The

Landsleit
Connections that endure
By Devorie Kreiman

B

oro Park, 1968. Early morning.
My zeidy, Meir Weiskohl, was
the first one to arrive for Shacharis at the Sadovner shul. He
found the door locked, the shul benches and
tables on the sidewalk, and the Sadovner
Rav, Rabbi Yerachmiel Yisroel Sekula, in
tears.
The Sadovner shul, which had moved
to 51st Street in Boro Park in 1958, had
been housed in a stucco building that
was crumbling from decades of disrepair.
When they began construction to rebuild
the shul, the kehillah was moved to a nearby
location, but the arrangement fell through,
and on that morning the Sadovner shul was
without a home.
My zeidy said to the Sadovner Rav, “I
have a finished basement. You can move the
shul to my house.”
The rav said, “Don’t you have to ask your
wife first?”
My zeidy smiled and said, “My wife is
maskim.”
How to transplant a basement shul:
Schlep the tables, benches and bimah down
the street. If they don’t fit easily into the
basement, squish them together and figure
everything will somehow work out. Knock
dozens of pegs into the wall for hats and
jackets. Have a short discussion of terms:
No charge to use the basement, no food will
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be served in order to keep things simple, no
children will be allowed because there isn’t
room, and the mispallelim will enter through
the back door oﬀ the alley. Then realize that
some people are more comfortable going
through the house and keep all the doors
open—the door from the alley, the front
door, and the door to the steps that lead
down from the kitchen.
Prepare coﬀee, cake and cookies, and
invite everyone—sometimes more than
30 mispallelim—to enjoy, because how can
a Yiddishe mamme, especially one who is a
survivor, have people in her home and not
give them “epes tzu essen”? Rustle up toys
and treats for the children who run through
the house—even though there aren’t
supposed to be any children in the shul—
because, really, how can anyone who saw
the devastation of Europe not want to see
“Yiddishe kinder, oitzres, zeeskeits”?
Insist that you, the homeowner, will have
the zechus of setting up—like Yehoshua
bin Nun, who set up the benches in the
beis midrash—and also insist on having the
zechus to clean up, every single time.
Roots aren’t neat. They push through
the dirt in a tangle, over, under and around
each other. Like love. Like faith. Muddled.
Strong. Enabling life to rise toward the
light, to branch oﬀ, to grow and give shade
and nourishment.

The Sadovner shul stayed in my
grandparents’ basement for more than a
year. The kehillah, comprised mostly of
Holocaust survivors, lifted their voices,
singing the melodies of the towns from
which they had been uprooted.
Recently,I went through online Holocaust
documents searching for my family. My
grandparents were born in Zdunska Wola,
a town in central Poland that had close
to 10,000 Jews. When I finally figured
out how to spell my grandparents’ name
as they would appear in Polish records—
Wajskol—I found a list of relatives killed
in the war. One name jumped out at me—
Daniel Wajskol. My grandparents used to
call him “Der Zeide Daniel.”
Daniel Wajskol—in the records he is
prisoner #95353—was the grandfather of
my grandfather, and also the grandfather
of my grandmother; they were first
cousins. After the war, Der Zeide Daniel’s

A M I • L I V I N G J A N U A R Y 2 7 , 2 0 2 1 1 4 S H V AT 5 7 8 1

Liv503_OurDaysKreiman .indd 56

1/21/21 10:02 PM

Credit...Zoya Cherkassky and Fort Gansevoor

grandchildren, Meir and Sprintza, met
in Landsberg, a displaced persons camp
in Germany. They married and had two
children in the DP camp; their oldest
is my mother. The second child, a son,
caught pneumonia as a toddler and died in
Landsberg.
In 1946, Meir and Sprintza came to the
United States. They worked in a factory
making jackets, had two more daughters,
and moved from apartment to apartment,
until they bought the brick house on 51st
Street in Boro Park in 1962.
When we were kids, my siblings, cousins
and I heard about “landsleit.” Here’s how it
worked: If a business owner came from the
same town in Poland, you walked all the
way across Boro Park, pushing a collapsible
metal shopping cart, to shop at his store,
where you always bought more than you
needed because, well…landsleit.
Roots...the connections that endured
throughout the inferno, throughout the

stormy crossing to start all over again in
countries where many people, even kindhearted Jews, couldn’t listen to the war stories
because they were just too terrible. Roots are
the reason to recognize the pain of others—a
rav and his mispallelim, who weren’t actually
landsleit but who were in need of a place to
land—and throw open a door.
Los Angeles, 2020. The shul our family
had attended for more than 30 years
closed because of COVID. People formed
groups, redistributing the large kehillah
into a number of backyards. The California
weather allows for outdoor gatherings all
year long. My friend’s husband runs daily
minyanim in their backyard. I asked her
how it’s done.
How to grow a backyard shul: Make an
aron kodesh from a storage cabinet. Borrow
a sefer Torah, siddurim and Chumashim,
and schlep tables and shtenders. Ask your
mispallelim to bring chairs from their
houses. Run up strings of lights minutes

before the first Maariv. Stick poles into
buckets, stabilize them with sand, hang a
string between the poles, and throw your
two big Pesach tablecloths over it for the
mechitzah.
Designate the garage bathroom for the
shul, but leave the door of your house open
all the time because some people prefer
the bathroom inside. Appoint a herring
man. Buy yourself new Pesach tablecloths.
Let your quarantined next-door neighbor
know the time for the minyanim so he can
stand by his window and join in the tefillos.
Tell your gardener not to bother with the
grass in the back because it’s ruined beyond
repair. Celebrate outdoor kiddushim for
new babies—including twin girls—several
aufrufs and sheva brachos.
Raise your voices together from behind
the masks and ask Hashem to collect His
children—scattered but nourished by the
same roots—and bring them all back home.
This time to stay. l
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