know all the shad­
ed rest areas on the way and where to find water." The group 

agreed to his fee, promising to pay him when they reached their 

destination. 
That week became, most possibly, the worst of their entire 

lives. The ride under the blazing sun was horrendous. True 
to his word, the guide knew every spot of shade along the way 

and found multiple oases. Although the water partially relieved 

them, there was still further to go, and they continued plod­

ding, battling against the desert heat and their unquenchable 
thirst. Many people in the group began vomiting, sometimes 
bringing up blood. Others fainted . Every day the group rode on 

for hours, soaked in sweat, with children screaming and women 

crying. 
Finally, after a week, the group arrived at their first stop. 

Drained of strength from the long travel in extreme heat, 
Chananya and the group were touched when Jewish citizens 

came out to greet them, inviting them to their homes to recu­

perate. Their hosts not only provided food, drink, and lodgings, 
they even hired a doctor to care for the women and children 
suffering from dehydration and other ailments. After a few 
days, rested and recharged, Chananya and his fellow travelers 

were ready to proceed. 

A telegram was sent to Rabbi Eliezrov, their former teacher 

and mentor, informing them of their impending arrival and 
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asking for his help in admitting them into the Holy Land. By 
now, the group numbered eighteen. 

For over a year Chananya and his group continued traveling. 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon - each country had its 
share of travails and mishaps, and times of camaraderie when 
they were hosted by local Jewish communities. Each country 
brought them closer to their destination. Word arrived that 

Rabbi Eliezrov had come through for them: the documentation 

they needed for passage to Eretz Yisrael awaited them at the 
border. 

Grateful and exhausted, they reached the city of Jerusalem 
two days before Pesach 5695 ( 1935). Words failed them as they 

entered the land of their aspirations, the city of their dreams. 

One of the first people they met was none other than Rabbi 
Eliezrov, their revered teacher from Samarkand. At last, they 
had come full circle. 
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Chapter 
TWELVE 

CRYPTIC INSTRUCTION 

I t was in 5687 (1927) when the Rebbe Rayatz summoned Sim­
cha Gorodetsky and charged him with the mission of con­

tinuing the crucial work of Rabbi Eliezrov. 

"Although the spiritual and material conditions of the Jews 

of Bukhara have declined dramatically," said the Rebbe, "their 

simple, essential faith in Hashem has remained intact. I am 
committed to paying your salary for the first few months; after­
wards, you will find ways to support yourself and your activities." 

The Rebbe continued speaking in this manner for some 

time, giving Rabbi Gorodetsky detailed instructions. 

Although still a young man - he had just celebrated a wed­
ding - Rabbi Gorodetsky listened carefully. He and his new wife 
traveled to Samarkand, where Rabbi Gorodetsky threw himself 

into improving the Rebbe's hidden network of yeshivas and 

the communal standards of Yiddishkeit. He made astounding 

progress: Yeshivas Achei Tmimim swelled to over one thousand 
students, staffed by twenty-four scholars. The more it grew, the 
more the Soviets watched its progress. 

One day, the president of the local Jewish community paid 

Rabbi Gorodetsky a visit. This individual, whose relatives wielded 
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great power, notified the Chassid in no uncertain terms that the 

Soviets were planning his arrest. 
"Flee at once," he said . "Every day counts." 
Rabbi Gorodetsky had already been similarly warned by oth­

ers. "There is no way I can leave," he retorted. "Everything I 

have worked on so diligently to build will collapse." 

"It will collapse when you are arrested as well. Don't be a 

fool. Leave while you still have a chance." 
Rabbi Gorodetsky shook his head. "I cannot take such a step. 

Hashem is in charge; I trust in Him." 

Within a day or two, the young rabbi received a summons 

to appear before the GPU - as did all twenty-four teachers in 
his yeshiva. He met with each of his staff individually, coaching 
them what to say and asking them to conceal the true number 
of students at Achei Tmimim. 

"Minimize our successes,'' he begged. "Also, be sure to mini­

mize my involvement with the school. Best if you can say that I 

am no longer involved in any administrative position." 
Thanks to this careful preplanning, the questioning ses­

sion went smoothly. When it was Rabbi Gorodetsky's turn, he 

claimed complete innocence and denied all charges. 

"I know who is informing against me," he declared. ''There's 

a certain individual who has a vendetta against me for not eat­
ing meat in his home. He took 
great offense and vowed to take 
revenge." 

The officials knew exactly what 

Rabbi Gorodetsky meant. In fact, 
the entire Jewish community was 
aware of the incident. The father 
of a wealthy figure had been in­

volved in a major car accident and 

lain comatose in a hospital bed. 
His son had approached Rabbi 
Gorodetsky in tears, telling him 

that the doctors suggested risky 

cranial surgery. Rabbi Simcha Gorodetsky 
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"Travel to the Rebbe Rayatz," Rabbi Gorodetsky advised. "Ask 
him for a blessing." 

The Rebbe directed the son to a famous herbalist. At first, 

the son protested, "I came here for a blessing, not for advice!" 

But in the end, he met with the herbalist. Within two weeks of 

treatment, the father was back in Samarkand in full health. His 
jubilant son threw a lavish thanksgiving meal for all the promi­
nent members of the community; together with his father he 

expressed his admiration for the Rebbe's supernatural powers. 
Sometime during the feast, father and son realized that none 

other than Rabbi Gorodetsky was absent. And they understood: 
Rabbi Gorodetsky did not trust their level of kashruth. Ironically, 

having just lauded the Rebbe and his disciples to the crowd, the 

insulted fath er and son now became bitter enemies of Rabbi 

Gorodetsky, convinced he had publicly humiliated them. 
After the interrogators heard Rabbi Gorodetsky's rationale , 

the atmosphere in the room changed. More relaxed, they said, 
"We will look into that. You can leave now." 

Exhilarated, Rabbi Gorodetsky departed with the hope that 

his fellow talmidim could continue their work in strengthening 
Torah observance ofBukharianJews while educating the young 
on their traditions. 

Coded Letters 

The respite he had hoped for did not materialize. On ex­
actly the same day of the Rebbe Rayatz's arrest in Leningrad, 
GPU agents knocked on the door of Rabbi Gorodetsky's home. 
In those darkest years, a knock usually meant an arrest. The 

regional GPU offices were located in Samarkand, and the po­

licemen standing at his doorstep were authorized to throw the 
rabbi into jail. 

They had no idea that they had just interrupted Rabbi Goro­
detsky in the middle of reading a letter from the Rebbe about 

the finances of the underground yeshivoth! (The Rebbe took 

utmost care within these letters, which were heavily coded. The 



Cryptic Instruction 135 

letters themselves arrived glued between the pages of a book.) 
Quickly Rabbi Gorodetsky hid the letter, answered the door, 

and began conversing with the officers as his mind raced for a 

way to escape. 

The officers held a folder, on the cover of which was a note 
written in Russian : Simcha Gorodetsky - Organizer of Religious 

Schools. Glancing a t the folder, the young man took advantage 

of the Uzbeks' faulty command of the language. 

''You made an embarrassing error," he said confidently. "My 

name is not Bagoslawski." 
Bagoslawski is Russian for "religious," but of this the Uzbek 

officers were ignorant. "The address is correct," they insisted. 

"It can't be," Rabbi Gorodetsky retorted. "I can assure you 

that just as the name is wrong, the address is wrong as well." 

The officers stared at each other in confusion. "We need to 
return to headquarters to sort this out. We will be back soon; 
wait for us here ." 

Rabbi Gorodetsky had no intention of waiting. The minute 

they walked away, he rushed inside and frantically destroyed ev­

ery incriminating letter and document. 
"I must escape," he whispered to his wife. "I have no idea 

where to go, but I must leave." 

H e slipped out the back window and ran for his life - just in 

time. The officers re turned to arrest him, having been roundly 

criticized by their superiors for falling for such a trick. They 
raised a great uproar when they realized that the Chassid had 
slipped away, but it was too late. 

In desperation, Rabbi Gorodetsky ran to Mendel Cha­

rashuchin, who hid him in a delivery wagon covered with a large 

canvas and drove his horse all through the night. Reb Mendel 
owned extensive orchards and vineyards; he hid the rabbi in his 
wine cellar for over two months. As Rabbi Gorodetsky crouched 
there in hiding, he heard about the arrest and subsequent re­

lease of the Rebbe, and he decided to risk a visit to the Rebbe in 

Malachovka, near Moscow. 
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Jubilant at the sight of his devoted Chassid, the Rebbe ex­

claimed, "Simcha is your name. If so, may there be simcha, hap­

piness, here and there." 
Having just escaped its clutches, Rabbi Gorodetsky felt ill at 

ease about raising the ire of the GPU by being seen in the Reb­

be's vicinity. He quickly left and hid, awaiting further instruc­

tions. Ten days later, he received a letter from the Rebbe with 

the instructions: Return to Samarkand! 
"Move from the Old City to the New," wrote the Rebbe. "Con­

tinue your previous work and may Hashem guard you." 
True to the Rebbe's instructions, Rabbi Gorodetsky rented 

an apartment in the New City and began manufacturing socks, 

while continuing in secret his outreach and educational work. 
Barely three weeks passed when the dreaded summons arrived, 
ordering him to appear before the police. 

A trio consisting of two Gentiles and one Jew read out his 

"crimes": 

"You are charged with escaping officers authorized to arrest 
you. Secondly, you are charged with returning - obviously to 
finish up some counter-revolutionary activity." 

After a battery of questions, the two Gentiles left and Rabbi 

Gorodetsky remained seated across the Jewish officer. 

The latter sneered. ''You really think we don't know you went 
to see your Rebbe? Listen to me: We know everything about 
you! " 

"What do you want from me?" the rabbi asked. "I did nothing 

wrong." 

Ignoring the outburst, the officer continued, ''You think we 
don 't know that you sent ten young men to study at the yeshiva 
in Nevel? Can 't you see we know everything?" 

To substantiate his claim, he read off the names of all ten 

boys who had gone to learn in Nevel. He flung down the list and 

returned his attention to a stack of forms on his desk. 
Sensing his predicament, Rabbi Gorodetsky hit upon a new 

tactic. 
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"I can't take the surveillance anymore," he said softly. "All 

this secrecy, all this watching, is getting to me. I will forsake my 
former ways and repent of my deeds. You won't have anymore 
trouble from me." 

The Jewish interrogator shook his head cynically. ''You think 

I believe you? You should sit out the long prison sentence, 
but ... " 

He paused in midsentence, indecision crossing his face. 
"What do I gain by sending off an old Jew to prison? Listen: 

don 't stay in the Old City. Move to the New City." 

"But I live in the New City already!" 

The officer was startled. "I didn't know that," he stammered. 
"If you sign that you will move and keep a distance from your 
friends in the Old City, I will free you." 

Here the officer tensely paused and glanced around. "There's 

one condition: You must never repeat a word of what I just said!" 

After giving a solemn vow, Rabbi Gorodetsky was freed. Re­
suming his outreach and educational work in the New City, he 
was finally able to appreciate the cryptic meaning of the Rebbe's 
words. 

Means of Livelihood 

Rabbi Gorodetsky continued searching ways to earn a liv­
ing without the desecration of the Sabbath. At the time, Reb 

Refael Chudaidatov, owner of many vineyards, had subverted 

the Soviet nationalization of all private lands by converting his 
into farming communities, or kolkhozes. He approached Rabbi 
Gorodetsky with a plan and solicited his help in setting up the 
farm before inspection. So successful was their initiative that 

the Soviets, impressed with their production quotas, left all the 

property in their hands! 
Thanks to their yield of grapes and flowers, many fami­

lies prospered while observing Shabbos to the fullest. They 
were even offered additional lands by the authorities to widen 

the kolkhoz - enormous tracts originally owned by exiled or 
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imprisoned offenders who were in no position to reclaim them. 
Now they lay fallow. Rabbi Gorodetsky and Reb Refael took 

ownership, broadening their activities tenfold. 

Rabbi Gorodetsky worked as an agronomist, using plants for 
food, fuel, fiber, and land reclamation. He learned this science 
from a drunken Czech farmer who had been exiled to the re­
gion. The farmer appreciated the kolkhoz-produced wine with 

which Rabbi Gorodetsky paid his "tuition" by selling to him. To 

further his expertise, Rabbi Gorodetsky even traveled to Mos­
cow and took the licensing exam. 

These actions further confounded the authorities. They had 
been convinced that this Chassid had abandoned his religious 

activities in favor of business - until they were notified that the 

Jewish farmers were keeping the Sabbath. Infuriated, they once 
again summoned Rabbi Gorodetsky and forbade him to work 
among Jews. He now had to move to a different kolkhoz. 

Unknown Messenger 

At this point, Rabbi Gorodetsky decided to follow in the foot­
steps of so many Bukharian J ews who had escaped to Eretz Yis­
rael via Iran. As the train neared the border, the steep incline 

forced the train to slow down, at which point passengers would 

jump and make their way to the closest city. Even were they 

caught, at the very worst their possessions would be confiscated 
and they would be sent on their way. 

Rabbi Gorodetsky boarded the train and waited for its ap­
proach at the border. Glancing around apprehensively, seeing 

he was alone, he flexed his muscles to pull open the door and 

jump. 
At the last second, someone approached him and pinned 

his arms to his side. "What do you think you're doing? Are you 
crazy? Get back inside! " 

Rabbi Gorodetsky was shocked. The railcar had been abso­

lutely empty! Where had this person come from? 
He continued to the last stop, boarded the next train back 

home, and tried again the next day. 
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This time, as the train clattered along the rails, he met the 

guide who was meant to have led him to safety after jumping off 

the train. 

"Where were you yesterday?" the guide demanded. "I was 
able to bring everyone else across the border, but I couldn't find 
you anywhere. The train will start slowing down soon; make sure 

to jump at the correct place." 

No sooner had he left, when a soldier approached Rabbi 

Gorodetsky furtively. "Watch out!" he whispered. "That man is 
an informer. Don 't believe a word he says. Get off at the next 
station and catch the first train away from here." 

Rabbi Gorodetsky almost fainted. At the next station, he 

fled. He later found that, indeed, all those who had been in that 

earlier group had gotten caught before the border, thanks to 
the treachery of the informer. If not for the nameless stranger, 
Rabbi Gorodetsky would have been in serious trouble: unlike 
other escapees, he was a veteran criminal, a repeat offender 

who would have had to pay dearly for trying to escape the Moth­

erland. He never made this attempt again. 

To Jail and Back 

In 5695 (1935), the Soviets decided to take action and close 

all the illegal escape routes. They arrested a group of smugglers 
but, when some of them implicated Rabbi Gorodetsky, he was 
once again hauled to jail and pressed for names of accomplices. 
They tossed him into a stifling cell, where he sat in solitary con­

finement for over a month. Interrogations filled his nights. He 

grew weaker by the day; the allotment of prison bread was not 

distributed regularly. 
Rabbi Gorodetsky was tortured and beaten, but the authori­

ties failed to extract a confession, or even a single name. Since 

he had never confessed, and there was no incriminating evi­

dence, he should have been set free. But not in Russia. He was 

sentenced to three years' imprisonment, which was later length­
ened to eight. 
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After a half year of intimidation and interrogation, Rabbi 

Gorodetsky was transferred to NKVD headquarters in Tashkent. 
An informer was planted in his cell, and Rabbi Gorodetsky's 
wife in a nearby cell so he could hear her sobbing at n ight. 

But nothing fazed this Chassid. He fasted all of Pesach - tell­

ing the authorities that he was on a hunger strike to protest his 

wife's arrest. After Pesach, a physician had to be summoned to 
treat the rabbi's shrunken innards. 

As was done with my relatives and dozens of other Chassidim, 
Rabbi Gorodetsky was offered recruitment as a government spy. 

One day, the warden, expressing his admiration of Rabbi Goro­

detsky's agronomic skills, arranged to have him transferred to 
an easier cell. Within a few days, the Chassid was given a rela­
tively light job - heating water for the prisoners - and allowed 
to study Torah and pray undisturbed. 

Some of Reb Simcha's talmidim who came to learn in 770. 
Right to le~ Bechor Yizhchakov, Tzion Gavrielov, Nechamia Ladayov, 

Emmanuel Ladayev, Shimon Fayzakov, Aaron Sayidov 
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Yeshivat Bukharim in Rishon L'Tzion 

After a few days, a different officer met with him and said, 

''You see how we are awarding you special treatment here. You 
lack nothing. Why not help us? We will place you in a cell with 
other prisoners so you can pry information out of them for us. 
We will trust you." 

Rabbi Gorodetsky promptly dismissed the idea. "I will never 

secure admissions from prisoners who haven't confessed to any 
wrongdoing." 

"If so," threatened the officer, "I will transfer you back to 
your old cell and cancel all your rights." 

"I still can't do it," the rabbi insisted. 

The interrogations resumed. The next few months passed 
in a blur of threats, starvation, and midnight sessions. He was 
tortured in cruel and unusual ways - drugged cigarettes that 
brought on fainting spells, solitary confinement with hordes of 

insects and rodents. Nothing worked. All Rabbi Gorodetsky was 

willing to admit was to having read the accusations against him, 
but nothing else. 

Finally he was tried and sentenced to hard labor in one of 
the many gulags in the Arctic Circle. It was only after Stalin's 
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death, years later, that he was granted a reduced sentence and 
released , emaciated and prematurely aged. A dismal scene 
greeted him: shortly after his arrest, his wife had suffered a mas­

sive stroke, leaving her frail and paralyzed. 

In a stunning display of conviction, one of Rabbi Goro­

detsky's first acts upon his return to Tashkent was the design­
ing of a mikvah that could be built in a cellar undetected. This 
raised our level of respect for him to even higher levels. Here 
he was, home from years of torture and deprivation, ye t deter­

mined to continue the advancement ofYiddishkeit- as though 

nothing had changed. 
Rabbi Gorodetsky went even further than building a mikvah. 

In order to allay the fears of women wanting to immerse, he 

guided them via back alleys and convoluted paths to the mik­

vah, so that they themselves did not even know its exact address. 

Reb Simcho Gorodet.sky (top le~) at Yeshivot Bukhorim in Kfor Chobod 
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Thanks to his efforts, many couples were able to adhere to the 
Laws of Family Purity. 

Rabbi Gorodetsky knew, however, that he could no longer 

live in this accursed land, and he applied for a visa. A short 
while later, he was summoned to the immigration office and in­
formed of the outstanding fees he still owed to the government 

for approval of the visa. He raised the necessary sum and be­

gan preparing for his lifelong dream of reaching Eretz Yisrael, 

hoping before his departure to persuade as many as possible to 
strengthen their observance of Torah and mitzvoth. 

It was not to be. In an unusual move that spoke volumes 
about his influence, the secret police posted an agent in Rabbi 

Gorodetsky's home! This was more than enough to keep people 

away. 
An armed guard accompanied him to the airport and onto 

the plane. On Purim, the Gorodetsky family landed in Eretz 
Yisrael. 
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Chapter 
THIRTEEN 

DIVINE ORCHESTRATION 

0 nee, while walking the streets of Tashkent, I met a J ew 
by the name of Nachman Ruzman. We soon became fast 

friends. The more we spoke, the more I learned of his adven­

turous life. Nachman had never benefited from a religious up­

bringing, but he had experienced such revealed Divine inter­
vention that he began to research his heritage. Eventually he 
found his roots and became a full-fledged ba 'al teshuva. 

achman even ran a matzah bakery in Tashkent. One partic­

ular year I purchased matzah for Jews in Samarkand who could 

not obtain them anywhere else. (This is a roller-coaster story I 
will tell later.) He often regaled his customers with his stories 
- especially during his stint in the Russian army during World 
War Two. 

He described a particularly brutal battle between his unit 

and the Germans, which left heavy casualties on both sides. The 

Soviets rushed more troops into a bloody melee that continued 
after dark - but it became apparent that the Germans were gain­
ing the upper hand. At one point, Russian generals gave the 

command to retreat; all the soldiers left everything behind and 

ran for their lives. 
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All, except for Reb Nachman and a band of hardy individu­

als who decided to save the war horses. They skittered around 

in the dark, under heavy fire, collecting all the animals before 
making their escape . Reb Nachman supervised the entire oper­
ation. So impressed were the generals that he was immediately 
raised to the rank of major. 

"I found this strength in a rush of hate against the Germans," 

Reb Nachman added. "They killed my wife and daughter. I could 
not stomach the fact that these accursed killers would capture 
our magnificent horses; I acted out of vengeance." 

His new rank brought with it new responsibilities, and Reb 

Nachman took charge of feeding his entire battalion. One day, 

Marshal Georgy Zhukov came to inspect the troops. Zhukov, 
known as "the man who did not lose a battle," had seen the 
cost in human lives due to outmoded combat, and he devel­
oped new, more effective methods, such as armored vehicles. It 

was Zhukov who saved Moscow from the Germans. He expertly 

destroyed their army at Stalingrad, the turning point in the war, 

and eventually led the Soviet attack on Berlin. He later became 
Chief of General Staff, Depu­
ty Commander-in-Chief, and 

Minister of Defense. 

Nachman decided to 

honor the famous officer by 
arranging a special delicacy -
roast fowl. This turned out to 

be a mistake of epic propor­

tions. The marshal glanced at 

his plate, and his face turned 
purple with rage. He then 
hurled the dish at the waiter. 

"I eat like a simple soldier," 

he roared. "Bring me simple 

food, whatever everyone else 
is eating." Reb Nachman Ruzman 
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Sensitive soul that he was, achman later used this incident 
as a lesson in how to serve Hashem.Just as he thought he "knew" 
better how to please the general and fell short, so too, we tend 
to rationalize that we can orchestrate matters ourselves - failing 

to realize that Hashem wants us to serve Him with simplicity and 

pureness of heart. 
After a short stint in his new position, Nachman received the 

grim news that the army had decided to demote many officers 
and consolidate their tasks. Provision of food had given Nach­

man much independence and security, which he certainly did 

not want to lose as he became a lowly soldier again. 

Suddenly an idea flashed through his mind - he would get 
a cat to control the rodent infestation in the army depot under 
his jurisdiction. Shortly afterwards, an inspector turned up for 

a surprise evaluation. 
"This, I have never seen," he said, peering at the cat. "Whose 

idea was it?" 
"Mine," replied Nachman. "Our soldiers will not have to wor­

ry about mice invading their food." 

"So simple," mused the inspector, "yet no one else in the 

army has thought ofit." 
He turned to the Jew. "Your dedication is remarkable. I will 

recommend that you stay on in this position." 

Life Interrupted 

Nachman served in the army until the end of World War Two. 
After his discharge in 5707 (194 7), he was awarded free travel 
throughout Europe. He sorely needed this diversion: after the 

murder of his wife and daughter in Lvov by the Nazis, there was 

little reason for him to return home. Instead, he traveled exten­

sively, taking note of which household items were plentiful in 
one area and scarce in another - and began selling these items. 
He made a small fortune. 

Nevertheless, Reb Nachman craved stability. He remarried, 

settled down, and began importing fruits and vegetables - a 
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business that quickly became lucrative. Everything seemed to 
be going smoothly when two incidents occurred in quick succes­

sion, altering the course of his life. 
During his stint in the army, Reb Nachman had become 

friendly with a certain general with whom he maintained con­
tact for years later. One night, the general came to Reb Nach­

man's home with a stunning revelation. 

''You know I can fly a plane," he said. "I actually own one and 

I have a proposition for you." 
The general lowered his voice conspiratorially, and shot 

glances at the locked windows. ''I'm going to leave this country. 

Come with me. I plan to fly over the border - to freedom." 

Reb Nachman felt conflicted. The lure of fleeing the ac­

cursed Soviets was undeniable, but he had just achieved finan­
cial stability. Besides, who knew if the general would succeed in 
his escape or end up being arrested? Once again, Reb Nachman 

felt the Divine orchestration; he could not bring himself to take 

the risk. 

Insulted, the general stormed out, vowing to take revenge 
on the ungrateful Jew. Several weeks later, as he attempted to 
maneuver his aircraft over the border, he was forced down by 

patrols and brought in for questioning. Seeing his chance to get 

even, he told the police that the Jew had been complicit. 
Meanwhile, back in Tashkent, someone could not stand see­

ing a wealthy Jew. The police raided Nachman's home, arrest­
ing him for illegal speculation and black marketeering. He was 

tossed into jail and tried - just as word of his supposed complic­

ity in the general's escape reached the courts. Nachman was 

sentenced to ten years' imprisonment for his business schemes, 
and an additional fifteen years for abetting an escape. While 
twenty-five years of prison for an army veteran might seem exor­

bitant to a foreigner, this was typical for Russia. 

Nachman's life started to unravel. He lost all his assets and, 
after the first two years of his sentence, his wife demanded a 
divorce so she could remarry and raise their infant son with an­
other man. Then he was sent to Siberia. 
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When Nachman entered the labor camp, all activity halted. 

This was the first time the prisoners had ever seen a J ew. A group 
of gangsters hurled obscenities at him, promising to finish off 
where Hitler had failed. 

Nachman took their threats seriously. That night, as he lay in 

the barracks, staring through the window at the frosty, forbid­

ding landscape, he fe lt the first stirrings of teshuva, return, and 
began to contemplate his religion and the Creator. 

"My life is over," he thought. "Tonight they will murder me. 

It is time to repent." 

Trembling, Nachman jumped at the slightest noise. Every 

creak, every cough, was magnified into the loudest proportions, 
signs of his impending death. 

"This is it!" he thought repeatedly. "Now they are coming for 
me. " 

When a loud, crashing noise e rupted from a nearby com­
pound, Nachman almost fainted. He fell to the floor and rolled 
under a bed, waiting to be dragged out and killed- but nothing 
happened. After a while , he cautiously made his way to the win­

dow to see the source of the commotion. 

A contingent of soldiers had arrived. They were beating 

the very prisoners who had threatened him, shouting as they 
dragged the motley group out of their beds and onto waiting 
trucks. Within a short time, the trucks rumbled out of the camp, 

and all fell silent again. 

Nachman remained glued to the window in disbelief. It hap­

pened! He had prayed, and Hashem had listened! 
He felt an overwhelming urge to dance and sing, to hug 

Hashem (in his words) for this incredible rescue. Unfortunately, 

lacking religious education, he did not yet know how to harness 

those feelings into practical application of Torah and mitzvoth. 
The next miracle occurred a few days later. Orders arrived 

from Moscow, transferring Nachman to a far off, different work 
camp in a warmer climate. Working conditions there were less 

severe. Better ye t, he met Asher Sassonkin, a revered Chassid 

who won Nachman over with his kindheartedness, religious dis­

cussions, and captivating stories. 
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During their many years 

in prison together, Reb Ash­

er taught Nachman about 
Yiddishkeit, helping him be­
come a complete ba 'al teshu­
va. This legendary Chassid, 

who kept Yiddishkeit alive in 

the darkest years of Commu­

nist repression, managed to 
awake n Nachman's memo­
ries of his heritage. With Reb 

Asher's encouragement, h e 

began to keep kosher, avoid 
work on Shabbos, and find 
a few moments of prayer. In 
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Reb Asher Sassonkin 

their environment, such actions often resulted in beating, pen­

alties, and daily jeopardy. 

Spirit of Resistance 

Hearing about a "wonderful J ewish festival" called Sukkot, 

Nachman decided to build a sukkah right there in the gulag. 

He spent weeks collecting all sorts of scraps , and finally accumu­

lated enough wood and foliage to assemble a plain hut that sat 
squarely, in a Siberian gulag, in full public view! 

When a group of officers passed by, they called Nachman 

over and demanded an explanation. 

''There is not enough ventilation in the barracks ," Nachman 

replied softly. "I thought it would be nice to build an outdoor 
extension for people who want some air." 

The officers, not figuring Nachman to be Torah-observant, 
suspected nothing. "Well done," said one, clapping him on the 

back. "It's nice to see someone take initiative in this place to try 

and improve living conditions." 
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One winter, as Chanukah approached, Reb Asher revealed 

his plan to celebrate the festival. 
"I'll get ahold of a small, empty food can," he told Nach­

man. "Let's both save half of our daily ration of margarine over 

the next two weeks, for oil. We can make wicks from the loose 

threads at the edges of our coats. When everyone is asleep, we 
will light our 'menorah' under my bunk." 

"Is that the way to celebrate the Festival of Miracles?" Nach­
man protested. "A rusty can? Margarine? We need a proper me­

norah, real oil, and the proper place." 

H e whispered, "I have a few rubles hidden away. Let me pay a 

friend at the metalworking shed to fashion us a menorah. I also 
have a few 'debts' to claim at the kitchen." 

Several days before Chanukah, Nachman triumphantly dis­

played to Reb Asher the menorah. He had procured a crude 

design with eight cups in a row and a raised cup in the middle. 
On the first night of Chanukah, they set the menorah down in 
the doorway between the main room of their barracks and the 
small storage area at its rear. Together the two J ews recited the 

blessings and kindled the first light, as so many of their breth­

ren were doing in homes around the globe. 
The lighting went off without a hitch. As a rule, prisoners did 

not inform on each other - especially in this case, when they 
heard Reb Asher explain the significance of the festival. 

''You are celebrating the spirit of resistance!" they exclaimed. 

"The Jews were right to resist the Greek oppressors; we too need 
to resist our government!" 

The second, third and fourth nights of the festival passed 
in relative quiet. But then, on the fifth, just as Reb Asher and 

Nachman lit the flames , a sudden hush fell over the room. All 

eyes turned to the doorway, where an officer just entered. Sur­

prise inspections were common; punishments were routinely 
meted out for such offenses as a hidden cigarette or hoarded 
crust of bread. 

"Quickly!" hissed a prisoner to Nachman. ''Throw it out the 

window and into the snow." 
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It was too late. The officer was already striding toward the 

back doorway, to the Jews huddled over the flames of their 
menorah. 

For a long time the officer gazed at the five flickering flames. 
Then he turned to Reb Asher. 

"Pyat? (Five?)" he asked. 

"Pyat," replied the Chassid. 

The officer spun around and exited without another word. 
Nachman was finally released in 1960, four years after Reb 

Asher. A grim life awaited him: his wife had married someone 
else. She had briefly entertained the notion of returning to 

him, but Nachman knew that, under Jewish law, such a union 

was prohibited. He strengthened his religious observance by at­
tending shul three times a day and learning as much Torah as 
possible. 

Nachman's son was by then fourteen and too embarrassed to 

be seen with his pious father. He refused to hear anything about 

Torah and mitzvoth. Nachman, greatly bothered, prayed for Di­
vine help in this regard, but his efforts bore no fruit. 

Eventually Nachman's son was arrested for black market 
dealings and sentenced to five years' hard labor. There, the boy 

had plenty of time to take stock of his life, explore his heritage, 

and renew a relationship with his father. 
Slowly the boy became a ba 'al teshuva. At long last, Nachman 

had achieved some measure of joy, nachas. 
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Chapter 

FOURTEEN 

HAKOFOT ON ICE 

C rossing the border and escaping Soviet rule could mean 
the difference between life and death - and it definitely 

meant the difference between liberty and religious persecution. 

But someone had to stay behind to help others leave. Asher Sas­
sonkin was part of a hardy band of Chassidim who risked their 
lives to let others find their way to freedom. 

This special man had moved with his family after World War 

Two to the border city of Czernowitz, a central hub for Chassi­

dim clamoring to escape the country. Thanks to his dedication, 
scores of families secured forged documentation enabling their 
escape. The authorities were somehow notified of his involve­
ment and soon Reb Asher found himself in a gulag along with 

three thousand other prisoners, some of whom were there for 

their political beliefs, but most of whom were vicious criminals. 

The work camp was divided into small "brigades." Each 
brigade was led by a "brigadier," a fellow prisoner. Reb Asher 
spent the first years of his sentence among a particularly bestial 

bunch. Not a day went by without a wanton murder. The sight 

of headless corpses became commonplace. 
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Every day, prisoners went out to cut down trees and e rect 

buildings, but every week Reb Asher found ways to avoid work­
ing on Shabbos. For his absences he was severely punished . 

Keeping in mind the ramifications of these transgressions, it 

was truly a miracle when the brigadier gave up at one point and 

d ecided to ignore him altogether. 
When Nachman Ruzman began returning to the faith, 

tha nks to the example shown by Reb Asher, h e decided to fur­

ther emulate this great Chassid and abstain from work on Shab­

bos. That week, h e remained with Reb Asher, fe igning illness. 

Hardly an hour passed when some prisoners ran into the bar­

racks, shouting, "Where is Ruzman? Who is he?" 
Before Nachman could react, Reb Asher jumped up from his 

cot. "H ere I am!" 

Nachman watched, transfixed , as Reb Asher was dragged out, 

thrown into a truck, and taken to the central office for punish­

ment. Amazed at the e lder Chassid's sacrifice of his own safety, 
Nachman scrambled for a hiding place. 

Much later, upon his return, Reb Asher told the following 

story. 

A policeman once stopped two Chassidim on the street, de­
manding to see their documentation . One of the Chassidim 
knew his friend had no papers and would surely be arrested, so 
he started running for his life . 

Obviously the policeman took up the chase, shouting at him 
to stop immediately. When the policeman caught up to him, 
the Chassid dug into his pockets and brought out his papers. 

"So why were you running away?" the officer asked. 
"I go t scared, so I ran," the Chasid said, with a shrug. Mean­

while, his friend se ized the opportunity and escaped. 
I felt the same way here. I hoped nothing would happen ifl 

pretended to be you; this way you could escape and hide . 
When I was brought to the central office, I stood at the back 

of the line and waited for hours - until I was the last one left 
in the room. I gave the officer my papers and he threw them 
back at me. 
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"This says Sassonkin, not Ruzman," he said in disgust. "Get 
out of here and walk back to your barracks." 

"This way," Reb Asher concluded, "we were both saved." 
The following Shabbos, Nachman was not so lucky. He was 

condemned to five days in solitary confinement, where he suf­
fered horribly. But, as the weeks passed, the brigadier decided 

to forget about Nachman as well. The Chassid and the ba'al tes­

huva were able to abstain from work every Shabbos. 
Nachman's fami ly had no idea he had become religious. 

They continued sending him packages of non-kosher food, 
which Nachman sold to other prisoners while he ate only ko­

sher. When Pesach arrived, Reb Asher shared the precious mat­

zoth he had received from his fami ly. 

Holiday Melody 

After some time, Reb Asher was transferred to a different 

barrack, under the supervision of a different brigadier. The first 

thing he did was find an unobtrusive corner where he could 
pray away from hostile eyes. 

That first day, while praying in his spot, he overheard a con­

versation between a prisoner and the brigadier. 

"On Saturday one less will be working," the former said. "The 

Jew refuses to work on his Sabbath." 
"Not with me," retorted the brigadier. "He'll work on Satur­

day like everyone else." 

"It's not worth your trouble," argued the prisoner. "He has 

a reputation for his stubbornness and Sabbath observance.Just 

forget about him." 
The very next day was Shemini Atzeres. The brigadier called 

over Reb Asher, instructing him to go to work, but the Chassid 

shook his head, replying that he could not work that day. 

"And tomorrow?" 

"Also not." 
"Why?" asked the surprised brigadier. "Neither today nor to­

morrow is Sabbota!" 
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Reb Asher explained quickly that these were the final two 
days of the Jewish festival of Sukkot called Shemini Atzeres and 
Simchas Torah. "It is prohibited to work," he concluded. 

"I remember seeing J ews erecting wooden huts when the sea­

sons turned cold," mused the brigadier aloud. "I'm willing to al­
low you to abstain from work, but you must leave together with 
us and be on site while all the others are working." 

Reb Asher quickly agreed. 

The next day, a group of about two hundred men arrived 

at their workplace - a construction site surrounded by layers 
of barbed wire and filled with structures in various phases of 
completion. As the workers fanned out to their assigned proj­
ects, Reb Asher ducked into a distant building. "A quiet place to 

pray," he thought, and he immediately began to daven. 

Absorbed in his prayers, he lost track of time, when suddenly 
a young prisoner dashed in. 

"Here you are!" the latter stuttered. "What are you doing? It's 
already lunchtime!" 

He explained that roll call had been taken, and that the of­

ficer, discovering Reb Asher's absence, exploded in rage. 
"He threatened to lock our brigadier in solitary confinement 

for two weeks for letting you off!" the young man exclaimed. 
"The brigadier is pleading with every excuse he can think of, 

but the officer insists he be punished." 

He grabbed Reb Asher's arm. "Hurry! Maybe you can defuse 
the situation." 

The two of them left the building and hurried over to the 
place where their brigade was gathered. 

The brigadier glanced at Reb Asher sourly. ''This is how you 

repay the favor I did?" 
Reb Asher effusively apologized, explaining that he had lost 

track of the time while praying. 
The brigadier calmed down somewhat. "Stay here while we 

eat lunch." 

Reb Asher grew apprehensive. "If the chief became so angry 
at the brigadier and threatened him with solitary confinement," 
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he wondered, "what will happen when he finds me?" H e briefly 

considered running away and hiding, but realized it would only 

escalate tensions. 
Reb Asher steeled himself to be shot on the spot. Much to his 

surprise, the chief officer strode over, gave him a dagger look, 

and continued on his way without saying a word. 

Later, after the prisoners ate lunch, the brigadier ordered 

two other prisoners to be responsible for Reb Asher, and threat­
ened them with dire consequences if they lost sight of him. As 
the sun slipped over the horizon , Reb Asher realized it was al­
ready Simchas Torah - yet here he was, stuck in an isolated gu­

lag under guard. He envisioned the prayers and the dancing, 

the songs being sung in synagogues around the world. 
"I am all alone in this godforsaken place," he thought, in 

despair. "What sort of Simchas Torah is this? If only I could at 
least sing." 

At that moment, one of the two prisoners said, "We are all 

supposed to be working. It's only because of your holiday that 
we are exempt, so at least sing for us one of your holiday tunes." 

Reb Asher thanked Hashem for the immediate answer to his 
heartfelt desires . He began to sing the Simchat Torah hakafa 

melody, folding his arms in front of his chest, as though he were 

in shul, clasping a mantle-covered Torah scroll. Closing his eyes, 
he began dancing. 

"The Gentiles think I'm dancing for them," he thought, "but 

really, I'm dancing in honor of the Torah." 

H e continued to move his feet enthusiastically, whirling and 

jumping as the guards laughed at his antics. 
"Bravo! Bravo! " they cried, clapping their hands. 
This was only the beginning of his unusual Simchas Torah. 

At the end of their workday, when the prisoners gathered for 

roll call, one of Reb Asher's guards announced, "This J ew really 

knows how to sing and dance. Ask him for a demonstration!" 
Realizing that this entertainment might compensate for 

the earlier kerfuffle caused by his disappearan ce, Reb Asher 
leapt even more energetically than before, singing Simchas 
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Torah melodies, eyes tightly shut. The sight was truly bizarre 

- a religious Jew singing and dancing as two hundred prison­

ers watched, clapping their hands to the beat of the songs and 

chuckling. 
In those moments, totally absorbed in his movements, Reb 

Asher forgot his surroundings - the grueling labor camp, the 

primitive conditions, his loneliness and imprisonment. H e re­

membered only that he was a Chassid, dancing on Simchas To­
rah. In his heart and soul, he was participating furiously in the 
lively celebrations in the shul of his beloved Rebbe, as he had 
always done in years past, and he prayed he would be able to do 

so again in the future. 
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Chapter 
FIFTEEN 

NO ONE CAN TELL YOU 

Y aakov Koppel Pasternak was born in Lutsk, administrative 
center of the Volyn region and one of the oldest cities of 

Ukraine, dating back to the tenth century. Not only did his fa­

ther Rav Meir Akiva impart him with a Torah-true education, 

he raised Yaakov to embrace Yiddishkeit and defy persecution. 
"Always remember this cardinal rule," Rav Meir Akiva told 

Yaakov. "No one, but no one, can tell a member of the Jewish 
faith to abandon their religious life. " Under Stalin 's rule , the 

Soviet Union was a particularly dangerous place to live with 

such ideals. 
During World War Two, Reb Yaakov managed to escape the 

daily bombings in Poland and move to Birzai, a city in Lithu­
ania. The country was independent until 1940, when Stalin an­

nexed all the Baltic States and the country became a Commu­

nist satellite. 
On June 14, 1941, at the close of Shabbos, Reb Yaakov had 

just returned from the synagogue to his lodgings when he heard 
a pounding on his door. 

Pounding on doors late at night could only mean one thing. 
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"Police!" someone shout­
ed from outside. "Open up 
immediately!" 

Reb Yaakov opened the 

door and seven officers burst 

in. Three were in civilian 
garb. 

The officer m charge 
barked questions at Reb Yaa­

kov about personal informa­

tion, comparing the answers 
to a document he withdrew 
from his jacket. 

"You are under arrest for 

teaching in a yeshiva," he de­

clared. "Search this house. 

We were informed that you 
are hiding guns somewhere ." 
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Reb Y aakov Koppel Pasternak 

Reb Yaakov had to think fast. A small suitcase tucked in the 

corner of the room would be his undoing: it contained the 

names and addresses of yeshiva students trying to procure es­

cape visas. Were these papers discovered, they would be far 
worse than a cache of munitions. 

"My personal effects are hidden in the synagogue," he 
blurted. 

The officers stopped searching, and turned to their chief of­

ficer for further instruction. 
"We will go to the synagogue," declared the latter, brandish­

ing a pistol. "You will take us there. " And he scowled. "Don't try 
to escape! One false move and I will shoot you dead." 

Reb Yaakov breathed a sigh of relief. The suitcase had es­

caped detection. He walked outside in the frigid night, followed 
by the officers, their shadows snaking down the empty streets. 
Upon entering the synagogue, Reb Yaakov pointed to his seat, 
and the officers quickly shoved him away. 

"We will search for munitions," they ordered. "Don't move." 
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To Reb Yaakov's amazement, an officer withdrew a tefillin bag 
and with trembling hands removed the tefillin. 

"What is this?" he stammered. "A grenade? Some sort of 

bomb?" 
"Grenade?" Reb Yaakov exclaimed. "Why, those are religious 

articles. Jews pray to G-d every day; we wear those during our 
prayers?" 

The officer flushed crimson in rage and embarrassment. 

"Idiot! Stop with this foolishness!" 
Sensing his arrest, Reb Yaakov reached for his precious te­

fillin, hoping to take them along, but halted at the deranged 
shouting of the officers. 

"Don't touch that!" they yelled. ''You want to be killed? Fol­

low us!" 
Reb Yaakov followed them to the train station. A locomotive 

waited on the tracks, clouds of steam billowing into the dark 
night. The windows of the railcars had been blacked out, lend­

ing the scene an even greater pall. 

Reb Yaakov was shoved into one of the cars, where he found 
other Jews who had been rounded up that evening. The train 
lurched forward. 

Hours turned into days as the train clattered ever northward. 

Chassidim and political prisoners stood cramped in cattle cars. 

Each day, through a small opening, a few loaves of hard bread 

were tossed in, along with a container of brackish water. A crude 
hole in a corner of the car served as latrine. Days followed one 
another into a blur, the hellish journey lasting no less than six 

weeks. 

No Vacation 

The group was led all the way to the Ob, a tributary river in 
Western Siberia (and one of the longest rivers in the world). 

After being placed on boats and ferried to a large Siberian 

city, they were separated and dispersed to different locations. 
By the grace of G-d, Reb Yaakov remained with a few of his 
friends; however, their location remained a mystery. (This was 
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intentional on the part of the authorities, who aimed to dehu­
manize prisoners even further by robbing them of the ability to 
inform others of their whereabouts.) 

Reb Yaakov was ordered to lodge in the one-room dwelling 

of a local peasant family, who made him a "bed" by placing a 
pile of straw in a corner. Exhausted, he collapsed onto the straw 
and slept fitfully for three days. On the third day, the peasant 
shook Reb Yaakov awake. 

"Someone has arrived from Moscow," he said. "The prisoners 

have to hear him speak. You need to go now." 
Reb Yaakov staggered outside and joined the others making 

their way to an assembly area. In spite of the official's Uzbeki­
stani dialect, Reb Yaakov was able to get the gist of the speech, 

in which the officer thanked the kolkhoz for agreeing to house 

the prisoners (what choice did they have?) before he exhorted 
the national importance of communal work. 

Suddenly a commotion broke out. 
"We also have an announcement," a voice shouted out. "We 

will not work on Shabbos!" 

The officer turned purple with rage. "How dare you! There 
is no vacation from helping the Motherland. Everyone is ex­
pected to work - every day." 

It was too late. The brave voice had fanned the flickering 

embers. One by one, more Jewish voices chanted the refrain, We 
will not work on Shabbos! This was quickly followed by threats of 
a hunger strike - unless the group was allowed to refrain from 
eating non-kosher food. 

The staid assembly dissolved into frenzied chorus. Although 

the situation could have taken a dangerous turn - insubordi­

nation risked beatings, solitary confinement and death - the 
prisoners were miraculously granted permission to abstain from 
non-kosher food. This concession quieted the crowd, but the 
refusal to work on Shabbos festered. 

Every week, on Friday afternoons, groups of prisoners hid in 

the forest, refusing to appear for work until after Shabbos. Every 
week they were threatened, the instigators severely punished -
but nothing further could be gained by antagonism. Reb Yaakov 
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and his friends were adamant in their refusal to work on Shab­

bos, even if it meant certain death . 

Prisoners were forced to cut trees in the Siberian forest for 
the war effort, but this group was treated with particular cru­
elty. ew deprivations were added to make their lives even more 

unbearable. In protes t, the group began working much slower, 

considerably affecting their output - and nothing the officials 
did could rectify the situation. 

The prisoners sang Tehillim, Psalms, as they worked, pretend­
ing the trees were singing along in harmony. Did those Siberian 
forests ever ring with the singing of Tehillim? I doubt it. Reb 

Yaakov later related that the group became extra emotional at 

the verse Look to the right and see that no one regards me; there is no 

refuge for me; no one cares for my soul ( 142:5). 
Whenever the J ewish holidays coincided with a regular week­

day, the situation was exacerbated. Kolkhoz officials held heated 

meetings, railing against the group for adding more "vacation" 

days besides Shabbos - but nothing helped . The group was pre­
pared to lay down their lives rather than desecrate Shabbos or 
Yomtov. Hashem in His infinite mercies orchestrated matters so 

that no one was murdered for keeping these days holy. 

Saved by History 

Miraculously, Reb Yaakov was able to smuggle a few se/orim ­

including a few volumes of Talmud - between his clothing and 

bring them to Siberia. H e tore these seforim into sections, hand­

ing a few pages to every person in the group. These precious 

pages were kept in the lining of their threadbare jackets, en­
abling the group to hold impromptu shiurim in Gemara whilst 
their supervisors were away. Just imagine the scene: emaciated 

prisoners of war exiled to labor in the freezing Siberian forests 

for their religious beliefs, studying Torah in those same forests! 

This scene serves as further proof of the eternal spirit of the J ew­
ish soul that can never be vanquished. 

Reb Yaakov's Siberian exile lasted close to three years. How­

ever, the exile actually had saved his life. Just two weeks after his 
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arrest in Lithuania came the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union . 
On August 8, 1941 , the 2,400 J ews of Birzai were rounded up by 

the Gestapo and Lithuanian collaborators and shot in a mass 

grave outside a forest grove. During the war the town itself was 
almost completely burned down . 

Rav Yaakov's exile was followed by years of upheavals: hard 
labor in the district of Nekrasovka, then another transfer even 

further north to Stavropol Urban Okrug. A few weeks of further 

travel would have deposited the group near the North Pole! 
Finally, in 1946, the group became emboldened by historical 

developments. In Poland, thousands of Polish independence 
fighters, inspired by the late Polish general and premier of the 

Polish Government-in-Exile, Wladlyslav Sikorski, attacked of­

fices of the NKVD and the Polish Communist secret service. 
Events escala ted to a civil war. Members of the Polish Home 
Army were rounded up by the NKVD and deported to Siberia. 
Overseas, thousands of Poles who had fought for their govern­

ment-in-exile during World War Two were being mobilized. Sol­

diers trekked by ship, train, or foot across the Carpathians with 
one goal: to remobilize and fight for their homeland 's freedom. 

In Siberia, thousands of Poles who had been exiled or im­
prisoned following the attack and annexation of their region 

by Russia during World War Two were promised repatriation 

by Stalin, who sought to establish a Communist regime. Reb 
Yaakov's group, seizing the opportunity, posed as Polish nation­
als as well , but they ended up stranded . Poland had balked at 
welcoming back her J ewish citizens, leaving them for last. 

In the end, the Jewish prisoners came out ahead. They late r 

learned how fortunate they were to have been delayed release: 
mass graves in the forests, such as those at Katyn early in the 
war, were found, filled with Polish nationals - slaughtered by 
the Russians, who had reneged on their promise to release the 

prisoners. 

In 1948, after two years of multiple pe titions to Moscow, Reb 
Yaakov and his group were released , and escorted under Rus­
sian guard back to Poland - whence it was easier to escape to the 
West. At last, their ordeal was over. 
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Chapter 
SIXTEEN 

HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT 

W hile Jews throughout Russia were being jailed, beaten, 
and tortured - and many murdered - Stalin plotted fur­

ther torment by isolating them in a remote area in Siberia. Forty 

thousand barracks were prepared, ostensibly to "save" the Jew­

ish citizens from Russian hordes and pogroms in the cities. 

The police focused first on Chabad Chassidim - basically the 
only ones with a vibrant Jewish presence in the country. The 
police relied on a test: if someone was seen reciting Tehillim, 

Psalms, after davening, it was the indicator of a zealot, a Torah­

observant Jew to be tagged for constant surveillance. 

They were right. Chabad Chassidim who said Tehillim after 
prayer service, as per the request of the Rebbe Rayatz, remained 
dedicated to the dissemination ofYiddishkeit. Yet this mission 

had become increasingly difficult as Chassidim in increasing 

numbers fled the country. Many moved to New York, to be with 

the Rebbe; others settled in Europe and the Holy Land. Those 
who stayed behind shouldered the tremendous responsibility of 
religious revival , despite the ever-present danger to their lives. 

Shortly after the passing of the Rebbe Rayatz, in 5710 ( 1950), 

Berke Chein was issued an exit visa. Chassidim gathered for a 
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secret Jarbrengen, taking informal 

leave of this esteemed Chassid. 
When the Soviets allowed Pol­
ish citizens to return home, Reb 
Berke tried his hand at forging 

Polish passports and crossing 

the border near Lem berg. Sadly, 
he did not realize that the police 
were following his steps; he was 
arrested a mere half hour away 

from the border! His shattered 

family returned to Russia, where 
they awaited word of the verdict. 

After a long and brutal in-
terrogation, Reb Berke was sen- Reb Berke Chein 

tenced to ten years' imprison-
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ment. Incredibly, his wife Feigel managed to bribe the right 
officials to have him released. Thus began a tragic era for Reb 
Berke, who took up a life of wandering, staying one step ahead 
of the authorities. He could not even tell his fami ly of his where­

abouts. For many years, his own wife had no clue whether or not 

he was even alive. 

Despite the extenuating circumstances, Reb Berke remained 
a Chassid of stature, continuing to daven at great length every 
day and taking great pains to keep every custom. At one point, 

he realized that Samarkand was so remote from the central cit­

ies that he would find some refuge there. 

Open Secret 

Reb Berke arrived safely in Samarkand. His presence greatly 

enriched our lives. We took our children to watch how a Chassid 

prayed, how a Chassid ate, how a Chassid acted. His piety was 
astounding: he was a true master over his emotions and baser 
instincts. Nothing in the world de terred him from immersion in 

the mikvah - a frigid river - every morning. How he did this, day 

in and day out, without getting sick remained a mystery. 
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For the longest time, Reb Berke's presence in Samarkand re­
mained a secret. Few in the Jewish community even knew he was 
there . After a few years, once his legal residence was established, 

Reb Berke was finally able to j oin the minyan and all were able 

to hear the way he davened - in such a heartfelt manner that 
even the bigges t cynic was moved to tears. 

Our biggest gain were his Jarbrengens. Reb Berke kept us fas­
cinated for hours on end as he wove Chassidic teachings pep­

pered with stories of Rebbes and great disciples, inspiring us to 

improve even further in our spi ritual service. 
Until then afraid to reveal his location , Reb Berke finally 

agreed to write a le tter to his wife, informing her that he was 

alive and well - and living among Chassidim. After so many 

years, his wife's reaction was unimaginable. It took another ago­

nizing year for all the paperwork to be in order, enabling Feigel 
to reunite with her missing husband. The entire Chabad com­
munity came out to greet her, honoring this great lady for the 
suffering she had endured. 

After reuniting with his wife, Reb Berke felt that the time had 

come to apply for an exit visa. As soon as his papers arrived, he 
arranged to leave immediate ly, not wanting to spend an extra 
day in this accursed land. While elated to hear of his release, we 
felt dej ected at the thought of losing this revered figure in our 

community. 

Aunt Nechamah 

During these desperate and tragic times, Chamah was estab­

lished. An acronym for Chavurat M'zakei HaRabim, this organi­

zation would unite Chassidim scattered throughout the Soviet 

Union, in the hopes of bringing them closer to their goal of 
J ewish outreach to the younger generation. Only one hurdle 
remained as far as launching this organization: securing the ap­

proval of the Rebbe. 

We decided to use Reb Berke as liaison to Rabbi Menachem 

Mendel Schneerson, the new Rebbe. Reb Berke agreed, and we 
took leave of this esteemed Chassid with hugs and tears. 
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Some time passed before a clev­
erly worded reply arrived from the 
Rebbe . (As the Soviets read and 
censored all correspondence, we 

learned to communicate in code.) 

In his letter to a member of our 

community, the Rebbe wrote, How is 
Aunt NeCHAMAH f eeling? - a refer­
ence to our organization. 

I cannot describe the elation at 

receiving the Rebbe 's approval. Rab­

bi Moshe Nissilevitch, then a man 
merely in his twenties but already an 
inspirational figure in the J ewish un­
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Reb Moshe Nissi/evitch 

derground (he was called "the blond Reb Moshe" in deference 

to his flowing blond beard) , gathered a few fellow young adults 

and swore them to secrecy. H e initiated all the chari ty programs 
- funds to help the needy; distribution of thousands of tons of 
coal to the poor for the winter; food staples and packages for 

the holidays. They arranged wedding ceremonies, brissim, holi­

day celebrations, and funerals. Actions were taken to bolster the 

morale of the J ewish people and educate the young. In Moscow 
they even managed , in 5717 (1957) and 5726 (1966) , to publish 
siddurim, which were distributed throughout the country. 

In later correspondence the Rebbe sometimes wrote, I hope 

you can helpAuntNechamah- again alluding to his request that we 

help Chamah achieve its ideals. Its programs encompassed over 
thirty cities in the Soviet Union. To maintain secrecy, hundreds 
of the people involved had no knowledge of the true scope of 
Chamah's ac tivities - even in their own cities! Looking back to­

day, it is unbelievable to fathom the success of this organization. 

In the 1960s, Chamah organized public Simchas Torah ha­
kofot at the synagogues in Moscow and Leningrad for university 
students and other Russian youth, whose curiosity was awak­
ened by this spirited show of religion. In following years, tens of 

thousands of young Jews were celebrating Simchas Torah. 
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Matters really snowballed from there. These hakofot led to 
mass demonstrations for Aliyah that garnered international at­

tention and support. For many in the outside world, this was 

their introduction to the religious oppression of Soviet Jewry. 
After numerous speeches, national and international commis­
sions, and fundraising drives, hundreds of thousands of Soviet 

Jews moved permanently to Israel. For many, this was the cul­

mination of years of hope and longing. No longer living as sec­

ond-class citizens, they anticipated a new page and a new life as 

proud Jews. 
But the Holy Land presented difficult challenges - i.e. new 

language, customs - and many immigrants began to have sec­

ond thoughts. Once again, the same Chamah activists who de­

voted their lives to Yiddishkeit behind the Iron Curtain now 
helped these people acclimate and learn about their heritage . 
Under Soviet rule, the vast majority had possessed only a vague 

From right to left: Syoma Boruchov, Moshiach Chudaidatov, Binyomin Malachovsky, 
Moishe Volodsky, Bentzion Chein, Yakov Lerner, Hillel Zaltzman, Noach Chudaidatov. 
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understanding of Judaism with little chance to experience its 
beauty. 

Chamah quickly evolved into an international humanitarian 

organization, providing food for the poor and elderly, as well 

as education and medical assistance. Its programs, successfully 

initiated so many decades earlier, continue to help and inspire 
newer generations toward commitment to Jewish observance. 
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Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov receiving Kos Shel Brachah from the Rebbe 
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Robbi Ari Choi Yogudoev Reb Moshe Yookubov 

Talmidim and close friends, family of Robbi Niyozov in Samarkand 
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Rabbi Aryeh Yagudav Rabbi Yehuda Kandov 

Farbrengen in Samarkand 



Right to left: Po/at Elishayev, Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, Simcha Abdurachmanov, 
Rafle Yesupov, Amnun Elishayev, Edzik Elishayev, Yair Elishayev 

Right to le~ sitting Moshe Michie/av, Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, 
Yoir Elishoyev, Yasha Borochov. 

Right to le~ standing: Moshe Elishoyev, Yisrae/ Niyazov, 
Rachmin Niyozov, unknown, Rafle Yesupov. 

173 



174 

Chassidim dancing. 
Right to le~. Rabbi Yerachmiel Chadas, Rabbi Eliyahu Levin, Rabbi Galechovsky. 

Above right to to left: Rabbi Berke Schiff and Rabbi Meir Hirch Gansberg 

Right to left: Rabbi Elazer Aryeh Jungreis (Cheng.er Rav), Reb Aaron Shamelshvilli, Reb 
Motte/ )ungreis (Niko/sburg Rav), Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, Rabbi Gavriel Niyazov. 



Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov greeting former Sefordic 
Chief Robbi of Israel, Robbi Bakshi Daron 

Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov greeting Chief Robbi Mordechoi Eliyohu, 
in Baro Pork along with Robbi Nossirov and Robbi josephy 
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Robbi Yitzchok Ushpol at the upshernish - haircutting 
cermony of the author's son Yitzchak Niyazov 1981 

Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov (le~) acting as Mahe/ on his 
nephew; Rabbi Gavriel (center) is acting as Sandek 



Members of L'Maan Achai Bukharim in Rabbi Niyazov's Shu/ on 4 f" Street 
Bottom right to left: Binyomin Gi/karov, Mishoe/ Zargarov, Avraham Leviev, Rabbi 

Niyazov, Pinchas Yagudaev, unknown, Baruch Chai Su/imanov, Jake Su/imanov. 
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Middle row right to /e~ Nissim Gilkarov, Moshiach Davrayov, Avraham Siyonov, Yisroel 
Elishayov, Yehuda Su/imanov, Refoel Shamalov, Elusha Shomo/av, Efraim Yesupov, Meir Kohinov. 

Top row right to left: Refoel Davidov, Rachamim Gilkarov. 

Rabbi Niyazov visiting his prize student Rabbi Emmanuel Shimonov 
and other Bukharian Jews in Samarkand I 99 I 
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Robbi Niyozov (le~) being visited at his office on 4 7th Street by 
one of his prize students Robbi Emmanuel Shimonov 

Celebrating Chonukoh with Bukhorion children in Bora Pork 



Rabbi Niyazov introducing Rabbi Pannet at a farbrengen 
located at the Bukharian shut on 41 " Street 

Rabbi Niyazov with Prime Minister Ariel Sharon 
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Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov (le~) visiting his cousin Rabbi 
Yisroe/ Niyazov at his home in Stamford Hill, London and 
presenting him with his book "Bukharian Kosher Cuisine" 

Bukharian boys visiting Rabbi Niyazov at his home 
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Robbi Niyozov with some of his tolmidim and congregonts in the Bukhorion shul on 41" Street 
Bottom row right to left: Baruch Musoyev, Simcho Yesupov, Eliyohu Mordechoiov. 

Middle row right to left: T z1on Musoyev, Shimon Netofenov, Govriel Arronov, 
Robbi Mordechoi Chozzon Rochominov, Robbi Sh fomo Choi Niyazov, Yisroe/ 

Elishoyev, Elusho Shomo/av, Moshioch Dovroyov. Top row: Simcho Gurkov. 

Celerbroting one of hundreds of bar mitzvahs in L'Moon Achoi Bukhorim. 
Le~ to nght: Robbi Niyozov, Zelig Skur, Yisroe/ Skur, Govnef Gi/korov. 
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Robbi Niyozov on one of many outings with the children of his community 
to the Statue of Liberty and other sightseeing destinations. 

Left to right Lazor Mirokov, Edward Kotonov, Avi Sholomov, Yuro Godoev, Robbi 
Shlomo Choi Niyozov, Reuven Kotonov, Shmuel Kotonov, Joroboy Motoyov. Further 

right: Pisor Leviev, Govriel Davidov. Bottom row: Tzion Musoyev with his son 
Avrohom, and 2 daughters, Botyo Niyozov, and many other boys and girls. 

Several of the hundreds of tolmidim and employees that went 
through Robbi Niyozov's work place on 4 7th Street 



Several of Rabbi Niyazov's talmidim and employees at his factory at 4 7"' Street 
where he taught Torah and employed hundreds of Bukharian youth. 

Right to le~: Yossie Leviev, Dovid Fathakhov, T zion Khaimov, Rachamim Abidov. 
Le~ to right Rabbi Sh/omo Chai with his uncle Rabbi Zerubavel Niyazov and others. 

Rabbi Emmanuel Shimonov visiting Rabbi Niyazov's Congregation 
L'Maan Achai Bukharim in Boro Park, 41 " Street. 

Front right to left Yehuda Sufimanov, Baruch Chai Su/imanov, Yosef Yakubov, 
Rabbi Sh/omo Chai Niyazov, Rabbi Emmanuel Shimonov. 

2nd row le~ to right: Tzion Musayev, Simcha Yesupov, Eliyahu Mordechaiov, 
Nissan Babachanov, Alik Babachanov, Abbo Mulakandov, Yisroel Niyazov, Ari Chai 

Siyunov, Pinchas Babachanov, Rabbi Malkiel Yiztchakov, Aaron Siyunov. 
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Visiting a Synagogue in Manhattan. 
Right to left: Rabbi Niyazov, Tzion Khaimov, David Shakarov, Yuro Gadaev. 

Selling chometz Erev Pesach with Rabbi Menashe Klein 
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Right to left YosefYakubov, Meir Chai Kohinov, Reb Gavriel Niyazov, Nissan Arabov 

Rabbi Sh/omo Chai Niyazov with Rabbi Avraham Pam 
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Several of Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov's tolmidim and employees at his factory at 
4 7rh Street where he taught Torah and employed hundreds of Bukhorion youth 

Robbi Sh/omo Choi Niyozov presenting his book "Mesiras Nefesh 
Shel Yehudei Bukhara" to Rabbi Avrahom Hecht. 

Le~ to right: Robbi Fish, Robbi Avrahom Hecht, Robbi Yitzchok Niyazov, 
Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov, Yehoshuo Shamel, Robbi Boris Kohinov 



Robbi Niyozov hosting the monthly lgud HoRobonim (Rabbinical Alliance of 
America) gathering at L'Moon Achoi Bukhorim, 41 " Street, Bora Pork 

Robbi Niyozov is seated among several of his congregonts and rabbis, including Rabbis 
Avrahom Hechc Gershon Tannenbaum, Eisner, Kotz, Chononyo Elbaz, Noach Bernstein 
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Wedding of Robbi Niyozov's eldest son Avrahom Niyozov in Crown Heights, Oholei Torah Holl. 
Le~ to right: Robbi Sh/omo Aryeh Niyozov, YosefYokubov, Binyomin Chof1zov, Robbi Shlomo Choi 

Niyozov, Rabbi Malkiel Yitzchakov, Rabbi Yigal Chaimoff,Tzion Khaimov, Yehoshua Shamel 
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Rabbi Niyazov visiting with Rabbi Emmanuel Shimonov and Rabbi Boris Kohinov 

Rabbi Niyazov invited to an event to inspire teenage youth 



Rabbi Niyazov presenting Rabbi Yisroel Belsky with his sefer 
"Mesiras Nefesh she/ Yehudei Bukhara" 

Rabbi Malkiel Yitzchakov dancing and carrying Rabbi Niyazov on his shoulders 
at a Siyum Sefer Torah, for L'Maan Achai Bukharim, 41 " Street 
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OFFICE OF THE P R ESIDENT 

BOROUGH OF BROOKLYN 

C ITY OF NEW YORK 

a ,f J fiereas, 'lJrooK:_lyn is proud fwme to tfie largest Jewisfi population outside of Jsrad-a special . r v distinction tho t fras given rise to our rel'"tation as tfie 'YuUfisfiK:_eit capita{ of Jlmerica- it is only 
fitting that tliis office recognize tfwse outstandi11!f institutions serving our vibrant and dynamic Jewisfi 
communities, an/ tfwse inlivitfuafs wfw demonstrate an outstanli11!f commitment to tfie preservation an/ 
wel£-6ei11!f of tfie Jewisfi communil!J an/ provitfe genuous suppurt to organizations tfiat increase 1'"6fic 
awareness, fc!urwklge, an/ appreciation of Jewisfi lieritage an/ culture; an/ 

a ,f J fiereas, tfie Cliief 9({166i of tfie 13uK:_fiarian Jewisfi community 1(¢6i Itu/iaK:_'Yefiasfiua, Presitfent 
. J" V 'Boris 'J(aniov, and tfie mem6ers and supporters of tfie 'BuR{iarian Jewisfi Community Center gather 
together to fwst their Legisfative 13realifast and to pay tri6ute to 1(a66i Sfifomo Cfiai 'l{iy=-a great 
1(¢6i 6om in SamarK:_anl to a famous ra66inica{ f amify wfw kamel fiaw to teacft 'Iorafi untfer tfie 'l(u.ssian 
anti refigion regUne-1(¢6i 9{iyazov fras 6een tfie 'l(a66i of tfie Leman Jldiai COTl!fTl!fjation on 'Boro Parf(jor 
tfie past twenty-five years, an/ ii is today tfiat fie is fionorel for fiis katfersfiip an/ tfelication to tfie 

'lJuK:_liarian Jewisfi communil!J in 'lJrooK:_fyn an/ 6eyontf; an/ 

a ,f J fiereas, on 6efia£f of tfie peopk of 13rooK:_fyn, I salute tfie 'lJuK:_fiarian Jewisfi Comnumi.ty Center for . r v Frasti11!f tliis event, and 1 commenl 1(a66i Sfifomo diai 'l{iyazov for fiis visionary katfersfiip an/ 
ongoing lelication to tfie Center's goal to meet tfie cufturaf spiritual, an/ educational needs of 13uk:/iarian 
Jews of a{{ genuations, an/ fiis commitment to tfie 'lJu(liarian co11t11Wnity, I COTl!fTatulate fiim as fie is nwst 
justifia6lg pail tri6ute fiere totfay, and I tlian( fiim for fiis tireless efforts on 6efiafj of tfie 'lJuk:/iarian Jewish 
co11t11tunity, an/for ma/(j"!f 'lJroo(lgn antf 6eyonl a 6etter pface to li.ve, work;, an/ raise a familg; 

(?t ( ow, tfierefore, I, Marty MarK:_owiu, Presiaent of tfie 'Borougfi of 13rooK:_fyn, 
.IX, lo fiere6y confer tliis d tation on 

~a66i Shw11W Chai 9{Jyazov 

I n witness wfiereoj, I liave fiereunto set my lianl an/ c.ausel tfie seal of tfie 

'Borougfi of 13rooK:_lgn to 6e affacpf tliis 9"' lay of Mardi, 2iXJ8. 
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Boris Kandov, President of the Congress of Bukharian Jews of USA and Canada, congratulating 
Rabbi Niyazov on the Siyum Sefer Torah (completion of writing a Sefer Torah). 

Receieving Citation from former State Senator of New York 
and former borough President of Brooklyn Marty Markowitz 
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Nissan Arobov, with Robbi Niyozov, receiving a letter by the new Torah Scroll 
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Robbi Shaul Kossin, Chief Robbi of the Syrian Community, with Robbi Niyozov 

Robbi Niyozov celebrating a new Sefer Torah with his Bukhorion community in Bora Pork, 2003. 
Top le~ to right: Avraham Niyazov, Gavriel Borochov, Eliyahu Niyazov, 

Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, Gavriel Gilkarov, Nerya Shimonov, Avi Siyonov, 
Yokkov Yakubov, Yaakov Doyanov, Mordechoi Chaf1zov, Ronien. 

Bottom le~ to right: Danial Gikarov and Asher Zelig. 
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Robbi Niyozov with his eldest son Avrahom and grandsons Menochem Mendel 

and Pinchas Meir celebrating a new Torah scroll in the streets of Bora Pork 
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Rabbi Niyazov with philanthropist Lev Leviev at a fundraising dinner 

Rabbi Nassirov dancing with Rabbi Niyazov 
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Presenting a portrait of the Rebbe to Jacob (the Jeweler) Arabov as a 
token of appreciation for his acts of goodness and kJndness 

Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov receiving, on behalf of his congregation, a Proclamation issued by 
Councilman Bradford S. Lander, member of the 39th District of the 
New York City Council at a community event of a Siyum Sefer Torah 



COUNCIL MEMBER 
BRAD LANDER 

CITY OF NEWYORK 

• 

Bnul Lander, CowrciJ M<mbo of tlte 39tlc District, is prolUI to lwlfDT ~n 
U- Acltal Bukluuim, on tlte occasion of tlte SUncUt Toralt Q/d>Nllon, foT its 
extnu>nllfllUJ' service to tlte borough of Brooltlyn OJU/ to tlte greatu Ozy of New YOTt; and 

WHEREAS: Establislwl thirty years ago by llDbbi Sltlomo C/tlli Niyt1ZJJv, CongrtgOtlon LmwwmAclllli 
Bukltarim became tlte Jim BulduuUui synag<>gru opened in tire Unilt:d StllJa; llNl 

WHEREAS: T1wllstuuls off ,,,,Ul/es have made Borouglt Puk tlttir Jim llome llf/er imm/gt'adngfrom 
UT.bekistan; and 

WHEREAS: Congregation U-Acltal Bukllorim ltas prtJVidtYl COfUIJlas immigrants witlt a sense of 
co,,.,,,,,nity wltlle supporting tltdr religious observance; OJU/ 

WHEREAS: Through tlte Synagogue OJU/ many otlter prognuns, Co~n Lmwwt Aclrai 
Bukltarim ltas as.sistLll tltollSllJIJls of lmmignutlsfrom U'lbdisttut and tlttiryowrgfami&s 
build new lives in New York; llJfd 

WHEREAS: Witlt its avid immigranJ co,,.,,,,,mty effotts, Congrqation LelflOIUI Aclrai Bukluuim ltas 
expanded its services to luuulreds of new Americans and tlteir families, aNl a greater 
proportion of tlte population of Nt!W York City; and 

WHEREAS: Congregadon Lemaan Acltal Bukltarim ltas truly excelled In Its endeavors and it is worthy 
of our enduring gratihlde; now, therefore 

BE IT KNOWN: Thal Brad LtJl'ukr, Council Member oftlte 39th District, gratefully ltonors 

Congregation Lemaan Achai Bukhl}rim 
for its outstJJnding 1rervlce and contribut/qns ID tlte community, both witltin the bo""'ffh of 
Brooklyn OJU/ througlloUl New York City. 

Signed tltis 3rd day of October in the yetJI' Two ThoUSIJNI and Ten. 

Council Member, 39th District 
Brooklyn 
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Rabbi Niyazov at the Jewish Children's Museum celebrating the Upshernish of 
his 3-year-old grandson Elchonon Baumgarten with Rabbi Niyazov's brother­

in-/aws Rabbi Motte/ Jungreis (Nikolsburg Rov) and Yochai Yagudaev 

Rabbi Niyazov with Rabbi Moshe Meir Wiess 
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Rabbi Niyazov with Rabbi Yitzchak Mishulovin 

Rabbi Niyazov with Rabbi Berel Zaltzman, one of his underground teachers in Samarkand 
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Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov greeting Rabbi Avraham Aaron Rubashkin 

Rabbi Niyazov visiting Rabbi Rosenfeld, Rav of the Tzemach Tzedek Shu/, Bora Park 



Rabbinical Alliance Rosh Chodesh Tommuz gathering hosted in Robbi Niyozov's shul. 
Right to le~: Robbi Herschel Kurzrock, Robbi Avrohom Hecht, 

Robbi Eliyohu Ben Chaim, Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov 

Attending a rabbinic gathering in Queens 
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At a Siyum Sefer Torah in Queens. 
Le~ to right Robbi Shlomo Nisanov, Rabbi Sasson Mr Yisroel Davidov, Rabbi Yigal 

Haimoff. Mr Boris Keikov, Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, Rabbi Yuval Naff 

Motzei Yam Kippur at L'Maan Achai Bukharim, 41 " Street, Bora Park. 
First row le~ to right Rafael Govrielov, Eddie, Avrohom Motoyov, Yehoshuo 
Shamel, Yookov Doyonov, Abba Bobo;onov, Simcho Yesupov, Doniel, Robbi 

Shlomo Choi Niyozov, Robbi Asher Cohen, YosefYokubov, Yoir Niyozov, 
Tzion Siyunov, Robbi Yitzchok Niyozov, Bobo Levy, Refoel Dovidov. 
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Rabbi Niyazov distributing the traditional apple and honey on Hoshana Rabba to the congregants 

Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov presenting an apple and honey on Hoshana Raba to Rabbi 
Asher Cohen, acclaimed Chazan and assistant rabbi at L'Maan Achai Bukharim, 4 I" Street 
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Siyum Sefer Torah for L'Moon Achoi Bukhorim. 
Bottom le~ to right Rabbis Yitzchok Yehoshuo, Binyomin Motoyov. 

Top le~ to right Rabbis Molkiel Yitzchokov, Shlomo 
Choi Niyozov, unknown, YosefYokubov 



Rabbi Niyazov celebrating a new Torah scroll for his 
Bukharian community in Boro Park, 41" Street. 

Right to left: Dr Arkady lsraelov, Rabbi Niyazov, YosefYakubov, Ron Yefet, 
Aaron Siyunov, Nissan Arabov, Yitzchok Niyazov, Yehoshua Shamel, Avraham 

Niyazov, Rachamin Haf1zov, Sasson Chaimov, Boruch Yagudaev. 

Rabbi Niyazov celebrating a completion of a new Torah scroll 
to be used for his community L'Maan Achai Bukharim. 

Right to left: Eliyahau Mani, Gavriel Davidov, Sasson Haimov, Yehuda 
Chaim Kushmakov, Refael Yadgarov, Tzfania Shimunov, Mordechai Haflzov, 

Daniel Elishayev, Nerya Shimuov, Eliyahu Niyazov, Avraham Talmasov, 
Rabbi Malkiel Yitzchakov, Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, Avi Siyunov, Gavriel 

Borochov, Shmuel Katanov, Benny Haflzov, Yosef Yakubov. Bottom row 
left to nght: /Ian Dayanov, YosefYitzchakov, Yehoshua Shamel. 
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Rabbi Niyazov being presented with a bottle of Lechaim by Rabbi Yechiel Abuchaztera 

Rabbi Niyazov selling the chometz Erev Pesach 
with the Belzer Dayan Rabbi Gross in Bora Park 



Robbi Niyozov affixing a mezuzoh on one of the entrances to his newly 
renovated shul Cong Lmoon Achoi Bukhorim, in Bora Pork 

First row le~ to right: Arsen Yonotoyev, Govriel Gilkorov, Molkiel Yiztchokov, 
Boris Kondov, Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov, Robbi Baruch Boboev, Benny Govrilov, 
Robbi Avraham Niyozov, Avrahom Siyunov, Rabi Zerubavel Niyazov, YosefYokubov. 
Second row le~ to right: joroboy Motoyov, Yookov Doyonov, Robbi Asher Cohen, 
Robbi Zolman Zevulonov, Robbi Yitzchok Wolowik, Tzion Siyunov, Arthur Govrilov, 

Dr Arkady lsrae/ov, Sasson Chaimov, Mishoe/ Niyazov, Rabbi Yitzchak Niyazov. 
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Robbi Niyozov presenting Chief Robbi Ovodio Yosef with his 
sefer "Mesiros Nefesh she/ Yehudei Bukhara" 
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Bukhari rabbi prays with local Russians 
By MARTHA BARKER 

Until ten years ago Rabbi 
Shlomo Chai Niyazov was 
mohel, sofer and shoch.et in 
his hometown of Samarkand, 
Uzbekistan, USSR. He set up 
religious schools and worked 
hard to keepJudaismalivefor 
the Jews of his city. 

All that changed when he 
immigrated . to. New -York 
where he founded La Ma'an A 
Chai Shel Bokharim (For the 
Sake of Our Brothers of the 
B.okhara Community), a con­
gregation now numbering 
about 120 families. 

"Because the Jews gathered 
in Bokhara in those old days, . 
they have kept their kinship 
alive, all over · Russia and all 
over the world," said Eitz 
Chaim's Rabbi Avraham Fei-· RABBI NIYAZOV 

gelslock. The shul in New High Holy Day services in 
York was established to keep Russian at Eitz Chaim syn­
the Bokhari ways of worship agogue in Richmond this fall. 
alive, he added. An unexpected problem 

A proud descendant of the arose with th.e papers of Rabbi 
rich traditions of the Bokhari David Abramov, a student of 
people, Rabbi Nivazov told Niyazov also from New York, 
The Bulle1in he knows well the . ., who had originally agreed to 
story of these ancient Jews come for the special holiday 
who settled in the city of Bok- services in Russian. ' 
hara about 900. years ago, "The way it ·works," said 
fanning out to Tashkent and Eitz Chaim's Rabbi Avraham 
Samarkand. They eventually Feigelstock, "his (Abramov's) 
spread to Israel and America refugee papers would allow 
and around the globe (there is him to enter Canada but he 
even a family in Vancouver). could not return to the U.S. 

The religious devotion of without an Ameri~an pass­
Bokhari Jews is itself legend- port. Passports take a· few 
ary. The Rabbi spun fascinat· months to proce$S .. Rabbi 
ing tales for The Bul/e1in of Abramov didn't know this." 
the energetic and continual Rabbi Niyazov agreed on 
commitment to the education the spot to take his place- his 
of Russian young people he father took over s{rvices for 
and others of his community him at his New York syn.a- · 
had while he stilHived in the gogue! 
USSR. He managed to 'keep "We were very impressed 
three schools open even under when this rabbi (Niyazov) 
the most.difficult circum•tan- who is a rabbi of hi• own con­
ces. Often he· had · to c~nge gregation, left N~~f'.\: ork to 
the location of one or another come here, because l)e felt so 
·of the schools to escape detcc- much effort was P..Ut in here," 
tion. On other occasions he enthused Rabbi Feigelstock. 
took chances in order to exer- "Since Rabbi Abramov was 
cise his Torah reading duties. one of his students, he wanted 

This characteristic com· to do it for him, too;" --
mitment shone through as he The Russian language High 
related how he came to lead Holy Day services 111tracted 

norc than 50 local Russians. 
rhe Rabbi took the opportun­
.ty of being in Vancouver to 
1dd ress and hold meetings 
with them and olher commun­
;ty leaders to . help identify 
;ome of their problems. 

"They need a lot of help 

here," said Rabbi Niyazov, 
who spent many ·hours here 
compiling a guide in the Rus­
sian language to help begin 
the study of Jewish religious 
practice. 

"He was up since 6 o'clock 
in the morning working on 
this," said Feigelstock. 

Just as he tries to help in 
communities . where people 
have not had acce·ss to teach­
ing, Niyazov mentioned the 
work of Ezras Achim in the 
USSR. 

Until recently this organiza· 
tion worked underground to 
provide books, clothes and 
religious artifacts. Today they 
can openly continue their 
work. 

"Now there is no problem. 
They're sending mezuzot, sid­
durim, matzot. Everything is 
so expensive," said the R us­
sian visitor. "Schools are 
opening in every community." 

Feigelstock added, "They 
even send out rabbis as shli­
chim to help new communities 
get esUlhlished. 

"Nobody is doing such a 

NIY AZOV - Page 8 

NIYAZOV 
From Page 7 
wonderful job as Ezras 
Achim," said Rabbi Niyazov. 
"There are still more than two 
million Jews in the Soviet 
Union," he pointed out. 

To find out more about the 
work of this organization, 
write to Ezras Achim, 688 Lef­
ferts St., Broo.J<lyn, New · 
York. 

Rabbi Niyazov invited the 
Jews of Vancouver to visit the 
Bokhari synagogue in New 
York if they are visiting the 
city. 

The Rabbi and his wife are 
the parents of three children 
- two boys and a girl. 

Reference page 251 for 
further details regarding 
this newspaper article 
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M y ancestors lived in Samarkand for many generations. 
My maternal great-great-grandfather, Avraham Ulima, 

served as head of the Beil Din in Samarkand for over forty years. 
His family name (oo'lima) is a Bukharian word denoting great 

scholarship. All matters of religious life flowed through his ca­

pable hands. Everything he did bespoke holiness: each mid­
night, he would immerse in the mikvah, then stay awake study­
ing the Zahar until dawn. The Muslim leaders of Samarkand 

had so much respect for him that they awarded him full judicial 

authority and the power to imprison (up to three days) anyone 

he deemed guilty. 
His son Matisyahu personified his fa­

ther's dedication, continuing the golden 
chain of rabbinical leadership . He too was 

awarded great respect by Muslim leaders. 

Many were those who came knocking on 
his door, seeking the benefit of his sagac­
ity. Years later, when exiled by the Com­

munists to Siberia, Matisyahu managed to 

establish a factory in Kurgan that supplied Rav Avraham U/ima 
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the Russian army with necess1ues, and 
gained the grudging respect of the author­
ities for his business acumen. Although he 

eventually reached Eretz Yisrael, he died 

at the young age of forty-two. 

Reb Abba Pliskin 

My father Reb Dovid, of blessed mem­
ory, was born in the year 1929. Orphaned 
at the young age of eleven, my father was 

raised and educated by his uncle Reb 

Gavriel, who eventually became his father-
in-law. However, Dovid's father (my grand­

father) Dzura had already instilled in the boy a love for Torah, 
love for Jews, and yiras shomayim, fear of heaven. My father had 

the merit to learn under the Chabad Chassid Abba Pliskin - a 

colleague of Mendel Futerfas - who taught him in Yiddish! (So 
the language must have triggered something in him.) 

I was born in Samarkand in the fall of 5714 ( 1953). My father 
Reb Dovid, of blessed memory, taught me, as did my grandfa­

ther Reb Gavriel, and others. 

At the age of twelve, I stopped attending public school. 

Instead I studied with a group of boys under the tutelage of 
notable Chabad Chassidim: Gemara with Rabbi Moshe Lerner 
in Yiddish, and some Chassidus - also in Yiddish - with Rabbi 

Moshe Nisselevitch, who also Jarbrenged with us occasionally. 

Rabbi Binyomin Malachowski taught us Gemara, Tanya and 

Chumash in Yiddish. Rabbi Moshiach Chudaidatov reviewed 
with us Gemara and Tanya in Yiddish. 
In addition, we studied some subjects 

in Russian: Gemara and Chassidus from 

Rabbi Beryl Zaltzman; and Rabbi H illel 

(Hilke) Zaltzman taught us Derech Mitz­

vosecha, the classic work by the Tzemach 
Tzedek, the third Lubavitcher Rebbe, in 

Russian as well. 

We all studied secretly at the home 
of Gavriel Cohen Sayidov. Rabbi Binyo­
min Malachowski recalls how my father Rabbi Moshe Lerner 
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Reb Moshe Nisselevitch 

brought young boys to an under­

ground location of learning and 

a place where fellow Lubavitchers 

hung out. Rabbi Nisselevitch pre­
sided over these classes. While the 
Chassidim worried about arrest, 

my father conveyed total fearless­

ness, nurtured by J ewish pride that 
transcended any threats by author­
ities. Eventually we moved to the 
home of Motti Goldschmidt, again 

studying underground, and finally 

we studied at the home of Berke Schiff. In all, we learned se­

cretly in three different houses. 
I was blessed with wonderful chavrusas, study partners: 

Nechemia Ladayov, Shimon Fasaikov, Yehuda Sayidov, Sion 

Gavrielov, and Emmanuel Ladayov. After learning a whole day 

we all spread out into other homes to teach others in the eve­

ning. This authentic Torah education gave me a solid founda­
tion for life and would later serve me in good stead. 

Learning a Trade 

After completing school, I was 
encouraged by Reb Moshe Nis­
selevitch to travel to Tashkent to 
learn the laws of safrut, scribal arts. 

I objected, saying that I wanted to 

stay in Samarkand and learn how 

to become a shochet. Part of my re­
sistance had to do with the fact that 
my friends were staying in Samar­

kand to learn shechita. Five students 

had been chosen by the school 
administration for their diligence 
- Yehuda Aryeh Sayidov, Emman­
uel Ladayov, Ariel Aviyov, Shimon Reb Govriel Cohen Soyidov 



214 Defiance in Samarkand 

Reb Yosef Neimork 

Fuzaylov, and me. Four were to remain and I was to be scooted 
off. 

"Learning safrut is something expected of people on a high­

er spiritual level," Rabbi Nisselevitch countered. ''.Just look at 

the difference. We have a certain level of trust in a sofer; we allow 
him to do his craft in the privacy of his home or office. The ko­
sher slaughter of animals, however, is mostly done while others 

are watching." 

After hearing him present it that way, I reluctantly agreed. 

Off I wen t to Tashkent. I was barely seventeen. 
I was given th e address of Reb Chaim Zalman Pewzner 

(Bober), a Chabad Chassid living in Tashkent. His grandson, 

Reb YosefNeimark, taught me how to become a sofer. It certainly 

required rigorous training and great skill. The hardest part was 

n ot necessarily the writing - those with a flair for calligraphy 
would find it easier - rath er, remembering the hundreds of laws 
pertaining to the writing of Torah scrolls, tefillin, and mezuzot. 

Yosef taught me all the laws. He also trained me in preparing 

the quill and special ink used for the writing. I was not alone: 

the two sons of Reb Mendel Garelick studied alongside me. 
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I managed to learn that a perfect quill that 
could produce sharp, fine lines is crucial to a 
sofeis success. Therefore, crafting such a quill 

took on great importance. The quill enabled 

the safer to merely press with limited pressure in 
order to create vivid lettering. 

Ink, too, presented an intense labor unto it­
self. Some of the standard ingredients included 

water, gum a'c, logwood, and copper sulfate, 

but there are many recipes for this ink - even 
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Author at 3 
years old 

more Jaws to master! I knew that quality ink is the main reason 
a Torah can last a very long time, so I applied myself to this craft 
as well, never resorting to shortcuts. Sewing with the sinews, and 

all the applicable laws, were also quickly mastered. 

Within a month, grounded in the necessary material, I re­

turned home to find that my friends - the group of students 
learning shechita - had barely made any headway! I approached 
them and asked to join the group; they agreed. This way, I mas­

tered both the Jaws of sajrut and shechita. 

One of the main shochtim in Samarkand was a pious Bukhar­

ian Jew by the name of Mullah Yosef Eliav, one of Rabbi Eliez­
rov's prize disciples. H e, along with the esteemed Rabbis 
Chaim Zalman (ChaZaK) Kozliner, 

Michoel Goldschmidt, and Yaakov 

Broshanski, tested us on the laws of 

ritual slaughter. The questions were 
exceedingly difficult - these rabbis 
would not tolerate any shortcuts - so 

we were justifiably elated when they 

ordained us with Kabala. 
In the Bukharian community, 

Mullah Yosef was widely regarded 
as one of the most prominent Chas­

sidim. He had the spiritual counte­

nance that caused people to stop 

and stare. Like many of his brethren, Reb Chaim Zolman Pewzner 
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Robbi Chaim Schneur Zolman 
(ChoZoK) Kozliner 

Defiance in Samarkand 

he had been arrested and sen­

tenced to twenty years' exile for re­

ligious activities, only to be released 
after Stalin's death. Years of suffer­
ing were visibly etched onto a face 

dominated by a very high forehead. 

His deep-set eyes radiated pain and 

conviction . 
Many a story circulated about 

Mullah Yosef's devotion to Rabbi 
Eliezrov. Mullah Yosef was once 

instructed by his mentor to super­

vise the kashrut standards of a lo-

cal butcher shop whose owner was 
suspect. After a while , the butcher, fed up with the stringency 
of the rabbi and his mashgiach, supervisor, lost his temper when 

he noticed Mullah Yosef staring glumly at the innards of yet an­

other freshly slaughtered animal 

''Your over-strictness has caused me so many unnecessary 
losses," he exclaimed. "Don't tell me this animal is also treif.Just 

let me sell it and recoup some of my losses!" 

Mullah recoiled in shock. "You want me to be silent?" He ran 

outside the store and began shouting at the top of his lungs, Not 
kosher! Not kosher! A crowd gathered, listening to Mullah Yosef re­
late what had just transpired in the supposedly kosher butcher 
shop. 

In a rage the butcher closed his shop. He hired an Uzbek to 

kill Mullah Yosef. The next day, at the appointed hour, the hit­

man returned to meet with th e butcher. 
"Did you kill the rabbi?" the butcher demanded. 
"Impossible!" cried the gangster. "Early this morning, as I hid 

along the path where he walks every morning to the slaughter­

house, I saw a pillar of fire rise heavenward above his head!" 

He handed a billfold to the butcher. "Here! Take your money 
back. You paid me to kill a human being; I cannot kill an angel. " 
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Immediately after his release from 

gulag, Mullah Yosefwanted to resume 

working as a shochet; but feared tha t 
his time behind bars had marred his 
abili ty to slaughter with sure, steady 
hands. H e therefore approached 

Boruch Duchman, a local Chassidic 

shochet, with an unusual request. 
"I want you to examine my abili­

ties at shechita," h e said. "Check if I 
can sharpen my knife correctly. If I 
do, grant me ordination again." 

Reb Boruch was held in such high 
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Rabbi Yaakov Broshanski 

regard that the most pious J ews in Bukhara relied on his shechita 
only. Butchers often came knocking at his door in the middle 
of the night, waking him and asking him to come and slaughter 

an animal for them. In view of this expertise , it was no surprise 

that Mullah Yoseffelt the need to pass Reb Boruch 's standards. 

Keenly aware of Mullah Yosef's saintliness, Reb Boruch stam­
mered in protest, "No one doubts your proficiency!" 

But Mullah Yosef could not be swayed. "If you will not test 

me," he threatened, "I will never shecht again! " 

Conceding defeat, Reb Boruch instructed Mullah Yosef to pre­
pare his shechita knife - to flatten all its nicks and irregularities. 

"Well done!" Reb Boruch cried , upon inspection. "I will im­
mediate ly confer ordination upon you again." 

Later, when preparing his escape from Samarkand, Reb 

Boruch stipulated clearly that anyone could eat from Mullah 

Yosef's shechita without qualms. It was then that we could see the 
unique humility of this venerated shochet. No matter who asked 
to inspect his knife - even a teenage boy - Mullah Yosef handed 

it over, waiting modestly as if he were the youngster being in­

spected. There was no indignation, no resentment - just utter 
submissiveness to the requirements of halacha. Whoever saw this 
scene could not help but feel in awe. 
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Conscription Woes 

When I was seventeen and a half, we began to fret over im­
pending conscription. Every able-bodied man was required to 

serve in the army on his eighteenth birthday. There was good 

reason we avoided it: immediately after conscription, boys were 
subjected to humiliation - J ewish soldiers received an extra dose 
of beatings - and there was no way to keep kosher, Shabbos, or 
any of the other mitzvoth. Nevertheless, for avoiding the draft 

there were serious consequences. 
I found myself in a dilemma. Then Rachamim Chudaidatov, 

a close family friend , made the fo llowing suggestion: "Let's pre­
pare a bogus story. Go to the hospital and say that your stomach 
hurts. In this way, you' ll get an exemption . So when they come 

to get you at eighteen, you 'll have an excuse.Just show them the 

paper and say you're sick." 
So my family summoned an ambulance, which took me to 

the hospital for tests. In the meantime, behind the scenes, doc­
tors were bribed to write a letter that I suffered an ulcer and to 

recommend natural healing at the hot springs. 

The doctor went through the motions of examining me, and 

even had me x-rayed. He declared, "We need to operate. How­
ever, I see that you ate." 

"No I didn 't!" I insisted, using reverse psychology to convince 

the doctor of my sincerity. ''I'm ready for the operation." 

J 

Reb Baruch Duchman 

''Yes, you did eat," the doctor re­

plied, firmly. "We cannot operate." 
Then he left. 

I realized that this was the doctor my 
mother had bribed. He returned with 

a "sick" letter and I was able to come 

home after a few weeks . While at the 
hospital I befriended another patient, a 
J ewish gentleman named Mr. Kahanov, 
who spoke about his three sons. Seeing 

their need for J ewish education, I of­

fered to teach them, which I later did. 
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Exemption lette r in hand , I thought I could relax. Neverth e­
less, we began to notice an ever-widening net of surveillance 
around our family. Thanks to an informer, the government 
monitored our every move, and a draft notice came for me, 

scheduled for the first week of Av. 

I tried pleading that I was too weak, and even showed them 
the exemption le tter, but the authorities insisted that I report to 
the nearest recruitmen t station. 

"The army has medics to examine you," they said. ''They will 

decide whether or not you are fit to serve ." The government did 

not trust the regular hospital. 

Bukhorian Jews praying by Kate/ on the 9th of Av 
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When my conscription notice arrived in the mail, my mother 

panicked. 

"Look!" she cried. "He is slated to appear during th e Nine 

Days - the worst possible time of the year." She was referring to 
the beginning of the month of Av, culminating in the ninth day 
- Tisha B'Av - an intense period of mourning and fasting for 

the destruction of our Holy Temple in J erusalem and the many 

other calamities in Jewish history. 
She marched to the conscription office, bringing proof 

that one of my uncles had recently passed away, and she asked 
them for an extension. "The family is still in mourning," she 

explained. "Let my son stay home for a few more days." 

Her request was granted: I appeared at the examination of­

fice on the new date of my second draft notice - the day after Ti­
sha B'Av. Immediately I was sent to the nearest army hospital for 
medical examination, which was expected to take a few weeks. 
I should have worried about finding a way to feign another ill­

ness. Instead, I tried to find a way to escape the hospital for 

Shabbos - especially since I was the ba 'al korah, the one leading 
our minyan's Torah reading. 

After scrutinizing my surroundings, I found a surprising 
opening - something that could only happen in a Russian hos­

pital. Unbeknown to the supervisors, every day the patients 

dressed a volunteer in civilian clothing and helped him climb 
over a brick wall and escape to the local market, in order to 
bring back a bottle of vodka. I befriended the person in charge, 
asking to be chosen to go on Saturday and promising to bring 

back a bottle on Sunday. Imagine my joy when he readily agreed. 

On Shabbos morning, I donned the civilian clothing, cour­
tesy of the renegade hospital patients, and ran ... straight to 
shul! It was of utmost importance to keep a low profile; woe to 
me were the army to hear of this escapade! Therefore, arriving 

in shul, I tried to blend in with the others, but the gabbai singled 

me out. He noticed the bell-bottoms. 
"What's with you today, Shlomo?" he announced. "Why the 

modern clothing? Have you become a dandy?" 
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I smiled in embarrassment. ''Yes." And I shrugged. "Today, 
I'm in vogue." 

That afternoon I returned to the hospital where, thank G-d, 

no one had noticed my absence. My mother arrived on Sunday 

with the promised bottle of vodka and additional goodies for 
my roommates, but one of the hospital guards watched me car­
rying the bag and asked suspiciously, "What do you have there?" 

I had to think fast. If I told the truth, I would be severely 

punished. If I told a lie, there was a chance I would be spared. 

Nevertheless, I decided to tell the truth. "Vodka and a chaser." 
This sounded so ludicrous that the guard roared with laugh­

ter and let me go. 
Another "adventure" during my stay at the army hospital 

involved the problem of work on Shabbos, which I was deter­

mined not to desecrate. Each day a different person was as­
signed to do different chores among the many rooms in the 
hospital building. 

One Shabbos, it was my turn to mop the floor. Instead I went 

into hiding. 

When the Sabbath was ended, I emerged from my hid­
ing place. To my amazement, the floor was spotless. I looked 
around and caught sight of another patient, a non:Jew I had 
befriended, who was holding a mop. 

"Where have you been?" he asked. 

I apologized and said, "Thanks for doing this for me. Per­
haps I can help you with your chore on Sunday." 

There was another Gentile patient who introduced himself 
to me. When I said, "I am aJew," he exclaimed, "It can't be! I 

hate all Jews. They are despicable - but you! You are so nice." 

I smiled modestly at him. ''.Jews are nice; but there are so 
many haters." We became friends and he changed his outlook 
on my people. 

Keeping the mitzvoth, not only Shabbos, was difficult in the 

hospital, and I relied on a certain subterfuge. To my luck, the 

hospital lobby had a mini-mart, similar to a snack shop in Ameri­
can hospitals for visitors, with a front that was open to the street. 
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It was there that I sneaked in to daven. It turned out that the 

mart was owned by a Jew. Thanks to his help, and huge bribes, 
my family had the staff declare me unfit for military service . 

My parents and siblings rejoiced when I returned home with 
the army exemption document in hand. However, those who 

had informed on us in the past remained determined to pun­

ish us for promoting Yiddishkeit. Soon, I received another draft 
notice. 

Until today, I have no idea how I had the audacity to do what 
I did next. I took that notice and marched right back to the 

conscription office. 

"This is illegal?" I exclaimed. 'Just two months ago I was 

granted a waiver! Now you tell me to come back? The law pro­
vides for a six-month minimum between appearances." 

The confrontation worked. The officers apologized for the 

"oversight," and I returned home again - only to face an un­

pleasant surprise. While I had been protesting at the office, a 

Several talmidim of Rabbi Niyazov in Samarkand. 
Right to left: Rachamin Niyazov, Uriel Mirzakandov, Yair Niyazov, 

Rachmin Yusupov, Roshel Mirzakandov, Raf1k Yusupov 
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notice had been delivered to our home, ordering my brother 
Rachamin to appear the next morning at the same draft center. 
My frantic parents used all their connections to get his conscrip­

tion delayed, but they were informed that orders had arrived 

from Moscow, insisting he be drafted immediately. 
Our offer to pay ten times the regular "going rate" of bribery 

- three thousand rubles instead of three hundred - fell on deaf 
ears . Everyone was too frightened to help us. 

"They are going to come for him tonight regardless," we 

were told. 'Just do as the notice says." 
Things looked bleak. My parents briefly entertained the no­

tion of having Rachamin flee the city, but we knew all too well 
that such a move would intensify governmental wrath against 

our family. 

The pounding on our door began precisely at midnight. We 
lay in our beds completely still, hoping against hope that the 
police would decide to leave us alone. 

The pounding intensified. Within minutes, soldiers broke 

down our front door and entered our house, while leaving some 

officers to stand guard outside. They dragged our watchdog into 
the basement, and slammed the trapdoor shut as they tried to 
minimize the crazed barking that had woken the n eighborhood. 

I had disconnected the electricity in our house to make the 

soldiers' job harder, but they immediately reconnected the cur­

rent and began searching for Rachamin. We had prepared him 
well: a table piled high with medicines stood near his bed while 
he sweated under layers of h eavy quil ts. 

"Can't you see he's sick?" my mother screamed. "Come back 

when he gets better." 

The soldiers ignored her. They cast off the quilts and dragged 
Rachamin out of bed. 

But then the officer in charge had a change of heart. "Call an 
ambulance," he ordered. 

By now, everyone on our block was wide awake and quaking 

in fear. When the ambulance arrived, a physician entered our 
home and began to examine Rachamin. 
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'Just let us take him! " the officer spat. "This Jew is perfectly 

healthy; he's just faking illness to get out of the army." 

Then a miracle occurred. 
The physician turned to the officer. 'Tm the only one with 

the authority to pronounce him well or unwell," she said coolly. 

"You have no right to decide." 

She turned back to Rachamin and continued checking his 

vital organs, nodding to herself as she poked and prodded. "Yes, 
yes, this is inflamed, and that is inflamed as well . You really are 
unwell! We will take you to the hospital." 

The medics brought in a stretcher and carried Rachamin 

into the ambulance. My mother asked to accompany him, but 

the medics barred her entry. "Absolutely not!" snapped the phy­
sician. "He is in our care and it is already one o'clock in the 
morning. You can visit him tomorrow." 

That night, we did not sleep. I hurried to one of our con­

tacts who had influence in that particular hospital; he quickly 

returned with the news that Rachamin had been denied admis­
sion - his paperwork was not in order - and therefore released 
back to the army. My parents, devastated at the news, immedi­
ately hired a car to take them to the recruitment station. 

As they entered, the voice of an officer blared over the loud­

speaker: "Your son has missed his 1:00 AM train ride to the army 
base. He was supposed to be drafted to help place railroad tracks 
across Siberia. However, now that he has missed the train, it is 
your responsibility to ensure that he reaches his destination. If 

he does not show up within ten days, his file will be transferred 

to a military tribunal for punishment." 
My dumbfounded parents glared at the officer in disgust. 

Even under the best of circumstances, Siberia was a nine-day 
journey by train. How could Rachamin get there in ten? Never­

theless, they left the recruitment center with gladdened hearts: 

Rachamin was still with us! Perhaps there was still a way to defer 
his conscription. 

On the way home, Rachamin filled us in about his experi­

ences. A black police car and a military vehicle had trailed the 
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ambulance all the way to the hospital. "Suddenly," he described, 
"the police car overtook the ambulance, swerved across the 
road, and blocked us. When the ambulance stopped, officers ex­
ited the car and began arguing with the physician, ordering her 

to let me out of the ambulance and into their vehicle, but she 

refused to budge. In the end, they had to let us pass through. " 
He continued, "When we got to the hospital, they found that 

I did not have the correct paperwork to process my admission. 
The soldiers pushed me into their vehicle and sped to the re­

cruitment center, but the train had already left, so they made 

me sit there under heavy guard until you arrived." 
Back at home, my parents left no stone unturned to secure 

Rachamin's deferment. It cost them over a thousand rubles, but 
finally they were in possession of a document postponing his 

conscription for six months. 

But the government still did not give up. 
A short while later, while I was in Moscow to purchase the 

arba minim, the Four Species for Sukkot, a military vehicle 
pulled up outside our house and took my other brother, Yair, to 

the conscription office. He was processed, placed under guard, 

and ordered to take a shower and change into military uniform. 
By a stroke of Divine Providence, someone called out to the 
guard, and Yair made the daring decision to flee and hide in the 
home of a dear friend. 

Meanwhile, my parents had decided to ask the advice of this 

particular friend. Imagine their shock when they walked inside 
and found Yair grinning at them! After an emotional embrace, 
they got to work on securing a deferment for him as well. 

In this way, we were all spared the tribulation of the Russian 

army. We did not have to defile our mouths with non-kosher 

food, nor our souls by working on Shabbos. Instead, we found 

employment at a factory that labeled appliances, sparing us the 
need to violate the Day of Rest. For this achievement I give my 
mother - Rebbetzin Rivka - the credit: she had sold all her jew­

elry, enabling our family to raise the exorbitant fees for all the 

necessary bribes. 
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Nothing to Fear 

My mother had many other merits to her name. She allowed 

Chassidim to build a secret women's mikvah under the floor­
boards of her kitchen. My mother knew full well that, G-d for­
bid, were this mikvah ever discovered by government officials, 

there was no way she could feign ignorance. Despite this, she 

allowed the mikvah to operate, and even enlisted the help of my 

e ight-year-old sister Tzivia as well ! Tzivia would walk the women 
home after they used the milwah, doing her part to make their 
visits to our home look like simple social calls. In this way, all 
members of our family were recruited in the fight to maintain 

Yiddishkeit in the face of Soviet repression. 

The mikvah remained central to J ewish life in Samarkand. 

Generations earlier, Rabbi Eliezrov had invested great effort in 
ensuring the construction of clean, modern mikvaot staffed by 
dedicated women who kept them hot and crystal clear. Interest­

ingly, the sanctity of immersion became known to Gentile wom­

en in Bukhara as well , and they sometimes asked for permission 

to immerse. "We would like to purify ourselves, as you do, to be 
ready fo r Moshiach," they said. (For some, this became a first 
step in their interest in Yiddishkeit- leading later to conversion. 

Reb Eliya Levine 

These converts later made the dif­

ficult journey to Eretz Yisrael.) 

Many other people used the un­
derground mikvah in our house. 
I have fond memories of the Oku­
nov brothers - Meir, Hershel and 

Mendel visiting our home to use 

the mikvah. 
Reb Eliya Levine, a Chassid of 

great repute, was especially active 
in the maintenance and construc­

tion of mikvaot. His work became 

extremely dangerous during the 
dark years of Communist oppres­
sion; he knew firsthand of others 
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who had been arrested, or murdered, for doing exactly what 

he was doing. Nevertheless, he was indefatigable. We all revered 
him for his sagacity and halachic rulings, but his communal in­
volvement in mikvaot surpassed all expectation. 

Additional Skills 

Apparently, my own mastery of these two complicated reli­
gious skills - shechita and safrut - were not enough for a special 
Chassid by the name of Dovid Geisinsky. He insisted I train to 
become a mohel as well . Thanks to his dedication, and the tre­

mendous amount of time and effort he invested, I eventually 

became a mohel. Reb Dovid had the foresigh t to realize how criti­
cal these religious skills would become in the face of relentless 
persecution against J ews in possession of these ski lls. 

After I had mastered the art of safrut, Reb Dovid gave me fif­

teen Sifrei Torah to repair. Originally he had collected thirty, but 

half had been smuggled out of the country. Years later, I took 
charge of eight of the remaining scrolls. (In an interesting case, 
I found different halves of two Torahs to be kosher, so I joined 
the halves - creating a complete scroll !) 

Le~ to right: Rabbis Meir, Hershel and Mendel Okunov 
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Reb David Geisinsky 

Defiance in Samarkand 

Reb Dovid then gave me a gift: 
a Sefer Torah measuring less than 
ten inches tall. 

"This Torah was used during 

the war," he explained. "People 

couldn 't carry heavy items while 
escaping, so they fashioned a tiny 
Torah to take with them." 

(Later, when I was able to im­

migrate to America, I took this 
small Torah with me to New York, 
where it was restored to perfect 
condition. It is currently stored in 

an Ark with other Sifrei Torah be­

longing to my synagogue, L'Maan 
Achai Bukharim. ) 

Despite our differences in age, I became good friends with 
Reb Dovid. Blessed with a prodigious memory and sharp wit, he 

always enjoyed a clever idea or a complicated puzzle. I remem­

ber he once showed me a mathematical riddle he had found 

in a sefer of explanations on the Book of Psalms. In later years, 
I repeated this riddle often, always giving Reb Dovid the credit 
for its publicity. Everyone found its mathematical solution ap­

pealing. The riddle, which is mentioned in Sefer Toldos Gedolei 

Yisrael - History of the Torah Giants (Kormali ), went like this: 

Two men were having a meal. The first man brought three loaves of 
bread, and the second brought two. A third man joined them. Together 
they ate all five loaves. 

As he left, the third man placed five coins on the table as payment. 

The first man wanted to take three coins and give his partner two, but 

the latter refused. "We must divide it equally, " he said. "!deserve half 
of the coins, because he gave us the coins to divide. " 

They went to the local rabbi, who advised the person who had 

brought the three loaves to take four coins, and the other to take merely 

one. Unhappy with this verdict, they decided to go to a renowned Sage 

(some say it was the Torah commentator Ibn Ezra) and ask him to solve 
their dilemma. 
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After they explained what had transpired with the local rabbi, the 

Sage confirmed that the rabbi had been correct. 
Why was this actually fair? The Sage explained: 
''The men who gave the loaves had also eaten. We can reasonably 

divide each of the five loaves into three, totaling fifteen slices. This 

meant that their actual contribution totaled the following measure. 

"The first person had provided nine slices, of which he ate five -

leaving four remaining. He deserves four coins. " 
The Sage turned to the second person. "You, on the other hand, con­

tributed six slices, of which you ate five - leaving you with one coin. " 

Reb Dovid passed away at the age of seventy-six. It was on a 

Shabbos afternoon: he had just washed his hands to eat seudas 

shlishis, the third meal, and was in the middle of reciting the 
blessing of Hamotzi. I feel fortunate to have been the mohel for 

the grandson of this great man, named after the grandfather 

who had taught me the skill of bris milah. 

In a clear stroke of Divine Providence, this bris led to another. 
After performing the brisfor Reb David's grandson in Tashkent, 
I flew back home to Samarkand. During the hour-long flight, a 

friend met me and asked ifl could accompany him in three days 

to help him deliver a get, a bill of divorce. I agreed. 

Le~ to right Yair Niyazov, Emmanuel Shimonov, Rachamin Niyazov, 
unknown, Yochai Yagudaev and Robert Yagudaev 
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Three days la ter, I boarded the plane again with my friend. 
"Listen ," I said, "do me a favo r. Since we' ll be in Tashken t 

anyway, le t's make a stop so I can check the child I circumcised 

three days ago." 
H e stared at me in surprise. ''You? You know how to make a 

bris?" 
''Yes. Why?" 

"My daughter-in-law is having a baby soon . If it's a boy, we will 

ask you to make the bris." 

I immediately agreed . T hey had a boy, and I performed the 
bris. 

Now, the custom usually is that a mohel performs the bris on 

his own children first; however, in my case, I became a mohel 

before I was married , so I did brissim on other people's children , 

and did n ot wait fo r the birth of my sons. 
It all began this way: One day, when I was twen ty years old 

and still single, I bumped in to an old acquaintance on the 
street. ''You owe me a mazal tov!" said my friend excitedly, "I had 

a grandson !" 

"Why didn 't you ask me to make the bris?" I said. 
''You can make a bris? Are you married?" 

Robbi Sh/omo Choi N iyozov with his father Robbi David N iyozov 
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"No." 

"Have you made a bris before?" 

I gave a noncommittal answer. "If so," said my friend, "please, 
I ask you now to come make the bris for my grandson." 

When the day of the bris arrived, I asked Rabbi Daniel Sha­
karov, another mohel and local rav, to come along and stand next 

to me, so that I had help in case I needed it. He also lent me 

his utensils to use. When the father saw Rabbi Shakarov arriving 

with me, he said, "Can you do the bris? You are here anyway." 
My heart sank. Here was my chance to finally perform a real 

bris, and it was being snatched away before my eyes. To my sur­

prise, Rabbi Shakarov turned to the father and said, "Why do 

you say that? Rabbi Niyazov is here and he will do a great job. In 
fact, I take responsibility for his work." 

The bris went well, thank G-d, and afterwards the father gave 
me ten rubles, but, in gratitude towards Rabbi Shakarov for his 

moral support, I gave him the money instead. From then on, 

people began contacting me to serve as a mohel. 
In the end, while it is certainly true that people have more 

trust in a mohel who has circumcised his own children, in my 
case I was fortunate to gain trust quickly so that I was able to 

perform many brissim even as a bochur. Later, I was fortunate to 

do many brissim including my sons, my nephews, and, with time, 

even my grandsons. 

Ever-Widening Efforts 

The Jewish community of Samarkand greatly benefited from 

its highly organized infrastructure. In addition to Chamah a 
special fund, Ozer Dalim, helped the needy. Each year, before 
Pesach, the fund sent wine, food, and matzoth to many strug­
gling families. Obtaining matzah became an annual headache: 

because Samarkand lacked an independent matzah factory, we 

instead had to order large amounts of machine-made matzah 
from Tashkent. 

We, together with other local Chassidim, were extra scru­
pulous to eat only matzah shmurah, hand-made matzah. Three 
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Rabbi Niyazov leading the Azkara (a yahrzeit gathering) 

weeks before Pesach, we traveled to the rolling fields to har­
vest the wheat and store them in exclusive centers maintained 

to keep the wheat dry until Pesach. This was the only wheat 

we used. Two weeks before Pesach, we set up special ovens and 
baked matzah for the community. 

Many Lubavitcher families relied on us for these special 
hand-made matzoth. My father and I bought train tickets to 

deliver these special matzoth to Tashkent. This meant a seven­

hour trip to the Uzbek capital. After we completed the delivery 
we procured many boxes of machine-made matzha for the Jews 
in Samarkand. 

My father then remembered, he was committed to attend 

an "Azkara" - a yahrzeit gathering for a prominent community 

member - on this very same day that he had promised to bring 
matzoth to over twenty families scattered in Tashkent. 

(There were many occasions when my father would send one 
of his students, Eliyahu Akilov, to the Azkaras. Eliyahu 's son, 

Binyamin, had mentioned to me several times how his father 

was so surprised hearing novel Torah thoughts, especially given 
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the scarcity of books. My father's Torah thoughts provided Eli­

yahu with new material to repeat at these events.) 

There was no way my father could not appear at the Azkara, 
usually a lavish gathering replete with speeches, prayers, and a 
full meal. So we purchased tickets for a flight from Tashkent to 
Samarkand, lugging our boxes to the airport, only to be stopped 

by a border officer. 

"What's in those boxes?" he asked suspiciously. 
"Nothing special," my father replied. 'Just flatbread, baked 

without salt or spices." 

The officer smiled, stamped our papers, and waved us onto 

the plane. The flight was pleasant and short. Landing at the air­

port in Samarkand, we prepared to pass through customs again 
with the remaining boxes. 

This time, however, the customs officer did not accept our 
explanation and summoned the police. 

What to do? Leave the boxes and come emptyhanded? This 

would invite even more trouble. We stood there, nervous and 
sweating, as a police officer approached us. 

"How much do you want from us to settle this quickly?" my 
father asked him. 

"One hundred rubles." 

My father gave him all the money he had - thirty rubles. The 
officer glanced at the notes quickly before shoving them into his 
pockets. "Next time you pay me the rest," 
he said, waving us through. With the help 

of Hashem, the matzoth were saved and 

we arrived in time for the Azkara, where 
my father served as the main speaker. 

The next year, we decided not to relive 
the ordeal of transporting matzah by air­

plane. We phoned our contacts in Tash­

kent, asking them to ship the matzoth 
by truck and have them delivered to our 
address. Several days went by and we be­
gan to worry. Our fears intensified upon 

calling our contacts and finding out - the 
Eliyohu, the son of 

Reuven Akilov 
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matzoth had left long ago with enough time to reach Samar­
kand! Something must have happened to the transport. 

Another day passed. Then another. Then came the news: the 
police had stopped our truck and confiscated all the matzoth. 

Now we really panicked! Pesach was soon upon us, and we 

had lost all the shmura matzah designated for the entire city. My 
father immediately bribed his contacts at police headquarters, 
who commandeered a car. We sped down the highway to Tash­
kent, stopping off at every police station on the way and asking 

for the whereabouts of the missing matzah. 

Nothing worked. The matzoth had vanished. My father and 
his police friends became suspicious about the entire story, but 
there was no time for investigations - Pesach was coming! Left 

with no choice, we paid again for the same amount of matzoth 

and for a private truck to ship them to Samarkand. 

Later, after Pesach, my father investigated the mystery of the 
missing matzah. It took a short time for the Gentile truck driver 
involved to break down and confess: he had sold the shipment 

for a bargain price to several Jews along the way. Although we 

were happy that at least the matzah ended up in Jewish hands, 

this episode certainly taught us a lesson: never again trust the 
transport of precious cargo to non:Jews. 

"Father of Russian Jewry" 

Then there were unpleasant issues forced upon us by the 

fragilities oflife - the complicated laws of gittin,Jewish divorce. 
The bickering that went on during the get process always both­
ered me. Nevertheless, I remained keenly aware that by writing 

the get I was enabling husband and wife to separate their lives in 

accordance with halacha. 

Despite the cost to my personal wellbeing, I became increas­
ingly involved in helping women receive their gittin from recal­
citrant husbands. Thankfully I had helped over thirty women, 

including some who had become swept up in highly fractious 

situations. I begged, argued, shouted, flattered - anything nec­

essary to achieve my goal. 
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Some unscrupulous husbands were ready to pay for a forged 

get before running off to Eretz Yisrael or some other country, 
where they tried to remarry under Jewish law. Despite the re­
moteness of our location, and the near impossibility of outside 
communication, worthy and dedicated rabbis steadfastly op­

posed this trend. 

Rabbi Yitzchak Zilber (Kazaneski), in particular, sent us a 
steady stream of letters, filled with all sorts of detailed infor­
mation, in order to verify the gittin coming from Bukhara. He 
always volunteered to serve as legal emissary to redeliver or reac­

cept a get on behalf of a spouse left behind in Bukhara. Rabbi 

Zilber also helped Russian women receive a get after abandon­
ment by inventing all sorts of tricks to find lost husbands and 
persuade them to grant a Jewish divorce. His intervention saved 
many families from unfortunate legal complications that would 

have cast a long shadow on future generations. 

Born in Kazan, Russia, this esteemed rabbi and scholar 
served years of heavy labor in Stalin's gulags. Even under those 
circumstances, he taught Torah to other Jewish prisoners. Later, 
after receiving amnesty upon Stalin's death, Rabbi Zilber was 

exploited by the KGB in a cover 

story about the suffering of chil­

dren under the care of a religious­
ly fanatical parent. The KGB went 
so far as to attempt to take his chil­

dren away, promising his wife an 

apartment (highly coveted in the 

USSR) if she agreed to a divorce! 
Rabbi Zilber fled to Tashkent and 
was finally able to emigrate to 

Eretz Yisrael in 1972, after many 

years of being denied permission. 

Once there, Rabbi Zilber faced 
a rude awakening: the vast ma­
jority of Russian-speaking Jews 

in Eretz Yisrael were completely Rabbi Yitzchak Zilber (Kazaneski) 
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ignorant of their tradition. He undertook rectification by teach­
ing extensively throughout the country. His home was open to 

anyone seeking his advice, it earned him the informal title "Fa­

ther of Russian Jewry." 

Broken Hearts 

The year was 1956. Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of the 

Communist Party, had taken the unprecedented step of de­

nouncing Stalin's purges in an attempt to usher in an era aimed 
to better the lives of ordinary citizens. However, this step was 
largely ineffective when it came to religious persecution. True, 
hasty executions were halted, but up until the 1970s, when 

I came of age, Jews continued to suffer in the hands of the So­

viet police - arrests, interrogations, imprisonment, and exile. 
The Chassidic farbrengen was a welcome respite from our 

daily worries, an oasis of spirituality in a desert of religious op­
pression. These Jarbrengens gave us the impetus to keep going 

and never give up. We were few in number and resources - no 

match for the superior Soviet forces - but the farbrengens never 

failed to recharge us, enabling us to continue the Rebbe's work. 
During those years, various Chassidim of stature became the 

de facto leaders of these Jarbrengens. Some spoke with words that 

came from broken hearts, in voices wavering on the verge of 

tears. Others spoke with the joy of conviction. No matter the 

speaker or style, the message remained crystal clear: We were 
entrusted with the sacred mission of keeping the flame ofYid­
dishkeit alive, despite the perilous circumstances. I would go so 

far as to say that, if not for these Jarbrengens, we would not have 

been able to persist. 

My favorite Chassidic melody at these gatherings had these 
Yiddish lyrics: 

Der Eybershter vert gaiben, 
Gezunt und leben, 
Velten mir f aren 
Tzum Rebben. 
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May G-d grant us 

Health and Life, 

So that we may once again 
See our Rebbe. 

237 

This melody was sung with great longing to be reunited 

with our beloved Rebbe. These farbrengens became extra joyous 

when vodka or mezonos, pastry, managed to make its way from 
the Rebbe's table in New York all the way to us, Chassidim in 
Samarkand. 

Many people attended such gatherings. We crumbled the 

piece of pastry from the Rebbe into the batter of a much larger 

cake, which was baked with the crumbs. This way, everyone was 
able to share some of "the Rebbe's cake." 

Yet, we felt the greatest joy when we merited to receive an 
answer from the Rebbe. Getting messages past the Soviet cen­
sors in those days was no small feat. Our letters to the Rebbe 

were couched in allusions, then mailed to a different country 
- whence they were delivered to the Rebbe's address at 770 
Eastern Parkway. His replies reached us via similar channels. As 

increasing numbers of Chassidim received their exit visas, our 

home became the "clearinghouse" for the Rebbe's messages, 

which made their way to their intended recipient. 
On a personal note, I remember an answer of the Rebbe per­

tinent to my family situation. After years of toil, bribes, tears, 
and prayers, my family managed to receive our much-awaited 

exit visas. Yet a serious problem marred our joy: our sister, Tovik, 

had applied for an exit visa independently. Therefore, she did 
not receive a visa along with ours. 

We were then faced with a dilemma: Should we seize the op­
portunity to flee Soviet oppression? Or should we protect our 

sister and stay behind? If we did stay, would we ever have a sec­

ond chance to leave? 
Complicating matters, we had found a buyer for our house, 

who kept insisting that we finalize the sale. That money was bad­
ly needed to pay off the rest of the fees associated with our visas. 

Under these circumstances, every day brought additional stress. 
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Using hints and clues, we wrote of our predicament to the Reb­
be. Meanwhile, we continued to pay additional bribes to extend 
the dates of our visas - but no reply came from the Rebbe. 

Three months went by. One night, we awoke to pounding on 

our door. What could it be now? Perhaps an informer notified 

the government that three of the four boys in our family had 
avoided conscription? 

No, it was an official who came to notify us of a worrisome 

order just received from higher authorities: either the iyazov 

fam ily use the visas to depart immediately, or else the visas would 

be cancelled. 
This ultimatum threw us into a panic. Nevertheless, we 

would not make any decision to leave without the Rebbe's tacit 

approval. 
"We are staying," we told the officer. "Cancel the visas." 

The very next day, an answer arrived from the Rebbe: Delay 

your journey temporarily. Great was our joy and relief at having 
come to the same decision . 

We stayed in Samarkand for an additional five years. Through­

out this time, I married and had two boys, and the rest of my 

family continued bolstering the standards of local Yiddishkeit, 
working as mohelim, shochtim, and sofrim. 
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T he crown jewel of our efforts in the Soviet Union re­

mained the most difficult: providing young children with 

a Torah education. We tried our best to broaden the number 
of children already studying in our clandestine Talmud Torah 
network. Every move we made became burdened by a host of 

problems - finding teachers and safe houses where the children 

could study, raising money to pay the teachers, bribing officials 

to turn a blind eye to our activities. A large part of our time went 
toward coaching these young children what to say in case they 
were ever questioned by the police to avoid entrapment. 

To their eternal credit, there were some elderly Jews who 

made their homes available to our chadorim. "Take my house 

and teach the youngsters," they whispered to me. "Otherwise, 
the next generation will grow up completely ignorant of their 
heri tage. What's the point of living such a life?" 

Sometimes I would simply walk the streets and approach J ew­

ish children, encouraging them to fo llow me to a secret loca­
tion, where I taught them alefbeit. Many returned later for ad­
ditional lessons. (When I later immigrated to the United States, 
adults would stop me and introduce themselves as the children 



240 Defiance in Samarkand 

I had accosted on the streets of Samarkand.) The Rebbe, who 
knew best the dangers we faced, continued sending us messages 
of encouragement to expand our educational efforts among 

the youth. 

One day, I realized that we were short of a teacher. Obviously 

we needed someone we could trust implicitly. I went to speak 
with Yaakov Levayov, an accomplished dentist who meticulously 
kept the laws in Shulchan Aruch. His practice was part of a much 
wider company; he ate only kosher in the workplace and re­
fused to work on Shabbos. I had thought this a farfetched gam­

ble: why would a busy professional leave his business to teach 

Torah to young children? But Yaakov listened carefully to our 
proposition and immediately agreed to join the cheder. He met 
with his manager, who agreed to let Yaakov leave the workplace 
if he found a dentist to replace him. 

After a few days , Yaakov found another Jewish dentist. Obvi­

ously this new worker did not keep Shabbos or kashrut. When 
Yaakov met with the manager the following week to receive a 
letter of recommendation, he was met with a wall of resistance. 

(le~) Reb Binyomin Niyazov with Reb Yaakov Levayov (right) 
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"Why did you tell me that J ews can't come to work on Satur­

days?" the manager fumed. "Your replacement is J ewish, and 

he works on Saturdays. You've been tricking me all this time to 
enjoy extra vacation! Who knows? Probably you are leaving to 
join those accursed Zionists!" 

Spittle flying from his lips, the manager continued hurling 

curses and accusations. "Liar! Thief! Not only will I not write 

you a letter of recommendation, I will sue you for damages! You 
love the Zionists more than you love our country!" Other den­
tists on that floor had to run out of their offices to restrain the 
manager from physical assault. 

Yaakov went home, shaken and fearful of the consequences. 

Nevertheless, his father dismissed his worries. 
"How fortunate you are to have left your job in order to teach 

young children Torah," he told Yaakov. "Remember - you are 
doing precisely what the Rebbe had asked us to do. You have 

nothing to fear." 

The very next day, while out buying food at the market, Yaa­
kov heard that the office manager had suffered a stroke and 
died overnight! Yaakov was able to begin teaching Torah, con­
fident that no one would be reporting him or monitoring his 

activities. 

The Candles Question 

Despite the dangers, I found a simple way to recruit new stu­

dents. After strolling around the main city square and marke t­

place, I would approach a young boy and ask a religious ques­
tion - usually whether his mother lit Sabbath candles at home. 
Non:Jewish children would answer with a puzzled look and walk 
away, butjewish children would nod hesitantly, allowing me to 

begin a discussion on Torah, alefbeit, and Hashem - and culmi­

nating in yet another member of our cheder. 
One day, while strolling through the streets of Samarkand, 

I noticed a boy with J ewish features. I earned his trust by ad­
dressing him as if he were an adult. Within a few minutes, I 

learned that his name was Emmanuel Shimonov - and that he 
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was completely unaware of his heritage. 
"Does your mother light candles at home?'' I asked. 
"Yes," he answered suspiciously, "she lights candles on Friday 

night. Why do you need to know?" 

I knew I had found yet another neshama. Emmanuel was jus­

tifiably wary toward a total stranger questioning him about reli­
gious practices, but I had already won him over. 

"Who was our forefather Avraham?" I asked . 
"I don't know." 

"Have you heard of alefbeit?" 
"I don 't know." 

"Do you know why your mother lights candles on Friday 
night?" 

Some of the many who attended Rabbi Gavriel Niyazov's 
shiur in Netanya after prayers in his shul. 

Bottom row, right to left: Rabbis Menachem Levayov, 
Gavriel Niyazov, Avraham Chaim Ladayev. 

Top row, le~ to right Mordechai Ladayov, Yasha Yakubov, Mishoe/ Yitzchakov, Simcha Leveyov, 
Rabbi Shlomo Arye Niyazov, Rabbi Pinchas Yakubov, Yitzchakov, Borochov Sr. and Borochov Jr. 
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"No." 

I began to speak to him more at length about the great gift of 

Shabbos, and the conversation turned to Torah and Yiddishkeit. 

Like all the other children I met, Emmanuel thirsted to hear 
more. After a half hour, I could see that he was ready to join 
our cheder: 

"We are looking for students to study Torah," I whispered. 

"Would you like to come with other boys your age and join them 

in learning alefbeit?" 
His face lit up like a chandelier. "Yes," he answered, excitedly. 
"Follow me," I said. I Jed Emmanuel to a nondescript house 

not far from where he lived. "This is our secret location. You 

will join me and other children your age; together we will study 

Torah." 

Emmanuel, like the other children in the cheder, knew very 
well the dangers of joining. Despite this, they arrived every day 
in time for lessons. To the best of my knowledge, their parents 

KGB headquarters 
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assumed they were doing homework with friends or playing out­

side. The need for utmost secrecy had been impressed upon all 
the children. We were conspirators; no one could know of our 
classroom. 

"Not a single person can share our secret," I warned them re­

peatedly. "Not your friends , not your neighbors, not your grand­

parents, and not your paren ts." 
This condition proved extremely difficult. Imagine a five- or 

six-year-old unable to share anything about his day in school 
with his parents, or to show off his knowledge of the a/,efbeit or 

the parsha, the weekly Torah portion. Nevertheless , the children 

performed admirably, never revealing any information about 

these chadorim. 

Stabili ty may be a mainstay of education, but Emmanuel and 
the others quickly became used to frequent changes. One day 

we studied in a hidden basement, another on the rooftops, an­

other in a room with sealed windows. Barred and locked win­
dows prevented curious strangers from peering in. Students 
were given sefarim with strict instructions to hide them among 

Photo from mid 1970s of Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov (second from 
right) with several of his students, including Emmanuel Shimonov. 
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their secular schoolbooks, which they carried to cheder in their 
schoolbags. 

Despite these precautions, our fears grew daily. We were no 
match for the surveillance tactics of the KGB. Officers were sta­
tioned around some of the chadorim, positioning photographers 
with long-range lenses to catch us in the act. 

One day in 5733 (1973), a pair of grown men fell in beside 

a student as he walked to our cheder. "Follow us," they growled, 

leading the boy to an unmarked location. They scattered pho­
tos across the table, trying to frighten him into talking. The boy 
had to draw upon great reserves of inner strength to remain 
calm and silent. 

'Just tell us one thing," the police repeated, 'j ust this one 
thing and we will let you go. Are you learning Torah with 
Shlomo Chai Niyazov?" 

The student denied everything, knowing all the while that 

the police knew he was lying. He noticed the number 1945 tat­

tooed on the arm of a police officer. 

(Le~) Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov, (center) Emmanuel Shimonov 
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"Look!" they ordered, removing another package of photos. 

"Here is a picture of you entering the home where you study 
with Shlomo. Here is another of you leaving. 

"Can you see the timestamp? There is a two-hour gap be­

tween them. You are studying Torah with Shlomo, right?" 

The boy realized that he had been trapped. "Okay, okay," he 
stammered. "I know Shlomo. He teaches me Torah." 

Later, after his release, he reported back to me in tears about 
implicating me during the interrogation. I calmed him down 
with the words I had heard from my own teachers: "Fear no man; 

fear Hashem alone. And, if it ever happens again, don't look them 

in the eye. They know how to hypnotize people. Don't be upset; 
nothing will happen to me." 

When asked to describe the police officer to the best of his 
ability, the boy told me about the "1945" tattoo, which I mental­

ly filed away. Indeed, a few years later in 1977, I was summoned 

to police headquarters. 
"We have signed proof from twenty-five boys who testified 

that you are both illegally involved in teaching them Torah," the 

officer thundered. 

The Rebbe coming out to the Log Be'Omer parade, 18th of lyar 
5 7 40 (I 980), Rabbi Niyazov holding his son Avraham 
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"Bah!" I spat. "Complete 
fabrication! Show me the 
proof. " 

The officer refused. As he 

spoke, his sleeve rode up his 

arm, and I caught sight of 
the very same tattoo. I had to 
exert great self-control not 
to show any fear. 

''Young man, you are cre­

ating many problems for the 
Motherland. If you confess 
and promise to never do it 
again," the officer contin­

ued, "I will let you off with a 

warning." 

H e then pushed a pen 
and paper toward me. "I will 

247 

The seventh Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Schneerson 

dictate and you will write: I, Shlomo Chai Niyazov, have com­

mitted the following crimes," which he listed - among them, 

teaching Torah to children - and ended with, "I promise never 
to do them again." 

I took the pen, blocked out his voice, and wrote the following: 

I, Shlomo Chai Niyazov, did not teach Torah to any children. 

Instead, I only taught them to read the Hebrew alphabet, the alefbeit, 

which is not against Soviet law. Any Torah that they know is from my 
grandfather, Gavriel Niyazov, who left the country in 1972. 

I signed and put the pen down. Miraculously, the officer took 

back the document, shoved it into a drawer, and he let me leave 

-without even bothering to check what I had written! 
Following this incident the parents, informed that their son 

was involved in "forbidden" religious activities, realized he was 
learning with "some rabbi" and they asked him once or twice for 

my identity. However, when he did not answer, they never again 

mentioned it - a tacit agreement to our arrangement. 
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The Gemara ( Yevamot, 121) relates the following story: 

Rabban Gamliel said: "Once I was traveling on a boat and, from a 

distance, I saw another boat that shattered and sank. My heart grieved 

for the many casualties, especially over the apparent death of the great 
Torah scholar who was on board. Who was it ? Rabbi Akiva. But when 

I disembarked, he came, and sat, and deliberated before me in halachic 

matters. " 

"My son, ' I said to him, 'who rescued you from drowning in the 

water?" 
'A plank from the boat came to me, ' he replied, '!seized it and I bent 

my head before each and every wave that came surging towards me. 

The waves did not wash me off of the board, and I reached the shore. " 

The Gemara is not a mere storybook; there must be a deeper 

meaning to this anecdote. The "boat" refers to the community; 
the Torah scholar is the captain of the congregation. When a 
congregation is devastated, it is similar to a ship that has cap­

sized in the ocean. 

Photo from mid 1970s of Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov (fifth from right) 
with several of his students, including Emmanuel Shimonov. 
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Now, Rabbi Akiva raised 24,000 disciples, but, due to their 
lack of respect for each other, they died between the holidays 

of Pesach and Shavuot. Rabban Gamliel was so heartbroken to 

hear of this catastrophe; he was sure that Rabbi Akiva would 

never recover from the grief of this overwhelming loss. 
Instead the opposite occurs: Rabbi Akiva comes and sits be­

fore Rabban Gamliel and deliberated with him in halachic mat­

ters - as though nothing had transpired. "How were you saved?" 

Rabban Gamliel cries out. "How did you keep your sanity, to 

continue studying Torah as deeply as before?" 
Now, a handful of students had survived the plague afflicting 

Rabbi Akiva's students, among them his prized disciple - Rabbi 

Shimon bar Yochai. During the cruel persecution by the Roman 

Emperor Hadrian, when Talmudic academies were shuttered 

and Torah study forbidden on penalty of death, Rabbi Akiva 
continued to teach Torah publicly, with his devoted disciple at 
his side. Even when Rabbi Akiva was arrested, Shimon contin­

ued to visit his master in prison to receive instruction there. 

Talmidim and colleagues of Robbi Niyozov, 
From right to le~ Gavrie/ Kohinov, Yoir Eishoyov, Moshe Abramov, 

Moshe Chochomov, Boris Borayov and Reuben Hafizov. 
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Gal, the Hebrew word for "wave," has the numerical value 

of thirty-three. This symbolizes lag be'omer, the 33rd day of the 
Omer, when we celebrate Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. And this is 
what Rabbi Akiva answered to Rabban Gamliel: "Yes, I had thou­
sands of students who died, but even if a handful survive, or one 

comes out teaching Torah to others - it's all worth it." 

I share the same sentiments about my students. Although I 

taught the ale[ bet and Torah to many, many students, the fact 
that some of my prized students, like Emmanuel, have become 
leaders in their respective communities, teaching Torah to an 

ever-expanding audience, has brought me great satisfaction. 

Supernatural Manner 

Slowly, steadily, our network grew. I attracted increasing num­
bers of students off the streets, and our locations expanded be­

yond our wildest dreams. In turn, many of my own students be­

came themselves teachers - Moshe Chachamov, Yair and Moshe 
Elishayev, Emmanuel Shimonov, Yisroel and Yekutiel Abayov. 
Another student, Yossi Ladayov, prepared meals that they could 
eat "on the go" while going out in the evenings to teach others. 

While the Kremlin continued to arrest and exile Chassidim for 

daring to teach Torah to children, we continued living with the 
Rebbe's clarion call to reach out to an ever-growing number of 
Jewish youth. All in all, we had close to five hundred learning 
Torah! 

As our students grew older, we began recruiting them to 

help alongside the many other young Chassidim involved in 
the organization Ezras Achim, "helping our brothers." They re­
ceived instructions from the Rebbe regarding the construction 

of more synagogues, mikvaot, and chadorim. All this had to be 

implemented under the tightest veil of secrecy. 

By the time Emmanuel reached seventeen, the volunteers of 
Ezras Ac him reached out to him and began giving him different 
assignments. 
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"The Rebbe wants us to reopen the main shul," they said, 
"and later we will reestablish the mikvah." 

Reopening the shul was a daunting task: the Soviets had al­

located the building to a certain family, and two brothers were 

feuding in court over its control. Soon, the first miracle oc­
curred: one of the brothers died and the family withdrew their 
suit. A second miracle followed when the government agreed to 
return the building to the possession of the Jewish community. 

Emmanuel and his group had the shul open and functioning 

within a week! 
The Rebbe then gave word to rebuild the mikvah, but Em­

manuel and his group were at a loss how to proceed: Sama1"­
kand lay in the grip of a severe construction shortage. Not a 

brick could be found, no matter the price. Even worse, whatever 

materials could be obtained would be legally seized. 
But then the third miracle occurred: a government bulletin 

that unlimited building supplies would be made available for 
private citizens - for free! Dumbfounded, Emmanuel rallied 

his friends; together they claimed ten thousand bricks needed 

for the mikvah. Sure enough, after a few weeks, another govern­
ment bulletin circulated, canceling the program. Emmanuel 
and his helpers had the mikvah rebuilt and operational within a 
very short time. 

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the new­

found freedoms, the underground organization Ezras Achim 
was no longer needed. Emmanuel had ample opportunity to 
leave Samarkand, but, with the encouragement and blessing of 

the Rebbe, he stayed behind for many years as a central force in 

the reconstruction of the religious community. As long as Jews 

remained in Samarkand, the shul and cheder continued to grow 
- along with many other Jewish institutions, including a library. 

Today, after the mass exodus ofBukharianJewry, Emmanuel 
continues to lead his community in the enclaves of New York 

as rabbi of Beth Gavriel Bukharian Jewish Center of Queens. 

The roots established after our brief encounter on the streets 
of Samarkand sprouted offshoots and branches to this very day. 
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1978 article from Lenin's Poth besmirching the Niyozov fam ily, colling 
them "the grandchildren of the Tzodik Schneerson." 
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"Grandfather Schneerson" 

We had finally gotten our exit visas, but because my second 

son was born we needed to arrange more paperwork. Again, 

the KGB was on our case . Although we knew we were being 
watched, we did no t suspect that journalists for the local news­
paper In Lenin 's Path were working to destroy our reputation. 

One day, a year and a h alf after we were first summoned be­

fo re the GPU, this full-page article appeared. Laced with ridi­

cule and ha te, it denounced us for teaching Torah to children 
and for being the Rebbe 's Chassidim. 

My fath er kept a few copies of this article and gave them out 
to people. H e also had one sent to the Rebbe via Rabbi Bernard 

Levy. (In the article, "David" refers to my father, while "Sholom­

Chai" refers to m e.) 

Rabbi David Niyazov with his son Sh/omo Chai celebrating 
Simchat Torah party in Boro Park 20 I 0 
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The Guide to the Garden of Eden 
By A. Davidoff 

At first glance, with his soft voice, downward turned eyes 
and simple clothing, David Niyazov appears to be a student of 
pious humility. As a righteous servant of G-d, he needs no fa­
vors from mortal men! Local residents of our city [Samarkand] 

view him as a religious figure . 
Yet, in his heart, David rejoices at having successfully duped 

everyone around him. His victims will never know what lurks 
behind his soft, sweet stories of a life in the Garden of Eden, 
on the banks of the Jordan River. His victims will never know 

that this is simply propaganda: a way for David to advance his 

career and become a "household name" in Chassidic circles. 
His central aspiration and singular goal is simple-to get as 
much attention as possible from the tzaddik of New York, whom 
David respectfully refers to as "Grandfather." 

"Grandfather" can bring happiness to many people-if 

they work hard enough. And David has worked very hard. 

Robbi David Niyozov giving a doily Torah class to the members 
of Congregation L'Moon Achoi Bukhorim 
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Having erected a quiet kiosk on Chugmoskia Street using 
simple pieces of plywood, David has successfully pretended for 
twenty years to be nothing more than the modest proprietor of 

woolen clothing. Fabric piles up haphazardly on the counter; 
one needs to merely touch the abandoned clothing in order 
to send clouds of dust into the air. The owner of the kiosk pe­
riodically rummages through the clothing, but his mind is re­
ally elsewhere. His "business" plans are fixed entirely on one 

goal: to capture as many Jews as possible in the net of Judaism 

and Zionism. This is the only way for him to earn the trust of 
"Grandfather" Schneerson. 

The modest, wooden kiosk has a singular purpose: from his 
vantage point near the synagogue, David can easily track all 
passersby. Whenever he sees a tourist- a "lord from abroad"­

David immediately undergoes a transformation: his humble 

manner gives way to flattery and fawning as he emotionally 
asks these tourists to give his warmest regards to the tzaddik 
Schneerson, handing them a handwritten list containing 
names and addresses of local Jews he has seduced. 

Members attending a daily Torah class given by Rabbi David Niyazov 
given at Congregation L'Maan Achai Bukharim, 4 I" Street 
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After much effort, the 

kidnapper of Samarkand's 
souls achieves his goal, 
finally earning his much­
sought recognition from 
the tzaddik of New York. 

The tzaddik commands his 

followers to spread their 
net of protection over this 
new "grandson," to send 
care packages to David for 
the addresses presented 

on his list. 

It matters not whether 
the tzaddik in America is 

Rabbi Bernard (Berel) Levy 
paying David in currency 

of chewing gum or fashionable pants. All that matters is that 

these care packages are sold to the naive general public who 

remain blissfully unaware that the company of"David and Son" 
uses this money to fund these illegal activities. 

These Zionist speculators recently purchased a private resi­
dence with two entrances-one in front, and, importantly, an 
exit in the back. Encouraged by the donations they receive 

from the tzaddik in New York and desirous of garnering even 

more of his praise, David and his son, Sholom-Chai, have start­
ed destroying the character traits of little children. One can 
find young, frightened children entering their home, holding 
prayer books wrapped in cloth. After a few hours of study, the 

children are herded out-through the back entrance. 

It is not difficult to guess what sort of propaganda David and 
Sholom-Chai teach these children. The more heads they can 
count, the more people they can brainwash-including very 
young children- the more fatherly attention and donations 

they will receive from "Grandfather Schneerson" in New York. 

Sometimes, when tourists from overseas visit this two­
entranced house, David or Sholom-Chai will approach these 
"overseas lords" and strenuously impress their authority. "Who 
says that Jews are oppressed in Samarkand?" they ask heatedly. 
"It's a lie! We do whatever we want here!" 
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Profits from overseas packages go toward financing the 
brainwashing of our young children. Such dramatic plays this 
duo performs! Dancing hand-in-hand, they sing aloud their as­
piration to move to the "Promised Land" on the banks of the 

Jordan River. You can see them practically tear up with emo­

tion as they sing, "We will journey, we will journey, to our Beloved 
Land. " This dancing and clapping is another arrow in their 
arsenal to brainwash the simpleminded folk who watch these 
dances. This father-son duo uses this last, fatal step of sending 

our people over the edge. How many people have fallen un­

der the spell of these two and have left our country for the so­
called "Garden of Eden?" Can we count the number of promis­
ing futures these two have destroyed? 

The hypocrisy is mindboggling: David and Sholom-Chai 

long ago received exit visas to travel to their "Beloved Land!" 

Despite this, they wave flags, dance, clap, and sing - "We will 

journey, we will journey, to our Beloved Land"- while their exit 
visas remain untouched and unused . How strange. These kid­
nappers of souls continue to poison the minds of our children 

with the fantasies of Chassidus, religious plays and songs detri­

mental to the wellbeing of our children, or any other instruc­
tion received from the tzaddik of New York. 

I enlisted the help of community representatives to con­
front David and conduct a direct interview. David presents 
himself as a simple, law-abiding citizen, hiding behind a mask 

of innocence. This is how it went: 

R.eporter: Why are you breaking the law? 
David: Impossib/,e! I keep all the Mosaic laws of the Jews- the easy 

laws and the difficult laws. 

Reporter: I'm not ref erring to those laws. Why are you breaking So­

viet law? 

David: Maybe. I am not expert in Soviet law. I'm a busy man, with 
no time to study Soviet law. Maybe you want to teach me? 

R.eporter: You teach religion to young children. That's illegal. 

David: Is it really illegal? 

R.eporter: It is allowed-provided you have permission from the 

child's parents and from the local authorities. And only when provided 

in a regular, structured environment that does not destroy the ideologi­
cal mindset of the child. But you ... 
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David: Excuse me, I was unaware, and I will discontinue, but 

I am merely teaching children the H ebrew language. They don 't need 

me to teach them that their birthplace is at the banks of the Jordan 
River; they know this already from the books that tourists bring into 
our country. I have nothing to do with it. If anything, I help them un­

derstand sections of these books, and I teach it to them without adding 

any embellishment. 

Reporter: But you do officiate at Jewish marriages and divorces, 

yes? 
David: Yes, but the tzaddik Schneerson allows me to perform these 

religi,ous services. No, no-he is not a Westerner; an American. H e is 
our tzaddik, [continuing the tradition] of the righteous of many gen­

erations. When he was still a young child, our government exiled him 

and his elderly father from the city of Leningrad, having accused them 

of anti-Soviet sentiment. I think he should be granted a pardon; he was 
just a young child at the time! 

And so it went, David masquerading behind a screen of politeness 

as he fielded my questions with brash impudence-defending his right 

to live a life of duplicity, encouraged by the duplicity of the new tzaddik 

Schneerson. After our official interview had concluded, David and his 
son even had the nerve to join hands and dance for us, singing their 
famous song: "We want to travel, to travel, to the land of Israel, the 

land so beloved to us." 

These managers of the city's two great synagogues have their hands 

full. It is hardly enough that they teach religion to the adults-no, they 
work just as hard poisoning the minds of young children. The more 
children they reach, the better: without these children, they would not 
eam any contributions from the tzaddik in New York. You see, this duo 

is so busy that they have no time to learn our local laws ... 

It is high time to give these kidnappers their due punishment. They 

deserve to stand trial for violating section 14 7 of the penal law of the 
Socialist Uzbek-Soviet Republic. They deserve it! 

The article caused a tremendous local furor. People practi­

cally shouted at me to grab my family and leave, to save them 

from imprisonment. However, no one knew that by then we 
had already received our exit visas and were scheduled to leave 
shortly. T he article - I hoped - could not do us any harm. 

But then I was summoned to appear before the KGB. 
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"How is it that you are still teaching Torah?" they demanded, 

waving the newspaper angrily in my face. 

"We have visas to leave the country," I said smoothly, "but we 

just had a baby boy, so we need to update our paperwork. We 
are leaving very soon." 

The KGB accepted this answer and let me go free. 

Exodus 

Finally, in 1978, our daily tribulations came to an end. Al­

though local government officials kept threatening to cancel 

our exit visas in retaliation for our religious activities, in the end 

they allowed us to leave. 

We had packed 140 seforim to take with us but, after counting 
them all, Uzbek officials would allow us only "no more than 120 
Jewish books." But I had one last trick up my sleeve: I included a 
Sefer Torah and two megillot among this number of items, hoping 

to smuggle them out. 

We boarded a train to Moscow, watching with mixed emo­
tions our hometown of Samarkand recede into the distance . 
Generations of our family had spent their entire lives in Samar­

kand, yet we could not live there as religious Jews any longer. 

When we arrived in Moscow, indignant immigration officers 

tried to block us from taking out the Sefer Torah and the two 
megillot, but lacked legal redress to challenge our permit. These 
holy items left Soviet soil with us. Our fear of the government 
was so ingrained that I worried the recent newspaper article 

about me would have repercussions. My only consolation: my 

father and I had given copies of the article to Rabbi Levy with 
the request that he use all his power to secure a smooth passage. 

"Don't worry," he assured us. "Travel safely and all will be 
well." 

We were taken to Brest, near the Polish-Belarus border, 

where representatives of the sachnut - a Jewish agency for im­
migrants to Eretz Yisrael - waited to greet us. 

"We are here to help prepare you for the trip to Israel," they 

said. "You will leave Brest in a few days." 
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We were initially moved to Vienna, a chief transit point, 

where we spent ten days. (Some BukharianJews have remained 
there; a small community exists there today.) The sachnut gave 

us the opportunity to contact family in Eretz Yisrael - who, to 

our tremendous surprise, advised us to say we wanted to go to 

America. 
At first, my father would not even hear of it: all of Russian 

Jewry dreamed of the day they could live in the Holy Land, and 
Bukharian Jews especially - including many members of the 

Niyazov family - had overcome formidable obstacles along the 

way. But my mother argued, "We really should go to America 

first, since everyone is telling us. Besides, don 't we want to see 
the Rebbe?" 

The sachnut, sensing our hesitancy, furnished us with a pleas­

ant apartment in Italy, where we lived for the next three months. 

I purchased fish and slaughtered our own chicken. We met Rab­
bi Gershon Mendel Garelik, the Chabad emissary to Milan, and, 
within a week, were invited to his daughter's wedding. My father 
and I went to the lovely ceremony - finally experiencing what 

it meant to celebrate a Jewish wedding publicly, without fear of 

retribution. 

Robbi Levi Yitzchok Gorelick and Robbi David Niyozov at a wedding in Italy 
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Indecision made time pass slow­
ly. After three months, when we fi­

nally informed the sachnut of our 
decision to go to America, a large 

stretched van pulled up outside 

our apartment at midnight, and six 
armed guards jumped out of a sec­
ond vehicle. 

We were alarmed: had the So­

viets come to kill us in revenge? 

It turned out that the sachnut had 

transferred our case to a different 
organization, which had come to 
move us out of the apartment. Our 
family numbered fourteen souls -

hence the large-passenger van. 

Special Encounters 
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Rabbi Gershon Mendel Garelik 

We landed in New York City on December 20, 1978, and 

fell into the emotional embrace of family members at the air­

port. Outside, a school bus waited - arranged by Rabbi Eliyahu 
Niasoff, my father's second cousin . Rabbi Chananya Niyazov, 
visiting from Israel, was also present. After loading all our be­
longings, we were whisked away to the secluded neighborhood 

of Seagate, in Brooklyn. Within a week, a relative found an 

apartment for us in Borough (Boro) Park, a growing Orthodox 
neighborhood in Brooklyn, and we moved yet again. 

A day or two passed. Suddenly Rabbi Levy appeared at our 
door. 

Bernard (Berel) Levy was a larger-than-life figure renowned 

as a pioneer of kosher certification. The first to make extensive 

trips to the Far East to inspect the products impacting the ko­
sher food industry, Rabbi Levy had an impressive array of inter­
national connections. Whenever asked by the Rebbe to perform 

a particular task in a foreign land - mikvah in the Philippines, 

mechitza (gender partition) in Kobe , Japan - Rabbi Levy always 
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came through. He was also one 
of the first to make "business 

trips" to Russia, where he met se­

cretly with Chassidim, teaching 
Torah, leading Jarbrengens, and 
transmitting messages between 
the Rebbe and his Chassidim be­

hind the Iron Curtain. 
Rabbi Levy was one of those 

to whom my father had given a 
copy of the ludicrous newspaper 
article about us. He passed it on 

to the Rebbe after returning to 

America. 
Now the rabbi approached 

us. "The Rebbe wants to see 
both of you," he said. 

Defiance in Samarkand 

Rabbi Eliyahu Niasoff 

My father and I were shocked. We had planned to visit the 

Rebbe; no one had dared imagine that the Rebbe would send 
for us! 

Rabbi Niyazov receiving Lekach - honeycake - from the Rebbe 
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Sheva brachos of Rabbi Shlomo Chai's Niyazov's son-in-law. 
Le~ to right: Avraham Niyazov, Fitzel Baumgarten, David Shakarov (Rabbi Daniel 

Shakarov's son), Rabbi Shalom Ber Baumgarten, and Rachamin Niyazov. 

Rabbi Levy led us to the Rebbe 's headquarters at 770 Eastern 

Parkway to participate in the very next farbrengen. He himself sat 
in one of the most coveted spots in the cavernous hall - on a 
bench right behind the Rebbe's chair. The Rebbe had instruct­

ed him to seat "the Niyazov fam-

ily" on that same bench. 

"Let them sit next to you," the 
Rebbe said. 

In between talks, the Rebbe 

gave my father and me a full cup 

of wine to say l'chaim, make a 

toast - twice! Rabbi Leibel Gron­
er was the one who came running 
toward us, pouring us wine. (His 
nephew later became one of our 

mechutanim, in-laws!) As usual the 

Rebbe made a single gesture, and Rabbi Leibel Groner 
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a bit of wine would be poured, this act of pouring twice - and 
a full large cup - certainly attracted much attention among the 

thousands of Chassidim in attendance. I remember my awe, 

having never expected the Rebbe to award us with such public 
honor. 

Resettlement 

A year after our arrival in New York, we located a shul on 12th 
Avenue in Boro Park. Rabbi Yitzchak Ushpal of Congregation 
Anshei Lubawitz allowed us to use the basement for our daily 
minyan . Fifteen other Bukharian families joined us and we cre­

ated a makeshift congregation. 

Although my father and I had ably acclimated to our new 
country, relishing the religious freedom, we had begun to miss 
the Bukharian style of prayer back home. A number of our 
brethren were equally nostalgic. While welcomed , on the one 

hand, to the American Jewish community, on the other hand 

we felt like outsiders. We wanted a space we could call our own. 

Rabbi Yitzchak Ushpal at the upshemish - haircutting 
ceremony of the author's son Avraham Niyazov, 1980 
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When I asked the Lubavitcher Rebbe if we should buy our 
own synagogue building, the Rebbe replied, "Not yet." A few 
years later, some thirty-five more Bukharian families moved into 

the neighborhood. This time, when my father and I asked about 

buying, the Rebbe gave us a blessing to do so. 

In 1984 I found a shul on 41" Street in Boro Park, between 
13th and 14th Avenues. The building had formerly housed an 
Ashkenazic congregation that could no longer muster a minyan. 

Gazing at the rows of empty seats, I approached the presiding 

rabbi and said, ''You have space but no people . I have people 

but no space." After we rented their place for a couple of years, 
a deal was finally made: in the winter of 1988 the Bukharian 
Jews completed the purchase of their own shul, the first of its 

kind on American soil, where we restructured the prayer ser­

vices according to our traditions. 

It was here that I founded L'Maan Achai Bukharim. Achai -
"my brothers" - is also a Hebrew acronym for Eliyahu Mani, 
Chananya, and Yaakov Niyazov, the three men who went to the 

Frierdiker Rebbe in 1927 and asked for a shliach (Rabbi Simcha 

Gorodetsky). Through eventual purchase of the synagogue for 

Robbi Niyozov with his two sons, Avrohom (right) Yitzchok (le~) receiving dollars from Rebbe 
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the Bukharian community we were able to keep it open, mak­

ing it the second oldest shul in Boro Park to operate on a daily 

basis. It became a starting point for hundreds, if not thousands, 
of new immigrants. We helped them find work while placing 
their children in yeshivas. For many it was the first shul they ever 
encountered in their lives. 

Our first president was Rabbi Eliyahu Niasoff. In addition to 

serving in that capacity for several years h e also gave beautiful 
and popular shiunm. He even trained some boys to lein their 
bar mitzvah parsha. For many years I myself, as official rabbi 
and founder of the congregation, wore many hats and filled the 

role of president, as well. But overburdened with other duties, I 

eventually appointed others to take over that role. This entailed 

Newly arrived immigrants from Samarkand in the early 1980s, gathering in 
the basement of the Bukharian shul on 41" Street for a Torah class. 

Right to le~ Avraham Siyunov and his son Gabbi, unknown, Rachamin Gi/karov, Ari Chai 
Siyonov, Elusha Shamalov, Simcha Chaf1zov, Tzion Musayev with his son Avraham. 

Top row, left to right: Rachamin Hafizov, Nissan Gi/karov, Roma Musayev, 
Yuro Yitzchakov, Refoel Shomo/av, Yosef Abramov, Marik Malayov. 
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dealing with the practical aspects of the shul, be it paperwork, 
balancing the books, or maintenance of the building. 

A few years earlier, I had opened a jewelry factory located at 
47th Street in Manhattan - the "Diamond District" - employing 

hundreds of Bukharian youth, who eventually acquired the ex­

perience to open their own businesses and, more importantly, 

the ability to read from a siddur, learn Torah, perform mitzvoth, 
and increase their yiras shamayim, fear of Heaven. Initially they 
relied on a set of tallis and tefillin in the factory. Eventually they 

bought their own, realizing the importance of these items when­

ever I interrupted my business dealings to lay tefillin on Jewish 

customers who had walked in. 
In 1989 our shul gained fame far beyond Brooklyn. We re­

ceived a warm write-up in a Canadian:Jewish newspaper, when a 
rabbi was needed to conduct the Russian-language High Holi­

day services for a congregation, Eitz Chaim, located in Vancou­

ver. Because of passport issues, the rabbi appointed couldn't 
make it. So instead I hurried over there, leaving my father to 
conduct the services back home. 

One of the many gatherings Rabbi Niyazov arranged 
for the Bukharian children of Baro Park 
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Several of the hundreds of talmidim and employees that went through Rabbi 
Niyazov's work place on 4 7"' Street, where he taught them Torah and a trade. 

Right to le~ Alex, Ruben Katayov, Nattan, Rabbi Shlomo Chai 
Niyazov, Avraham Suliyamanov, Gavriel, Abba Leviev. 

Top row le~ to right Uriel Merzakandov, Ruben Mordechayov 

With G-d's help the shul L'Maan Achai Bukharim became a 
success. Currently we have a minyan three times a day, where we 
pray according to the Bukharian nusach, version. We built up a 

solid, loyal congregation and gave lectures, led Azkaras, orga­

nized youth programs, and invited guest rabbis and speakers on 
Shabbat and on weekdays to give shiurim in all topics ranging 
from Gemara to Halacha for people of all ages. 

Privately I counseled many couples on shalom bayis (marital 

issues) and tended to other communal needs. In the mid-1980s 

I began to record dozens of shiurim on an array of topics on 
chizuk hayahadut (strengthening Yiddishkeit). Eventually thou­
sands of tapes (and eventually CDs) were made and distributed. 

My biggest thrill was starting a Tanya class for our teenage 

boys. We even printed a Tanya in our shul, in 1988, in memo­
ry of Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka Schneerson, the Rebbe's wife. 
When we prese nted a copy of a manuscript to the Rebbe, he 
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gave a blessing and a dollar each to me and my two sons who ac­

companied me. In addition to local work, I maintained contact 
with brethren overseas in the waning days of the Soviet Union, 
winning the respect and cooperation of many, which I will dis­
cuss in a later chapter on my trip in 1991 to the former USSR. 

Throughout our forty years in Boro Park, thousands of mis­
palilim, congregants, have come through our doors. I personally 

would like to thank all those members who supported the shul, 
be it physically or spiritually, all of whom have a zechut - merit, 
that will stand with them forever. During this time we had sever­

al other presidents, two of whose names I will mention: Yehuda 

Sulimanov and Gavriel Gilkarov. Through Divine Providence 

they have all moved to other communities across the country, 
from Queens, in New York, to Arizona. 

I am also grateful for the help of the current shul president, 

Yaakov Dayanov, who, after his arrival to the United States in 

1994, joined our community. Although a new immigrant, with 

all the obstacles that entails, he was quickly able to grow spiri­
tually and, with Hashem's help, climb his way up the ranks to 
become a successful businessman and help us tremendously. 

Rabbi Niyazov performing a Bris in Samarkand 
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Rabbi Niyazov teaching the alef-beit in his Shu/ on 4 I" Street 

Another person who deserves credit had joined our community 
in 1999, possessing a special soft vocal talent yet, at the same 
time, a boldness he had brought with him from Eretz Yisrael. 

Quickly noticing his potential, I hired him to be my assistant. 

Rabbi Asher Cohen Boruchov has become an acclaimed chaz­

zan and baal koreh, cantor and Torah reader. Both these men 
had taken upon themselves and given of their time and energy, 
along with that of a few other special members, to enhance the 

shul. 

Another person that deserves mention is Rabbi Mishael 

Aronbaev, an acclaimed author of many books, whom I whole­
heartedly welcomed to the community over thirty years ago. He 
consistently traveled from Crown Heights on a weekly basis to 
give shiurim to the men and women at L'Maan Achai Bukharim. 

In 2006 I partnered with a chef, Mr. Aamnon Kimyagarov, 

and composed in Russian a Bukharian cookbook, The Cuisine 

and Lifestyles of the Bukharian Jews, through which we introduced 
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to this country our unique cuisine. I considered this an oppor­
tunity to spread more Torah and mitzvoth, so in addition to 
my financial contribution I included within th e cookbook a 
compilation I wrote in Russian of Torah thoughts, Torah laws 

and homile tics on the importance of Shabbat, holidays, kashruth 

(from separation of challah to separation of meat and milk), 
and chinuch, the proper education of Jewish children. It all felt 
wo rthwhile wh en people approach ed me and said that this cook­
book had started their path to teshuvah. Eventually the demand 

for the Bukharian cookbook became so great that Aamnon had 

the book translated into English. 
My wife Sofa was always a t my side, allowing me to spend so 

much time with the Bukharian community. A true helpmate to 
my shlichus, she, among her many tasks, gave occasional lectures 

and organized Rosh Chodesh and Tehillim gatherings, as well 

as private kallah [bridal] classes. She was a superb role model to 
numerous Bukharian teenage girls. I feel blessed that my wife 
and I were instrumental in bringing awareness of the our rich 

Avrahom Niyozov studying Tonya with members of the Youth 
Minyon at L'Moon Achoi Bukhorim, 41 " Street, Boro Pork. 

Le~ to right Avrohom Siyunov, Isaac Choimov, unknown, Eliyo 
Su/imonov, Avrohom Niyozov, Robbi Shlomo Choi Niyozov, Yitzchok 

Niyozov, Gobbi Sulimonov, David Soidov, Yehoshuo Shamel. 
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heritage to so many BukharianJews and at the same time bring­

ing them closer to an authentic Torah Judaism. 

Over the years hachnassat orchim, hospitality, has been an ac­

tive part of our lives. This has extended beyond Shabbat din­
ners: often a guest might be a new immigrant who stayed at our 
home for weeks until a suitable dwelling could be found. At 

times we cheerfully converted our living room into a bedroom. 

I also feel blessed to have had the great zechut to bring hun­

dreds of fellow Bukharian Jews to the Rebbe for farbrengens, 
kos shel brachaand dollars etc ..... On Tisha B'Av, I arranged for 
school buses to bring dozens of students to the Ohel. Although 
visiting a tzaddik's gravesite on the saddest day of the year is not 

a Chabad custom, it is commonly practiced among Bukharian 

Jews. 
I am also fortunate to be on the giving side, where for close 

to my forty years of communal service I did not take even one 
penny as a salary. Instead, I was able to sponsor most of the shul 

projects on my own. 

Also in 2006, my congregation purchased the building ad­

jacent to our synagogue. A big thanks goes to Michael Ariyev, 

The Bukharian Kosher cookbook 

who helped us facilitate 
a mortgage. We used this 

building for the Youth 

Minyan and other com­

munity events. In 2014, 
with the help of my son 
Yitzchak Niyazov, my cous­

in Yasha Arabov, and many 

others, we were able to 
lower the mortgage, even­
tually allowing us to pay it 
off in full and thus obtain 

permits to create one big 

edifice. 
In 2019 our two 

buildings were heavily 
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renovated. As of this writing they have finally been combined 
into one beautiful shul, where all are welcome to experience 
true freedom, and where they can pray, learn, and feel openly 
proud of their heritage. 

Priceless Reward 

Like other rabbis in my position, I encountered all kinds of 

people when running my own shul, each with their individual 
needs. I helped whenever I could. In addition to job and yeshi­
va placement, I provided financial assistance, food for Shabbos 
and holidays, clothing, even room and board. 

Passover was a particularly stressful time, with its special 

foods and preparations. All leavening products, chametz, must 
be thoroughly cleaned out or removed, with unique foods not 

Rabbi Shlomo Chai Niyazov presenting the Bukharian 
cookbook to the Kaliver Rebbe of Williamsburg 
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eaten other times of the year. I also gave out blechs - aluminum 

sheets placed over stoves on Shabbos, when cooking is prohib­
ited - to accommodate the stringent cooking, as well as brand 
new negel vasser cups and bowls. Immigrants lined up in shul 

before Pesach to receive these items. 

I even gave out tzitzit. It made no difference to me if the is­

sue was poverty or lack of religious upbringing: whoever needed 
the ritual fringes would receive a pair from me - at no charge. 
(I also, on occasion, gave out tefillin, or arranged for their 
purchase.) 

Once, back in 5752/ 1992, an immigrant family named Sha­

lomov from Uzbekistan arrived at my shul, which they began to 

attend regularly. To the husband, Issac, I presented a brand new 
pair of tzitzit. One week la ter, as we were chatting after davening, 

I suddenly spied a five-year-old boy clinging to his side. 

"What's your name, little boy?"' I asked. 

"Rachamim," he responded shyly. 
"Where's h e learning?" I asked the father. 

Rabbi Niyazov leading a Farbrengen with Rabbi Mishoe/ Aronbaev and Rabbi 
Moshe Abramov at L'Maan Achai Bukharim, 41 " Street, Bora Park 
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"I have no idea," the father replied. "We're still figuring out 
where to send him. 

I withdrew a piece of paper. "Here is the name of a yeshiva, 

Taras Emes Kaminetz, on 16th Avenue in Bora Park. Tell the 

principal my name, and where you daven. If they have any ques­
tions , tell them to call me. " 

The father dutifully obeyed. He met with the principal, who 

immediately asked, "Where do you daven?" 

"Rabbi Niyasov's shul, on 4lst Street." 

After the lengthy interview the principal sadly shook his 
head. "I am sorry, but we have no room." 

"What do you mean?" the father gasped. "We sat here talk­
ing. Now you tell me there is no room?" 

He withdrew to the corner of the administrative office and 
started crying. This created such a scene that other staff mem­
bers gathered around, trying to comfort him, until one lady said 
to the principal, "See, he 's crying. You upset him." 

"Look," the principal sighed, "there's no room." 

Then he approached the immigrant. "Listen, how are you 

going to prove to me you're Jewish?" 
Mr. Shalomov, whose English wasn't so fluent, stared around 

the room, then blushed. "Listen, there are ladies here. I can't 

pull down my pants!" 

"No, G-d forbid, " laughed the principal. "I know you are 
circumcised. That is done in your country. I meant something 
else." 

His face turned serious. "Prove to me that if your son attends 

a Jewish school you will also behave in a Jewish way at home." 

"But I keep the Torah," the father insisted. 
"You really keep the Torah?" the principal countered, with 

a trace of contempt. "Let me see if you're wearing tzitzit. If you 
are, well ... then I'll take your son in tuition-free." 

"Really?" the father asked, in amazement. 

The principal nodded. "I promise." 
Proudly the man opened his shirt to reveal the brand new 

pair of tzitzit I had given him the previous week. 



276 Defiance in Samarkand 

The principal's eyes widened in surprise. "Let me call you 

back," he stammered in confusion. "I need to think about it. 
Like I said, we have no room." 

When he tried to retire to his office, the staff people blocked 

his way. ''You made a promise if he wears tzitzit," the same lady ar­

gued, pointing to the father. "He showed you his tzitzit, now, you 

must keep your word. You can't renege on your commitment." 
In the end, the young son of my congregant was taken in, 

tuition-free, for that year. He continued his yeshiva education 
throughout the rest of his formative years. He has maintained 

a fully Torah-observant lifestyle, eventually got married, and is 

now, at the time of this writing, a proud father of three. 

Another Personal Encounter 

At a Jarbrengen on Shabbos Mishpatim, Erev Rosh Chodesh 

Adar 5746 (February 8, 1986), I merited another personal en­

counter with the Rebbe. 

I'll never forget that Shabbos morning. The streets were full 
of snow, and I trekked with my sons and several of my family 
members all the way from Boro Park to Crown H eights. When I 

walked into 770, it was announced, "Rabbi Niyazov is here from 

Boro Park. " It was also announced that I was making a mesiba, 

special gathering, for Bukharianjews who came out of Russia. 
The Rebbe had me give over a few words. People were sur­

prised to hear me speak in Yiddish, not exactly the lingua franca 

among BukharianJews. I invited the Rebbe and the entire com­

munity to participate in a momentous occasion: the completion 
of my new book, Mesiras Nefesh shel Yehudim (Self-Sacrifice of the 
Bukharian Jews) . The Rebbe then handed me a bottle of vodka, 

explaining that this was his way of being present at the special 

gathering. 

(This encounter has been recorded in Taras Menachem, 

Mishpatim 5746, pt. 2.) 
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B ack in America, we continued working to help the "reli­

gious underground" of the Soviet Union. We found ways to 

send books, clothes, mezuzot, seforim, and tefillin, as well as large 
amounts of money to those in Samarkand working every single 
day to keep Yiddishkeit alive. 

Then, in 1989, the Berlin Wall fell. Thousands of East Euro­

peans marched westward to freedom. One by one their govern­

ments crumbled and Communism was dealt a mortal blow. 
In 1991 , with the communist government miraculously disin­

tegrating before the world, I decided to return and visit Russia 

with my wife. This was shortly before the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, when the situation for travelers was unstable and intimi­

dating. I first went to the Rebbe, who at the time customarily 
distributed "Rebbe dollars" for charity every Sunday, allowing 
people the chance to meet him and secure his blessings. When 
I told him of my plans to travel to Eretz Yisrael and, from there, 

to Russia, the Rebbe blessed my trip with success. 

When I arrived in Moscow, my first stop after Eretz Yisrael, I 
stayed at the home of a fellow Chassid. That Shabbos, he invited 
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me to walk with him an hour-and-a-half each way to celebrate 

the reopening of a synagogue. 
We walked the streets of Moscow decked openly in our hats, 

long Chassidic kapotas, and tallisim, prayer shawls. People stared 

but said nothing. The experience was surreal: having grown up 

under extreme religious oppression in this same land, I could 

not believe we could, freely and unmolested, walk the streets as 
proud Jews. 

The next day, Sunday, while visiting the famed Marina Ros­
cha synagogue, I met someone, a gentleman in his mid-thirties, 

who had not yet had a bris. I felt honored to serve as his mohel. 

In addition, I was asked by the congregation to serve as sandek 
for another bris being held in the shul that day; I immediately 
agreed. Again, it felt surreal to participate in a bris being held 
publicly on the very grounds where, only a few years earlier, 

such an act would have landed me in Siberia. 

During my stay, complete strangers approached me on the 
street and called out, "My teacher, my teacher!" Although I did 
not recognize many of them, some were youngsters I had tak­
en off the streets of Samarkand way back then to study in the 

clandestine cheder. But most were former students of my alefbeit 

videos. Years before, while in America, I had the idea of filming 

lessons of alefbeit in Russian on VHS, which were smuggled to 
Jews behind the Iron Curtain . Now I was coming face to face 
with those who had learned the Hebrew alphabet from these 

tapes. A truly gratifying experience. 

From Moscow, I traveled to Samarkand. The Soviets had con­

verted the main synagogue into a theater; now, with religious re­
vival sweeping the country, the building had been deeded back 
to the Jewish community. I decided to sponsor, in celebration of 

my homecoming, a grand Jarbrengen - and an incredible crowd 

of over five hundred showed up! 
A few days into my trip, Russia was thrown into turmoil. 

Hardline Communists attempted to regain control of the Soviet 
Union and halt Gorbachev's perestroika program of reforms. The 

coup dominated international headlines; people were certain 

that the Russians would revert to their old habits. 
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My family abroad feared for my safety, but I felt secure in 
the knowledge that I had received the Rebbe's blessing for this 
trip. Nevertheless, I phoned my elderly mother - direct calls to 
America then were nearly impossible and prohibitively expen­

sive - to inform her of my delayed return and to reassure her 

that all would be well. 
I traveled to Leningrad (shortly later renamed S. Peters­

burg) , where the airports were still closed, and waited for out­
bound flights to resume. Tanks and military personnel lined the 

streets. Once again, it felt surreal to walk in Chassidic garb in 

full view and not be afraid. I felt, in fact, serenely detached from 

the turmoil. In the end, the coup was quashed and I was able to 
re turn home safely. 
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I n the early 1990s, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

the trickle of immigrants burst into a crashing wave. About 
40,000 Jews from Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tadjikistan, Mongo­
lia, and Uzbekistan - the majority from the cities of Samar­
kand, Tashkent, Dushanbe, Bishkek, and Kokand - have slowly 

transformed parts of New York City, particularly the boroughs of 

Queens and Brooklyn , into Bukharian enclaves. 
With this influx came a huge need for leadership, guidance, 

and support. In addition to Rav, I was a pioneer immigrant, and 
along with some of the other pioneers, I was able to utilize my 

own experiences and connections to make their transition less 

burdensome. 
There was so much to do all at once! Needless to say, this 

period of time was quite overwhelming. But of all the things I 
was feeling, overwhelmed wasn't one of them. Each new fam­

ily brought a rush of excitement celebrating their welcome to 

"the other side." Also, because I was so knee deep in the many 
responsibilities -helping them to get settled, finding jobs for 
them or yeshivoth for their children, arranging programs and 
classes, performing brissim, and even hosting families at our 
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three-bedroom Boro Park apartment for weeks until they land­
ed on their feet - I simply did not feel the onus that others 
did when observing me. I worked endlessly, juggling my jewelry 

business with the community and new arrivals. People showed 

up at my door or phoned me at all hours of the day and night. 

To all who needed help, I tried to be receptive. 
The newcomers were eternally grateful and so humbled by all 

the outpouring kindness they were showered with. They felt the 
sincere and unconditional love I had for each of them and their 

hearts reflected that right back. As it is written in Mishlei 27:19, 
"For just as water mirrors the face to the face so does the heart 
of man to man." We immediately formed an unbreakable bond 

that carried on even after they managed to build themselves 
up, move out of Boro Park to achieve the "American dream," 

and buy their own home in the many different communities in 

Queens and other areas. 
Baruch Hashem even though our Boro Park community was 

like the "Grand Central Station," to which thousands passed 
through, gained the tools and guidance needed to confidently 

navigate their way down their own path, leading them to wher­

ever their destination might be. Of those that did remain, we 

formed a beautiful tight knit community that supported each 
other. 

However, although I had a very close and warm connection 

with most, not everything served graciously to some had been 

returned in kind. We had our fair share of hecklers and rabble 

rousers and over the years, I often faced not only a lack of grati­
tude but criticism, opposition, and even public scorn. Despite 
the painful humiliations and betrayal of some, and the stress 

of it all, I kept focused on the "big picture" and swallowed my 

pride to keep the peace. I regarded my congregants, students, 

and even those that abandoned our community as one would 
their own child. Although disappointed, I never felt personal 
outrage. 

Sympathetic friends and family members urged me to stand 

up to those select ingrates. Some even suggested, "Hey, you 've 

done enough. Why don't you sit back and enjoy your life? Who 
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needs the headache?" 

It would be easy to retire to some insular community, to go to 

sleep and forget all about the vast numbers who are drowning 
in our cultural morass. I understood what my supporters were 
saying. 

But what they didn't understand: This was my life, my pur­

pose, my shlichus. I ate, slept, and breathed my community. I 

thought of my grandfather, Rabbi Eliyahu Mani, who lite ral­
ly gave his life at an unripe age to save the diamonds in the 
street . .. and I, who enjoy so many comforts and freedoms 
on these adopted shores, should get offended along the way? 

These people are my diamonds! 

I fe lt privileged to do this work, even if it meant getting my 
hands dirty sometimes. I knew I was saving lives, and that was all 
that mattered . I simply told my sympathizers not to worry, and 
that everything was okay- and, Baruch Hashem, it was. 

All this brings me to a story from a friend of mine, who was 

driving the famed Israeli diplomat Yehuda Avner to the Pitts­
burgh International Airport. 

"May I ask you something?" my friend ventured. 
Mr. Avner laughed. "I knew I wouldn't be getting a ride for 

nothing. What do you want to ask?" 

"Can you tell me something about the Lubavitcher Rebbe? 
Any conversation?" My friend knew that the diplomat had had 
quite a few private audiences with the Rebbe. 

Mr. Avner pondered , then cleared his throat. "Well, there is 

one I don 't really talk about. It 's not as public as other stories." 

And he began: 

It was the late 1970s. I was attending an assembly in Hous­
ton, Texas. At the time Israel was involved in rescuing Ethio­
pian Jews. It was very dangerous work; I myself went on a few 
missions. Yet, against all odds, Israel was successful. 

At the time, however, no one spoke about the operations. 
We couldn't, because of the danger. However, at the assembly 
I was hounded by American leaders and activists. "Why isn't 
Israel doing anyth ing? Why isn 't Israel trying to help Ethiopian 
Jews?" 
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Although I knew that Israel was, in fact, saving lives, I had to 
remain silent. Too much was a t stake - navy or merchant ships, 
soldiers, commandos - and it wasn't something that could free­
ly be discussed. 

I tried to walk away, but these people wouldn't le t up. I was 
called names, accused of weakness or insensitivity. 

After the assembly, I went to Washington DC. Then I went 
to New York, to see the Rebbe. I walked into his office, feeling 
crushed like a midget, and lay my frustration on the Rebbe's 
desk. 

"We're doing our jobs, saving lives!" I complained. "But I 
can't tell them about it. There is no peace, no mercy. They 
think we're wasting their dollars." 

The Rebbe said to me, "Reb Yehuda, when you're dealing 
with saving lives, take all the negativity, all th e criticism - any­
thing you 're going to suffer for. But take it all with love, be­
cause you ' re saving lives." 

I walked in like a midget, but walked out like a giant, proud 
and strong. 

I have kept those words as a source of en couragement, to my­

self and to others in similar work. Someday, I tell them, you're 

going to be a leader in different communities. You're goin g 

to save lives. But they're going to attack you. They're going to 

throw things at you , even smear campaigns. 

But that's when you are going to h ave to mentally replay the 

Rebbe's golden words: VVhen you 're saving lives, take all of it with 
love. Because you know you 're doing what you need to do - and 

that is saving lives, which is so dire. 

Why do people turn on you? I'm not qualified to discuss hu­

man nature. 

But a friend of mine once said: Whenever he does an ex­

traordinary favor for someone, he then fo llows up by handing 

that person a bag of pebbles. 
"What is this for?" the person asks. 

My friend explained , "Well, the nature of things is wh en you 

help someone in a grandiose way, they come back and throw 

things at you. 
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'Tm asking you -when you throw something, throw pebbles, 

not boulders. That's how the recipient of the favor might han­
dle things." 

My friend continued, "The person doing the favor - the per­
son in a leadership position - you, I, whoever else is out there 

putting his neck on the line to help people - what do you and I 

need to know? You're on a rescue mission to save lives. 
"And when you're saving lives .. . okay, so what? They dump 

a little trash on you? That's okay. Why? Because a life has been 
saved. That is the most important thing." 

Luckily, the rewards of my efforts have far outweighed the 

irritations, and the long-term investment in Jewish souls has 
reaped enormous dividends. Sometimes the evidence appeared 
much later, and in ways that can only be called providential. 

Late one Friday, while I prepared to leave my office, a Bukhar-

ian Jew walked in. 

"How are you?" he asked. 

"Fine, Baruch Hashem." 

"How are things?" 
I shot a glance at the clock. Shabbos was approaching, so this 

was not the time to start a lengthy conversation. Nevertheless, I 

decided to be patient. Perhaps this stranger had something to 
say that was important. 

''You don't recognize me?" he asked. 
"No, I'm sorry. I don't." 

''You taught me alefbeit! You taught me everything!" the 

stranger exclaimed. "When you were being vetted at the army 

hospital, you met my father there, and you promised him to 
teach his children Torah once you were discharged." 

I couldn't believe my ears! A rush of memories flooded 

through me as the visitor continued talking. The Jewish patient 

in the army hospital where I had stayed back when I was eigh­

teen had three sons, to whom I had taught the Hebrew alphabet 
and Yiddishkeit. Since they were Kohanim, descendants of the 
priestly class, they had adopted the family name Kahanov. 

"I recently arrived in America," my former pupil explained, 
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"and I just found out that you have an office here. So I decided 
to come by today and visit." 

He hugged me repeatedly and inquired about my health. He 

had thought back then that I had been in the hospital for a seri­

ous medical condition. 
Only now did I reveal to him that I had merely faked it in or­

der to avoid the draft. We parted warmly and we kept in touch. 

Encounters like these do more than brighten my day. They 

remind me how we Bukharian Jews - and indeed many Soviet 

Jews - have triumphed over incredible challenges. Nevertheless, 
there are newer challenges that cannot be ignored. 

We American Jews are blessed with abundant freedom and 
abundant lifestyle choices. But we are also bombarded with myr­

iad distractions, material wealth, and a relentless entertainment 

culture. Ironically, the kindness of America might be achieving 
what the cruelty of the Soviet Union could not. 

I often tell my children the famous parable about the sun 
and the wind, each of whom argued over who was more power­

ful. Noticing a man bundled up in a coat, the wind boasted, 

"Watch! I can take that coat right off of him!" 

The wind blew and blew. But instead of removing his coat, 
the man wrapped it around him even more tightly and contin­
ued his way. 

Then it was the sun's turn. It simply remained still but shone 

in all strength and brilliance. Eventually the man began to per­
spire. Finally he removed his coat and tossed it aside. 

This, I fear, might happen to a people accustomed to years 
of an oppressive environment and now suddenly finding them­

selves at the extreme opposite, an overly permissive society. 

Instead of the brutal wind of Communism, which tested their 

resilience, they are basking in a gentle but far more insidious 
glow of the sun, which might result in their casting off roots in 
pursuit of Western pleasure and ambition. 

Once, at a Jarbrengen at 770, I heard Rabbi Gershon Avtzon -

head of Yeshiva Lubavitch of Cincinnati, where two of my grand­

children attend mesivta, high school - discuss parents who came 
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to him complaining about their children's schools. The J ewish 

learning seemed to be making little impact or inspiration. 
The rabbi replied, "These days self-sacrifice no longer means 

secret meetings or Siberian gulags. It means giving up some of 

our creature comforts and dangerous temptations. 

"Think of two altars," he continued, "one with our child ren, 

chas veshalom, and the other with the latest TV, computer, or 
smartphone. Which of the two would you be wi lling to give up? 
What can you ' trade in' for greater spirituality and a lasting 

heritage?" 

Parents need to remember that they are their chi ldren's role 

models. Our children are learning from us and watching our 
every move. To truly impact our children in the way of Torah 
and mitzvoth, we ourselves must be their living example. 

Standing up to an aggressively secular environment, to set 

firm limits and religious priorities, and above all to establish a 
family devoted to Torah and mitzvoth - all this is our current 
act of "defiance ." The lure of the outside world is our current 
trial. Bukharian J ews may have left behind the geographic Sa­

markand, but they must retain its lessons and legacies. 

Looking back, I thank the Almighty for all the achievements 
and even for all the growing pains. Looking ahead, I am re­
minded of what still needs to be done by all of us involved in 

outreach and education. The work is massive and the apprecia­

tion often proportionately small. 
Nevertheless, we know that our efforts are crucial and worth­

while. So I, along with my family, friends, relatives, and fellow 
rabbis, carry on like soldiers, keeping in mind that in the end, 

we are committed to saving lives - spiritual lives of those lost 

to their h eritage or those simply struggling to find a lifeline, a 

calm and steady anchor in today's turbulent sea. 
It is our hope that our efforts will bear the ultimate fruit and 

bring the geulah, redemption, for all J ews-may it be speedily in 

our days! 



DEDICATED IN LOVING MEMORY AND 

ri~rvJ •i?•v? 

Y'o~ ?v:J n"i1ii1 p iii 'i n"i1ii1 

:i~,..,~, (N-,i'~) '~~ i:-t''N 'i 
~i?N'~ 

n"vrvri•;i 'irvri 1":i itim 

.i1.:J.~.J.I"I 

i1:J1lllni1 i1ill Ki1 

Y'O~ ?v:J n "i1ii1 Ii:J (N~'..,) :-ti'~., Iii~ 

Q.MO'N :-t~Mi ('i'':lN) 'N'i~~ 
~itN'~ 

1"l)ill!"i'i1 'K i1K ':i i1itl~J 

.i1.:J.~.J.I"I 

ri~vJ •1?•v?1 

OM~£) 'i 

l'"l'~:li 'Mi~N 'i p 
~,,,,~, 

tl"~ill!"i'i110'J 1":i itl~J 

.i1.:J.~.J.I"I 

ri~vJ •i?•v?i 

i1:J1rl'ni1 i1rl'Ki1 

(M'X:i) 'Mi m~ 
MMi,~, ,..,N 'i n"i1ii1 ri:J 

~i~ii'V' 

i"Jvri•;i rn:iri i":i i1itim 

.i1.:J.::l.J.1"1 


	Niyazov2020E 001
	Niyazov2020E 002
	Niyazov2020E 003
	Niyazov2020E 004
	Niyazov2020E 005
	Niyazov2020E 006
	Niyazov2020E 007
	Niyazov2020E 008
	Niyazov2020E 009
	Niyazov2020E 010
	Niyazov2020E 011
	Niyazov2020E 012
	Niyazov2020E 013
	Niyazov2020E 014
	Niyazov2020E 015
	Niyazov2020E 016
	Niyazov2020E 017
	Niyazov2020E 018
	Niyazov2020E 019
	Niyazov2020E 020
	Niyazov2020E 021
	Niyazov2020E 022
	Niyazov2020E 023
	Niyazov2020E 024
	Niyazov2020E 025
	Niyazov2020E 026
	Niyazov2020E 027
	Niyazov2020E 028
	Niyazov2020E 029
	Niyazov2020E 030
	Niyazov2020E 031
	Niyazov2020E 032
	Niyazov2020E 033
	Niyazov2020E 034
	Niyazov2020E 035
	Niyazov2020E 036
	Niyazov2020E 037
	Niyazov2020E 038
	Niyazov2020E 039
	Niyazov2020E 040
	Niyazov2020E 041
	Niyazov2020E 042
	Niyazov2020E 043
	Niyazov2020E 044
	Niyazov2020E 045
	Niyazov2020E 046
	Niyazov2020E 047
	Niyazov2020E 048
	Niyazov2020E 049
	Niyazov2020E 050
	Niyazov2020E 051
	Niyazov2020E 052
	Niyazov2020E 053
	Niyazov2020E 054
	Niyazov2020E 055
	Niyazov2020E 056
	Niyazov2020E 057
	Niyazov2020E 058
	Niyazov2020E 059
	Niyazov2020E 060
	Niyazov2020E 061
	Niyazov2020E 062
	Niyazov2020E 063
	Niyazov2020E 064
	Niyazov2020E 065
	Niyazov2020E 066
	Niyazov2020E 067
	Niyazov2020E 068
	Niyazov2020E 069
	Niyazov2020E 070
	Niyazov2020E 071
	Niyazov2020E 072
	Niyazov2020E 073
	Niyazov2020E 074
	Niyazov2020E 075
	Niyazov2020E 076
	Niyazov2020E 077
	Niyazov2020E 078
	Niyazov2020E 079
	Niyazov2020E 080
	Niyazov2020E 081
	Niyazov2020E 082
	Niyazov2020E 083
	Niyazov2020E 084
	Niyazov2020E 085
	Niyazov2020E 086
	Niyazov2020E 087
	Niyazov2020E 088
	Niyazov2020E 089
	Niyazov2020E 090
	Niyazov2020E 091
	Niyazov2020E 092
	Niyazov2020E 093
	Niyazov2020E 094
	Niyazov2020E 095
	Niyazov2020E 096
	Niyazov2020E 097
	Niyazov2020E 098
	Niyazov2020E 099
	Niyazov2020E 100
	Niyazov2020E 101
	Niyazov2020E 102
	Niyazov2020E 103
	Niyazov2020E 104
	Niyazov2020E 105
	Niyazov2020E 106
	Niyazov2020E 107
	Niyazov2020E 108
	Niyazov2020E 109
	Niyazov2020E 110
	Niyazov2020E 111
	Niyazov2020E 112
	Niyazov2020E 113
	Niyazov2020E 114
	Niyazov2020E 115
	Niyazov2020E 116
	Niyazov2020E 117
	Niyazov2020E 118
	Niyazov2020E 119
	Niyazov2020E 120
	Niyazov2020E 121
	Niyazov2020E 122
	Niyazov2020E 123
	Niyazov2020E 124
	Niyazov2020E 125
	Niyazov2020E 126
	Niyazov2020E 127
	Niyazov2020E 128
	Niyazov2020E 129
	Niyazov2020E 130
	Niyazov2020E 131
	Niyazov2020E 132
	Niyazov2020E 133
	Niyazov2020E 134
	Niyazov2020E 135
	Niyazov2020E 136
	Niyazov2020E 137
	Niyazov2020E 138
	Niyazov2020E 139
	Niyazov2020E 140
	Niyazov2020E 141
	Niyazov2020E 142
	Niyazov2020E 143
	Niyazov2020E 144
	Niyazov2020E 145
	Niyazov2020E 146
	Niyazov2020E 147
	Niyazov2020E 148
	Niyazov2020E 149
	Niyazov2020E 150
	Niyazov2020E 151
	Niyazov2020E 152
	Niyazov2020E 153
	Niyazov2020E 154
	Niyazov2020E 155
	Niyazov2020E 156
	Niyazov2020E 157
	Niyazov2020E 158
	Niyazov2020E 159
	Niyazov2020E 160
	Niyazov2020E 161
	Niyazov2020E 162
	Niyazov2020E 163
	Niyazov2020E 164
	Niyazov2020E 165
	Niyazov2020E 166
	Niyazov2020E 167
	Niyazov2020E 168
	Niyazov2020E 169
	Niyazov2020E 170
	Niyazov2020E 171
	Niyazov2020E 172
	Niyazov2020E 173
	Niyazov2020E 174
	Niyazov2020E 175
	Niyazov2020E 176
	Niyazov2020E 177
	Niyazov2020E 178
	Niyazov2020E 179
	Niyazov2020E 180
	Niyazov2020E 181
	Niyazov2020E 182
	Niyazov2020E 183
	Niyazov2020E 184
	Niyazov2020E 185
	Niyazov2020E 186
	Niyazov2020E 187
	Niyazov2020E 188
	Niyazov2020E 189
	Niyazov2020E 190
	Niyazov2020E 191
	Niyazov2020E 192
	Niyazov2020E 193
	Niyazov2020E 194
	Niyazov2020E 195
	Niyazov2020E 196
	Niyazov2020E 197
	Niyazov2020E 198
	Niyazov2020E 199
	Niyazov2020E 200
	Niyazov2020E 201
	Niyazov2020E 202
	Niyazov2020E 203
	Niyazov2020E 204
	Niyazov2020E 205
	Niyazov2020E 206
	Niyazov2020E 207
	Niyazov2020E 208
	Niyazov2020E 209
	Niyazov2020E 210
	Niyazov2020E 211
	Niyazov2020E 212
	Niyazov2020E 213
	Niyazov2020E 214
	Niyazov2020E 215
	Niyazov2020E 216
	Niyazov2020E 217
	Niyazov2020E 218
	Niyazov2020E 219
	Niyazov2020E 220
	Niyazov2020E 221
	Niyazov2020E 222
	Niyazov2020E 223
	Niyazov2020E 224
	Niyazov2020E 225
	Niyazov2020E 226
	Niyazov2020E 227
	Niyazov2020E 228
	Niyazov2020E 229
	Niyazov2020E 230
	Niyazov2020E 231
	Niyazov2020E 232
	Niyazov2020E 233
	Niyazov2020E 234
	Niyazov2020E 235
	Niyazov2020E 236
	Niyazov2020E 237
	Niyazov2020E 238
	Niyazov2020E 239
	Niyazov2020E 240
	Niyazov2020E 241
	Niyazov2020E 242
	Niyazov2020E 243
	Niyazov2020E 244
	Niyazov2020E 245
	Niyazov2020E 246
	Niyazov2020E 247
	Niyazov2020E 248
	Niyazov2020E 249
	Niyazov2020E 250
	Niyazov2020E 251
	Niyazov2020E 252
	Niyazov2020E 253
	Niyazov2020E 254
	Niyazov2020E 255
	Niyazov2020E 256
	Niyazov2020E 257
	Niyazov2020E 258
	Niyazov2020E 259
	Niyazov2020E 260
	Niyazov2020E 261
	Niyazov2020E 262
	Niyazov2020E 263
	Niyazov2020E 264
	Niyazov2020E 265
	Niyazov2020E 266
	Niyazov2020E 267
	Niyazov2020E 268
	Niyazov2020E 269
	Niyazov2020E 270
	Niyazov2020E 271
	Niyazov2020E 272
	Niyazov2020E 273
	Niyazov2020E 274
	Niyazov2020E 275
	Niyazov2020E 276
	Niyazov2020E 277
	Niyazov2020E 278
	Niyazov2020E 279
	Niyazov2020E 280
	Niyazov2020E 281
	Niyazov2020E 282
	Niyazov2020E 283
	Niyazov2020E 284
	Niyazov2020E 285
	Niyazov2020E 286
	Niyazov2020E 287
	Niyazov2020E 288
	Niyazov2020E 289
	Niyazov2020E 290
	Niyazov2020E 291
	Niyazov2020E 292
	Niyazov2020E 293
	Niyazov2020E 294
	Niyazov2020E 295
	Niyazov2020E 296
	Niyazov2020E 297
	Niyazov2020E 298
	Niyazov2020E 299
	Niyazov2020E 300
	Niyazov2020E 301
	Niyazov2020E 302
	Niyazov2020E 303
	Niyazov2020E 304
	Niyazov2020E 305
	Niyazov2020E 306
	Niyazov2020E 307
	Niyazov2020E 308
	Niyazov2020E 309
	Niyazov2020E 310
	Niyazov2020E 311
	Niyazov2020E 312
	Niyazov2020E 313
	Niyazov2020E 314
	Niyazov2020E 315
	Niyazov2020E 316
	Niyazov2020E 317
	Niyazov2020E 318
	Niyazov2020E 319
	Niyazov2020E 320
	Niyazov2020E 321
	Niyazov2020E 322

