
T H I S  A M A Z I N G  S TO R Y  H A S  B E E N  C H R O N I C L E D  I N 
M A N Y  (H E B R E W ) P U B L I C AT I O N S  F R O M  C O U N T L E S S 

P E R S P E C T I V E S .  T H I S  A R T I C L E  I S  B A S E D  P R I M A R I LY  O N 
T H E  A C C O U N T S  C I T E D  I N  P E ’ I LU T  C H OT Z A H  G V U L OT,  T H E 

M E M O I R S  O F  R E B  B I N YA M I N  G O R O D E T Z K Y,  T H E  M E M O I R S 
O F  M R S .  YO C H E V E D  Z A L M A N O V, A N D  S E V E R A L  D E R H E R 

I N T E R V I E W S  C O N D U C T E D  O V E R  T H E  Y E A R S .  W E  M A D E 
E V E R Y  AT T E M P T  TO  P O R T R AY  T H E  E V E N T S  A C C U R AT E LY;

C O M M E N T S  A N D  C O R R E C T I O N S  A R E  W E L C O M E D,
A N D  C A N  B E  S E N T  TO  F E E D B A C K @D E R H E R.O R G .

THE STORY OF THE “ESHALONS”
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To Stay or 
to Go?

At the close of World War 
II, many Chassidim in Russia 
were at a crossroads. 

The invasion of the Germans 
had sent them fleeing from their 
homes and towns into the far 
recesses of the Russian interior, 
many of them reaching all the way to 
Samarkand and Tashkent in faraway 
Uzbekistan. They were left bereft 
of their homes and belongings.

Life in the Soviet Union before 
the war had been unbearable. Just a 
year before the outbreak of the war 
(in the year known as Tirtzach—
 Stalin had cracked down on (תרצ"ח
the masses, killing millions in the 
cellars of the KGB. Untold numbers 
of Chassidim were among them. 
The situation had been dire.

However, the years of war brought 
some respite to the persecuted 
Chassidim. The KGB was no longer 
as active, and Yidden were able to 
maintain a semblance of Jewish life.

But now the war was over. What 
to do? Where should they settle? 
What would the future hold?

The Big Three
Meanwhile, the three most 

powerful men in the world had 
convened to decide the new world 
order: President Harry Truman of the 
United States, Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill of the United Kingdom, 
and Joseph Stalin ym”s of the USSR. 
One decision issued at the conference 
was that Polish citizens who had fled 
into Russia during the war would be 
permitted to return to their homes.  

For the Yidden of Russia, this 
seemed to be a golden opportunity. 
Documents could be forged or 
swapped with a Polish citizen, 
and one suddenly had a ticket 
to freedom. This gave rise to a 

massive black-market operation; 
if a Polish citizen died or chose to 
remain in Russia, his documents 
could be sold for a hefty price. 

Many Chassidim were unsure. 
Cheating one’s way through the 
border was a major crime and many 
Chassidim were already ‘repeat-
offenders’ for their work in spreading 
Yiddishkeit. There was no doubt 
that heavy punishments would be 
meted out on anyone caught. On 
the other hand, the freedom of the 
outside world beckoned. It was too 
good of an opportunity to miss.

The question was posed to the 
Frierdiker Rebbe. However, that 
was difficult in itself. The Frierdiker 
Rebbe’s answers were sent from 
America to Europe, and then 
translated into vague codes and sent 
to Russia. It was often difficult for 
the Chassidim in Russia to decipher 
the Frierdiker Rebbe’s true intent. 

The first answer was sent to Reb 
Binyomin Gorodetzky on 8 Teves 
5706*. “Whether the question 
pertains to him or to everyone, due 
to the current situation they should 
wait until matters clear up. And 
Hashem will help them, physically 
and spiritually.” By the time the 
message reached Russia, it read, 
“Grandfather says to remain in place.” 

Sometime later, another answer 
arrived: “It is not good to live in 
a place which lacks shalom bayis. 
It would be better to remain in a 
place with shalom bayis, and to 
wait for another opportunity.” 

This was a reference to the rampant 
antisemitism in Poland at the time. 
Despite the persecution at the hand 
of the Communist government, 
the Jews in Russia lived in peace 
with their Russian neighbors. If the 
alternative was settling in Poland, the 
Frierdiker Rebbe opposed the idea. 

Sometime later, it became clear that 
it would be possible to leave Poland 
and continue into other countries. 

REB BINYOMIN GORODETZKY
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The question was posed once again, 
and this time, the Frierdiker Rebbe 
seemed to approve. Some were 
instructed to look into the option, 
while families with young children 
were to wait until matters cleared up.

Reb Binyomin Gorodetzky was one 
of the first Chassidim to make the trip. 
Somehow, he procured documents for 
his family and joined one of the trains 
filled with Polish citizens. One bright 
day after Shavuos he found himself 
— unbelievingly — standing on the 
other side of the Russian border. 

Immediately, he dispatched a letter 
to the Frierdiker Rebbe describing his 
experience and the various options 
available to Chassidim. Three days 
later, an urgent telegram arrived 
from New York: the Frierdiker 
Rebbe approved of the plan.

Reb Binyomin immediately wrote 
letters back to Russia informing them 
of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s decision. The 
news began to spread far and wide, 
and Chassidim began packing their 
bags. There was no time to waste; it 
became apparent that the KGB was 
once again paying attention to the 
movements of Chassidim. The slight 
relief of the war years was clearly 
over, and it was time to hit the road.

Lvov
In order to leave the country, every 

Chossid needed to follow the same 
process: Polish documents were to be 
procured or forged, they were to be 
submitted to the OVIR — the Russian 
immigration office — for an exit-visa, 
and tickets were to be obtained for 
the train ride over the border. Trains 
left from all over Russia, including 
from Samarkand, but most Chassidim 
preferred to travel to the border on 
their own, to avoid spending too 
much time among Polish citizens 
who might uncover their ruse. 

Lvov, a city right at the border of 
Poland, became a central gathering 
place — and for good reason. The city 
had formerly been a part of Poland, 
but Stalin decided to keep it as part 
of the USSR. In his magnanimity, 
the residents — all Polish citizens 
— were given the right to leave 
the city and immigrate to Poland 
proper. This gave way to a massive 
black market of Polish passports; 
every citizen could easily obtain 
documentation to leave and then 
sell it on to eager buyers. Over the 
summer months, a steady trickle of 
Chassidim began to arrive in Lvov. 

“We knew nothing about the whole 
escape,” relates Rabbi Leibel Alevsky, 
a child at the time, “until my aunt in 
Moscow got wind of the operation. 
She wrote that she would be getting 
married in Lvov and invited us to 
the wedding. My family got the hint 
and we made our way to Lvov.

“At the time, the law stipulated 
that one was forbidden to remain in a 
city for more than twenty-four hours 
without reporting his presence to 
the authorities. We obviously 
didn’t declare our presence; 

LVOV (WHICH WAS PART OF POLAND BEFORE THE WAR), BECAME THE BORDER CITY THROUGH WHICH 
MANY CHASSIDIM ESCAPED FROM THE SOVIET UNION INTO POLAND.

REB LEIBEL ALEVSKY AS A CHILD
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but that meant that we couldn’t 
remain in one house for more than 
twenty-hours; otherwise the host 
would be liable if he didn’t turn us in. 
Therefore, I vividly remember being 
constantly on the move; dragging our 
suitcases from one house to the next.”

It was a very tense time. The 
increasing numbers of bearded Jews 

began to attract attention and all 
the men made a conscious effort 
not to be seen in public. Prohibitive 
sums were paid to homeowners 
for providing living spaces to the 
illegal aliens. Chassidim lived in 
constant fear, always expecting a 
knock on the door from the KGB.

In the beginning, people arranged 
everything for themselves. But as 
more and more Chassidim arrived, a 
vaad was created, led by Reb Mendel 
Futerfas, Reb Shmerel Sasonkin, Reb 
Yonah Kagan and others. The lead 
activist was Leibel Motchkin; still a 
bochur, he was a shrewd activist with 
a knack for creating friendships in 
the right places. He led the effort, 
exploring the various options for 
obtaining passports, making sure to 
bribe all the pertinent individuals, 
and keeping track of the arriving 
families and train schedules. 

Many others were involved. 
Reb Moshe Chaim Dubravsky 
assisted Leibel Motchkin and was 

also responsible 
for distributing 
money to anash 

families for basic needs. Reb Mendel 
Futerfas and Reb Yonah Kagan were 
responsible for obtaining funds 
and taking care of the yeshivos and 
chadarim. Reb Shmerel Sasonkin was 
the ‘senior advisor’ of the operation. 
Reb Mendel Gorelik was a professional 
forger. Reb Dovid Kok and Reb 
Zalman Serebryansky obtained 
additional passports. Reb Yisroel 
Noach Belinitzky was the accountant. 
Mrs. Sarah Katzenelenboigen, 
famously remembered as “Mume 
Sarah,” was a key activist, obtaining 
documents, transferring money, 
and solving the various problems 
that arose. Mrs. Tzipa Kozliner was 
the contact with the government, 
obtaining the necessary OVIR 
approvals. The list goes on and on. 

At immense risk to their lives, these 
heroic individuals spared no effort to 
help their fellow Chassidim escape the 
border. Many of them sent their own 
families ahead, pushing off their own 
exits until the end of the operation.

Outside Russia, a similar network 
of Chassidim was established. Reb 
Yitzchak Goldin was stationed in 

A LETTER TO THE FRIERDIKER REBBE WITH UPDATES ON THE ONGOING 
RESCUE EFFORTS WRITTEN BY REB LEIBEL MOCHKIN.
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Krakow to welcome the immigrants 
and help them plan the continuation 
of their journey. Reb Sholom Mendel 
Kalmenson was stationed in Prague, 
which was uniquely situated to be 
easily contacted from Russia, Poland, 
Germany, and the United States. 
He was the central office for the 
efforts. Reb Binyomin Gorodetzky 
was stationed in Paris, where the 
Frierdiker Rebbe soon appointed 
him to be responsible for all Chabad 
activities in Europe and North Africa. 
Reb Yisrael Jacobson was a contact 
in New York, bringing questions 
to the Frierdiker Rebbe and doing 
various activities on their behalf.

The Royal 
Escape

Over the summer months of 
5706*, a steady stream of passports 
were obtained and families began 
to cross the border. Some traveled 
as individuals, hoping to blend in 
among the Polish passengers without 
attracting too much attention, and 
some traveled as groups, relying 
on their ability to bribe guards 
who noticed something was amiss. 
After all, these “Polish citizens” 
could not speak a word of Polish.

Mrs. Yocheved (nee Garelik) 
Zalmanov was a teenager at the 
time, and she had the privilege to 
accompany Rebbetzin Chana on 
the second organized group. In her 
memoirs, she described the events.

“One day in Lvov, we received 
word that the next train would 

leave within a few hours. The train 
was already at the station…

“We rushed to the station, but 
then Leibke [Motchkin] approached 
my sister and me and asked us to 
go bring a certain woman from a 
specific address; the train was being 
held up for her. When we entered, 
we saw a refined, middle-aged 
woman sitting on a chair, while a 
tall woman stood next to her.”

Rebbetzin Chana was unsure 
whether to take the train. She hoped 
to obtain a legitimate release via family 
reunification policies. The woman 
next to her — Mume Sarah — was 
encouraging her to take the risk.

“When she saw us, she asked us in 
a very refined manner, ‘Who are you?’ 
We responded: ‘We are the daughters 
of Reb Chaim Meir Garelik, the 
Rebbe’s shliach to Crimea.’ Her face 
immediately lit up; she stood up and 
said, ‘With these children, I will go!’

“We all jumped into a taxi and 
rushed back to the train station. 
Later, I discovered that the refined-
looking woman was none other than 
Rebbetzin Chana. As soon as we 
arrived, Leibke and his helpers made 
sure that she found a place to sit.

“The day turned to night, as if 
to give some rest to the worried 
passengers, sitting on the floor of a 
freight train like sardines. Families, 
with packages and bundles, children 

young and old, freezing from the cold 
and terrified by the possession of fake 
passports, with nobody remembering 
their names and exactly which family 
they belonged to — it was all fake. 
At the same time, we felt joy: with 
Hashem’s help, we would be exiting 
the cursed borders of Stalin’s paradise.

“As the chaos and crying of 
the children began to quiet down, 
my father asked me to bring the 
blanket that we owned to the 
woman I had accompanied to the 
train. I climbed over heads and feet 
until I got to her seat. ‘My child,’ 
she looked at me, glowing with an 
unusual radiance. ‘You’ve enlivened 
me… May this merit remain with 
you in everything you do!’”1

Rabbi Avremel Korf was 
on the train as well:

REB LEIBEL MOCHKIN

THE JOURNEY OF HUNDREDS OF CHASSIDIC FAMILIES FROM LVOV THROUGH POCKING.
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“When we came to the border, 
we were all literally shaking with 
fear.  There had already been a few 
arrests in the past, and we had no 
way of knowing what was in store 
for us.  With us in our wagon were 
Reb Avrohom Mayorer and Reb 
Yisroel Neveler.  Reb Avrohom had 
a two-liter bottle of mashke.  When 
the officer came on to the train, 
Reb Avrohom offered him a cup, 
but the officer initially refused.  
However, Reb Avrohom insisted, 
and handed a full glass of mashke, 
which the officer ultimately drank in 
its entirety.  His eyes began rolling, 
and he walked off the train. 

“The wagons didn’t have a roof, 
so we were able to see how the officer 
got off and told his friend that there 
is good vodka in the wagon; not 
wanting to miss out, the second officer 
came and drank a full cup as well.  

“They then ordered all of us to 
get off the wagon so they could 
check our documents.  By the 
time we got off, they were both 
drunk, and one of them simply 
stated that it’s late and we should 

therefore continue on our way… 
“We later came to the conclusion 

that we merited such a miracle 
only because the Rebbe’s mother 
was with us on the train…”

Impasse 
By Elul time, some 500 souls had 

quietly made their way to freedom. 
Meanwhile, the news continued to 
spread: passports were available 
in the “City of the Taz,” as it was 
referred to in code (Reb Dovid Segal, 
author of Turei Zahav on Shulchan 
Aruch, had been the Av Beis Din 
in Lvov). Chassidim from all over 
the Soviet Union began streaming 
to the border city, hoping to begin 
their lives anew in a free land. The 
trickle soon became an avalanche, 
and soon, there were 700 Chassidim 
waiting for salvation in Lvov.

But there was a problem.
The repatriation agreement had 

been signed in the summer of 5705*, 
over a year earlier. By now, most 
legitimate Polish citizens had left 
the country. The trains didn’t travel 

as regularly, and it was no longer 
possible to ‘disappear’ among a large 
group of Polish speaking passengers. 
The cost of passports had tripled. 
The Chassidim had arrived with a 
general gemach fund of over $34,000 
for those who couldn’t afford to 
purchase their own way out, but the 
money was quickly running out. They 
seemed to arrive at an impasse.

During Elul, there seemed to be 
a breakthrough. Leibel Motchkin 
succeeded in arranging passports for 
33 families — over three hundred 
people — and they planned to 
take the next train. But suddenly, 
Leibel’s contact informed him that 
the government knew of their plans 
and intended to arrest them all. It 
seemed that the ‘fun’ was over.

In a letter, Reb Shmerel 
Sasonkin described the impact 
of the information:

“Leibke was shocked by the 
information and spread the news 
late at night. Everybody was terrified 
and remained home. For four days, 
the train stood and waited for us, 
while the contact continued to warn 

A LETTER SENT BY THE FRIERDIKER REBBE TO THE “JOINT” 
(AMERICAN JEWISH JOINT DISTRIBUTION COMMITTEE) URGENTLY 
REQUESTING FUNDS FOR THE REFUGEES. 

A TELEGRAM SENT TO THE FRIERDIKER REBBE FROM THE 
CHASSIDIM LEADING THE RESCUE EFFORTS, REQUESTING 
ADDITIONAL FUNDS. THE TELEGRAM IS WORDED IN CODES.
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us… that whoever traveled would 
suffer a bitter end. He told us that 
the government had a list of all the 
anash; he warned that if we were seen 
on the streets we would be arrested.

“Everybody remained closeted at 
home until Rosh Hashanah, feeling 
terrible about the circumstances. 
All their money had been lost [with 
the purchase of the now-useless 
passports]; with no sources of 
employment, they would all die of 
hunger. We cried and recited Tehillim. 
Such an Elul we never experienced; 
everyone davened alone, and most 
people didn’t even recite Selichos, 
instead reciting Tehillim. A message 
went out that we were to daven at 
home even on Rosh Hashanah.

“Erev Rosh Hashanah arrived, and 
we were extremely disheartened. How 
could Rosh Hashanah come without 
mikveh? Without any coordination, 
all anash decided that come what 
may, they would go to mikveh… 
At dawn, the mikveh was packed. 
Meeting each other once again, 
our spirits were somewhat lifted. 
We decided to arrange minyanim 
in the homes and hoped that our 
prayers would be answered.”

On Erev Sukkos, matters 
hadn’t improved. Leibel Motchkin 
smuggled a note/pan to Reb Sholom 

Mendel Kalmenson in Prague: 
“The situation cannot continue. 

All anash have gathered here, and 
there are no options of traveling to 
you, because they [the Russians] 
know everything. We need Heavenly 

mercy. We are all left penniless… 
May Hashem, who hears the cry 
of orphans, widows, and children, 
have mercy on all of us very soon.”

“AL KIDDUSH HASHEM”
In the course of the operation, three Chassidim were arrested: Reb Berke 

Chein was arrested right before he got onto a train, Mrs. Tzipa Kozliner was 
arrested with the documents (as described in the article), and Reb Berel 
Gurevitch was arrested at the border for lack of proper documentation. 

Through many open miracles, they were all released within the 
next two years. Reb Berel Gurevitch was even lucky enough to be 
allowed over the border into Poland. Reb Berke and Mrs. Kozliner 
needed to wait many more years until being allowed to leave Russia.

These three arrests were made by the local authorities, who 
could easily be bribed. However, much larger problems awaited. At 
the close of the operation, the higher-ups in Moscow got involved, 
beginning a five-year chase of any activists who remained behind. 
Other arrests were made when a small group of bochurim attempted 
to make an escape on their own. Those Chassidim weren’t as lucky.

Reb Mendel Futerfas, Mume Sarah, Reb Yonah Kagan and many others 
were slowly but surely arrested and put through terrible tortures and 
interrogations. Reb Mendel languished in prison for eight years. A number 
of Chassidim remained imprisoned until the death of Stalin, in 5713*. 

And several, among them Reb Yonah and Mume Sarah, perished 
under the terrible circumstances of their imprisonment. They didn’t 
even receive the dignity of kever Yisrael; they have no known burial 
place. But the people they saved — 1000 souls and their countless 
descendants — is in and of itself the greatest monument to their memory.

Hashem yinkom damam.

EXCERPT OF A 
LIST WITH DETAILS 
OF THE FAMILIES 
OF CHASSIDIM 
DEPARTING ON THE 
TRAINS.
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Another Try
With everyone sitting on their 

suitcases, a group of thirty-two 
people decided to use their passports 
and try their luck. They had almost 
nothing to lose. When a train was 
scheduled for the first days of Sukkos, 
they decided to join. Obviously, it 
was a situation of pikuach nefesh.

Reb Shmerel described the scene:
“When they departed, it felt as if 

we were bidding goodbye to people 
who were going to their death. There 
was intense sobbing and wailing… 
But Hashem heard their prayers 
and they were successful. When 
we heard that they had crossed 
the border, our spirits lifted.”

The vaad reconvened after Simchas 
Torah. The Chassidim made a pact to 
do everything in their power to save 
all the anash and help them get over 
the border; the pact would be in effect 
until Yud-Tes Kislev, and then they 

would be free of their obligation. 
In light of the dire financial 

situation, it was decided that all 
money must be given into a central 
account to fund the entire operation. 
This decision was made by a “Beis 
Din of 23 Rabbanim,” and all 
the Chassidim were expected to 
comply, under threat of cherem. 

“My father, Reb Uziel Chazanov,” 
related Mrs. Basya Kalmanson, “had 
already purchased the necessary 
documents for our family. He emptied 
his pockets and gave whatever money 
he had — including all the proceeds 
from the home we had just sold. My 
brother-in-law Reb Avraham Aharon 
Rubashkin was a talented businessman 
who had amassed quite a fortune in 
Samarkand, but he handed everything 
over to Reb Mendel Futerfas.

“My mother tried to keep a few 
pennies to buy a winter coat for my 
brother, but Reb Mendel argued 
that he could wear shmattes — and 

meanwhile another Jew would be 
able to leave. Outside Russia — he 
told us his assumption — there’s 
plenty of money, and you will have 
as much clothing as you need. My 
mother even gave over her jewelry, 
keeping only her wedding ring.”

In Cheshvan, there was more 
encouraging news. A group of 57 
people took the next train and 
crossed the border successfully. It 
didn’t resolve all the issues; some 
600 people were still waiting in Lvov, 
but it seemed that a yeshuah might 
be at hand. However, they waited. A 
large transport needed to be arranged 
to bring out as many Chassidim as 
possible in one shot, but that was 
a major and dangerous endeavor. 
They had asked for the Frierdiker 
Rebbe’s bracha, but a response had 
not been forthcoming. The proposal 
was sent to 770 during Tishrei, but, 
as Rabbi Yisrael Jacobson reported, 
“the entire month, the Rebbe has been 
b’hisbodedus, more upgetragen [to 
himself]. The question was relayed in 
writing, but he hasn’t yet answered.”

During a yechidus, Reb Yisrael 
raised the question again, and the 
Frierdiker Rebbe didn’t answer. “I 
gave over all the letters to the Rebbe 
shlita,” he writes, “…but nudging the 
Rebbe [for an answer] is obviously 
out of the question.” Chassidim 
were puzzled but proceeding with 
such a dangerous endeavor was out 
of the question without a bracha.

There was another issue at 
hand. The project would cost many 
thousands of dollars — money that the 
Chassidim simply didn’t have. Loans 
were being taken on by Reb Yitzchak 
Goldin who was sneaking the money 
into Russia, but a better resolution was 
necessary. Furthermore: where would 
the Chassidim go after leaving Russia? 
Who would pay for their basic needs?

In the middle of Cheshvan, the 
Frierdiker Rebbe’s bracha finally 
arrived. Around the same time, 
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the Joint Distribution Committee 
agreed to support the Chassidim as 
refugees upon their arrival. With 
those assurances in hand, the wheels 
began to move on a final resolution. 

They Know 
Everything

Reb Shmerel Sasonkin 
describes what followed:

“After Tishrei, the government 
officials suddenly seemed kindlier; 
they agreed to approve the documents, 
obviously for a hefty sum of money. 
The sum was collected, and on 
Friday, 28 Cheshvan, Mrs. Tzipa 
Kozliner was scheduled to visit the 
OVIR offices with the documents 
to receive their approval.” 

Expecting an easy transaction, 
a transport was arranged for that 
very day. Three hundred people 
were expected to join, and a message 
was sent to Reb Sholom Mendel 
Kalmenson to expect them. Everyone 
waited anxiously for the approval.

“At exactly 1:00 p.m., Tzipa 
approached the offices with 60 
family passports… Reb Chaim Ber 
Wilschansky followed her from 
behind. As she entered the building, 
Chaim Ber noticed armed soldiers 
standing next to a car and paying 
close attention to them. A moment 
later, Tzipa emerged from the building 
looking disturbed. Something was 
amiss; they had refused to touch the 
passports. Moments later, Chaim Ber 
saw the soldiers approach Tzipa and 
order her into the car — with all the 
passports still in her possession…”

All the anash in Lvov were gripped 
with fright. The authorities clearly 
had a list of the Chassidim and even 
knew their locations — within a few 
hours, her brother Mendel Gorelick 
and her son Mottel Kozliner were 
arrested as well. Everyone expected 
swift retaliation; the entire effort 

had gone to waste, mass arrests 
were sure to follow, and the families 
were destined to a dark future in 
the Soviet Union. All seemed lost.

But none of that occurred. 
Strangely, no further arrests were 
made. Mendel Gorelick and Mottel 
Kozliner were released shortly 
after Shabbos. Tzipa remained in 
prison (where she spent a year-
and-a-half) but it seemed that a 
major crisis had been averted. 

Confused, the vaad decided to 
try their luck again. Heavy bribes 
were once again submitted to the 
OVIR officials and, to their shock and 
delight, the approvals were delivered. 
It seemed that there was hope after 
all. (One possible explanation is that 
the local authorities orchestrated 
the arrests to squeeze more money 
out of the Chassidim; either way, it 
seemed to be an open miracle.)

The preparations went into 
high gear. Reb Sholom Mendel was 
informed, and he in turn wrote to 
Reb Yisrael Jacobson in New York. 
“I was told that in these days, some 
3-400 will come, and it is hoped 
that the entire affair will conclude 
this month, with Hashem’s help.”

The train was arranged. 
Tes Kislev was zero hour.

Meanwhile, in 
New York…

On the morning of Tes Kislev, the 
nurse tending to the Frierdiker Rebbe’s 
medical needs knocked on the door 
of the yechidus room to administer a 
vaccine but heard no response. She 
opened the door and approached the 
Frierdiker Rebbe, but the Frierdiker 
Rebbe did not respond to her at all. 

Frightened that something was 
wrong, she ran to call Rebbetzin 
Nechama Dina, who rushed into the 
room and was met with the same 
result. She immediately called several 
bochurim from the yeshiva; her son-in-
law [the Rebbe] was not far away, she 
told them: “Call him immediately.”

The Rebbe rushed into the room 
and noticed that the Frierdiker Rebbe’s 
mouth was moving silently. The 
Rebbe leaned over, listened closely, 
and told everyone that they could 
calm down. The Frierdiker Rebbe 
was reciting the words of Az yashir. 
It wasn’t a medical emergency — it 
was clearly a spiritual matter. 

Meanwhile, half-a-world away, 
dramatic events were playing out. 

In Russia of those days, nothing 
was on-time or planned in advance. 
Trains could be arranged on a 
moment’s notice. When, on Tes 
Kislev, the train was ready to move, 
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it was necessary to rush the news 
to all the Chassidim, giving them 
only a few short hours to grab all 
their belongings and make their 
way to the train station. The stream 
of hundreds of people to the train 
station, many of them bearded 
Chassidim, attracted attention. The 
fact that none of them spoke Polish 
— the language of their “homeland” 
— didn’t help the situation. For the 
most part, the families did their best 
to remain silent throughout the trip 
to the train and the processing. 

Fifty anash families — 240 souls 
— gathered on the train, creating 
the largest such group by far. The 
tension was palpable. Every single 
passenger was committing a serious 
crime which could bring on the worst 
possible punishment. Freedom — if 
achieved — would end some 25 years 
of terrible suffering and persecution. 
Their very lives hung in the balance. 

The train began to move and 
soon reached the border. All the 
men were asked to step outside 
into the freezing cold, where their 
documents were checked one 
by one. The women’s documents 
were inspected on the train. 

One Chossid, Reb Berel Gurevitch, 
didn’t have proper documentation and 

was placed under arrest. Reb Zalman 
Sudakevitch, whose papers weren’t 
in order either, hid under a massive 
pile of luggage for several hours; for 
good measure, several people sat 
down on the pile. It took him several 
days to recover from the ordeal. 

After several hours and plenty of 
bribes, the guards at the border came 
to the conclusion that all was in order 
and allowed the train to continue. 
Everyone remained absolutely 
silent as the train inched forward. 

Then, the long-awaited moment: 
the train crossed the border. The 

relief was palpable. Spontaneously, 
the Chassidim on the train began 
to sing, “Padah beshalom…” 

Back in New York, the Rebbe 
listened as the Frierdiker Rebbe 
recited Az Yashir. After concluding, 
he began reciting it again from the 
beginning. Suddenly, he stopped 
and said, “Baruch Hashem, m’iz 
durchegangen, durchgegangen genug—
they have passed through, they 
have passed through enough.”

Several hours later, a telegram 
arrived in 770; the Chassidim 
had crossed the border safely. 

SEVERAL MEMBERS OF THE SASONKIN FAMILY WHO SUCCEEDED IN CROSSING THE BORDER, 
PHOTOGRAPHED SOON AFTER THEIR ESCAPE FROM THE SOVIET UNION.  
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[This story about the Frierdiker 
Rebbe in New York was told over 
by the Rebbe during his visit to 
Paris in 5707*. The story is told 
in various versions and presented 
here according to the account 
of Reb Zalman Sudakevitch.]

Freedom!
This group was the largest and 

most significant. While small groups 
left earlier and several more followed, 
this train contained the largest by 
far — 240 Lubavitcher Chassidim, 
saved from under the noses of the 
Soviets. The Frierdiker Rebbe sent an 
emotional letter to the Chassidim: 

“To those who are dear and 
beloved to me and close to my heart, 
the students of my holy father; 
may his merit, alongside the merit 
of all our holy Rabbeim, hover 
over you and your families…

“Baruch Hashem Elokeinu v’Elokei 
avoseinu v’raboseinu, who has saved 
you and your families, and has 
brought us to this day… We all hope 
that we will be able to, very soon, 

meet with each other, and we will all 
do everything in our power to help 
you settle down with good parnassah 
and schools for the children. 

“May Hashem see our broken 
and mourning hearts over our 
beloved brothers and sisters, 
Temimim, Chassidim v’yesharim, 
who were killed, slaughtered, and 
burned in sanctification of His 
name. May He avenge their revenge, 
and take us with our righteous 
Moshiach to our Holy Land…”2

In a second letter, the Frierdiker 
Rebbe expressed his wish to receive 
photographs of all the newly arrived 
Chassidim, with lists of their names.

“My next memory from those 
years,” says Rabbi Alevsky, “is from 
right after we crossed the border. 
We were all gathered in a big hall 
in Krakow on Friday night, a short 
time after we arrived. Everyone 
was in very high spirits; a grand 
farbrengen took place, and lots 
of l’chaim was passed around.

“After two weeks in Poland, the 
Bricha smuggled us over the border 
into Czechoslovakia and then to 
the American Zone in Austria, 
where we were set up in a Displaced 
Persons Camp in Wegscheid. Other 
Chassidim were in Poking.

“We were part of a large Lubavitch 
group in Wegscheid; Reb Shlomo 
Chaim Kesselman, Reb Saadia Liberow 
and other prominent Chassidim were 
with us, and they set up a cheder and 
yeshiva where we were able to finally 
begin learning Torah without fear.”

For the Chassidim it was without 
exaggeration a modern-day yetzias 
Mitzrayim. They would finally have 
the ability to live normal lives. They 
would be able to raise their children 
as Yidden without fear. And, most 
importantly, they would be able 
to reunite with the Rebbe. 

1.	  Teshura Veisfish-Zalmanov — Iyar 18, 
5769
2.	  Igros Kodesh vol. 9, p. 187.

A PARTIAL LIST OF 
CHASSIDIM RESIDING 

IN POCKING. NOTE 
REBBETZIN CHANA’S 

NAME AT THE VERY 
TOP OF THE LIST. 
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