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Praise for The Scattered Tribe


“Ben Frank’s guides transcend the genre of travel books that crowd bookcases with facts and figures . . . his books have emerged as deep insights into places, cultures, histories through the voices of those who live there—stewards of tradition, caretakers of the present and the future. His interviews weave Jewish communities—who share concerns and joys common to many of us into the global community thus shrinking the distance among all travelers . . .”

—Maria Lisella, author of Amore on Hope Street and Two Naked Feet, contributor to FOXNews.com and other travel outlets

“Ben Frank provides a fascinating, varied account of modern Jewish life across the globe. I learned something new on every page, and enjoyed the book immensely.”

—Martin Fletcher, former NBC News Middle East correspondent and Tel Aviv Bureau chief, is the author of Walking Israel:

A Personal Search for the Soul of a Nation, Breaking News, and The List.

“Whenever Ben Frank writes a new book on the pulsating and multidimensional Jewish world, it’s cause for celebration. The Scattered Tribe proves the point yet again. Bravo!”

—David Harris, Executive Director of the American Jewish Committee

“A fascinating ode to a resilient people. Ben Frank reveals the road less traveled, following members of “the tribe” who have made lives for themselves in some of the most surprising and far-flung places around the globe.”

—Pat Farnack, WCBS Radio
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Foreword

THE WISE JEWISH TRAVELER

It was the Biblical Abraham, the ancestor of the Jewish people, who set a precedent and pattern for his descendants as the first monotheist to believe in one universal God. Abraham understood that he could travel anywhere, for his God would always be with him. Those who believed in local gods feared to travel outside the jurisdiction of those deities. Hence, Jews, the descendants of Abraham, became great travelers.

Travel books make for great reading, and there are wonderful collections of pioneering Jewish travelers’ tales in both Hebrew and English. The wise Jewish traveler was indeed universal in outlook, and accurately reported in detail about the particular region visited, adding descriptions of Jewish sites, Jewish community, and the Jewish situation in that area.

Among Jewish travelers, we may include those who collected funds for Jewish schools and the Jewish poor living in the homeland, Israel, along with those who sailed as far away as Australia, leaving behind valuable diaries.

Sir Marc Aurel Stein pioneered the exploration, history and archaeology of the Silk Road in the 1900s and found the oldest Hebrew manuscript on paper in Dandan-Uiliq, near the Chinese-Tibetan border. He wrote many precious volumes that continue to inspire readers.

Benjamin of Tudela, who lived in the twelfth century, is perhaps the most famous and best-known among the Jewish travelers and even today is widely read and quoted.

Sir Matthew Nathan, distinguished Jewish governor of Hong Kong during the early 1900s, delivered a magnificent lecture on the history of Jewish travel. Elkan Nathan Adler (1861–1946) collected many diaries and reports which were published under the title, Jewish Travellers. Pedro Teix-eira, a marrano (secret Jew), was the first to circumnavigate the globe, and left us a valuable record of his journey. He returned to his ancestral faith when he finally reached safety.

Another probable marrano was Fernão Mendes Pinto, the first to describe the unique ceremonies of Japan in the 1500s. We even have the fascinating and magnificent diary of Jacob d’Ancona, who visited China before Marco Polo, but alas, it is a forgery. And recently, Raphael Patai published a most informative and enlightening book called The Children of Noah: Jewish Seafaring in Ancient Times.

We must now add the current volume, The Scattered Tribe: Traveling the Diaspora from Cuba to India to Tahiti & Beyond, to the impressive list of Jewish travelers’ accounts.

The reader will be fascinated by reports of a Yiddish-speaking Jewish region of Siberia, where the sign at the Trans-Siberian Railway station is written in Yiddish, and even today, all signs on government buildings are in Yiddish. Who would believe there was a Jewish king of a principality in India where the original copper plates, etched in Tamil, can still be found in a historic synagogue? And who could imagine that Jews lived in the interior of India—without contact with other Jews—for about two thousand years, and survived successfully?

We all owe a great debt to Ben G. Frank for adding the Eastern world to our Jewish itinerary and agenda. He walks in the footsteps of the many great Jewish travelers before him, recording his travels with a keen eye and an inquisitive mind. Each country, city, and community he describes will open your eyes to the previously unknown Jewish experience in the Eastern world.

Your mind and your eye will enjoy reading this volume!


Rabbi Marvin Tokayer

Great Neck, New York

July 2011
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Introduction

The madrileños may have been taking their paseo on the wide boulevard in Madrid as I hurried to the synagogue and community center back in the 1960s, but I had no time to dillydally if I wanted to be punctual for my meeting with Jewish community leaders. So, when I arrived, I bounded up the steps to the second-floor office. I was convinced that the dreaded Guardia Civil (the Spanish gendarmerie, in their tricorne hats and dark uniforms) I had just passed on the street below were nipping at my heels. In the Spanish dictatorship of the 1960s, you never knew who might be following you.

I entered. I was shocked. Staring at me was the picture of the brutal dictator, Generalissimo Francisco Franco. Certainly not what I had expected, even if he was known to have saved Jewish lives during the Holocaust, when nonbelligerent Spain—closely tied to Nazi Germany—had allowed thousands of Jews to cross their border and receive safe passage. The fascist leader, whatever his motives, was certainly no hero to Jews and men and women of goodwill. So, their putting up the photo did not make any sense to me, for I never saw his picture anywhere else I went.Yet, maybe the community felt “obligated” to display the dictator’s portrait.

After Franco’s death, a free life began for all Spaniards, including Jews.

Years later, this experience in Spain made me wonder what surprises might await me in far more distant lands in the pages of The Scattered Tribe: Traveling the Diaspora from Cuba to India to Tahiti & Beyond. Travel is full of contradictions and unusual experiences, and my journey to find the scattered tribe would be filled with such incongruities, according to my world view.

There was the time north of Moscow, in the dead of winter, when our nature-loving guide unexpectedly roused us from a late-evening party in the hotel lobby. A few shots of vodka had not alleviated the cold, but in Russia, the guides rule. I soon found myself hiking down a riverbank, crossing a frozen river, and finally climbing up the bank on the other side. The guide led his charges to a small service being held in a Russian Orthodox Church, where a young priest and a group of worshippers were chanting somber prayers. In that one winter’s moment, I entered the soul of Russia. I realized this was the environment that had surrounded Jewish people here for centuries.

Or take the time in 2009 that I was in Rangoon (now called Yangon) in Burma (now called Myanmar), where eight Jews resided, and where the synagogue was open. I sat in a restaurant in Yangon, gazing out at the alluring golden beams from the shimmering bells of the Sule and Shwedagon pagodas, which constantly reminded me I was touring a mystifying land. At that moment I noticed a table in the corner of the room around which sat six middle-aged Burmese women. They were charming and rather attractive, like “The Lady,” Aung San Suu Kyi, the pro-democracy leader who was placed under house arrest twenty years ago, and released in 2010. Each woman was chewing a wad of betel in her mouth. Betel chewing originated in India, and this addictive habit stands out as the Asian parallel to tobacco chewing. This accounts for their teeth being purple, and yellow, too—that is, whatever teeth they have remaining.
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Russian, Tahitian, Burmese, Indian, Moroccan, and Cuban Jews, and yes, even those who live in distant Siberia, as well as those American Jewish expats currently residing in Vietnam—they all maintain their Jewish identity.

We travel to observe, to experience, to have adventures. Many Jewish travelers seek out their brothers and sisters in far-flung Jewish communities, or comb far-off lands in search of the last fragments of the scattered tribe. It is a fine tradition that extends back to Spanish Jew Benjamin ben Jonah of Tudela, the twelfth-century rabbi who traveled the then-known Jewish world and recorded what he saw: how Jews lived and got along with their neighbors and rulers; how they survived under oppressive conditions; and how they were influenced by their environment. He also included strange tales, such as when he was in Istanbul, “where no Jew [was] allowed to ride on horseback.”

Today, in the twenty-first century, little-known Jewish enclaves in the most unusual places call out to the traveler, who will discover them here in The Scattered Tribe. Jewish life exists in these exotic lands which today are popular tourist destinations. Across the vast expanse of Russia, for instance, Jews once again are working, studying, and leading Jewish lives. On the island of Tahiti, the synagogue known as Ahava v’Ahava (Love and Friendship) is maintained by about 250 Jews, most of them from France, but originally from Algeria in the Maghreb, with its casbahs and mellahs, whose history remains part of the Jewish mosaic of North Africa.

Included in this book are chapters on Russia, Siberia, Tahiti, Vietnam, Burma, India, Morocco, Cuba, and Israel. These nations contain ghosts of the past and pioneers of the present. Some are new, some ancient; they are all waiting for visitors to inhale their wonders, although globalization and tourism may soon crowd them. Each has a rich history filled with the contributions the Jewish community has made to their lands.

The countries in The Scattered Tribe are a proud part of the Jewish diaspora, while Israel remains the eternal homeland of the Jewish people. In Israel, one may meet newfound friends from Russia, Morocco, and India (just to mention a few) who have come home as part of the “Ingathering of the Exiles.” Many of these Jews talk about their two lives—the former in the diaspora, and the present in Zion Restored. The Bene Israel of India who came from Maharashtra state where Mumbai is located, even though they now speak Hebrew, felt a need also to revive and communicate in Marathi, the language spoken in Maharashtra.

Nations and people may change, but the Jewish people live on. A common bond of faith, tradition and unity bind them into one people. Beauty and spirituality remain in the monuments and houses of worship located throughout this ever-shrinking globe. They influence us. Travel is knowledge, discovery, and enlightenment; the more we explore our world, the more we realize how much there is still to learn.

The scattered tribe awaits you!


Ben G. Frank

October 2011

Palm Beach County, Florida




Chapter 1

RUSSIA IS IN MY BLOOD


Walking with Ghosts in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Odessa

“Wretched and abundant,

Oppressed and powerful,

Weak and mighty,

Mother Russia!”

—Nikolai Nekrasov, Who Is Happy in Russia?

Russia is in my blood, and its ghosts have haunted me for decades.

Somewhere in Odessa by the Black Sea, my mother, Sonya, went to a Russian school and learned folk songs from her father, a cantor in that port city until he left for America to make money and bring over the rest of the family. She taught me her songs.

Somewhere in that frozen land, I have a dead uncle who disappeared in the abyss of the 1917 Russian Revolution. He ran away and joined the army. He never came back.

Somewhere along the 6,000-mile Trans-Siberian Railway, my Aunt Clara—traveling alone at the age of seventeen through the total chaos and death of the 1917 revolution—fled eastward across taiga and tundra to reach Manchuria and Japan. She then sailed the Pacific for America to find her father, my grandfather.

Russia is in my blood. I have often awoken to the thought that one day I would go there, despite the fact that I knew the czars, including Stalin, did bad things to good people. I learned three key words growing up: pogrom, gulag, and KGB. I met, talked to, and socialized with Russian Jews, but always outside the Soviet Union. Although I worked during the Cold War for Radio Liberty, which broadcasts to Russia, I never chanced a visit there for fear of being picked up by the police. I knew that if I contacted Soviet Jews within the border, as certainly I would and must to travel there, I might endanger them, too.

Years passed. Nobody ever dreamed that the “Communist god” would fail. Nobody, that is, but the ghosts. At a séance in Moscow in the 1980s, it is said that a group of young people sat around a table and in the eerie quiet of the room asked: “Will this regime ever end?” When the ghost answered “Yes,” the whole room erupted in laughter. Must be a joke, they thought.

Wrong!

In 1991, the Great Soviet Socialist Revolution and its child, the USSR, imploded. In 1994, I finally had the long-awaited opportunity to see for myself the nation that had so infatuated me and filled me with both love and hate.

So, sixty years after my mother had taught me those Russian folk songs, fifty years after celebrating the defeat of the Germans and Japanese in World War II, forty years after the height of the saber-rattling Cold War, thirty years after participating in the Struggle for Soviet Jewry, twenty years after the wars in Vietnam, and ten years after watching from afar Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika, I, Ben G. Frank, for the first time, touched down on Russian soil. Bolshevik Russia had self-destructed. I, along with other former “Soviet” Jews, now had nothing to fear.
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I was off to St. Petersburg, mother of two Russian revolutions in 1917; the city on the Neva, the Venice of the North, the city that changes its name as the political winds blow—from St. Petersburg to Petrograd, to Leningrad and from Leningrad to St. Petersburg once again.

Not many cities can claim the titles of “beautiful” or “architectural gem,” but St. Petersburg, with its sweep and artistry, can. The city’s palaces and buildings exude “an almost mystical enchantment,” especially during the white nights of early summer, “which change the classical architecture into an atmosphere of fantasy.” Perhaps that’s why Nicholas I, a cruel czar, noted correctly, “Petersburg is Russian, but it is not Russia.” Wherever I went, the greats of the Russian arts were with me: Pushkin, Chekhov, Babel, Bely, Brodsky, Dostoevsky, Gogol, Tolstoy, Chagall, Prokofiev, Shostakovich, Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky, Glinka, Nijinsky, Nureyev, Baryshnikov, and Pavlova.

I walked the streets that Anna Karenina and her lover, Vronsky, must have traversed in their droshky; I searched for Raskolnikov of the famous nineteenth-century novel, Crime and Punishment, near author Dostoevsky’s home, which is now a museum at 5/2 Kuznechny Pereulok. I gazed at the Winter Palace and climbed the steps that the Bolsheviks charged up at 2:00 a.m. in their coup of October 26–27, 1917, which hijacked the Revolution and overthrew the provisional government established after the first Russian Revolution that February of 1917. I relived history, including the city’s very beginnings.
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By choosing the mouth of the Neva River for his new capital in 1703, Peter the Great built his “window to the West,” and, explains Nicholas V. Riasanovsky in his A History of Russia, “brought Russia forcefully into the community of European nations as a major power.” Most Russians never looked back.

That day, standing alongside one of the most outstanding monuments in the world, the huge equestrian statue of Peter the Great, The Bronze Horseman, in Decembrists’ Square, St. Petersburg, I was overwhelmed. Aleksandr Pushkin, father of Russian literature and modern Russian literary language, came to mind. From his poem of the same name as the statue:

By nature we are fated

To cut a window through to Europe,

To stand with a firm foothold on the sea.

Ships of every flag, on waves unknown

To them, will come to visit us, and

we Shall revel in the open sea.

Peter the Great has come under scrutiny recently. According to historians, he may not have been such a great leader, after all. As I stood next to the massive and magnificent statue, I remembered reading that while he has been revered and eulogized, and was certainly responsible for great reforms, he was also challenging, demanding, deliberately outrageous, and full of contradictions. His idea of establishing a new city—the future capital of the Russian empire, St. Petersburg—appeared to be the whim of an incredibly rich, reckless, and lucky gambler. “Peter wanted to astonish Russia and the entire civilized world, and he succeeded,” writes Solomon Volkov in St. Petersburg: A Cultural History.

I felt dwarfed standing next to this very impressive monument, commissioned by Catherine the Great and created by French sculptor Étienne-Maurice Falconet. A brief inscription was all that was needed: PETER THE FIRST, CATHERINE THE SECOND. The huge granite block that forms the pedestal is in the shape of a cliff, 46 feet long, 19.5 feet wide, and 16.6 feet tall. The statue itself is about 25 feet high, and portrays Peter the Great sitting heroically on the horse, his outstretched arm pointing toward the Neva River in the west. Peter’s mount is trampling a snake which represents treason.

While there may be debate about the philosophical symbols of the statue, the conflict between czar and citizen, or empire and informed individual certainly remains a key theme in the poem and, indeed, in Russian history. But the young wedding couple I saw posing before The Bronze Horseman didn’t seem to be overly concerned about it.

[image: Image]

I would meet up with Pushkin again when I visited Odessa. Meanwhile, I continued pounding the pavement of the famous Boulevard Nevsky, agreeing with Nikolai Gogol that “there is nothing finer than Nevsky Prospekt; not in St. Petersburg, any rate, for in St. Petersburg, it is everything . . .”

“My, what a town it is! I mean, who on earth dreamed it up?” declared a character in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. He raved about the theater, the fun, the plays, and the concerts. The merriment would have to be postponed for me, however—at least during that first visit to Russia in the 1990s. I wanted to find my people, so I made my way to the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) Hesed Welfare Center. In those early post-Gorbachev days, the first and largest welfare center in the former Soviet Union was located in a small apartment inside a typical Russian courtyard on Bolshoy Sampsonievsky Avenue.

At Hesed, I attended an educational program for Russian women who in their senior years were once again learning a few prayers and how to light the Sabbath candles, rituals which they had forgotten or not known during the Communist era. As often happens in life, you sometimes observe a person whom you mistakenly believe is a former friend, relative, or, even in some cases, a former lover. The woman I spotted that day in the JDC’s Hesed reminded me of my maternal grandmother. She had a round face with rouge-powdered cheeks, a long, straight, Semitic nose, and white, braided hair parted in the middle.

My grandmother, whose name in Russia was Zlota Rasputnis, was known as Jennie Winerman in the U.S. She was cut off from her husband (my grandfather, the cantor), for seven years. He made it to Canada just before World War I broke out and took a new family name, Winerman, a name given to him by relatives.

The only problem was that the rest of the family, including my mother, were literally trapped in Odessa for the duration of the war. So during World War I, alone and penniless, my grandmother nurtured five children during the time period that history would record the entire First World War, the Russian revolutions, and the Russian Civil War. Who gave her money? Who supported her? As the only member of my family to visit Odessa, I wondered how, with four daughters and a son, she was able to endure poverty, famine, and brutality.

I imagine it was this fortitude that helped Jennie and her children to survive. Later, when she arrived in Canada in 1921, she was reunited with her husband Gershon. The couple had a son Jack, the author’s Uncle Jack, who was born in 1922 in Winnipeg. The next year my grandparents moved to Pittsburgh. Three years later my grandfather died. After his death in 1926, Jennie ran a grocery store in a tough neighborhood in that city’s Hill District. She would marry two more times. Her second husband, Joseph Rudolph, ran a bar, aptly called Rudolph’s, in East Liverpool, Ohio. Frequent visitors to “Liverpool,” as they called it, my cousins and I slept upstairs above the bar in the residential quarters, a sleep often interrupted by jukebox tunes wafting up from below, especially the words to “Beer Barrel Polka.” Roll out the barrel, we’ll have a barrel of fun.

As the years went by, the Winermans would always be happy they underwent a “name change.”

In Russia, the family name, Rasputnis, was too close for comfort to the name of the debauched religious charlatan and “mad monk,” Grigori Rasputin (1869–1916), who was a confidant of Tsar Nicholas II and his wife, Tsarina Alexandra, as well as healer to their only son, Tsarevich Alexei, who suffered from hemophilia. Rasputin’s undue political influence at court discredited the tsarist government and led to the downfall of the Romanovs.

On my trip, I would discover the mystery of our original family name: The suffix -nis (in the name Rasputnis) is usually attached to Lithuanian names. This means my grandfather could have hailed from Lithuania and migrated south, first to Zhitomir in the Ukraine—which I know to be true—and then further south to the big city of Odessa.

After the Hesed program, we all enjoyed refreshments together. The message from the women was clear: “If only we had been allowed to practice our religion in peace.” I left, looking back at the woman who reminded me so much of my own grandmother.
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Over the years, I always returned to the Nevsky to discover remarkable changes. Subsequent visits revealed that the drab sadness of Old Russia had disappeared; no longer did people wear dull clothes and hover in the shadows of musty, gray buildings.

Today, many Russians even smile. During a summer visit in 2006, when it was extremely hot for this arctic land, women’s belly buttons showed, just like their counterparts’ on Broadway. Their long-reaching shopping hands fondled blouses and dresses on the racks in the recently opened boutiques of fashionable Italian designers in the Gostiny Dvor department store. Chatting male colleagues walked down the sidewalk with computer notebooks slung over their shoulders. They beamed with pride in their city, which has been given a facelift, with repaved downtown streets and upgraded hotels. Mingling with and watching the under-thirty crowd, I noticed their ears on cell phones, their eyes straight ahead. They seemed to be aware that they had a brighter future, a better life than their parents and grandparents had had—especially since Russia is awash with oil.

After the hammer-and-sickle had slid down the flagpole of the Kremlin in 1991, Judaism fast-forwarded in the new Russia. I wasn’t there very long in 1994 before I realized a miracle had occurred here: Despite the loss of two generations, several million Jews had been saved spiritually. A people that had suffered state-sponsored and unofficial anti-Semitism had survived. For those approximate million Jews who remained in Russia and the Ukraine, Jewish life, meager as it was at this point, had entered their lives again. In the words of the chief rabbi of Russia, Berel Lazar, “Nowhere in the world have we ever seen a Jewish community of this size reviving from essentially nothing.”

Call it a “Jewish renaissance.”

As an aside, the fall of Communism benefited not only the Jewish communities throughout the USSR, but also in one of the Soviet Union’s clients, Fidel Castro’s Red Cuba, which now, bereft of its benefactor, was forced to open up to the West. This meant that Cuba agreed to allow freedom of religion, which included Cuban Jewry (more on this in chapter 8).
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Nearly two decades after Russia awoke from the deep sleep of Communism, I taxied over to YESOD, (the Hebrew word for “foundation”), the St. Petersburg Jewish Community Home. Amazing! This new state-of-the-art, twenty-first-century, four-story, 75,000-square-foot, $11 million building—replete with meeting rooms, offices, classrooms, and a blast-resistant security wall—stands as one of the largest Jewish buildings in the country. What a difference from the crowded quarters of the Hesed Avra-ham Welfare Center in Bolshoy Sampsonievsky, where, during the terrible economic crisis of the 1990s, Hesed-JDC saved lives with welfare programs, including meals-on-wheels.

Slowly, Russia was developing an emerging middle class, and Jews were part of it. Jewish leaders wanted to offer a comfortable, modern facility, a Jewish Community Center (JCC) that also would involve middle-class Jews. The JDC sponsored and organized the capital for the project, involving partners and foundations who also contributed to the building. The St. Petersburg Jewish Community Home has since won prizes for its architecture, including one from the World Club of Petersburgers, whose award to the JCC cited its “modern architecture in the context of historic city environment.”

While there, I observed an Israeli dance class that was joined by visiting American Jews who linked arms and joyfully moved their feet with their fellow participants in an atrium made bright by the summer sun. The ghosts of the past frolicked in the clouds above, while down below humans danced, played, and planned for a future in this remarkable city on the Neva River.

Even the names of post-Communist Jewish institutions carry symbols of the Jewish renaissance. Today, JDC’s Hesed-Avraham is housed in YESOD. JDC sponsored EVA (Eve in English; Hava in Hebrew for the first woman) serves as a second Hesed. EVA was established in 1989 by Polina Mendelevich who named it after her mother. YESOD also houses the “Granatik (little pomegranate) Kindergarten,” as well as Hillel and other groups. The pomegranate is one of the seven species of foods native to Biblical Israel and a key element of the Jewish New Year. Another JCC, “Adain Lo,” (“not yet”) on Mokhovaya Street serves many active groups in the city. The name, “Adain Lo,” has various interpretations. One is that the name is attributed to the early twentieth century German Jewish theologian and philosopher, Franz Rozensweig, and refers to Jews who are in the process of reclaiming and regaining their lost traditions, culture, and knowledge—with the emphasis on “the process.” Certainly true of Russian Jewry today.

In 2006, the Chabad-Lubavitch movement renovated a four-story former school building in Vyborgskaya Storona (Novolitovskaya Street, 7a) and opened a community center containing a synagogue, a preschool, and a day school. The JCC located in this Chabad facility conducts language activities and programs, offers computer courses, and hosts a club for Israelis and Hebrew speakers.

Here in St. Petersburg, as we shall see throughout Russia, Chabad pursues its goal of bringing Judaism to Russian Jews. Considered a dynamic force in Jewish life, Chabad defines itself as “a philosophy, a movement, and an organization.” It also engages in social, humanitarian, and educational activities. And it is very active in the Former Soviet Union, (FSU), to the extent that it is represented by 350 rabbis in 400 cities and communities and in each there is a shul and in many cases a school, according to Rabbi Yaakov Klein of Chabad. The Orthodox organization sponsors a van that circulates throughout this city and Moscow as well. Chabad representatives pass out literature to Jewish men and call on them to put on tefillin. At Hanukkah, Chabad lights a huge menorah in Sennaya Ploshchad in front of the busy shopping mall.
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St. Petersburg, Europe’s third-largest city after Moscow and London, boasted a 2010 population of 4.8 million residents, 100,000 of them Jews. Historically, until the 1917 Russian Revolution, Jews frequently were banned from St. Petersburg. But by 1910, 35,000 Jews resided in the city, where they made up less than 2 percent of the population. According to author Solomon Volkov, many of them were educated, affluent, and influential, including prominent bankers, accomplished musicians, and leading journalists.

The Grand Choral Synagogue, which in 2000 was refurbished and remodeled through the donation of the Safra family, is also known as The Edmond J. Safra Grand Choral Synagogue. This house of worship stands as one of the most beautiful, ornate, and well-preserved synagogues in Europe. Located on Lermontovsky Avenue No. 2, the building seats 1,200 people and features a whitish-blue dome. This is the second-largest synagogue in Europe, after the Dohány Street Synagogue in Budapest. The St. Petersburg structure stands as an eclectic blend of neo-Byzantine and Moorish revival styles with Arabesque motifs. Some observers believe that it is modeled in part after Berlin’s Oranienburger Strasse Synagogue.

The recently restored synagogue displays an interior that is a fine example of the Moorish style that can be seen in synagogues across Eastern Europe, with Arabesque moldings and murals, as well as large white columns. A second tier features the women’s gallery that surrounds the sanctuary on three sides. The outside of this house of worship is painted with a rust color that blends in with a lighter brown. A tall, thick brown door leads one into the main hall of the building. At the top of the door, a large Magen David is displayed and above that, a spectacular arch, obviously reminding one of Spain.

The Grand Choral Synagogue of St. Petersburg is a registered landmark and an architectural monument cited by the Federal Government. Recently, the Choral Synagogue officially opened a new Sephardic Georgian Synagogue, Ohel Moshe, at Dekabristov Prospekt 42. This new synagogue is located on the grounds of the Choral Synagogue and can be accessed through the courtyard.

Chabad rabbi Menachem Mendel Pewzner, formerly of Crown Heights, Brooklyn, has served as the spiritual leader of Choral Synagogue since 1992, one year after the fall of the Soviet Union. He is proud of the community’s achievements, and during my interview with him in 2011, he noted that 1,200 persons had attended various Passover seders that year. Most Russian Jews do not routinely attend religious services, but Rabbi Pewzner told me that attendance at educational and holiday programs, lectures, and gatherings had increased. Chabad now sponsors four schools and four new small synagogues in other sections of St. Petersburg, which are geared to accommodate a minyan (a minimum of ten male worshippers required for an Orthodox service). A kosher restaurant on the synagogue premises welcomes tourists to the heart of Jewish religious life in the city.

In a photographic study titled St. Petersburg, published in 1994, Rabbi Pewzner told Steven Raymer, author and photographer, “Now that Jews and others can freely worship in Russia, Jews need to learn their history, their language, to be proud of their tradition. . . . It will take time, but my goal is to teach and live an Orthodox life.”

Nearly two decades after he arrived in the former Soviet Union, Rabbi Pewzner reaffirmed those words. Many would agree that he is succeeding.
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I stared at the words of Olga Berggolts on the wall of the Piskariovskoye Memorial Cemetery in St. Petersburg, words that are now immortal: No one is forgotten, nothing is forgotten. It is impossible to visit Russia and not feel the effects of the Great Patriotic War that took place nearly seventy years ago. Even today the bloodletting in that war, as well as the nation’s proud victory, brings both sorrow and joy into every Russian’s mind and heart.

At times, that war’s ghosts descend and hover and haunt this beautiful yet tragic city. Hard to believe that here in Russia’s second-largest city, a million people perished during the 900 days of the Siege of Leningrad in World War II, most of them from starvation.

The blockade, a two-and-a-half-year stretch that virtually isolated the city from the rest of the country, was the longest siege a great city had undergone since biblical times. “Woe to those trapped in a city under siege,” goes an ancient saying.

I was told about Dora, a blockade survivor, who lived in the city in a sparsely furnished fifth-floor walkup apartment. She was twelve years old when the Germans began the siege on September 8, 1941. “My parents died of starvation,” she told me. “My brother was only nineteen, and he went to the front and was killed. I was alone during that first winter of constant bombing and no food.”

In July 1942, Dora was housed in a building with other orphans and evacuated during that winter along the famous “Road of Life,” a narrow passageway across the frozen Lake Ladoga, which remained unoccupied by the enemy. After the war, Dora returned to Leningrad. With only five years of education, she supported herself by working in manufacturing plants, attending night school and then later, an engineering college. She got married and worked as an engineer, retiring in 1984. Dora and her husband, who died in 1994, did not have any children.

“This is my home,” she said, proudly displaying her medals and membership in the organization of Jewish Veterans of World War II and the Blockade. “Where can I go?”
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One always meets “ghosts of the past” in Russia. Cruising the Baltic on the cruise ship SS Voyager we docked in St. Petersburg. During dinner on the ship, I talked with a young Swedish officer who was the captain of the crew. He told me that if I really wanted to see a Russian skeleton, I would have to look out my cabin’s porthole about an hour or so after departing the city.

Coming in view that evening was a battered harbor with rusting ships: the Kronstadt Naval Base, a fortified city, an abandoned base that flowered with huge silent cranes, rusting ship hulks, disheveled strips of armor, unused dry docks, and downed wires. Located on Kotlin Island in the Gulf of Finland, about 20 miles west of St. Petersburg, the port was constructed by Peter the Great, who designed it to protect his new Russian capital on the Neva from an attack from the open sea.

In 1917, Kronstadt was a hotbed of radicalism as tough sailors of the Baltic Fleet helped the Bolsheviks seize power. Sixty thousand sailors formed units of Revolutionary shock troops. Their job: to keep power and spread Soviet domination throughout Russia. They were the “torchbearers of revolutionary militancy.”

By 1921, many of these same Kronstadt sailors, the “pride and glory of the Russian Revolution,” would rise in revolt against the Bolshevik government which they themselves had helped bring into power. Disillusioned with the Communists, they accused the Red regime of betraying the peasants, and demanded new elections by secret ballot, seeking freedom of speech and the press.

For Lenin and company, the rebels had to be crushed and Bolshevism restored—whatever the cost. The Communist leadership ordered more than 25,000 handpicked troops to cross the ice and quell the Kronstadt Rebellion, which it did in March of 1921 as food, fuel, and ammunition ran out. Thousands on both sides died, but the base survived.

The massacre showed that the Reds would stop at nothing to destroy those who challenged their authority. Following this first revolt against Communism would come the liquidation of the kulaks, the suppression of religion, the Great Purge, the Nazi-Soviet pact which helped doom Europe and its Jews, Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin, the Hungarian Revolution, the Prague Spring—until the mighty Soviet Union crumbled, leaving dead souls behind.

Seventy years later the end came not in St. Petersburg, where it had all started, but in the new capital, Moscow, which would never live up to its promise, according to an old saying, “Come the Revolution we’ll all eat strawberries.” Like the French Revolution, the Bolsheviks would devour their children.

[image: Image]

“Don’t go to Russia in the summer,” a psychiatrist who had traveled the world once advised me. “Go in winter. You’ll understand Russia better.” I listened, and went in early March 1995, still part of the heartless Russian winter. The doc was right. One evening, a few weeks into my very first trip to the largest country in the world, we found ourselves trekking down the icy embankment of a frozen river and up the bank on the other side. Light, flaky snow began to fall. Our guide took us to a Russian Orthodox Church in Suzdal near Moscow. The service was conducted by a young priest with a salt-and-pepper beard, a thin, dour face, and long, flowing black robes that caressed the stone floor. Two old women, garbed in black, often fell to their knees in prayer as they chanted. The enveloping incense reminded us of the country’s mystic and often-Eastern-influenced past. In that one winter moment, I entered the soul of Russia, especially in Moscow where church and state ruled millions for hundreds of years.
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According to an old Russian expression, “All things roll down to Moscow.” By the time I arrived in this regal capital, I had consumed four decades’ worth of reading about the 850-year-old city of czars and Communism.

But unlike the “old days,” Moscow today, with its glass high-rises, glitzy shopping malls loaded with designer boutiques, and expensive five-star hotels, is unrecognizable from what it was in the 1990s. Then, it still resembled the dour Cold War–era town of Stalin, Brezhnev, Gorbachev, and company, a city in the 1990s that saw frequent runs on its banks.

My, how things have changed. Today, Moscow, the biggest city in Europe, is all about money. The vast majority of the country’s wealth is here, along with almost all of its billionaires, reportedly over fifty of them.

Speaking of money, from 2006 to 2008, Moscow held the title of the “World’s Most Expensive City,” but by 2011, it dropped off the list of 10 most expensive. Still, it flaunts its wealth with its new high rises, malls, swanky avenues, and the fact that it is the financial center of Russia. Despite the recent recession, unemployment in the city is low.

Though driven by money, Russians still love ballet, opera, theater, and art, along with sporting events and visiting their dachas.
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It was my first night in Moscow in 1994 and I was on my way to a theater near the Kremlin. As I approached our destination, the vehicle I was riding in was suddenly waved over to the curb by a traffic cop brandishing a baton and wearing a sidearm. Here in the U.S. most of us, swearing under our breath, will roll down the window on the driver’s side and ask—politely, of course—why we have been pulled over.

Not my driver. He literally leapt out of the car, stood at attention as if he were in front of a marine drill sergeant, and showed his license. I’d never seen anything like it. Of course, I realized bribing the police was common in Russia and thought this was the reason the officer had stopped us—because he wanted a handout. But it didn’t happen this time; the cop just wanted to check our documents. The fear of the State lives on in Russia—perhaps less so in the new Russia, but it’s still inbred in a country with a very strong central government.

We were soon on our way again, and as we passed the Kremlin, I couldn’t help but reflect on the fact that four decades earlier, Stalin was about to deport Soviet Jews to Siberia. The boxcars, we were told, were already in place at train stations throughout Western Russia.

Ironically, the dictator died in 1953 after suffering a stroke and falling to the floor. None of his comrades dared to pick him up or summon a doctor. They wanted him to perish. It is said that he lingered for five days, silent, but still able to hear.

So I wondered, hypothetically, of course: What if he had fallen during the night of a Jewish concert or Israeli dance festival, routine today in the Russian capital? Jews singing and clapping their hands, and joining in the songs of their people. What would Comrade Stalin have said? No matter; the struggle for Russian Jewry and the Cold War are over. Jews are free at last, I said to myself as I imagined such a concert, just like the one I attended where we all stood and sang “Hatikvah.”

Or take, for example, the 2010 appearance of the Israeli Army Band, marching in Red Square alongside the Kremlin, the ancient fortress that has been the touchstone of Russian history for more than 400 years. Along with a sense of history, the emotion you feel is unbelievable, especially when you see the huge flag of Israel flying alongside that of the Russian Federation, on a wall directly across from the Kremlin viewing stand. Imagine, again, Stalin standing on the platform and taking a salute from the young Jewish men and women in the Israeli Army Band. Another exciting moment to imagine indeed.

Speaking of Red Square, our guide said that the bus driver had a treat for us after we’d finished watching an evening of Russian folk dances. It was March, cold, with a full moon in the sky as we drove to Red Square, the number-one tourist site. Every visitor can see why: This is the source of Russian power. The May Day parade; the massive Red Army parades on the anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution; the podium where the Bolshevik masters waved to the world; Lenin’s Mausoleum; St. Basil’s Cathedral and its golden-dome complex of buildings. As I walked the cobblestone square that frigid March night, I thought of all that Red might and how it had all crumbled when the USSR legally ceased to exist on December 31, 1991.

My reading stood me in good stead. I knew that here, on November 7, 1941, the anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution, Stalin had exhorted his troops to save the Motherland. Heavy snowflakes were falling as the troops massed in Red Square, dressed in their battle gear, including fur-lined army hats with the embedded, immortal Red Star. The Germans were at the gates of Moscow, but unlike what had happened in 1812, the city was not to be abandoned. With shouts of Hurrah! echoing in Red Square, Soviet troops marched and tanks rolled straight off to the front lines. Once again the Allies waited on the Russians. A relatively unknown general rushed to defend the capital of Mother Russia and led a counteroffensive. Moscow was saved—a major turning point in the war. That general was Marshal Georgi Konstantinovich Zhukov, who became supreme commander of the Soviet armed forces. His statue stands in Manezh Square, near the huge mall and just outside the archway to Red Square.

I stared at the shining Red Star atop the Kremlin. In Communist days it was everywhere. Red was socialist red—the red lapels and banners displayed in the first Revolution and carried over to the Bolshevik coup in 1917. The red star was then sewn on the Communist Red Guard uniforms in time for the bloody Russian Civil War that followed. Even a few years after the downfall of Communism in 1991, the massive red six-pointer remained fastened tightly atop the Kremlin roof, illuminated in the dark night. No budget to remove the Bolshevik icon.

Here, within sight of the huge, rose-colored walls of the Kremlin, we could imagine the hidden mysteries of the building with its Byzantine architecture, its houses, palaces, government offices, churches—an entire inner city.

We tipped the driver for giving us Podmoskovnye Vechera (“Moscow nights”), but before we got back on the bus, we glanced again across the square, “to the world’s most famous mummy,” that of Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, whom the world knows by his revolutionary pseudonym, Lenin. His grandfather, incidentally, was Jewish. Vladimir Ilyich lives in Lenin’s Tomb, embalmed for everyone to see—a relic, but no longer an icon. People are curious and want to look at a dead man who led an evil revolution.

Russia is great on monuments. Memory must be kept alive for those who remain in power. Others, out of favor, simply evaporate.

I remember driving past an open dirt field in Moscow in 1994 and strewn about like broken pencils tossed on a floor were the huge bronze statues of the former Communist leaders who had oppressed their people and ruined the country. Yakov Sverdlov, Bolshevik leader and chairman of the Russian Communist Party, was one. Today a section of the Fallen Monument Park in Muzeon Park contains statues of other fallen Bolshevik leaders.
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“You must go out to Poklonnaya Gora, the Memorial Hill Park Complex,” said Michael Steiner, then the energetic and charismatic Moscow director of the Joint Distribution Committee. It was a cold November night in Moscow. Outside, the crisp air bit into our faces as we looked up at the falling snow, accompanied by a freezing wind coming off the steppes, heralding the crushing Russian winter. Steiner, an Israeli, took a deep breath and exhaled. “You can almost smell Russian history here,” he said, mentioning, for instance, Field Marshal Mikhail Kutuzov, who had defeated Napoleon.

Michael continued to tell me about Poklonnaya Gora, which is dedicated to the Soviet victory in the Great Patriotic War. I had taken his advice and was on my way. Fitting that this huge museum be in Moscow, for here, during the winter of 1941–42, was fought the most important battle of that conflict—a battle that for the first time stopped the then-invincible German army. How close was it? Well, the Germans had reached a point 22 miles from the city, a mere half-hour’s drive from the Kremlin. A monument now marks the spot.

To this day, Russians take such great pride in the tremendous effort that went into hurling back the German invaders all the way to Berlin, a city the Soviets leveled to the ground.

About 30 million Russians perished in that conflict. Jews were part of the war effort, though never acknowledged by the Communists. Jewish losses totaled approximately 1.5 million, proportionately four times higher than those of the population as a whole. Two hundred thousand Jews serving in the Soviet military were killed.

At Poklonnaya Gora stand three houses of worship—a Russian Orthodox Church, a mosque, and a synagogue. After the demise of Communism, religion once again came into its own here. On this huge campus stands the Holocaust Memorial Synagogue and Museum, in memory of Jews who perished in 1941–45. This 32,275-square-foot, three-story, pyramidal building was dedicated in 1998, and displays photographs and objects related to the Holocaust.

[image: Image]

In the early days of the new Russian Federation, one could certainly see the revival of Jewish life in the capital, Moskva (Moscow), the twelfth-century Byzantine heart of the Russian Empire, the City of the Czars where the gold church spires and onion domes glisten.

The Moscow Choral Synagogue, the oldest Jewish institutional building in Moscow, is located at Spasoglinishchevsky Pereulok (Archipova Street). Considered one of the most beautiful synagogues in the world, it is a monument to Jewish resistance against Communist oppression.

During the early 1970s, thousands of Soviet Jews gathered outside the Moscow Choral Synagogue on High Holidays and Simchat Torah. Natan Sharansky, symbol of Jews’ refusal to be denied their religion, first met his wife, Avital, outside the synagogue during a demonstration.

Ah, those demonstrations! As a public relations person, I know demonstrations. Days and nights, winter months and summer months, I helped by alerting the media to cover vigils to “Save Soviet Jewry”; to photograph picket lines around the Russian consulate in New York City; to televise marches past the UN—always uttering the same battle cry as our brothers and sisters in the USSR: “Let my people go!”

Here in the Choral Synagogue, I recalled, history was made. Golda Meir, Israel’s prime minister from 1969 to 1974, was appointed Israel’s first diplomatic representative to Moscow just after the establishment of Israel in 1948, a post she held until April 1949. Golda (as she was affectionately called) was a native of Kiev who emigrated with her family to the U.S. when she was eight years old. She arrived at the synagogue on the High Holidays, and thousands of Moscow’s Jews came out to greet her. To say that her appearance caused great excitement among Soviet Jews was an understatement. They literally mobbed her.

But already in 1948, the Kremlin, which had recognized the State of Israel, unleashed “nightmarish days filled with fear [that] overtook Soviet Jewry,” notes Encyclopaedia Judaica. Let us remember the twenty-five leaders of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, including some of the greatest Russian Jewish writers, who were murdered by Stalin. Then the infamous, so-called Doctors’ Plot burst upon the scene of Stalin’s megalomania against the Jewish people. A group of prominent doctors, the majority of them Jews, were arrested in January 1953, accused of “deliberately killing government leaders.” Two months later Stalin died and the doctors were free; however, despite the fact that new leaders took over, Soviet Jews would not be free until 1991.

A few years later in 1994 with my feet firmly planted in the Moscow synagogue, I could hear my people’s chant, Am Yisrael Chai (“The people of Israel live”), echoing through the building. Jews had survived the tsars, the Cossacks, the Whites, Reds, Stalin, police harassment, purges, and plots. A dream come true.

Stalin is gone and Jews are here, in Moscow, near the Kremlin and beyond. They have repaired their houses of worship, such as the Choral Synagogue, which was founded the same year that the municipality had wanted to expel the Jews, in 1887. In this house of worship, the “choral” part of the synagogue’s name refers to the fact that it incorporates several different areas set aside for use by Armenian, Georgian, or Bukharian Jews visiting Moscow. Another explanation for the Moscow synagogue is that the choir that sang in the synagogue was superb. (Finally, for the St. Petersburg congregation one reason given for the name, Choral, is that there are two sections in that Orthodox synagogue, one in the main downstairs prayer hall for male worshippers and an upstairs section for female worshippers.) The exterior of the Choral Synagogue in Moscow features a large silver dome, yellow-and-white walls, and a neoclassic facade. Across the street from the entrance is a modern sculpture centered on a golden hand. In the last few years, the synagogue has been renovated and a magnificent new dome erected.

The shamash (sexton) showed me the Torah scrolls, some of which were saved from cities that the Germans occupied. He asked for a donation, and I gladly gave one. We talked about the old days. He reminded me about the spies—Jewish informers who during the Cold War would tell the secret police about Jewish or non-Jewish Westerners who came to this house of prayer, as well as who talked to whom.

As I left this monument to survival, this Choral Synagogue that played such a role in the history of the Jewish people, in this capital of the czars and now in the new Russia, I felt I was missing something. Photos of the time do not do a building justice. So when the shamash showed me some paintings on display for purchase, I bought a small one entitled, in Russian, Moscow Synagogue. To this day, it stands proudly on my bookcase shelf.
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Before the first Revolution in 1917, most Jews were not permitted to live in Moscow. Today about 200,000 Jews reside in the capital, out of a total population of approximately 10.5 million.

Three million Russian Jews survived World War II. With the fall of Communism, 1 million settled in Israel, a million emigrated to the U.S. and Germany, and approximately a million remain today in the former Soviet Union, 400,000 of which reside in Ukraine.

In 1991, Russian Jews overcame their fear of being Jewish. They had taken an arduous journey through years of being denied basic human and religious rights. The spark that energized them probably occurred just after the 1967 Six-Day War, when the pent-up emotion of this suppressed group erupted into strong Jewish pride and a wish to emigrate to the Jewish homeland. The Kremlin, which did not allow its citizens to leave, turned on the spigot a tiny bit, then shut it down in the 1970s. Then they opened the doors again under Gorbachev in the late 1980s. After the Soviet Union disintegrated, the mass immigration of Jews to Israel began, infusing the young nation with a new energy that would help pole-vault the Jewish state into the twenty-first century.

Today, Russian Jews have options; they can attend events at JCCs, as mentioned above, or belong to synagogues, clubs, and organizations. The buildings are there, and Jewish leaders know they have to be filled. But neither the JDC, Chabad, or The Jewish Agency for Israel—or the Russian Jewish leaders themselves—have an easy task. Eighty percent of Russian Jews are intermarried, and 90 percent of the Jewish population is secular. But unlike those Israelis, who are secular and observe holidays and know what it is to be Jewish, Russian Jews have very little background when it comes to Judaism.

Unlike in the U.S., no real Russian Jewish community, strengthened with federations and community councils, exists. Here people belong and/or go to JCC, Hesed, Hillel, or Chabad. The challenge remains to work with and educate the young people. According to Shauli Dritter, JDC director of field operations, more and more young people are coming to JCCs. He is very optimistic about the future of Russian Jewish youth regarding Judaism. Approximately eight Jewish schools are located in Moscow, along with five Jewish community centers, five JDC welfare centers, a Sunday school with ten branches, a Hillel student center, and a Jewish cultural center.

I visited Jewish day schools, met with college students, and recorded the rising of new Jewish community and cultural centers. One such place is the Jewish Cultural Center on Bolshaya Nikitskaya Street, established by JDC in downtown Moscow to attract unaffiliated Jews to Jewish life and to act as an incubator for the development of Russian Jewish culture.

The multimillion-dollar, seven-story Marina Roscha Jewish Community Center, with its new large prayer hall, two mikvehs (ritual baths), a hall for large gatherings and weddings, a restaurant, an Internet café, two kosher butcher shops, an auditorium, and sports facilities including a gym and training rooms, is a prime example of Chabad initiative, just as is JDC’s YESOD building in St. Petersburg. Once, a secret synagogue stood here. The original building, founded in 1926, was an underground synagogue, a symbol of resistance to Soviet repression of Judaism. Located at Marina Roscha JCC is the International Jewish Community of Moscow, headed by Rabbi Yaakov Klein, who has organized a group of expats. The group has a membership of about 300 Americans, British, and other nationalities. They meet at the JDC-sponsored JCC on Bolshaya Nikits-kaya Street.

Another active Chabad synagogue is located at Bolshoy Bronnaya Synagogue, Bolshaya Bronnaya Street 6, which maintains a synagogue, a pizza parlor, a butcher shop, and a kindergarten.

In Moscow, Chabad sponsors a religious boys’ school, a religious girls’ school, a kindergarten, and a local Russian school. The organization supports hundreds of rabbis whose network is spread out through the entire former Soviet Union. Generally, these rabbis stay put in a community as they establish synagogues, yeshivas, schools, and study groups.

Many organizations aid and help Russian Jewry in Moscow and beyond.

The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, affectionately called the “Joint,” supplies personnel and educational tools, and contributes thousands of dollars to education and welfare needs, not only in Moscow but throughout the former Soviet Union. In Moscow, JDC sponsors several JCCs and establishments of the Hesed Welfare Network, Hillel, young leadership projects, and a school for NGO Management and Leadership in the Jewish community.

The Reform Movement of Judaism started and maintains fledgling congregations in major cities.

The Jewish Agency for Israel provides educational services and Hebrew courses. Aliyah (individual or wave of immigration to Israel) is its main goal, and the organization sponsors activities that educate, instruct, and demonstrate to Russian Jews how to live a meaningful life in Israel.

Two decades into the history of post-Communism, it is clear that the image of this vast land as a forbidding and oppressive place for Jews and Jewish life has radically changed.

Some observers opine that the voice of Russian Jewry has yet to speak up as to what their community, its organization, its beliefs, and its educational process, will look like in the future. After all, modern Russian Jewry is only two decades old, and what is twenty years in history—especially in the long history of the Jewish people?

Chabad Chief Rabbi Lazar believes that Russia will eventually be one of the strongest Jewish communities in the world.
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While the big cities are historic and touristy, my roots are in the south, so I headed to the birthplace of my “Odessa Mama.”

I guess I fell in love with Odessa, especially since I feel at home in cities by the sea. You may love it or dislike it, but no other city in Russia resembles Odessa in the Ukraine.

Isaac Babel, native son and the city’s most famous writer, called it “the most charming city of the Russian Empire.” He claimed that it is a city in which an individual can “live free and easy,” because of the Jews who make up nearly half the population. In Babel’s words, the town was “The Star of Exile.”

Jews do well in port cities—at least they did in Odessa, where they lived without the constraints and limitations put forth by the anti-Semitic Russian Empire.

And so, to really feel the charm of Odessa, I walked the city and admired the buildings designed in neoclassic architectural style, including the still-standing attractive yellow-and-white local mansions, many of which display a Mediterranean style.
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I began walking in the footsteps of my family. My mother was born in Odessa. One of the few memories that she passed on to me dealt with war, a condition the city has known throughout its existence, including the Russian Civil War. She said that she and her mother and her two sisters, Lillian and Ann, hid in the cellar from the Bolsheviks and ate garlic and onion on black bread during that war, a war which, by the way, saw at least half a dozen different armies occupy the city, including Reds, Whites, Greens, Germans, and the French.

In Odessa, I sought out an archivist to learn more about my maternal grandfather, Gershon. If ever there was a city that could be called a cantor’s city, it’s Odessa, famous for producing musical geniuses, including cantors who were so outstanding that they sang in the city’s famous opera house, with its rounded facade and tall white pillars. I noticed that this building was literally sinking into the earth and had to be propped up. Repairs were being made when I first observed it in 2001.

Like thousands of immigrants, Grandfather made his mark as a cantor in North America, but no mention of my grandfather as a cantor existed in synagogue records, according to the archivist. Maybe Grandfather was just a baal korei (a reader) in a small congregation, a prayer house. At one time, there were seventy-eight functioning synagogues in town. Another estimate indicates that in 1900, seven main synagogues and forty prayer houses functioned.
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