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R’ Chaim Stein zt” l
 (1912-2011)

R’ Chaim Stein zt”l, rosh yeshivah of the 

famed Telzer Yeshivah of Cleveland, was 

one of the yeshivah world’s last remaining 

links to prewar Europe before he died. He 

spent his entire life in the universe of the 

Telzer Yeshivah. At first he was a student; 

following that he delivered a shiur even 

before he was married; following that he 

became the mashgiach ruchani; and 

ultimately the rosh hayeshivah. Throughout 

his life little changed in his environment. From the time he entered 

the yeshivah he saw little outside the pages of the Gemara, and was 

fluent in all aspects of the Torah. In October 1940, while a member 

of the Telzer Yeshivah, he led a group of students who escaped from 

war-torn Lithuania just as it was overrun by the Nazis. R’ Chaim and 

the students he accompanied headed to the Far East via the Trans-

Siberian Railroad, having acquired visas from the famous Chiune 

Sugihara, who risked his life to save Jews who were fleeing the Nazis. 

Eventually the group landed in Brisbane, Australia, where the local 

Jewish community welcomed them warmly. A few months later, in 

1941, he made his way to the United States and settled in Cleveland, 

Ohio, where the Telzer Yeshivah had relocated. He taught Torah for 

over seven decades to many generations of students who cherished 

his pleasant ways and his brilliant mind. He touched thousands of 

Jewish souls; not just the thousands of his students, but also those 

seeking strength and Divine salvation from across the globe.

*
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R’ Yoel Teitelbaum zt” l
 (1887-1979)

R’ Yoel Teitelbaum zt”l known as “Reb 

Yoelish,” was the saintly Rebbe of Satmar. 

He was already a highly regarded rebbe in 

Hungary. When the Nazis invaded Hungary 

in 1944, he was rescued from death in Nazi-

controlled Transylvania as a result of a deal 

between a Hungarian official, Rudolph 

Kastner, and a deputy of Adolf Eichmann. 

Although Kastner intended to rescue only 

Hungarian Zionists on a special train bound 

for Switzerland, R’ Yoel and a few other religious Jews were also 

given seats. (It has been said that this was the result of a dream in 

which Kastner’s father-in-law was informed by his late mother that if 

the Grand Rabbi of Satmar was not included on the train, none of 

the passengers would survive.) En route, the train was rerouted by 

the Germans to Bergen-Belsen, where the 1,600 passengers 

languished for four months while awaiting further negotiations 

between rescue activists and the Nazi leadership. In the end, the 

train was released and continued on to Switzerland. R’ Yoel lived for 

a brief period in Jerusalem after World War II, but at the request of 

some of his Chassidim who had immigrated to the United States, he 

settled there instead and established a large community in the 

densely Orthodox neighborhood of Williamsburg, located in 

northern Brooklyn in New York City. 

*
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R’ Chaim Dovid Leibowitz zt” l
 (1889-1941)

R’ Chaim Dovid Leibowitz zt”l was a leading 

disciple of prewar Europe’s Slabodka 

Yeshivah in Lithuania who went on to found 

the Rabbinical Seminary of America, better 

known today as “Yeshivas Rabbeinu Yisroel 

Meir Hakohen” or the “Chafetz Chaim 

Yeshivah.” The yeshivah was named after his 

great-uncle, R’ Yisroel Meir Hakohen Kagan, 

the great Chafetz Chaim. In his youth, R’ 

Chaim Dovid was known as “Reb Dovid 

Warshawer.” As a teenager, he studied in the Radin Yeshivah, where 

he held private study sessions with his great-uncle, the founder of 

the Radin Yeshivah, for twelve hours a day, and helped write the last 

volume of the Mishnah Berurah. He also learned there under R’ 

Naftoli Trop. In 1908, R’ Dovid transferred to the Slabodka Yeshivah, 

where he learned under the Alter of Slabodka, R’ Nosson Tzvi Finkel. 

In 1915, he succeeded his father-in-law as rabbi of Salcininkai. After 

six years, however, he returned to Slabodka as a founding member 

of the Slabodka kollel. In 1926, he came to the United States to 

fundraise for the kollel and was invited to become the rosh yeshivah 

of Mesivta Torah Voda’ath. Among his students were R’ Gedalia 

Schorr and R’ Avraham Yaakov Pam. In 1933, he founded Yeshivas 

Rabbeinu Yisroel Meir Hakohen, where he successfully transplanted 

to the United States his unique style of Talmud study as well as the 

Slabodka school of mussar.

*
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R’ Yitzchak Lipschutz zt” l
 (1870-1943)

R’ Yitzchak Lipschutz zt”l, Vyelipolier 

Rebbe, was born in Wisnicz, Poland in 

1870, into a family with great Chassidic 

lineage. He was the son of R’ Nosson Nota 

zt”l and served as rabbinical judge in 

Vielipole (Wielipole Skrynskie) between 

the two world wars. He was a profound 

Torah scholar who attracted a large 

following. He was renowned as a great 

Chassidic rebbe but was forced to leave 

Vielipole in the 1920s. He moved to Brigel-Brzsezko and from there 

to Przemyslany. When the war broke out, he ran away to the city of 

Bochnia and hid in a bunker together with a number of other 

important rabbanim and rebbes. He was eventually captured by the 

Germans and killed in the Bochnia ghetto at the age of seventy-two. 

Hy”d.

*
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R’ Aharon Rokeach zt” l
 (1877-1957)

R’ Aharon Rokeach zt”l was the fourth Belzer 

Rebbe in the illustrious line of the Belzer 

Chassidic dynasty. He was rebbe from 1926 

until his passing in 1957. Known for his piety 

and righteousness, R’ Aharon was called the 

“Wonder Rebbe” by Jews and gentiles alike 

– even the Nazis – for the miracles he 

performed. R’ Aharon’s rule as rebbe saw the 

devastation of the Belz community during 

the Holocaust, along with that of many other 

Chassidic dynasties in Galicia and elsewhere in Poland. During the 

Holocaust, R’ Aharon was high on the list of Gestapo targets as a 

high-profile rebbe. He and his brother, R’ Mordechai of Bilgoray, 

spent most of the war hiding from the Nazis and moving from place 

to place, with the support and financial assistance of their Chassidim 

both inside and outside of Europe. Eventually, they were taken out 

of Europe via a series of escapes, many miraculous in nature. R’ 

Aharon and R’ Mordechai immigrated to the British Mandate of 

Palestine in 1944. The two lost their entire extended families, 

including their wives, children, and grandchildren.

*
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R’ Elchanan Wasserman Hy”d
(1875-1941)

R’ Elchanan Wasserman Hy”d was born in 

Birz, Lithuania and learned in the Telzer 

Yeshivah under R’ Shimon Shkop. In 1907, 

he joined the Kodshim Kollel of the Chafetz 

Chaim in Radin. R’ Elchanan viewed the 

Chafetz Chaim as a living Torah and 

trembled in his presence. The Chafetz 

Chaim became R’ Elchanan’s lifetime role 

model and rebbi. In 1910, he became a rosh 

yeshivah in Brisk, and remained at that post 

until the outbreak of World War I in 1914. In 1921, he became head 

of Yeshivah Ohel Torah in Baranovitch, where he remained for the 

rest of his life. Because of his great influence, the yeshivah grew and, 

despite of its abysmal poverty, attracted many hundreds of disciples. 

He was deeply involved in communal matters, and was active in 

Agudath Israel. In addition to his shiurim and Talmudic writings, he 

was also a great thinker and interpreter of contemporary events and 

his ideas were published in Kovetz Ma’amarim. He visited America in 

1939 to raise money for his impoverished yeshivah, and though he 

could have remained there and avoided the imminent catastrophe 

that was to destroy European Jewry, he never considered it a 

possibility. He felt that he must return to his yeshivah and be with his 

students. While he was on a visit to Kovno (Kaunas), the Germans 

declared war on Russia and R’ Elchanan was unable to return to his 

yeshivah. On July 6, 1941, while studying in the house of R’ Avraham 

Grodzenski, in the company of a group of scholars, armed Lithuanians 

burst in and arrested him together with twelve other rabbis. They 

were taken to the infamous Ninth Fort and executed two days later. 

*
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R’ Yekusiel Yehuda Halberstam zt” l
 (1905-1994)

R’ Yekusiel Yehuda Halberstam zt”l was the 

first Klausenberger Rebbe, founding the 

Sanz-Klausenberg Chassidic dynasty. He 

was known for his personal righteousness, 

kindness toward others, and Torah wisdom 

that positively influenced whole communities 

before, during and after the Holocaust. He 

was a natural leader, mentor, and father 

figure for thousands of Jews of all ages. The 

Klausenberger Rebbe became one of the 

youngest rebbes in Europe, leading thousands of followers in the 

town of Klausenberg, Romania, before World War II. When the 

Nazis invaded Romania, he was taken away from his family and 

incarcerated under terrible conditions in a number of concentration 

camps. His wife, eleven children, and most of his followers were 

murdered by the Nazis. He managed to survive through his great 

faith and encouraged others to believe all throughout the war. After 

the war, he rebuilt Jewish communal life in the Displaced Persons 

camps of Western Europe, reestablished the Klausenberg dynasty in 

the United States and Israel, and rebuilt his own family with a second 

marriage and the birth of seven more children.

*
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R’ Aharon Kotler zt” l
 (1891-1962)

R’ Aharon Kotler zt”l was a prominent rosh 

yeshivah in Lithuania before the war, and later 

became the leader of the yeshivah movement 

and Litvish Jewry in the United States of 

America, where he built one of the first and 

largest yeshivos in the U.S. After learning in 

the famed Slabodka Yeshivah in Lithuania, he 

joined his father-in-law, R’ Isser Zalman 

Meltzer, to run the yeshivah of Slutsk. When 

the Soviets took over, the yeshivah moved 

from Slutsk to Kletzk in Poland. With the outbreak of World War II, 

R’ Aharon and the yeshivah relocated to Vilna, then the major refuge 

of most yeshivos from the occupied areas. Through the intervention 

of American Jewry, R’ Aharon was able to escape Europe for the 

United States via Siberia, but many of his students did not survive 

the war. He was brought to America in 1941 by the Va’ad Hatzalah 

rescue organization and soon assumed its leadership, guiding it 

during the Holocaust and using any means at his disposal to try to 

rescue the remnants of European Jewry. In 1943, R’ Aharon founded 

Beis Medrash Govoha in Lakewood, New Jersey and continued to 

lead American Jewry until his untimely passing in 1962. Today, Beis 

Medrash Govoha has grown into the largest institution of its kind in 

America with thousands of students and married kollel members, as 

well as a number of satellite yeshivos.

*
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R’ Yitzchak Zev Halevi Soloveitchik zt” l
 (1886-1959)

R’ Yitzchak Zev Halevi Soloveitchik zt”l 

known throughout the world as the “Brisker 

Rav” (“rabbi of Brisk”) was the oldest son of 

the great R’ Chaim Soloveitchik zt”l of Brisk. 

He was the rabbi of the Jewish community 

in Brisk and was the rosh yeshivah of its 

yeshivah. World War II broke out while he 

was vacationing away from his home and he 

was unable to return to Brisk. He lived in 

Warsaw and later moved to Vilna, where he 

was looked upon for guidance by so many suffering Jews. He was 

fortunate and was able to flee the Holocaust together with three of 

his sons. His wife, mother and three small children perished. When 

the Brisker Rav was in Europe and all was burning, he had a choice 

of where to escape: America or Palestine. Despite the danger posed 

by the German army, which at that point had already reached Egypt, 

he chose to go to Jerusalem, because in Jerusalem, he said, “There 

is a small group of Jews who truly fight for the honor of Hashem 

Yisbarach.” In a place where the Jews never gave up the fight – that 

would be the guarantee that he would raise good children and future 

generations. He moved to the Holy Land, where he reestablished 

the Brisker Yeshivah in Israel. In Jerusalem, he continued educating 

students as his father did, with what would come to be known as the 

Brisker derech (the “Brisk method” or “Brisk approach”) of analyzing 

Talmud.

*
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R’ Chaim Zanvil Abramowitz zt” l
 (1890s-1995)

R’ Chaim Zanvil Abramowitz zt”l the 

Ribnitzer Rebbe, was born in the town of 

Barashan, Romania. He was a main disciple 

of R’ Avraham Matisyahu of Shtefanesht, 

grandson of the “Holy Rizhiner.” The 

Ribnitzer Rebbe was acknowledged by all 

Jews across the spectrum as a renowned 

performer of miracles. He spent much of 

his life living in Russia under Communist 

rule. There, under the most difficult 

circumstances imaginable, he practiced Yiddishkeit to its fullest. He 

served Klal Yisrael as a mohel, shochet and chazzan for many years. 

He was jailed, interrogated and even placed in front of a firing squad 

for his actions. However, somehow he always managed to 

miraculously escape and continued living as a Torah Jew in the 

USSR. From the 1930s until the end of his life, the Ribnitzer Rebbe 

fasted on all days when it is permitted to do so under Jewish law. By 

1973, when he was finally allowed to leave Russia, he was the last 

rebbe of a bygone era. He settled in Israel where he lived in the 

Sanhedria section of Jerusalem. A number of years later he moved 

to the United States, where he lived in Miami, Los Angeles, and 

Brooklyn before eventually settling in Spring Valley, New York.

*



Biographies * 409

R’ Moshe Feinstein zt” l
 (1895-1986)

R’ Moshe Feinstein zt”l was a world-

renowned posek (halachic arbitrator) and 

was regarded as the supreme rabbinic 

authority for Orthodox Jewry of North 

America. R’ Moshe grew up Uzda, near 

Minsk, Belorussia, where his father was 

rabbi. In 1921, at the age of twenty-six, he 

became rabbi of Luban, near Minsk, where 

he served for sixteen years. Under increasing 

pressure and torment from the Soviet 

regime, who enacted decrees to limit his authority and control over 

the community, he moved in 1937 with his family to New York City, 

where he lived for the rest of his life. Settling on the Lower East Side, 

he became the rosh yeshivah of Mesivta Tifereth Jerusalem. He later 

established a branch of the yeshivah in Staten Island, New York, 

now headed by his son, Rabbi Reuven Feinstein. In the Orthodox 

world, it is universal to refer to him simply as “Rav Moshe” or “Reb 

Moshe.” R’ Moshe became the leading halachic authority of his time 

and his rulings were accepted worldwide. He was a dedicated, 

selfless and beloved leader for the Jewish people to whom anyone 

could approach at any time with any problem.

*
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R’ Ephraim Oshry zt” l
 (1914-2003)

R’ Ephraim Oshry zt”l was a young 

rabbinical scholar in Kovno, the second 

largest city in Lithuania, when the Nazis 

invaded on June 23, 1941. After the city’s 

Jews were herded into a ghetto, the Nazis 

made him custodian of the warehouse 

where Jewish books were stored for a 

planned exhibit of “artifacts of the extinct 

Jewish race.” While in the Kovno ghetto, R’ 

Oshry began writing his responsa to the 

Holocaust, answering very difficult questions and making 

interpretations of religious law to help people continue to live as 

Jews in seemingly impossible circumstances. Before the final battle 

between the Nazis and the Soviets, he buried his responsa in the 

ground. After the war, he retrieved them and ultimately – in 1959 – 

he published some of those Hebrew responsa under the title 

She’eilos U’teshuvos Mima’amakim. His first wife and their children 

died in the camps before the end of the war. In 1949, he married 

Frieda Greenzweig, a survivor of Auschwitz, and together they left 

Lithuania and arrived in Rome where he organized a yeshivah for 

orphaned refugee children. In 1950, he managed to bring all the 

yeshivah students with him when he moved with his family to 

Montreal. They came to New York in 1952, where he was invited to 

be the rabbi of Beth Hamedrash Hagadol, a congregation founded 

in 1852 in New York City, and led his congregation for over fifty 

years.

*
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R’ Yechezkel Abramsky zt” l
 (1886-1976)

R’ Yechezkel Abramsky zt”l studied at the 

yeshivos of Telz, Mir, Slabodka and Brisk, 

under Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik. At the age 

of seventeen he became a rabbi, serving, in 

turn, the communities of Smolyan, 

Smolevich and Slutsk. Following the Russian 

Revolution, he was at the forefront of 

opposition to Communist attempts to 

repress the Jewish religion and culture. As a 

result, the Russian government twice 

refused him permission to immigrate to the Land of Israel and take 

up the rabbinate of Petach Tikva, in both 1926 and 1928. In 1928, he 

started a Hebrew magazine, Yagdil Torah (lit. “Make [the] Torah 

Great”), but the Soviet authorities closed it down after two issues 

appeared. In 1929, he was arrested and sentenced to five years of 

hard labor in Siberia. However, in 1931 he was rescued by the 

German government under Chancellor Brüning, who exchanged 

him for six Communists that they held. He immigrated to London in 

1932, where he was appointed rabbi of the Machzikei Hadath 

community in London’s East End. In 1934, he became the senior 

dayan of the London Beth Din, holding the post until he retired to 

Jerusalem in 1951. While living in Israel, he also served as a rosh 

yeshivah of the Slabodka Yeshivah in Bnei Brak. R’ Yechezkel died in 

Jerusalem on September 19, 1976.

*
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R’ Shlomo Halberstam zt” l
 (1907-2000)

R’ Shlomo Halberstam zt”l, the third 

Bobover Rebbe, reestablished the Bobover 

dynasty in the United States after World 

War II. He was the son of Rabbi Benzion 

Halberstam Hy”d (1874-1941) of Bobov, 

who died in the Holocaust. During World 

War II, the beautiful Chassidus of Bobov was 

destroyed, the rebbe himself perishing in 

the Holocaust together with thousands of 

his followers. His son, R’ Shlomo, through 

bitachon and no short supply of cunning, managed to stay one step 

ahead of the Nazis, miraculously escaping from Poland, where he 

organized an underground escape route enabling many to get away 

to Hungary and Czechoslovakia. He, his mother and his young son, 

Naftali Tzvi (later to succeed his father as Bobover Rebbe), were the 

only members of his family to survive the Holocaust. After the war, 

he made his way to Italy, with the intention of immigrating to 

Palestine, where he was refused entry. Instead, he went to London 

and urged British Jews to rescue the remnants of European Jewry. 

Barely three hundred Bobover Chassidim survived, and R’ Shlomo 

took it upon himself to rebuild Bobov. He eventually settled in Boro 

Park, New York, and married his second cousin, Freidel Rubin, with 

whom he went on to have five daughters and one son. R’ Shlomo 

was known as a very wise man, a giant in good middos, and a true 

gentleman. He was noted for his steadfastness in not taking sides in 

disputes. This brought him great popularity and respect.

*
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R’ Tzvi Hirsch Meisels zt” l
 (1902-1974)

R’ Tzvi Hirsch Meisels zt”l became the 

chief dayan of the Chassidic community of 

Weitzun, Hungary, in 1930. Prior to that, he 

was the rav of the Jewish community of 

Neimark, Galicia. In Neimark, he headed a 

yeshivah with hundreds of students. In 

1944, R’ Tzvi Hirsch, along with his entire 

community, was deported to Auschwitz, 

where he suffered terribly. He would later 

recount incredible tales of Jewish heroism 

in the camp. After his liberation, he was 

appointed Chief Rabbi of the Bergen-Belsen German/British Section 

D.P. camp where he established Yeshivah She’aris Yisrael. In 1948, 

he arrived on American shores, and with the endorsement of his 

brother-in-law, R’ Shlomo Halberstam, the Bobover Rebbe, he 

settled in Chicago with three of his children, the only members of 

his family who survived the Holocaust. He established himself on 

the fast-growing West Side and founded Congregation She’aris 

Yisrael, a shtiebel reminiscent of those in Eastern Europe. He quickly 

began to build Chicago’s Orthodox community after the model of 

the one he had left in Europe. He also started a kosher mikvah, 

which Chicago was lacking, and was the mohel for most of the 

Jewish families in the area. He married again, to the daughter of a 

well-known Romanian rabbi, and eventually had eight children.

*
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R’ Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman zt” l
 (1886-1969)

R’ Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman zt”l was the 

founder and rosh yeshivah of the Ponevezh 

Yeshivah. At the age of fourteen, he went to 

the Telzer Yeshivah, where he learned until 

he was twenty, under the direct inspiration 

of Reb Eliezer Gordon, who saw his 

potential. With the passing of R’ Itzele 

Rabinowitz in 1919, R’ Kahaneman was 

appointed the new rabbi of Ponevezh, one 

of the largest centers of Jewish life in 

Lithuania. There, he built three yeshivos as well as a school and an 

orphanage. He was also elected to the Lithuanian parliament. All of 

his institutions were destroyed and many of his students and family 

were killed during World War II. R’ Kahaneman immigrated to the 

British Mandate of Palestine in 1940 and built Kiryat Hayeshivah 

(“Town of the Yeshivah”) in Bnei Brak and Batei Avos orphanages. 

He traveled widely in the Diaspora to secure financial support for 

his yeshivah, which he constantly improved and extended. In the 

face of skepticism and opposition, he succeeded in turning the 

reestablished Ponevezh Yeshivah into one of the largest in the world. 

He sought to take care of many orphans and tried to rescue them 

from the clutches of secular Zionist organizations, especially the 

Yaldei Tehran (“Children of Tehran”) – children who escaped from 

Nazi Europe by walking across Europe to Tehran (including the 

famous Biala Rebbe – Rabbi Benzion Rabinowitz). R’ Kahaneman 

was a distinguished member of the Council of Torah Sages of 

Agudath Israel, a man of deep piety and wit.

*
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R’ Menashe Klein zt” l
 (1924-2011)

R’ Menashe Klein zt”l also known as the 

Ungvarer Rav, hailed from the town of 

Ungvar in what was then Czechoslovakia, 

and what is now the Ukraine. During World 

War II, he was in Auschwitz-Birkenau, Buna-

Auschwitz, and finally in Buchenwald. At 

Buchenwald, he was sent out to “Stein,” a 

Nazi satellite camp at Eschershausen, but 

was listed in camp records as returned to 

Buchenwald, where he was liberated and 

where he completed a postwar military interview. Subsequently, he 

was taken with other Buchenwald boys to Ecouis in France and was 

with the religious complement at Ambloy and Taverny. He came to 

the United States in 1947, where he served as rav in the “Chevrah 

Liyadi” shul and as principal of Yeshivas She’eiris Hapleitah, under 

the direction of the Klausenberger Rebbe. In 1964, he founded 

Yeshivah Beis She’arim in Boro Park, Brooklyn, where he served as 

rosh yeshivah. In 1983, he established Kiryat Ungvar in the Ramot 

section of Jerusalem. Today, it is a thriving neighborhood with 

hundreds of inhabitants. R’ Menashe would spend many months of 

the year in Eretz Yisrael in Kiryat Ungvar. In America, his yeshivah 

and shul was at Sixteenth Avenue and Fifty-Second Street in Boro 

Park. He was a warm, loving posek who inspired tens of thousands 

with his dedication to Torah and his steadfastness in halachah.

*
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R’ Yaakov Yisroel Kanievsky zt” l
 (1899-1985)

R’ Yaakov Yisroel Kanievsky zt”l was known 

as the “Steipler Gaon.” He was born in the 

Ukrainian town of Hornisteiple, from which 

his appellation, “the Steipler,” was later 

derived. At the young age of eleven, he 

entered the Novaradok Yeshivah, studying 

under the Alter, R’ Yosef Yoizel Horowitz. 

He progressed rapidly and gained a 

reputation as a talmid chacham and at the 

age of nineteen was sent to set up a branch 

of the yeshivah in Rogachov. However, the Bolshevik Revolution 

was in full swing and he was forcibly conscripted into the Red Army. 

In spite of the harsh conditions, he continued to strictly observe all 

the mitzvos. After serving under arms for some time, he was 

discharged and he moved to Bialystok in Poland in order to continue 

learning Torah unhindered from Communist interference. In 1925, 

the Steipler published his first sefer, Sha’arei Tevunah, which was 

received with great acclaim, and eventually reached the famed 

Chazon Ish in Vilna. Without even meeting him, the Chazon Ish 

decided that the author of such a work was worthy of marrying his 

sister Miriam. The two were soon married and the Steipler was then 

appointed rosh yeshivah of the Novaradok Yeshivah in Pinsk. In 

1934, he left Poland and moved to the Holy Land, settling in Bnei 

Brak, where his brother-in-law, the Chazon Ish, had already been 

living for a year and a half. Though known as a great Torah scholar, 

the Steipler shunned publicity and lived in humble surroundings, 

teaching, writing and devoting himself to Torah and good deeds. 

Though he held no official position, the Steipler was universally 

recognized and consulted by individuals from all walks of life on 

every imaginable problem, with many claiming that he displayed 

knowledge which was inconceivable by natural means. Over 

150,000 mourners attended his funeral in 1985.

*
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Irving M. Bunim z”l
(1901-1980)

Irving M. Bunim z”l was a businessman, 

philanthropist and a major lay leader of 

Orthodox Jewry in the United States from 

the 1930s until his death in 1980. As the 

trusted assistant to R’ Aharon Kotler, he was 

deeply involved in all aspects of Torah 

dissemination, philanthropy and Holocaust 

rescue. Together with other American 

Orthodox leaders, Bunim established the 

Va’ad Hatzalah, an organization created to 

save yeshivah students and teachers from captivity and probable 

death in Eastern Europe. Later, the Va’ad’s scope expanded to 

include all suffering Jews in Europe and helped them by sending 

food and other relief supplies, or by giving them refuge in non-

European countries of safety. The hardest aspect of his rescue work 

was negotiating with the Nazis themselves. A series of negotiations 

called the Musy Negotiations, named after Jean-Marie Musy, the 

pro-Nazi former president of Switzerland, was initiated. In these 

negotiations the Va’ad agreed to pay the Nazis a ransom to free 

Jews from concentration camps. After some dealings the Va’ad 

agreed to pay $5 million for three hundred thousand Jews or 

$250,000 each month for twenty months to free fifteen thousand 

Jews. These negotiations failed, though some one thousand Jews, 

out of the three hundred thousand Jews promised to be freed, were 

saved from a certain death. After the war the Va’ad kept working to 

supply the survivors with food and other relief supplies. Irving Bunim 

was a philanthropist who gave loans and did the best he could to 

help people in need. His main goal was spreading the word of the 

Torah to all Jews who had forgotten it, or never been exposed to it, 

in America, Israel and the rest of the world. He was devoted to 

fundraising work. Irving Bunim died in 1980 at his home in New 

York City.

*
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R’ Yaakov Avigdor zt” l
 (1896-1967)

R’ Yaakov Avigdor zt”l was born into a 

rabbinic family in Tyrawa Woloska, Galicia, 

a shtetl in the Austrian province of Galicia. 

As a youth, he studied in a number of 

yeshivos, acquiring a great reputation as an 

orator and Talmudic scholar. He was 

named Chief Rabbi of Drohobycz-

Boryslaw in southeast Poland (East Galicia) 

in 1920, where he officiated until the Nazi 

occupation. After the Nazi occupation in 

the summer of 1941, he lived in the Drohobycz ghetto until he was 

deported to the Plaszow camp, and from there to Buchenwald. 

During the Holocaust, he lost his wife, his two daughters and his 

brother Dovid, the rabbi of Andrychow, among many family 

members. After liberation, he was active in the revival of religious 

life for survivors, and served as a dayan on the rabbinical court for 

Holocaust agunos. In 1946, he was asked to take the position of 

rabbi of the Chovevei Torah synagogue in Brooklyn and to head the 

Rabbi Shlomo Kluger Yeshivah. Upon immigrating to the U.S. in 

1946, he accepted a pulpit in Brooklyn, New York. Six years later, he 

was offered the rabbinate of Mexico, holding that position until his 

death in Mexico City in 1967. R’ Avigdor was a prolific writer who 

published dozens of books and articles both before and after the 

Holocaust and was much consulted on religious and ethical 

questions by worldwide peers. His writings included religious 

philosophy, Jewish history and traditions, and a commentary on 

Biblical text. Most of his prewar works were lost. In Mexico, he 

became a regular contributor to Yiddish periodicals, and published 

books in Yiddish, Hebrew and Spanish.

*
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R’ Yisroel Spira zt” l
 (1889-1989)

R’ Yisroel Spira zt”l, the Bluzhever Rebbe, 

was the scion of the illustrious Bluzhever 

dynasty, of which he remained the sole 

survivor after the war. He had been the rav 

in the small town of Pruchnik until 1932 and 

only assumed the title of Bluzhever Rebbe 

after his arrival in the United States in 1946. 

His rebbetzin and their daughter, with her 

husband and children, were among the six 

million who perished. At the outbreak of 

World War II, R’ Yisroel moved from Istrik to Lvov. Lvov was then 

under Soviet rule due to the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact 

that was signed on August 23, 1939, which effectively divided the 

soon-to-be conquered country of Poland into two. The eastern half 

was to fall under the sphere of Soviet influence, while the western 

sector would be controlled by the invading Germans. Of course, the 

Germans could not be trusted and in the summer of 1941, the 

Germans broke the treaty and occupied the Soviet areas. R’ Yisroel 

found himself in the Lvov ghetto, where he lived under horrid 

conditions until its liquidation in June of 1943, when he and the 

remaining Jews were deported to Bergen-Belsen and later to the 

infamous Janowska road camp, from where almost no one survived. 

R’ Yisroel suffered for nearly five years in a succession of labor, 

concentration, and death camps but was a constant bastion of faith 

and inspiration in the camps where he helped as many Jews as he 

was able. After liberation, he immigrated to the U.S., rebuilt the 

Bluzhever Chassidus, and became one of the leading lights of 

Chassidic Jewry until his death in 1989.

*
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R’ Chaim Meir Hager zt” l
 (1881-1972)

R’ Chaim Meir Hager zt”l, the revered 

Vizhnitzer Rebbe, was a spiritually 

energizing force in the entire region where 

he lived. But the war brought all this to an 

abrupt halt. Miraculously, the rebbe 

escaped war-torn Romania and survived 

the war. When the Romanian Jews were 

deported in 1941 to Transnistria (a death 

camp in the Ukraine, administered jointly 

by the Germans and the Romanians from 

July 1941 to March 1944), R’ Chaim Meir threw himself, heart and 

soul, into the rescue operation, helping to alleviate the suffering in 

Transnistria and establishing a rescue apparatus that saved thousands 

of Jewish souls from certain death. Within a short time, the Vizhnitzer 

Rebbe gathered around him a group of survivors, thirsty for 

spirituality. He changed their lives, taking broken, despondent 

refugees on the road to nowhere and turning them into optimistic 

Chassidim. It did not take long to realize that Europe would no 

longer yield the harvest of holiness that it had in the past. 

Consequently, he set his sights on the Holy Land, where he had a 

huge following, including the thousands of settlers of Shikun Vizhnitz 

and the hundreds of students of the Vizhnitzer Yeshivah, both in 

Bnei Brak. He was a member of the Mo’etzes Gedolei HaTorah 

(Council of Torah Sages) of the Agudath Israel of Eretz Yisrael and he 

was the scion of a noble Chassidic dynasty; but, perhaps equal to all 

of these elements, his personal warmth, and the triumph of joy over 

adversity that he personified, won him vast admiration beyond the 

confines of any one group. 

*



Biographies * 421

Lieutenant Meyer Birnbaum z”l
(1919-2013)

Lieutenant Meyer Birnbaum z”l was amongst 

the American soldiers who took part in the 

liberation of the Buchenwald and Ohrdruff 

D.P. camps. He wrote a book titled 

Lieutenant Birnbaum, which describes his 

life as an American soldier. He grew up in 

the Brownsville section of Brooklyn during 

the Depression and joined the U.S. army in 

1942. He landed at Normandy on D-Day, 

and was one of the only Orthodox U.S. 

army officers commissioned during World War II. After liberating 

Buchenwald, he remained in Europe to assist at the camps for 

displaced persons, including Feldafing, Föhrenwald, Landsberg and 

Dachau, encountering a number of unforgettable Torah giants and 

survivors, among them the Klausenberger Rebbe. After returning to 

America and being reunited with his wife and seven children, he 

worked with the likes of Mike Tress and Irving Bunim, assisting in the 

Va’ad Hatzalah efforts. He later worked for the Young Israel and 

went into the poultry business. In 1969, he got remarried to his 

second wife, Goldie, whose nine children he considered like his 

own. In 1981, Meyer and his entire family resettled in Israel.

*
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R’ Eliezer Zusia Portugal zt” l
 (1898-1982)

R’ Eliezer Zusia Portugal zt”l, the Skulener 

Rebbe, succeeded his father as rabbi of 

Skulen at the age of seventeen upon his 

father’s death in 1915. Before the outbreak 

of World War II, upon the urging of the 

Sadigerer Rebbe, the Skulener Rebbe 

moved to the city of Chernowitz. 

Chernowitz changed hands several times 

during World War II, eventually ending up 

in the Soviet Union. On a number of 

occasions, the rebbe was persecuted by both the Germans and 

Russians. More than once his life was in danger. One day he was 

even taken out to be executed, but he was saved from the Germans 

by a miracle. The Russians also imprisoned him several times. But 

despite everything, he never stopped his appointed task. After the 

war he moved to Bucharest, the capital of Romania, where he 

opened an orphanage for the orphans left after the Holocaust. 

When the Communists took over Romania it became dangerous for 

him to continue to educate the children in the ways of Judaism, yet 

the rebbe continued. In 1959, the Communists arrested the rebbe 

and his son, the present rebbe, for teaching religion and for 

supporting and educating orphans. An international effort to free 

the Skulener Rebbe and his son was mounted, and eventually, 

through the intervention of United Nations Secretary-General Dag 

Hammarskjöld, they were freed and immediately immigrated to the 

United States. Upon moving to America, the rebbe continued his 

works helping the underprivileged and began an international 

charity organization known as Chessed L’Avraham. The rebbe 

authored Noam Eliezer and Kedushas Eliezer, and composed many 

popular Chassidic tunes. He died in 1982 and is buried in the 

Vizhnitzer cemetery in Monsey, New York.
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Reb Shmuel Yosef Friedenson z”l
(1922-2013)

Reb Shmuel Yosef Friedenson z”l was born 

in Lodz, Poland. His father, Reb Eliezer 

Gershon, was a prominent askan within 

Agudath Israel. He helped administer the 

Bais Yaakov system and edited its monthly 

Bais Yaakov Journal. When World War II 

broke out, Reb Yossel (as he was fondly 

called) ended up in the Warsaw ghetto, 

where he married Gittel Leah Silberman. 

He spent over two years in the Starachowice 

concentration camp, and then was shipped to other camps, including 

Auschwitz and Buchenwald. On Tishah B’Av of 1944, he and his 

wife arrived in Auschwitz, where only the intervention of Hashgachah 

ensured their survival. While Mrs. Friedenson remained in Auschwitz 

until she was liberated by the Russian army in early 1945, Reb Yosef 

endured death marches, confinement in Ohrdruff and several other 

concentration camps, and was finally liberated from Buchenwald in 

April 1945 by the American army. Reb Yosef was reunited with his 

wife several months later, spent several years in postwar Germany 

working to help other survivors rebuild their shattered lives, and 

immigrated to the United States in 1951 where he joined the Agudath 

Israel led by Mike Tress, establishing himself as one of the world’s 

leading Yiddish writers and Holocaust historians as editor of Dos 

Yiddishe Vort. He was known as “Mr. Friedenson,” but in fact was far 

wiser than many rabbis who assume that title. He was not into titles 

but into work, on behalf of the Jewish people.
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