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Editor's note: The source of this family history is a video interview 

conducted by Uri and several of his children with his parents, Shimon and 

Luba Bar-Lev. Uri made it available to me. I had it translated and have 

rendered it to colloquial English. I have added genealogical information 

from other sources. There remain gaps and questions which are noted.  

To my great regret, I never met Shimon or Luba. He was born in 1904 and 

died in 1992. She was born in 1908 and died in 1996. 

To put it in the perspective of Maidenberg family history, Shimon was the 

step-son of Malkeh, the eldest of the seven children of Solomon and Perel 

Maidenberg. His father was Eliyahu (Elly) Balaban. His birth mother was 

named Batsheva, but that is all we know of her. Malkeh and Elly also had a 

daughter, Frida, born in 1912, whom Shimon considered his sister. She 

remained in Ukraine, married David Rozenberg, and was the mother of 

Fima. Frida died in 1991. 

Malkeh and Elly would both come to tragic ends during World War II. 

In the Yad Vashem memorial records, Malkeh is listed as a victim of the 

Holocaust. Her name was entered by Shimon, who called himself her "son." 

I would like to offer appreciation to translator Dana Kleid. Special gratitude 

is due brother Reed Maidenberg, who put the interview on YouTube.  

--Mike Maidenberg 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Shimon and Luba were interviewed by son Uri, and by four grandchildren. I have 

not associated the questions with particular individuals. 
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Shimon: My name is Shimon Balaban. I want to tell you the story of my 

grandparents. My grandfather’s family came to Russia from Germany in 1820. 

They were a well-known family of rabbis. I learned this information from a cousin 

who lived in Russia (he was a language teacher) and wrote to us and told us a lot 

about the history of our family and its roots.  

It appears that by "grandfather" Shimon here is referring to Solomon, father of 

Malkeh, who, as noted, Shimon considered his mother, though actually his step-

mother. The "cousin" is likely Amnon, son of Malkeh's brother Joseph. In letters 

written to the Maidenberg family in America, both Joseph's and Amnon's 

descriptions of Solomon are similar to Shimon's narrative.  

My grandfather was a rabbi. He was not a traditional rabbi who serves the 

community.  His role was to coordinate and represent the Jews with the Russian 

government regarding issues like weddings, divorce, diplomas, etc. This was not 

enough to make a living so he had a store where he sold lots of things such as 

tobacco and stuff.  

I remember my grandfather as a very pleasant man.  I was his only male 

grandchild.  Shimon may be saying he was the only male grandchild who was 

living in the same shtetl. He used to come with me to many schools activities. For 

example, one time when the children went out of town to shoot and play with their 

bows and arrows, he came with me and helped me build a special rifle. Another 

thing that I remember is that he helped to prepare some special costumes for 

Purim. It was always important for him that I would feel and look the best among 

all other children.  

My grandfather had four daughters and two sons.  

Solomon had five daughters and two sons. Shimon apparently misremembered or 

misspoke.  

Q: You said that your father was very talented in manual work. Can you tell us 

about that? 

Shimon: Yes. He used to make everything with a knife and he also had different 

kinds of saws. He had golden hands. I used to help him a lot since I was the only 

male around.  
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Q: Why? 

Shimon: The girls weren’t married yet, his oldest son went to America around 

1880. By the way, this son of his was the father of Milton, the grandfather of  

Mike.    

It appears that Shimon is referring to David, who was Solomon's oldest son. 

David's son is Milton. Shimon seems to be mixing up dates. David was born in 

1884. He emigrated to America is 1906. Milton's son is Mike.  

Q: Who is Milton? 

Shimon: He was the grandchild of my grandfather. I wish I had brought pictures to 

show you. My grandfather’s family was very well educated.  

After the mention of Milton, Shimon appears to be speaking about his father's 

father, not Solomon. I do not have a record of the name of Elly's father.  

They belonged to the Hovevei Zion association (Lovers of Zion). They believed in 

the notion of making aliyah to Israel. My grandfather had three brothers. One of 

them was a history professor; He escaped from Russia during the First World War 

and moved to Warsaw in Poland, where he continued to teach. By the way, after I 

got to Israel I met someone who told me that he was one of his students.  

Q: Dad, are you talking about the same Balaban who wrote the famous book about 

the history of the Jewish people? 

Shimon: Yes, his name was Meyer Balaban.  

Q:  He is a relative of Miriam Balaban the wife of  [unintelligible: "Brav" or 

"Brat"] 

Shimon: They say that when the Germans neared Warsaw and Krakow they made 

him write the Jewish history. They gave him 30 days to do that. He wrote 

everything but once finished, he decided to take his own life (he pushed himself 

down the stairs). He didn’t want to be taken prisoner by the Germans so he 

committed suicide.  
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Meyer Balaban was a renowned historian. The Wikipedia entry says he died in the 

Warsaw Ghetto in 1942.  

 

Q: This is not clear to me. Why would he do that? 

Shimon: I don’t know. That is the story. This is what he did.                                                                   

 

The second brother was the husband of Matilda Balaban. The father of 

[unintelligible]. [This] Balaban moved to America. He was a writer. I had three 

uncles in America. One of them was called [unintelligible: "Huna"?]. He was the 

chairman of HIAS in America – an institution whose purpose was to absorb new 

immigrants. [It stands for Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society I was unable to find a 

Balaban listed as a chairman..] He was a very wealthy man. Matilda told me a 

little story about him and his brother. One day he asked his brother Meyer,  “For 

how long will you keep writing books?" His brother answered, "Let’s see who’s 

going to finish first. Will it be me writing my books or you writing your checks?”   

 

But in 1929, the year of the great crash, my uncle lost all of his fortune; he didn’t 

have enough to eat, while his brother kept writing books.  

 

Now let’s talk about my father. While most of the professions back then were 

around trade, my father was an educator. He was a well-educated man. 

Q:  Where did your family live? 

Shimon: In Bessarabia, but before that we lived in a small town in Ukraine named 

Dzygovka. My father was principal of a Hebrew school. It was forbidden in Russia 

to learn and teach Hebrew. Bessarabia however was a special district that was once 

part of Romania and later became part of Russia. In this district the Jews had a 

special autonomy – they were allowed to own lands and have a Hebrew school 

which my father directed. 

Bessarabia is the area between the Prut and Dniester Rivers and the Black Sea. It 

was a principality that was ruled by the Ottoman Empire. It was ceded to Russia in 

1812. It later was joined with adjacent territory to become part of Romania. After 

World War I it was Romania. In 1940 it was occupied by the Soviet Union. In 1941 

it was taken by Germany and its ally Romania. In 1944 it became part of the Soviet 

Union. After the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1990, it became the nation of 

Moldova.  
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Shimon is correct that the Russian Empire treated Bessarabia and its Jews 

differently from other regions in the Pale of Settlement. Jews were indeed able to 

own land and have other privileges.  

For Jews, there was a close connection between the Russian province of Podolia, 

where Dzygovka is located, and Bessarabia. The two are separated by the Dniester 

River.  It is not unusual that Shimon's family went from Dzygovka to Bessarabia. 

Unfortunately Shimon does not mention in what town they lived in Bessarabia.  

Q: You were in Russia, in Ukraine. What was the distance between Ukraine and 

Bessarabia? 

Shimon: It was quite far but back then there wasn’t any border. My father needed 

to take a boat to cross the river.  He used to stay in Bessarabia during the week and 

came back home to be with us on weekends. When I was four years old he stopped 

teaching and returned to Dzygovka to become a merchant like most of the Jews 

back then.  

In our town there were two landowners who had large holdings of sugar beets. My 

father would buy the produce and sell it to factories in the region. After the 

revolution, in 1918-1920 everything changed. There were no landowners any 

more. The regime took the lands and established a new order. Some of the Jews 

were granted possession of the lands.  

That was the time when we began to form collectives. Each collective had 25 

families. There was me, Avshe, Aharon, Moshe. I was only 17 years old when it 

happened but I was working as part of this collective that my father had formed. 

We grew corn, sunflowers, buckwheat, wheat, cauliflower. We got help from an 

American organization called ORT which provided working tools for us such as 

plows and combines. 

"ORT" stands for  Obshestvo Remeslenofo zemledelcheskofo Truda (The Society 

for Handicrafts and Agricultural Work). It was formed by wealthy Russian Jews in 

1880 to help Jews adapt to agriculture. It worked in conjunction with American 

Jewish aid groups. 
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Q: Let me get this straight. In the Bolshevik system – the Jews were allowed to 

cultivate lands and to receive agricultural machinery? 

Shimon: Exactly.  

Q: How did you know how to operate the machines? Who trained you? 

Shimon. Somehow we learned.                                                                                                                                  

We were 10 collectives. My father was also a manager of a farm. Every landlord in 

the area had one or two farms. The landlords usually used to live in one of the 

European capitals like Paris, London, and so forth, and had three or four Jews to 

count on, Jews who took care of the landlords’ lands and ran the farms for them.  

Q: Why were the farms run by Jews and not by gentiles? 

Shimon: The Jews were well educated, they were smart. Good traders, good 

people to count on. Every landlord had his Jew who worked for him and was in 

charge of the business, the trade, the accounting and the money issues. It was 

called the court Jew.  

I remember the farm very clearly. We had a carriage with beautiful horses. Every 

morning my father went to work at the farm and came back at night. Having a 

carriage was a status symbol. It was quite a rare thing to have.                                                                                             

Our town had 300 families in total. It had a strong culture of Zionism. Many of the 

town’s residents used to work as Hebrew teachers in Bessarabia across the border. 

The Hebrew language was very strong amongst the families. I had a Hebrew 

teacher for more than 10 years. The whole town spoke Hebrew.  

Q: I find it hard to understand why the people were so motivated to learn Hebrew. 

Why not Yiddish? 

Shimon: In one word – Zionism. Hebrew was the original language of the Jewish 

people. I remember that as part of my studies I had to memorize poems and books 

of Bialik [Hayim Nahman Bialik, 1873-1934,  a pioneer of modern Hebrew 

poetry]. We were studying Hebrew all the time, including Torah and Talmud. Our 

town had at least 10 Hebrew teachers.  
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Luba: There was a kind of fire that ran in our blood which pushed us all to learn 

Hebrew. It became even stronger after the Balfour Declaration in 1917.  I will 

never forget how we all celebrated on the streets after the declaration. We were 

celebrating in public and it was very exciting.  

Q: Mom, how far was your town?  

Luba:  About 100 kilometers away. [I cannot identify Luba's town.] 

Shimon: After 2-3 years of struggle for authority in Ukraine, the government 

finally reached some stability, around 1920. All this happened while the Bolshevik 

Revolution took place in Russia and during that time the Jews had the right to vote 

for the provisional government which was led by Alexander Kerensky.                                                                         

Our town had a strong activity in various movements. Many of the people 

belonged to one movement or another such as Poale Zion [Workers of Zion] or 

Hapoel Hatzair [The Young Worker]. We can definitely say that the revolution and 

the Balfour Declaration were two important factors that had a direct effect on the 

strengthening of Zionism.  

The kids in our town started studying at the age of 4 years old. Both reading and 

writing. We were put in a cheder [Jewish school, literally room] and studied for 12 

hours a day!  Every teacher had one helper. Each cheder had  10-15 kids. Our town 

had 10 cheders in total.  I remember we had at the house a big bookcase full of 

books of Talmud. 

Luba: It was the wish of every mother that her son would go and study. Mothers 

would work very hard, nights and days, so that their sons would have the 

opportunity to go study at a cheder. 

Q: what about the girls? Did they study too? 

Luba: Not as early as the boys. It was not before ages 8-9 that girls would start 

studying. Poor families that could not afford sending their daughters to school, had 

to train them in professions such as sewing, household service, etc.  

Shimon: When the kids turned 10 they started learning other languages: Russian 

and some Latin languages. I studied German and French. We had a special teacher 

who came to the room for two hours on a daily basis. The cheder was actually an 
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official institution recognized by the Tsar. Later, at the age of 16 they started going 

to high school.   

Q: Grandmother, did you go to school? 

Luba: Yes. But I didn’t go to high school.  

Q: What about your mother Shimon? When did she die?  

Shimon: My real mother died when I was three years old. But my father remarried 

after a year. [Elly married Malkeh Maidenberg, who lived in Dzygovka] 

After the revolution [the Bolshevik Revolution took place in 1917], there was a 

strong awakening of Zionism among the youth. There were Zionist youth 

organizations in different towns in our area. I was only 17 and very active 

participant in the organization. The one I belonged to was called: Hapoel Hatzair 

[The Young Worker was a socialist but non-Marxist group]. We managed to attract 

a lot of young people, especially from struggling lower class families, and began 

our activism. Our actions were illegal. 

Q: Who organized the Zionist action? 

Shimon: The organization came from Moscow and Kiev. One day Israel Kalman  

[or Kaplan] arrived in our town. I was one of the youth organizers back then. He 

brought us reading materials and action instructions that were sent directly from 

Israel on a monthly basis. We read, reproduced and distributed these special 

materials. These were of course, illegal actions.  

[I cannot find a reference to the organizer Shimon mentions.] 

My first arrest was in 1922 after Yosef Trumpeldor died. We organized a memorial 

service a year after his death. 

[Joseph Trumpeldor, born in Russia, was an early Zionist activist and war hero. 

He helped organize the Zion Mule Corps and bring Jewish immigrants to Israel. 

Trumpeldor died in a clash with Arabs while defending the settlement of Tel Hai in 

1920 . He subsequently became a Zionist national hero.] 
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I remember that everyone was crying. I was 18 years old, leading 13 and 14 young 

boys. They came to arrest me, but luckily I managed to get rid of the materials 

before they took me. I stayed in prison for more than a month.                                                                                                               

My second arrest took place after I got promoted and traveled to other towns to 

propagate our activity.  

In one of my escapes from the government I ran away to Crimea in Ukraine. I 

stayed there for two months. I received instructions from Moscow. Getting and 

passing information was strictly secret. The information was communicated mainly 

from one individual to another.   

The third time that I got arrested was after I returned home from Crimea. My 

friends warned me not to come back but my parents really wanted me to be home 

for Passover. I arrived a week before the holiday.  

On the night of Passover at 6:00 p.m. I was sitting in our house talking with my 

parents on our balcony, drinking a cup of tea. Suddenly I heard a scream in 

Russian: “Guests!!” I looked downstairs from the second floor and I saw three 

people coming into the house. It was the secret police, the GPU. While these 

people were climbing upstairs I jumped off the balcony but I didn’t know that there 

were more people waiting for me down there. They searched the house for more 

than three hours and found a few things that I didn’t have time to destroy.        

The people from the GPU were mainly Communist Jews. They treated me in a 

respectful way and let me celebrate Passover night with my family. Only when the 

Seder was done they took me to prison which was only half a kilometer away from 

where I lived. The whole town was looking at me being taken away. I will never 

forget it. I was only 19 years old.  

 

I spent the night in that prison but couldn’t fall asleep. I remember I looked out the 

window and I saw a sheep approaching towards my cell. In the early morning this 

sheep has lifted its head right in front of my window and I was surprised to 

recognize my good friend Rozner. He disguised himself as a sheep!!  He passed me 

a note with the information about the police plan of taking me to Yampol district 

the next day after. This is exactly what happened. After a few days in Yampol they 

decided to move me again to Mogilev, a city that was the headquarters of the GPU.  

It was 40 kilometers away from where I was. I was lucky not to do that distance by 

walking like they wanted me to, thanks to Ilya Balaban’s brother, who happened to 
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be working as an accountant in one of the GPU’s offices. [It is not clear to me who 

Ilya is. From the context, he appears to be a nephew of Shimon's father.] He said 

that there was no way that he would let me walk that far so he arranged a horse cart 

with two riders. We started out and about  half way we stopped to rest resting in a 

small town called Yaruga.  

 

On the street I happened to meet Shmulik Roitman and another friend of his and 

these two gave me and my companions some food and drinks. Shmulik and his 

friend managed to convince my captures to spend the night in town while there real 

plan was helping me to escape. It was very close to the border with Bessarabia, but 

I refused. I couldn’t take the risk because I knew that my cousin [evidently Ilya 

Balaban's brother, noted above] had assured the GPU people that he was 

responsible for my arrival in Mogilev. I knew they would kill him once they found 

out about my escape.  

 

So instead of running away, we decided that my friends would help me conceal 

evidence by taking out the more incriminating papers and replacing them with less 

damning material about my actions. We managed to execute this plan. I arrived at 

prison the day after.  

  

In prison they interrogated me at nights. It was very hard. I didn’t sleep for six 

weeks. They kept asking me questions about my operators and my connection with 

Zionism. They tried to put words in my mouth and tried to make me confess to 

crimes that I didn’t do.  

 

My operators from the organization took care of me from outside of prison. They 

smuggled food every day to keep me strong and healthy. They found a very clever 

way to communicate with me. They would send me books for reading every 2-3 

days, and in these books they used to plant letters and words with instructions 

about what should I do next.  

 

I was a handsome guy with blue eyes and curly hair. I was the only political 

prisoner there. The other prisoners were mostly antigovernment activists, thieves 

and criminals.  

 

One day they moved me to a different cell. It was small and I was alone. After a 

few hours they brought into my cell two Romanian prisoners. They were dirty, 

muddy, wounded, weak soldiers. These two guys started talking to me in Russian 

and Ukrainian. They realized that I was a Zionist and we became friends. I took 

care of them and made sure they were given food and drink. 
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After a while they took the three of us back to the main cell where there were more 

than 20 prisoners lying on the floor on a long mattress. The room was full of lice. 

There was a big bucket in the middle of the room that was used as a toilet. No 

toilet paper of course.   

 

One night one of the guards asked me to bring a bucket with some clean water. I 

used to do this almost every night, but this specific time I was in the middle of a 

game with another prisoner so I asked the guard, politely, to let me finish playing. 

He wasn't that concerned. He was kind and said he himself would do it this time. 

But the minute he stepped into the big cell, all 20 prisoners jumped him, beat him, 

stole his keys and freed everyone!  

 

They all escaped. Including my two Romanian friends who knew they would be 

executed at some point. Only I and another Jewish guy remained there. Why would 

I run? I wasn’t scared. Remember that it all happened in 1922-23! In this period 

they still treated Zionists with some respect. I believed I wasn’t going to get a 

serious punishment or sentence. I was still waiting for my trial and thought that the 

worst that could happen was I was going to get three years in Siberia. 

  

They accused me of planning the prisoners’ escape. They said I knew about it and 

didn’t tell. I was put eight days in solitary confinement. After that I got instructions 

from my operators to start a hunger strike in order to speed up the decision about 

my case. I didn’t eat for 11 days. It was very hard. I didn’t know what to do 

anymore, but on the eleventh day the prison people told me that I could go out for 

a two week parole, as long as I committed to showing up and signing in twice a 

day, morning and evening. This is what I did.  

 

After a week, Moshe and another friend came to me and told me I needed to cross 

the border to Romania. That night I went to the border checkpoint with four other 

Zionists. We started crossing the river by swimming, but after a few minutes we 

heard someone shooting at us. We tried to reach a little island that was in the 

middle of the river. I remember seeing my friends climbing on that island, but I 

couldn’t reach it. I had to go back to the beach on the Ukrainian side.  

 

I almost didn’t make it. I probably fainted on the beach and fell asleep wet and 

naked for a few hours. In the morning I was woken up by the guy who helped us to 

arrange the crossing plan. He brought me some clothes and let me sleep in his 

house for two more nights. I then successfully crossed the river and started my 

journey in Romania. 
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I arrived in a little town called Soroki. All this time I was very worried about the 

four other men who were with me on the first night. I didn’t know what happened 

to them. Did they manage to cross the river? Were they alive or dead? Did they 

drown?                                                                             

 

There was a non-Jewish lady who helped me in that town. She got paid by the 

organization. She gave me clothes of a shepherd and brought a few geese and told 

me to go to the local market. I don’t know what happened but in the middle of our 

walk, someone approached her and whispered something in her ear. She then told 

me she was sorry, but I had to go one by myself. Before disappearing she 

recommended that I should go to the local synagogue. This is where I went.  

 

I looked like a local man, wearing folk rural clothing, with a cloak and red belt. I 

got to the synagogue. The beadle stood in the front entrance and shouted at me to 

go away. He didn’t know I was Jewish. Other Jews came out and they all tried to 

drive me out of there. I decided to wait and looked for the rabbi. I approached him 

and asked for his help in Yiddish. He called the beadle, Yeruham, and asked him to 

take care of me by giving me warm clothes, food and drink. The rabbi said he 

himself would take care of the rest.  

 

While I was in the synagogue I saw a Jewish man praying. I went to him and 

started a conversation. The man told me that he and his wife were trying to have 

children with no luck for the past four years and he felt that he had to pray really 

hard as well as do a mitzvah. Well, there I was giving him the opportunity for 

doing a mitzvah. I asked him to go to a specific address and check out what 

happened to the four people I escaped with on the border.  

 

“Please tell them that Syoma [in Russian the nickname for Shimon] is here”. After 

two hours the guy came back with a note telling me that the four of them were safe 

and sound. I was instructed to get to Kishinev. An agent of the organization met 

me somewhere and gave me a French passport, a really nice suit, a gentleman's hat, 

a suitcase and a pair of shiny shoes. He handed me a train ticket in first class and a 

newspaper and told me to get on the four o'clock train with him.  

 

At some point they ran a passport check. This agent came up to the conductor, 

gave him a small envelope and the guy just passed me without even asking me to 

present my passport.  
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Kishinev was the center of the Halutz [pioneer] organization. The man who was 

with me told me that I have to be very careful. The heir to the throne of Romania’s 

king was supposed to visit in Kishinev and there were guards on every street 

corner. We said good-bye and I was on my own again. Before getting off the train I 

went to a woman who was sitting not far from me and I noticed she spoke Yiddish.  

I politely asked her to let me join her for a few minutes. She smiled at me and put 

her arm around me while we both got off the train 

 

I arrived at the headquarters of the Halutz organization. I presented the little piece 

of fabric that served as a confirmation and a proof of me being a member in the 

organization. They told me to wait a few days and then I was sent to work in a 

local vineyard that employed Jewish labor. There were 17 young boys there, all 

who came from Russia like me with more or less the same background and story 

that I had.  

 

We started working in this vineyard but the Romanian police came up and took us 

for an interrogation that lasted three weeks. That was horrible! A nightmare! They 

used cruel and brutal methods claiming that I was a Bolshevik spy. They made me 

sit barefoot with my feet over burning coals in a wood stove, asking me questions 

like, “Who sent you to spy?”  

 

Another torture was putting hard boiling eggs under my armpit. I kept saying that I 

was a Zionist running away from Russia, that I didn’t have any connection to the 

Bolsheviks and that my only purpose was to go to Israel. In some point when they 

didn’t believe me I tried to tell them about my two Romanian friends from the 

Ukrainian prison.  

 

I told my interrogators everything I remembered about the two soldiers and how I 

took care of them in prison. The day after, one of the prison’s officers called my 

name. This officer was very tall, had a fancy uniform, high long shiny boots and a 

long beard. He came up to me and said: “Syoma? Is that really you? What are you 

doing here?"  

 

It was one of my Romanian roommates, [unintelligible: "Kamrensky"?] I didn’t 

recognize him at first because of the beard, but once I realized it was him I felt so 

relieved. He told me that he got promoted and he was in charge now on the border 

between Russian and Romania. He gave orders to release me immediately and took 

me under his wing. He asked me how else he could assist.  
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I told him I needed his help with releasing all 17 of my friends who were taken to 

interrogation. And this is what he did. He freed all 18 of us. He then took me on a 

beautiful  four-day trip in Romania. When we got back from the trip he helped me 

and my friends get a legal permit to leave Romania and go to Israel.  

 

He also arranged a special coach just for us in the train as well as someone who 

would escort us until we arrive in Constanta [The main Romanian port on the 

Black Sea]. Before leaving, I asked him what it would take to let all of the Halutz 

Zionists cross the border from Russia to Romania.  

 

“How much will it cost?” I asked him. “A lot” he said, "at least 1,000 lei”. I 

immediately passed that information to the head of the Zionist organization in 

Kishinev, and he said that it wouldn’t be a problem, he would arrange the money.  

 

And so it was. The Romanians turned a blind eye for three months. Some 850 

pioneers crossed the border during that time.  

 

I left Kishinev with my 17 friends, but it didn’t go smoothly. There was a group of 

Romanian fascists, mainly students, who harassed any Jew who crossed their path. 

They sabotaged our coach so that we couldn’t make it on time to the ship that was 

about to leave from Constanta and take us to Israel.  

 

We were lucky to have the escort my Romanian friend appointed. He took care of 

the problem by arranging a delay of the ship until we arrived. The year was 1925 

and we were on our way to Israel. 

 

Q: I am curious to know what your parents were thinking about what happened?   

 

Luba: They knew there was a chance they wouldn’t see us anymore in the future. 

The British who ruled in Israel back then didn’t let anyone get inside without a 

legal permit. My parents didn’t even try to convince me to stay. We just hoped that 

they would be able to join us in some point in the future. 

 

The economic situation in Russia was very bad. The Russians were trying to put 

their hands on any way to get money (especially dollars) from outside.  

 

There was a network of Russian spies in America. They used to listen to small talk 

in barbershops and hairdresser salons when Jews were chatting and gossiping 

about their families. The spies reported on everything back to Russia.  
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The Jews in Russia were tortured for hours. One of the techniques was to put 100 

people in a very small room and force them to remain standing for 3-4 hours 

holding their hands up until they agreed to write to their American relatives and 

ask them to send dollars to Russia. Big amounts of money came into Russia in this 

fashion.  

 

I remember that in 1929, after living for a while in Israel, I received a letter from 

my father who was desperate, asking me if I could help him and the rest of my 

family get a permit or visa to Israel. I tried to get help from all the people I knew in 

Binyamina [a town near Haifa],  but the British refused to issue these permits. 

They had a very strict policy. They allocated 250 permits in four years!! 

       
I was the last person to leave Russia and come to Israel on a ship in a legal way. 

After my departure they toughened the policy. I remember that some people asked 

my father, “How can you send her away?” He said that he didn’t know if he would 

be able to have better times but at least he was trying to do everything that he could 

for his daughter to have better times.  

 

I wasn’t even 18 years old when I left. I was the only one among my girlfriends to 

leave. Their parents failed to see what was going to happen as my father did.    

 

Shimon: I arrived in Israel in 1925. My first stop was in “Bat Galim” (near Haifa). 

They sent all the immigrants to different kinds of physical works. I was sent to live 

in Yavniel and work in road construction not far from Kibbutz Degania Beit.  

 

One day I received a postcard from my uncle (my grandfather’s brother) who lived 

in Jaffa. Before he arrived in Israel he was one of Odessa’s richest people.  He was 

working in the import/export business. He invited me to his office in Jaffa. I had no 

money for transportation but somehow I managed to go and visit him. He owned a 

large fancy office with a few workers. He offered me a job in his office. He asked 

me to go and learn English and French (at his expense) and help him coordinate 

with the port of Jaffa for his business.  

 

He wanted me to help him expand the business, to open a branch in Afula and after 

a while he would help me to bring my father and the rest of the family to Israel. I 

remember him saying: “Try and see how it goes. If you like it, stay; if you don’t, 

return to this Ben Gurion of yours…”.    

 

I thought to myself that although I am a “Halutz” member (pioneer) and my main 

efforts have always aimed at Hebrew labor, I will do everything that I can to bring 
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over my father. So I decided to stay in Jaffa and wrote to my friends in the north 

that I will be back in 4-5 months.   

 

After a few days in the office I saw a man coming to talk to my uncle. This man 

was with his wife and his five kids. They stepped into my uncle’s office and after a 

while I started hearing shouts and cries. The man was crying that he was loyal to 

my uncle for more than five years, that he had a family to feed. I then realized that 

this man has been fired because of me, that I had been hired to replace him.  

 

The situation in Israel was very tough back then. Most of the people were poor and 

there wasn’t much to eat. I then said to my uncle that I didn’t have any intention to 

take this man’s job and I packed my things. 

 

 The day after I went to my friends Moishe and Masha in Tel Aviv. It was 26 

Bugrashov St. Moishe was unemployed. They were very poor and didn’t have 

money to buy food. On my way to their apartment I met my friend Senya who I 

knew from the time I spent in prison. I told him about the recent events and he said 

that I was a fool leaving the job in times like this. 

 

While I was still walking in Tel Aviv’s streets I noticed a place with a big sign 

saying: “Lavutzky and Co.” That name sounded familiar since it was the same 

name as one of my father’s friends. This Lavutzky owned a few gristmills in 

Ukraine and my father helped his family cross the border and escape in the times 

of the anti-Jewish pogroms which took place in Russia in 1920.  

 

I entered to this place to check if there was any connection to the man I knew. And 

there was. He recognized me and was so happy to see his friend Balaban’s son. 

Lavutzky was the chief agent of several gristmills in Haifa. He hired me to work in 

the Jaffa location. It was a hard job carrying heavy sacks of flour. I used to bring 

food every day to Moishe and Masha since they had no food to eat.  

 

Luba: This is how and why we became such good friends with them. We had no 

relatives, so friends became family.    

 

Shimon: After a month of working at Lavutzky’s place I got a letter from my 

Halutz friends that I should come back to Yavniel and help out with the work. 

They needed every set of hands. So I returned north.     

 

The winter in Yavniel was very hard. We didn’t have food. The head of Yavniel’s 

council asked the local baker to give us discounts when coming to buy daily bread. 
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We went every day to the Sea of Galilee to catch little fish to eat with the bread. 

That was our daily diet: bread, tiny fish and olives.  

 

One day, when it was my turn to bring the bread, the baker asked me to wait since 

the place was packed with people. While waiting, I noticed a picture on the wall of 

three soldiers. One of them was my uncle, whom we called  “Redhead Yuroslav”.  

 

It turned out that the baker and my uncle were best friends; my uncle helped him 

out in very difficult times. The moment the baker realized that I was related to his 

good friend he invited me and my friends to his bakery to get free bread every day. 

My friends were so happy when I told them. We were all set for the next few 

months until the economic situation improved. .  

 

Luba: My family lived in a small town called [unintelligible: "Chichinik"? Perhaps 

Chashniki in modern day Belarus.] My father was very involved in the community 

and always took actions for the sake of community safety.  

 

When the anti-Jewish pogroms started in Russia, my father was the community’s 

delegate who talked to the bandits. He used to meet them before they came in our 

town and negotiate about the terms. They would get money, food, horses from our 

people and would not cause any violent actions in return. He used to close these 

deals. This is actually how my town managed to survive the pogroms.  

 

My father was arrested one day by the Bolsheviks who accused him of cooperating 

with the bandits, but luckily enough our community fought for his release and he 

was freed after a while.  

 

When I joined the Halutz organization I was a young kid. People started going to 

Israel to make aliyah. In the early 1920’s Russia didn’t have any problem letting 

people go out of the country. The problem was getting in to Israel since the British  

made it very difficult. The few immigration permits that they did approve were 

given mainly to men. So what many young men did was to get married fictitiously 

with young ladies who also wanted to go to Israel.  

 

That's what I did. One of the young boys my father helped escape filed papers for 

me as his fiancé. This was the way the Halutz organization was able to double the 

aliyah and bring in as many people as possible.  
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I arrived in Israel in March 1926 and joined the Poalot movement. [Poale Zion, or 

Workers of Zion] This was a group of pioneer women workers who dedicated 

themselves to the building of the country of Israel.  

 

At the beginning I worked mainly as a laundrywomen. With the help of some 

money coming from America the organization arranged a place for us to live. We 

were 20 girls sharing the same apartment. We received 25 grush [this was a small 

Turkish coin still in circulation] per month that was supposed to help us surviving. 

But it wasn’t enough.  

 

I worked as a laundrywoman in Haifa but after a while I went looking for a better 

and easier job. I arrived in Binyamina, knocked on doors and asked people if they 

needed any help with housekeeping. I then found a job at at a Dr. Kapika's house 

for the next eight months. But the hunger was too difficult to bear.  

 

I ate a small piece of bread in the morning with tea, then soup and another piece of 

bread for lunch. That’s it. No dinner and nothing in-between. My body was 

trembling from hunger.  I got one lira per month but I sent this money to my 

parents in Russia because I didn’t want them to suspect that I didn't have enough 

money. I was hungry all the time. After eight months I left with my friend Pnina to 

work in agriculture and then I met Shimon.  

 

We used to work up to 18 hours a day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


