In honor of Yud Aleph Nissan, the Rebbe’s birthday, we
bring you some little-known stories about the Rebbe. Each
story gives us a glimpse into one aspect of the Rebbe’s
avodas Hashem. No one is on the Rebbe’s level, but
perhaps by meditating on these stories we can gain insight
into how to live our lives as Yidden and chassidim.

EVEN BEFORE THE Rebbe could speak, he was attuned to
kedushah. Rebbetzin Chana wrote that there was a minyan
held in their house in Nikolaev when the Rebbe was a baby.
His playpen was in the same room. Whenever the men stood
up to say Barchu, the Rebbe stood up too. When the Rebbetzin
noticed this, she took the Rebbe out of the room. She didn’t
want people to realize what an extraordinary child he was.

THERE Is A well-known photograph of the Rebbe wearing a
sailor costume before his upshernish. Rebbetzin Chana did
not bring this treasured photo with her from Russia. However,
she had given it to a close relative while still in Russia. This
photograph was then “traded” for another Rebbe picture and
thus became available to chassidim. When the Rebbe saw it, he
tore it in half. Why? Because the Rebbe’s yarmulke is not visible
in the picture. The Rebbe wore a yarmulke and tzitzis from the
day of his bris, as per the instruction of the Rebbe Rashab. He
was clearly unhappy that there was a portrayal of him that did
not clearly show his yarmulke.

IN 1927, WHEN the Rebbe left Russia, his mother accompanied
him to the border. They traveled through the night along with a
group of gentiles. Early in the morning, the Rebbe stood up, put
on tefillin, and began to daven. Rebbetzin Chana was terrified
that one of the people they were traveling with might kill him.
Instead, the men stood up and made a wall of bodies to block

the Rebbe from view. They stayed that way until the Rebbe
finished davening, removed his tefillin, and sat back down. It
was apparent to them that something holy was happening,
something that shouldn’t be disturbed. Rebbetzin Chana
would repeat this story in wonderment.

THE REBBE’S “L’CHATCHILAH, not b’dieved” approach was
incredible. He would bend over backwards to fulfill every
mitzvah to the fullest extent. In 1940, the Rebbe fled Paris to
the South of France to escape the Nazis. It was almost Sukkos,
and he wanted a Yanover esrog. Getting one would require
crossing the Alps and several borders during a time of war. The
Rebbe discussed with a Litvish Rav whether he could risk his
life for a Yanover esrog when there were other esrogim available
in France. The Rav, using logic, was not in favor, but, shortly
after, the Rebbe disappeared without a word.

Several days later, he returned to France bruised but
victorious, with a Yanover esrogin hand.

IN 1941, THERE was a similar to-do about getting shmurah
matzah from Switzerland. After much coordination and risk-
taking, a messenger brought the Rebbe shmurah matzah. The
Rebbe was happy for a moment, and then his face became
serious. The messenger asked, “Why are you upset?” The Rebbe
responded, “Now I'm thinking about how to get marror.”

A SATMAR CHOSSID was once traveling with a group of fellow

chassidim on an overnight train in Europe. There was one
woman on the train as well. The chossid noticed a man standing
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in the gap between the train cars, quietly learning from a sefer.
He remained standing there all throughout the night. In the
morning, the chossid asked his friend, “Who is that man?” His
friend responded, “That is the son-in-law of the Lubavitcher
Rebbe.” The chossid was in awe of the Rebbe’s yiras Shamayim—
he hadn’t entered the car so as not to potentially breach the
laws of yichud. He repeated this story to others in the Satmar
community, at a time when they were not especially fond of
the Rebbe. Eventually, it reached the ears of Chabad chassidim.

THE FRIERDIKER REBBE was an expressive writer who used
many accolades to describe any given person. But he was
precise and accurate with his praise. There was one description
that he was particularly stingy with, and that was the phrase
Yiras Hashem otzaro (fear of G-d is his treasure). From what I
can tell, he used this title for only two people consistently: Reb
Itche der Masmid and the Rebbe.

THE REBBE’S MODESTY

As ANEWLYWED couple in the 1930s, the Rebbe and Rebbetzin
lived extremely modestly. They rented a tiny studio apartment
in the Latin neighborhood of Paris, where the rent was cheapest.

The Rebbe and Rebbetzin had friends who wanted to help
them move to a bigger apartment, but the Rebbe refused. One
Yid decided to take matters into his own hands. He rented an
apartment, furnished it, and went to the Rebbetzin to give
her the keys. The Rebbetzin said she had to discuss it with
the Rebbe first. It seemed she had forgotten about the matter,
so the Yid returned to the Rebbetzin. “What’s going on?” he
asked. “Mein mahn iz ingantzen nisht interessirt [my husband
is entirely uninterested],” she responded.

The Rebbetzin told people she was close to that she always
wanted the Rebbe to feel like he was in a nice home, so she
did her best to set up their meager belongings in a way that
looked balebatish and felt like a home. During the war years,
they didn’t even have shelves, so she would arrange their valises
to look like furniture.

One Yid recalled about that time period, “I walked into their
apartment, and the Rebbe was sitting there learning, and the
Rebbetzin was making diagrams.” (The Rebbetzin was doing
the Rebbe’s homework for university.)

When the Rebbe returned to Paris years later, in 1947, to pick
up his mother, he chose the cheapest possible hotel room. Reb
Yankel Lipskier recalled that when he walked into the Rebbe’s
hotel room, the Rebbe had set up two trunks—one vertically
and one horizontally—to form a makeshift desk. That’s how
he learned for hours.

Even after the Rebbe became Rebbe and moved into the
house on President Street, they didn’t put much into home
renovations. The wallpaper, refrigerator, and stove remained
exactly as they were when they moved in. T heard that someone
once asked the Rebbe about this, arguing that earlier Rebbeim
lived “better.” The Rebbe replied that when chassidim were less
materialistic, the Rebbeim lived better, but now that chassidim
are more involved in gashmius, he can’t be!

THE REBBE’S INTROVERSION

THE REBBE waS not a social person by nature. He liked people,
but he kept to himself. As teenagers, the Rebbe and his younger
brother Leibel would travel to Rostov and Leningrad to visit
the Frierdiker Rebbe. Leibel, at 16, was boki b’Shaas and much
more. This was no secret. He would sit and farbreng, and older
chassidim with long white beards would listen. But the Rebbe
didn’t say a word unless he was commanded to. Everybody
knew Reb Leivik had a brilliant son Leibel; most had no idea
who Reb Leivik’s oldest son was.

IN THE LATE 1940s, the Frierdiker Rebbe asked all Chabad

chassidim to send him family pictures. One older chossid

(let’s call him Berel) complained to the Rebbe’s son-in-law

(the future Rebbe), “What is this mishegas with the pictures?”
(This was at a time when many frum Yidden were careful not

to be photographed. The chossid was concerned that asking for
pictures was opening the Frierdiker Rebbe to more criticism.)

The future Rebbe responded, “Berel, Berel, how much are you

going to criticize? You know me and I know you. You know my
nature and I know your nature. By nature you’re an activist and

public servant. By nature I hate groups and noise. Because I see

the urgent need, I have completely broken my nature and gone

out of myself to help spread Yiddishkeit. Instead of criticizing,
use your talents to do good things for Yidden.”

THE REBBE’S INTROVERSION is shocking when you consider the
kind of leader he is. He spent hours a day speaking to chassidim



about their problems, large and small, and took almost no time
for himself. He completely transcended his nature when he
became the Rebbe.

SOMEONE ONCE ASKED the Rebbe, “Why do they only sing
joyful niggunimbyyou?” By the Frierdiker Rebbe, the chassidim
would sing Chabad niggunim which were more melancholy
and meditative. The Rebbe responded, “My father-in-law was
naturally a light, happy person. So they sang those somber
niggunim to settle him. I'm naturally a morah shechorah [a dark
spirit/introvert], so I need the joyful niggunim to lift me up.”
This is another way the Rebbe broke his own nature. Although
asaperson he was very serious, as a Rebbe he was always joyful
and positive.

>

IHEARD THAT at some point the Rebbetzin called the menagnim
(the chassidim who started the songs at farbrengens) and asked
that they only sing joyful niggunim, because after farbregens
the Rebbe would sometimes come home and cry!

THE REBBE’S INTELLECT

REBBETZIN CHANA RECALLED that a mathematician once
came to their home in Yekaterinoslav. Reb Leivik mentioned
to him, “My son isn’t bad at math.” He responded, “Let me
test him.” The mathematician gave the Rebbe a math problem.
The Rebbe went to his room and returned a half hour later
with a paper. Without looking at it, the mathematician put the
paper in his pocket. Three days later, he called Reb Leivik. He
said that the problem he gave the Rebbe would take a brilliant
mathematician a couple of days to solve. That’s why he hadn’t
even bothered looking at the paper when the Rebbe returned it
to him after only 30 minutes. He was just about to toss the paper
in the trash when he glanced at it and realized the Rebbe’s
solution was correct. He asked Reb Leivik in wonder, “How
can a human being solve that problem in 30 minutes?”

THE REBBE AND his brothers had a competition between
themselves: Who could learn a language faster? They would
only study languages in the bathroom, where it is forbidden
to learn Torah, and they learned from dictionaries with no
chance to converse in these new languages. On average, they
could learn a new language in three weeks!

ONE TIME, A Yid came to their house in hysterics. He was a
translator for the government. His employers had just given him
a letter in English to translate to Russian, but he didn’t speak
English, and he didn’t know anyone in Yekaterinaslov who did.

“IfI don’t translate
it, I could lose
my job,” he
cried. Rebbetzin
Chana said,
“Don’t worry.
My son knows
English.” She
called the Rebbe,
who quickly
translated the
document from
English to Russian.

IN THE 19405,
before the Rebbe
became Rebbe, he
knew many of the
Jewish intellectuals living
in New York City. They
would have long discussions
and also correspond by mail

about all sorts of subjects. One of

the nights before 10 Shevat, 1951, the
Rebbe told one of these acquaintances, a
professor, what was about to happen. “I'm
going to become a Rebbe and my [private] life

is over. These kinds of conversations are over.” The
professor argued, “Don’t do it! Youre not someone
who is supposed to be a public servant!”

But the Rebbe did accept the nesius. Because he wasn’t only
an intellectual; he was also an intellectual. It was a tiny part of
who he was. Intellectualism was just one more means to his
purpose: being the shepherd of our generation.

REB CHAIM TZIMERMAN was one of the great geonim of the 20th
century. Before the Rebbe became Rebbe, he would converse
with Reb Chaim from time to time. Those conversations could
go on for hours.

REB CHAIM wAs not a Lubavitcher, but he would come to 770 to
have Torah debates with the Rebbe. When they argued, they didn’t
bother quoting sources. They would speak in code, throwing page
numbers at each other. The bachurim in 770 would gather around
to listen in, although they couldn’t understand a word.

WHEN THE REBBE became Rebbe, Reb Chaim was heard
complaining. “I want to talk to the Rebbe but he is too busy
with alte bubbes sharing their problems...”
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REB YOEL KAHAN told this story: “The Rebbe walked into his
room after one of his sparring matches with Reb Chaim. Reb
Chaim turned to the bachurim gathered around and said, “The
Rebbe islike the Rambam. The bachurim asked, ‘What do you
mean?’ He explained, after some hesitation, “The Rambam had
afew klallim [core principles] through which he analyzed and
understood all of Torah. Every word he wrote comes from that
united viewpoint, and that’s why you can rip the Rambam’s
words apart and you will always find consistency. The Rebbe
too has a few foundational klallim—I don’t know what they
are. Butaccording to these klallim, he knows and understands

3

the entire Torah.

REB CHAIM PUBLISHED a seferabout the international datelineand
halachah. He sent the Rebbe a copy. The next morning, the Rebbe
sent him a letter outlining the ways he could have articulated the
message of the book more clearly. When Reb Chaim realized the

Rebbe had read the book cover to cover in less than 12 hours and
figured out how to drastically improve it, he called the Rebbe’s
mazkir, Rabbi Chaim Mordechai Aizik Hodakov. He said, “Please
tell the Lubavitcher Rebbe that I, Chaim Tzimmerman, say that
the Lubavitcher Rebbe is the gadol hador.”

THE REBBE wAsS a Schneerson. He sometimes referred to
himselfas “the Tzemach Tzedek’s ainekel.” But while the Rebbe
took pride in his family’s lineage, it was far more important
to him that he was the son-in-law of the Frierdiker Rebbe.
The Rebbe said to chassidim about his wedding anniversary:
“This is the day that connects me to you and you to me. Today
I entered public service, and together we will work and bring
the Geulah.” He was already Reb Leivik’s son, but marrying the
Frierdiker Rebbe’s daughter is what linked him to the nesius.

THE REBBE RASHAB was nistalek when the Rebbe was 18,
yet the Rebbe never met him. People wondered why such a
gifted child was being kept away from Lubavitch. At the time,
Rebbetzin Chana explained, “He is desperate to go. They’re
not letting him.” Although we don’t know for sure who wasn’t
“letting him,” we can guess that it was Reb Leivik or the Rebbe
Rashab. When the Rebbe met the Frierdiker Rebbe, he became
his chossid on a pnimiyus level.
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As YOUNG MEN, the Rebbe and his brother Leibel would stand

behind the Frierdiker Rebbe at farbrengens. At one point,
someone gestured to the Rebbe and said, “A chassan, a chassan!”
The Frierdiker Rebbe lifted his hand to the Heavens and said, “M;i

yiten! [If only!]” It took time for the shidduch to be negotiated

and several more years until they were able to get married.

THE REBBE HAD a friend in Paris who was a businessman
and scientist. This man wasn’t a Lubavitcher and he had
no idea who the Rebbe was. One day, the man was sitting
with his mother when the Rebbe came to visit. Someone
announced, “Mr. Schneerson is at the door.” His mother
turned to him and said, “Your friend is royalty! Ask him if
he’s related to the Lubavitcher Rebbe.” So the man went
out and told the Rebbe, “My mother tells me you're part of
Lubavitch royalty. Are you related to the Lubavitcher Rebbe?”
The Rebbe smiled and said, “My wife is his daughter.” He saw
his entire yichus as his marriage to the Rebbe’s daughter.

ONE SHABBOS AFTERNOON, the Rebbe took a walk with the

Rebbetzin. Someone stopped them and asked the Rebbe,
“How can a scholar like you take a walk on Shabbos instead of
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learning Torah?”

The Rebbe responded, “When a bas melech asks to take
a walk, you take a walk.” (To be sure, in all likelihood, the
Rebbetzin wanted the Rebbe to walk with her so he would
have a break.)

AFTER THE REBBETZIN passed away, the Rebbe called Rabbi
Yisroel Yitzchok Piekarski, Rosh Yeshivahin 770, to ask if he was
halachically still a son-in-law to the Frierdiker Rebbe. He had
been a Rebbe for 38 years, but that link, through his marriage
with Rebbetzin Chaya Musia, was infinitely important to him.

HESE STORIES ARE more than interesting tidbits of history.
They allow us in some small way to learn from the Rebbe.
May we merit to fulfill the Rebbe’s tremendous expectations
of us as individuals, with each of us doing our part by using
the unique skills and talents Hashem gave each one us, and
together bring about the arrival of Moshiach now, mamash! £

This article was transcribed and adapted by Musia Kaplan from an
online class. Find this and many other fascinating lectures by Rabbi

Yossi Paltiel at insidechassidus. org.
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