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			Praise for The Family by David Laskin

			“David Laskin’s The Family is a vivid, utterly compelling exploration of the forces that have shaped modern history. We often view these forces—capitalism, fascism, mass migration, assimilation, and the like—only from a distance, as vast, impersonal abstractions. But in Laskin’s magnificent book we see them in the intimate details of actual lives, deftly followed through a tangle of triumph, accommodation, and often unbearable suffering. An extraordinary achievement.”

			—Stephen Greenblatt, New York Times bestselling author of The Swerve: How the World Became Modern

			
			“As rich and poignant as any novel, only all true and impeccably researched. David Laskin tells the moving and tragic story of three distinct filaments of his ancestral family—and in the process brilliantly captures the dynamism, industry, and sorrow of the Jewish experience in modern history, from the family’s roots in a shtetl in Eastern Europe, to Israel, Manhattan, and the darkest reaches of the Holocaust.”

			—Erik Larson, New York Times bestselling author of In the Garden of Beasts

			
			“A true triumph of historical storytelling . . . David Laskin is a magical searcher into the past. . . . His generations of Cohens could be your Johansens, Smiths, Lopezes, Schmidts, O’Houlihans, even my Scottish peasant forebears. . . . The Family will touch you, heart and soul.”

			—Ivan Doig, National Book Award finalist for This House of Sky

			
			“I read The Family without stopping, except sometimes to weep (and occasionally to chuckle). Through the stories of members of David Laskin’s large, dispersing family, history sharpens into individual lives and deaths and losses and becomes personal and vivid and tragic.”

			—Edith Pearlman, National Book Critics Circle Award winner and National Book Award finalist for Binocular Vision

			
			“I was utterly entranced by David Laskin’s The Family. Tracing three strands of his fascinating ancestry, Laskin takes us on an epic journey deep into the heart and soul of the twentieth century. The story is haunting, heartfelt, and deeply moving. And in the end—as Laskin eloquently points out in a beautiful, almost mystical, epilogue—his telling of it weaves another bright silver thread into the fabric that binds all of us together.”

			—Daniel James Brown, New York Times bestselling author of The Boys in the Boat

			
			“‘Fate and chance and character make and break every generation,’ David Laskin tells us in this personal, highly moving history of his family. At once heartbreaking and gloriously triumphant, it’s finally a story of love. Yes, a big unyielding, often rollicking and humorous history of one generation’s prevailing love for the next. A wonderful achievement.”

			—Philip Schultz, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Failure

			
			“David Laskin’s The Family is an elegantly evocative meditation on the Jewish diaspora of the twentieth century. Deeply emotional at times, The Family is both harrowing and uplifting. Highly recommended!”

			—Douglas Brinkley, author of Cronkite

			
			“What a story! Scholars and scribes, Zionists and revolutionaries, Holocaust martyrs and the inventors of the Maidenform bra all march through these pages. The Family is the twentieth-century history of the Jews writ small.”

			—Jonathan D. Sarna, Joseph H. and Belle R. Braun Professor of American Jewish History at Brandeis University

			
			“A banquet of Jewish history, as lived by one exceptional American family, across four generations and on three continents, the worst things endured and the best things relished.”

			—Edward Ball, author of Slaves in the Family

			
			
			“An ambitious, experimental look at exodus, acclimatization, and culture with a cast as diverse as any family photo album . . . Were this fiction, it would read much like the novels of Leon Uris and other spinners of historical sagas.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			
			“[A] window into the enormity of the events that is comprehensible but also fundamentally humane. . . . The Family contains multitudes—the fabric of a dark and bloody century most of all.”

			—James McAuley, The Daily Beast

			
			
			
			“The Family belongs on the shelf next to Daniel Mendelsohn’s The Lost as a response to Saul Bellow’s lament that American Jews ‘should have reckoned more fully, more deeply, with’ the Shoah.”

			—The Oregonian (Portland)

			
			
			“[David Laskin] urges us to see the workings of history not merely as a list of dates, places and events, great men and great ideas, but as a tapestry whose threads include the lives of flesh-and-blood human beings. . . . [He is] a storyteller who has given his own family chronicle all of the depth and detail of a great novel while, at the same time, honoring the truth of their lives.”

			—Jewish Journal
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			To my cousin Benny Kahanovitz,

			who saved the letters and shared the history
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			Your eyes saw my unformed body;

			all the days ordained for me were written in your book

			before one of them came to be. (New International Version)

			Thine eyes did see mine unformed substance,

			And in Thy book they were all written—

			Even the days that were fashioned,

			When as yet there was none of them. (Jewish Publication Society)

			—PSALM 139.16
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			INTRODUCTION

			It all started, like so many family stories, with a plausible fiction—honest mistake, faulty memory, bit of embroidered imagination that got repeated so many times it became family truth. My mother told me that her cousin Barbara told her that Barbara’s parents had always insisted Stalin’s notorious henchman Lazar Kaganovich was a relative of ours. “Iron Lazar,” one of the prime culprits in the “famine genocide” that killed millions in Ukraine in 1932 and 1933, does indeed share my mother’s family name—Kaganovich or Kahanovitz (“son of Kagan”) in Russian, HaKohen (“the priest”) in Hebrew, Cohen in English—and there is some family resemblance in the old photos. He was born in 1893, the same decade as my grandfather Sam and his brothers, one of whom distinctly remembered that even as a little boy Lazar was mean and nasty—a mass murderer in the making. Here was the clincher. If Lazar Kaganovich was my grandfather’s cousin, that meant he was also cousin to my grandfather’s sister Itel, known to the world as Ida Rosenthal, the founder of the Maidenform Bra Company. What a story! While one cousin was raking in millions selling bras and girdles the other was engineering the famine that killed as many as 7.5 million people in Ukraine. The Entrepreneur and the Madman. From Madison Avenue to the Kremlin. Uplift and Oppression. I dreamed I was in the Politburo in my Maidenform bra. . . . 

			Too bad it isn’t true. At least the part about Lazar. When I pressed my mother for more details—exactly how were we related to this monster? where does he fit on the family tree? who’s in touch with his descendants?—she drew a blank and suggested I e-mail our cousin Shimon Kahanovitz in Israel. Shimon has an interest in family history, my mother said, and he’ll know, if anyone does. I wrote Shimon a breathless message outlining my exciting new idea, and asked what he knew about our kinship to “the Wolf of the Kremlin.” Shimon’s response was brief and definitive: “Many years ago I asked my mother Sonia about him. She told me that Lazar Kaganovich is not part of the family.”

			End of story. Or rather, end of one story, beginning of another.

			Shimon’s phrase “not part of the family” got me wondering. Who exactly was part of this family of Cohens and Kaganoviches and where were we all? I knew about the relatives in Israel—I’d met Shimon and one of his nieces many years earlier—but I had no idea how or why or when they had ended up in the Middle East while the rest of us went to the States. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, my mother’s parents, Sam and Gladys Cohen, used to visit Israel for a month or two every year. They sent us Jaffa oranges; I wrote them aerogrammes on thin blue sheets that a fold and a lick magically transformed into thin blue envelopes. When they got back home, they always had a lot to say about Uncle—whose uncle or why he lacked a first name I never knew and never thought to ask. That was more than forty years ago; I was a teenager, barely interested in my American relatives let alone distant kin in Israel. “Uncle,” the oranges, and the aerogrammes lodged in my mind. Everything else washed over me and kept on going.

			But now that I had opened a line to Shimon, I was curious—more than curious, “beguiled,” as Alice Munro described herself when she began “rifling around in the past” in search of her own family’s story for her autobiographical collection The View from Castle Rock. I began peppering Shimon with e-mails, and bit by bit the story emerged. Shimon explained that the reason I have relatives in Israel is that his parents, Chaim and Sonia, both of whom were first cousins of my grandfather, made aliyah (literally “ascent”) to Palestine in 1924 and 1932, respectively. Chaim and Sonia could have gone to New York like my grandfather Sam and his sister, Itel, and their siblings and parents, gotten hired by Maidenform or the wholesale business (flatware and small appliances) that Sam and his two brothers ran, pulled down a tidy salary, and moved to the suburbs. But instead they chose the Holy Land. They were young, wildly idealistic Zionist pioneers—halutzim is the Hebrew word—bent on reclaiming the Land through “the conquest of labor.” In the 1920s, Chaim and his comrades tried to farm a parched rocky slope in the mountains above the Sea of Galilee and later helped found a cooperative agricultural village north of Tel Aviv. Sonia ran the family farm, raised four children, set a sumptuous table any Jewish mother would be proud of. Together they suffered malaria, poverty, an unforgiving climate, the hostility of Arab neighbors, and decades of relentless toil—and they survived to witness the violent birth of a new nation. In photos Shimon sent me, the young Chaim and Sonia look as tan, gorgeous, and happy as movie stars.

			So no, Stalin’s willing executioner does not hang on our family tree. Instead, through Sonia and Chaim, we have a stake in the story of Israel.

			But there’s more. The mysterious Uncle turned out to be Sonia’s father, Shalom Tvi Kaganovich. He was, by all accounts, a loving, sweet-tempered man who, together with his pious wife, Beyle—my grandfather’s aunt—ran a mildly prosperous leather shop and factory in a small village near Minsk. When Sonia went to Palestine in 1932, Shalom Tvi and Beyle remained behind with their two other daughters, sons-in-law, and grandchildren. The parents and sisters worried constantly that Sonia would be lonely or hungry or hot or poor or forced to eat nonkosher food or taken advantage of by randy halutzim. The terrible irony, of course, is that nine years later, all of them were imprisoned by the Nazis—all except Shalom Tvi, who by chance had come to visit the family in New York, in July 1939, two months before the Second World War began, and thus escaped the catastrophe.

			As a child writing aerogrammes to my grandparents in Israel, I knew about the Holocaust, but somehow it never occurred to me that the Holocaust had anything to do with my family. I dimly recall hearing that Uncle’s family was “trapped” in Europe after he had come to the United States in 1939. Yet I never asked what happened to them, never wondered about why they had stayed and suffered while the others emigrated and prospered. Though they were my grandfather’s aunt and first cousins, I never heard him mention any of their names. Two clicks on a Web site conjured their photos onto my computer screen—these relatives I never knew I had. Why was the name of the wicked Lazar Kaganovich batted around at family gatherings but never a mention of Doba, Etl, Shabtai, Khost? I took it for granted, as I studied the photos, that I would never learn anything more about them. What they experienced under the Nazis, I assumed, had been erased. I was wrong on all counts. Two years of research and travel to our towns and cities in Belarus and Lithuania have yielded staggering discoveries.

			I thought I knew about the Holocaust—or Shoah (“catastrophe”) as it is called in Hebrew—but my knowledge was made of clichés and blind horror. I thought I knew about my family but I discovered that I knew almost nothing. My grandparents and great-grandparents came to America to escape the ethnic and religious hatred that had poisoned Jewish life in Eastern Europe for centuries—and I had always assumed they succeeded. They did well in America; we, their descendants, are still enjoying the fruits of their hard work and imagination. We are living the lives they wanted for us. But despite their best efforts, they could not keep us from the nightmare of history. The three branches of my mother’s family endured and enacted the great Jewish upheavals of the twentieth century—mass immigration to the United States, the founding of Israel, and the Shoah. My grandfather and his first cousins fought in two world wars, ran two successful businesses, copied Torah scrolls, planted citrus groves in Palestine, lived in a mansion by the sea on Long Island, and watched tanks draped in swastikas grind through the boulevards of Vilna. One family—three fates. The story had been hiding in plain sight all my life. It took a shattered myth and a sifting of the remnant shards to make me see it.

			—

			I am a product of the baby boom. I grew up in a plush leafy suburb of New York City with other privileged kids from Eastern European Jewish backgrounds. Madison Street on the Lower East Side, where my grandfather lived in a cold-water tenement flat with his parents, two brothers, three sisters, and a boarder, is less than twenty miles as the crow flies from my parents’ house in Great Neck—but there may as well have been an ocean between them. Though I knew my grandparents were immigrants, I had no idea where precisely they had come from (Russia? Poland?) or why they had left—and I never thought to ask. I knew I was Jewish because they were Jewish, but what did being Jewish mean for a child born on Long Island in 1953? At the reform synagogue my parents made me attend, I hated the repetitive prayers, the rabbi’s faux-folksy tales about Minsk and Pinsk, the defensive pride, and the self-congratulating liberalism. I quit when I was sixteen. By then I had found my true spiritual home in literature, and Judaism seemed like an archaic, artificial barrier between me and the great world of fiction, poetry, drama, epic I longed to inhabit. The older I got, the more I thought of myself as different from my family, especially the Cohen side. I had no head for business; my Judaism had dwindled down to culture, cuisine, and Bible stories; I forgot the Hebrew that had been drummed into me. I belonged to Greenwich Village, London, Paris, Rome, maybe James Joyce’s Dublin—certainly not to Jerusalem, Vilna, Minsk. As for my immigrant relatives, they struck me as a bunch of stout people with accents who got together at holidays to eat too much and talk too loudly. Itel, of course, was rich and famous after the Dream Campaign made Maidenform a marketing icon, but she was remote, chilly, imperious, more like a boss than an aunt (oddly, though all of her siblings adopted their Americanized names, she was always Itel in the family, even if they called her Ida in her Time and Fortune profiles). My grandparents loved us, plied us with delicious heavy food, tolerated the Sephardic pronunciation of Hebrew prayers we had learned at the reform synagogue (they adhered to the Ashkenazic pronunciation—“Shabbas” not “Shabbat”). They spoke to us rarely and reluctantly of the “Old Country.” My family, I assumed, was about business, not history. History belonged to pioneers in their prairie schooners, young soldiers mown down at Gettysburg, west African slaves chained in the holds of wooden ships, sons and daughters of the American Revolution. Not to us.

			Now I see how wrong I was. History made and broke my family in the twentieth century. My grandparents and their cousins were born into a world of tradition and religion that had lasted for centuries and died in the course of four years. In America, my grandparents, great-aunts, and -uncles were part of a huge influx of immigrants—some 23 million between 1880 and the 1920s—that transformed the culture, economy, accent, complexion, and politics of the nation. Sonia and Chaim’s struggle to make a new life in Palestine was as heroic—and tragic in its consequences—as the settling of the American prairie. Sonia’s father, Shalom Tvi—the “Uncle” in my grandparents’ stories—in his own modest way stood at the crossroads not only of the family but of the Jewish twentieth century. He left Europe on the brink of the abyss, watched helplessly from America as war swallowed his family, frantically awaited word or sign or scrap of news. As a child growing up, I heard about the oranges Uncle sent from the orchard, the modern appliances he brought with him from New York to his daughter’s farmhouse at Kfar Vitkin, the palms that grew by the beach on the Mediterranean where he loved to swim. No one told me that during the six and a half years he lived in the same house with my mother and her parents, Uncle went out of his mind with anxiety over the fate of his wife, two daughters, two sons-in-law, and four grandchildren in Europe. Were he alive today to read these words, Shalom Tvi would shake his head in humility and deny it, but in his life, his loss, his wanderings, he connected the three branches of the family and bound them together, emotionally and morally. Though they lived on three continents, they were a real family joined by love, need, guilt, worry, religion, culture, cooking, sense of humor, and outlook on life—in short, by Jewishness.

			I don’t know why my grandparents and parents never spoke to me about the Shoah. But I know they were not alone. Saul Bellow mused eloquently on this question in a letter he wrote to Cynthia Ozick in 1987: “We (I speak of Jews now and not merely of writers) should have reckoned more fully, more deeply with it. Nobody in America seriously took this on and only a few Jews elsewhere (like Primo Levi) were able to comprehend it all. . . . Growing slowly aware of this unspeakable evasion I didn’t even know how to begin to admit it into my inner life. Not a particle of this can be denied.”

			I am not proposing to take on this “unspeakable evasion” but rather to give light, life, words to one facet of it—my family’s facet. The stories I never heard occurred at the same time and to the same family (the same generation of cousins) as the founding of Israel and the businesses booming in New York. The three stories—the three branches of the family—belong together. They twine into one inextricable strand. This story, then, is not about the branches in isolation but about the tree. That tree has stood many thousands of years—and, God willing, will stand many thousands more.

			—

			My grandfather, great-grandfather, great-great-grandfather, and great-great-great-grandfather were Torah scribes—and for all I know the tradition goes back to the days before the Diaspora. The texts I compose and redact are not sacred, but I am a kind of scribe as well. I count myself proudly among the people of the book. I commit to paper the stories of those who came before me. What we have done, what we have lost, what remains, what we can pass on—this is the scope of my work. The family work, as I now understand.

			Though I have ceased to attend synagogue and don’t claim my ancestors’ knowledge or share their faith, I have come to love and revere the Judaism that sustained my family through the generations. The more I learn about them, the more amazed I am by the breadth and originality of their lives. Their daring, their drive, their inventiveness and ambition and confidence and secret melancholy strike me now like something out of Dos Passos or Isaac Bashevis Singer. They were giants; wittingly or not, they enacted epics. They gave me so much, these fierce, passionate immigrants—my life, my freedom and privileges, my education, my identity, my country. The least I can do is give their stories back to them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			VOLOZHIN

			He sat at the Torah and at God’s service in holiness and purity, wielding the scribe’s pen and fashioning crowns for his Creator.

			—S. Y. AGNON, “THE TALE OF THE SCRIBE” (1919)

			Shimon Dov HaKohen was one of God’s secretaries, a scribe who laid down the law stroke by black stroke on the scraped, sanded hides of animals. The son of a scribe, the father and grandfather of scribes, Shimon Dov was a member of the Jewish priestly caste that traces its ancestry (through the male line) back to Moses’ brother Aaron, the first high priest of the Israelites. The biblical Ezra also stood in this line—“Ezra the priest, the scribe of the Law of the God of heaven.” Ezra HaKohen, HaSofer—Ezra the priest, the scribe—was therefore Shimon Dov’s spiritual father and very possibly his blood ancestor as well, since science and scripture eerily concur that the Kohain DNA has remained intact all the way back to Aaron. It sounds as fantastic as a letterless shepherd discovering the Dead Sea Scrolls in a desert cave while the ash and radiation of the Second World War still circled the globe, but there is an unbroken strand of genes and tradition that connects Aaron, shoulder to shoulder with Moses, asking Pharaoh to “let my people go,” to Ezra weeping and tearing his garments before the fallen Jews of Jerusalem to gentle-eyed, white-bearded Shimon Dov inking his parchment by the window of a small wooden house in a market town at the fringe of the Russian Empire.

			Shimon Dov, for all his august lineage, was a humble, ordinary man—learned, devout, meticulous, good to his diminutive wife, openhanded with their six children, slow to kindle with either anger or joy. But when he sat down at his table in the town of Volozhin, closed his eyes to pray for perfection, and took up his quill pen, Shimon Dov glowed with God’s radiance. His forked beard was so long that it brushed the soft surface of the parchment when he bent his head to write. Ever at hand were a turkey quill and a pot of special ink, always black. And a book, The Book, open to the page where he had left off. “All day he sat in his house communing with his soul in solitude, completely within the frame of the Torah,” novelist S. Y. Agnon wrote of a scribe at work. “He sat secluded and isolated and no one was with him except His Name, may He be blessed. . . . From morning to evening the quill wrote on the parchment and beautiful black letters glistened and alighted on the parchment as birds upon the snow on the Sabbath when the Song of Moses is read.” “You must never, ever touch anything,” Shimon Dov’s children and grandchildren whispered to one another as quill scratched parchment and the beautiful sacred Hebrew calligraphy spread across the scroll from right to left in dense, orderly lines. Precisely 304,805 letters composed the 79,847 Hebrew words of the Torah, the first five books of the Jewish scriptures, and Shimon Dov knew every stroke as intimately as a tailor knows his thread or a soldier his gun. Not a thunderer before kings, not a prophet raging against the sins of his people, not a seer or a tzaddik (“righteous one”) singled out for a sacred mission or possessed of a shape-shifting staff—but a member all the same of an honored literate family that kept alive the book that had kept alive the Jews for more than three thousand years. When Shimon Dov died in 1917, his son Shalom Tvi instructed the mason to carve these Hebrew words onto his gravestone: “Son of Chaim, scribe of the Holy Book, he followed his father’s way, he was strong in Torah, he will rest with the hands of the Kohanim.” Hands are also carved on the patriarch’s gravestone—hands of the priest, HaKohen, raised and spread in blessing; hands of the scribe, HaSofer, curled in painstaking toil. How many times had Shimon Dov risen in shul to recite the birchat kohanim, the priestly blessing that none but a Kohen can perform? May the Lord bless you and keep you; may the Lord make His face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you. May the Lord lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.

			—

			A crane or a crow flying from the Baltic to the Black Sea in the spring of 1875, the year Shimon Dov’s oldest son, Avram Akiva, turned thirteen and thus by Jewish law became a man, would have looked down on a vast expanse of rolling green—pale green fields, darker green woods—stretching nearly a thousand miles along the western fringe of the Russian Empire. This was the Pale of Settlement where the tsars had decreed that their Jews must live. The occasional city—Warsaw, Lodz, Vilna, Minsk, Kiev, Odessa—blotted earth and sky with its spires and smokestacks and hives of roofs, and then the planted and forested countryside took over again. Every few miles the verdant patchwork bunched into the gray-brown corduroy of village, town, or shtetl—little town—and then relaxed into green again. Abel, Eiragola, Chelm, Slutsk, Zaskovichi, Kielce, Žeimiai, Karczew, Okup, Nowogródek, Piaseczno, Stargard, Biala, Rakov, Tuchin, Eishyshok—each shtetl name had its own peculiar linguistic knot tied by the language or dialect of the region, but the places themselves were remarkably similar.

			A main street, usually named for the city it led to, entered from the fields at one end of town and disappeared into them at the other; a few blocks of wooden houses set in small garden patches fanned out around the main street, the houses of Jews and the houses of gentiles barely distinguishable but usually in separate enclaves. The center of town was left blank to make suitable space for an onion-domed Russian Orthodox church or a towered and spired Catholic church or sometimes both. The church plaza formed an obvious marketplace, and around its periphery stood the stalls and shops of the shtetl’s merchants, most of them Jews. There was also a place for Jews to worship and study, but this was usually tucked down a side street, discreetly out of sight of the loftier churches and built not of brick or stone or plaster but of rough plain wooden boards and beams. The synagogue was unadorned inside too but for a bit of fine carving on the ark and the exquisite embroidery and metalwork that encased and crowned the ark’s hidden contents, the one gem that every devout Jew held more precious than life itself—the scroll of the Torah—to which Shimon Dov or one of his fellow scribes had devoted years of their lives to hand lettering.
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			The family of eight lived in Volozhin, a town about midway between Vilna and Minsk of some five thousand inhabitants (half of them Jewish). Volozhin had one unique glory that made it stand out from all other shtetlach. In 1803, a yeshiva had been started here, and for the better part of a century this school flourished as the most renowned and revered institute of Talmudic study in Eastern Europe, and thus the world. Shimon Dov had no wealth to speak of; his house was low and flammable, his family large, his income small, his prospects dim. But to live beside the Volozhin yeshiva during its golden age was a priceless blessing. Shimon Dov grew up hearing stories of how this kingdom of wisdom had come to be established in Volozhin, and he passed the stories on to his children. The tale always began in 1726 when a six-year-old boy named Elijah ben Solomon Zalman stood before the Jewish elders in the Great Synagogue of Vilna, the Pale’s preeminent city of piety and culture, to discourse on a passage of scripture. No one could believe that so young a child could be so learned, but by the age of ten Elijah, soon to be known simply as the Gaon—the “genius”—of Vilna, had outstripped any teacher in the depth and breadth of his mastery of the Talmud. Like many of God’s chosen, the Vilna Gaon was difficult. As a young man, he lived a life of ascetic focus bordering on madness. To stretch his time for study, he limited himself to two hours of sleep per day; he kept the windows of his chilly house shuttered against the distractions of the world and immersed his feet in cold water to maintain mental acuity. But in the course of his seventy-seven years, this brilliant, eccentric, irascible scholar reinvented and reinvigorated Torah study. Eschewing the dialectical hairsplitting of the so-called pilpul (pepper) method, the Vilna Gaon brought clarity, straight thinking, and direct engagement with the biblical text to the pursuit of Jewish knowledge. He also waged holy war against the noisy, joyous, populist style of Jewish worship known as Hasidism, which was spreading wildly through the Pale in his day.

			According to family lore, Shimon Dov’s father, Chaim, founded the Volozhin yeshiva as a bastion of scholarship in the Gaon’s anti-Hasid campaign—but family lore is wrong. Shimon Dov was born in 1835: there is no way his father could have been old enough to start a yeshiva in 1803 and still have been in shape to sire a son thirty-two years later. The yeshiva’s founder was indeed named Chaim—not Chaim HaKohen but Chaim ben Yitzhak, known as Chaim the Volozhiner. This Chaim was the prize student and disciple of the Vilna Gaon, and he made the school the prime exemplar of his master’s pedagogy and discipline. In time, the Volozhin yeshiva became the pattern and inspiration for yeshivot all over Lithuania, the Pale, and eventually the New World and the Holy Land as well. “Whoever wanted to learn Torah traveled to Volozhin,” became a byword of the day. “It was the Torah center of the great Russian Jewry,” wrote a honey-tongued Yiddish historian, “a holy place for searching souls, a mighty workshop of spiritual richness. Thousands found protection in her shelter, drank from her sources, absorbed her spirit, and became intoxicated by her aroma. Jewish lads, talented and strong willed, scraped their feet walking from remote places to bask in the light of her Torah, to breathe her scholarly atmosphere, to catch at the wings of the Divine Presence.” The Hebrew poet Hayyim Bialik, who studied at the Volozhin yeshiva in the 1880s, said it was the place where “the soul of the people was forged.”

			—

			Shimon Dov had breathed this intoxicating atmosphere in his youth, and someday, God willing, his firstborn, Avram Akiva, would breathe it too. But first the boy must complete his apprenticeship. Already, at thirteen, Avram Akiva had proved himself an able and ready assistant. Already he was serious, determined, assured beyond his years, maybe a bit of a know-it-all. Other bar mitzvah boys trembled when the Torah was unrolled before them for the first time. What if they accidentally poked a hole in the parchment with the pointer? What if their nose dripped and smudged the text? Avram Akiva had no such fears. He knew that the sacred scroll was strong enough to endure his clumsiness and congestion, because he had spent his childhood absorbing the occult art and science of fabricating it. When his father needed ink, Avram Akiva went to the forests surrounding Volozhin to gather gallnuts—the hard, gnarled, tannin-rich balls that gall wasps create when they implant their larvae in oak trees. The boy plucked the gallnuts off the trees, and at home he boiled them in reeking pots on his mother’s stove and then mixed their essence with gum arabic, copper sulfate, and soot to make the velvety pitch-black indelible ink with which his father wrote the words of God. The preparation of the writing surfaces also fell to the apprentice—the smoothing on his father’s worktable of the pliant rectangles of parchment, the backs of which he coated with powdery plaster. With a rose thorn affixed to a stick, Avram Akiva incised the parallel lines that would guide his father’s hand when the scribe took up the quill and, impregnating its tip with gallnut ink, summoned forth the diamonds, crowns, daggers, and petals of the Hebrew alphabet.

			At fifteen or sixteen, his apprenticeship over, Avram Akiva duly enrolled in the yeshiva. He took his place on a bench in the dimly lit hall and gave himself over to the exacting regimen of prayer and study, study and prayer, days and nights of argument, analysis, explanation, insight, refinement, all to wring out a few more precious drops of the dew of Talmudic enlightenment. A couple of hours of sleep in a narrow bed shared with a brother or a boarder, meals wolfed down without ceremony or savor, and then back to the yeshiva to continue his studies—that was the life the scribe’s teenage son embraced with all his soul and all his might. Avram Akiva was lucky, for he was at the yeshiva in the latter half of the 1870s, during the directorship of Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, known as the Netziv, a brilliant dynamic scholar who ran the school for more than four decades and brought it to its peak. Under the Netziv, the student body, which had been around fifty when the school was founded, grew to as many as four hundred bochurim (yeshiva boys) from all over Europe and even Britain and America. The Netziv enforced the yeshiva’s policy that prayer and study must go on round-the-clock, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. This wasn’t just scholarly zeal. The Netziv was convinced that if the light of Torah study ever went out, even for a second, then the primordial void would rise up once more and swallow the universe. And so with back bent, eyes bagged, brow furrowed, his days as pinched and monotonous as a monk’s, Avram Akiva kept the world spinning on its axis.

			The youth sat with the sages at the table of Torah—but when his studies were over, Avram Akiva returned home to follow his father in the craft of the scribe. In the hierarchy of Volozhin, scribe was a decided step down from rabbi or Talmudic scholar. Ancient and honored though his profession was, the scribe copied books, he did not compose or interpret them. The scribe’s work straddled the worlds of labor and learning, craft and spirit. On the one hand, Shimon Dov and his son worked with their hands, like bakers or clock makers, not solely with their minds, like the scholars at the yeshiva—and in this pious community, the life of the mind, the mind bent on Torah, was all that counted. Everything else was deemed more or less a waste of time. On the other hand, what Shimon Dov’s hands produced was the very staff of Jewish life, far more sustaining than bread, more precise and beautiful than any clock. Without the work of the scribe, the Torah would have vanished in a generation like thousands of other scrolls from antiquity; and without the Torah, Jews would have vanished, dissolved like salt into the common sea. In the Diaspora, Torah was the Jewish homeland and the scribe was the archivist of his people, the custodian of sacred memory, the linguistic historian.

			The scribe and his son kept their people alive while the Netziv and his students at the yeshiva kept the universe from slipping into the abyss. Avram Akiva sat at his father’s worktable and began assisting in writing the tiny scrolls that the faithful hung as mezuzot upon the doorposts of their houses and bound each morning upon their arms and foreheads in the leather boxes of the tefillin. The boy soon came to know the texts by heart. He mastered the technique of correcting errors by scraping the mistaken letters or blots off the parchment with shards of glass. He learned to repair damaged faded scrolls, to sew the old parchment pieces back together and reattach them to the wooden rollers called the trees of life—atzei hayim. To him fell the infinitely fussy task of unrolling the teffilin scrolls and inspecting them for dirt and decay. Patience became second nature. With every pen stroke, he had to wait for the thick glossy ink to set and adhere to the parchment, for gallnut ink is not absorbed but bonds to the surface of the animal skin as it dries. Reverence and ritual portioned out his days. Avram Akiva listened as his father murmured aloud or even chanted every letter of every word he wrote, never relying solely on memory, since each quill stroke was blessed. The son knew instinctively when his father had come to one of the Names of God, for the scribe would pause to collect himself and take a deep breath before inking the Name, which once written cannot be erased. One day, when he was old enough and skilled enough, Avram Akiva would write the Names in a Torah scroll on his own.

			In the course of a year, Shimon Dov might complete a single Torah—assuming he had a commission for a Torah that year. The real bread and butter of the business were mezuzot and tefillin, which were always in demand. Still, it wasn’t much of a business—though business was obviously not the point. Fortunately, Shimon Dov had a wife who earned enough from her small grocery to keep their growing family clothed and fed (it was the same for Hayyim the Volozhiner, who, after founding the yeshiva, had run it on the income from his wife’s textile mill). Six children the couple produced over a span of twenty-three years—five sons and a daughter raised on the proceeds of sacred texts and staple foods.

			The scribe and his family were among the pillars of their community, but never the central pillar. They knew this and it rankled them. They were short, these Volozhin Kohanim, but they stood tall in their own estimation. At once earthy and self-important, egotistical and insecure, recalcitrant and easily cowed, ambitious and anxious, they hummed with contradictions. They did God’s work but their women fed them. They sought the blessing of sages but gazed jealously at their richer, more learned, more accomplished neighbors. They bore a great name but no great deeds were attached to it. Ezra and before him Aaron were their progenitors, but 150 generations of hunch-shouldered exiles stood between them. The scribe kept the Book alive, but it was the Book of a people without a home, without rights, without enforceable laws, without means, without respect, and seemingly, in the Russian Pale of Settlement in the late 1870s, without hope of gaining any of these.

			Things happened in Volozhin but nothing seemed to change. The yeshiva burned down one hot summer day, and a new yeshiva was built—as austere and resplendent as a Greek temple with pure white walls, unadorned pilasters, high windows, a peaked red roof. Students kept flocking here from all over Eastern Europe. Prosperous fathers still tried to snag prize Volozhin scholars as husbands for their pampered daughters. Imperial authorities swept into town, inspected the yeshiva, interrogated the rabbis, ordered that secular subjects and Russian language be taught—and the rabbis once again found ways to circumvent or accommodate government control while ensuring the uninterrupted flow of Torah study. The wheat harvest failed. Prices rose. Rubles changed hands from peasant to shopkeeper, merchant to banker, banker to prince. But in Volozhin none of it raised more than a ripple. An epoch was grinding to its close, but behind the walls of the yeshiva, study and prayer went on as always night and day. Shimon Dov bent over his parchment with his pious sons beside him.

			In the pure white temple of knowledge, the bochurim prayed through the minutes and hours and weeks and months of the Jewish year. They believed that their devotion sustained the world that Hashem had summoned out of darkness and given to the sons of Adam. “Hashem, His will, and His word are all one and the same,” declared the founder. The bochurim devoted their lives to fathoming His word: His will was beyond them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THE MOVE TO RAKOV

			It was a time when angels glimmered before the righteous in the watches of the night. The Gaon of Vilna was studying on one such night when an angel appeared and offered to reveal the secrets of Torah without struggle—a flash in the mind and he would know all. Sleepless and fierce as ever, the Gaon sent the angel back to heaven. “I have no desire for any understanding of Hashem’s Torah that comes through any intermediary,” he declared. “My eyes are lifted only to Hashem, that He reveal my portion in His Torah, according to my own lifelong efforts.”

			Lifelong effort powered the Gaon, but to truly worship Hashem, joy was also required. In Volozhin, every Shabbat and every holiday, the sound of voices singing and chanting in unison pulsed through the walls of the yeshiva and out into the streets and courtyards beyond. When the last echoes died, the bochurim began to dance. They whirled into the square outside the yeshiva and in a triumphant line crossed the marketplace, marched to the house of the Netziv, called him forth to join them, and danced him back to the yeshiva to resume their studies. Dance, song, blessing, celebration—all joy always led back to study.

			On cold winter nights, the children of Shimon Dov could see the light of hundreds of candles falling onto the snow from the high windows of the yeshiva. Volozhin may have been poor and shabby, but the candlelight burned gold on the white courtyard and flashed jewels from the surface of the drifts. The scribe’s children felt as if they lived in an enchanted holy realm, a true “Jewish kingdom of strength and purity.”

			One night when he was six years old, Shalom Tvi, the third son, was walking home from his cheder—Jewish elementary school—when he came upon a stooped old man staggering along with a cane. The high holidays had passed; autumn was well advanced; the streets were dark and wet and covered with fallen leaves. Young as he was, Shalom Tvi could see that the man was lost. “Grandpa, give me your hand,” the boy said kindly, “and I’ll take you home.” Shalom Tvi took the man’s cold dry palm in one hand and with the other he held his lantern high. Only when they reached his house did the old man let go; then he turned to the boy and said slowly in Yiddish, “Thank you very much. I am going to give you a blessing. May you have light your entire life, light throughout your journey.” Shalom Tvi never forgot. And indeed the blessing was received on high. From that time forward the boy had his own angel watching over him.

			The children of the scribe needed all the heavenly help they could get. Money came seldom to God’s secretary; trouble overtook them despite their righteous deeds. When Shalom Tvi was nine and Avram Akiva nineteen, the Russian tsar was assassinated and rioters fell on the Jews. Alexander II had freed the serfs and abolished the twenty-five-year mandatory military service for Jewish boys—but radicals hated him and, after many attempts on his life, finally cut him down with a bomb in St. Petersburg in March of 1881. Jews were blamed (two Jewish women were involved in the plot) and in the ensuing months vicious pogroms flared throughout the Pale. The next year the new tsar, Alexander III, enacted the so-called May laws, forbidding Jews to live, or own land, in agricultural villages. Uprooted rural Jews poured into the already overcrowded shtetlach and city slums. One of the tsar’s advisers stepped forward with a bold new solution to the empire’s “Jewish problem”: one third will die, one third will emigrate, one third “will be completely dissolved into the surrounding population.” There were some 5 million Jews living in the Pale at that time: the tsar’s councilor was dreaming of ethnic cleansing on an unprecedented scale.

			But life went on. The year the May laws were enacted, Avram Akiva wed at the age of twenty and left Volozhin to settle in the nearby shtetl of Rakov, the home of his new wife, Gishe Sore. The newlyweds shared the names of the first Jewish couple—Abraham and Sarah (Sore is the Yiddish form of the Hebrew name Sarah). Like her husband, Gishe Sore had been born to the priestly caste—the family went by the name Kagan and they had roots in Rakov going back at least to the eighteenth century. Gishe Sore, the oldest of three children, was born in 1862, the same year as her future husband; she was small, sharp, competent, and pious—in short, an excellent wife for the learned son of the Volozhin scribe. Avram Akiva found his wife’s shtetl a step down from the yeshiva town where he had grown up, but in time he came to appreciate its advantages. With three thousand residents (two thirds of them Jews), Rakov was small and sleepy, but proximity to the regional center of Minsk made it more convenient and more prosperous than Volozhin. There was plenty of work for the young scribe, and when it came time to pray, he had his choice of four synagogues, all clustered together in a compound near the market. Rakov’s market square boasted seventy shops, most of them owned by Jews. Avram Akiva soon became accustomed to the racket and dust of the twice-weekly markets, Monday and Friday, when peasants converged on the town to buy, sell, and drink. At the Friday market, as the sun neared the western horizon, a man came striding through the square shouting, “It’s Shabbat!” and all the Jewish shopkeepers closed up and went home. At one end of town, a dreamy lake reflected the twin brick towers of the Catholic church; at the other end, an ancient Jewish cemetery dozed in a grove of twisted pines. Even the humbler families had big gardens bursting with cucumbers, carrots, potatoes, and sorrel, and a clump of fragrant peonies to brighten the spring. Rakov’s soil was sandier than Volozhin’s and the countryside around it was flatter—fields of grain and dense green woods rolled out to the horizon in every direction. On summer Shabbat afternoons, after shul, Avram Akiva and Gishe Sore strolled out of town on Granary Lane past apple and pear orchards and into the dappled forest where children gathered mushrooms under the firs and poplars. The land belonged to gentiles, but a Jew could own the sky and the intoxicating smells that rose from the earth.

			The young couple took a house by the lake and settled in for a long marriage. Theirs was a good match. Avram Akiva, though poor, was respected for his knowledge of Torah, for his name, his trade, and his standing as the firstborn son of a Kohain. Fierce and unyielding on the Word of God, he was mild in everything else—a tolerant, generous man, content with little, comfortable in his skin, wise beyond his years. Gishe Sore was expected to serve as his intermediary with the world and she stepped up briskly to the task. While Avram Akiva devoted himself to Torah, she ran the household and earned the money. She milked the cow each morning; every spring she planted a large vegetable garden around the house and tended it through the warm months. And like her mother-in-law, she went into business, running a general store that catered to the neighborhood families and the peasants who flocked to Rakov on market days. A barrel of herring and a barrel of kerosene held pride of place in the center of Gishe Sore’s shop; cupboards, drawers, and shelves were crammed with flax oil, tobacco of various grades, matches, clay pipes, needles, thread, buttons, kerosene lamps, and sharp little knives cased in red pouches. If your boot soles flapped, you paid for a dab of the tar she kept ready in a pitcher for quick repairs. Like all Jewish shopkeepers, Gishe Sore extended credit—sooner or later, everyone paid, and if they didn’t she could chalk it up as a mitzvah. Her store was not in the central marketplace but near the lake that the family lived on—a picturesque spot on sunny days with views of the Catholic church rising from the green glassy water. A small river with the marvelous name Svishloshz drained the lake. In the winter blocks of ice were cut from the river, and every spring Jews came here to dip out the clearest, cleanest water to use in making their Passover matzo. Idlers fished from the bridge and in the summer children swam naked in the shallows. Since it was miles to the nearest train station at Olechnowicze, everything and everyone arrived or departed by foot or cart. The newspaper from Minsk that Gishe Sore subscribed to—she was the only woman on her street to take a daily—carried stale news, but it was better than no news.

			In any case, the news that mattered most concerned the family. In the middle of March 1883, word came that Avram Akiva’s forty-two-year-old mother had given birth to a healthy baby boy. On the first day of spring, Avram Akiva and Gishe Sore went to Volozhin to attend the bris of his new brother, Herman. When the mohel had done his work and the baby was soothed and tucked into his cradle, the family sat long over cake and schnapps. There was much talk that day about the strange doings at the yeshiva. The current crop of bochurim seemed to be fired up with new passions, grievances, and laments. The students had organized a boycott of the town butchers and bakers, who they claimed were depriving them of the proceeds from a tax on yeast; things had grown so heated that a few irate butchers had threatened the students with cleavers. But there was more. All of a sudden, the yeshiva was mad for Palestine. This was not the first upwelling in Volozhin of fervor for the Land. Chaim the Volozhiner and the Vilna Gaon had been early supporters of what came to be known as Zionism, breaking ranks with traditionalists who argued that the return must wait until after the Messiah had come. At Chaim’s urging, Jews from Volozhin and the surroundings raised money to support a colony of the pious in the holy city of Tzvat (Safed) in the Galilee. But the young hotheads of 1883 were rallying around something entirely different: return not for the sake of prayer but to build a self-sustaining Jewish homeland. A year earlier a group named Hovevei Zion—Lovers of Zion—had dispatched a tiny band of idealists to plant the first Jewish agricultural colony near Jaffa. Rishon LeZion—First to Zion—was now barely clinging to life, but that only goaded the zeal of the Volozhin students. Even the Netziv, though he officially banned Zionist organizations on the grounds that “one does not suspend Torah study for the sake of a mitzvah that can be done by others,” privately sympathized with the cause. The patriarch kept his views to himself, but his older sons were clearly intrigued by these rumblings of Jewish life beyond the Pale.

			—

			God blessed Gishe Sore with a child on July 20, 1884, but Itka, as they named the daughter, did not survive infancy. Many years later, Gishe Sore confided to one of her daughters-in-law that she had accidentally smothered a baby to death when she rolled over in her sleep—and this may have been how Itka died.

			A year and a half later, on January 9, 1886, Gishe Sore bore Avram Akiva another daughter. This one they named Itel. Itka and Itel are apparently variants of the Hebrew name Esther, so Itel was likely chosen to remind her parents of the daughter they had lost. The new baby was healthy and robust in every way except size. Even in a family so chronically compact, Itel was tiny—maybe four feet eleven at her zenith—with a mass of unruly dark hair, deep-set eyes, and a rounded solidity that would always tend toward stoutness. But in character Itel more than made up for her stature.

			Avram Akiva and Gishe Sore were faithful servants of the Lord. They eschewed the so-called Jewish Enlightenment—Haskalah—that had spread to the Pale from Germany. Not for them the heretical fads—folkism, socialism, Yiddishism, assimilationism—that godless youths shouted about in the cities. The scribe and his wife preferred it quiet. What their fathers and mothers had done before them, they did now. What God demanded, they gave. So why did Hashem in his infinite wisdom decree that the first surviving fruit of their marriage should be a revolutionary?

			Practically from birth, Itel defied all expectations of what a Jewish child, and especially a Jewish daughter, should be in the waning years of the nineteenth century. If the parents were hoping for sweet, pious, yielding, and obedient, they were sorely disappointed. Seven more children followed in rapid succession (another daughter, three sons, two more daughters, and a baby who died in infancy), though none ever challenged Itel’s will, daring, and absolute authority. Itel knew that she was right about everything that mattered, and she laid down the law in the two children’s bedrooms. In time, not even the parents stood up to her. “Don’t manage me,” Itel once told a friend. “My parents couldn’t do it and neither can you.”

			Gishe Sore was a famously bad cook. Her matzo balls were like glue, her chickens raw. When she baked, the children left the center of the bread untouched because it had the consistency of wet paper. The mother wheedled; the children defied her. Such a scandal—a Jewish child wasting food. So Itel took charge. On her mother’s behalf, she commanded that every crumb must be consumed, and the younger ones cleaned their plates. When she caught her mother watering the cow’s milk to make it go further, Itel made her stop. Milk, after all, was one of the few palatable things that came out of Gishe Sore’s kitchen.

			Only Avram Akiva was untouchable. Itel did not always follow her father’s dictates, but she knew better than to challenge him to his face. Apparently, Avram Akiva did not challenge her too much either. By force of character, Itel got a pass, even from a very early age. It didn’t matter that she was tiny and clearly not destined to be a beauty. It didn’t matter that the family was large and their means small. It didn’t matter that she was born into a world where Jews had few rights and Jewish women fewer still. Itel, without asking permission, gave herself rights. She assumed the privilege of speaking her mind, making her own rules, acting on her own beliefs. And her parents wisely—or helplessly—did not stand in her way.

			Childhood was brief in those days, pleasures scanty. In the summer Itel and her sisters swam naked in the lake (well screened from the prying eyes of boys). She carried water from the lake to the house in a pair of buckets yoked across her shoulders and milked the cow in the shed out back. When her three brothers were old enough they went to cheder, but Itel and the sisters stayed home. No matter how bright or curious, girls were not admitted to cheder—and certainly not to yeshiva. What early education Itel got, she picked up from her mother, and she learned about life in the streets and shops and fields of Rakov. Especially the shops.

			—

			In 1898, when Itel was twelve, the family’s business interests in Rakov doubled. That March, Avram Akiva’s younger brother Shalom Tvi married a young Rakov woman named Beyle Botwinik, who had inherited a thriving company that manufactured and wholesaled animal hides. Shalom Tvi, twenty-six at the time of his marriage, moved to Rakov and joined his wife in running the leather business. At a stroke, the affable, dimpled, good-looking third brother became the wealthiest member of the HaKohen family. Avram Akiva, though a decade older, was delighted to have his brother in town, and the two grew close during these years. In time, some of their children grew close as well.

			Shalom Tvi was a lucky man, for his bride was pious and rich and she connected him with a Rakov family of substance, imagination, enterprise, and many members. Beyle herself was one of fourteen children, and among her relations there were scholars and Zionists, revolutionaries and philanthropists, even one young man who fought beside Trotsky during the Russian Revolution. Four years younger than her husband, Beyle at twenty-two already had the calm demeanor and steadiness of a mature woman. Her features were fine, her figure tidy, her eyes alight with a sterling character. “My mother was a tzadeke—a very charitable God-fearing woman,” one of her daughters said years later. “She would bake challot on Fridays which she would distribute to all of the poor. There were very poor people in Rakov, and I would go and give them out. Each person would bless me.”

			So Shalom Tvi had done well for himself. The dimples just discernible beneath his neatly trimmed beard were much in evidence in those days. Beyle’s parents and uncle lived in a compound of houses on a large oblong piece of property on Kashalna Street—the lane that ran between the marketplace and the Catholic church—and they gave the newlyweds a corner of their lot to build on. The young couple put up a nice new house with two bedrooms, a living room and dining room, and even a water barrel in the kitchen that Shalom Tvi, always clever with gadgets, equipped with a faucet. Their children would remember the house and garden, even the outhouse that their father built, as bathed in golden light. A gentile maid came in to clean, fetch water in pails from the communal well, and do the laundry. In her ample fenced yard Beyle grew fruit and vegetables—and what the family didn’t eat fresh she pickled and stored in the cellar. In the hall outside the kitchen stood a tall cabinet stocked with glass jars of preserves, and at the top of the house they had a boidem (storage attic) with racks and hooks for hanging laundry. Every morning Beyle walked through her garden and opened the gate to the courtyard that she shared with her parents and her uncle and aunt. Every night the gate was shut, the porch was swept, and the couple had their gleaming house to themselves. Many years later, when a rare sweet evening breeze blew over the desert of Palestine where she lived, their daughter Sonia would breathe deeply and murmur, “It smells like Rakov.”

			Beyle and Shalom ran their business with the traditional division of labor: Beyle looked after the shop in the Rakov market and schmoozed customers, Shalom Tvi traveled the countryside buying hides and tinkered with the machines in the small factory. Though the business was hers originally, Beyle let her husband have top billing in the company name—Kaganovich and Rubilnik Leather Goods (Kaganovich is the Russian form of the name HaKohen). But she remained as active as ever, even after she had children. Like her sister-in-law Gishe Sore, like wives of scholars and scribes and teachers and small businessmen and peddlers all over the Pale, Beyle was a member of the sisterhood of the working Jewish mother. Gishe Sore was a terrible cook, because between the grocery store, the garden, the cow, the laundry, the seven children, and the duties to her husband the scribe, who had time to stand around a sizzling pan? Beyle’s children later complained that her letters were never more than three lines, but where would she find the time to write more? Itel grew up watching women spend the day on their feet in perpetual motion while men sat, nodded their heads, and moved only their fingers, their eyes, and sometimes their lips. No wonder the women’s section of the shul resounded with laughter and chatter every Shabbat: it was the one time in the week when they could sit and relax. Women had no urge to argue with angels in the middle of the night—they were grateful if they could grab five hours’ sleep. Jewish mothers in the Pale were efficient managers, brilliant improvisers, shrewd negotiators, practiced schmoozers, nimble stretchers of every kopek. They juggled multiple tasks. They toted columns of figures in their heads. They rolled with market conditions beyond their control. They learned from past mistakes and planned for an uncertain future. In short, they were ideal models for how to succeed in business, and their lessons were not lost on bright girls like Itel.

			In the Russian annals of the family, the wives are all but silent. They worked, they sacrificed, they looked after their families, they faded into their husbands’ shadows. Between them Gishe Sore and Beyle bore at least nine daughters, starting with Itel. It was the lot of these daughters to emerge from the shadows, break the silence, leave a mark on the world that everyone recognized as theirs. Gishe Sore and Beyle were not timid, but they were obedient and they did what was expected of them. Their daughters were different. They did what no one expected. Starting with Itel.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THE MAKING OF A REVOLUTIONARY

			Itel took it for granted that she would work for a living like her mother and grandmother before her—but not in a grocery store. Forever fussing with jars and sacks and barrels, dickering with peasants, bartering foul-smelling kerosene for eggs and vegetables, keeping the books, sweeping the floor—it would kill her to be chained to the daily round of small-town retail. So what was left? The daughter of a scribe did not work in a factory. Itel was not cut out to be a lady’s maid, cook, or governess. So she learned to sew. Before her thirteenth birthday, she was apprenticed to a Rakov dressmaker to be instructed in the arts of measuring, cutting, basting, fitting, embroidering, lining, pleating, and hemming; and soon her shy younger sister Ettel joined her. The girls proved to be wizard seamstresses, quick, nimble, astonishingly intuitive in translating fabric into fashion, and when their apprenticeship was done, Gishe Sore bought them a sewing machine of their own and set them up in a corner of the house. The Kaganovich sisters: quality clothes at affordable prices. Rakov did not generate enough orders to keep them occupied, and so in the slack periods Itel traveled to nearby Minsk and not so nearby Warsaw to drum up business—daring behavior for a teenage Jewish girl back then. Volume duly increased—word spread that these diminutive sisters had something special—but the uptick in business was nothing compared with the upheaval in Itel’s consciousness
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In 1900, the family lived in two neighboring towns-Volozhin and Rakov-in the Russian Pale of
Settlement. (Current borders are indicated with = « =+ — . «=; names of current nations are in
parentheses.)
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