
Meet aMeet a– –
ChevraMan ChevraMan 

I would like to nominate Reb Lei-
bel Zisman for Chevraman of the 
Year. He is a Holocaust survivor, 
who at the age of 15 had only one 
family member left in the world—
his brother Berel, age 17.
He is a chossid of the Frierdiker 
Rebbe, who upon his father’s 
insistence received a brachah to 
survive (the only other person in 
his family to receive that brachah 
was his brother Berel).
And he is a businessman. Arriv-
ing in this country as a penniless 
orphan, he was determined to 
succeed. He constantly looked for 
ways to make money – and found 
them, even if it meant rejuvenat-
ing a steak that had been dumped 
in the trash. 
He got married and raised a beau-
tiful family, and became a baal 
tzedakah. And now, at last, with 
the help of Mendel Jacobson, he 
wrote his can’t-put-it-down life 
story in a book entitled I Believe.
I Believe by Reb Leibel Zisman 

taught me the true meaning of 
the word chevraman, a word that 
defies translation.
Mendel Jacobson, who transcribed 
Reb Leibel Zisman’s memoirs and 
helped make this book a reality, 
says, “Picture a vibrant gentleman 
in his late 70s and a naive writer 
in his early 20s, sitting across 
from each other in a wood-pan-
eled study lined with holy books. 
This is how I spent my Wednesday 
mornings for the better part of a 
year. I wasn’t interviewing another 
person, but viewing myself in a 
new way, through the prism of 
what it means to build the warm-
est fire out of the coldest ashes…”
Thank you, Mendel. You gave us 
a book that is more precious than 
gold. I have bought it for my chil-
dren and grandchildren, and for 
many friends. Even yeshivah 
bochurim have been known to 
read this book and love it. 
Thank you, Reb Leibel Zisman.
 - Rishe Deitsch

›
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pleasant Childhood memories
My family had been Chabad chassidim for five gen-
erations, which would put my ancestors among the 
first followers of the Alter Rebbe. 

I once heard an eye witness tell a story of a gvir 
from Kovno who, in order to hear the Chabad Rebbe 
speak, once climbed a 30-foot column in a shul in 
Rakshik, Lithuania, and tied himself to the column 
with his gartel. People were crying out, “Look, look 
at him! The gvir from Kovno! The gvir from Kovno 
is hanging there!” That man was my father, Reb 
Shraga Feivel Zisman.

My father was a very dignified man – both in 
manner and appearance. He was a dapper dresser, 
always impeccably attired, his pants pressed with 
a crease sharp enough to cut cheese, his shoe 
laces covered with spats. He wore gloves and car-
ried a cane with a silver handle. Though he was the 
embodiment of dignity, he did not stand on cere-

mony when it came to hearing the Rebbe. He would 
hang in the air, if that’s what it took.

The Rebbe whom my father wanted so much to 
see and hear on that occasion was the Rebbe Ray-
atz – Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn – who had 
just been exiled from Russia where he had been 
imprisoned, tortured, and sentenced to death by 
the Soviets for the “crime” of teaching Torah and 
spreading Judaism.

On another occasion, when my father got 
word that the Rebbe was on a train that would be 

crossing Lithuania, he organized a group of sev-
eral hundred people who wanted to see the Rebbe 
and get a blessing from him. The group greeted the 
Rebbe’s train just as it crossed the border into Lith-
uania, and climbed aboard. They mostly piled into 
the third class wagon, though the Rebbe – who was 
in a wheelchair – was traveling in first class. One by 
one, the people made their way to the Rebbe’s com-
partment, where he graciously received each one. 

After the train had made its way through the 
better part of the country, my father realized that 
the audiences were going quite slowly and that not 
all the people who had made the trip would have 
a chance to see the Rebbe before they were forced 
to disembark at the Latvian border. So, at the next 
station stop, he got off and ran to the coal-pow-
ered locomotive to speak with the train’s engineer. 
He called down the engineer, pulled out a roll of 
money, and peeled off 500 litas (which in the cur-
rency of Lithuania amounted to half a year’s 
salary). He told the man, “This is for you, and if you 
do what I ask you to do, I will double this sum.” The 
engineer was more than eager to cooperate. My 
father said, “Blow the whistle to indicate that you 
are having engine trouble. Then just sit here until I 
come back and tell you it’s time to move forward.” 

After a while, the Rebbe noticed that the train 
had been standing still for quite some time – it 
might have been an hour or two – and he asked his 

secretary to find out the source of the 
problem. The gabbai came to ask my 
father who said, “Please tell the Rebbe 
that there is a minor adjustment that has 
to be made to the locomotive, though how 
long it takes depends on the Rebbe.” And 
when my father said this he smiled. The 
gabbai reported back to the Rebbe, who 
immediately caught on. And from then 
on, the audiences moved a bit faster.

There came a time in 1938 when 
the border between Poland and Lithua-
nia opened up, so that it was possible to 
travel easily between the two countries, 
and my father made several trips to War-

saw to see the Rebbe. On the first occasion – it was 
the holiday of Simchas Torah – he was invited with 
a group of a dozen or so men to have a private meal 
at the Rebbe’s table. He later told us how beauti-
fully the table was set with silver and crystal (as 
the Rebbe’s wife, the Rebbetzin Nechama Dina, 
was known for her aristocratic flair). They downed 
some vodka for l’chaim from crystal shot-glasses, 
and when they did so, my father asked the Rebbe, 
“May I have the vessel as well as the light?” The 
Rebbe smiled his consent and my father pocketed 

I heard my father ask the rebbe again to 
please bless me, but the rebbe just continued 
to stare. It was as if he was looking through 
me into some abyss. I started to tremble.
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the shot-glass. When he came home, the 
Chabad chassdim were eager to hear all about 
the visit, and everyone wanted to drink out of 
the Rebbe’s glass. 

Blessing From the reBBe
The Rebbe stayed in Riga for a few months 
before going to America and, at the beginning 
of March 1940, my father took me to see him. 
(My brother had been taken to get a blessing 
from the Rebbe when he was still in Poland, so 
now it was my turn.)

It was a very special occasion to meet the 
Rebbe and to get a blessing from him. Chabad 
chassidim believe that the Rebbe carries a 
spark of Moshe Rabbeinu (Moses, our Teacher, 
our first Rebbe) and is a very high soul with 
special spiritual strengths, and the ability to 
intercede on our behalf with G-d. 

When we arrived at the Rebbe’s home in 
Riga, we first went in to visit the Rebbetzin 
Shterna Sarah, the Frierdiker Rebbe’s mother. 
The Rebbetzin took an interest in me and 
gave me a sukarke, a hard candy in a colorful 

wrapper. Outside, hundreds of people were 
milling about waiting to see the Rebbe, so 
we had a very long wait – it wasn’t till two 
or three in the morning that our turn came. 
While we were waiting, my father picked me 
up and stood me on top of a cabinet near the 
door, so that whenever someone went in or 
out, I could get a peek at the Rebbe. Finally, we 
were admitted. My father and the Rebbe con-
versed for a few minutes, and then my father 
asked the Rebbe to bless me. 

At this moment, the Rebbe looked at me. 
He had a powerful stare. I felt his eyes going 
through me, and I was scared. I heard my 
father ask the Rebbe again to please bless me, 
but the Rebbe just continued to stare. It was as 
if he was looking through me into some abyss. 
I started to tremble. And then I heard my 
father’s voice cracking with emotion, “Rebbe, 
please, please bless my boy! Rebbe, Rebbe! 
Bentsch mein yingele! Bentsch mein yingele!” 
And he began to cry. 

It seemed like time stopped still – my father 
sobbing, me shaking and the Rebbe staring 

UPPER LEFT: The 
extended Zisman 
family before the war. 
Front row, L to R: Lei-
bel, his sister Tzivia, 
his brother Berel.. 
BOTTOM LEFT: 
The Zisman family. 
R to L: Reb Shraga 
Feivel, Berel, Leibel, 
Leba Bluma, Tzivia, 
Chaim Yisroel (baby). 
ABOVE: Top row: Lei-
bel’s mother, Leba 
Bluma. Middle row: 
His sister Tzivia and 
Bubbe Tona. Seated, 
L-R: Berel, Chaim, 
Leibel.
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with his x-ray eyes – but then, finally, the Rebbe 
pronounced the blessing. 

But why did he hesitate? What did he see? What 
forces were arrayed against me? Was it my father’s 
broken plea that finally swayed him? And is this 
why I and my brother, who also got a blessing a few 
years prior, survived when everyone else in our 
family perished? 

I will be asking those questions to my dying day.

in the ConCentration Camp
...They unloaded us, and they separated the men 
from the women and the smallest children. My 
brother Berel was shunted to one side with the 
older boys and the men, while I, just 13 years old, 
held on to my mother’s dress. Then things hap-

pened very fast. Some desperate power seized my 
mother, and, in that instant, she pushed me away 
from her very forcefully. She tore my hand away 
from her dress and said in a stern voice, devoid of 
emotion, “Go with Berel. Go there. Go now!” 

I didn’t want to go – I wanted to stay with my 
mother – but I obeyed her. I was crying, but I 
obeyed. Berel remembers her desperate cry in the 
midst of the melee, “Take care of him!”

I did not hear her last words; I was too bewil-
dered to register what was happening around me. 
That was the last time I saw my mother. She was 
swallowed up in the crowd, and I have no memory 
of her face in that parting moment.

…As we were getting undressed to go into the 
showers, we were told to throw whatever we had 
onto a big pile in the middle of the room. I was told 
to shake out my boots, and my most precious pos-
sessions: my tefillin, my siddur, my calendar, and my 
picture of the Rebbe Rayatz, ended up on the pile. 
That upset me tremendously. I said in Yiddish to my 
friends, “Fellas, we have to make a distraction, so 

that I can get my stuff back.” And with that, I started 
a fight; everybody got the idea and joined in. The 
guards were taken by surprise, because just 15 min-
utes ago we were so organized, marching like soldiers 
and now, suddenly, we were fighting like wild beasts. 
There were only two or three guards there, and they 
tried to break us up. While they were busy, I ran back, 
grabbed back my tefillin and my other things and put 
them back into my boots. Then I yelled, “Genug!” and 
the fighting stopped.

…Before long, word spread throughout the camp 
that someone had smuggled in tefillin, and other 
prisoners started coming around asking to use it. 
Years later, I read an account of this in the Hebrew 
work, Encyclopedia Shema Israel: 

Reb Chaim Toter showed up with a sen-
sational piece of news – a tefillin and a 
siddur had been brought into the camp. His 
face aglow with happiness, he told us that, 
with his own eyes, he had seen these tefil-
lin in the hands of a Lithuanian boy who 
had arrived in the camp the night before. It 
was hard to believe that such a thing was 
possible. Reb Chaim swore that he was 
speaking the truth, and we had no more 
doubt that, indeed, there was a pair of tefil-
lin among us. 

The first to become enthusiastic about 
the news was Rabbi Yossele, the Rebbe of 
Novominsk, who rose and declared that 
tomorrow he must put on the tefillin. We 
tried to convince him not to endanger his 
life, because it would be akin to commit-

ting suicide. But the Rebbe proved to us that the concept 
of suicide does not apply to Auschwitz, “because it is 
like killing a dead person,” and if the opportunity to do a 
mitzvah arises, one should do it, no matter what!

The next morning, when the bell rang, we gathered 
near Block S, where the Rebbe was already waiting for 
the boy, who was standing in the corner, adorned with 
the tefillin, and praying fervently. To my great surprise 
it was Leibele, the son of Reb Feivel of Kovno…

…I remember well the Rosh Hashanah of 1944 
because on the second day of the holiday, there 
was a selektzia in the camp. Dr. Mengele came, 
and everyone was ordered out of the barracks. We 
came outside and stripped to the waist. That was 
the procedure. Perhaps he wanted to see us naked 
so he could better decide who was worth saving a 
while longer and who should die immediately. He 
was also choosing people for his sadistic experi-
ments, of which I knew nothing at the time. 

We lined up and we were ordered to walk past 
him. He had a thin leather whip that he kept in his 

the first to become enthusiastic about the 
news was rabbi Yossele, the rebbe of novom-
insk, who rose and declared that tomorrow he 
must put on the tefillin. We tried to convince 
him not to endanger his life, because it would 
be akin to committing suicide.
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high black boot, which was shined to a high 
polish. He used to take out the whip and point 
with it to the right or to the left. When it came 
to me, he told me to go to the left – the bad 
side. I said goodbye to the boys, thinking this 
was the end of the line for me. All of a sudden 
there was a big tumult – a soldier on a motor-
cycle came speeding down the main dirt road 
stirring up clouds of dust. He pulled up by our 
group and saluted Mengele. He said something 
which I could not hear, but it must have been 
urgent because Mengele immediately jumped 
into the side-car of the motorcycle and took 
off.

They sent us back into the barracks, and 
that was the last selektzia that I can recall.

…In the beginning of May, they liquidated 
Mauthausen. They told us to march again. 
We walked from Mauthausen to a sub-camp 
at Gunskirchen. I do not know how long we 
walked; it seemed like days. Many people 
could not walk and collapsed; some were shot 
on the spot, while others were left lying there. 
As I passed a man dying in a ditch, he looked 
up at me and croaked out, “Yingele … don’t 
forget me.” I am so sorry today that I did not 
ask his name, but all the energy I had left was 
focused on trying to put one foot in front of 
the other.

Those of us who made it to Gunskirchen 
were barely alive. We were housed there for 
the few remaining days of the war. We were 
given nothing to eat and nothing to drink. I 
got so thirsty that I drank disgusting, contam-
inated water from a puddle on the ground.

As a result of drinking that water and 

the ordeals that I had been through, I devel-
oped a high fever. I remember lying there and 
hallucinating. 

liBeration and reunion
...In the distance I heard shouting and singing. 
Happy sounds for the first time in such a long 
time. The Americans were there, and they 
were giving out food.

From 131 boys with whom I left Kovno 
when the ghetto was liquidated, six were left. 
And I was one of them. 

…I spent Rosh Hashanah in Graz, Austria. 
And even though they had a nice meal with all 
the fixings and synagogue services, I felt for-
lorn, and this holiday – when we wish each 
other a sweet year – did not lift me up. I was 
all alone in the world.

It was during the days of repentance 
between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. I 
was anticipating my 15th birthday and feeling 
particularly low, when I had a dream. I saw my 
father and my mother. They said, “Leibke! Vos 
iz mit dir? Don’t you know [your brother] Berel 
is still alive? He’s 17 now, and he’s coming to 
get you. So, why are you giving up on life?”

When I awoke, I was very excited, because 
I knew that dreams come true. I was full of 
hope. 

The morning before Yom Kippur, they 
called out my name on the loud speaker. “Lei-
bel Zisman! Leibel Zisman! Please report to 
the office!” They were announcing it in Yid-
dish, in German, and in Hungarian.

I went to the office and a lady asked me, 
“Are you Leibel Zisman from Kovno?” 

LEFT: Leibel and his 
brother Berel Zis-
man as boys.
RIGHT: Leibel (R) 
and brother Berel 
now.
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“Yes.” 
She smiled, “One minute. There is someone here 

who is waiting to meet you.”
And in walked Berel dressed in a suit and tie and 

a little cap. I ran to him, and we just started kiss-
ing and hugging. We were so overcome, we couldn’t 
even talk. We were crying and hugging and laugh-
ing. The joy was indescribable. 

in the dp Camp
As it turned out, we had a long wait in Poking 
before we could go to America… But in the mean-

time, we met a very special person – Rebbetzin 
Chana Schneerson, whose son had married the 
Rebbe’s daughter Chaya Mushka. 

When she heard that we were going to Amer-
ica, she came to see us. She was still waiting for her 
papers, and she didn’t know when she would be 
permitted to travel. (Eventually the Rebbe himself 
came to Europe to escort his mother home.) She 
had a slow, soft way of speaking. She asked us if we 
would be so kind as to take a letter to her son. We 
asked, “Who is your son?” She said, “His name is 
Menachem Mendel. You’ll ask at the Chabad head-
quarters. Over there they’ll point out who he is.” 
Of course, we agreed. We had no idea then who 
she was introducing us to, or that her son would 
become the next Chabad Rebbe.

…We also became close with the Klausenberger 
Rebbe and we were together on the boat ride to 
America. He tried to convince my brother and me 
to come and learn in his yeshivah, but we said we 
were going to the Chabad Lubavitch headquarters 
at 770 Eastern Parkway.

After a while he realized that we were Chabad 
through and through, and going with him was just 
not going to happen. But he made us promise to come 
visit him, which we did. [After we settled in Brook-
lyn] we came to see him every Thursday night… 

meeting the reBBe in 1946
We had the letter from Rebbetzin Chana Schneer-
son, so first of all we asked to see her son, Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Schneerson. He was pointed out 
to us. I remember that he wore a double-breasted 
gray suit and a gray hat with a black band. We 
spoke to him in Yiddish, and we gave him the let-
ter from his mother. He opened the letter and 
began to read it. From what I could see, it was not 
a long letter, but he took a long time with it. Too 
long, it seemed to me. I finally said to Berel, “What 
is he reading so much?” I did not understand that 

this letter was precious to him, as he’d 
had no communication with his mother 
for years.

Finally, when he finished, he turned 
to me and asked, “How does my mother 
look?” 

I answered him, “Vee ahn alte Yid-
dene” (like an old Jewish lady). 

He smiled and asked, “Could you 
describe her?”

Note that he did not ask Berel, who 
was obviously older, but me, with the 
wild look and no inkling of diplomacy. I 
think he felt that from me he would get 
the unvarnished truth. 

As it happened, I had a photographic mem-
ory when I was young – I could see a picture in my 
mind and be able to describe it in all its details. 
So I told him what he wanted to know – that she 
seemed very thin and pale, that she spoke softly, 
and that she wore a long blue dress with flowers on 
it and a peruke (wig), but no make-up or lipstick. 

He couldn’t get enough of it, and he peppered 
me with questions for half an hour. When he had 
exhausted my recollection, he thanked me, and 
then he went to the bookshelf and took down two 
books – Likutei Torah – and he gave one to me and 
one to Berel. 

As we were going out the door, he called me 
back and said, “When you need something, you 
come to me.” And that is how my relationship with 
the Rebbe began.

After this, we had an audience with the Rebbe 
Rayatz. His secretary, Reb Moshe Leib Rothstein, 
brought us into his study and gave him a note 
explaining who we were. But he pushed the note 
away, saying, “I know very well who they are,” and 
he sent Reb Moshe Leib Rothstein out of the room.

The secretary later told me that when the Rebbe 
Rayatz heard that Shraga Feivel Zisman’s kids 
were coming, he put on his spodik, a tall fur hat 
he only wore on Shabbat, holidays and for public 

as we were going out the door, he called me 
back and said, “When you need something, you 
come to me.” and that is how my relationship 
with the rebbe began.
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appearances. I believe he did this to honor my 
father’s memory. 

The Rebbe waited until the door clicked shut, 
and he looked at me. It was the same look that 
he had given me in 1939, back in Riga. His eyes 
pierced through me like x-rays. Even though I 
was a wild kid who had stood up to Nazis and 
Russian soldiers,  I started shaking, just like I 
shook in Riga. And I was just as scared.

Then he started to ask us questions. He 
wanted to know exactly what had happened. 
So we explained to him about the ghetto, about 
the Grois Aktzia and about the Kinder Akt-
zia. We told him about our father and about 
our younger brother, and what happened to our 
whole family and to the whole Chabad com-
munity in Kovno. He asked us many questions, 
and he was particularly interested to know if 
certain people had survived. Little by little, he 
confirmed that nearly everyone was gone. And 
then he started to cry. 

He was sitting in his wheelchair, sobbing, his 
whole body shaking, and we were crying with 
him. After a while, he composed himself. He 
told us we had a place in the Chabad yeshiva 
and gave us a brachah. At last he called in Reb 
Moshe Leib Rothstein and instructed him to 
take us to see his wife, Rebbetzin Nechama 
Dina, so that she would give us sukarkes (the 
same hard candy that his mother, Rebbetzin 
Shterna Sarah, had given us back in Riga). 

We were taken to the second floor, to 
their apartment, which was furnished in an 

aristocratic style. I remember a long table, in 
the middle of which stood a big crystal bowl 
filled with candy in colorful wrappers. There 
must have been five pounds of candy in that 
bowl – I had never seen so much candy.

We learned in Chabad’s Yeshiva, on Bed-
ford and Dean, which was for high-school age 
boys; only the older fellows learned in the main 
yeshiva at 770. 

steak night
…I was always finding small ways of making 
pocket money. In the summers I would work 
at a famous resort in the Catskills, the Pioneer 
Country Club. At first they said I was too young 
to be a waiter, but I persisted.

Sunday night we served steaks. This was 
popular fare, and I made sure that we didn’t 
run out before my regular customers were 
served. But one night my best tipper came in 
late, and the steaks were all gone. I ran back to 
the kitchen and ordered my busboy to find me 
a steak. He looked high and low, but there were 
none. 

I said to the busboy, “Moshe, go look in the 
garbage can.”

He said, “No.” 
I said, “Yes.” 
He said, “You don’t mean it, Leo. You don’t 

mean it.”
I said, “Yes, I do.” I rolled up my sleeves, dug 

into the garbage and pulled out a mostly uneaten 
steak. I trimmed it, rinsed it off in hot water 

LEFT: Leibel Zis-
man’s daughters. 
R to L: Leba, Karen 
and Chanie RIGHT:
Leibel and Myrna 
Zisman at their 
wedding
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and gave it to the cook, Mrs. Buxbaum, who adored 
me and would do anything for me. She reheated 
it, smothered it with freshly grilled onions and 
surrounded it with French fries. I brought it out 
steaming hot, and I served it to him. He said, “Ah, 
now this is a steak! I’ve been coming here five years, 
and never have I tasted such a steak.” And I said, “Let 
me tell you, never again will you taste such a steak.” 

home and Family 
I married my wife Myrna in 1959. After our mar-
riage, we moved into a one-bedroom, $55-a-month 
apartment in Crown Heights, on Carroll and Sche-
nectady, near the Novominsker shul. The rabbi 
of that shul was the younger brother of the same 
Novominsker Rebbe who used to put on my tefillin 
in the concentration camp.

We lived in that apartment for three years. Our 
first daughter, Leba (named after my mother), was 
born there on January 1, 1960, nine months after 
we were married. Then came Karen on November 
2, 1962, and Chanie on June 23, 1965. Chanie was 
named for the Rebbe’s mother. I enjoyed teaching 
my daughters Torah. 

People would ask me why I didn’t apply for Ger-
man reparations, to which I was entitled as a 
survivor. But both Berel and I made a decision not 
to take any German money. We did not want it; we 
were not going to help the Germans wash away 
their guilt with a few thousand dollars. I felt very 
strongly about it, and early on in my marriage I 
told Myrna that never was anything manufactured 
in Germany going to cross our threshold. Once, 
without realizing it, she bought a set of dishes 
manufactured in Germany. When the dishes were 
delivered and I saw the words “Made in Germany” 
on the box, I ripped it open and broke those dishes 
one by one. I had to destroy them. I could not give 
them away. No one in my home was going to eat 
off those dishes, and I did not want anyone else to 
either. It was unreasonable because I had already 
paid for them, but I could not help it. I have too 
many horrible images replaying themselves in my 
mind to ever, ever, ever forgive the German people.

Once somebody told me that I was being too 
hard on them – Hitler and his Nazi party were to 
blame and the rest of the Germans were just fol-
lowing orders. I went ballistic. “Only following 
orders?! What kind of excuse is this?!” I demanded. 
“You can follow an order to kill somebody, shoot an 
innocent person in cold blood even – but whoever 
forced you to smash little children’s heads against 
a wall, whoever forced you to make naked Jews 
dance before their graves, whoever forced you to 
rip a newborn infant in half in front of its mother?”

This was not following orders. This was a people 
– thousands of German people, the supposed elite – 
giving free rein to pure evil inside them. 

my Brother, my partner
Meanwhile, my construction business was grow-
ing. In fact, after four or five years it got so big that 
I couldn’t handle it by myself anymore. I needed a 
partner. I had the idea to involve my brother Berel, 
who was very handy, and we already were partners 
in real estate management. We got along well as 
brothers should, and were like two peas in a pod. 

My only concern was that he made a nice living 
in diamonds, and I wasn’t sure that the 
business I had in mind would immedi-
ately generate enough income to support 
two families. But, thank G-d, in those 
days it was not necessary to have sleep-
less nights about decisions like this; all 
you had to do was write the Rebbe and 
ask him. So when I proposed it to Berel, 
he said, “You know, it’s an idea. Let’s ask 
the Rebbe. We’ll tell him what we’re both 
doing and ask him if it’s a good idea for 

me to leave my work in the diamond business.” We 
asked the Rebbe and his one-word answer came 
back – Hatzlachah.

Though I was sure it would go well – after all, 
the Rebbe’s blessing went straight to heaven – I 
still put aside a sum of money, equal to a year’s 
salary my brother would have earned in the dia-
mond business, in case the whole thing went bust 
and he had to scramble to support his family. I 
loved him too much not to take out a little extra 
insurance. Berel did not know I did that; I just told 
him, “Whatever you do, don’t sell the tools of your 
trade.” But Berel simply trusted the Rebbe and 
came into the business with me. 

…Now let me say this: Don’t go to court! The 
worst settlement is better than the best trial. The 
lawyers make all the money because they have to 
prepare for trial, which they bill at rates of hun-
dreds of dollars per hour. The whole thing is one big 
aggravation, and it takes your mind away from your 

this was not following orders. this was a 
people – thousands of German people, the 
supposed elite – giving free rein to pure evil 
inside them.
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family and your work. Whenever possible, don’t go to court; when-
ever possible: settle, settle, settle!

Bearing Witness
In 1998, I was invited to the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in 
Washington, DC, for the opening of an exhibit about the Kovno ghetto, 
and when I saw what they had done, I got very upset. To give them 
credit, it was a magnificent display, except that in a huge mural of 
ghetto scenes, they had portrayed the Lithuanians as drunks having 
fun. I objected to that vociferously. They were not drunks who did not 
know what they were doing; they were murderers who happily partic-
ipated in the extermination of the Jews by the Germans. By the time 
I was done making my case, they closed down the exhibit, ripped out 
that whole mural and redid it with a much more accurate portrayal of 
Lithuanian complicity.

...When I speak to these young men and women who don’t have 
the foggiest idea what it means to be Jewish, I become very emo-
tional. And it’s hard on me. But I feel I must. I feel I must do my part 
to prevent the assimilation of my people, so that these youngsters, 
who have no Jewish education and a weak Jewish identity, don’t end 
up inadvertently doing what Hitler tried to do – eliminating the Jew-
ish soul from this world. 

I am amazed how positively and warmly they respond to my mes-
sage. Some even pledge to me that they will only marry Jews, and 
others ask about putting on tefillin, being inspired by the lengths I 
went to, to hold onto my tefillin in a concentration camp. •Leibel Zisman as a boy.
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