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			TO MY PARENTS, JUDY AND STANLEY ZABAR—

			You told me the world was my oyster and I could do anything.

			This book—the pearl—is for you.
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			FOREWORD BY JULIA MOSKIN

			 

			At a conservative estimate, I am 75 to 80 percent Zabar’s.

			I was a baby when my family moved to the Upper West Side in 1968, and Zabar’s was the first food destination of what became many. As I grew up to be a food writer and then a reporter for the Food section of The New York Times, I was lucky enough to have astonishing tastes of food that ranged from freshly pulled buffalo milk mozzarella in Italy to wild tomatoes in the Yucatàn to spherified olives in Spain.

			But all of that laid end to end wouldn’t begin to match my lifetime consumption of just Zabar’s cream cheese, whitefish salad, and smoked salmon (hand-sliced, of course). Not to mention the bagels, the rugelach, and the bites of real English Cheddar, Greek olives, and Turkish pistachio nuts along the way.

			The iconic Zabar’s orange-and-brown shopping bag was my earliest reading material; among my first words were “Gaspé salmon” and “herring in cream sauce,” a dish I dreaded and feared as a child because of its murky appearance. In the 1960s, my parents dived deep into the food revolution: they named me after Julia Child, joined one of the city’s first farm co-ops, and schlepped us to Astoria for whole grilled fish, to Flushing for incendiary Sichuan stews, and beyond. Zabar’s always welcomed me home with its familiar coffee-scented air, sawdust-covered floors, and salami and garlic braids hanging overhead.

			Like most traditional appetizing stores, Zabar’s specialized in preserved, pickled, and dried food, from salted fish to cured cheeses to dried fruit. As a somewhat confused second-generation American Jew, I was always mystified by the fact that Zabar’s also stocked Italian prosciutto and Virginia ham, and made a magnificent dish of poached shrimp in dill sauce. But it was the late twentieth century, and all kinds of cultural and culinary assimilation were happening. The local Chinese restaurants were packed with Jews trying shrimp with lobster sauce, pork fried rice, and other nonkosher dishes they would never cook at home. Jewish deli owners started offering cheese in their meat sandwiches (at Katz’s Deli downtown, the family debated for years before putting a Reuben on the menu) and “kosher-style,” like the food at Zabar’s, was born.

			All the regular shoppers knew that Louis and Lillian Zabar, Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, had opened the store in 1934. We could tell Saul and Stanley, the scions who have worked there since boyhood, apart by sight. In the 1970s, we were shaken by the Great Schism that propelled the youngest brother, Eli, to leave and bake his own breads—on the Upper East Side, our sworn cultural rival.

			But no one, including the Zabars themselves, knew exactly how the geopolitical upheavals of twentieth-century Europe had transported Mordko Leib Zabarka and Leika Teitelbaum from a precarious life in preindustrial Ukraine to a prosperous one as Louis and Lillian Zabar, living in a classic six on the Upper West Side. Although its outlines are familiar to many Ashkenazi Jews like me, who were saved from poverty, pogroms, and the Holocaust by the courage of our immigrant ancestors, the story is still astounding to read.

			Before she became the family’s unofficial historian, Lori Zabar was famous in her household for mastering the art of filleting a whole smoked whitefish at age four. She brought the same thoroughness to this project, finding databases and documents that the family had been unaware of. I was riveted by her account of the Zabarka family’s life in the shtetl of Ostropolia, especially its heartbreaking and violent end at the hands of Cossack soldiers and local anti-Semites. And I was deeply envious to learn what it’s like to grow up as a Zabar: being given the run of the store and allowed to eat anything you see (except for the caviar and smoked sturgeon—too expensive even for the royal offspring).

			I now see that I’ve led a sheltered life, rarely living more than a mile from Zabar’s. On my first trip away from home, I flew to Vancouver bearing the only house gift I knew of: a full spread of Zabar’s bagels, smoked fish, and cream cheese. (All three flavors! Plain, scallion, and vegetable!) It did not occur to me, despite the fact that the family I was visiting had lived only in India and Saudi Arabia before settling in Canada, that they might not fall upon this with joy. My new friend’s mother, a magnificent cook, eyed the spread politely. “Let me understand,” she said, “you eat the fish and the cheese together on the bread, all at the same time?” My cheeks flamed, my toes curled; I had never seen my foundational foods as strange before.

			I’ve thought about that moment many times in the course of my work, using it to remind myself that foods that seem alien at first—sea urchin, horse meat, fish balls—are not so different from the gefilte fish, smoked sturgeon, and chicken livers that I was raised on. And that the Eastern European flavors of the Zabar’s kitchen—foods such as horseradish, mustard, and caraway seeds—are close relatives of chiles, wasabi, and cumin.

			When I moved back to the neighborhood as an adult, Zabar’s had evolved: it was now a repository of global flavors, a tourist destination, and also a useful place for a parent to buy bribes for a child, such as Russian coffee cake and Chinese roast pork buns. The Zabar family’s commitment to traditional, handmade foods has stood firm, making it possible for me to introduce my children to such beloved touchstones as air-dried salami, half-sour pickles, and raw-milk cheese. (They have never developed a taste for herring in cream sauce, though.)

			But I’m most grateful to Zabar’s simply for being there, for keeping the culinary connection to my heritage alive. The other food emporiums that helped shape New York’s culinary revolution in the 1970s and 1980s—Balducci’s, Dean & DeLuca, DDL Foodshow, Macy’s Cellar—are gone. The businesses that fed the Upper West Side of my childhood—Bartons candy store, Steinberg’s dairy restaurant, Schrafft’s soda fountain, Oppenheimer’s butcher shop—are gone. But Zabar’s, largely because it’s still owned and run by its founding family, has survived. Saul is still in charge of the coffee and smoked fish, Stanley continues to oversee the business side, Stanley’s son David fills the executive director post, Saul’s son Aaron carries on as a manager, and Lillian and Louis’s great-grandson Willie manages the social media accounts, keeping Zabar’s in the public eye.
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					The Volynia, Podolia, and Kiev provinces of the Russian Empire, around 1900.

				
			
			The Internet went crazy when longtime Upper West Side congressman Jerry Nadler was spotted carrying a Zabar’s shopping bag onto the floor of the House of Representatives on January 13, 2021, the day of Donald Trump’s second impeachment. Asked the next day by a reporter what the bag contained, a Nadler staffer replied, “A babka and a copy of the U.S. Constitution, what else?”

			During the winter of 2020, at one of the heights of the COVID-19 pandemic, spotting Saul in the store collecting shopping carts and seeing Stanley walking the sales floor on the eve of Hanukkah was a light in the darkness, a literal sign of survival. The threads connecting American Jews to our old-country ancestors grow ever thinner, but in my family, like in many, food is one of the strongest. Bagels, cream cheese, and lox still nourish our funerals and birthdays, our graduations and reunions, our circumcisions and care packages. To us, Zabar’s is the taste of life itself.

		

	
		
		
			INTRODUCTION

			 

			“Can I ask you a question?”

			I’ve become accustomed to hearing this from people who have just been introduced to me. I usually beat them to the punch by replying, “Yes, I’m related to the store.” And to their inevitable follow-up query, I answer, “It was started by my grandparents in 1934.”

			No matter how often I experience this exchange, the interest in my family’s business is always gratifying. These people know Zabar’s as one of the world’s greatest gourmet food stores, celebrated in books, in films, and on television, but they are amazed to learn that it has been at its original Broadway location for more than eighty-five years and that it is still being run by the same family who founded it—something that is quite unusual in today’s big-business environment.

			My paternal grandparents, Lillian Teitelbaum and Louis (pronounced Louie) Zabar, fled the pogroms and unrest in Russia before they were a couple and arrived in the United States in 1921 and 1922, respectively. With little but willpower and a keen business sense, they built a retail food business that eventually consisted of Zabar’s and four grocery stores, all located along Broadway on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, from 80th Street to 110th Street. When my grandfather died in 1950 at the age of forty-nine, the businesses were taken over by his older sons—my uncle Saul and my father, Stanley—along with their eventual partner, Murray Klein. Together, the trio developed the company’s offerings and its real estate until Zabar’s was not only an iconic food store on the Upper West Side but also one of the most famous delicatessens in the world. Zabar’s is a cultural landmark and a vestige of Old New York that has survived nearly a century of transformation. You can’t miss that four-story, white-stucco, and brown-wood gabled Tudor-style structure that takes up half a city block, and the store’s classic bright orange banner.

			Every day, thousands of loyal local customers and tourists from across America and all over the world stream into the store for their weekly roast of fresh coffee; for a yeasty chocolate babka or tender, raisin-filled rugelach; for flaky potato knishes or blintzes plump with fruit; for cheeses of all kinds; and, on weekends, for Zabar’s legendary New York bagels with nova and a schmear. Some keep coming back because they love the store’s chaotic energy or because the food reminds them of their childhood fare. Others have purposely moved to the neighborhood because of its “PTZ” (proximity to Zabar’s).

			Like many of these customers, I’m also an Upper West Sider who pushes her cart through the store’s narrow, jam-packed aisles several times a week. Customers have their own rituals for shopping at Zabar’s, and here is mine.

			My first stop is often just inside the store, at the bins of glistening olives—ebony, brown, and green—from France, Italy, Greece, Tunisia, Morocco, and beyond. I fill a container with my selections: intensely salty, wrinkled ebony Nyons; meaty, mild Cerignolas as large as golf balls; and my personal favorite, the petite and piquant French pitted Niçoise. Most people nibble them with a glass of wine before dinner, but I like to toss them into a mixed salad.

			Next, I head to the staggering cheese selection. On my right, behind a serviced counter that extends nearly three yards, is a wall of hard cheeses—wheels of nutty Irish Cheddar, buttery Spanish Manchego, and sweeter Grana Padano. In the display case in front of the counter are the softer cheeses, dozens of them, mostly French and some Spanish, English, and American, cut into wedges large and small. Opposite the counter, on long steel racks, is a multitude of packaged and precut cheeses of various nationalities.

			If I need guidance, I seek out Olga Dominguez, the department manager, who comes from the Dominican Republic and has been at the store since 1972. Olga’s best guess is that there are more than one thousand cheeses for sale at Zabar’s, the most popular being goat cheeses and alpine cheeses such as Swiss and Gruyère. Among my favorites are Oma, a pungent and sweet washed-rind cheese made from organic milk produced by the von Trapp family cows in Vermont (yes, that’s the Sound of Music von Trapp family; after they left Europe for America in 1939, they eventually established a farm and resort in Stowe, Vermont); Humboldt Fog, a mold-ripened goat’s milk cheese with a central line of edible white ash from California; and Reblochon, a soft, raw cow’s milk cheese originating in the alpine region of Savoy in France.

			Incredible cheese requires artisanal bread. The Zabar’s bread and bakery department offers everything from superb baguettes and all varieties of bagels to loaves of country sourdough, semolina, whole wheat, and raisin walnut bread, not to mention rolls, muffins, croissants, babkas, and cookies. Zabar’s own rye bread is so delicious that my Upper East Side friends take the crosstown bus to buy it. I, on the other hand, can’t come here without purchasing a half pound of cinnamon rugelach, a golden-brown crescent-shaped pastry made from cinnamon, nuts, and raisins that have been rolled into a cream cheese dough.

			The bounteous prepared-food section is at the back of the store. Here, too, the choices are a gastronomic United Nations of more than twenty rotating selections, including beef bourguignon, shepherd’s pie, lasagna, potato latkes, Texas-style ribs, rotisserie chicken and duck, and poached salmon with dill sauce, as well as traditional deli meats and chicken soup with matzoh balls. It’s all prepared by three dozen cooks and assistants who toil from morning to night in two sizable kitchens in the back of the store. The menus change frequently, according to the seasons, holidays, and special events. Things begin to get particularly boisterous in this part of the store at about 6:00 p.m., when crowds of hungry customers clutching numbered tickets wait for their turn to point, grab, and go home with their dinner.

			Past the prepared foods is a Zabar’s staple—the coffee station. Zabar’s is renowned for coffee that is both high quality and moderately priced, which may be why they sell between eight and ten thousand pounds a week, in the store and online. The coffee department boasts twenty-eight wooden barrels filled to the brim with shiny beans in shades of russet, tan, black, and brown that have been sourced from countries all over the world. My personal favorite is a subtly flavored hazelnut, but most customers love the basic Zabar’s roast, which is smooth and intense but not the least bit bitter. The coffee beans are blended and roasted to the store’s exacting requirements—which is to say, to the specifications of my uncle Saul, the family’s coffee aficionado. Saul was one of the initiators, if not the initiator, of the 1960s gourmet coffee movement.

			All of this is just a warm-up before I proceed to the very heart of the store: the appetizing department, which includes Zabar’s legendary smoked fish. Smoked fish is so important in the lives of many of our customers that it has on occasion inspired declarations of romantic love right in front of the counter. Zabar’s most popular commodity has always been salmon, in all of its luscious varieties: cured, smoked, baked, poached, and kippered, or prepared as lox, Nova Scotia, Scotch smoked, or gravlax. Alongside the salmon, with their own fanatically devoted fan base, are Zabar’s herring, sable, and sturgeon, and, last but not least, sturgeon caviar. To this day, Saul and Tomas Rodriguez, manager of the department and assistant buyer, personally select all the fish that Zabar’s sells, and they frequently reject whatever is not up to their strict standards. I order a half pound of Nova Scotia from counterman James Bynum, who offers me a taste as he slices and as we update each other about our children and banter about current events. Just as some people have favorite bartenders or favorite barbers, some of Zabar’s customers have their special counterman, and they will wait patiently, for however long it takes, until he is available. James’s station is at the right end of the long fish counter; this spot and the one on the opposite end are reserved for the store’s most gifted slicers. Slicing fish is serious business, and it takes many months, even years, to reach a level of skill worthy of Zabar’s. An expert slicer produces gossamer slices thin enough, it is said, to read The New York Times through. James’s hand-sliced Nova Scotia, rather than the prepackaged variety, is worth the wait. When I get back home, I will eat mine unconventionally, on a toasted sesame bagel with a layer of Zabar’s whitefish salad and a slice of tomato.

			After finishing at the appetizing counter, I go upstairs to The Mezzanine because I need to replace the glass pot in my Capresso drip coffee maker. The Zabar’s housewares showroom is among the best stocked and least expensive in New York. It’s the kind of place you visit in search of a rolling pin and leave with a milk foamer, a sauté pan, a paring knife, and an avocado slicer. Quiet, enthusiastic Bernardo Muniz—the current housewares manager, born in Puerto Rico and a Zabar’s employee for thirty-seven years—is a walking kitchenwares catalog who can guide you through eighteen types of blenders and fifty different models of coffee makers, from a twenty-five-dollar plastic French press to a two-thousand-dollar behemoth that does everything but harvest the beans.

			On my way out, I often drop by the Zabar’s Cafe next door, which opened in 1979. Actually, it’s more like a tiny self-service diner: long and narrow, with a communal counter, tall stools running the length of the room, and a central high-top rectangular table surrounded by more stools. When the cafe is busy, which is always, customers nudge their way around seated patrons and past a refrigerated case filled with bagels and nova, whitefish salad, and fresh-squeezed orange juice to the glass counter along the long northern wall. There they can order freshly brewed coffee, many of the baked goods found in the store, as well as warm egg sandwiches, panini, and frozen yogurt. Snagging a stool isn’t as difficult as it seems, as customers come and go quickly. If you get a perch, chances are you will be privy to two or three opinionated conversations, often among total strangers. Some regulars meet there every day to schmooze over coffee and a croissant, which means I frequently run into my relatives, neighborhood friends, or acquaintances I’ve known for years. I’ve often thought that it makes the Upper West Side seem like my grandparents’ shtetl.

			To the devoted customers I encounter on these visits, Zabar’s is almost as deeply embedded in their family histories as it is in mine. Nora Ephron, who considered Zabar’s the “ultimate West Side institution,” once confessed in The New York Times that her fantasy was to actually be a Zabar. My mother read this and promptly invited her to brunch.

			I can’t invite all of our devotees to brunch, but I can share our story. It’s not just a family story, a business story, a Jewish story, or even a New York story, but a uniquely American story. It encompasses one hundred years of family folklore, behind-the-scenes anecdotes of beloved employees and quirky customers, original Zabar-family recipes (some of which became mainstays of the store), and the evolution of the Upper West Side from bustling upper-middle-class Jewish neighborhood to down-at-the-heels and sometimes dangerous area to today’s thriving community of professionals and their families. A century after my grandparents immigrated to America, their great-grandchildren work in the business they founded and their legacy remains very much alive. This remarkable heritage includes four generations and counting of resilience, creativity, hard work, and strong family bonds. And let’s not leave out religious persecution, municipal fines, some time spent in jail, at least one blackmailer, and plenty of smoked fish.
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					Zabar’s legendary cheese counter. (Juan C. Lopez Espantaleon/Copyright © Zabar’s and Company, Inc. All rights reserved.)
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			Ostropolia

			I am the oldest of Lillian and Louis Zabar’s eight grandchildren. In the Ashkenazic European Jewish tradition, a child is often given the name of a deceased relative, but never a living one. Because many of those Yiddish-based European names sounded quaint and old-fashioned to first-generation Americans, it became the custom to come up with a name for a newborn that used just the first letter of the departed’s name, so I was named Lori after my grandfather Louis, who died four years before I was born in 1954. Although I was close to my grandmother Lilly, who died in 1995 at age ninety-three, I grew up knowing little about my grandparents’ childhoods in Russia or their early years in America. To understand how these two immigrants from a small Russian shtetl created an institution synonymous with cosmopolitan Jewish New York, I relied on my skills as an art historian and retired attorney. I interviewed relatives and Zabar’s employees, did research in libraries, including the Center for Jewish History and the New York Public Library, and mined digital genealogical, municipal, and newspaper archives.

			What I know about my grandfather’s formative years came from stories that had been passed down by my grandmother; by Louis’s sisters, my great-aunts Ada and Rose; by my parents and my uncles Saul and Eli; and what I’d heard from my cousins. They all agreed that my grandfather was a complex man: gruff, kind, generous, demanding, temperamental, charismatic, loyal, ambitious, and stubborn.

			Louis Zabar was born Mordko (which is the Russian equivalent of the Hebrew Mordechai) Leib Zabarka in 1901 in Ostropolia (the Yiddish version of Ostropol), which at the time was part of Czarist Russia and is now located in Ukraine. One of many small towns nestled in the province of Volynia, in 1901 Ostropolia was home to 10,000 inhabitants, 2,800 of whom were Jews. Encircled by crystalline lakes, dense pine forests, fragrant orchards, and rich farmland, it is bisected by a narrow, winding river called the Sluch. The closest major city, Kiev, is some 140 miles southwest, and at the time, the nearest railroad was 30 miles away in Polonnoe. Virtually all of Ostropolia’s three hundred Jewish families lived in the town’s historic center. Despite their geographic isolation and the restrictions the government had placed on travel and professions for Jews, Ostropolia’s Jews were active participants in the local economy. They maintained ninety shops, where they traded with one another and with the gentiles who lived in town or on farms in the surrounding countryside, and they worked for and traded with a small group of wealthy gentiles who owned estates. They also were employed by the flour and corn mills, the main businesses of the region.

			Louis’s father, Schlomo Zabarka, was a big macher, a man of consequence. Born in 1870, Schlomo was an entrepreneur, both a retailer and a trader, who maintained a lumberyard on the grounds of the family home. His partner managed the lumber enterprise while Schlomo traveled throughout Ukraine with a hired driver and horse-drawn carriage, buying and selling commodities such as wheat, nuts, and butter, and supplies that included construction materials and apothecary jars.

			Ukraine was at that time part of an area that had been designated by the Russian government in the eighteenth century as the Pale of Settlement (territory that fell within what had been Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, and Moldova, as well as western Russia), in which the Jews of the Russian Empire were forced to live. The 4.2 million Jews residing there were not allowed to travel beyond the Pale, and if they were caught doing so, they were arrested and returned in chains. Despite the risk, Schlomo broke this rule when he felt he needed to, journeying to Austrian-controlled Galicia, for example, to secure butter during a shortage. Schlomo was a yeller, a man who screamed until things were done to his satisfaction, and he brusquely mentored young Louis (whom he called Leib) in the ways of the commercial world. Louis, a strong, stocky boy, with dark wavy hair and piercing blue eyes, was an enthusiastic pupil.

			While Schlomo traversed the Pale five days a week, his wife, Malke, was at home with Louis and his siblings. Malke was not Schlomo’s first wife. At eighteen, Schlomo had married a sixteen-year-old named Bayla, who in short order presented him with a son whom they named Duvid, or “Dudie.” In 1890, when Dudie was two, Bayla passed away from unknown causes. Five years later, Schlomo married twenty-one-year-old Malke Leifer. They had eight children: Gittel, Ada, Louis, Rose, Chana, Elka, Pessya, and Opryk (this seems to have been a Russian version of Aaron), who was nicknamed Archik.

			Because no one in my family had ever discussed it in detail, I assumed my grandfather’s childhood resembled the poor, deeply observant shtetl existence depicted in Fiddler on the Roof, but in fact his early life was comfortable and relatively modern. I began to revise my perception of the Zabarkas’ lifestyle when I first saw a tinted photograph of Malke and Schlomo. They were dressed not in traditional ultra-Orthodox Jewish garb but in contemporary clothes. Malke is not wearing a wig, which many married Orthodox women use to cover their hair; her straight hair is combed back from a pretty, fine-featured face with a smooth complexion. Schlomo’s salt-and-pepper mustache and beard are neatly trimmed, he does not wear the traditional peyos, or sidelocks, and he is not wearing a yarmulke. The Zabarka family was knowledgeable about Judaism and observant, but not rigidly so.
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					Schlomo and Malke Zabarka in Ostropolia, circa 1915–20. (Zabar family collection)

				
			
			Schlomo and Malke’s clan shared a large, two-family house with his older brother and sister-in-law, Avrum and Fayga Kaliner Zabarka, and their five children, who from their pictures appeared to be more traditionally observant than Schlomo and Malke. Most of the residences in the center of Ostropolia were one-story wood buildings with dirt floors and straw-thatched roofs; a large central room served as a dining room, bedroom, and workroom. Wealthier families like the Zabarkas occupied larger houses, with more rooms, additional furniture, and maybe wood floors. But even in their large home the Zabarka children slept two to a bed, everyone trekked to an outhouse in the backyard, and bathing was done in a community bathhouse, no matter how frigid the temperature. As in all Russian households of that time, their kitchen featured a huge enclosed masonry fireplace that served as cookstove, oven, and heater. And when covered with feather beds, the expansive flat top of the fireplace provided a warm and cozy refuge on winter nights. The Zabarka domicile sat at the end of a block of houses, strategically located atop a sloping green field that bordered the Sluch River, where timber was floated to Schlomo’s lumberyard. My great-aunt Ada remembered friends and family frolicking in the river in summer and skidding to school on its frozen surface in winter. Children were doted upon by the Jewish community, many of whose members were related by marriage. In the early decades of the twentieth century, Ostropolia was a happy place in which to grow up.

			Despite the family’s relative wealth, my great-grandmother worked hard at home, raising nine children with the help of a single maid. Every morning Malke milked the cow and then lugged the heavy pail to the kitchen for breakfast. As a reward for draining their glasses, Malke gave each child a kopek, except for Louis—he got two kopeks. My grandfather was Malke’s favorite; until Archik was born in 1912, he was her only son. Ada joked that her mother gave Louis the extra kopek as a form of insurance for her soul; for traditional Jews, it is the sons who are obligated to say the Mourner’s Kaddish every day for eleven months after a parent dies.

			“Even back then,” Ada added, “my brother was rich and I wasn’t.”

			From what I’ve gathered from my family, Malke wasn’t exactly a balabusta (a housewife who excels at cooking and household chores). Small and soft-spoken, the opposite of Schlomo in personality and manner, Malke had grown up in an intellectual family, and after her marriage still read avidly, including the few Jewish newspapers that managed to make their way to Ostropolia and were passed from family to family. She would gather the children and read them Bible stories and traditional tales of the Jewish holidays. While Schlomo was praying in shul on Saturday mornings, when no work was allowed, Malke’s relatives and friends often dropped by to discuss Sholem Aleichem’s latest story or Tolstoy’s novels. Ada remembered her mother asking her opinion of Anna Karenina’s choice to commit suicide. When she shared this in a recorded interview with her son Steve, I was struck by the fact that my great-grandmother and I had read and been deeply affected by the same book, six decades and an ocean apart. For the first time, I felt a kind of connection to her.

			It was in the home of Malke’s brother Lazar that Ostropolia’s educated Jewish men gathered to talk, read newspapers, and ascertain what was happening in the greater Jewish world. The nascent Zionist movement, which had as its goal the establishment of a Jewish homeland in what was then known as Palestine, was gaining adherents among Europe’s Jews at this time; they had been terrorized by pogroms and other manifestations of antisemitism for as long as anyone could remember. Unsurprisingly, there were Zionists among the Jews of Ostropolia; Gittel and Ada, the eldest Zabarka girls, even engaged a tutor to study modern Hebrew, as it was spoken in Palestine.

			The Zabarkas and other progressive families in Ostropolia sent their children to the local Talmud Torah, a modern coed grammar school that taught both secular and Jewish subjects. Unlike the often grim and run-down traditional all-male religious schools, or kheyders, which were notorious for poor teaching and rote lessons, the Talmud Torah was housed in a large white building with spacious, clean classrooms and employed teachers who used modern educational methods. It was here that Louis Zabarka met petite, hazel-eyed Leika Teitelbaum, who would eventually become my grandmother Lilly. Lilly was a classmate of Louis’s sister Rose and one year behind Louis in school; they got to know each other when Louis, who was always hungry, would sometimes share the apples he brought to school with his sister and her pretty friend.

			Lilly’s parents operated a tavern in Ostropolia that catered to a local clientele, including a good number of gentiles. (At the time, Jews were forbidden to own taverns within the Pale, but the authorities usually looked the other way.) Her father, Gershon, was a sweet and gentle man from an affluent family. Gershon had been blinded in a childhood accident, and so running the business fell to Lilly’s capable mother, Sheindel. While her mother worked in the tavern, Lilly often kept her father company, going with him on walks and taking him to the synagogue. Lilly, who was several years younger than her brother Mottel, later described herself as the pampered baby of the household.

			Slaking the peasants’ thirst for alcohol was lucrative but hazardous. A roomful of volatile, inebriated men was not always the safest work environment. Brawls often broke out and, not infrequently, whichever Jews were in the vicinity became targets for the gentiles’ indiscriminate rage. On those occasions, a frightened Lilly would race out the back of the tavern, to the house of her friend Rose Zabarka. Over time, Lilly got to know more of the Zabarka family. Rose, with her fair complexion, raven hair, and forceful, direct personality, resembled Schlomo and Louis. Pretty, pink-cheeked, and kindly Ada took after Malke.

			Once they completed Talmud Torah, Russian high school followed for the Zabarka clan—free for gentiles, but not for the Jews. After high school, for those who could afford it, came the gymnasye, a more advanced level of education that prepared students for a university or professional school. Prior to the Russian Revolution in 1917, it was difficult for Jews to gain admission to gymnasyes; the government put a quota of 10 percent on Jews permitted in each class. When the czar was deposed by the Bolsheviks, Schlomo took advantage of the loosening of these restrictions and the ability of Jews to now travel beyond the Pale of Settlement to enroll his children and his nieces and nephews in gymnasyes and pay everyone’s tuition. In Odessa, Louis studied at the S. N. Kononovich School, a private boys’ gymnasye, Ada pursued a pharmacology degree and worked part-time in a pharmacy, and Rose, the bookish Zabarka, studied French and the classics. Lilly also proudly attended the gymnasye in Odessa. She may have followed a similar course of study, but I can’t remember her ever uttering a word of la belle langue.

			While the Zabarkas and Lilly were studying in Odessa, Russia remained in turmoil. World War I was over, but the Russian Revolution continued with the Red Army, the White Russians, Ukrainian nationalists, and assorted factions battling one another for power. The Russians and the Poles fought over large swathes of Ukraine, just as they had done for centuries. The Poles prevailed after two years of bloodshed, during which time hundreds of pogroms erupted against the Jews—for their supposed disloyalty to whomever was in charge at the moment, for their money or goods, or, most commonly, simply because they were Jews.

			By 1919, Odessa was sinking into anarchy. Lilly had returned to her family by this time, and the chaos prompted Louis and Rose to do the same. The two Zabarkas matriculated at the gymnasye in Ostropolia, intending to stay close to home as things unspooled inside the Pale and beyond.

			In addition to his studies, Louis continued to assist his father with his businesses. When Schlomo was away, Louis maintained the lumber business, delivered wood in a horse-drawn cart, and sold lumber and groceries at the house alongside his father’s employees. In spite of the uncertainty and danger, eighteen-year-old Louis also traveled occasionally, even going as far as Romania to buy cherries.

			But beginning in July 1919, local peasants, bandits, and followers of splinter political groups took advantage of the governmental turmoil to begin robbing, molesting, and killing the Jews of Ostropolia. The Jewish men, including my grandfather, organized a secret militia to patrol the community.

			For a week in September 1920, beginning on the eve of Yom Kippur and extending through Sukkot, Louis nervously watched the retreating Bolshevik troops tramp through Ostropolia. Jews living in shtetls across Ukraine had encountered these armies before, crisscrossing their communities on their way to and from the front, plundering from the townspeople food, horses, and anything else they could use, leaving carnage and scarcity in their wake. Now, in Ostropolia, Cossacks allied with the Red Army arrested the town’s Jewish leaders to extort money from
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