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Never Too Late
B Y  D E V O R I E  K R E I M A N

Survivor 
Leon 
Schagrin on 
celebrating 
his bar 
mitzvah  
83 years 
late
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L
eon Schagrin was 12 years old 
and preparing for his bar mitz-
vah when the Nazis invaded 
his town. He never had a bar 
mitzvah. Eight decades later, it 
still bothered  him. He thought 
it was too late—until last week. 
At 96 years old, Leon put on 
te!llin, had an aliyah, and sang 

and danced at his bar mitzvah celebration.

The Horse Adjutant
Leon grew up in Grybow, in southern Poland. It was a sce-

nic town of !elds and "owers, bordered by hills and the fast-
moving White River. About 2,000 Jews lived in Grybow be-
fore the Holocaust.

His grandfathers were chasidim. His parents, Hersch and 
Chaya, were more modern. The family was connected to the 
Grybover Rav, Rav Boruch Halberstam, Hy”d. 

Hersch and Chaya Schagrin’s !rst two children, both girls, 
died as babies. When Leon was a young boy, he caught pneu-
monia and his temperature spiked dangerously. The doctor 
feared he wouldn’t survive. The family and the community 
gathered in the shul and davened for him. The last Sanzer 
Rav, Rav Mordechai Zev Halberstam, Hy”d, who had been the 
rav of Grybov before he succeeded his father as Sanzer Rav, 
added the name Alter—for the boy to live long. Leon recovered. 
His parents wanted to ensure that he would stay well, so they 
traveled with him to Rav Shlomo Leib of Tyczyn for a brachah. 
The Rebbe asked to be alone with the child. He put his hands 
on him and davened. Then he told his parents, “Your son will 
outlive the entire family.”

Hersch and Chaya had !ve more children. Leon remembers 
passing the shul, seeing the men in talleisim and hearing their 
davening and leining. When the Bobover Rebbe visited Gry-
bow, Leon saw the streets !ll with men in shtreimels. 

Leon spoke Yiddish with his family at home and Polish at 
school—where he learned side by side with non-Jews. A#er 
school, he had lessons with a melamed in preparation for his 
bar mitzvah. 

He grew up around animals—on his grandfather’s farm 

Leon putting on tefillin 
with Heshy Rubinstein, as 

Pinchus Raab (C) and Rabbi 
Feldbrand (R) look on
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and in his own home, where his father had 
a stable with horses. His father, who had 
been dra!ed to serve in the First World 
War, was a self-taught veterinarian. Leon 
wasn’t interested in working with ani-
mals, but what he learned about horses by 
watching his grandfather and his father 
would save his life.

The Nazis came to Grybow in 1939, a few 
weeks before Leon turned 13. The mem-
bers of the Judenrat, the Jewish commit-
tee, were ordered to "nd 100 Jewish “vol-
unteers” to be deported to the work camps. 
When they protested that they were unable 
to do so, the Nazis took all the members 
of the Judenrat to Grybow Park and shot 
them. Leon’s father was ordered to remove 
the bodies from the park and bring them 
to the cemetery. Leon was afraid that his 
father would be killed a!erwards. He "g-
ured that a boy would have a better chance 
of surviving. Together with a friend, Leon 
drove his horse and bu# to the park and 

loaded the bodies of the committee mem-
bers onto the wagon. 

He recalls, “My boyhood had e$ectively 
ended the moment I touched the "rst body.” 
He describes how he came home: shaken. 
Unable to speak. “You might say this was 
my bar mitzvah; that was when I became a 
man.”

His father made him promise that he 
would tell the story of what happened to 
everyone who would listen. In September 
1942, Hersch and Chaya, their four daugh-
ters, and their baby son, Na!ali, were killed 
in the gas chambers of Belzec.

Leon was deported to the Tarnow ghetto. 
Because he had experience with horses, he  
was assigned to be a driver for the Nazis. 
Those trips enabled him to get out of the 
ghetto and "nd food and other necessities. 
The commandant, Hauptsturmführer Her-
mann Blache, declared that Leon was his 
favorite driver and nicknamed him Junge 
(young boy). Leon felt the truth of the words 

of the Rebbe of Tyczyn. He would survive. 
Leon is the last known survivor to have 

seen the murder of the Sanzer Rav in Tar-
now. When the Tarnow ghetto was liqui-
dated, Leon and his friend Moshe were in-
structed to load the bodies onto their wagon 
and drive them to the two giant ditches that 
the Nazis had dug out with machines. Leon 
recognized the bodies of his cousin and her 
children. Leon and his friend were ordered 
to go down a ladder into the mass grave 
and search the bodies for valuables. They 
stru%led among the thousands of bodies, 
slipping, falling, scrambling up. He writes, 
“Moshe and I looked at each other, both of 
us knowing the likelihood of our surviving 
as soon as we were done was unlikely.”

Hauptsturmführer Blache came to inspect 
the work and recognized the two boys inside 
the mass grave. He called out to them, “Who 
put you two down there?”

Leon pointed at the guard who was stand-
ing over him with a submachine gun. 

Leon with the cheder children
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The commander spoke to the guard and 
then he ordered the two boys to climb the 
ladder and come out of the grave. Leon de-
scribes it as, “Bashert. I was so close to death. 
One commander sent me in. Another pulled 
me out.”

The commander told Leon to !nd the 
horse and meet him at the site of the depor-
tations. Leon started to look for the horse. 
He saw a small boy, alive, and moved him 
to the side on the grass. The boy was crying. 
Hearing this, the guard approached and 
shot him. Leon couldn’t stop him, couldn’t 
help the child, couldn’t even cry. 

Leon was sent to Auschwitz. He stood in 
line for selection and was inspected by a 
doctor who asked him, “What is your profes-
sion?” He replied, “Koni adjutant” (horse as-
sistant). He told the doctor that he groomed 
and took care of the commander’s horse, 
and the doctor pointed him to the le". To 
life.

Leon was 18 when the Russians liberated 
the camp. A"er the war, Leon served in the 
Polish Army, and then he spent some time in 
Israel working for the Haifa telephone com-
pany. In 1958, he met Betty Sternlicht. Betty 
and her sisters were on Oscar Schindler’s 
famous list and survived the war together. 
Leon and Betty were married in Haifa. The 
rabbi who was mesader kiddushin was re-
lated to the Grybower Rav and remembered 
Leon’s grandfather. 

The couple moved to New York. Soon af-
ter their marriage, Betty was diagnosed with 
a tumor, and they found out that they would 
never have children. Leon learned English 
and interviewed for a job at AT&T. He was 
turned down because he was Jewish and 
was advised that, in the future, he should 
not disclose his religion. 

In 1976, Leon and Betty moved to Florida. 
He dedicated himself to the restoration of 
Belzec, where his family had been extermi-

nated, and worked with the Holocaust Sur-
vivors of South Florida. As he’d promised 
his father, he made it his life work to educate 
others about anti-Semitism and the Holo-
caust. He has spoken to more than 10,000 
students throughout Florida. He tells his 
story in the memoir, The Horse Adjutant, 
written with Stephen Shooster, published 
in 2019.

Betty died in 2019. Leon has no immedi-
ate family. He says, “The Yidden are my fam-
ily.” 

It’s Never Too Late

Reb Heshy Rubinstein is a child of Hun-
garian survivors. His mother, a”h, came from 
Margareten. His father comes from Makó. 
They were married at the Kazinczy shul in 
Budapest, and their !rst two children were 
born in a DP camp before they immigrated 
to Williamsburg. Heshy’s mother didn’t 
talk about what she’d been through. Heshy 
says, “When we’re at an event and my father 
sees the waiters gathering portions of food 
for the garbage, he says, ‘Do you know how 
many people I could have kept alive with the 
food they throw out these days?’”

Heshy’s son Yossi became interested in 
the Holocaust when he was a teenager. He 
sat down with his grandmother and she 
shared some of her experiences. The !rst 
survivor Heshy and his son interviewed 
together was a 100-year-old man from Wil-
liamsburg. Now, 25 years later, they’ve done 
close to 1,000 interviews. Some of the inter-
views have appeared in print in Jewish pub-
lications. They established the Yizkor Foun-
dation to store the collection, and, more 
recently, made some of the videos available 
through the Yizkor YouTube channel. He ex-
plains, “Many of these survivors are between 
90 and 100 years old. They weren’t ready to 
give interviews when they were younger, but 
now they want to talk about it.” 

Heshy had a network of people putting out 
the word and connecting him with survivors. 
This year, he spent Sukkos in Florida, and on 
Chol Hamoed, he interviewed four survivors. 

(above) The last Sanzer Rebbe before the war. The 
Rebbe gave an additional name to Leon when he 
was very sick and blessed him with a long life.

(inset) Rav Baruch Halberstam, son of Rav 
Mordechai Ze’ev. He was one of Leon’s melamdim.
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Is There Life After Divorce
Can the mother have custody of the boys when the 

father has a Mitzvah to teach his children Torah?
Are you allowed to say Loshon Horah when asked 

Shidduch information about your ex- spouse? 
Are you allowed to say the divorce wasn’t messy?

Can you hide your assets to give less alimony?
If a spouse is violating the divorce agreement and 

Beis Din can’t enforce it, are you allowed to go to 
secular court?

How are the ex-spouses supposed to communicate 
with each other?

If one of the spouses goes o! the Derech how 
should it be dealt with?

If one of the spouses remarries, how do they walk 
down to the Chuppah?

When one parent tries to alienate the children 
against the other parent, is there any recourse? 

How to deal with loneliness after divorce?
What e!ect does divorce have on the children?

Hear from The Experts
WITH

Rabbi Avrohom Kahan
Rav of Congregation Khal New City,

Av Beis Din of the Bais Din Vaad Hadin V’horaah
WITH

Reb Yitzchok Gruenbaum
Concord Mediation Group

And others

“I felt strong. We sang 
Ani Maamin. That’s what 

it’s about: belief in our 
religion, belief in G-d. Be-
cause no one will protect 

us, only G-d.”

One of them was Leon Schagrin. Heshy brought his lulav and esrog 
to Leon’s house in Sunrise, Florida, and Leon gladly repeated the bra-
chah a!er him to ful"ll the mitzvah.

During the interview, Leon spoke about his childhood before the 
war, and, more than once, said, “I didn’t have a bar mitzvah.” Heshy 
sensed that this was a sadness Leon had been carrying around for a 
long time. He had an idea! Instead of merely recording Leon’s story, 
he could step in and right this wrong. Leon’s birthday is in Chesh-
van. Why not make him a bar mitzvah? 

He su#ested this to Leon, who agreed immediately. Heshy chose 
Thursday so that Leon could have an aliyah. He called Rabbi Bin-
yomin Feldbrand, rav of the Kedushas Levi shul (and a direct de-
scendant of Rebbe Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev). The shul, which 
opened a few months ago, serves a young heimishe community of 
about 40 people in North Miami Beach. Heshy had davened there 
on Yom Tov.

Rabbi Feldbrand was eager to help. “There are a lot of elderly 
survivors around here. I learned how to interact with them, to take 
them by the hand and walk with them. My children grew up with 
this, as well. When we lived in Tower 41, my wife would bake chal-
los for the elderly, and the kids would run around delivering them.” 

They had only a couple of days to plan the bar mitzvah. A graph-
ic artist who works for Chaveirim created the invitation, which 
was posted on a few community chats in Florida. Heshy booked 
tickets to Florida for himself and his son Shimmy, who is a well-
known photographer and who helped with the arrangements. 
They would $y back and forth on the same day. For Shimmy, who 
photographs many bar mitzvahs, this was an opportunity to be 
part of a unique event. Chilu Posen of the Mezamrim Choir and 
Pinchus Raab of The Latest Talks podcast $ew in from New York, 
as well. Raab brought a videographer along, too. Volunteers in 
Florida shopped for food. A local DJ o%ered his services. 

In addition to the adult guests, Rabbi Feldbrand arranged for a 
group of children from his Cheder Neimas HaTorah to be part of 
the celebration.

Cheder Neimas HaTorah is still in its "rst year. Rabbi Feldbrand 
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says, “I needed a school for my two sons, so 
we opened the !rst Yiddish-speaking ched-
er in Florida. We see ourselves as a cheder 
for bnei Torah, emphasizing serving Hash-
em with simchah and geshmak. We have 19 
children in nursery and !rst grade.”

Rabbi Feldbrand visited the cheder and 
prepared the students for the upcoming 
bar mitzvah. “I told the boys that bad people 
made the Yidden leave their houses, and 
I asked them to imagine how it would feel 
to be forced to leave home. I told them that 
the man who was coming had been through 
tzaros, that he’s special, and we were going 
to make him happy.”

 All four of Rabbi Feldbrand’s grandpar-
ents are survivors of Auschwitz. He says, 
“I’m very conscious of how there are fewer 
and fewer survivors. Anyone old enough to 
remember it well is now over 90 years old. I 
realized that our cheder children would re-
member this encounter for life.”

On Thursday, 2 Cheshvan, October 27, 
Leon and his aide arrived at Kedushas 
Levi. He was greeted with enthusiasm and 
escorted into the shul as the men sang Si-
man Tov U’Mazal Tov. Leon sang and 
clapped with them. Rabbi Feldbrand says, 
“He spoke to us in Galitzianer Yiddish. He 
sounds like a Bobover chasid.”

Rabbi Feldbrand made the brachah with 

Leon and placed a tallis around his shoul-
ders, and Heshy wrapped the te!llin around 
his arm. Everyone in the room felt the awe of 
that moment. Leon repeated the words of 
Shema and was called up to the Torah by his 
full name: Alter Aryeh Leib Lemel ben Tzvi. 
When it was time to kiss the Torah, he used 
the end of his tallis, as is the minhag. Some-
one pointed out, “You know this,” and Leon 
replied, “Some things you don’t forget.”

The cheder children were brought to the 
shul. They presented Leon with a cake deco-
rated with te!llin and gathered around him 
to sing. A"erwards, they lined up for a bra-
chah from him.

Rabbi Feldbrand explains, “The point of 
a bar mitzvah is that a Yid connects himself 
to Hashem and to Yiddishkeit. This celebra-
tion is Leon’s way of saying he can still do 
this. He’s turning 97. It’s never too late.”

Leon clapped and sang along with the 
men, who joined hands and danced to the 
music. Leon danced with each of the men, 
swaying rhythmically, his smile wide. 

Leon, who is legally blind from macular 
degeneration, showed no signs of strain. He 
was on his feet for a lot of the time. “I wish 
every bar mitzvah bachur was as enthusi-
astic about getting his !rst aliyah,” Rabbi 
Feldbrand says. 

At the seudas bar mitzvah, Leon took the 

mic. “I’m speaking in Yiddish. There was a 
time when I wouldn’t speak Yiddish because 
I didn’t want anyone to know that I’m a Jew. 
Our Yiddish, our culture, must not be aban-
doned.” He told the story of the brachah he 
got from the Tyczyner Rebbe when he was 
!ve years old—which had come true. 

As the dancing picked up again, someone 
placed a shtreimel on Leon’s head. The men 
sang as they danced around Leon. When 
they stopped, he hu#ed his new friends.

Shimmy Rubinstein says, “It was magi-
cal. I saw him light up—the small boy inside 
him who never had this, !nally celebrating. 
It’s hard to believe that he’s 97 years old, 
from the way he danced and sang. It was 
such a great zechus to be part of this.”

Leon asked to see the cheder. He was 
driven the few blocks to the classroom and 
seated near the colorful alef-beis chart. The 
young students sang and danced around 
him. Then, one by one, the boys approached 
and Leon handed each child a pekel of nosh 
and gave them a brachah.

A"erwards, the New Yorkers rushed back 
to the airport. Leon’s aide helped him out, 
saying, “Leon was tired but so, so happy.” 

Leon re$ects on the event. “I felt strong. 
We sang Ani Maamin. That’s what it’s about: 
belief in our religion, belief in G-d. Because 
no one will protect us, only G-d.”

Heshy Rubinstein and Rabbi Feldbrand 
plan to stay in touch with him. Leon lives 
in a building that has very few Jews, but he 
says, “I noticed new young people, Chabad, 
moving to Sunrise with their children. I met 
the rabbi. I’m very happy that they’re here.” 

Arrangements are being made through 
Chabad for someone to come and help 
Leon put on te!llin every day.

To Heshy Rubinstein this is a full circle. 
“I could hear it in his story the !rst time I 
met him. Not having a bar mitzvah was re-
ally bothering him. Now that lacking has 
been !lled. That’s the power of chesed. He’s 
settled until Moshiach comes.” ●

With the Torah
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