
































































































































A SPARK IN THE DARKNESS
M E I R A  H A LT O N

Bubby’s father, Rachmil Bryks, was a writer. A poet. A 
dramatic reader. And something of a star. On a freezing train 
bound for a work camp near Krakow, a prisoner lit a piece 
of paper hoping to be warmed by the fire. In the glow of 
the flame, Rachmil was spotted by some of the youths who 
recognized him from his performances at the Lodz Yiddish 
Theater. Shtsharanski, the man from Szczucin who had once 
made room for him in a crowded stable, and vowed to protect 
him so that he would survive the war and write the story, 
asked the young Bryks to recite something from his theater 
days. Reluctantly, he agreed and delivered a piece from The 
Travels of Benjamin the Third by Mendele Mohker Sefarim that 
he had once performed in Lodz. It brought happiness to the 
dark and cold freight car and ignited a spark of life as it had 
been before the war. Afterwards, Rachmil was given bread by 
the awe-stricken audience as one might give some coins to 
a violinist on the street. A survivor, who through his talents 
kept the spirits of dejected Jews alive. That was my great-
grandfather.

My great-grandfather Yerachmiel 
Yehuda Leib Bryks after the war

My great-grandfather’s most famous 
book, portrays life in Auschwitz and the 

Lodz Ghetto in a tragicomic fashion

A translated Yiddish letter in the beginning of Rachmil’s book, 
May God Avenge Their Blood: A Holocaust Memoir Triptych, 
from the European-born Israel Nobel Laureate, Shai Agnon. 
This book was published posthumously by my great aunt, 

Bella Bryks-Klien and Yermiyahu Ahron Taub, who translated 
the manuscripts of the book from Yiddish to English
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LEAVING HOME
DA N I E L L A  S H I F T E H

My grandmother, Mahnaz Kohansemeh, was born in Shiraz, 
Iran, in 1946 and when she was thirty two years old life as she knew 
it was forever altered. The Iranian Revolution of 1978 brought about 
sweeping changes that deeply impacted the Jewish population. As 
political tensions escalated, Jewish women were forced to cover 
their heads and faces with Muslim hijabs, and Mahnaz and her 
family made the agonizing decision to flee their homeland in 
search of safety and opportunity elsewhere. First, she sent her 
sons out one by one in order to save them from the brutality of war. 
Once all her children had escaped my grandmother believed that 
it was time for her and my grandfather to leave Iran as well. This 
would require a significant sum of money, and my grandfather was 
forced to sell the large plot of land on which he and his brothers 
used to play when they were kids. It had also been the venue for 
many family events, and parting with it felt as if he was taking 
leave of those memories. But the money saved the day. With it, 
my grandfather bribed multiple political officials and was able to 
obtain a visa and safe passageway to Vienna. Despite the hardships 
of leaving behind their homeland and many of the people they 
loved, Mahnaz and her family found strength in their resilience 
and determination to build a better future.

Iranian Passport of my grandmother, 
Mahanaz Shifteh. She is wearing the hijab 
mandated for women by Islamic law, and 
enforced by the governmental authorities

My grandparents, Mahnaz and Avraham 
Shifteh, at their grandchild bat mitzvah, 

Ariella Shifteh, Brooklyn, NY, 2013. 
I am standing at the extreme bottom left.

My grandmother, Mahanz Shifteh, 
medical history book which was required 

for her escape to America in 1998
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AN EAST SIDE STORY
From Eastern Europe to East Broadway

A D I NA  E S C O T T

When I was a little girl, I loved listening to 
my father’s bedtime stories. They were rarely 
books or fairy tales; his stories were about his 
childhood, or our ancestors, and they felt much 
more real and important. There was one story 
that particularly intrigued me, and long after 
he told it I would sometimes pepper him with 
questions about it. One Shabbos in 1906, in the 
city of Kazhan-Hardok in the Russian empire, a 
Jewish anarchist burst into shul with a gun. He 
threatened to shoot if the chazan would proceed to 
recite the tefillah of Hanosein Teshuah L’melachim, 
a prayer for the leader of the country—in this 
case, the czar. Rabbi Yaakov Eskolsky, the rabbi 
of the shul, and my great-great-grandfather, knew 
that if he complied with the anarchist, he and his 
community would also be branded as rebels. And 
so, ready to risk his life for his community, the 
rabbi calmly proceeded to tear open his coat, and 
bare his chest. He commanded the chazan, “Du 
zog” (you say it), and challenged the anarchist, 
“Du shis” (you shoot). The anarchist lost his nerve 
and dropped his gun, leaving everyone safe to 
continue with their Shabbos davening. When the 
rebbetzin heard what had happened, though, she 
decided that it was unwise to stay in Europe any 
longer, because ein somchin al haneis, we cannot 
rely on miracles. Feeling very sure of her feelings, 
she told her husband, “They also need rabbis in 
America.” And so, in that same year, the Eskolsky 
family picked up, and moved to America. 

And it was a good thing they did. Rabbi 
Eskolsky made vast and varied contributions to 
the American Jewish community. From the Torah 
that he taught and published, to his practical 
involvement in kashrus (he even served as rav 

Rabbi Yaakov Eskolsky (left) with two other young rabbis 
in their Chag Hasemichah photo, Kovno, circa 1900

Title page of Sefer Taryag Mitzvos
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his country and would fight to the end to protect 
it. Shifra knew that not only was her father in 
danger, but so was the whole country. Her beloved 
Israel now hung in the balance. Those few nights 
in the darkness were filled with fear and anxiety, 
and a loud kol hatefilah rang through all of Eretz 
Yisrael as everyone prayed that Israel stay strong. 

June 10th, 1967 was a day Shifra will never 
forget. As the members of the moshav heard 
“Yerushalayim Shel Zahav” playing on the radio 
they ran out to the streets, crying tears of joy, 
hugging their family and friends, and dancing 
together as one. It was understood that the events 

of those six days were nothing short of miraculous, and that the story of the triumph of Israel would be 
told for generations. 

My Savta and her parents endured challenge after challenge with emunah and immense gevurah. If 
their story has taught me one thing it is that strength is in my blood. I carry my ancestry with a sense 
of privilege and pride, but also with a keen awareness of the responsibility it places on my shoulders; 
to make my parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents proud, and show them that their incredible 
strength was not for naught, for I will become worthy of their legacy.

My great-grandfather Tzvi Herschel Kornblugh (second to the right)
giving his daily Gemara shiur to some young men in  

Yeshivat Ohr Hagolah of the Bari DP Camp, circa 1946
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YIDDISHKEIT IN BLOOM
DA S S I  H A K I M I

Henry (Chanoch) Bloom, my great-great-
great-grandfather, was born in Grodno, Russia 
in 1848. In 1877, at the start of the Russo-
Turkish War, he and his wife, Eva, fled Russia 
to avoid his conscription into the Russian 
army. They left the country with only three 
rubles in Henry’s pocket when it cost five 
hundred rubles to be smuggled across the 
border. Fortunately, they were able to blend in 
with a large group of fellow travelers, and with 
the help of HaShem, they remained hidden 
among the mob until they reached Berlin. 

They made their way to America at the 
turn of the century, after living in, and working 
their way through, Germany, England, and 
Canada. Over the years, Henry and Eva had 
ten children but only four survived. In 1905, 
shortly after settling in Portland, Oregon, 
Henry, together with Shimon Hochfeld and 
Yosef Nudelman, organized the first Orthodox 
shul in the Pacific Northwest, Shaarei Torah, 
to meet the needs of the frum Jews who lived 
there. Over the years, Shaarei Torah grew as 
more Jewish immigrants from Russia and 
Eastern Europe arrived in Portland. 

Henry was blessed with good health and 
at the age of 106 he would claim that no doctor 
had ever laid a hand on him, and he had never 
been sick a day in his life. A few years later, 
though, when Henry fell and broke his hip he 
was placed in a nursing home in ailing health, 
and refused to eat the non-kosher food that 
they served. This malnutrition ultimately 
caused his death in the summer of 1957, at the 

age of 109. Henry was buried at the Jewish Cemetery of Shaarei Torah that he had organized six decades 
prior to his death. My grandfather, Arthur Bloom, was twelve, and returning from camp when he heard 
the news about his Great Grandfather’s passing.

Henry Bloom’s longevity allowed him to meet, and strongly impact upon, his fourth generation. 

My great-grandfather, Isaac Bloom, standing in the back.  
Left to right: Art Bloom, Sue Bloom, Jeff Bloom, 

Wendy Bloom. Portland, circa 1955

Left to right: Max Bloom, Eva Bloom, Henry (Chanoch), 
Bloom, Estelle Bloom, holding my grandfather as 

a baby, Arthur Bloom, Frieda Klein, 1945
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Unfortunately, the generations after him, up until 
my Mother, were not fully observant because so few 
Orthodox Jews lived in Portland. Jews there were largely 
assimilated, but Henry left his descendants with a few 
shields that protected them from disappearing into the 
culture around them. The most significant of these was 
his absolute shunning of intermarriage, which went 
a long way in preserving some level of Yiddishkeit. My 
great-grandmother, Estelle, was about twenty years old 
when she began working for an insurance company in 
Manhattan. The firm held life insurance policies on all 
the men who were drafted into the army during WWII. 
The company’s employees would often write to the 
soldiers to keep them updated about what was going 
on. Estelle decided to look for a Jewish name, and she 
went down the list until she spotted the most Jewish 
sounding name possible, that of my great-grandfather, 
Isaac Bloom. She had hit the jackpot; Blooms were 
committed to marrying Jewish. They corresponded 
back and forth until they finally met in New York and got married in July of 1944. Henry Bloom’s legacy 
has resulted in descendants of whom he would be proud; he would certainly be thankful to my mother 
and grandparents for bringing the family back to our roots of Torah and shemiras hamitzvos.

Congregation Shaarei Torah, the Orthodox Shul in Portland 
opened by my great-great-great-grandfather, Henry 

Bloom, shortly after his arrival in America, 1905

Newspaper article about Henry Bloom 
published in the Oregon Journal, 1957
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THE INFINITE CHAIN
Aunt Shirley: On Chemistry that Inspires and “Sticks”

E L I A NA  G L A Z E R

It’s no surprise that my Great-Aunt Shirley recently received 
a book for her 103rd birthday, entitled, Lessons in Chemistry. It’s 
about home cooking and chemistry. She loved them both. Each 
of these passions brought out Shirley’s determination, a trait she 
inherited from her mother, Rose Jolles, who lived in Czarist Russia 
during the pogroms in the late 1800’s. At twenty years old, Rose lived 
through the anti-Semitism, the synagogue raids, murders, and fires 
that were set to wipe out the Jews. She knew it was no place for a 
young woman who wanted to marry and raise a Jewish family. So 
Shirley headed to America, where she met her soon to be husband, 
Harry Castleman.

The Castlemans were married in Massachusetts in 1903, where 
they raised Shirley and five other children, including my Grandpa 
Melvin Castleman, known by everyone as Mike. Grandpa Mike 
studied Chemical Engineering at MIT, and inspired his little sister 
Shirley, who came to love science as well. Shirley graduated with 
honors from Salem High School in 1938 and in her yearbook the 
quote inscribed next to her photo was, “Where there’s a will, there’s 

a way.” Aunt Shirley lived by that ideal, and won a full scholarship to Boston University where she 
earned a degree in Chemistry. 

Soon after, Shirley was hired by the American Resinous Chemical Company, which was doing 
pioneering work in the very early stages of the plastics industry. They were taking molecules, called 
monomers, and researching how they could be bonded together to form long chain polymers that were 
strong and flexible: new building blocks that would have a huge impact on industries around the world. 

Then one day, when her boss was away 
on vacation, a product she’d been working 
on created a sticky white substance – exactly 
what they had been striving for. And better yet, 
it dried clear! In no time, it would become a 
worldwide hit: Elmer’s Glue. Around this time, 
though, Shirley met a young doctor named Sam 
Beaser. They got married, and Shirley was soon 
pregnant with her first child. Did she want to 
continue as a chemist at that point? “No,” Aunt 
Shirley told me recently. “I quit. I enjoyed seeing 
a little speck grow to become a person. It was 
the most exciting part of my life.” 

Shirley, age 2, July 1923

The result of the polymer created by Shirley: Elmer's Glue

74 | V'hi She'amdah • Genealogy 2024 • תשפ״ד



Shirley’s two sons like to reminisce about how she was a very 
attentive mom, and loved to conduct experiments in the kitchen, 
especially with soups, sometimes combining two complete recipes into 
one, which came out better than either of the two she had started with. 

The lab she had worked for was eventually sold after a fire nearly 
destroyed the plant. What remained was a formula that took the 
adhesive industry by storm. Borden, the world's largest milk distributor 
at the time, bought the formula to coat their milk cartons that would 
replace the heavy and expensive glass bottles. 

My Great-Aunt Shirley reminds me of what’s important in life. Even 
though she had a significant job in the high-tech industry of her time, 
she always put family first, because that was most precious to her. I am 
so grateful that I had the zechus of learning something so important 
from a very special person. 

Great-aunt Shirley

Eliana and great-aunt Shirley - present day
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PRIDE & PROVIDENCE
M I K A E L L A  I N Z L I C H T

It all began with my great grandmother, Reigne, and her non-Jewish 
neighbor, Mrs. Mehiels. In the early 1940s, as war raged in Europe, Mrs. 
Mehiels shared a letter she had received from her son, a soldier in the Belgian 
army who had been captured as a prisoner of war. In the letter, he urged Reigne 
to avoid going outside, as it would be "bad for her health." Reigne passed the 
strange message on to her husband, Saul, who took it seriously. He interpreted 
it as a signal that they must remain indoors and hide to protect themselves 
from some looming danger.

Shaken by the warning, Reigne and Saul made the difficult decision to 
entrust their children, Marcel and Lilliane, to the care of Gentile strangers 
who ran a farm in Ghent, Belgium. It was a risky move, but they were hopeful.

Saul, meanwhile, continued pursuing his business in Nazi occupied 
Belgium. One day, as he boarded a train, a stranger suddenly handed him a cross. Though confused, Saul 
accepted the gift. Little did he know, this simple act would later prove to be life saving.

Days later, Saul found himself in a coffee shop, involved in business matters, as usual. Suddenly, the 
room filled with SS officers and everyone was ordered to line up against the wall. The Nazis conducted a 
thorough search, forcing everyone to empty their pockets. As Saul followed orders, the cross he had received 
from the stranger appeared. The sight of it prompted the SS officers to release him, offering apologies for 
the inconvenience. Saul would forever see that as a moment of Divine intervention that spared him from the 
horrors that befell so many others.

After the war, in 1946, my grandfather Tobie was born; he was named after his maternal grandfather who 
was murdered in Auschwitz. A symbol of hope in 
the aftermath of unspeakable tragedy. Together 
with Saul, he played a vital role in the rebuilding 
of Antwerp, contributing to the restoration of a city 
ravaged by war. Their efforts extended way beyond 
physical reconstruction; they invested in the future 
of the community through initiatives like Maccabi, 
soccer leagues, and projects that brought people 
together.

In fact, Reigne’s and Saul’s descendants are all 
over the world today. The Tugendhafts span many 
fields and passions, but they all share enormous 
Jewish pride. To me, they are a testament to the 
capacity of the human spirit, aided by siyata 
d’Shmaya at the most critical times, to endure great 

adversity and emerge with strength and positivity. I 
am so proud to be a part of that legacy.

My grandfather, Tobie (third from the left)  
on the soccer field with his all Jewish team

He played on Maccabi, which his father was  
heavily involved in with fundraising post war

My great-grandparents,  
Saul and Reigne, circa 1960


