








BE IS MOSHIACH Issue 683 27

during which R’ Ashkenazi asked
his son, R’ Nosson a”h – a
soulful person who was
knowledgeable in old niggunim –
to sing niggun after niggun. One
could see that he was nostalgic
for the good old days when he
was a bachur and attended the
farbrengens of R’ Alter
Simchovitz in yeshivas Toras
Emes. On these occasions, he
would be inspired and experience
dissatisfaction with his spiritual
state. He would feel he did not do
enough for the Rebbe’s inyanim
in Tel Aviv.

The house was suffused with
countless hours of learning with
R’ Yisroel Tzvi Heber a”h, R’
Avrohom Shmuel Levin and R’
Yechezkel Reichman. R’
Reichman testified, “We did not
say a word about other topics, we
just learned!”

The house and furnishings
witnessed how carefully he
searched for chametz, a job that
took hours as he turned over
every piece of furniture.

***
More than the house heard, it

was a witness to silence, to that
which was not said. For R’
Ashkenazi, silence and restraint

Rothschild Boulevard during the fifties The way the street looks in recent years

Chief Rabbis of Israel visiting the house during the Shiva
for R’ Moshe Ashkenazi a”h
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were an inseparable part of his
personality. Before he got
involved in a communal matter,
he would sit for hours and
ponder whether he had any
personal agenda. Until he was
100% sure that he was objective,
he would not state his opinion.

This was true for family affairs
as well. He never criticized his
children’s teachers. If a child
complained about someone, he
did not accept what the child
said.

Even the big comfortable chair
that his children bought him as a
gift can relate that for a few years
he did not sit in it, fearing
shatnez in the upholstery. In
order not to offend, he did not
comment; he simply refrained
from sitting in it.

His silence was also apparent
in his unusual stoicism when he

was told about the death of his
son Nosson during the Shiva for
his wife. An ambulance waited
near the house and the doctor
who conveyed the terrible news
was amazed by R’ Ashkenazi’s
reaction. R’ Moshe lifted his
hands and eyes heavenward and
said … nothing. “And Aharon was
silent.”

There are secrets to which
only R’ Ashkenazi and the walls
can testify. There was the
unfortunate beggar who walked
the streets of Tel Aviv, pulling a
covered wagon along. His sister
collected money at the Central
Bus Station of Tel Aviv. The
brother and sister beggar-pair
lived in southern Tel Aviv, and
used the money to support needy
families. All those years, he slept
on a chair in the yeshiva, so as
not to live together with his single

sister.
One morning before Pesach,

this beggar came to see R’ Moshe
Ashkenazi. When they were
finished, R’ Moshe walked him to
the door and the man went on his
way. When his daughter, Mrs.
Wilschansky, asked him what
business he had with the beggar,
he said that the man seemed to be
one of the 36 hidden tzaddikim.
In his wagon he carried things for
the poor and needy. Once in a
while he came to ask him for
money for tz’daka. That
particular day he asked for an
especially large sum, said R’
Moshe, and we made a “deal,”
something to do with the World
to Come.

At that point, R’ Ashkenazi
held his tongue, obviously sorry
that he had said that much.

If only the walls could speak…
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Mrs. Simi Zalmanov of Tzfas
has become famous ever since the
recent birth of her 19th child
made the news in Israel and
around the world. Meeting her,
it’s hard to believe that such a
modest, smiley, inconspicuous
woman was the focus of so much
attention. Never one to flaunt
herself or take credit for her
accomplishments, she wouldn’t
have agreed to the exposure had
she not been assured it’s for the
benefit of the public.

The women in Tzfas know her
for two reasons – for being the
principal of the Beis Chana High
School, and for being the mother
of 19 children (nine boys and ten
girls), six of whom are married
with children. A few of her
grandchildren are older than

some of her children.
Simi was born in America. Her

father was Rabbi Mordechai
Altein a”h, who started his
shlichus during the lifetime of the
Rebbe Rayatz. Her husband,
Yosef Yitzchok Zalmanov, is from
Kfar Chabad. He works as a
chaplain in prisons, being
mekarev and giving chizuk to
inmates.

Simi, did you always want a
large family?

Yes, always. I grew up in a
mid-sized family of seven. I was
the youngest and always dreamed
of having a large family. My
oldest sister is 16 years older
than me. My sisters have many
children, and I remember that
when I was younger, I would
hope to have as many as they do. 

For many years, when I lit the
Shabbos candles I would daven
that I should have 18 children.
When I gave birth to my 18th
child, I felt Hashem had listened
to my prayers. 

From time to time, certain
problems arose that threatened
my ability to have children, but
then I would daven that Hashem
grant me more children as if
those problems did not exist.
Over the years I said “Chana’s
prayer” regularly and I sought all
kinds of segulos. I did not take
this bracha for granted.

To demonstrate the magnitude
and unexpectedness of the bracha
with each child, I’ll tell you that
for my 18th and 19th I had
nothing to dress the baby in,
since I had given it all away. I
had to start all over. I had given
away all my maternity clothes too. 

How did your home prepare
you for your future life?

Our home and education were
old-world, unlike the way things
are done today. It was a home
with lots of giving, lots of
thought about others. Both of my
parents are very special people.
The brother right above me was
handicapped and I had to forego
a lot. In general, when you grow
up with a handicapped sibling, it
matures you.

What are the differences in
chinuch between then and now?

Back then they did whatever
needed doing. They didn’t ask a
child what he wanted. If
something had to be done, it was
done. Going on shlichus was a
given and the accepted approach
was “don’t be spoiled.”

Today it’s not like that. The
focus is on doing what you like
and looking for fun.

There is a middle road. There
needs to be a sense of order in
place and time, and clarity about
what is acceptable to us and what

19 Shvat 5769 BBE IS MOSHIACH30

prof i le

Mrs. Simi Zalmanov, who just gave
birth to her 19th child, tells us how she
juggles her household and her job as a
principal, and describes her priorities
and her greatest sources of nachas and
inspiration.

HAPPY TO BE
CARRYING
DIAMONDS 
By H. Ben Yishai
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is not. Children need guidelines, boundaries and
clear rules, while allowing room for choices and
preferences. 

These basics let the children know what is
expected of them and give them confidence, making
chinuch much easier. When you put effort into this,
all the other things come much easier. 

But how do you do balance these two
enormous projects, home and school?

Physically and technically it’s really two mosdos.
Success begins with the right perspective, regardless
of the size of the family. The principles are the
same: starting with establishing habits and creating
a healthy, balanced atmosphere both at home and at
school. When children know the day’s routine and
what is expected of them, they learn how to be a
part of it.

My role, whether as mother or principal, is to
direct them, to conduct the orchestra so that it
works effectively and harmoniously. The primary
guideline is always do what is good for the child,
in the short run and long run, providing a good
childhood in the present and building an
independent life for the child in the future.

How do you do this at home?
I think it’s good for a child to

help at home, but they
shouldn’t view it
as an

encumbrance. It’s very important to me that the
children shouldn’t feel burdened. For example, my
older girls feel very free, and participate in all social
activities outside the home. I hire help so they won’t
lose out on their childhood.

At the same time, the first step in educating
children is instilling habits. The children acquire
them from day one since everything, especially the
daily routine, is clearly defined. 

Each child knows how to make his bed, empty
his negel vasser, and get dressed with the clothes
prepared the night before. When they’re younger, I

set out the clothes, and then they do it on their
own. Briefcases are prepared the night

before and they take turns making
sandwiches. The child whose turn it

is decides
whether to

For many years, when I lit
the Shabbos candles I would
daven that I should have 18
children. When I gave birth
to my 18th child, I felt
Hashem had listened to my
prayers. 
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make them the night before or in
the morning. We have a list on
the fridge which says what each
child does or doesn’t like in a
sandwich. 

They eat cornflakes or oatmeal
in the morning and have a drink
before they leave. They also take
turns emptying out the negel
vasser for the little ones and
making their beds. 

The bedrooms are upstairs and
before they come down they
straighten up. In the afternoon,
when they come home, they
shower and change into the
clothes prepared on their beds.
This reduces the pressure later on
so the evenings are more relaxed. 

In addition to habits there is
also order. Everything in the
house has a set place. The
children are free to take what
they want but they know they
have to return it to its place after
a game. On Motzaei Shabbos,
one of the girls helps everyone
check their briefcases and makes
sure each child has what he needs
for the new week: school
supplies, food and money for
tz’daka.

They take turns taking the two
little ones to the daycare center in
the morning and there’s also a
weekly routine, a day when nails
are cut, a day when they’re
checked for lice, etc.

By nature I’m very organized.
I clean up and don’t let things
accumulate. Some people aren’t
stressed by a bit of disorder and
maybe it’s better that way, but it’s
very important to me that
everything be organized. Each
child has his cubby, and they all
know where things belong. 

Why is your daily routine
like?

I usually get up early, at five,
and if I’m able to, I daven and
learn Chitas before everybody
gets up. After the children go to

school, I cook and go to work. 
I have a cleaning lady every

day for two and a half hours. I
leave an orderly house and she
continues from there. I have a
babysitter who comes at one
o’clock. She takes the babies
from the daycare center and
welcomes the children who come
home at lunchtime. This is
natural to them, as they are
accustomed to it practically from
birth. This babysitter has been

working for us for at least twenty
years and the children love her
like a grandmother. I return
home around four. 

What else is important to you
in running the house and the
chinuch of your children?

Organization is really very
important. There’s so much to do
- cooking and laundry in
quantities that people aren’t used
to - but what really occupies me,
and what I give the most thought
to, is the relationship among the

children. It’s important to me to
give each one of them, from the
youngest right up to the married
ones, what they need at every
stage of life. 

I’m always amazed by how
Hashem created each one
different from the next, in
temperament and looks. This
requires us to deal differently
with each one. Boruch Hashem,
He gives us the ability to handle
it. I try very hard to give each

child what he needs, to be in
touch with all the teachers, and to
take part in school meetings and
talks with parents. All we can do
is to try our utmost and rely on
Hashem to do the rest.

What fundamental ideas and
concepts guide you in raising
such a large family?

Emuna is the basis for our
outlook on life. We recognize and
believe that Hashem knows what
is best for us and go along with
that. We try to work with

Sons and sons-in-law

683:Beis Moshiach  08/02/2009  11:02 PM  Page 32



BE IS MOSHIACH Issue 683 33

Hashem, not against Him.
The Rebbe spoke about

childbirth as a fundamental part
women have in bringing about the
Geula. He cited the Chazal that
says that Moshiach will not come
until all the neshamos come
down. That’s our mivtza; our role
is to help in bringing down all the
neshamos from Heaven so they
live here in physical bodies. This
is why family planning is not for
us believing Jews. True,
sometimes there’s a natural break
and no children are born, and of
course that’s from Hashem too.

We in Chabad are so busy
influencing others, but the first
thing is to be a personal example.
We have to be honest and admit
the truth: Are we ready to forego
our comfort? Are we willing to do
the work ourselves and not just
tell others to do it? 

There are more difficult times
and more difficult children; it’s
not all rosy, but this is what is
demanded of me. This is the
avoda and it’s not easy, but that’s
why it contains the bracha. This
is my test, but it is also my
bracha.

What gives you the strength? 
There are lots of people who

work around the clock for their
careers. It’s all in your head. I
see my family and my other
chinuch work as my life’s
occupation.

Your perspective is what gives
you the strength. If you were
carrying around a sack of
diamonds, would you have the
energy? Of course. What about a
sack of sand? Of course not. You
would happily drag around
diamonds all day and night
because you know that it’s worth
your while. That sums up my
outlook on life.

Another vital component is my
relationship with my husband and
our mutual support. My husband

and I support one another
throughout, and it builds our
children up tremendously to see
this. We try to make time to be
together every day in the house,
even for ten minutes. Every so
often I take off half a day or a
day and go out and take care of
things with my husband. We also
speak to each other on the phone
every day.

How do you recharge
yourself?

Once a year, my husband’s job
gives him three days vacation in a
hotel, usually on Chanuka when
most of the children are home.
That is our annual vacation and
we try to organize a trip for
everyone. Other than that, it’s
rare for us to go out together.
Since we don’t have a car and it’s
very expensive to rent
transportation for the entire
family, our recreation takes place
mostly at home. On days off we
do things in the area.
Occasionally we go to the beach,
but not so often because it’s
really expensive. 

The children are very attached
to one another and the house is
cozy. They can sit for hours
together and they don’t like going
out much. They also support one
another. The weddings were very
uplifting occasions. Everybody
enjoys it when the married
couples and their children come.
They sit together on the floor in
the living room, and they are all
united.

The married couples often
come on Shabbos and we also try
to have guests from outside the
family.

How do you build a personal
relationship with each child?

I make sure to hear what they
have to say and what they’re
saying in between the lines. You
find a way to create a personal
relationship with a child through

the child himself, specifically in
the daily physical care of the
children. It starts in your head,
with your outlook and thoughts,
and that leads to action. While
taking care of them and talking to
them, I pay attention to that
which is special about them and
see where each one is up to in
life.

Hashem made them different
in appearance, nature, and
personality so I would be able to
see what is unique about each
child and relate to that
uniqueness. Each one was created
special, and when you see what is
special in each of them, he is no
longer one of a bunch. That helps
me very much.

In the shidduchim that we
have made, it becomes apparent
that each couple is very different
from the others. They are so
dissimilar that people ask me how
they can possibly be siblings.

How do you manage to find
the time to take care of and
listen to each of them?

Having household help is a
necessity, not a luxury for me.
The house and all the furnishings
are simple, but I cannot manage
without cleaning help. When I
come home, I don’t get them “all
worked up” over what needs to be
done, so I have quiet. The house
is calm and orderly and I have the
ability and desire to listen to
them. What did you learn today?
How is your teacher? I listen to
what’s going on with them. Each

The pregnancies
and births are the
easy part. Raising
the children is far
more complicated
and difficult.
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person has to find the way to be
more available to their children.

This might sound trivial, but I
found it interesting that when the
secular media came after my
recent birth, they were amazed by
“How do you remember all their
names and which class each one
is in?”

At the Shabbos table we ask
for divrei Torah and whoever
wants to, says something. We pay
attention to the notes they bring
home and over the years I’ve kept
folders for the children. Part of
the daily routine entails checking

the calendar and calling teachers
once in a while. 

My children are not a clan.
Each one is a separate
personality. Yes, when there are
many of them it’s really hard to
give each one his or her own
space. You need a lot of wisdom
so that nobody feels cheated. I
don’t aim for perfection. I keep in
mind what it says in Pirkei Avot,
“The work is not for you to
finish, nor are you free to desist
from it.”

The pregnancies and births are
the easy part. Raising the

children is far more complicated
and difficult.

You have many roles that you
play simultaneously: mother,
grandmother, mother-in-law.
How do you manage when you
have so many ages and
situations to deal with?

It’s much different now than it
used to be. On the one hand the
family dynamics are more
intricate and diverse; on the other
hand, I have more experience.
The younger children’s chinuch is
different than the first children’s,
because they are influenced by
the older ones.

It’s very important to me that
they all get along so we try to
invite the married couples
together. Boruch Hashem, there
is a relationship between us and
them and between themselves. I
give thought to how the young
ones can connect with the older
ones. Family togetherness
contributes so much to their
chinuch. The children notice my
relationship with my husband, the
relationship with the older
children, our priorities and
values. They observe what we do
with the older ones and they ask
a lot of questions. How come this
one is more particular about this
and another is not, or is
particular about something else.
The children notice these things,
so we discuss it.

One of my younger daughters
is very close in age to one of my
grandchildren. She once asked
me while near him, “Savta, do
you let?”

One granddaughter calls me
“Savta Mommy.” When there are
grandchildren in the house, they
differentiate between “Savta’s
baby” and “Imma’s baby.”

What are your greatest
moments of nachas?

My happiest moments are
when the children are here

WORKING AT BEIS CHANA
I was married at a relatively young age in New York. We

moved to Eretz Yisroel right after the wedding and I started, as
per the counsel of the Rebbe, to be involved in chinuch. Every
year the instruction to be involved in chinuch was received once
again, so I’ve been working all this time. 

My hours changed as my family grew. I started as an English
teacher at Beis Chana in Tzfas and then worked at Machon Alte.
As per the Rebbe’s instruction, I worked for many years as a
mechaneches and principal in the Beis Chana high school and
dormitory.

After my 17th child was born (she’s 5 and a half now) I
stopped running the dormitory and just run the school. In recent
years the school has become one unit – 7th through 12th grade,
divided into three levels.

By the way, I did not want to be a principal, but through the
Igros Kodesh I got such clear answers about it that there was
nothing to discuss.

Even after I started that job, I wanted to leave at first. I felt I
wasn’t suited for the position. Then I opened to an amazing
answer about someone who wants to leave an administrative
position and the Rebbe explains why not to leave. At the start of
nearly every school year, I think about what lies ahead for me and
consider discontinuing my involvement in chinuch, but the
Rebbe’s answer always sends me back there and I rededicate
myself to the work. There have, however, been certain years when
I was told not to work. I always saw how the Rebbe answered
according to the circumstances. It’s really a bracha.

I can’t say that it’s easy. It entails running two complicated
enterprises simultaneously. My job entails so much responsibility
and being away from home a lot. It is really impossible to
understand how they both work out together. I see that doing this
work in chinuch brings bracha to the home and in the end, both
elements go together. This gives me the strength to carry on.
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together, which is usually on
Shabbos. I love to see the
married couples and those still at
home getting along well, and
sitting and talking together. At
those times I don’t want to do
anything except sit on the side
and watch. It gives me such
nachas that I can’t describe it.

Can you tell us some
interesting tidbits?

When my fourth was born, the
oldest was 3 years and 3 months.
The day before I gave birth, my
second daughter, who was two
years old, broke her thigh bone
and was in a cast from top to
bottom. I was home with four
little children and my husband
was in Kollel. The two year old
cried because she wanted my
attention. The one year old was
in the bath, the infant was crying
and the phone was ringing. I said
to my 3 year old, “You can wait,
because you are the oldest here.”

He looked at me and said in
Yiddish: “But Mommy, a three
year old is not yet a father!”

I was taken aback. I realized
that every child, at every age,
needs what he needs in
accordance with his age, and a
three year old is not yet a father.
He’s a very little boy. I’ve always
remembered that line of his.

Our second child was a
preemie who miraculously
survived. We got an amazing
answer from the Rebbe that even
Moshe Rabbeinu was born
premature. We called her our
Moshe Rabbeinu. Today she is,
baruch Hashem, the mother of
three.

Are your children happy to
be part of a family that is the
size of a class?

Each child is so different, but
generally speaking the young
ones consider it an experience;
they always have friends. The
older ones express their

happiness, each one in their own
way. My eight year old was asked
whether he wants another brother
and he said, “Of course, at least
to make it to 20.”

They asked him, “And if it
means giving up on your room or
bed?”

He said, “What’s the problem?
We’ll enlarge the apartment.”

It’s sometimes hard for them
when I work and have to leave
the house. They don’t understand
that it’s for their good and it’s
difficult for them on a daily basis.
In the larger scheme of things,

though, they are treated the same
as those in smaller families.

Why did you get into the
news recently?

After I gave birth, I wanted to
change rooms at the hospital and
the staff refused. One of the
nurses advocated that if a woman
was there for her 19th baby, she
deserved her own room, and the
news got out. She asked me to be
interviewed but I didn’t want to.
Over the next 24 hours, she
persisted, but I continued to

refuse. 
When my husband heard about

it, he said, “How can you just say
no? Ask.”

He consulted with a rav-
mashpia and we were told we had
to be interviewed. It was very
hard for me. We don’t like
exposure and we guard our
privacy, but in accordance with
our rav’s directive, we agreed.

Within a few hours, a
photographer and reporter
arrived at the hospital to
interview me. I was horrified to
hear women speaking about it,
having heard the radio program.
Two days later, when I returned
home, photographers came and
took pictures. That Sunday we
starred in all the radio programs
and in the newspapers.

When we read the article, we
were shocked to discover that
everything I had said about
Chabad and the Rebbe had been
omitted. I felt very bad about it,
because that had been the reason
I had agreed to be interviewed.
But my husband had asked the
rav and I asked the Rebbe
through the Igros Kodesh and we
got our directives about what to
do and that’s that. 

We know it made a big
Kiddush Hashem, especially for
the irreligious sector. It’s not
only about a big family. They
heard about a cohesive family,
people who work and don’t live at
other people’s expense, with an
orderly home and well-mannered
children.

What reactions do you get
from people?

The reactions are usually
positive because they see the
reality here. People ask questions,
but they don’t begrudge us. Some
even ask to be hosted for a
Shabbos meal. The irreligious
journalists expected to see chaos
and neglected children. Instead,

If you calculate
the income and
the expenses, you
see that it’s not
possible, but if you
rely on Hashem,
and you do your
best, then the
bracha comes in
ways that are
above nature.

683:Beis Moshiach  08/02/2009  11:02 PM  Page 35



19 Shvat 5769 BBE IS MOSHIACH36

they saw well-mannered, quiet
children in a neat and clean
house, everything in its place and
a calm atmosphere. You feel
relaxed here.

Do you encourage other
women to have children?

Last year they asked me to
speak at the Shifra U’Pua
gathering in Kfar Chabad. I read
the Rebbe’s letters on the subject.
The Rebbe writes very sharply
that family planning is
destructive. The Rebbe says that
Hashem knows better than us
what is good for us and how to
plan our families for us. So how
can someone do the opposite of
what the Rebbe says?

Of course you have to take a
woman’s physical and emotional
health into account, and consult
with doctors and Chassidishe
rabbanim. But when a healthy,
strong woman looks for leniencies
in this and claims not to have the
strength, I think she should look
for other ways to make it easier
on herself, like by taking more
help, maybe a babysitter so she
can rest, or cleaning help, or
using disposable dishes … That’s
where the planning should be
done. 

If you open the Rebbe’s sichos
and see how strongly he words it,
you can’t be indifferent. You can’t
present yourself as a Lubavitcher
and defy what the Rebbe says.
You can cry out Moshiach and ad
masai, but what about this basic
mitzva? Look at what a role we
have! And this has to do with the
Geula – the bringing down of
souls before Moshiach comes.

What segulos do you use to
merit siyata d’Shmaya
(Heavenly assistance)?

Every day I say the chapter of
T’hillim that corresponds to the
age of each of my family
members, including the

daughters-in-law, sons-in-law
and grandchildren. It takes time
but it’s worth it and I see results.
I like davening Shacharis and feel
it’s a segula. At candle lighting I
mention everyone’s name and
make requests.

It’s a special siyata d’Shmaya
that my husband has lots of
patience and can talk to them, sit
on the floor with them, make
salad, play, schmooze, listen – to
all of them.

A few years ago, there was an

interesting transition period when
my husband was home more and
his relationship with the children
became very strong. He was able
to talk to them a lot. It does
wonders for them, so we do it all
the time. When there’s Avos
U’Banim, my husband goes with
the boys. 

We have no computer at home
and no VCR. Two years ago, the
school required me to carry a cell
phone; otherwise I wouldn’t have
one. We sit and read on the floor,

play Monopoly, do a puzzle
together. We’re a bit primitive,
but it’s good for us that way.

If not for my husband’s
support I wouldn’t be able to
manage. He contributes so very
much. He is always supportive,
gets involved, and doesn’t lecture
or complain; he does whatever he
can. He also works hard. During
the time that I worked until late
in the day, he came to meet me
and walk me home so I wouldn’t
go alone in the dark.

What is your parting message
for us?

To go with the belief that
Hashem knows what is best for
us, and to believe in Him and the
Rebbe. If Hashem gives the
challenge, He also gives us the
strength. 

If you calculate the income
and the expenses, you see that it’s
not possible, but if you rely on
Hashem, and you do your best,
then the bracha comes in ways
that are above nature.

I firmly believe that the bracha
of chinuch of children in the
house comes in the merit of my
working in chinuch [in school],
and the reverse – that the success
of the school is thanks to the
home. To me, they are not two
mosdos, but one thing. Each one
contributes to the success of the
other.

If you make rational
calculations, it doesn’t add up.
There’s no strength, no money,
no nothing. But Hashem’s
calculations are different than
ours. I try to do my utmost and
believe that if I was not
successful at getting to
something, it was apparently less
important. I daven a lot that if I
made a mistake, the children
shouldn’t feel it, and Hashem and
the Rebbe surely do their part.

If you make
rational

calculations, it
doesn’t add up.

There’s no
strength, no

money, no
nothing. But

Hashem’s
calculations are

different than
ours.
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OLD BEFORE HIS TIME
R’ Yosef Greenberg was born

in Coprest, Romania on 29 Av,
1931, to R’ Naftali and Rochel
Greenberg. His father was a
shochet and mohel and his
mother was very involved with the
chesed organizations in her city,
such as the Bikur Cholim and
help for new mothers.

Rochel Greenberg passed away
in the course of their wanderings
after they escaped during World
War II. After much suffering and
tribulation, the family arrived in
Tashkent in distant Uzbekistan.

R’ Yosef studied in the
underground yeshiva there, and
was greatly influenced by his
melamed, the Chassid R’ Yisroel
Neveler (Levin).

It was at this time that his
father passed away in a tragic
accident. One Shabbos, he went
to immerse in the river with R’
Aharon Chazan and another
friend. One by one, they quickly
entered the river and immersed.
The last one in was R’ Naftali.
Inexplicably, he was swept away
by the river and gave up his soul
in holiness and purity.

R’ Yosef lived with his sisters,

Mrs. Zissel Friedman and Mrs.
Chaya Sigalov. As a young boy,
he did much to manage on his
own and take care of his needs
independently.

ATTEMPT TO ESCAPE
At the end of the war, R’ Yosef

traveled to Lvov, together with
many other Lubavitchers who
were attempting to cross the
border. Hundreds of Chassidim
managed to flee the Soviet Union.
The authorities caught on, ending
the organized escape. Many were
arrested and others fled the city.
A few tried to organize a small
group to leave the country. R’
Yosef was in this group, and was
“adopted” by R’ Shmuel Notik
(may Hashem avenge his blood).

R’ Shmuel Gurewitz a”h
related: “They told us that we had
to be at the train station in the
morning to take the train heading
for Poland. We were told that
those traveling on this train
included the mashpia, R’ Mendel
Futerfas, R’ Shmuel Notik, his
wife and daughter, my brother
Avrohom, myself and Yosef
Greenberg (who were listed as R’
Shmuel Notik’s sons).

“We left Lvov before noon on
a regular passenger train, unlike
the previous groups, who had
traveled on freight trains called
eshalons. Most of the passengers
were military and government
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Rabbi Yosef Greenberg was twice
arrested by the communists for secretly
learning and teaching Nigleh and
Chassidus. The first time, he was freed
after a few months. The second time he
was sentenced to hard labor in
Siberia. Despite the subhuman
conditions, he maintained his mitzva
observance with great mesirus nefesh.
* Brief notes on the life of a great yet
humble Chassid, who passed on to his
reward last month. 

RABBI YOSEF
GREENBERG A�H
By Shneur Zalman Berger
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figures and we acted as though
we were legitimate passengers.

“The train traveled towards
the border near the town of
Premishlan and a few men in
civilian dress passed through our
car. To my horror, I overheard
one of them say to the other,
‘They are dreaming nice dreams
…’ I hoped they were not talking
about us, for we believed we had
succeeded in leaving the Soviet
Union. 

“When the train was stopped
at the Premishlan station, our
‘nice dream’ ended. Armed
soldiers with cocked rifles burst
in from both ends of the car and
ordered us to follow them. We
knew that we were lost, but we
had yet to realize what price we
would have to pay.

“Initially we were detained in
an abandoned hut that was used
by the station employees and
surrounded by guards. The
following morning we were put
on a military truck that brought

us to the counter-espionage
branch of the secret police. There
they separated us and each of us
was taken to a separate room for
interrogation.”

After literally months of
interrogations, they decided to
release the youngsters in the
group, R’ Greenberg and the
Gurewitz brothers. R’ Mendel, R’
Shmuel and his wife and
daughter were exiled to labor
camps in Kazakhstan and Siberia.
R’ Notik died in exile and the rest
suffered greatly until they were
finally freed.

THE INCRIMINATING
TELEGRAM

After they were released, R’
Yosef went to Samarkand in
Uzbekistan. Together with the
Mishulovin family, he organized
secret chadarim for the children
of Anash. From Samarkand he
traveled to Kutais in Georgia and
there, too, he gathered children

and taught them Torah in secret.
He taught them Gemara, Tanya
and Tanach.

Only three years after he had
been caught the first time, he
again fell into their clutches.
Some of the organizers of the
mass escape via Lvov had been
able to evade the searches
conducted by the government to
find them. Among them was Mrs.
Sarah Katzenelenbogen, known
as Mumme Sarah. She wandered
from place to place. 

Her son, Moshe, who had also
helped in the smuggling, was in
Kutais. He was arrested as he left
a Lag B’Omer farbrengen in
1950. After his arrest, the police
examined the mail that he
received, which led to the arrest
of other Lubavitchers, including
Yosef Greenberg.

Years later, R’ Moshe
Katzenelenbogen a”h related: “In
the days following my arrest, my
mother sent me a telegram from
Moscow informing me that on a
certain day she would be arriving
by train and asking me to greet
her at the Kutais train station. 

“Since all my mail was under
scrutiny, the police knew about
this telegram, while my mother
did not know I was arrested. She
hadn’t signed her real name to
the telegram, but they realized
who had sent it.

“They were thrilled with this
telegram and the noose tightened.
They sent a routine
announcement to my address to
come to the post office and pick
up a telegram that was waiting
there for me. Eager to catch other
people in their net, they waited to
see who would pick up the
telegram.

“Yosef Greenberg, who was in
Kutais at the time, was the one
who went to the post office. He
had no idea how many pairs of
eyes were on him when he picked
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up the telegram. Yosef gave it to
one of Anash so he could meet
my mother at the station and
warn her that her son was
arrested and she would be putting
herself in danger by going to my
house.

“In the end, an old couple, R’
Alter and Rochel Neimark, were
asked to meet her at the station
and tell her about my arrest. The
‘angels of destruction’ stood
nearby with a picture of my
mother, their gaze following
anyone who had come to meet
her. 

“When she alit from the train,
the old couple saw the man
holding her suitcase and thought
he was a porter assisting her.
They approached her and told her
about the arrest of her son Moshe
and warned her not to go to his
house. The ‘porter’ accompanied
Mumme Sarah directly to the
KGB car, and when he heard
what the couple told her, he
instructed them to come along,
too.”

When R’ Yosef Greenberg was
arrested the next day, it became
clear that he had been under

surveillance for a long time. He
was accused of serious crimes:
aiding the head of the smuggling
operation, learning Torah with
children, contacting local people
and convincing them to do
mitzvos.

SURVIVING FOR
EIGHT DAYS ON SUGAR

AND WATER
For months he was

interrogated and tortured, but he
kept his mouth closed and said
nothing about other Chassidim.
He also refused to confess to any
crimes he was charged with so as
not to incriminate others, even
when he was promised a shorter
sentence in exchange for
information. 

All that is known about the
period of his arrest are two
episodes that his friend, Moshe
Katzenelenbogen, told, which
demonstrate R’ Yosef’s mesirus
nefesh for mitzvos: “While I was
in jail, I felt extremely lonely.
Then, one morning, I heard
someone in the next cell pouring
water several times. When this
was repeated the following
morning, I counted how many
times the person poured and
concluded that the person was
washing six times and that this
was a Jew. I immediately called
out to him, and discovered that
the anonymous person was none
other than my good friend, Yosef
Greenberg.”

Eventually, the two of them
were placed in the same cell,
where they “celebrated” Pesach
together: “Of course we couldn’t
eat anything for eight days except
for sugar and water. For the first
days of Yom Tov we had some
sugar cubes my mother had given
us when we met with her in jail,
but that could not suffice for all
of Pesach.

“We shared a cell with twenty-
five non-Jewish prisoners, and
when two days went by and they
saw that we didn’t eat anything
brought to us, they were willing
to give us their sugar. The
prisoners were usually brought a
cup of tea with sugar twice a day,
in the morning and in the
evening. The goyim had pity on
us, seeing we had nothing to eat,
and some of them gave us their
sugar allotment. That’s how we
got through Pesach, with
measured amounts of sugar and
water.”

TEN YEARS IN EXILE
When the long period in jail

ended, a trial was held. There was
no prosecutor or defense attorney
and the sentence was determined
ahead of time. Mumme Sarah,
her son Moshe, Alter and his wife
Rochel, and Yosef Greenberg
were brought into the courtroom.
They were all sentenced to exile
in labor camps in Siberia. Yosef,
who was only 19, was sentenced
to ten years and hard labor.

He was sent to Norilsk, a city
with some of the worst labor
camps surrounding it. The
prisoners of camps in this area
had to dig nickel in the mines
under sub-human conditions. It
was physically arduous labor for
many hours of the day and they
were given only limited rations.
Not surprisingly, many prisoners
died of cold, illness and lack of
strength, in addition to the
hazards of the mines.

Notwithstanding the harsh
conditions and the close
supervision of the prisoners, R’
Yosef did much on behalf of the
Jews in the camp. He taught
Judaism little by little, as much as
he could. He also wrote a Siddur,
Machzor and calendar from
memory (he knew by heart the
t’fillos for weekdays, Shabbos and

Armed soldiers
with cocked rifles
burst in from both

ends of the car
and ordered us to

follow them. We
knew that we were

lost, but we had
yet to realize what

price we would
have to pay.
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Yom Tov, as well as the book of
T’hillim). He contacted one of
the commanders of the camp and
promised that he would work
beyond the norm in exchange for
paper and ink - items that were
otherwise unobtainable.

At first, he davened alone from
the Siddur and Machzor he
wrote. Later, some other people
joined him. He did not take the
Siddur, Machzor and calendar
with him when he was released,
leaving them for the other Jews
there.

For Chanuka he got a nice
amount of potatoes and
margarine. By hollowing out the
potatoes, filling them with
margarine and making wicks out
of threads from his clothes, he
was able to light the menorah in
the labor camp. His sister Zissel
Friedman sent him matzos for
Pesach. Despite the camp’s
careful examination of packages,
the package of matzos made it to
Yosef and he had what to eat for
Yom Tov. His sister was in touch

with him by letter, and she sent
him medication when he became
sick.

He spent six years in the
camp, until 1957. He was among
the many prisoners who were
released after Stalin’s death.

From Siberia he went to
Chernowitz, where he was joyously
reunited with R’ Mendel Futerfas,
with whom he had tried crossing
the border more than six years
earlier. He lived with the
Cooperman family, who made a
shidduch between him and Leah
Scheiner. The wedding took place
secretly, in a suburb of Moscow, so
that the KGB wouldn’t know about
this religious event taking place. 

The chuppa was attended by a
small group of people at the home
of a relative, R’ Aharon Chazan.
The mesader kiddushin was the
Admur of Machnovka zt”l, who
lived in Moscow. The chuppa
began at 11 o’clock at night,
followed by a festive meal at his
sister Zissel’s house, where they
celebrated until dawn.

The young couple lived in
Chernowitz for six weeks and
then they moved to Samarkand,
where there was a small Chabad
community. They made aliya in
1969. 

Although he suffered much
during his life, R’ Yosef was
always b’simcha. He radiated
calm and serenity.

MASHPIA IN NEVE
ACHIEZER

Upon his aliya, he settled in
B’nei Brak in order to be near his
brother, Moshe who directed
Tzach there. He was a regular at
the Chabad shul in Neve
Achiezer, where he taught sichos
of the Rebbe. At farbrengens, he
would tell a little bit of the
mesirus nefesh of Chassidim
behind the Iron Curtain. He was
the mashpia of the Chabad k’hilla
in this shul.

The family relates that the
Rebbe’s mivtzaim were an
integral part of his life. He
couldn’t be without them. The
Rebbe’s wars to amend the Law
of Return and to prevent the

The goyim had
pity on us, seeing
we had nothing to
eat, and some of
them gave us their
sugar allotment.
That’s how we got
through Pesach,
with measured
amounts of sugar
and water.

“GRANDFATHER MENDEL”
R’ Yossel was

mekushar to the Rebbe
while still in the Soviet
Union. He received a
letter from the Rebbe
which was written in
Russian and signed,
“Grandfather Mendel,” to
disguise the real author.
The letter said:

Dear Yosef,
I was happy to

receive your letter. I
wish you and the entire
family everything good
for the upcoming new
year. May all your
desires be realized for good, in full. May each of you be happy
in all matters.

Grandfather Mendel
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giving away of parts of Eretz
Yisroel greatly affected him. Even
when he was older, he took part
in events and protests for these
causes. Until a few years before
his passing, he regularly went on
Mivtza T’fillin every week.

In recent years he became
seriously sick and his health
deteriorated. Towards the end, he
was not able to read and family
members would read chapters of
T’hillim for him. If they made
mistakes, he would correct them.

He is survived by his wife
Leah Rivka, and children: Mrs.
Rochel Weingarten (Crown
Heights), Mrs. Itta Reinetz
(Tzfas), Rabbi Naftaly Greenberg
(shliach California), Chana
Krishevsky (B’nei Brak), Rabbi
Moshe Greenberg (Boro Park),
and Nechama Ehrentroi (Tzfas).

MODESTY AND SIMPLICITY
Despite – or perhaps because of – the amazing chapters of

mesirus nefesh in his life, R’ Yosef did not like speaking about
himself or his past. He hardly spoke about his travails. Only now
and then did he volunteer some story or another about his
mesirus nefesh in the Soviet Union. Even his own family realized
over time that he had so many more amazing tales of mesirus
nefesh than he was willing to share with them.

A few years ago, his granddaughter was collecting some family
research for a school assignment and she decided to ask him. He
refused. “Why should you young people know the suffering I
endured? How will it help?”

He tried to convince her to drop the idea. He was modest and
he did not want to relate his history and his heroism during the
years of exile and suffering. It was only when she insisted that
she needed it for school that he agreed to cooperate. Even then,
he did not speak freely, only consenting to listen to stories the
family already knew and to add, make corrections, and clarify.
With some additional information from his wife, their
granddaughter put together her report about a Chassid and baal
mesirus nefesh.
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