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Note to the Reader

The text of the autobiography is adapted and elucidated 
from two unpublished manuscripts in Hebrew of memoirs of 
Rabbi Blau: 

Hanissim SheAsah li Hakodosh Baruch Hu, 1994-5.

Chasdei Hashem, 1995.

And from three lengthy interviews:

Leah Shear (nee Kastel) in English, 1993.

Mendel (son of Reuven) Blau in Yiddish and English, 1997.

Rabbi Baruch Oberlander and  
Dovid Zaklikowski in Yiddish, circa 2001.

In addition, we used his correspondence in Hebrew and 
Yiddish, Hebrew notes on his personal seforim and the Hebrew 
introductions to his seforim. Several stories are from what 
others wrote and he reviewed them (particularly several of the 
stories about his parents by his Elishevitz grandchildren).  

As in any edited autobiography, the editor chose the order 
of the story, added the titles of the people mentioned and when 
necessary added context and dates to the stories. In addition, 
when Rabbi Blau mentioned a source, the necessary text from 
there was added. It is understood that any errors of the final 
product are the editor’s alone.

Text that is in block quote, and its introductory paragraph, 
are not from what he said or wrote.
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Introduction

There are lives that unfold like carefully written narratives, 
where each chapter follows neatly from the last. And then there 
are lives that defy convention—lives filled with unexpected 
turns, breathtaking escapes, and divine providence at every step. 
The story of our grandfather, Rabbi Chaim Moshe Yehuda הכהן 
Blau, is one such odyssey—where miracles and manuscripts, 
faith and perseverance, scholarship and survival weave together 
into an unforgettable journey.

From his early years growing up in Hamburg, Germany, 
in a home deeply rooted in Torah, discipline, and academic 
excellence, to his entrance into the Olam HaTorah at the Mir 
Yeshivah in Poland, his path was one of both intellectual rigor 
and spiritual devotion. His journey spanned the vast and 
turbulent upheavals of pre-war Europe, desperate escapes 
across Soviet Russia and Japan, life in the ghetto streets of 
Shanghai, and later, the intellectual halls of New York’s rabbinic 
and academic worlds, where he unearthed and restored the 
hidden treasures of medieval Jewish manuscripts. Through 
every challenge, he remained a beacon of resilience, vision, and 
unwavering faith in Hashem.

This is the story of a man who, as a young scholar in 
the Mir Yeshivah, immersed himself in Torah study while 
war clouds loomed over Europe. A man who, when the Nazis 
invaded, fled eastward through Soviet Russia and Japan, 
enduring trials that would have shattered many others. A 
man who, despite exile and displacement, remained steadfast 
in his commitment to Yiddishkeit and Limud HaTorah—and 
later, became a pioneering force in reviving lost Torah wisdom 
by painstakingly recovering and publishing centuries-old 
manuscripts that would famously come to be known as Shitas 
HaKadmonim.
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But this is not just a story of scholarship. It is a human 
story—of loss and renewal, of struggle and triumph. It is the 
story of a husband and father who endured hardship, illness, 
and grief, yet never wavered in his commitment to Torah and 
truth. It is the story of a teacher who inspired many to grow 
and remain steadfast in their Yiddishkeit, no matter the 
circumstances.

It is also the story of a man who, despite being a product of 
the Mir Yeshivah’s mussar tradition, found himself drawn to the 
teachings of Chabad chassidus. In the post-war years, amidst 
the struggle to rebuild Torah life in America, he encountered 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe, whose vision and guidance spoke to 
his deepest convictions. With the Rebbe’s encouragement, he 
pursued the monumental task of uncovering and restoring 
Torah manuscripts that had been lost for centuries. In many 
ways, Rabbi Blau’s life mirrored the manuscripts he uncovered—
fragile, scattered, almost forgotten—yet ultimately restored 
to their full glory through relentless dedication and divine 
assistance.

This book holds an even deeper significance for us, as we 
publish it in honor of the Bar Mitzvah of our dear son, Chaim 
Moshe Yehuda, who carries the name of his great-grandfather. 
As he takes his first steps into adulthood, we wanted him—and 
all who read this book—to appreciate the legacy he inherits. This 
is more than just history; it is a living testament to the strength, 
faith, and devotion that run through our family. It is our deepest 
hope that as he grows in Torah and Avodas Hashem, he will 
embody the same unwavering commitment that his great-
grandfather lived by, and that this book will inspire him, his 
peers, and all who read it to carry that torch forward.

As we celebrate this special milestone, we would like to 
take a moment to express our heartfelt thanks to everyone who 
has joined us in our simcha. Your presence, your well-wishes, 
and your friendship mean the world to us. It is an honor to 
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share this joyous 
occasion with you, 
and we daven that we 
should all continue to 
share in each other’s 
simchos in good 
health and happiness.

A project of this 
magnitude does not 
come to fruition on 
its own, and we owe a 
deep debt of gratitude 
to those who helped 
transform obscure 
manuscripts and 
anecdotal interviews 
into the compelling 
masterpiece before 
you.

We are deeply 
grateful to Rabbi 
Dovid Zaklikowski of 
the Hasidic Archives, 
a prolific researcher, 
writer, and publisher, 
whose superb work and dedication made this book possible. It 
was he who meticulously transformed a recorded interview he 
conducted many years ago with our grandfather, Rabbi Blau, 
into the beautifully structured narrative before you. His deep 
understanding of history, Torah scholarship, and personal 
storytelling allowed our grandfather’s voice to shine through 
these pages, preserving his legacy for future generations.

We would also like to extend our heartfelt appreciation to 
our cousin Mendel Blau (ben Reuven), Mendel Elishevits, and 

Photo: Nechomo Kastel
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Aharon Kastel, each of whom devoted their time, materials, and 
independent research to help bring this book to completion 
with siyata dishmaya. Their efforts ensured that every detail, 
every nuance, and every historical account was preserved with 
accuracy and depth.

A special mention must be made of our father, Menachem 
Meir, son of Chaim Moshe Yehuda, who is not with us physically, 
but is certainly with us in spirit. There is no doubt that he has 
nachas from his family and from his special einiklach, who 
continue in the ways of their illustrious lineage—committed to 
a life of Torah, chesed, and dedication to others. His life was a 
testament to the values he inherited, choosing the pursuit of 
idealism and impact over materialism and self-preservation. 
His legacy continues through all those inspired to follow in his 
footsteps. We know he would be proud to see this book come 
to fruition—a work that honors not just his father’s life, but 
the values he so deeply cherished. May this be a zechus for his 
neshama.

To read this book is to walk with Rabbi Blau through the 
streets of pre-war Mir, to sit with him in Shanghai’s fragile but 
resilient Jewish community, to travel with him across America 
as he fundraises for lost Torah manuscripts, and to stand beside 
him as he rediscovers hidden wisdom that had been buried for 
centuries.

His life, like the manuscripts he uncovered, is a story of 
endurance, restoration, and the triumph of Torah against all 
odds.

This is not just his story. It is a story for all who seek to 
understand the power of faith, the importance of perseverance, 
and the miraculous journey of Jewish survival and scholarship.

With heartfelt gratitude,

Rabbi Mendel and Sarale Blau
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Greetings from the  
Chasan HaBar Mitzvah!

Dear Family and Friends שיחיו,

It is an incredible honor to welcome you to my Bar 
Mitzvah, a moment that marks my entry into adulthood. This 
is a time of great responsibility—when I am finally given the 
privilege to fully connect to Hashem through His Torah and 
Mitzvos. It is a serious milestone, but also a joyous one, as I take 
on the role of being Hashem’s shliach to bring kedushah into 
the world. I am deeply grateful to each of you for being part of 
this special occasion.

In truth, my sense of obligation began long before today—
through my namesake. My elter-zeide, Rabbi Chaim Moshe 
Yehuda Blau, was a man deeply devoted to Torah learning. He 
never wasted a moment, always carrying a small Gemara in 
his pocket—or more often, in his hand—ready to learn at any 
opportunity. He was also committed to ensuring that others 
could fulfill the mitzvos of tefillin and mezuzah, often helping 
those who might not have had the chance otherwise.

To share his name is a badge of honor, but more 
importantly, it is a calling. I know that I must not only bear his 
name, but also strive to follow his example. Reflecting on his life 
has been an eye-opening experience for me, and I hope it is for 
you as well. I have learned so much, and I feel a deep obligation 
to make every moment and every encounter meaningful—not 
just for myself, but for others.

I want to express my heartfelt thanks to my dear 
parents—Totty and Mommy—for initiating this meaningful 
project. I also want to extend my gratitude to my cousins, the 
Menachem Mendels: Blau (ben Reuven), Elishevits, and Kastel, 
for dedicating their heart and soul to this endeavor. Thank you 
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to my teachers and my grandparents for all they have done in 
raising me and guiding me on this path.

It is an honor to be part of Hashem’s army, following in 
the ways of our dear Rebbe. I eagerly await the day when we 
will stand at the forefront to greet Moshiach, joining all the 
Kohanim—including my elter-zeide and my beloved zeide 
Meir, whom I miss so much—to bless all of Klal Yisroel.

With heartfelt appreciation,

Chaim Moshe Yehuda HaKohen Blau

My great-grandfather and namesake, together with my father on his bar mitzvah.
Photo: Esther Blau



Rabbi Blau, 1940s.
Photo: Mendy Elishevitz.
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After a long journey from Lithuania, through the Soviet 
Union, to Japan and then to China, we finally arrived in the 
United States. I had small children, and I had no source of 

living. I knew I had to work.

Among other ideas, one person suggested to my wife that 
I sell herring on Blake Avenue in Brooklyn. I was particularly 
offended by that suggestion. I prayed that G-d would give me a 
livelihood in a respectable manner, without having to make any 
compromises in my yiddishkeit. 

In trying to come up with an idea for a job, my brother-in-
law, Rabbi Mordechai Hodakov, asked me what I like doing. I 
told him that my hobby was writing. Already at the Mir Yeshivah 
in Poland, I had written down many of my teachers’ classes and 
was good at it. 

Rabbeinu Bechaye wrote in Chovos HaLevavos that every 
person has a unique trait that G-d gave to them to be able to 
make a living from. I would appreciate a livelihood in that field, 
I told Rabbi Hodakov.

A Journey to Decipher
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That was a very broad category of occupation, and he 
shook his head in bewilderment and asked what I meant by 
“writing.” I did not have a particularly good answer to that 
question. What I did know was that I had a distinct interest in 
Torah manuscripts. 

Before the printing press was invented, to study major 
Jewish texts and its commentaries, one would learn from 
copied manuscripts of that sefer. Written by hand, it would take 
hundreds of hours to copy a sefer. It was rare to own copies of 
Gemara and even rarer a commentary on it. With upheavals, 
wars and fires, most of those manuscripts have been lost over 
the centuries.

Over the last few centuries before WWII, a great number 
of meforshim on the Gemara were published from manuscripts. 
With that, there was still a vast amount that was never published 
from the rishonim. 

These Torah scholars, usually categorized as being from 
the eleventh century to the fifteenth century, include some of 
the greatest sages we all know, like Rashi and the Rambam. 
However, there were many more, some better known than 
others, whose teachings were as important to Torah study and 
Jewish scholarship. 

On his 70th birthday, in January 1948, the Jewish 
newspapers hailed Professor Alexander Marx, who was the 
librarian at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City. 
Der Morgen Journal, at the time the only daily newspaper in 
Yiddish that did not print a Shabbos edition, wrote how he was 
considered the most significant Jewish bibliographer of the day. 
In 1903, the article continued, when he became the librarian, 
there were only five-thousand books and three manuscripts at 
the library. Through his efforts it had grown to 145,000 books 
and eight-thousand manuscripts. 

“His strong character,” the paper quoted Professor Saul 



A handwritten manuscript of the first page of  
Gemara Rosh Hashanah from the year 1712.

Photo: Sotheby’s
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Lieberman, Professor 
of Talmud at the JTS, 
had said at a party in 
honor of his birthday, 
“and his dedicating 
his entire life to Jewish 
knowledge, had made 
him into one of the 
most extraordinary 
personalities in the 
world of Jewish 
writing in our times.”

Professor Marx 
was also married to my 
father’s first cousin, 
Chana Hoffman. I 
decided that I would 
go to JTS to meet 
him. I had previously 
written to him when 
I was in Shanghai, 
after he signed a 
declaration against 
the Reconstructionist 

movement together with Professor Lieberman. In my letter I 
thanked him for publicly taking a stance to defend traditional 
Judaism. 

When I arrived at JTS, I introduced myself to him, and 
wished him mazel tov for his birthday milestone. He told me 
that since I wrote him that letter, he had a special place in his 
heart for me, and was very warm in our interactions. 

In our conversations, it was clear that he was not just 
in charge of this great library, but had knowledge of Jewish 
manuscripts in libraries across the globe. 

Professor Alexander Marx, with  
a manuscript at JTS .

Photo: JTS



The manuscript of the Ritva that Rabbi Blau found at JTS.  
While at first it was hard for him to read,  
over time he learned how to write in the  

unique Sephardic script.
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I explained to him that I had interest in the manuscripts 
in the library, and would perhaps want to work on some of them 
for publication. The professor invited me to see the manuscripts 
and told me, “If you want to publish any of them you can, as 
long as you give JTS credit.”

There was a treasure trove of manuscripts at the library, 
and it was clear to me that many of them had never previously 
been published. I made a list of all of them, and was particularly 
interested in publishing a manuscript that I found from the 
Ritva on Baba Basra.

In discussion with the great rabbonim and roshei yeshivah 
in the metropolitan New York, they agreed that I publish the 
Ritva. They had one warning: “Make sure that it is truly a 
manuscript from the Ritva.” 

If it was true that it was the Ritva’s, it would be truly a 
wonderful find. The author, Rabbi Yom Tov ben Avraham 
“Ashvilli” (circa 1260-1320) of Seville, Spain, was a student of 
the Rashba, Rabbi Shlomo ibn Aderet (1235–1310), and is one 
of the most studied rishonim. While most of his writings were 
published by then, it would be over six-hundred-years since 
this manuscript of over three-hundred pages was studied.

I returned to the JTS and told Professor Marx that I wanted 
to work on the Ritva first. The professor opined differently. He 
told me that I should print the Sefer Habatim. Rabbi Dovid ben 
Shmuel “Dovid Hakochavi” (1250-1350) from Estelle, France 
was also one of the rishonim and his manuscript was based on 
the Rambam. His work was almost unknown and printing it 
would have been of great interest to historians. However, in the 
world of Torah study, it would have less of an interest.

The manuscript of the Ritva was written in a Sephardic 
cursive Hebrew script, which I was not familiar with. But, while 
that would have been hard enough to decipher, I now had to 
learn the art of diplomacy to be able to convince my cousin to 
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The manuscript of Sefer Habatim which  
Professor Marx wanted to be printed first. 

Photo: JTS

follow the suggestion of the great rabbinic authorities of the 
time.

I did, and it was the beginning of a long life journey of 
discoveries that can only be explained as being orchestrated by 
Hashem. 



Rabbi Blau (center) with his siblings, Zev (born 1918) and Jenny (born 1920) .
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I was born to Dr. Armin (Yirmiyahu) and Ella Leah (nee Cohn), 
on October 15, 1912 (Cheshvan 4, 5673), in Hamburg, 
Germany. I was named Moshe Yehuda (Ernst Moritz) after my 

paternal great-grandfather, Rabbi Moshe Yehuda Hoffman, the 
head of the beis din in Verbó, Hungary, a place that I have always 
had an affinity to. 

Father taught languages and later became assistant-
principal at the Talmud Thora Schule. The school was 
government funded, and the salaries were guaranteed, and my 
father appreciated the security of a paycheck.

While at the school there was once a very vibrant Jewish 
studies department, by the time I studied there, there was no 
Torah, and no Talmud. I would have to daven before I would 
come to school. In the morning we would study English, 
German, French, science, and so on. At one point we began to 
learn once a week Mishnah and twice a week twenty minutes 
of Gemara. You can imagine how much you can learn in the 
allotted times.

Summer Influence
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Father was a 
Torah scholar, and an 
intellectual involved 
in secular studies. 
He was very careful 
when it came to moral 
decency as prescribed 
in the Torah, such 
as paying the people 
who he employed on 
the assigned day. He 
shaved his beard, but 
was very careful to 
use a specific machine 
so that it would be 
according to halachah, 
and he would not use 
shaving cream for that 
reason too.

My mother was 
an intelligent, self-
educated woman, 
with a quiet, modest 
manner about her. She gave piano lessons and was a tutor in 
French. Like my father, she was an ardent Zionist, and would 
raise funds for Jews in the Land of Israel. Despite it being a 
humiliating task, and often being the recipient of rudeness and 
rejection, she would go from home to home asking for donations 
of clothing which she would send for the impoverished there.

We would walk to the Talmud Torah, which also had a 
shul, for Shabbos davening. It was far from our home, and father 
would make kiddush and eat something before leaving. On the 
way he would start davening, and we would arrive there in time 
for the reading of the Torah. 

Mrs. Ella Blau as a teenager.
Photo: Marmorstein family
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In the Zion Journal, Dr. Isaiah Aviad (1893–1957), an 
early religious Zionist philosopher, wrote in July 1937 about my 
father (adapted and condensed from the German):

We would be saying too little if we described his 
role merely as an educator and teacher. Dr. Armin Blau 
was never simply a schoolmaster. Indeed, I have never 
met any teacher who knew how to arouse and stimulate 
his students as well as he did. His depth of knowledge 
of German culture and his artistic interests fascinated 
us and called on us to follow him. A Torah scholar and 
philologist, a thinker and an aesthete, pious and seeking, 
encircling and embracing with great affection whatever is 
wise and beautiful.

I owe not only my knowledge of English and Latin 
to him, but also my love and appreciation for various 
branches of art. In him I experienced higher things: 
Nobody instructed us better in the noble art of being 
human. He taught us to be kind and prepared to sacrifice 
ourselves, and the ability to love. 

We are all grateful to him for his excellent articles. 
Most of them have appeared in Wohlgemuth’s Yeshurun 
and some in our own Zion Journal. Many are studies of 
novels which addressed the “Jewish Problem.” He has 
also written at length about Freud’s attitude to religion 
and made considerable contributions to discussions of 
the issues of religious Zionism, above all in the areas of 
ideology and education.

When I was older, I studied at the yeshivah of Rabbi 
Shmuel Yosef Rabinow (1889-1963), the author of Divrei Shir. 
Already as a teenager I loved to spend many hours studying 
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Torah. My father would often come into my room at midnight 
to turn off my light and make sure that I would not continue to 
study through the night. 

During the summers I would go to my cousins in 
Beregszasz, Czechoslovakia, where many Munkatcher chassidim 
lived. I became an admirer of them, and their way of life. They 
brought me closer to yiddishkeit, not the German Zionist way 
that my parents adopted, but a more chassidic lifestyle. From a 
young age, I was attracted to Munkatcher chassidus and read 
many chassidic stories.

Once, when I was fifteen, I wanted to go visit some of 
my chassidic friends in Czechoslovakia. I asked my father, and 
while he was okay with me going, he said that he did not have 
the funds to pay for the trip.

It was true, as my father wrote to his friend in London:

All is well with me and my family, except for the 
financial situation which is very difficult, like that of 
everyone on a fixed salary, but we cope with the aid of 
income from private lessons. We have three children so 
far.

I told Father that I was tutoring a younger student three 
times a week and from there I had a third of the money. The rest, 
I asked him for a loan which I would later pay back. He agreed.

Before I left, I took orders from people in the community 
for various seforim, which I would be able to obtain for cheaper 
in the city I was going to. Among other seforim, some wanted 
Gemaras, others requested the Mishnah Berurah and mussar 
seforim.

After I returned, I gave it to them at a cheaper price than 
they could have obtained it in Hamburg, and on each one I 
profited some two reichsmarks. With that money, I paid my 
father back.
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In a 1929 letter, my father described me to his London 
friend:

Our eldest is 17 years old, in the lower sixth form, 
a good student who also learns Gemara and a staunch 
Agudist.



Rabbi Blau’s grandfather, Rabbi Dr. Yonah Cohn,  
his mother (left) and his step-grandmother, Rosha.
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I n cities across Europe there were groups of the young members 
of Agudas Yisroel, and I was a leader in the Hamburg division. 
At one of the conventions of the Agudath Yisroel youth in 

Czechoslovakia, a young man told me that he had studied at 
the Kelm Talmud Torah, a well-known yeshivah which focused 
on the study of mussar, in Kelmė, Lithuania. He told me about 
mussar, and how the greatest master of its philosophy, Rabbi 
Yeruchom Levovitz (1875 – 1936) was the spiritual mentor at 
the Lithuanian style yeshivah in Mir, Poland. He had learned 
from Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv (1824-1898), the “Alter of Kelm,” 
who was in turn one of the foremost students of Rabbi Yisrael 
“Salanter” Lipkin (1810-1883), the founder of the mussar 
movement.

I really wanted to hear mussar from this prominent 
student of Rabbi Ziv, and on the spot I decided that I wanted to 
go to the Mir Yeshivah. But it was easier said than done. Father 
was Hungarian, and studied under Rabbi Yosef Tzvi Dushinsky 
(1867-1948), later the rabbi in Chust, Hungary, and later the 
head of the Edah Hachareidis of Jerusalem. He could not 

A Generous Journey
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understand why I would want to travel so far away to Poland, 
and could not study in Hungary. 

In addition, being so far away from home, and not used 
to the food in Poland, Father feared for my health. But as our 
sages say (Makkos 10b), “Along the path a person wishes to 
proceed, they are assisted to go.” My fate was sealed to go to Mir 
over Pesach. For yom tov, I was at my maternal grandparents’ 
home in Breslau, Germany, where Grandfather, Rabbi Dr. Yonah 
Cohn, was a rabbi. 

After I discussed with him Father’s objection to my going 
to learn at Mir, he met the son of the chazan who had come 
home for Pesach from Mir. Grandfather spoke with the student 
about what he was studying at Mir, and was impressed with his 
knowledge of the material, and got the impression that it was a 
good yeshivah. He gave me his blessings that I should go study 
there. 

The Market Square in Breslau, Germany, today Wroclaw, Poland.
Photo: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
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Grandfather also learned that my paternal cousin, Moshe 
Yonah Hoffman, was also studying at Mir. Father asked him to 
take responsibility for my health, and he agreed. Father made 
me promise that I would go to sleep before midnight, and once 
we shook hands that I would, he gave his blessing that I could 
go. 

Because of our summer vacations to Czechoslovakia, I 
already had all of my travel papers, and shortly after Pesach of 
1932, I began my journey. 

At that time in Germany, inflation was high, and prices at 
times would double from one day to the next. Although they 
lived on a tight budget, my parents were generous with guests. 
Their Shabbos table was full with lonely, single people, and 
they would treat each one with respect and generosity. At the 
Seder, the dining room was packed with needy people, who felt 
wanted and comfortable at their home. Despite their limited 
means, they would raise funds for various yeshivahs. 

While I had enough money to pay for my studies, there 
were many that did not. Learning from my parents, I decided 
that on my way to Mir, if I have the opportunity to do a mitzvah, 
I should. 

When I stopped in Berlin, where I had an elderly aunt, I 
went to raise funds for the yeshivah. The first place I went to was 
a shul where my father’s friend was the rabbi. 

There were over thirty people at the shul and everyone 
there said kaddish. I was shocked. Had there been a plague in 
the city and everyone’s parents died? I asked the rabbi, and he 
explained that these were the kaddish zoggers, “The others don’t 
come to shul during the weekdays.” It was the first time that I 
experienced that there are places where only the people who 
say kaddish come to shul. 

I then went to my great-aunt Zerline Hoffmann, the wife of 
my paternal great-uncle, Rabbi Dr. Dovid Tzvi Hoffman. Rabbi 
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Hoffman was the author of an important collection of halachic 
responsa, called Melamed Le-ho’il, and he was also well-versed 
in secular subjects.

My aunt lived in a very Jewish neighborhood where the 
people spoke only in Yiddish. It was like a Jewish island in the 
middle of Berlin. It was also the first time that I met Polish Jews. 

I spent two days fundraising in Berlin and continued on 
my way. For the journey, my aunt gave me two large tablets of 
chocolate. It would be the last time I would see her. 

I continued my travels by train and arrived at a city close 
to Mir where there was a railroad. From there one would take a 
bus or horse and buggy. It was already spring, but in Mir it was 
cold and there was still snow on the streets.

Back in Hamburg, my father explained my new journey to 
his friend in London:

Rabbi Blau’s paternal great-uncle and aunt,  
Rabbi Dr. Dovid Zvi and and Zerline Hoffmann.
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The good news is that our eldest son, Ernst, has 
passed his matriculation exam at our school… Our son 
is now going for a year to the yeshivah in Mir, Poland, 
where two of his cousins, grandsons of Dr. Hoffmann, are 
already studying. 

Since he wants to become a rabbi, he should at 
least be able to learn thoroughly, that will be part of his 
‘business’ and it is also his dearest wish. Besides his stay 
in Poland is also quite cheap (around 50 Mark per month). 
What will become of him later, how will he cope with 
academic studies? That is a concern for later….



A Rosh Hashanah card from the Mir Yeshivah. On the left  
is Rabbi Finkel, and on the right is Rabbi Levovitz.

Photo: Yad Vashem
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My first stop was to go introduce myself to the rosh yeshivah 
of Mir, Rabbi Eliezer Yehuda Finkel (1879-1965). He asked 
me if I can learn Tosfos by myself, and I affirmed that I can. 

He told me to study the long Tosfos, Hai Mesukreisa, on daf 6a 
of Kesubos, and he would test me on the next day. I had studied 
that several times before, and knew it well and believed that it 
would be easy for me to pass. 

The test focused on the well-known chakirah of gavra and 
cheftza in the Tosfos. This was clearly the Lithuanian style of 
studying, and not the way I had studied until then, which was 
more the Hungarian style. The entire language and form in 
which the rosh yeshivah discussed the Gemara with me was so 
different from the way my teachers expressed themselves that I 
did not know how to respond to his questions.

Rabbi Finkel suggested to me that I find an older student, 
and pay him to introduce me to this new world of learning. I 
agreed and asked around if there was an older student that I can 
study with for pay. I soon learned that there were three levels 
of tutors. The lowest, who would be able to assist me a little, 

Lithuanian Beginnings
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would accept 2.5 zlote a month, one who was median 3, and the 
very best 5. I wanted the best and found Rabbi Hertzel Bass, a 
brilliant scholar, to study with me for two hours a day. The rest 
of the time I studied on my own, with my dream to complete 
the entire Shas.

There were four hundred students at the yeshivah, and the 
study hall was packed. You were given your place and could not 
change it for another. The study schedule was strictly enforced, 
but there was time allocated during the warmer days to take 
long walks in the city. 

At the time, Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein (1885-1974) was 
at the yeshivah and he invited me to come to his mussar talks, 
which were delivered in the style of Kelm. Of course I also went 
to the mussar talks of Rabbi Levovitz. 

One day, Rabbi Bass asked me whose talks I like more. 

The Mir Yeshivah.
Photo: JDC
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I told him that there 
was no comparison 
between the two, 
and the talks of 
Rabbi Levovitz were 
much deeper and I 
appreciated them 
more. He praised me 
and said, “Now I know 
that you truly have a 
good understanding.” 

But there was a 
serious predicament 
that I first had to deal 
with at the yeshivah. 
The food at my house 
was Hungarian style, 
the food at Mir was 
primitive and without spices. Every week, the yeshivah would 
give us eleven pounds of bread, and a small amount of meat 
which was mostly bones. The diet was unbearable for someone 
who was not used to it. It was difficult for me to eat, I could not 
swallow the food, and many times felt like vomiting it up when 
I did. Sure enough, with so little nutrition, I became sick.

There was no good doctor in Mir, and someone told me 
about a doctor in the neighboring town of Stołpce. It was some 
ten miles away, and I went by horse and wagon. The doctor 
told me that I had a stomach virus, and to remedy the issue, he 
would on the spot do a small operation to remove my appendix. 
At the time that was not a regular procedure and I balked. I told 
the doctor that I would first need to consult with my teachers at 
the yeshivah, “If they agree, I will return to you.”

I returned to Mir, and went straight to Rabbi Levenstein’s 
home, and told him everything. In contrast to my feeling down 

Rabbi Levenstein.
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at my predicament, he laughed and said, “Why are you so moved 
by what the doctor said? You think that a doctor is a god? Have 
you not heard that they are gelt fresser [money eaters]?” 

He told me that I should eat light food, and forget about 
what the doctor told me, “G-d will help, and you will recover.” 
I listened to his advice. I slowly became better and got used to 
the food.

To rest a little, at the end of the summer, I went with several 
friends to a summer resort. There was a river where we went 
swimming, and a forest to take long walks. I was enjoying my 
time there immensely, when I suddenly became sick. I rested in 
bed, but it just became worse and worse. Soon I started to turn 
yellow, which was a sign that I had hepatitis.

The doctors in the resort area told me that I needed to go 
to a hospital, and the closest one was in Vilna. At that point, I 

The Vilna Mishmeres Choilim Hospital. 
Photo: Yad Vashem
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had no money and had to borrow some to take the train there. 
I went to the Mishmeres Choilim Hospital, which provided 
free treatment for those who could not afford to pay. It also 
meant that I was placed in a large room with twenty-five other 
children, who were all very sick. There was one child who had a 
weak heart and cried the entire night. This meant that besides 
the tremendous pain I was in, I also could not sleep.

There I was treated by Dr. Zemakh Shabad, who was an 
activist and a former member of the Polish senate. His name 
sounded like Shabbos, but he was the opposite of Shabbos, 
a communist and a true hater of religion. “What a smart and 
handsome young man he is,” he told me in third person, “the 
only issue is that nebach, nebach, he is religious. It is too bad 
that he is wasting his time on Torah study. That is no good, he 
should go to university. Eh, but I will heal him anyway.”

In my weakened state, I did not want to hear much more 
of what the contemptible man had to say. I closed my ears, and I 
didn’t hear much of what he said afterwards. After five days, the 
hepatitis crisis was over, and despite my weakness, much to my 
relief, I was permitted to leave the hospital.



40 I  felt that my only hope to heal was to receive a blessing from 
the tzaddik of the generation, Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan (1838-
1933), the Chofetz Chaim. Since I was a child, I had yearned 

to meet the great man. Now I would have a chance, and with his 
blessing, I would surely become well.

When I arrived in Radun, Poland, where he lived, I was 
told that he was in Dugalishok, a resort village which was a 
suburb of the city. When I arrived there the next day and looked 
for his lodging, I saw that the Chofetz Chaim was resting in a 
hammock.

Nearby was his assistant, who asked me what I wanted. 
I told him that I wanted a blessing. He said that the Chofetz 
Chaim does not give blessings, “He is worried that perhaps the 
blessing will be fulfilled, and he would come to believe that he 
is a tzaddik.”

I pleaded with him that I had just left the hospital, and I 
was still very weak and needed the brachah. He then told me that 
if I do a favor for the Chofetz Chaim, he would be compelled 

Suburban Blessing



The Chofetz Chaim. 



42 to give me something in return. He told me that the Chofetz 
Chaim wanted to see his son-in-law Rabbi Hillel Ginsburg, and 
that if I would bring him the message in Radun, he would give 
me the brachah. 

At the time, the Chofetz Chaim was in his mid-90s and 
could hardly move and was mostly deaf. The assistant would 
need to scream in his ear. When he awoke, he told him that I was 
going to bring Rabbi Ginsburg. “That is good,” he said, “does he 
want anything?” The assistant said that I wanted a blessing for 
health. “Halevai,” the tzaddik responded.

I almost fainted, it was as if the gates to prayer had been 
closed. To me halevai meant, I wish it were so, but I can’t help you. 
It was surely not an assurance, it’s not an amen, which would 
have meant that I had the blessing in my pocket.

The Chofetz Chaim asked if I wanted anything else. I said 
that I wanted a brachah to become a Torah scholar. To that he 

The Chofetz Chaim.
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responded with a loud amen. I was content, without health I 
cannot have the strength to grow in my studies. 

I went back to Radun, where I met Rabbi Ginsburg at 
the wagon station and I gave him the message. He said he was 
already going there, but I wanted the brachah to be effective, I 
did not want the Chofetz Chaim to say that I fooled him to get 
my blessing, so I accompanied him back to Dugalishok.

Being that it was a lifelong dream of mine to be with 
the Chofetz Chaim, I remained there for a few days to see the 
happenings. I saw how a poor man cried to him, telling him that 
his house burned down. I saw how pained the sage was, and 
tears rolled down his cheeks. “Wish me that I will be helped,” 
the poor man said. The Chofetz Chaim responded, “All Jews 
should be helped.” The poor man continued to cry, but nothing 
helped him receive a blessing. I believed that the Chofetz 
Chaim prophetically knew that it was decreed from heaven that 
he should be homeless.

At one point, the Chofetz Chaim sighed and said, “Oy, 
nebach my wife is barely alive.” I realized how much mercy this 
genius had. He himself was truly only miraculously alive, and 
he was pained that his wife was not feeling well (she lived for 
many years after). 

As the verse states, “A person has many thoughts, but 
Hashem’s counsel stands” (Mishlei 19:21). Because I was sick, 
I went to ask the Chofetz Chaim for a brachah. Ultimately, he 
passed away a year later, in 1933, and if I would not have not 
gone then, I would have never received it.



Rabbi Dr. Cohn.
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W
hen I returned to Mir, I had no doubt that I would heal, 
but in the meantime I could not stand on my own two feet. 
Even on Yom Kippur, I did not have the strength to stand 

during shemone esrei.

After Yom Kippur, my cousin Moshe Yonah told me that 
he was responsible for my health and I must go home. I did not 
want to go, but he got Rabbi Levovitz to tell me to leave. 

I figured that if I go to my father, he will not let me return 
to Mir, and I would have to listen to him. If I go to my Cohn 
grandparents, which would not be out of the ordinary to go 
visit, even if he told me not to go back, he did not have authority 
over me. I also did not need to tell him the reason why I was 
there, I just had to find a doctor to go to.

When I arrived, my grandfather was happy to see me 
and he tested me on my studies at Mir. He was exuberant at 
the results. At their home there were bookshelves lined with 
seforim, and I continued my studies with great enjoyment.

After Sukkos, I told my grandfather that it is a good idea 

Bygone Yellow



46 that I should go to a doctor. He said he knows one, and he took 
me there. The doctor examined my eyes and said there is almost 
no sign of hepatitis. “There are no more symptoms of danger,” 
he said, “you just need good nutrition.” 

I returned to Mir and I was the happiest man in the world 
to be able to learn night and day. 

Rabbi Blau (top row, extreme right) with his fellow students at Mir.
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T
he yeshivah was never officially closed, and students 
remained to study there throughout the year. With that, 
during the summer, when Rabbi Levovitz would go to 

Druskininkai, a resort town near Vilna, students were able to 
leave the yeshivah.

During the summer of 1934, a student, let’s call him Moshe 
Green, suggested that I go to Yugoslavia	 and fundraise for 
the needs of the German refugee students at Mir. Before I left 
I wrote to the communities, and the response was that it is not 
worth the effort to go. I went anyway, and had great success. 

Before the month of Nissan, he asked me to do it again, 
but this time he said that I should sign twenty blank checks, 
and he would distribute the funds to the needy students. In 
my naiveté I did, and left for Yugoslavia. All the money I raised 
there, I sent to Moshe.

I learned that in Vinkovci there was an intellectual rabbi 
who I believed would be interested in conversing with me 
about manuscripts, which I had already taken an interest in. I 

Pained Fundraiser
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anticipated a warm 
welcome. However, 
when I went there 
just before Pesach, he 
showed no interest 
in my endeavors 
and I felt completely 
unwelcome. I thus 
changed my plans 
and went to Subotica 
instead for Pesach. 

By the time I 
arrived there I was 
very tired and fell 
asleep. I missed 
bedikas chametz and 
had to figure out what 
to do. Mr. Yitzchok 
Grossberger, the head of the community there, who I stayed 
with over Pesach, was very helpful in raising the funds. 

Following one of my talks, the local Jewish newspaper 
wrote about my efforts, titled “Lecture on Lithuanian Yeshivahs”:

Mr. Ernst Blau from Hamburg, a representative from 
the world-famous yeshivah in Mir (Polish Lithuania) has 
been staying in Subotica for a few days. On the second 
day of Pesach, he gave a lecture on the Lithuanian Mussar 
yeshivahs in the Orthodox community’s Beth Hamidrash. 

The speaker managed to capture the attention 
of his extremely large audience with his interesting 
presentations. He went into detail about the history 
of the Mussar movement and described the profound, 
particularly unique way of learning that made it possible to 

Mr. Grossberger and his family.
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educate fully-fledged 
Jewish personalities. 

After leaving the 
yeshivah, the students 
see it as their mission 
to actively participate 
in the movement to 
strengthen Torah-
observance as a part of 
Agudas Yisroel. 

Mr. Blau’s 
mission was to collect 
financial means to 

enable the German students to continue studying at 
the Lithuanian yeshivas. Due to the changed economic 
conditions in Germany, without funds to pay their tuition 
these students would be forced to give up their studies. 

Impressed by his lecture, the president of the 
Orthodox community, Mr. Ignaz Grossberger, decided to 
actively support his fundraising efforts and personally 
seek out potential donors. It is to be hoped that this noble 
work will be a complete success.

When I returned after Pesach, I saw that my bank account 
was empty. Moshe apologized and said that he borrowed the 
money, “I am also a student from Germany who needs help 
with living costs.” He assured me that he would return all of the 
money so I can give it to truly needy students. 

I told everything to Rabbi Levovitz, who immediately 
realized what happened. “You were fooled,” he said, “Why didn’t 
you tell me beforehand, I would have given you a better person 

The newspaper report about Rabbi Blau’s visit.



50 to work with.”

I asked him how I would have known beforehand that he 
was a swindler. He said that he could see that this individual 
was not someone who would keep his word. 

I had once read a small booklet with various ideas of 
psychology and human nature. One of the rules there was that 
the best way to get good desired results from another person, is 
to give them compliments that you honestly believe in. 

When I realized, from the above story and others like it, 
how Rabbi Levovitz has this insight into people, I told him, “I 
see from how the mashgiach talks to people that he understands 
each person well, and with each student he knows what is going 
on with him, and what he needs to follow the correct path. The 
mashgiach has a way to talk to them all. I read about psychology, 
but how does the mashgiach know this?”

He told me that when you study mussar, you learn how 

Rabbi Levovitz in Mir, Poland.
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to deal with people. In turn, as the booklet said, I became very 
close to Rabbi Levovitz and I had an open door to his office. This 
also expressed itself in the fact that he placed me in charge of 
the eighty foreign students who arrived from across the globe, 
such as Sweden, France, England, South Africa, Hungary and 
Germany, like myself. 

Many of the foreign students were beginners in their 
studies, and Rabbi Levovitz asked me what he should study 
with them. I suggested to him that it would be a good idea to 
learn Chumash with Rashi. He thus began a class in it three 
times a week. 

After my fundraising trip, it became known to the yeshivah 
administration that I knew how to fundraise, and I was asked to 
travel around for half a year to raise funds for the yeshivah. For 
my efforts I would continue to receive a stipend while I was at 
Mir. If I would not do as I was asked, I would receive nothing. 

The truth was that I never wanted to go fundraising, but 
I believed that I would help the needy students. Still, I already 
regretted the past, and I was not happy with the decree. I told 
them that I did not come to the yeshivah to be a fundraiser, but 
to study Torah and mussar. They stood firm with their demands. 

I cried my heart out to Rabbi Levovitz, and he had mercy 
on me and gave me a stipend from another fund and I did not 
have to travel.

Since I was young, I have always loved to look in seforim. 
I recalled that once Rabbi Levovitz said that even skimming 
through a sefer gives one yiras shamayim. He had a very large 
library, and he would let me browse in it. When it came to 
chassidus, he had all the seforim of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov. 

One time on Purim I was asked to give a drashah. They 
made me stand on a chair, which was on top of another chair. 
and I mimicked Rabbi Levovitz. I put on glasses like he did, 
and I started off like he would, “This is what I will talk about 
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now, it is the truth….” I then told them what it says in Chovas 
Halevovos that it is from Heaven that the non-Jews will hate the 
Jews and there is nothing that we could do about it… Everyone 
laughed at what I said, they thought it was all a joke. 

During my entire talk Rabbi Levovitz was there and he 
watched how everyone mocked what I said. A short while later, 
during one of his talks he said, “There is a student here who 
people think doesn’t understand anything, but in truth this 
student is smart and he knows what he is talking about...” 

It was a vote of confidence in me.
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L
ife was not easy for my parents. Father was a teacher with 
a meager salary, and despite this he paid for my studies at 
yeshivah. I was already in my late twenties, and in my mind 

was the constant reminder that I should never waste my time. I 
would contemplate: How can I take his money that he works hard 
to earn and waste my time and thus his money? 

I knew that I had to sit and learn as much as I could. Any 
weakness that I had, I slowly overcame, and delved into my 
studies. Of course this also meant that I did not keep my end of 
our agreement and slept very little.

Then, a few months after I had spent time with my 
grandparents in 1932 when I was sick, Hitler became the 
autocratic leader of Germany, at the end of February 1933. My 
parents, particularly my mother, wanted to see me, but I was not 
about to go to Germany which I believed was too dangerous. 
They suggested that we meet in Český Těšín, which, at that 
point, was under joint rule of Poland and Czechoslovakia. It 
seemed to be a safe idea and I travelled there. 

Last Visit



54 Father told me that thank G-d I looked good, and said “If 
you want you can return to yeshivah.” Mother was not so happy, 
and cried bitterly that we should remain together. “I just saw my 
son,” she said of me in third person, “and now he’s going away?” 
So I remained an extra day, and then we departed.

I would write letters to Father in Hebrew, and he would 
respond in German. In Father’s letters to me, he would call our 
family “meisei midbar,” referring to the biblical story telling of 
those who died in the desert before entering Israel. Just like in 
the biblical story, those that reached the age would die at the 
end, so too here, Father was alluding to the fact that despite 
them knowing their fate, they could do nothing about it. It was 
his way of saying that he believed they were doomed to the fate 
of all Jews in Hitler’s Germany–which was death. 

Český Těšín.
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W
hile Germany was in chaos, and my parents were on the 
run, we were studying at Mir, when Rabbi Levovitz was 
diagnosed with cancer. There was a rush to find the best 

doctors, but nothing helped. Tragedy befell the city of Mir when 
he ultimately passed away in 1936. Many of the great heads of 
yeshivahs came to deliver eulogies for him, but there was little 
consolation. There was no one to fill Rabbi Levovitz’s shoes, and 
many believed that it was the end of the yeshivah. 

One of the outstanding students, Tuvia “Parezover” 
Novick, asked me to go to Rabbi Finkel and demand in the name 
of all of the foreign students that they turn to Rabbi Levenstein, 
who was then at the Lomza Yeshiva in Petach Tikvah, in the 
Land of Israel, to return to the yeshivah. 

At first Rabbi Finkel was reluctant. He told us that it was 
a case of inheritance and the yeshivah would need to appoint 
Rabbi Levovitz’s son. At the end, he relented to our requests and 
in Elul 1936 Rabbi Levenstein, then known as Reb Chatzkel, 
returned to Mir.

Yeshivah in Transition
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In truth, the older students, who were used to the unique 
style of Rabbi Levovitz, never went to Rabbi Levenstein’s 
lectures. They organized clandestine classes to teach the younger 
students the philosophy of our mentor, Rabbi Levovitz. I had a 
great thirst for the teachings of Rabbi Levovitz and joined those 
classes.

Encapsulating those classes, one student told me that 
every talk we studied of Rabbi Levovitz strengthened our belief 
in Hashem. Or as Rabbi Levovitz put it himself, “Our students 
could go astray, but they would still never have much pleasure 
from sinning.”

Before I went to Mir, Father told me that most of the 
students there most probably are not careful with taking notes, 
“They assume that they will automatically remember everything 
they learn.” Father told me that I should treat my studies at Mir 
with the seriousness and thoroughness as if I was attending 

Rabbi Levovitz’s funeral. 
Photo: Yad Vashem



M
an

us
cr

ip
ts

 &
 M

ir
ac

le
s  

  |
   

 R
ab

bi
 C

ha
im

 M
os

he
 Y

eh
ud

a 
Bl

au

university lectures. “I demand that you write copious notes of 
every shiur you attend,” he said.

I did take notes, making it a lifelong habit to do so. This 
included the classes on Chumash for the foreign students that I 
had initiated. After Rabbi Levovitz passed away, his son Rabbi 
Simcha Zissel asked me for those detailed notes that I took. In 
addition to others, my notes were used in the series of seforim 
Daas Torah.

Rabbi Blau’s notes of Rabbi Levovitz’s classes on Chumash.
Photo: Mendel Blau



Rabbi Blau’s 1937 German military exemption letter.
Photo: Mendel Blau



M
an

us
cr

ip
ts

 &
 M

ir
ac

le
s  

  |
   

 R
ab

bi
 C

ha
im

 M
os

he
 Y

eh
ud

a 
Bl

au

T
wo years later, all of that ended, when the Germans began 
their vicious attack on Europe. The news trickled to the 
students at the yeshiva that Hitler was having victory after 

victory. There was little resistance to his advances, and the 
Germans invaded country after country.

As foreigners in Mir, the local authorities called us in 
and said that until they have heard from Warsaw, we should 
all remain in the city. They said that most probably, we will be 
brought to a detention camp, particularly the German citizens. 
Luckily, I also had papers that I was a Hungarian citizen, and I 
used those to avoid detention.

While there was concern among the foreigners, we had 
already heard on the radio that Poland was going to fall to the 
Germans and the government was already in exile. 

One day in Elul (September) 1939, the Germans began 
to bomb Poland. On Rosh Hashanah we heard the bombing of 
Baranovichi, some 25 miles from Mir. When we went outside, 
we saw the hakenkreuz, the swastika, on the planes flying over 

A Foreign Problem
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our heads. On the 
Sunday after Tzom 
Gedalya, we heard 
that the Soviets 
invaded Poland from 
the east. 

There was 
someone who had a 
radio, and we heard 
that they were driving 
out the Germans. 
We were joyous, 
especially the foreign 
students who the 
Polish detained, who 
were now free to leave 
the city. I recall that 
we greeted the Red 
Army with cheers and 
clapping. 

Then, one of the Russian soldiers stepped out of line, 
walked over to one of the students and said in Yiddish: “Jews 
do not be so joyous, you just changed from death, to being 
imprisoned forever. Russia is like one large prison.”

It did not take long for the message to sink in. Until that 
day we had enough to eat, but the next day under Soviet rule the 
stores were shuttered. There was no more private ownership, 
everything belonged to the communists, to the army. We had to 
wait in line even for a piece of bread. 

The yeshivah building was confiscated, and the students 
were sent to dig trenches for the army. We may have been happy 
that our lives were spared, but we realized that there was no 
more future for learning Torah there. We were now condemned 
to slave labor. 

Rabbi Malin’s Mir student identification.
Photo: Yad Vashem
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Our cries and screams at the yeshivah went straight to 
heaven. Rabbi Aryeh Leib Malin (1906-1962) told the other 
students that he was sure that the yeshivah would be saved 
from Hitler. “You davened with such earnest intention and 
broken hearts,” he said, “as the Mishnah states (Brachos 5:5), ‘If 
your davening flows from your mouth, you know that it was 
accepted.’”

For Sukkos we were allowed to build sukkahs, and though 
we did not have much to eat, we had enough to live on. We 
tried our best to celebrate yom tov as if nothing was happening 
around us. 



Rabbi Blau while he was studying at Mir.
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O
ver yom tov, we learned that the Soviets had made an 
agreement that they could have an army base in Lithuania, 
and in exchange they would transfer to them a part of the 

Vilnius region that until then had been a part of Poland. It was 
decided to move the yeshivah to Vilna, which was still under 
Soviet occupation, so we could easily travel there. We believed 
that once we were there, we could obtain local papers and be 
able to remain in safety under Lithuanian rule. 

Seeing death before our eyes, we said Tehillim day and 
night. Shortly after hakafos on Simchas Torah, with our bags 
packed we went to the railroad station in Baranovich. The trip 
to Vilna, which usually would have taken some five hours, took 
thirty-six instead.

We had little food and just our Shabbos clothing on our 
backs. With nowhere to rest our heads, I went to one of the 
shuls, and slept there on the floor. For food, we woke up early 
in the morning, and waited for five hours for our bread ration, 
which was not even completely baked. To get it to be edible, we 
would place it on the windowsill to bake in the sun. 

On the Run
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We wanted 
nothing to do with 
the Soviet Union, and 
we waited eagerly for 
the Lithuanians to 
take over. After some 
two months, around 
Chanukah time they 
did. It all felt like a 
very long time.

At first the 
Yeshivah settled in 
Keidan, Lithuania. We 
were not free for long, 
for then the Soviets 
invaded Lithuania. 
The Yeshivah then 
dispersed to four 
locations, and I 
joined the division in 
Krekenava.

We began trying to arrange travel documents, hoping to 
somehow escape. We heard that the Dutch honorary consul 
in Kaunas, Jan Zwartendijk, was issuing destination-visas. He 
had no authorization to give visas, but Curacao did not require 
a visa at the time and he issued papers that stated that none 
was required. Of course, we never intended it to be our final 
destination. 

With the papers for Curacao, we would still need exit visas 
from the Soviet Union and then transit visas to travel through 
Japan. 

A few months earlier, a new diplomat from Japan, Chiune 
Sugihara, arrived in Kaunas, Lithuania. In what became a huge 
operation, he gave transit visas to thousands of Jews. With many 

Chiune Sugihara, the vice-consul for the  
Japanese Empire in Kaunas, Lithuania.
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of my friends, I travelled to Kaunas to obtain one. 

In November 1940, Rabbi Avraham Kalmanowitz, a rabbi 
in Tiktin, Poland, who had a United States passport and fled 
there soon after the war broke out, wrote to the American Jewish 
Joint Distribution Committee (Joint), about the plight of the 
German students in Europe:

The last reports from the other side are extremely 
alarming as concerns the German students in the 
Yeshivoth of Lithuania. The German Consulate in Kovno 
has notified the German students that unless they 
emigrate before the 31st of December, they will either be 
forced to give up their citizenship or return to Germany. 
Their danger is apparent. Part of these students of which 
number there are 31 in Mirrer Yeshiva and 7 in Telsiai 
Yeshiva, have visas for America, some have affidavits and 
await visas, while all have visas for Curacao and transit 
visas to Japan, and immediate possibility of emigration to 
escape the imminent danger. The sum of $100 per person 
is necessary to defray the [travel] expenses from Lithuania 
to Yokohoma [Japan]. I have already made contact with the 
relatives and friends of these students and have received 
either cash or assurances from the following Adler, Blau, 
3 Kanarek brothers, Cohen, Zeilberger and Steinfeld and 
his wife.

During this time, my friends were getting married in 
the city, and I seemed to be the only one still single. Someone 
suggested to me Chaya Heneh Schochet from Telšiai, Lithuania, 
who was then teaching at the Yavneh school in Jonava, some 40 
miles away. 

Heneh also realized that the walls were closing in on her, 
and wanted to leave the war zone. With her parents living more 
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than 130 miles away and not married, she had no one to turn to. 
I suggested to her that she can come on my transit visas to Japan. 
She agreed to marry, and we obtained our legal marriage in 
Krekenava in late December 1940. With the marriage certificate, 
I would be able to add her to my visas. 

It was not as simple as it seemed to make it out of Europe. 
First there was the fear to even ask the communists for exit 
visas to leave their “utopia”, as they could just send you off to 
Siberia. I still recall one rosh yeshivah warning us not to do it. 
“The Russians don’t like you Jews to leave the country,” he said, 
“and they will treat you like traitors.” Others strongly disagreed, 
and said to do it. 

I decided to do a Goral Hagra, and I opened a Tanach, 
which fell on Melachim II, chapter 7: “There were four men, 
lepers, outside the gate. They said to one another, ‘Why should 
we sit here waiting for death? If we decide to go into the town, 

Heneh Schochet with her students, Purim 1937. 
Photo: Elishevitz family
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what with the famine in the town, we shall die there; and if we 
just sit here, still we die. Come, let us desert to the Aramean 
camp. If they let us live, we shall live; and if they put us to death, 
we shall die.” 

The Blau’s civil marriage certificate from January 1, 1941.  
At that point Heneh had still not decided if she would marry Rabbi Blau.  

Despite that, he suggested that she still escape Europe on his papers.
Photo: Mendel Blau
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It turned out 
that the Soviets were 
willing to give you 
one, but you had to 
give them $200 for 
each exit visa. I turned 
to three people: Rabbi 
Kalmanowitz; Rabbi 
Hodakov, my soon 
to be brother-in-law; 
and Rabbi Shlomo 
Yosef Chill, one of the 
American students 
who studied with me 
at Mir. 

Finally, the 
funds arrived from 
the United States. 
Rabbi Hodakov 
arranged for the 
funds for Heneh’s 
trip, and Rabbi Kalmanowitz approached Max Warburg, whose 
son Eric was a student of Father’s in Hamburg. He was a German 
banker before moving to the United States and had investments 
in Wall Street. He helped many Jews from Germany immigrate 
to the United States, and he also gave the money for me to 
obtain an exit visa. We went many times to the office for the 
visa, but they refused to give it. Then one night, someone woke 
me up and said that I should immediately go to the office for 
them to give out visas. 

After handing over the $400, within five minutes I had 
the visas in my hands. The plan was to take a train through 
the Soviet Union to Moscow, then all the way to the port city 
of Vladivostok. From there we would go by boat to Japan. We 

Max Warburg.



The Blau’s kesubah from the 13th of Shevat (February 10), 1941.
Photo: Mendel Blau
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would first need to get halachically married. 

During this ordeal we secretly married in Slabodka, a 
suburb of Kovno, on Shvat 13 1941 , in the home of Rabbi Chaim 
Shmulevitz (1902-1979), with just about a minyan, including 
my in-laws Meir and Rochel Schochet. We did not want the 
communists to know that she got married, and perhaps learn 
of our plans to flee. Thus, the next morning, my new wife went 
to work at school, and continued to do so throughout sheva 
brachos.

The next day, I accompanied Heneh’s parents to the train 
station back to Telšiai. My new in-laws were elderly, in their 
sixties, and I did not want them to travel at night. They listened 
to me and agreed to take the day train. When we arrived at the 
station, I was glad that there were a few yeshivah students that 
would be on the train to accompany them.

The difficulty of not being with your wife during the first 
weeks of your marriage is hard to express in words. I hoped that 
all the travel details would soon be completed and we would be 
able to leave Europe together to a safe haven. It was not to be. 

We would only reunite around two-weeks later, shortly 
before some few hundred of us left on the train to freedom. 
With us were mostly single students, and the married faculty 
members.

It was a two-week ordeal to finally arrive in Vladivostok a 
few days before Purim. The Russians decided that if we wanted 
to leave, we not only needed to show them our documents, 
they wanted to look through all of our books to see if they had 
counter-revolutionary material in them. 

They went through every Gemara, Chumash and even my 
notebooks, and the censor stamped each one. They purposely 
organized the ship to leave on Shabbos morning. We had no 
choice, and with all of our belongings on the boat, we made 
Friday night kiddush there and then went to sleep at our lodging.
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When we left on Shabbos morning, the Yellow Sea roared. 
We felt that at any moment the ship was going to split in half. 
Every wave felt like an eternity. It was like the seas in the story 
of Yonah. Even so, as the Russian horizon slowly disappeared, 
we began to dance and sing Vehi Sheamdah until we were 

A notebook of Rabbi Blau’s with the stamp of the authorities that  
he hah permission to take it with him  to Japan.

Photo: Mendel Blau
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exhausted. I cannot recall another time when I danced with 
such joy and enthusiasm.

When it came evening, it was the first time I was “ordained” 
when it was announced that all of the rabbis would sleep on the 
floor of the hull, while all the others were on beds. Sleep was 
hard to come by, but we were being redeemed from slavery to 
freedom. We were soon all seasick and vomiting. If only for a 
minute, we tried to put on tefillin. 

After two days we arrived at the Tsuruga Port, and the 
yeshivah students were told to go to a separate room, while 
everyone else’s papers were checked. In English I was asked 
where I was going, and I said Curacao. He knew that was a farce, 
and said that was not my final destination. Where are you going 
from there, he asked and I said to the United States. It was the 
truth, that was all of our plans. We just did not have the papers 
to go there. The official told me to stay on the boat returning to 
Vladivostok. 

I almost fainted. I knew that going back to Vladivostok 
was sure death. I began to cry and say Tehillim, davening to 
the Creator of the world to save me. An angel, in the form of a 
representative of the Joint, arrived and told us to say that we do 
not speak English and he will be my interpreter. 

Despite knowing English, I made believe as if I did not 
know, and the man from the Joint told them that we were 
going afterwards to Shanghai. The Chinese city was occupied 
by several countries, and was considered an open city which 
you did not need a visa to go to. We were permitted to continue 
on to Kobe. On that ship’s journey back to the Soviet Union, it 
capsized, and if not for that “angel” we would have been on it. 

In Japan we fulfilled what our sages say in Pirkei Avos 
(6:4): “Such is the way of Torah life, eat bread with salt, drink 
rationed water and sleep on the ground.” This was not just the 
students, but children and women too.
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The only carb we had was rice, which the locals ate instead 
of bread. Any fruits and vegetables were only as garnish to the 
rice. We studied as much as we could.

With a newly married wife, I also had to worry about a 
mikvah. The only place to do it was in the ocean, while their 
husbands watched to make sure that all the hair went in. One 
time a woman was pulled into the water by a large wave, and 
only by a miracle she was saved.

Months earlier, in September of 1940, the Japanese had 
also joined the axis of evil with the Germans and we were not 
permitted to walk the streets of the city. One evening it was 
very hot, and I went outside for some fresh air. A police officer 
asked what I was doing, and I said I am window shopping. He 
told me that I could not do that, “You may be an American.” I 
immediately went back to our lodgings.



Shanghai identification papers. 
Rabbi Blau began to grow his beard in Shanghai.
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S
hortly before Japan bombed the United States and joined 
the Germans and Italy, the Jewish refugees were told that 
we would have to leave Kobe. With no visas to the United 

States, it meant we would have to go to Shanghai, where you did 
not need a visa to travel to. There we rented a small attic from a 
Russian woman. However, she did not appreciate our walking 
above her head, and soon kicked us out. We then rented another 
space, but when I asked to symbolically purchase his property 
so we can make an eruv and carry on Shabbos, he refused. “I 
am scared that you will sue me in court for my entire house,” 
he said. 

Since I was one of the only married men in the group, 
they asked me to be chazan for the yeshivah on Rosh Hashanah. 
Before yom tov, someone taught me the traditional nusach of 
Mir. They found a shul in Shanghai’s French quarter, and we 
davened there. 

One day we realized that the mikvah was being run by a 
non-Jew and improperly filled with tap water. In conversation 
with Rabbi Meir Ashkenazi (1891-1954), the city’s chief rabbi, 

Two Minutes to Jail
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it was decided that we 
would have to build a 
new mikvah.

Together with 
Rabbi Ashkenazi 
and Rabbi Shmuel 
Dovid Raichik (1918-
1998), a student 
from the Lubavitch 
yeshivah, we went 
to the city’s wealthy 
Jews to fundraise 
to build a proper 
one in the Hongkou 
neighborhood. We 
visited a wealthy Jew, 
who was married 
to a non-Jew, and 
he would not let us 
leave his office. We 
wondered why, and 
he told us that as long 
as the three rabbis 
were in his office, he was having success after success. 

After that Rabbi Ashkenazi told us that he had to return 
to his regular duties, and we continued on our own. We were 
successful and we purchased a property and built a new mikvah 
in Hongkou.

In June of 1941 we learned that Germany had invaded the 
Soviet Union. It soon dawned upon us that we did not just flee 
from spiritual death, but also physical danger. 

On one December day we heard bombs falling near the 
port, where the American, French and English navy had their 
ships. It was the Japanese and they had invaded Shanghai. We 

Lubavitcher Rabbi Meir Ashkenazi,  
the chief rabbi of Shanghai.
Photo: Lubavitch Archives
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were back under their control, and as they were allies with 
Germany, they soon forced us to move into a ghetto in the 
Hongkou vicinity.

The Japanese stamped our passports with a large J, which 
meant Juda, and we had to wear a special tag that identified us 
as Jews. The Mir students had special permission to go to study 
at the yeshivah on Museum Road from seven in the morning to 
seven in the evening.

One day at 6:58 AM I left for the yeshivah. The Japanese 
were very punctual, and a police officer stopped me for breaking 
the curfew. I was told to appear at their office in two hours’ time.

If I were to be arrested, the Japanese jails were brutal. It 
was known that you would be placed in a cell with the most 
habitual criminals. For the little food the prisoners received, the 
hardened inmates would beat the weaker ones. Of course there 
was no kosher food. To obtain a guilty plea, the guards were 
known to torture you until you confessed. 

Luckily a fellow student, Abba Zayintz, saw what 
happened and followed the officer to the café. He sat across 
from the officer, and played cards with him. In the middle he 
slipped him five dollars, and hinted that he should let me off 
the hook. The officer accepted, and told him to continue playing 
until the end of the game. This way I was saved.

The situation in the ghetto was horrible. There were 
rampant sicknesses, and many in the ghetto died. Everyone was 
very poor, and if you did not have money, you starved to death. 
Once again, like Japan, the only food that we could afford was 
rice. We had it for breakfast, lunch and supper. We soon lacked 
Vitamin B and became sick. Dr. Abraham Seligson (1907-1989), 
who was truly a righteous man, explained to us what the issue 
was, and he told us that we should eat peanuts, including the 
seed coat.

It was not possible to send funds directly from the United 



The Mir Yeshivah in Shanghai, China. Rabbi Blau is five rows up on the left ( framed).
Photo: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
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States, who was at war with Japan. Instead, Rabbi Kalmanowitz 
sent us money through Switzerland and Argentina. Each 
student was allocated a specific stipend. 

At one point a communal kitchen was opened at the 
yeshivah. Those who had families, were permitted to bring food 
from the kitchen home to them. It was a long walk home, and 
they would have to carry the food for the hour and a half walk. 
Rabbi Hodakov, and other members of my wife’s family, would 
send us some money. With that money, at times I was able to 
go home on a rickshaw—a sort of wagon with a man pulling it.



M
an

us
cr

ip
ts

 &
 M

ir
ac

le
s  

  |
   

 R
ab

bi
 C

ha
im

 M
os

he
 Y

eh
ud

a 
Bl

au

F
or Sukkos that year, I built a Sukkah in the courtyard, and 
I was stringent and slept in it despite the frigid weather. I 
caught a cold, and had a high fever. For days I was in bed, 

with my eyes closed the entire time and unable to talk. This 
scared Heneh terribly and she had a miscarriage. It would be 
some five months, and a visit to the gynecologist until she was 
able to become pregnant again.

That year, there was little to eat and Heneh had little 
appetite to eat the food that I brought from the yeshivah. The 
doctor told us that the fetus was small and weak. When she was 
born on Tishrei 17, 1942, the doctor wished us mazel tov, but 
told us that the child was underweight, “Perhaps after two years 
she will be the normal weight.” 

Another doctor told us that our daughter, who we called 
Brachah Rivkah Shulamis, would not survive the year, and did 
not permit us to bring her home from the hospital. Every day my 
wife would go to the hospital to feed her. Finally, at one point 
they let us take her home, where Heneh tirelessly cared for her. 

Seeking Comfort
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With sicknesses rampant in the ghetto, in the winter of 
1943 Shulamis contracted tuberculosis. After they did an x-ray, 
we were told that she would not survive and they permitted us 
to take her home.

As the temperature of Shulamis rose to 107 degrees, the 
yeshivah spent hours saying Tehilim for our young daughter. 
I will never forget that Thursday of Elul 12 at the yeshivah. My 
davening that day was, to say the least, not going well, and I 

Rabbi Blau's calendar from Nissan 1945:  
Friday: Nechomo went to the hospital.  

Sunday: We changed [added the name Sheina] to our daughter.  
Monday: Our daughter Sheina Nechomo, thank G-d, recovered. 

Photo: Mendel Blau
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knew something was wrong, as the Mishnah I cited earlier 
explains. Tragically, by the time I returned home that night, our 
daughter had passed away. 

The funeral was very emotional for us. As a kohen, I could 
not go to the cemetery, and Heneh was without children in her 
third pregnancy. 

All the yeshivah students and faculty came to comfort us. 
Henna broke out sobbing as Rabbi Levenstein tried to comfort 
her. He saw that she was pregnant, and did not want to pain her 
any longer, and he stopped talking. 

Gedalia Zupnik, a student at Mir, told me that my wife will 
soon give birth, “Your offspring should be healthy and strong, 
and bring you comfort.” His words greatly comforted me.

As Heneh reached her ninth month she gave birth to our 
daughter Nechomo. It was not long, and three months later our 
daughter became sick. Dr. Seligson believed that the reason was 
because she did not have enough salt. He suggested that we 
give her salt water. It did not help. 

A week later, our precious daughter was by a thread 
between heaven and earth. We brought her to the hospital. We 
added the Sheina to her name, and the students of the yeshivah 
began once again reciting Tehillim.

It was heart-wrenching. One day we both collapsed, 
pouring out our hearts to our Father in heaven to stop all of our 
misery. I promised that every year, if she will become better on 
that day, Nissan 5, I will make a feast, give money to the poor 
and complete the entire Tehilim. G-d listened to our prayers, 
and that day was the beginning of her recovery. Two weeks later, 
she was permitted to return home from the hospital.



Rabbi Blau, 1946.
Photo: Rochel Elishevitz
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T
he news trickled through to us in Shanghai that in April 
Hitler had committed suicide in a Berlin basement. His 
successor made efforts to continue the war for another 

month, but soon the Germans surrendered to the Allied Forces. 
Despite this, Hirohito, the Japanese emperor, refused to follow. 

The bombing of Shanghai by the Allied Forces went on 
for days and nights. The Japanese dug trenches in the streets of 
Shanghai. The rumors said that the enemies of the Jews, who 
still lived in Japan, wanted to burn us in incinerators. 

I will never forget that week in August 1945. It was the 
parshah of Shoftim, and I was tutoring two students on the 
passuk (Devarim 19:3), “Do not be in fear, or in panic, or in 
dread of them.” I told them that despite the sound of war, G-d 
is before you and He will protect you. I cried with them about 
our situation, but I firmly believed that the Master of the world 
would help. 

We went home, and in the middle of that night, I heard 
dancing and cheering in the streets. We learned that the 

War’s Final Blows
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Americans dropped a huge bomb on Japan and the war will 
soon be over. 

A few weeks later, the Japanese finally surrendered, and 
we cried with happiness, danced in the streets and some even 
said Hallel. Until then, the order was that the streets should be 
dark at night, and now the streets were ablaze with lights and 
torches. 

Before the Japanese had a chance to harm us, the war was 
over! It was a miracle! The barbed wires were removed around 
the ghetto, and we were free to walk anywhere. 

When the Americans arrived we learned that there 
were still plenty of anti-Semites among them. One student 
approached a soldier and asked if he knew what the Germans 
did to the Jews. “Sure we know,” he said, “they made one mistake, 
they left too many of them [Jews] alive.”

Students of the Mir Yeshivah with an American army chaplain. 
Photo: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
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The Americans did us no harm and gave us food: artificial 
butter, chocolate, wafers and potato chips. There was nothing 
healthy about it, but at least we had something to live off. I was 
hungry and ate a lot of it, which ultimately made me gain too 
much weight, but I was alive. 



Identification paper from the German consulate, 1946.
Photo: Rochel Elishevitz
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W
hile we were waiting out the war in Asia, we did not know 
much of what was happening in Europe. After the war we 
slowly learned of the tragic events. We had already heard 

about ghettos, gas chambers and mass murders, but we did not 
know how to grasp the scale of what had happened. Nor did 
we know who had been killed by the Germans and who had 
survived. 

Before we left, the Lithuanians cried for us, saying ‘oh, 
those poor “bezhentsy,” refugees’. We believed that, like Yosef in 
Egypt, we were just going out to be there first, to be able to greet 
them when they would all be able to leave. It slowly dawned 
upon us that while our time in Japan and Shanghai was difficult, 
it had been ten times worse there. G-d had mercifully saved our 
lives.

Rabbi Levenstein told us that you did not need to be a 
prophet to understand that the situation in Europe would be 
devastating to Jewish life. “If you give a goy permission to kill 
Jews,” he said, “and surely if he is paid to murder Jews, he will 
do it.”

Bitter Truth
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He went so far as to say that every student should say 
kaddish for their parents and relatives, “Because they are all 
dead.”

Many of the students revolted. “What is he doing?” Rabbi 
Chaim Visoker (1896-1985), one of the leading students who 
had organized the escape of the Mir Yeshivah from Europe, 
said, “He is telling us to say kaddish for living people?”

Rabbi Levenstein told anyone who asked to not try to fool 
themselves, to face the tragic reality. 

The bitter truth soon came to light: millions of Jews had 
been murdered. My brother, Binyamin Zev, who had escaped to 
the Netherlands, was tragically murdered by the Germans in the 
Mauthausen-Gusen Concentration Camp in 1941. Just months 
after we saw them and escaped ourselves, also in 1941, Heneh’s 
parents were murdered with the Jews in the Telšiai ghetto.

With that, some of our family did escape Europe before 
the war. My parents were able to make it to London. From there 
Father wanted to continue on to the Land of Israel. But then the 
war broke out and he never made it. In London, Father taught 
classes in Hebrew and English. He passed away shortly after the 
war, in October 1946. 

After he passed away, Mother did get to fulfill her dream 
and live in Israel for a time. Before we had a chance to see each 
other, she too passed away in April 1950. My sister Rivkah 
“Jenny” made it to London, England, where we had a maternal 
aunt, Cilli Kopel. There she lived, married Rabbi Meir (Emile) 
Marmorstein, the son of my father’s close friend Rabbi Dr. 
Avraham (Arthur) Marmorstein, and raised a family.
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Now we all needed places to go. What we did know is that we 
did not want to be in China, which we feared would soon be 
at war with Russia. Some people went to the Land of Israel, 

which was still under the British mandate. 

We also wanted to go there, and we wrote to Heneh’s sister 
Leah Holtzberg (1908-2004) in Jerusalem. She wrote to us that 
we should join them in then-Palestine:

Should you come up to us in the Holy Land, or 
continue in exile and go down to the United States? For 
me this isn’t even a question. For our Jewish brothers there 
is only one place in the world to live, where it’s worthy 
to live, even if life is not so easy, and this is the Land of 
Israel! 

Whoever wants the sweet and easy life with a nice 
apartment and nice furniture, with a refrigerator and a gas 
or electric stove and a ‘secure life’ for the children, they 

New World



The American consul in Shanghai document confirming that Rabbi Blau did not have his 
passport because of the war. 

Photo: Rochel Elishevitz
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should go to the United States, over there the chances for 
financial security and all the extras are better than by us. 
However, whoever is ready to forgo on the material life 
of this world will find their ultimate place here and only 
here. …

We hope that it won’t be long before you arrive at 
your final destination where you will find tranquility and 
consolation after the sad events that befell you in your 

Mrs. Blau’s sister, Leah Holtzberg, and her  
husband Rabbi Yosef and their son Yaakov. 

Photo: Rochel Elishevitz



Mrs. Blau, as a teenager, with her mother’s sister Rebbetzin Raizel Bengis (nee Ziv).
Photo: Rochel Elishevitz
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years of exile!

We also wrote to Heneh’s uncle, Rabbi Zelig Rooven Bengis 
(1864-1953), who headed the Eidah Hachareidis in Jerusalem. 
He responded that it was not a good time for us to move there. 

We listened to his advice, and I wrote to Rabbi Hodakov to 
assist in obtaining visas for us to the United States. We needed 
an affidavit that I will have a position to be able to support 
us, and upon his request the United Lubavitcher Yeshivoth 
supplied me with such a letter. In addition, I received a written 
invitation from the Yeshiva Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch to be 
a teacher there. With the documents in hand we received our 
visas to America. 

By the time we departed, our son Meir, who we named 
after Heneh’s father, was born.

We arrived in San Francisco, California, on the USS 

A 1947 letter from Rabbi Bengis about his arrival to the United States  
and comforting him that he was not settling in the Land of Israel. 

Photo: Mendel Blau



96 General M. C. Meigs ship, which was a transport ship for 
American troops, and it was arranged for refugees to join them 
on the journey home to the United States from China. 

It was Thursday, Teves 10, 1946, and the Joint 
representative told us that we would be leaving by train the 
next day. We told him that we would not leave before Shabbos. 
He said that if that was the case we could return to China. We 
laughed at his warning and told him that even if he wants, he 
cannot evict us from the United States. 

“America does not force people to desecrate the Shabbos,” 
I told him, “neither its citizens nor its guests. Surely not a person 
like myself who has an affidavit from a well-known rabbinical 
institution.” 

He left us, and we went to a hotel for Shabbos. Close to 
the hotel was the Congregation Keneseth Israel, where Rabbi 
Dov Marton was the rabbi, who had learned in the yeshivah of 

The USS General M. C. Meigs which the Blaus took to the United States.
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Rabbi Dushinsky in 
Chust, Hungary.

The Jews in San 
Francisco were very 
assimilated, and they 
introduced me to a 
world where even 
some Jews could not 
tolerate religious Jews. 
One day, I was walking 
with Nechomo around 
downtown, when a fire 
truck passed by. She 
began to holler, “A fire 
lesher, fire lesher!” 

“You speak 
Yiddish to your 
children?” one woman 
told me, “That’s 
terrible! Why don’t 
you teach the children 

to speak English?” After she added some choice words, she told 
me that I should not worry, “I’m sure that after a few weeks, a 
few years, your children will forget all those crazy things.” 

It was my first taste of American assimilation, and it kept 
us worried for years. 

We sent a telegram to the Hodakovs that we arrived, and 
they invited us to come stay with them in New York. We arrived 
on Friday, and Rabbi Hodakov was there to take us to his second 
floor apartment. 

The owner of the home soon complained that the rental 
lease only permitted a couple and two children to live there. The 
Hodakovs would not tell us to leave, and if that was the case, the 

Mrs. Blau’s sister, Rebbetzin Ettel Hodakov.
Photo: Rochel Elishevitz
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owner wanted all of us 
to immediately leave 
the apartment. Rabbi 
Hodakov explained 
to him that it was 
freezing outside, “And 
you want to throw us 
out on the streets?” 

The man 
allowed us to remain 
over Shabbos, but 
said that we should 
leave soon afterwards. 

After Shabbos, 
Rabbi Hodakov told 
me that I should 
go meet the Rebbe 
Rayatz, Rabbi Yosef 
Yitzchok of Lubavitch 
(1880-1950). I went, 
and he was sadly sick 
and had a speech impediment, and I could not understand 
what he said. Someone was there in the room, who explained to 
me what the Rebbe said.

Rabbi Hodakov.
Photo: Hodakov family/Lubavitch Archives
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The rents in Crown Heights were very high that year, and 
we moved together with the Hodakovs to Far Rockaway 
in Queens. The neighborhood was mostly for summer 

vacationers, and the owner rented it to us for the winter at a 
cheaper rate. While during the summer, being on the water 
would have been enjoyable, during the winter it was freezing. 
Even the heaters could not warm the home.

Some of the students of the Mir yeshivah found a place to 
study at Congregation Atereth Tifereth Israel in the Brooklyn 
neighborhood of East New York. It was a peaceful place to learn, 
and I would spend all day there.

I recall a story that we can learn from, of how Rabbi Shraga 
Feivel Mendlowitz (1886-1948) once came there to talk with 
Rabbi Levenstein. For hours they discussed that the yeshivah 
should incorporate secular studies. Rabbi Levenstein strongly 
refused, and said that if it was not possible to have a school 
without secular studies, then one must leave and move to the 
Land of Israel, and so he did. 

Difficult Positions
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The subway ride from Far Rockway took around an hour. 
My stop was a little before Rabbi Hodakov’s, who continued on 
to Crown Heights. Once on Friday there was a large snow storm, 
and the tracks on the bridge froze with ice on it. Rabbi Hodakov 
was stuck on the train for a long time, and until everyone got off 
it would not be possible for him to come home before Shabbos 
by taxi. 

We all waited for a long time to make kiddush, but he did 
not come home and we all worried. In the middle of the night, 
there was banging on the door, and there was Rabbi Hodakov 
soaked to the bone. His belongings he left by someone’s house 
on the way. From that day on, the rule in our family was that we 
would not travel after midday on Fridays. 

For the first months the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS) supported us, but then they told us that we have to 

Rabbis Blau and Hodakov. By moving to Far Rockaway, Rabbi  
Hodakov added a three hour commute to his job in Crown Heights.

Photo: Hodakov family
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find jobs. While I loved learning, I needed a livelihood. Like 
many others, I went to the department of religious affairs of 
the Jewish Federation, and met with Rabbi Isaac Trainin. He 
told all the refugees that if they wanted a position, they would 
need to learn English. He gave everyone an address of a Talmud 
Torah to teach or shul to be a gabai. I was given an address in 
Williamsburg.

When I arrived at the school, I was told that my job would 
be from eight in the morning to ten at night. “Don’t the children 
go home at three in the afternoon?” I asked them. I was told 
that in the afternoons I would need to be there to meet with the 
students’ parents. In the evening, I would have to fundraise and 
collect tuition, and if I didn’t fundraise I’d receive no salary. 

I felt strongly that I had to study Torah for several hours a 
day, and to daven like a mensch. Accepting this position would 
have meant that I would have no day or night to myself, and the 
end of my Torah studies. I told him that I could not spend my 
entire day traveling and working. He said if that was the case, I 
would not be accepted for the position. 

On my way home, I thought to myself, Was this really why 
Hashem saved me from the inferno, to stop my studies? By the 
time I returned home, I was saddened by my situation. 

I was offered a position at the Chachmei Lublin kollel in 
Kansas City. I did not even contemplate that offer, as I wanted 
to live in a neighborhood where I could give my children a good 
Jewish education. 

In the meantime, I found a position to lead the davening 
at a shul in East New York, and was paid to give Gemara classes 
in Far Rockaway. 

Rabbi Mordechai Elefant (1930-2009), who was the 
rosh yeshiva of Itri in Jerusalem, recalled my davening in his 
unpublished memoirs:
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When I went to high school in Yeshivas Ner Israel 
in Baltimore, my best friend was Feivelson. We were 
in Brooklyn once together right after the war, when the 
Mirrer Yeshivah was located in East New York. I was 
[seventeen] years old. My head had been in chemistry. I 
wanted to study in university. I used to go to the movies 
all the time.

It was Elul and we went into the Yeshiva to daven 
maariv. The shaliach tzibbur was Rav Moshe Yehudah 
Blau. He had a voice that was so sonorous it scared me. It 
moved me to want to repent. It felt like thunder to me, like 
the revelation at Sinai. I’ll never forget that scene. It was at 
that moment that I made my decision to devote myself to 
studying Torah.

During the winter, while the rent was cheap, my pay 
covered our rent. When the summer arrived, the owner wanted 
a higher rent, which I was forced to pay. 

Finally, I found a kollel in Williamsburg that accepted me 
to study there. Their financial situation was precarious. They 
would give us a check, and tell us not to deposit it for another 
two weeks. Two weeks later they would give us another check 
and tell us not to deposit any of the checks for another two 
weeks. After a few months, I just deposited all of the checks 
and they cleared. Of course, in such a situation the kollel soon 
shuttered, and I was once again out of a livelihood.

During this time, Heneh was due, and we had a girl in 
Tammuz 1948. We named her for Heneh’s mother Rochel.
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Even with the position at the shul, it did not cover our monthly 
expenses. By 1949, after finding the Ritva at JTS and with 
Professor Marx’s blessings, I had decided that working on 

the manuscript was something that I wanted to dedicate my life 
to. But it would not help to support us. 

In the previous year, I had turned to Rabbi Moshe Rosen, a 
brilliant mind, who is most known for his sefer Nezer Hakodesh 
on Kodshim, about the manuscript. He took the time, and 
copied all of the places where Rabbi Yosef Chaviva (1340–
1420), the Nemukei Yosef, another important rishon, quoted 
the Ritva on Baba Basra. If I could find the quoted passages in 
the manuscript at JTS, he told me, I would know it is authentic.

It was difficult to decipher the handwriting, but finally I 
found the four quotes and went with them to Rabbi Rosen. He 
immediately gave me an approbation, and wrote, “It is a great 
merit to publish and for all to be able to enjoy the light of their 
Torah.” In addition, he urged people to donate towards, “the 
difficult work that is required [to prepare the manuscript] and 
to be able to send it to the printer.”

Polished Image



The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchok.
Photo: Lubavitch Archives
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At first several people gave me a loan, including a 
childhood friend from Europe, Mr. Leizer Spitzer, to be able 
to continue. Of course, it was never enough and people were 
not willing to give donations towards unfinished projects. 
Ultimately, several of my cousins gave me money to continue 
my work on the manuscript. 

In the meantime, the Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan Theological 
Seminary (RIETS), which is the rabbinical seminary of Yeshiva 
University in Washington Heights in Manhattan, was opening a 
kollel. When I asked if I would be able to work on manuscripts at 
the kollel, I was told that as long as I would learn what everyone 
else was studying during the morning session, I could do my 
work there in the afternoons. 

RIETS did not have a good name in my circles. When I 
inquired, several people told me not to accept, “It’s a treife place. 
They are a university and it is too modern.” 

I asked Rabbi Hodakov what to do. He said that I should 
go to the Rebbe Rayatz. While I was not a Lubavitcher chassid, 
since that first time I entered the Rebbe’s personal study I 
had become close to Chabad. I knew that I could rely on the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe’s advice and I understood that if he directed 
me in a particular path, I should faithfully follow it.

In the audience, the Rebbe told me that I should accept 
the position. But, I said, people tell me that it is not a kosher 
place. “Who is telling you to sit there?” he said, “Do the work in 
your home.” I explained that being on their payroll they would 
not permit me to decipher the manuscripts at home. The Rebbe 
asked why they would not permit me to do it that way. I told 
him that they want me to sit there so they can “mit mir putzen,” 
and be able to use me to adorn the kollel.

The Rebbe said: “They will adorn themselves with you? 
You should see that you should gut ois putzen them,” ‘clean’ 
them up. 
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It sounded like 
a nice play on words, 
but when I repeated 
to Rabbi Hodakov 
what the Rebbe said, 
he said that when the 
Rebbe says something 
it is an order: “You 
have to go there and 
learn with them 
chassidus and make 
them better Jews. That 
is your order from the 
Rebbe.”

It was not long 
before they used me 
to “adorn” their kollel. 
In a 1949 article in 
the Tog Journal they 
wrote about me at 
RIETS:

In regards to my previous column on Rabbi Isaac 
Elchanan Theological Seminary and Yeshiva University, 
I would like to add that the young man who is busy 
preparing the manuscripts, is one of the prized alumni 
of the Mir Yeshivah, Rabbi Moshe Yehuda Blau. For 
years now, he has been dedicated to the research work of 
halachic manuscripts, and the photostatic manuscript of 
the Ritva on Baba Basra, which he is currently working on. 
It is one of the many manuscripts that he has collected in 
recent years.

Rabbi Blau is doing his research here in America 

Rabbi Dr. Alter Metzger while studying at YU .
Photo: Metzger family
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under the supervision of the RIETS yeshivah, which plans 
to publish many of these manuscripts.

As guided, I encouraged others there to learn chassidus. 
I organized for a student at 770 to come once a week to teach 
a group at YU. One person who I convinced to learn chassidus 
was Dr. Alter Metzger, who is today a professor at Stern College 
for Women, and worked at the United Lubavitcher Yeshivoth. 

Dr. Metzger recalled how some at RIETS did not appreciate 
the class:

The Tanya class was in the dormitory, and some 
members of RIETS leadership were not thrilled with it. 
They went to the rosh yeshiva, Rabbi Yosef Ber Soloveitchik 
to complain about it, “It is on campus! How do we stop it?”

Rabbi Soloveitchik responded that RIETS follows 

Rabbi Dr. Metzger teaching a chassidus class.
Photo: Metzger family
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the philosophy of Torah Umadda. “What does that mean?” 
he asked, “there is a difference of opinions.”

One is that we should not study the arts, Rabbi 
Soloveitchik continued, because it is heretical, and madda 
is referring to the sciences. Then there are some people 
who say that in Germany when the young people were 
being consumed by secular humanism, the religious 
community had to study the arts too. However, if that 
is the case, we can agree that it was only for that period 
and not today. With that said, today at RIETS the students 
continue to study the arts with all of their heretical ideas. 

“At first I believed that you were going to bring 
this issue up and ask how we can deal with it,” Rabbi 

Rabbi Soloveitchik (left) at a United Lubavitcher Yeshivoth  
dinner, 1942, with the Rebbe Rayatz and the Ramash (right). 

Photo: Lubavitch Archives
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Soloveitchik said, 
“but here you have 
students who are 
learning Tanya in 
their personal time in 
the dormitory. This 
is wonderful and so 
admirable.”

In a ripple effect from 
the class, Dr. Metzger has 
since written and taught 
many students chassidus 
over the years.

After the article in 
the Tog Journal, it quickly 
became known among 
the Mir students and 
faculty that I was learning 
at RIETS. I was bitterly 
criticized by my teacher 
Rabbi Levenstein. He came to the realization, he told my friends, that if 
“Moshe Yehudah became spoiled in America, and he went off the correct 
path just for money, then it can happen to anyone.” He then decided that 
he would move to Israel. 

I did not go to him and tell him that I followed the directives of 
the Rebbe, because he would then find out that I was a chassid, and I 
would be the recipient of even more scorn. This would include him using 
unsavory words about the Rebbe and chassidus.

When Rabbi Dovid Kronglas (1908-1972), who I had learned with 
at Mir, and was at the time the mashgiach at the Yeshivas Ner Yisroel of 
Baltimore, Maryland, complained to one of the students at the yeshivah 
about his wearing a gartel, the student responded that even I wear one. 

Rabbi Kronglass.
Photo: Ner Israel Rabbinical College
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“I don’t believe it,” he told the student, “Moshe Blau should 
put on a gartel? It is not possible. G-d save us, such a devout 
student. America has ruined him, he went off the path.”

However, not all my teachers and friends from Mir felt 
that way. In the summer of 1955, my rosh yeshivah at Mir, Rabbi 
Finkel, who was then in Jerusalem, wrote about my work to 
publish the Ritva:

Blessed are the accomplishments of my dear friend, 

Rabbi Finkel’s 1955 letter about Rabbi Blau. 
Photo: Mendel Blau
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from the great students of our holy yeshivah, the well-
known rabbinic genius, who is brilliant and well versed, 
with able knowledge in textual sources as well as sharp 
analysis of Talmudic texts, his name is our glory, our 
teacher Rabbi Moshe Yehuda Blau, may he live long, who 
toils in his endeavors to publish the unknown manuscripts 
of the Ritva, of blessed memory. ... He aptly publishes 
them, renewing the old by adding his glosses and notes, 
which he merits to come up with his refined intellect. 

He has acquired the great merit to illuminate the 
world with the light of the Torah of rishonim, who are like 
angels, may their merit protect us; teachings that have 
never been seen by the public.



Meir and Nechomo Blau, 1948.
Photo: Nechomo Kastel
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After close to two years in Far Rockaway, we moved to East 
New York, where I accepted a position as the rabbi of 
Ahavath Achim shul. 

One day someone walked over to me on the street and told 
me that I was lucky that I did not arrive in the neighborhood 
earlier. “Had you been here five years ago they would shave 
your beard off in the middle of the street,” the man with an 
Italian accent said, “But now things are different, so we’ll let you 
go without shaving it off.”

Another time, I walked into a grocery store, and the 
owner, Mr. Cohen, told me what happened to him a few years 
ago. When he arrived in the United States, he had a full beard, 
“never touched.” His brother, who arrived before him, told him 
that his beard did not look nice and that he needed a haircut. 
He took him to the barber and whispered something in his ear. 

The barber shaved off half of his beard, and Mr. Cohen 
asked what he was doing. “Your brother told me to cut half of 
your beard,” the barber said, “What should I do now?” The store 

Acceptable Beards
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owner told him to shave off the rest. 

“We keep Shabbos,” the man’s wife told Rabbi Blau, but 
her husband is anxious to open as soon as possible after it ends, 
“He counts the minutes until he can go down to open.” 

It was difficult to get cholov yisroel milk. You would 
have to go to a farm to milk the cows on your own. One time 
on Friday we did not have any milk for the children. I went to 
Mr. Cohen’s grocery and told him that while I would ordinarily 
never purchase his milk, our daughter was not feeling well and 
she must have milk for Shabbos. If anyone asks, “Please tell 
them that Rabbi Blau only got milk for his sick daughter.” 

It did not take more than a few days before the neighbors 
told me that Mr. Cohen told them that his milk was kosher, 
“Because Rabbi Blau took milk for himself from my store.” I was 
very disappointed, but couldn’t do anything about it. 

A typical scene in the East New York neighborhood of the 1950s. 
Photo: The East New York Project
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The assimilation of American Jewry was overwhelming. I 
felt that the United States was no place to raise good, religious 
children. I was not the only one; there were many others who 
wanted to go too. In the spring of 1947, I wrote to my relatives 
in the Land of Israel: “Whoever doesn’t want to assimilate here 
and become an American, whoever doesn’t assimilate to the 
winds of chasing money and pleasure which is so prevalent 
here, and has a hard time settling in, he must find solutions to 
be able to [move].”

On November 29, 1947 the United Nations adopted a 
resolution to partition the Land of Israel into two states, one 
Arab and one Jewish. When Israel declared its independence, 
the Arab nations attacked. It brought back the recent horrors 
of WWII. I wrote to my brother-in-law in Israel that we were 
hearing about what was happening. “It is mainly because we 
don’t see any help coming through natural means,” I wrote, and 
“all the nations are against us, rejoicing in our sorrow. The only 
One we can rely on is our Father in heaven.”

I felt deeply connected to Israel and looked forward to 
one day moving there. I wrote to my brother and sister-in-law 
that you still need to be true to yourself, and whoever has the 
ability to save themselves, should do so. “It very much pains 
me,” I wrote, “that I need to give advice to Jews to run away from 
their land.” I offered to arrange papers for them to move to the 
United States. They of course disagreed, and the situation in 
Israel was soon resolved.

In New York the education situation still seemed 
impossible, and we once again tried to see if we could move 
to Israel. “We just need to put together enough money for the 
journey itself,” I wrote in April 1949, “It’s no small sum, but we 
hope to G-d that during the summer, He will provide us with 
enough for all these expenses.”

When I was still at Mir, I was offered a full time job at 
Machon Harry Fischel in Jerusalem. However, I still wanted to 
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continue my studies. I hoped that the position in Jerusalem was 
still available. 

In truth this was all a dream, and as Heneh wrote to her 
family, we would not be able to move: 

We have no chance of moving to the Holy Land, 
and everything that Moshe Yehuda wrote in this regard 
was only his strong will and steadfast hope to Hashem 
that He will help him—whenever it may be—to fulfill his 
aspiration, because his heart trembles greatly about the 
education of our children here. …

Even if the director of RIETS would have kept his 
promise to pay for all the expenses of publication [of 
the Ritva], and there would be profit left over for us, my 

Rabbi Blau (center) at the bar mitzvah of his son Meir (second from right).  
Also seen are Nechomo (extreme right) and Rabbi Hodakov (center left). 

Photo: Mendel Blau
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opinion would [still] be that we should not spend this 
money for travel expenses, securing an apartment and a 
few other important things, because after we would reach 
our goal and we’d have an apartment and even furniture 
and a refrigerator, what then??? Can we make a living from 
all this [in Israel]? …

It is very, very difficult to get by financially, and 
since Moshe Yehuda’s heart desires this, after laboring 
and exerting himself very much to find some vocation 
that satisfies his spirit and he is able to finally support 
his family from the labor of his hands in an honorable 
fashion, and we no longer need the help of others. …

My opinion was that the leftover profit should be 

Three of the Blau children at Meir’s bar mitzvahs: Rooven, Nechomo  
(second from left) and Rochel. Also seen is their aunt Mrs. Holtzberg.

Photo: Mendel Blau
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saved as a foundation for printing a second sefer or saved 
for a time when we are left with no livelihood G-d forbid—
something that is very common here.

However, our hopes were dashed and they 
subtracted a sizeable amount from Moshe Yehuda’s salary 
over time, and they then promised him a second time that 
they’ll find him the money for publishing the sefer… and 
now they’re saying that the financial situation changed 
over time and they have no means to come up with the 
necessary amount of money to publish it.

At the end, G-d provided for our needs. At first we sent 
our children to schools that we were not happy with. Then we 
decided to send our children to the Lubavitch yeshivahs, even 
though they were further from our home, and we were very 
satisfied with their education there. 

Mrs. Blau with her children, 1980. Rabbi Blau had a disdain for photos and would  
in general not join family photos, and when being photographed he would look down. 

Photo: Nechomo Kastel



Rabbi Blau with his daughters Nechomo (right) and Rochel, 1980s.
Photo: Nechomo Kastel



Photo: Nechomo Kastel
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B
ecause I was virtually unknown, Rabbi Hodakov suggested 
that I obtain approbations from as many rabbinic figures 
as possible. Among others, I went to Rabbi Yehuda Leib 

Seltzer (1876-1959), the secretary of the Agudas Harabanim; 
Rabbi Shimon Sholom Kalish (1882-1954), the Amshinover 
Rebbe; Rabbi Shmuel Ehrenfeld (1891-1980), the Mattersdorfer 
Rav; Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895-1986), president of the 
Agudas Harabanim and the rosh yeshivah of Mesivtha Tifereth 
Jerusalem; and Rabbi Yitzchok Hutner (1906-1980), rosh 
yeshivah of Yeshiva Rabbi Chaim Berlin. Most just wanted to 
see a sample of my work and Rabbi Rosen’s letter confirming it 
was the Ritva, and then they gave one. 

However, I was most impressed with Rabbi Aaron Kotler 
(1892-1962), the founder and rosh yeshivah of Beth Medrash 
Govoha in Lakewood, New Jersey. 

He asked me how the Ramban was referred to in the 
manuscript, and I responded, “Our great master.” 

What about Rabbi Aharon HaLevi, the Ra’aH? “My 

Publishing Journey



The 1955 haskamah of Rabbi Yecheskiel Sarne,  
the rosh yeshivah of Knesses Yisroel in Jerusalem.

Photo: Aaron Kastel
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primary teacher.” 

The Rashba? “My teacher, the Rashba.” 

Since the titles in the manuscript matched what is known 
of the Ritva, his teachers and how he referred to them, Rabbi 
Kotler was convinced that it was the Ritva and gave me an 
approbation. 

Afterwards, I sent the galleys of the volume to my brother-
in-law Rabbi Yosef Dov Holtzberg, who was a great-nephew of 
Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (1820-1892), the Beis Halevi. He 
obtained approbations from the Talmudic geniuses in Israel, 
particularly from our uncle Rabbi Zelig Reuven Bengis; Rabbi 
Dov Berish Weidenfeld (1881-1965); the famed author of 
Doveiv Meisharim;, Rabbi Dovid Yungreis (1968-1971); then a 
Dayan on the beis din of the Eide Hachareidis and Rabbi Akiva 
Sofer-Schreiber (1877-1959), the Daat Sofer.

At the end of two years, in 1951, when funding ran 

Rabbi Kasher.
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out, the kollel was 
shuttered. Rabbi Dr. 
Samuel Belkin (1911-
1976), the president 
of YU, wanted me 
to continue to be a 
teacher at the YU 
yeshivah. Rabbi 
Avigdor Cyperstein 
(1905-1975), the 
rosh yeshivah, asked 
me that if he would 
give me the position, 
would I allow YU to 
be the publisher of 
the Ritva, and let him 
write its introduction. 
He understood from our conversation that I would not let that 
happen, and thus did not hire me.

Now I was left with a ready sefer, but with not a penny with 
which to print it. One of my friends at the kollel, Moshe Chaim 
Berkowitz, suggested that I act like authors back in Europe and 
collect subscriptions. The idea was that they would give money 
in advance, and I would send them the sefer when it arrived 
from the printer. I did as he suggested, and traveled across the 
United States to Detroit, Baltimore, Cleveland, Denver, Seattle, 
San Francisco, Los Angeles and San Diego.

I also discussed this with Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Kasher (1895-1983), a prolific author and publisher of a multi 
volume set on the Torah, including midrashim from unknown 
manuscripts. As someone who had experience in fundraising 
in the United States for the publishing of his seforim, he told 
me to print a thirty-two-page sample of the Ritva and show it to 
wealthy people.

A March 1951 report in the Detroit Jewish News.
Photo: The National Library of Israel
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It worked, and I found many people to donate $100 to the 
publishing of the book. Dr. Manfred Lehmann, a philanthropist 
who had a particular interest in Jewish scholarship, gave $1000 
for a page dedication for his father who had recently passed 
away.

It turned out to be many more pages than I thought 
it would be. It would cost too much to publish at once, and I 
divided it into two volumes. The first I printed at the end of 
1951, and the second one some two years later in 1954.

After Rabbi Bengis received the first volume, he wrote to 
me that I should thank G-d for the great merit that I had a part 
in publishing the volume. Sadly by the time the second volume 
was published he passed away, but I published his letter to me 
in the second volume.

The dedication in the Ritva.



Rabbi Blau with one of the volumes he published.
Photo: Mendy Elishevitz
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Many of the manuscripts had unique stories, in which I saw 
the hand of Hashem. Here are several of them. 

One time I was at JTS, and a priest with a zucchetto 
on his head and a cross around his neck, sat next to me. I was 
curious as to what he was doing there, and he explained that 
he was working on his doctorate on the topic of medieval 
manuscripts from the times of the Geonim, from around the 
end of the sixth century CE to around the beginning of the 
eleventh century, with the nekudos on top of the words.

I told him that I knew someone in Brooklyn who had a 
manuscript with such vowelization. He was excited to hear, and 
I obtained permission for him to look at it. A few weeks later we 
once again were at the JTS and he thanked me.

In the introduction to the Ritva, I quoted his Sefer 
Hazikaron, which are responses to questions the Ramban, in 
his commentary on the Torah, wrote on the Rambam’s Moreh 
Nevuchim and other works. Even though the Ritva often agreed 
with the Ramban’s questions, he made the effort to find ways to 

Manuscript Journeys
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explain the Rambam’s positions.

I heard that in the Vatican there was a more reliable and 
complete manuscript of the Sefer Hazikaron. I told the priest 
that I would be most appreciative if he would send me a copy 
of the manuscript. It was not long after that I received a small 
package with the microfilm of the entire manuscript. In 1956, 
I published the manuscript, comparing it in the footnotes to 
a less reliable manuscript found in the library of the Jewish 
community in Mantua, Italy. 

From that time on, I had an open door at the Vatican, 
and have sent many people there to find manuscripts which I 
have published several volumes from over the years. Although 
I never travelled to the Vatican, I can say that I know the halls 
where the manuscripts are held at the Vatican—the great source 
of impurity, avi avos hatumah—better than anyone else of my 
time.

Members of the Günzburg family.
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During the early twentieth century, several parts of the 
work of Rabbi Meshullam ben Moshe (c. 1175–c. 1250), the 
Sefer Hahashlamah, were published, but much still remained 
unprinted. The rishon resided in Béziers in Provence, France, 
considered a center of scholarship during the times of the 
Tosafists, and according to the publisher Rabbi Yehudah 
Lubetzky (1850–1910) the manuscripts were in the collection 
of Baron Joseph Günzburg (1812-1878). 

The famed collection consisted of over 14,000 volumes 
and 2,000 manuscripts, which were somehow moved from Paris 
to St. Petersburg after his death. There was talk for many years 
about its purchase, but by the time it was finalized, WWI had 
erupted and like many of the wealthy collections of the time, it 
was confiscated by the new Soviet regime. From around 1920, it 
was moved to the Russian State Library in Moscow. 

It seemed like it would be impossible to obtain any of the 
manuscripts. I turned to my friend Dr. Marvin Fox, the professor 

The Russian State Library in Moscow.
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of Jewish philosophy at Brandeis University. He cajoled 
Brandeis to demand from the Moscow archive the microfilms 
of the manuscripts I needed. The Soviet archivists complied, 
and Professor Fox sent them to me. I made copies of them and 
used them to publish many volumes of the Sefer Hahashlamah, 
and Sefer Hameoros by his nephew and student Rabbi Meir 
ben Shimon Hameili, who lived in Narbonne, France, during 
the early thirteenth century. 

In one volume of the Ramban, which Rabbi Isser Zalman 
Meltzer (1870-1953), the famed rosh yeshivah of the Etz Chaim 
Yeshivah in Jerusalem, prepared for publishing, he wrote 
that he had wanted to include his commentary on Yevamos, 
Nedarim and Nazir that was in the British Museum. However, 
he wrote, from the way it was written, the manuscript seemed 
like it was from the rishonim from Provence, France, rather than 
the Ramban who was from Catalonia, Spain.

Years after Rabbi Meltzer passed away, I wrote to the 
British Museum and asked for microfilms of the manuscript. 

When I received it, I realized that it was not a commentary 
that was copied by another person for their own studies, as 
manuscripts almost always are. This was a manuscript written 
by the author himself. I deduced this from the edits in the 
manuscript. The scribe acted very much at home and freely 
crossed out and added complete paragraphs. It was clear that 
no one but the author would have acted that way. 

There were some clues. Throughout the text there was one 
systematic approach, where the author gave precedence to the 
Rambam over Rashi, something that is not common among the 
rishonim. He not only negated Rashi’s explanations, but used 
sharp language, such as, “All of this is nonsense.” 

I tried to figure out who would be the person who would 
first bring Rashi, present his questions on the commentary, 
and then conclude that, “From there it seems that the Ram was 
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correct.” He also did not bother to complete the name of his father Bam, 
the acronym meaning the son of Maimon, as if he were the only Rishon 
called Moshe one could be referring to. I couldn’t work out who this could 
be.

Some time later, Rabbi Feinstein, who had given me semichah 
in 1948 and I became very close to, suggested that I go to a particular 
fundraiser. At the fundraiser, he said, when they announce the donors 
and how much they gave, I should write it down and later reach out to 
them for a donation. I began to write the names down, when one of the 
organizers told me that I have no right to record them and asked me for 
whatever I had already written. At the end of the evening they announced 
David Kaltman. That was the only name that I could remember. 

The next day I called, and he said that I should come at five in the 
evening. When I arrived, there was a large group of fundraisers there, and 
he gave each a contribution, but it was not much. 

I walked over to him and said that I am not just a shnorer, I am a 

Rabbi Feinstein.
Photo: Lubavitch Archives





Many of the volumes 
Rabbi Blau published 
over forty-six years.
Photo: Mendy 
Elishevitz
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publisher of seforim, 
and I presented him 
the seforim I printed 
until then. I offered to 
sell him the volumes 
and asked him if he 
can add an additional 
amount on top of the 
regular price. “Do I 
look like a person who 
needs seforim?” he 
asked as he pointed to 
his large bookcases.

However, he 
told me that he would 
pay for my car service 
back home. When 
I went to get a taxi 
home, I met Rabbi 
Mordechai Wulliger 
(1895-1995), who was 
a fundraiser for the Munkatch institutions. He showed me his 
sefer Kovetz Hatosfos. When I began to read it, I realized that 
one of the commentators he’d anthologised there, the Tosfos 
Ri Hazaken on Kiddushin, already known to be misattributed, 
was in fact the same author as the manuscript at the British 
Museum. However, I still did not know who that author was. 

I tried to figure out what language the words he translated 
from Hebrew were in. It was not Spanish or French, and I 
figured that it was from Provence, where they spoke a mix of 
both languages. 

After more research, I came to believe that it was the 
commentary of Rabbi Avraham Min Hahar (1250-1315) of 
Montpellier in Provence. 

Rabbi Wulliger.
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On one of my fundraising trips to California, I retold 
the entire ordeal and my conclusion. A teacher there told me 
that I was mistaken and it was not his commentary. However, 
he wanted to show me a manuscript at his home. When I saw 
it, I noticed that there were four notes on the page that the 
handwriting was similar to what I had found, and it stated there 
that it is from Rabbi Avraham Min Hahar. Now the authorship 
of the manuscript was finally settled.

The manuscript that Rabbi Blau discovered was authored by Rabbi Avraham Min Hahar.
Photo: The National Library of Israel



13
6

With all of this information, I went to Rabbi Feinstein and 
asked if I should call the volumes after the name of the pirush 
Tosfos Ri Hazaken, like it was previously published, or call it the 
Peirush of Rabbi Avraham Min Hahar. He said I should do the 
latter and so I did.

From then on I began to ask libraries to send the microfilms 
of their manuscripts. From them, I continued to publish many 
rishonim.

Rabbi Nosson Scherman once described the scene at my office 
in an article in Olomeinu. Here are selections from it:

The man sits intently over his desk. Before him are 
five different photostats—pictures of rare, handwritten 
books. He looks closely at one, compares it with another, 
pulls out his magnifying glass and studies them both 
again—word by word, letter by letter. Then he jumps up 
and dashes to his library shelves and pulls out a book. 
He finds the passage he is seeking and checks it with his 
manuscript. After a few minutes he smiles; he has made 
a great discovery! Then he continues his work—reading, 
studying, comparing, checking.

He is hunting for treasure, and he has already found 
many long lost, undreamed-of treasures which have been 
hidden away for centuries.

Rabbi Blau learned that there were many 
manuscripts of outstanding commentaries on all parts 
of the Torah that were unknown and unprinted. To 
understand why this was so, we must remember that 
until less than 500 years ago, when the printing press was 
invented, all books were written by hand. Even after this 



Rabbi Blau at a wedding. Wherever he would go,  
he would always take a Gemara with him.

Photo: Nechomo Kastel



13
8

great invention, it was so expensive to print a book that 
only the most important Jewish books could be printed, 
everything else was hand-written by the author, and then 
copied by future generations of students.

As time went on, most of the important works were 
printed. Yet, from time to time, one might come across 
[one that was not]… How could it be that a work that 
we know was once written—and so important a book, at 
that—is not included with the rest of this great author’s 
commentaries?

Many people must have wondered, but Rabbi Blau 
went to the trouble of finding out . . . 

Thus began a search which [took place in] many 
countries on both sides of the Atlantic. There are many 
great libraries and museums as well as private collections 
of Jewish books and manuscripts in America and Europe, 
and Rabbi Blau began by [contacting] them. During his 
long and exhausting search he found several … of the 
treasure[s] for which he was looking. It may be that many 
“treasure-hunters” in the last few centuries made similar 
discoveries, but it was a modern invention that helped 
Rabbi Blau succeed where others had failed.

No two manuscripts he found were identical. Some 
were so poorly written they could barely be read, and 
others seemed to have many mistakes. No single one of 
them was good enough to merit printing. There was only 
one way to make a final absolutely correct version. That 
was to get all the manuscripts in one place and compare 
them. This would make it simpler to read the illegible 
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ones, and easier to discover which version was correct 
and which was in error. But these manuscripts were very 
valuable, and no library or owner would let even such a 
great scholar as Rabbi Blau take them home with him ... 

Rabbi Blau succeeded because of modern 
technology—the camera and the copying machine. 
After receiving special permission to photograph and 
reproduce the manuscripts, … photographs [were made] 
of every page of all the copies he found [and sent to him]. 
Of course, this was extremely difficult and very expensive. 
but when one is searching for treasure he does not fear 
difficulty or expense.

In his … many years of research in the world’s great 

Rabbi Blau, with his son-in-law Rabbi Kasriel Kastel,  
studying one of the volumes he published.

Photo: Nechomo Kastel



14
0

libraries, Rabbi Blau has come across dozens of hand-
written works he considered worthy of investigating. He 
photographed them and began learning them thoroughly. 
Some of them were finally printed and have taken their 
place in bookcases of talmidei chachamim everywhere. 
Others, he discarded after months of work as not being 
clear enough. …

Rabbi Blau continues at the task he has made his 
main mission in life. … His desk is still piled with different 
versions of important but unknown works. And he goes 
about the unbelievably difficult task of finding out whose 
they are and what they say. At present, he is working on 
many possible discoveries.

Primarily, there is one book that occupies much of 
his time—one that he believes will probably be his next 
publication. However, he will not say what it is. For he is 
the true detective, one who does not reveal the solution 
until all the evidence is completely compiled.

Although we do not know what the next discovery to 
come from the desk of Rabbi Moshe Y. Blau will be, there is 
one thing of which we may be certain: this brilliant talmid 
chacham and scholar who has done so much to enrich our 
knowledge will, with Hashem’s help, continue giving us 
great riches we did not even know existed.
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Our apartment in East New York was full of cockroaches. To 
get rid of them, we were told that we needed to use foggers, 
which would spread pesticides over the entire apartment. 

You had to keep the windows closed, and we did not realize 
that you should not go into the apartment until it was aired out. 
The entire family became sick from the pesticides, and our son 
Rooven was hurt the most. We took him to doctors, however, 
nothing they did helped. 

We decided to send him to Biloxi, Mississippi, where it 
was warm all year round and the air quality was clean. There 
was also a hospital that specialized in Asthma. When we told 
this to our doctor in New York, he told us, “He will not be cured 
in another city, and if you return with him, I will not care for 
him any longer.” With such a warning, coupled with us having 
little funds to pay for the care there, and the fact that there was 
no kosher food or yeshivah in the city, we did not know what 
we should do.

In the end, we brought him to Denver, where there was 
a more established Jewish community. Once we arrived in 

Doctor Search
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Colorado, Rooven told me that his breathing was already much 
better and his wheezing stopped. The doctors told us that he 
should remain in Denver for a few years. We found someone to 
care for him there, and we even went there to celebrate his bar 
mitzvah. After two years, he was much better and he was able to 
return to his studies closer to home.

We remained for two decades in East New York, even as 
the neighborhood began to change. At first I saw no harm in 
it, but soon it became clear that the area was no longer safe 
for my young children. I had no choice and we moved to the 
Kensington neighborhood, where I accepted the position as 
rabbi of Congregation Avrohom Utzvi Hirsh.

At a goodbye party to their son Rooven: Meir, Rabbi Blau, Rooven and Mrs . Blau.
Photo: Nechomo Kastel
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We had a cousin in Berehove, Czechoslovakia, Yaakov 
Koppel Schwartz, who we would go many times to visit 
when I was a teenager. He had a winery, and when he 

would come home from work, he would drink a cup of wine and 
then go study Torah with his extended family. The class would 
be in the basement, and they would learn Shulchan Aruch 
Harav, some Tanach, and then we learned Gemara with Tosfos. 

It was from him that I first acquired my love for the 
Shulchan Aruch Harav. At Mir, despite the criticism, I 
specifically learned it. I adopted the style of learning prescribed 
in the Hilchos Talmud Torah. That is how I began my custom of 
learning the same maseches over and over. It was also at Yaakov 
Koppel that I first saw the Tanya, but I never learned it then. 

At Mir, Elozar Tarshish, a descendant of a long line of 
Lubavitchers, who had arrived from the United States and was in 
touch with Lubavitchers in Warsaw, had unofficially organized 
learning groups of Tanya. He approached me one day, and told 
me that he had an interesting sefer that I had to have. From him 
I purchased my first Tanya.

A Unifying Path
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In the early 1950s I began to delve into the studying of 
Tanya. I had come to realize that all of the other paths in Torah 
aim to correct specific negative traits, but they cannot correct 
all. One might decide that it’s necessary to change one’s ways 
and act with alacrity, but then you will come to be aggressive. 
Deciding to become reserved, can result in disdaining others. 
Aspiring to equanimity, can lead to becoming lazy. 

The Chabad way however is to heal the entire soul 
simultaneously. This is through contemplating the greatness of 
G-d, and concepts that uplift the person. When you think about 
what is above, automatically you are separated from gluttony 
and egotism, and you become sanctified. This is effective for 
correcting all of one’s traits. 

What good is removing the branches when the roots are 
not good? Only in Chabad teachings is the approach to give 

Rabbi Blau’s well-used Tanya, including his personal notes and 
an explation as to why he became close to the ways of Chabad.

Photo: Mendy Elishevitz
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your soul vitality, and then automatically the branches, leaves 
and fruit, are healthy.

Because you have to become nullified before Hashem, 
it removes the negative faculties and traits totally from your 
being. Then you also do not need to work on correcting specific 
traits by themselves, for what is the difference if this trait is 
dominant, or what exactly your detailed nature or temperament 
is, for then you will shift your focus from your soul’s capacities. 
That you focus on your character is a sign of self-centeredness, 
and a sign that you regard your “I” as important and substantial, 
when the verse clearly states that “Ein od milvadoi,” there is 
nothing but G-d alone.

Already back in Mir, Rabbi Levovitz told me, “Asei lecha 
rav,” you need to have a rebbe, and you need to adhere to what 
he says. For many years I looked for someone who I could make 
my rav. G-d helped me when I came to the United States and 
I met Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson (1902-1994), who 
would become the Lubavitcher Rebbe, and was at the time 
known as the Ramash. 

When I first began to decipher the manuscript of the Ritva, 
Rabbi Hodakov advised me to discuss it with the Ramash, who 
was the Rebbe Rayatz’s son-in-law. “He is a groise baki,” he said 
using the Yiddish for a very knowledgeable person, “he works 
himself on seforim, and it is worthwhile for you to speak to 
him.” 

The Ramash told me to add “hagahos,” footnotes, on the 
Ritva. I told him I felt unworthy, “I am not the Taz or the Shach.” 
He said that I should just write the sources, for example, when 
the Ritva quotes from the Gemara, I should write where in the 
Gemara he’s quoting from. It was very good advice, and it was 
very useful to those who used the seforim.

At that time, I also asked the Rebbe why Rabbi Eliyahu 
ben Shlomo Zalman (1720-1797), the famed Vilna Gaon, was so 



The Ramash, 1946.
Photo: Lubavitch Archives
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antagonistic to chassidus, “He was a genius and he should have 
recognized the virtues of chassidus?” 

The Ramash explained to me that others told him “false 
information about the Tanya,” that there were ideas against 
Torah written there and he did not research himself because 
“the Gaon was a person who stayed home and he believed what 
was reported to him.”

Later when he became the Lubavitcher Rebbe, he would 
encourage me in my work, and he would write me letters of 
support, advice and comments on the seforim. He told me 
several times that there are two people in New York who work 
on manuscripts who he assists with generous donations towards 
their work, myself and Avraham Sofer. 

Once, before Pesach 1953, I wrote about my personal 
worries, and the Rebbe wrote to me:

As Pesach dawns upon us and the entire Jewish 
nation for the good, I wish you and your entire family 
that they should celebrate a kosher and joyous holiday. It 
should be with true freedom, as our sages state freedom 
from our evil inclination, which will automatically bring 
freedom from spiritual and material worries. 

As the Rambam states in Hilchos Teshuvah, the end 
of chapter nine and at the end of Hilchos Melachim, that 
this is the idea of Yemos Hamoshiach. And it is known 
that the Exodus from Egypt is a preparation for the coming 
of Moshiach (as it states in the name of the Arizal in the 
sefer Lev Dovid by the Chida, that this that it says those 
days are remembered [and then] they are accomplished is 
especially evoked every year during the days of Pesach). 

And as it states, “As in the days when You sallied 
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forth from the land of Egypt.” [See also the Mishnah in 
Gittin, the end of chapter 3, “One checks the wine … and 
when the grape buds emerge. …]

I would also turn to the Rebbe with my questions. In Elul 
1960, he responded to my dilemma about the publication of 
the manuscript of Sefer Hashlamah by Rabbi Meshullam ben 
Moshe:

After a lengthy time that I have not received any 
letters from you, your letter arrived… 

In connection with what you should include in the 
publication of the manuscript of Sefer Hashlamah. If I 
recall, we already discussed this at length. In any case, in 
my opinion it is a good idea to include the other volumes 
of the Sefer Hashlamah even though they have already 

Rabbi Blau gives the Rebbe his latest volume.
Photo: Mendel Blau
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The Rebbe’s notes on the volume of Sefer Hahashlamah, 1964.
Photo: Mendy Elishevitz
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been published [by others], together with this one. This 
will make the set complete, and you will be able to correct 
any mistakes there were in the previous editions.

Since you did not mention your health, it is my hope 
that all is well with each member of your family. In any 
case, as it states in the Rama on Yore Deah 1:1 (from the 
She’iltos on the parshah of Behaaloscha), you will let me 
know.

Before Pesach 1969, after I sent two volumes that I had 
recently published, the Rebbe wrote to thank me for them, and 
then added by hand:

With blessings for yom tov, and great success in the 

בברכת החג להצלחה רבה בהו”ל תורתן של ראשונים כמלאכים ומתוך הרחבה וט”ל
The Rebbe’s letter from 11 Nissan, 1969, to Rabbi Blau.

Photo: Lahak Publications
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publishing of the teachings of the rishonim, who are like 
angels. It should be with much material abundance and 
with good spirit.

To me ‘my rebbe’ will always be Rabbi Levovitz, and “the 
rebbe” is the Lubavitcher. As the leader of the generation, I was 
always prepared to be sent on various missions from the Rebbe, 
and follow his guidance. 

Rabbi Blau gives the Rebbe a blessing for health,
to which the Rebbe responded that Rabbi Blau  

is a Kohen and it should be fulfilled.
Photo: Esther Blau



Rabbi Blau delivering a class to students on what makes a mezuzah kosher.
Photo: Mendy Elishevitz
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Now that things were settled with the printing, I continued 
to look for ways to raise funds. Someone suggested that I 
mail seforim in the hope of receiving a donation in return. 

At first I tried to send out one hundred seforim by mail. Thirty 
people sent back a donation and another thirty returned the 
sefer. Despite sending them several reminders, the remainder 
did neither.

The reason for this is that there are those who reprint old 
seforim in order to fundraise and mail them out to the homes 
of laymen and rabbis. However, the recipients regularly receive 
such seforim and they don’t even bother opening the envelope 
to examine the contents. Therefore, I stopped mailing them.

I also learned that most booksellers don’t want to pay for 
the seforim, and instead of paying they want to exchange them 
for another sefer. While some book stores are honest, I have 
mostly sold them directly to those interested. This included, 
as I previously wrote, travelling across the United States 
and Canada. When in a city, I would also raise funds to print 
additional seforim.

New Mission
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At one point, in 1967, I thought it would be a good idea to 
offer the congregations in the cities where I regularly travelled, 
to deliver a talk on a particular topic. For the lecture they would 
pay me $500. I asked several people what would be a good 
topic, and they told me that I should speak about the Jewish 
view of Yoshke. 

When I told this to the Rebbe, he told me that I should not 
speak about it, “Speak about ideas that can bring them to actual 
mitzvah observance.” 

The next time I was in Los Angeles, on Shabbos I walked 
for two hours to a large shul in another neighborhood. I told 
the rabbi that I walked so far, and wanted to give a talk. He 
agreed and I spoke about tefillin and mezuzahs and what the 
Rebbe said about it. Afterwards the Rebbe encouraged me to 
continue wherever I got to speak about yiddishkeit, “Then they 
will purchase your seforim.”

Each time before I would leave I would write to the Rebbe. 
In 1971, I wrote that I was soon going to visit various cities 
to give lectures to strengthen Torah and chassidus. I asked 
the Rebbe for a brachah in the talks and in the selling of the 
seforim. The Rebbe responded that it should be with success, 
“The merit of the public should assist you, including in your 
personal matters.”

For many years I would go to Toronto to raise funds, and 
I saw nice mezuzah cases on the homes of the people I would 
visit , but they had small mezuzahs inside. I have looked at many 
small mezuzahs, and they are rarely kosher. I would encourage 
people there to change them to larger and proper mezuzahs. 
Nothing helped.

Before the next time I was going to Toronto, I told the 
Rebbe that I had spoken about what the Rebbe said about 
tefillin and mezuzahs. However, I believed if I would do that in 
Toronto, I would be immediately stopped. The Rebbe said that 



פשוט שנכון במאד מאד לנאום וכו’ ע”ד 
 עניני טהמש”פ-

 וה”ז נוגע לדורי דורות וק”ל.י
 וה’ יהי’ עם פיהו.כ

The Rebbe’s letter (top) that Rabbi 
Blau should give lectures on Family 
Purity, and a newspaper clipping 

about one of those lectures. 


