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The Light Through the Storm:

A Heroic WW2 Historical Novel Based on a True Story

By Margalit Ganor


“Laugh, O laugh at all my visions,

I, the dreamer, tell you true;

Laugh for I believe in man still,

For I still believe in you.”

Shaul Tchernichovsky, 1892

(Translated from Hebrew by Sholom J. Kahn)


To my parents, Machiku and Donia, of blessed memory

To my husband, Eli, of blessed memory

To my daughters, Osnat, Gili, and Liat

To my grandchildren, Shalev, Daniel, Yuval, and Yael


Prologue

Chernowitz, Bukowina, Romania, 1940

It was 7 p.m. and the curfew was in effect. It was forbidden to be out in the street. If caught, he would be shot on the spot. He looked around and saw no one. Machiku tightened the thin coat that was left after the Russians looted the house and he continued on his way.

A freezing wind blew. It was about to rain again. The click of his heels echoed on the beautiful stones that led from Herrengasse past the Opera House to his home at 17 General Mircescu Street. He wasn’t concerned about the clicking of his shoes, rather about rescuing his family. His heart pounded as he approached their apartment. Avoiding the elevator lest anyone see him, he ran up the stairs, two at a time. He put the key in the door and entered quietly so as not to wake the child.

The house was cold. It had been a while since they’d lit the fireplace - due to lack of firewood. Donya came out to meet him, wrapped in a coat. He hugged her and led her into the kitchen. Then he addressed her in a self-assured tone, trying not to alarm her.

“Donika, we must go. Now,” he told her.

She stared at him in amazement.

“Go? Where? Now, at night? The child is asleep and it’s terribly cold.”

“We have to go now,” he repeated firmly.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her voice filled with anxiety.

“We’re not allowed out at night. Tell me what happened.”

“We need to leave the apartment.” 


Chapter 1

Chernowitz, Romania, 1938

Until the age of forty-five, “Machiku” lived at home with his mother, Regina-Rivka. She pampered him and called him “my jewel.” He admired her tremendously and valued her wisdom. One morning, when he was about to leave for the office, dressed in his fashionable three-piece suit, clean-shaven, wearing pleasing cologne, his pince-nez eyeglasses with a nose clip securely on the bridge of his nose, Regina came out of the kitchen to speak to him:

“Machiku,” she said, looking serious, “I want to talk to you about something very important.”

“What does Mom want to talk to me about right now, when I’m just about to go to work?” he wondered.

Machiku - Dr. Leon Schmelzer - was a well-known criminal lawyer with a splendid office located on the second floor of a large building. Its windows overlooked Herrengasse, one of the most famous streets in the city of Chernowitz, today known as Chernivtsi.

Beautiful Chernowitz, capital of the Bukovina Province in Romania, was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire from 1848 until 1918. They called it “Little Vienna” in those days. A modern city, its houses were adorned with rounded moldings, its streets paved with stones. Horse-drawn carts for hire, fiackers, transported the populace from place to place. The city’s multiculturalism influenced all aspects of life. A babel of languages was spoken on the streets: Romanian, German and Yiddish. 

There was a dynamic Jewish community. Many Jewish organizations were established, newspapers and journals were plentiful. Writers, poets, journalists, notable men of science, were all an integral part of the society.

Machiku wasn’t tall; he wore pince-nez clip-on glasses, and had a strong, energetic voice. Besides practicing law, he was politically active, one of the leaders of the Jewish community. He also served as director of the national branch of the JNF in Bukovina. A great many of both Jewish and non-Jewish citizens of Chernowitz knew him.

Machiku, a confirmed bachelor, sailor, and sportsman, would often leave town, taking one of the pretty Chernowitz girls on climbing treks in the mountains surrounding the city.

Now he entered the kitchen that was filled with the appetizing aroma of baking pastries. He sat down at the table, waiting to hear what his mother had to say. She served him a cup of steaming hot tea and one of the freshly baked rugelach right out of the oven.

Regina had never meddled in his affairs, although if he asked for advice, she was always ready to listen and offer it. Today, however, it was she who initiated the conversation. She sat opposite him and immediately got to the point.

“Machiku, my dear son,” she began in her soft, pleasing voice, not admonishing, merely speaking as a loving mother, “you are already forty-five years old. How long will you continue to live as a bachelor, without a wife, without children to carry on your name?”

The ground beneath Machiku gave way. She had never broached this subject before and had always trusted him to make his own decisions. Several matchmakers had come to her with prospects for her son, but she sent them all away. She had never intervened in his personal life.

“Mamaleh, who do you want me to marry? One of the girls I take with me hiking in the mountains? None of them suits me,” he said calmly so as not to hurt her feelings.

“I’m thinking of someone in particular. I believe she may even love you.”

“What? Who?” Machiku pondered aloud, straightening the pince-nez spectacles on his nose.

“Miss Donya Blumenfeld, your secretary for the past ten years.”

Machiku felt as if his mother had dropped a bomb. Miss Ida Donya Blumenfeld was already twenty-eight, but in his eyes, still an innocent young girl. She was the daughter of religiously devout parents. Her father, Zvi Hersch, was a grain trader, and her mother Yetti was a homemaker who had raised three daughters: the eldest, Nussia, then Ruzicka, who died at age sixteen, and finally Donya.

Donya was slender and lovely. Her auburn hair suited her smooth, fair complexion. Since she came from a religious home, her parents were very protective. She was always modestly and tastefully dressed, with no cleavage, God forbid, or sleeveless blouses. She wore dainty doll shoes and a small hat as was customary in those days. She had worked with Machiku for years, always striving to better herself. She had learned French, English, and bookkeeping.

Ten years ago she had come to the office of Machiku, who was sixteen years her senior. He trained her to run the office; she had learned to keep the accounts and speak with clients, sometimes even intimidating those who came in for a consultation with the criminal defense lawyer.

Machiku respected her intelligence and the speed with which she learned. She was modest and unassuming, always with a smile on her face at the right moment. He appreciated her ability to manage the office by herself while he was away on his travels. However ... marry her? He was a man of the world and led a full, active life. She was young, quiet, and innocent. Their relationship had never crossed the line of politeness and appropriate behavior. There wasn’t a hint of flirtation or frivolity between them. She addressed him by his full title, Dr. Schmelzer, and he called her Miss Blumenfeld. It had never occurred to him to think of her as a candidate for marriage.

He had already seen a great deal of the world; his life was rewarding and satisfying. Why would he even consider getting married? Still, his mother had brought up the subject and got him thinking. He cleared his throat. “She’ll slap me in the face,” he said. But Regina noticed a sparkle in his eyes.

“Go to her, my son. And if she’s not convinced, bring her to me.”

Machiku said goodbye to his mother and set off, deep in thought. What an idea. Marriage! With Miss Blumenfeld? It had never entered his mind. Should he give up his agreeable life as a bachelor? He always had plenty of women around him. How could he give up the good life and take on the responsibility of a family? That would completely change his life. The idea began to take hold.

As much as his mother’s advice had surprised him, he began to envision himself walking arm in arm with the lovely young Donika. He imagined hearing a crying baby, and suddenly the idea to marry and start a family began to appeal to him. Moreover, the images that entered his mind aligned with two principles in which he believed. According to the first, things happen at a certain time and place because that is what God has determined. As for the second, things happen because they’re preordained. One must accept them and look for the good in them.

However, how could he suddenly propose marriage to someone whom he had not flirted with even once, especially since he respected her peace of mind, her modesty, and her beauty?

Taking brisk steps, he strode from his mother’s house on Turkengasse to his office, but instead of going in he entered the café near the square. He would not be able to look at Donya in the same way as before. Everything had changed. Now he saw her from a different perspective. He had to think it through, to calm the emotional turmoil that had overtaken him after the talk with his mother.

Machiku sat at a corner table and gazed out at the street. He could see the square, the Ringplatz, in all its splendor. Everywhere was evidence of the of the Habsburgs’ construction style since the reign of Emperor Franz Joseph I. There was the magnificent city hall, with its splendid architecture and unique elegance, and the glorious opera house borne upon pillars topped by curving embellishments, all like the identical buildings in Vienna.

It was warm inside the café. People sat and chatted with each other, a plate of the café’s special pastries set before them: apple strudel with the house whipped cream, Viennese Linzer Torte, and coffee and tea served in delicate porcelain cups, their edges trimmed with gold.

“Coffee and a blintz?” the waitress asked. She knew what he usually ordered.

“Just coffee today.” She raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Some of the customers acquainted with him tried to catch his eye to strike up a conversation, but he was engrossed in his own thoughts.

“He must be preparing for the trial of that criminal who attacked the old woman with an axe,” someone said, and they left him alone.

Machiku sipped his coffee, and as usual made a quick decision, as fast as the speed of his sips. He paid the bill and left a tip for the waitress on the table, then stood up and made his way to the office.

In the reception area, absorbed in her work on the typewriter, sat his secretary.

“Miss Blumenfeld,” he muttered, passing her as he entered his office, “could you please come into my room?”

As usual, Donya brought her notebook and pencil, ready to transcribe her employer’s letters and instructions. She was wearing a floral mid-length dress, elegant and modest, with dainty doll shoes on her feet. It would never have occurred to her what awaited. She entered the room.

“Miss Blumenfeld,” Machiku began abruptly without prior preparation, and said, “Would you agree to marry me?”

She froze as if hit by a lightning bolt. Her face turned crimson. The notebook fell from her hands. Dumbstruck. Could her esteemed employer have possibly fathomed the feelings she often had about him, the ones she was always careful to put out of her mind? She didn’t know how to describe her emotions, nor did she dare utter the word “love.”

She had never gone out alone with a man, not even as a casual acquaintance. Although her parents and friends had tried to arrange matches for her, she refused all offers. Dr. Schmelzer? She didn’t dare call him by his first name, Leon, not even to herself. He was a wealthy, well-known lawyer, and she his simple secretary. They had always kept a proper distance out of mutual respect and their age difference. She looked to him as a father figure, and suddenly he’s asking her to be his wife? Thoughts raced through her mind. She felt as if a huge dam had burst open and flooded her to the point where she almost fainted.

“Dr. Schmelzer, are you mocking me? What have I done that you speak to me like this?” she asked, leaning on the chair near her for support, trying to keep her knees from knocking.

“I’m serious,” Machiku replied resolutely. “Would you do me the honor of marrying me?”

Donya turned pale, not believing what she was hearing. Machiku noticed.

“If you don’t believe that I’m sincere, come with me to my mother’s and she will confirm what I have said.”

Donya knew Regina well, as Machiku’s mother had often invited Donya to their home for Friday night dinner and on the holidays. Donya respected her intelligence and kind- heartedness. “What did Regina have to do with all this?” she wondered.

“Come, we’ll go to her now,” continued Machiku.

Donya was muddled, feeling helpless. He took her arm in his and rushed ahead, determined.

They left the office and walked arm in arm towards his mother’s house. Donya trembled at the physical contact between them. She had never walked in such a manner with any man. Brought up in an observant home, she followed a clear code of conduct concerning any connection with the opposite sex.

It had happened so quickly, with no forewarning. One moment she was the loyal secretary of the learned lawyer Dr. Leon Schmelzer, and the next she was Machiku’s intended bride, on her way to meet her future mother-in-law.

“Maybe ... we should ... go to my parents’ house first?” she offered, her voice cracking.

“Yes, it’s very important that we do so.”

Donya now believed that he was serious, although she had not yet come to grips with the powerful feelings that threatened to overwhelm her. The intimacy with which he had behaved shook her, body and soul.

They changed their route and continued until they approached Donya’s parents’ house, located opposite the Great Synagogue. Quite by chance, it was exactly at that moment that her parents stood on their small front balcony watching the passers-by on the street.

“Hersch! Come and see with whom Donya is walking arm in arm?” the astonished Yetti, Donya’s mother, exclaimed, horrified.

“Our Donya with a strange man?” Her father was shocked. “This is hard to believe.”

“Who is it?” Yetti said, alarmed, widening her eyes to try to discern who the man was.

“Donika mit a bocher? Donika with a man? Who is he? How did this happen?” 

The couple came nearer until they saw their daughter was walking arm in arm with her employer, Dr. Schmelzer.

“What disrespect! How dare he?” Hersch snorted.

“Maybe something happened? Maybe she was hurt and he’s helping her, God forbid?”

The couple went up to the first floor, to Donya’s parents’ apartment, and knocked on the door. The flustered parents opened it, first taking a sharp look at their daughter to make sure she was well and unharmed.

“Thank God, you’re all right,” Yetti hugged her.

“Of course I’m all right, Mama. Why would you think otherwise?” Donya asked.

“Because we never imagined our daughter would allow herself to walk down the street arm in arm with a man!” bellowed Hersch. “You have shamed us in public!”

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Schmelzer interjected. “I know that this is highly unusual, but I permitted myself to link my arm with your daughter’s because I have come to ask you for her hand in marriage.”

Hersch and Yetti were in shock. The room was silent. Donya’s heart was pounding so hard she thought everyone could hear it. Yetti knew that Dr. Schmelzer was a lawyer from a good family, yet even when a matchmaker offers a match, the couple is obliged to ask permission to venture out in public together. Hersch thought this behavior was unexpected and unacceptable.

Donya overcame her parents’ bewilderment. In an instantaneous decision, she went to them, hugging first her mother, and then her father. It was important that they support her and accept him as their son-in-law - despite the age difference and the complete surprise.

“My dear maideleh, my girl,” said her mother, grasping what her daughter’s embrace meant. “May it be for a blessing.”

Hersch hesitated, but then reached out to take Leon’s hand. “She’s a rare gem. Take good care of her,” he said guardedly.

“If this is to be, let us raise a glass to God Who has joined these two together.” Machiku was swept away by the excitement. Thus far, he had acted quickly as was his custom, but now that her parents had given their consent, he became fully conscious of what he had embarked upon. He was about to bind himself for life to this lovely, delicate young woman in the presence of her mother and father.

“What about Regina? Does she know?” Yetti asked.

“I believe that in her heart she knows that Donya was meant to be my wife. We’ll go now to tell her and the rest of the family.”

Machiku looked into Yetti’s blue-gray eyes, searching them for approval. It had all been done in an unusual way, but Yetti caressed Donya, and Hersch touched her shoulder as if to say, “Go, my daughter, with my blessing.”

Machiku bowed as was the Viennese custom and shook Hersch’s hand. The couple set out for Regina’s house.

Through the window, she saw them approaching arm in arm. “Thank you, Riboino Shel Oilam. Oh, thank you, God!” murmured Regina in Yiddish.


Chapter 2

Regina, née Huttman, came to the house of Yossel Schmelzer at age twenty. He was twenty-five years her senior. She was a girl from a poor home, and he a gvir, a wealthy, respected man of high standing. 

When he reached marriageable age, the matchmaker brought Yossel to the Huttman family home. He was tall and burly, with a long beard. As was the Hasidic custom, he wore a festive white cotton robe with a black coat on top, boots, and a black hat.

The Huttman apartment was on the ground floor of a building in a Chernowitz suburb where low-income families lived. The streets weren’t paved. In the rain, the residents had to struggle with the mud; when it snowed, they sank up to their knees in it.

“We have come to speak with regard to your eldest daughter,” announced the matchmaker.

Huttman seated them on the chairs around the dining room table. The room was simply furnished. In the corner was a wooden table covered with a plaid tablecloth on which they dined. Opposite were a bed and a dark cupboard containing prayer books, a bottle of schnapps, and tiny, azure-tinted glasses. Through the door, the kitchenette could be seen, with large pots piled up to save space. Huttman brought out the schnapps and poured it into the glasses.

“Yossel Schmelzer is a highly regarded gvir,” said the matchmaker to Huttman, waving his arms to emphasize the importance of the groom as if he weren’t present in the room with them.

Yossel was used to having his own opinions and making decisions without others doing it for him. However, in those days it was impossible to initiate a relationship or start a family without the services of a matchmaker.

“His family originates from the city of Vermeiza in Germany, and later settled in Stupca-Bukovina,” boasted the matchmaker. “The Empress Maria Theresa, who had a special relationship with the Jews, declared the area to be a place where Jews could settle and even engage in agriculture as early as 1775. Yossel’s father entered the cattle trade, which brought the family a large fortune. They probably also dealt with smelting metals. Schmelzer, for ‘smelting,’ would testify to that occupation.”

Yossel confirmed these details of his family with a little nod. His eyes darted back and forth as he waited to see the girl chosen for him. The matchmaker went on to describe Yossel’s home.

“As a young man, Yossel moved from Stupca to Chernowitz, where he built a large, two-story house on Turkengasse.

Downstairs were four shops. On the second floor were five apartments. In addition, he established two sugar beet alcohol distilleries on the east bank of the Prut River in the town of Sadegura, several kilometers from here.

“A man after my own heart,” said Huttman, who barely made a living and whose beautiful, modest daughters were his most precious possession.

“Most importantly, is he also an observant Jew?”

“Very pious,” the matchmaker promised. “He’s observant in all things, great and small.”

They continued to extol the history of his family while Yossel stared at the dilapidated walls and waited for his intended bride to be summoned into the room.

The eldest daughter entered. Yossel glanced at the lovely young woman. It seemed to him that she would bear healthy children and be a good wife. With a nod, he confirmed to the matchmaker and to the excited father that he liked the girl. The match was concluded on the spot with a handshake, raising a glass for a toast, and writing down the terms.

A year later the young bride died in childbirth, her newborn baby with her.

After the period of mourning, the matchmaker suggested that Yossel return to the Huttman house since there were more good, pious girls there. So, they did. They met again with Mr. Huttman and wrote down terms for Yossel’s marriage to the second eldest daughter.

Thirteen children were born to Yossel and this wife. The firstborn was a son, followed by twelve daughters. When his daughters were in their twenties, their mother passed away. Yossel was once again left a widower. He was already forty- five years old, but his masculine vitality was still vigorous, enabling him to fulfill the commandment “Be fruitful and multiply.”

Immediately after the week-long mourning ended, the matchmaker again came to Yossel.

“There is one more daughter left in the Huttman house, a widow,” he reminded the gvir. They went again to the Huttman house and while they were waiting for Mr. Huttman to join them, Yossel spoke to the matchmaker in confidence.

“The third daughter is too old, I don’t want her,” he said, “I want her young daughter, she is single.”

“But she’s very poor and only twenty years old, younger than your own daughters!”

“She’s the one I want.” Yossel insisted.

“But you don’t know her; you know nothing about her.”

“I know enough. I didn’t know any more about my other wives.”

“She’s too young. How will she get along with your children who are much older than she is?” insisted the matchmaker.

“Every summer this girl came to my house to play with my daughters. I want her!” Yossel insisted.

If that was what the gvir wanted, what matchmaker would forfeit concluding such a match?

That is how Regina - beautiful, intelligent, and young - came into the home of the gvir. Her stepdaughters, whose mother had passed away, still lived in their father’s home. They tried to make Regina’s life miserable. There were three kitchens in Gvir Yossel’s house: one for dairy, one for meat dishes, and the third for Passover. Regina learned how to function in each of them. One Friday, as the Shabbat meat meal was cooking in the pots, when Regina turned away from the wood-burning stove for a moment, one of Yossel’s daughters poured some milk on the work surface designated for the meat meal.

This of course spoiled the food since according to Jewish dietary law it is forbidden to mix meat and milk at the same meal.

The Sabbath dinner was thrown out, and that daughter was quickly married off to get her out of the house.


Chapter 3

Despite the difficulties, young Regina was able to conceive easily. She and Yossel had three children: Wolf (Bubbi), the eldest; Leon (Machiku), about two and a half years later; and then a daughter, Lottie.

Leon was a clever, playful boy who enjoyed a close relationship with his mother. He called her “Mammu” and she called him Machiku. Being quick and agile, he was also called “hamster” - after the little animal that people like to raise at home. Every Sabbath, when he went to the synagogue with his father Yossel, Romanian boys would tease him because he was very short.

“Hey, little runt. When are you going to grow?”

“Oh hey, Tiny, how can you see anything down there on the floor?”

“Peanut, even if you stood up on a chair nobody would see you.”

“What did you do, walk under a ladder, and now you won’t grow anymore?”

“You swallowed a flowerpot and forgot to water it?”

These were older Romanian boys and there was no point in confronting them. Machiku held back from responding to the insults; instead, he was proud that his father let him hold his prayer book. After all, he wasn’t that small if Dad trusts him to hold his book. When he returned home, he told Mammu Regina with tears in his eyes what the gentile boys had said.

“You did well not to get into a confrontation with them,” his mother said as she stroked his head. “When a big wave comes at you, my son, lower your head and the wave will pass.”

When Bubbi, the eldest, was six years old, Yossel, as was customary with a gvir, hired a melameds,  a tutor, named Mendel. He was a young  yeshiva bocher, a Torah student, with long side curls, a goatee, and a black hat. Every day he would come to the house and teach Bubbi Torah stories from the Bible. Regina wanted to encourage her eldest son to learn and the teacher to teach, so she baked cookies every day to welcome the guest and make her son happy. When the melamed opened the door of the house, snowflakes would often fly in, but then he would be welcomed with the delicious aroma of fresh pastries. 

“Good day!” said the melamed in greeting.

“Come, Bubbi. The melamed has arrived!” cried Regina.

“In a minute,” Bubbi muttered. He didn’t like the melamed with the sing-song voice, and was afraid of the ruler that would land on his hand whenever he hesitated to answer.

Machiku, then almost four years old, also wanted to study Torah, but the melamed was there only for his older brother. Cleverly, he took advantage of his brother’s delay. He ran and hid under the big dining room table. Regina, not noticing, came in with a plate of cookies for the teacher and his student. Machiku reached out a nimble hand and grabbed a cookie. It was very pleasant for him under the table, where he could feel the warmth of from the fireplace. From time to time, he heard the sound of a crackling twig and saw sparks flying up the chimney.

Bubbi finally sat down at the table and the lesson began. The teacher told him the Biblical story of Rachel, Leah, and their father Laban, who cheated Jacob. Machiku sat under the table and listened; he very much wanted to take part in the lesson. After all, he could already read the Torah in Hebrew and translate it into Yiddish.

“What does ‘served for seven years’ mean?” asked the teacher. Bubbi didn’t answer. The melamed’s ruler smacked his hand; there was a snapping sound, followed by a yelp.

“Read!” The teacher commanded. He didn’t like teaching, but he was poor and hungry, and Regina Schmeltzer always had hot food and sweets for him. Bubbi recovered and read the verses the melamed had asked him to.

“And what is ‘y’fat to-ar’ (fine-looking)?” asked the teacher. 

“Y’fat to-ar” means a woman with a lovely figure!” Machiku burst out enthusiastically from under the table.

Just then Regina came in from the kitchen, adjusting her apron.

“He interrupted!” The teacher complained, pulling the trembling Machiku out from under the table.

“I want to learn, too,” Machiku murmured, trying not to cry.

“You’re younger! Only I’m allowed!” Bubbi boasted. Actually, he had no desire at all to study Torah, but if Machiku wanted to, as the elder son, he could not yield his privileged place.

“From now on Machiku will also learn!” declared Mammu Regina. How could she deny her beloved young son?

That is how Machiku joined the daily lessons. He never once felt the melamed’s ruler on the back of his hand.

As the brothers grew older, they began to go to school together. Little Machiku had a hard time carrying all his books. He would tie them together with a rope and lug them on his back. Bubbi had a better system. So as not to carry all the weight of the books, he would tear out the pages they had studied that day. He could even jump puddles, his books were so light.

“Machiku,” he would mock his little brother, “you’re stupid. Who carries all their books in a bag?”

Machiku wanted to hit him, but his brother was bigger and stronger. He remembered the words of Mammu Regina and lowered his head until the wave passed.


Chapter 4

When he was a young man, Yossel Schmelzer founded an ultra-Orthodox religious party and became its representative in Chernowitz. At age thirty he was a deputy in the city council. He observed all the commandments, but he knew how to adapt to the times. He allowed his daughters to go ice skating and attend college. He also set aside a substantial dowry for each of them.

One day, the leaders of Chernowitz announced that Emperor Franz Joseph was coming to visit. The townspeople quickly began planting flowers along the emperor’s planned route and swept the sidewalks near their homes. At the schools, the children made little flags to wave before the emperor.

The town elders planned a reception at the Opera House with the Corinthian columns in the town square. They decorated the hall with distinctive paintings. On the plaza outside the building, hundreds of people could gather.

All the important citizens of the city were invited, particularly the men. The wealthy women ordered long dresses in the latest fashion, and seamstresses worked feverishly to finish the dresses in time.

The big day arrived. The emperor’s entourage entered the city with the royal carriage pulled by a team of horses. Trumpets heralded the arrival of the honored guest. The carriage stopped in front of the Opera House, the coachman opened its door, and the emperor slowly descended. He sported a red and blue vest adorned with medals. On his feet he wore boots brushed to a gleaming shine.

The city elders led the emperor to the hall of the Opera House. The men stood straight in black tailored suits and bow ties and the women shone forth in a variety of jewelry and colorful dresses. They all applauded.

The emperor raised his hand for silence. His entourage gave him a glass of wine and everyone else raised their glasses.

“Gesundheit! Cheers!” the emperor exclaimed, drinking the wine from his glass. “Did everyone come to the reception?” he thundered. The crowd nodded their heads. 

“Gvir Yossel Schmelzer didn’t come.” A hesitant voice was suddenly heard from the far end of the hall.

“What? I ordered everyone to attend!” The emperor was angry.

“He’s very devout and was afraid he would have to raise a glass of non-kosher wine,” stammered the mayor.

“If the man does not come to me, I shall go to him!” said the emperor to the stunned crowd. Although he was known for his generous support of the Jewish community in Chernowitz, his behavior was nonetheless unexpected.

The mayor and his deputies immediately nodded, organized the journey for the emperor and his entourage, and they all began marching from the Opera House to Yossel’s house on Turkengasse.

Yossel heard the commotion in the street and peered out his window. When he saw the emperor’s entourage approaching, his heart stopped. He went out of his house, approached the emperor, and bowed to him, slightly; a deep bow was reserved only for God. He took a bottle of kosher wine, poured some into the two goblets he had brought out with him, and together with the emperor raised his glass in a private, kosher, toast.

“I greatly value your people, your loyalty to me, and your religion. As a token of my esteem, I hereby present you with the amber mouthpiece I use for smoking,” said the emperor and handed the valuable item to Yossel.

Yossel humbly accepted the mouthpiece. He turned it over in his hands, examining it from every possible angle. Such a gift from the emperor was hardly an everyday occurrence.

* * *

Due to his many business affairs, Yossel was often away from home. Sometimes he would stay overnight at the distillery or go to hear a lecture on the Torah by the Rabbi of Sadigura. On Friday evening, when he returned home, he would go to the synagogue with the boys. After prayers, they would all return home together, which filled him with pride. There, Regina had a proper feast ready for the family. To fulfill the mitzvah of hospitality, Yossel would always invite a yeshiva student or a poor melamed to join them at the meal. 

Before and after eating, they would sing Shabbat hymns. The singing that emanated from the house sent the spirit of the Sabbath Queen out to the entire street.

When World War I broke out and the emperor’s rule was jeopardized, Yossel’s two sons enlisted in the Austrian army. Machiku fought for more than two years; he was a young officer with the rank of lieutenant. He was wounded and awarded a silver medal for courage and heroism in battle. His older brother, Bubbi, was taken prisoner by the Italians. However, the military service of Yossel’s sons didn’t do him any good, as during the war, Mongolian units of the Russian army sacked his factories and set them on fire. Yossel took the rest of his family and fled to Vienna, where he died of starvation due to the scarcity of food - or possibly because of the hunger he imposed upon himself to avoid having to eat food that wasn’t kosher enough for him.

Only about six months after Yossel died, the news of his father’s death reached Machiku at the front.

After the war, the family returned to Chernowitz. Regina, now a widow, took over the rehabilitation of the family and the rebuilding of its assets.


Chapter 5

Theodor Herzl died in 1904, when Machiku was ten years old. The whole city was in mourning, and the streets were filled with notices of his death.

“Who is Herzl?” asked Machiku. “Why all those signs with his name? Was he a famous rabbi?”

“He was an important man for Jews,” his friend explained. The friend’s father was active in the Zionist movement. “Herzl wanted the Jews to leave Europe and go to establish their own state in Zion - the biblical name for Eretz Israel, which is now called Palestine.”

“That’s really interesting,” Machiku said. “I never heard of Herzl at home. His name wasn’t mentioned anywhere, not in  heder,the Jewish elementary school, or at the synagogue.” 

Machiku was raised in a religious Hasidic home. It was forbidden to write on Shabbat.  He prayed every morning and evening, and his father would eventually take him to the  mikveh , the ritual bath, even though there was a bathtub in their house.

His curiosity about Herzl and his teachings only began in earnest in high school. His teachers taught him Herzl’s speech at the First Zionist Congress, as well as the one by Max Nordau, another well-known Zionist. The class also read books by the historian Zvi Graetz.

Following his discharge from the army, Machiku began studying law at the university. While there, he joined Emunah, an academic association whose slogan was, “For Judaism and Jewish Science.” Members of the association would meet and hold discussions revolving around their personal and national identity. Machiku became a central figure of the group and one of its chairpersons.

At one of the association’s tumultuous meetings there was a great debate over a change in their identity cards. Many association members were in favor of “German” written in the language category.

“For years we have listed German as our culture,” said Max Heller. “Since the days of the Kaiser we have been praying for the welfare of the emperor and his wife. The prayer is in all the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur prayer books.”

“After all, the Austrian emperor has allowed Bukovina to flourish as a separate, autonomous province,” argued Leon Gruber.

“We live in the ‘Land of the Crown’ with self-government, and for us as Jews this is a kind of ‘Golden Age,’ shouted Moshe Goldman.

“Chernowitz is ‘Jerusalem on the Prut River’ or ‘Little Jerusalem,’” Joseph Czerniak declared in a loud voice as if reciting an epic poem. “All of Bukovina has become the second ‘Land of Canaan,’ the ‘Eldorado’ of Austria!”

“German is the language of the educated. Do you want to change that?”

The argument became heated. It seemed that they might even come to blows.

“We need to register ‘Jew’ as our nationality, and Yiddish as our language!” objected Machiku, who spoke Yiddish at home.

“But we don’t understand a word of Yiddish, only German!”

This debate was Machiku’s first battle for national aspirations. He didn’t foresee how much grief would come from the registration of nationality on the ID card.

The Zionist movement had gained a foothold among many of the townspeople, including Machiku. He often appeared at the assemblies, traveling from town to town, speaking in support of the Zionist Movement. Thanks to this, he was elected a member of the Zionist Organization’s Executive Committee in Bukovina, and had a very close relationship with the chairman, Dr. Mayer Ebner.

Dr. Ebner not only devoted himself to defending the personal and civil equality of Jews as individuals, but he also put forward his position on their rights as a national minority group. He argued that they should follow “Jewish policy” in the Diaspora in parallel with the development of Eretz Israel. He fought for equal political and civil rights for Jews in Bukovina and in the territories annexed to Romania.

In 1924 Chairman Ebner called Machiku and informed him, “An important guest is about to arrive in our area.”

“Who is it?” Machiku wondered.

“His name is Menachem Mendel Ussishkin, one of the leaders of the Jewish National Fund, the JNF. He’s coming to urge Zionist leaders to contribute funds for the purchase of land for Jews in Eretz Israel,” he said, showing Machiku a photograph of Ussishkin. It showed a tall, thin, bald man in an elegant suit. He held up the letter that described, in German, the details of the visit planned by the heads of the JNF. They read it together and discussed the
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