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BRINGING BACK 
THE LIGHT

An outpost of Yiddishkeit in Siberia

BY  D E VO R I E  K R E I M A N

S iberia is a land soaked with 
Jewish blood and tears. 
Sixty years after his grand-
father found a way to 
light up his Siberian exile, 
Rabbi Yerachmiel Gorelik, 

his wife Sternie, and their baby arrived 
in Tyumen, Siberia, to serve as Chabad 
shluchim. On his very first day there, 
Rabbi Gorelik realized that the flame his 
grandfather lit as a prisoner in Siberia 
was still showing him the way through 
the cold and the dark.

“THOSE WHO SOW  
IN TEARS…”

In 1935, Reb Mendel Gorelik, a young 
chasan, was preparing for his wedding, 
when he was arrested by the NKVD [pre-
cursor to the KGB] in Moscow. In 1917, 
the Communists had shut down all the 
yeshivos, and the Previous Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, Rav Yosef Yitzchak, zt”l, had 
opened a network of underground 
yeshivos, one of which was run by Reb 
Mendel. His father and a group of other 
chasidim were arrested along with him. 
Reb Mendel was interrogated for days. 
The NKVD wanted to know who orga-
nized the yeshivah, who taught there, 
which parents sent their children to the 

yeshivah, etc. The chasidim were labeled 
“counter-revolutionaries” and sentenced 
to death, which was later commuted to 
exile in Kazakhstan. 

Before Reb Mendel and his father were 
sent away, their family was allowed to see 
them. His sister, Moussia, wrote, “I will 
never forget the way my father looked in 
those last minutes. He had a towel over 
his head. At first I didn’t understand… 
It was forbidden to wear a yarmulke in 
prison, and so my father placed a towel 
over his head.”

Father and son remained in prison 
for five years. Reb Mendel’s kallah, Beila 
Chodosh, waited for her chasan. In 1940, 
when he returned, Reb Mendel mar-
ried Beila. When the Second World War 
ended, Reb Mendel brought his wife and 
his two young sons to Lemberg, where 
many Lubavitch chasidim were attempt-
ing to escape the Iron Curtain. In order 
to do so, the chasidim needed documents 
proving that they and their spouses and 
children were Polish citizens. 

Reb Mendel, who was an artist, used 
his talent to forge Polish passports for 
33 families—close to 300 people. The 
departure date was set for Monday, 9 
Kislev 1946. 

Reb Mendel’s wife had just given birth 
to their third son; the baby was not well 

enough for a bris milah to be performed, 
and it was postponed. Meanwhile, Reb 
Mendel was working frantically to pre-
pare the documents that would enable 
hundreds of chasidim to leave the USSR. 
On Shabbos, 7 Kislev, not all the docu-
ments were ready. Rav Shmuel Notik, rav 
of the city, paskened that in this situation, 
when lives were at stake, Reb Mendel 
should continue his work, and he should 
do it with his right hand in order not to 
compromise the quality of the forgeries 
and endanger those who held them. All 
Shabbos, Reb Mendel worked on the doc-
uments. Rav Shmuel Notik stayed next to 
him and sharpened his pencils.

The intensive work on the passports 
that Shabbos caused Reb Mendel to have 
so much pain in his hand that, on Sunday, 
he needed help to put on his tefillin. On 
Monday, hundreds of chasidim and their 
wives and children used the forged pass-
ports to leave the USSR and enter Poland. 
Also on that day, Reb Mendel’s baby son 
was healthy enough to have a bris milah. 

A few weeks later, on Asarah B’Teves, 
January 1947, Reb Mendel was arrested 
by the NKVD. He was deprived of food 
and drink for three days and tortured in 
an effort to extract details of who else was 
involved in helping the chasidim escape. 
For months, his family didn’t know where 
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he was held. Eventually, they received 
notice that Reb Mendel was sentenced to 
hard labor in the gulag in Siberia. 

The word “gulag” is an acronym for 
glavnoe upravlenie lagerei (main camp 
administration). Conditions in the camps 
were extremely harsh. Prisoners were 
forced to perform backbreaking labor with 
little protection from the elements and 
inadequate food rations. They were often 
abused by the guards.

Reb Mendel kept kosher and Shabbos 
in Siberia, but he suffered from the pun-
ishments he received for doing so. For a 
while, he managed to hide his tallis, tefil-
lin and siddur, but then they were seized 
and destroyed by the guards, and he had 
to daven from memory. 

Reb Mendel remained in Siberia until 
Stalin died in 1953, when many politi-
cal prisoners were released. 
Mordechai Menasheh 
Gorelik, who was a toddler 
when his father was exiled, 
was ten years old when 
Reb Mendel returned. He 
didn’t recognize his father. 

“…THEY WILL  
REAP WITH 
JOY”

Eleven years ago, on 24 Kislev 5770, 
Mordechai Menasheh’s son Rabbi Yerach-
miel Gorelik and his family left their home 
in Eretz Yisrael and arrived in Tyumen. 
They’d been appointed by the chief rabbi 
of Russia, Rabbi Berel Lazar. It was Erev 
Shabbos and Erev Chanukah. The Gore-
liks brought a hundred menorahs and 
boxes of candles with them, ready to begin 
their shlichus by handing out menorahs to 
the Jews of Tyumen. 

Rabbi Gorelik says, “We landed at five 
in the morning. When we went to collect 
our luggage, we discovered that the box 
with the Chanukah supplies—including 
my personal menorah and oil—had been 
left in Moscow. 

“The airline staff assured us that it would 
be put on the next flight, arriving that eve-
ning. Shabbos and Chanukah began in 
Tyumen, in the Russian winter, at 3:30 p.m. 

“We went to our rented home and 
waited until daylight; it was winter and 
daylight came at about ten o’clock. It was 
-18°C (-0.4°F). I went to stores and kiosks 
in search of oil. I didn’t know how to say 
‘olive oil’ in Russian. I called my mother, 
in Israel, and she sent me a text message 
in Hebrew, but it didn’t have vowels, so 
I did my best with the pronunciation. I 
thought of the kohanim in the Beis Hamik-
dash searching for that bit of oil, not giving 
in to despair. I had come to Siberia to help 
others light candles, and I myself didn’t 
have what to light. 

“Baruch Hashem, I found a bottle of olive 
oil. ‘Siberia,’ I told my wife, ‘is not so bad. 

It’s not like the Siberia that once was. We 
have oil.’

“The clock was ticking. It was almost 
time to light. We made a wick from a few 
hairs of our baby daughter’s doll. So we 
had oil and we had a wick, but we didn’t 
have a menorah. We searched the closets 
of our rented house for something to use. 
We couldn’t find anything. I was getting 
desperate. There had to be some vessel we 
could pour our oil into. I’ve never missed 
a Chanukah lighting, with oil, in my life. 
How could I miss it now?

“Then I had a sudden flash of memory. 
A week earlier, a group of chasidim gath-
ered to make a tzeischem l’shalom for me in 
Kiryat Malachi. They gave me brachos and 

said l’chayim. One of the chasidim said, ‘I 
will never forget what your grandfather, 
Reb Mendel Gorelik, told us about Cha-
nukah in Siberia. He had no oil and no 
menorah. For weeks before Chanukah, he 
saved the margarine from his food ration so 
he could melt it for oil. He made a wick by 
tearing off some of the fabric of his cloth-
ing. For a menorah, he took a potato, cut it 
in half, dug out a hole with a spoon, filled 
it with margarine, and lit it.’

“Minutes to Shabbos, exactly 60 years 
to the day that my grandfather lit the mar-
garine in his potato, I cut a potato in half, 
hollowed it out with a spoon, poured in my 
oil, said the brachah, and lit my Siberian 
menorah. I looked at my flame, imagined 
my grandfather, imprisoned in Siberia, 
looking at the flames of his potato meno-
rah and drawing the strength to continue.

“In Tehillim we say, 
‘Hazorim b’dimah’ those 
who sow in tears, ‘b’rinah 
yiktzoru’ will reap with 
joy. How many tears 
were shed in this land? 
Because of the mesiras 
nefesh of others, of my 
grandfather, I knew I 
would be successful in 
my work here.”

This year was the 
12th Chanukah that the Goreliks spent in 
Tyumen. In the years since their arrival, 
they have held public menorah lightings 
for hundreds of people.

Rabbi Gorelik says, “As Chanukah 
approached this year, during COVID, I 
wasn’t sure what to do. A public meno-
rah lighting takes a lot of time, work and 
money. I wondered if it was worth it. After 
all, how many Jews would see it? But 
then I reminded myself that it’s Chanu-
kah, so why was I making that cheshbon? 
We formed a menorah out of ice. It took 
two and a half days of labor. We brought 
up blocks of ice from the pond. We cut 
the ice into 120-kilo blocks. We put 20 
blocks on a truck, drove then to the court-

I was getting desperate. I’ve never 
missed a Chanukah lighting, with oil, 
in my life. How could this be the first 

time?
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yard and assembled them, using water for 
glue. The menorah weighed two and a half 
tons, which is 5,000 pounds; it was strong 
enough for me to lean a ladder against it 
when I went up to light.” 

The ice menorah was a super-spreader 
of holiness from the start. On Thursday 
night, the first night of Chanukah, Amnon 
Levi, a news anchor from Israel’s Channel 
13, asked Rabbi Gorelik to do a live broad-
cast of the lighting of the Tyumen menorah 
of ice. Amnon Levi answered “Amen” to 
the brachos—on the air in front of tens 
of thousands of viewers. Rabbi Gorelik 
said to him, “I was told that my mission 
in Siberia was to melt the ice, but now I 
need to transform the ice, to turn it into a 
source of light.”

The next day, Rabbi Gorelik received a 
phone call from a local Protestant clergy-
man—the leader of thousands of Protestants 
in Tyumen. He told the rabbi that his 
friends in Israel saw the broadcast of the ice 
menorah in his city, and now he wanted to 
see it. Rabbi Gorelik welcomed him. The 
minister approached the menorah, kissed 
it, and said, “It’s also my menorah.” Rabbi 
Gorelik asked, “What do you mean?” And 
he replied, “My mother’s mother is a Jew. 
My mother is a Jew. I am a Jew.”

The ice menorah warmed many hearts. 
The rabbi of Givatayim shared the video of 
the Channel 13 Tyumen menorah lighting 
with his community. Someone forwarded 
it to his own friends, one of whom is an 
Israeli architect who lives in Holland and 
builds glass bridges. The architect has 
family members who remained in Sibe-
ria after World War II. He’d never been 
able to contact them. When he saw that 
there are rabbis in Siberia, he reached out, 
sending the names of his relatives and the 
town where they were last known to live—
Irkutsk—to his friend, who forwarded it to 
the rabbi in Givatayim, who forwarded it 
to Rabbi Gorelik, who forwarded it to the 
Chabad shliach in Irkutsk, Rabbi Aharon 
Wagner, who searched the town’s records 
and discovered that the husband and his 

wife had died—one in 2010, the other in 
2012—and that they had been buried by 
their children, whose names were in the 
records. From there, it was a few steps and 
a few days, and on the sixth night of Cha-
nukah, the architect spoke to his Siberian 
relatives for the first time. All this from a 
menorah of ice lit in Siberia, broadcast in 
Israel, sent to Holland, and then full circle, 
back to Siberia, to bring Jewish families 
back to each other and back to their roots.

And so, the work and the light continue 
for the Jews of Tyumen.

WHO ARE THE JEWS 
OF TYUMEN?

Tyumen, the oldest city in Siberia, is a 
metropolis of over 800,000 people. Rabbi 
Gorelik says, “I don’t know exactly how 
many Jews live in Tyumen. It’s about 
3,000, but we find new Jews here every 
week. Really. Every week.”

Through the centuries, as Russia expe-
rienced changes and revolutions, pogroms 
were a common occurrence—often with 
the tacit or open support of the govern-
ment. Tyumen wasn’t spared. Moses Baline 
was a chazan who lived in Tyumen until 
1893, when an anti-Semitic pogrom led 
to his decision to bring his wife and eight 
children to New York. One of his sons, 
Israel Baline, who was born in Tyumen in 
1888, grew up to be an American com-
poser and is considered one of the greatest 
songwriters in American history. One 
of his songs is “G-d Bless America.” His 
Americanized name was Irving Berlin.

Some of the Jews who live in Tyumen 
today are descendants of merchants who 
moved there to do business because the 
Pale of Settlement, which lasted until 
1917, restricted the areas in which Jews 
were allowed to live and work. Many are 
from families who were imprisoned in 
this area, which was referred to by the 
monarchy of the mid-17th century as a 
“convenient dumping ground for dissi-
dents and subversives.”
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Chayim Brandt was a cantonist—a child 
forced into conscription in the army of the 
Czar in the 1800s. Young children were 
often kidnapped by “chappers”; some were 
actually torn from their mothers’ arms 
and raised in “cantonist units” or bar-
racks, where they were disciplined, often 
by threats of starvation and corporal pun-
ishment. At the age of 18, the cantonists 
joined the regular army units and served 
for 25 years. Chayim Brandt served much 
of his 25 years in the army in Tyumen, 
where he built his home with Levsha, 
the daughter of a Jewish soldier. Chayim 
raised his children there. His son, Yossel 
Brandt, built a mikvah in Tyumen in 1900. 

The old shul in Tyumen, still in use by 
the Reform congregation, 
was built in 1912 by a 
group of merchants. Rabbi 
Gorelik says, “I have a 
good relationship with the 
Reform rabbi. We don’t 
agree on many things, but 
he is my brother.”

Tyumen has developed 
over the years and attracts 
doctors, researchers, busi-
nessmen, professors and 
students. Two years ago, Rabbi Gorelik 
performed a wedding for an Israeli couple 
who drew closer to Yiddishkeit through his 
Chabad House. On the fifth night of Cha-
nukah, they had a son, whom they named 
Matisyahu Mordechai. At the baby’s bris 
milah, the father said, “Here I am, with a 
Jewish wife, a Jewish child, a Jewish home. 
I lived in Israel for 20 years, but I didn’t 
live as a Jew. I was in Siberia for two years, 
and I became a Jew.” 

TRANSFORMING  
THE ICE

The Goreliks have a Chabad House with 
a kosher kitchen and a social hall. It also 
houses a preschool and elementary school. 
He says, “In this area, where so many were 
exiled by the government for ‘a program of 

reeducation,’ I got a reeducation. I grew in 
a way that I could not have grown as a Yid 
living in Eretz Yisrael. I see other Jewish 
neshamos. I reach them. I am a simple 
Jew, but I am a shliach of the Rebbe, and 
because of this shlichus, Jews who would 
be lost to am Yisrael are returning. So 
many. They change their lives. They move 
from here to a place where they can raise 
their children as Jews.

“My first Shabbos in Tyumen, I prepared 
for shul. I set up chairs and put out siddurim 
in the empty room. I was the shliach tzibbur. 
I came with my sefer Torah and my tallis, not 
as a yachid, but as a chazan who is leading 
a congregation that hasn’t shown up yet. I 
wrote a book in Hebrew called, Shatz L’lo 

Minyan, about those early days. Now, we 
have a regular minyan. During COVID we 
do it on Zoom, but there is a minyan every 
day, and many people join our shiurim.

In the years since Rabbi Gorelik and his 
family arrived in T`yumen, his own family 
has grown, baruch Hashem. His seven chil-
dren attend the Chabad online school as 
well as the local Chabad preschool and day 
school. Russian teachers teach the secular 
subjects, and Mrs. Sternie Gorelik teaches 
limudei kodesh. Although she was born and 
raised in Israel by Russian parents, Mrs. 
Gorelik also teaches the children English.

In April of this year, the Goreliks’ 
youngest son was born, and they needed a 
mohel to fly to Tyumen to perform the bris 
milah—no easy feat with COVID travel 
restrictions. The mohel is also a shochet, 
and so it worked out that, after the bris— 

at which the baby’s big brother and big 
sister served as kvatterin—Rabbi Gorelik 
brought the mohel a lamb to shecht.

Chabad of Tyumen is always in a state 
of growth.  

The Goreliks are in the process of build-
ing a mikvah. Right now the closest mikvah 
is 350 kilometers away, a journey of six or 
seven hours each way, by car or train.

Rabbi Gorelik says, “About a year ago, I 
was in Eretz Yisrael with my six-year-old 
son, Nota. On Erev Shabbos, I took him 
to the mikvah with me. He liked it, and 
we did it again the next week. When we 
returned to Tyumen, on Erev Shabbos I 
sent him to shower, and he cried, ‘I want 
a mikvah.’ I told him, ‘We don’t have one 

here. I also want one.’ 
But he kept crying. He 
said, ‘You want, but I 
cry.’ We started to build 
our mikvah on the tears 
of my precious son, 
Nota. A few weeks ago, 
someone brought me 
a historical document 
and showed me that the 
mikvah that was built by 
Yossel Brandt, the son of 

the cantonist Chayim Brandt, stood just 
100 meters from where we are building 
our mikvah now.

“I also learned that there are relatives of 
the Brandts who live in Eretz Yisrael and 
are shomrei Torah umitzvos.”

The Goreliks and their children con-
tinue to transform the ice of Siberia, con-
tinue to offer warmth and light to the Jews 
who, though they may be far away, are not 
forgotten. When one candle is lit, it can 
then go on to light many more candles, 
which can, in turn, go on to light many 
more candles. l

To submit your story for this column or to 
have your story featured here, please send an 
email to editorial@amimagazine.org or call 
718-534-8800, ext. 202. Your story and/or 
submission will be kept confidential. 

At the baby’s bris, the father said, “I 
lived in Israel for 20 years, but I didn’t 

live as Jew. I was in Siberia for two 
years, and I became a Jew.” 


