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THE TRAVELING 
DREIDEL HOUSE 
WAS WELCOMED 

WITH ENTHUSIASM 
AT SCHOOLS, 
SHULS AND 

COMMUNITY 
CENTERS.

Years after a group of bachurim created a special Chanukah project, 
they memorialized it in a gift for the family of a group  

member who passed away 

By Devorie Kreiman

Spin 
a World 
Today

I
n the aftermath of the 
attacks on September 11, 
2001, a group of 20-year-
old bachurim shluchim 
[bachurim who function as 
shluchim to a yeshivah by 
serving as mentors to the 

younger bachurim and helping in the 
general community] at the Lubavitcher 
Yeshivah Gedolah of Greater Miami 

were determined to shine a new light 
to offset the darkness. On Chanukah, 
like Chabad shluchim all over the world, 
they would take to the streets in a cam-
paign of pirsumei nisa, publicizing the 
miracle. But how?

The bachurim threw around ideas. 
Eventually they decided to build a 
traveling Dreidel House that children 
could enter to watch a Chanukah film. 

They would mount the Dreidel House 
on a trailer and travel from community 
to community. To make the experience 
more exciting, the dreidel theater would 
spin, giving the children a sense of 
moving back in time. 

Avremel Kagan, who was known 
to be very creative, recalls, “We 
were young and naive, and we didn’t 
understand the limitations of gravity 
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and weight. That’s a good thing, 
because we went ahead with it.”

He drew plans for a colorful dreidel 
made of wood, large enough to fit 20 
children in rows of comfortable dreidel-
shaped chairs. He drafted sliding doors 
for the little theater and designed a 
system of wheels and winches to rotate 
it. 

The project cost about $20,000. The 
bachurim had a grant from Anshei 
Lubavitch of Greater Miami for 
$10,000. One of the bachurim, Zevi 
Silver, stepped up to fill in the gap, 
increasing the credit line on his card 
and taking out a loan. They were now 
ready to start. 

The bachurim scoured sites for used 
trailers and bought a 20-foot trailer for 

a few hundred dollars. They rented a 
bay in a facility half an hour away from 
the yeshivah and set up shop there, 

making many trips to Home Depot 
to buy supplies. And they worked 
the phones in a frantic effort to raise 
enough money to repay Zevi’s loan.

For the film, they drew each scene 
on a storyboard and cast the yeshivah 
students as actors. Most of the 
costumes and props were homemade; 
a bottle of Arizona tea was used for 
the flask of oil with the seal of the 
Kohen Gadol, and pottery shards were 
scattered on the floor to show the 
damage caused by the Greeks. The 
film was shot locally, then paired with 
a sound track of special effects and 
narration. In addition to the film, the 
bachurim offered a game show, an olive 
press, and arts and crafts.

Zevi was the driving force behind 



LEVY DECIDED  
THAT HE WOULD 

PUBLISH THE 
STORY AND 
PRESENT IT  

TO ZEVI’S FAMILY 
AS A CHANUKAH 

GIFT.

the project. Every night after seder, he 
drove to the trailer with Avremel, and 
the two of them sawed and hammered 
and painted. There were many obstacles, 
but Zevi focused on solutions. When 
the bachurim got discouraged and 
questioned the wisdom of what they 
were doing, Zevi nudged them forward. 

That was Zevi—full force ahead, 
no matter what! A year earlier, he’d 
undergone surgery, chemo and 
radiation, and he emerged in good 
health, ready to take on the world.

As the project neared completion, 
more setbacks cropped up. When the 
dreidel moved, the screen was too close 
to the seats, so they added an extension 
for the screen. The inside of the Dreidel 
House was stuffy and hot, so they 
installed an air conditioning unit on 
the side. The spin mechanism didn’t 
rotate fully; instead of spinning, the 
dreidel gave a jolt, but they weren’t able 
to fix that problem in time. 

The traveling dreidel was welded to 
the trailer and hitched to an SUV—
which proved to be too weak for the 
job. It was replaced by a second and 
then a third SUV. The trailer lights 
weren’t connected to the lights of the 
SUV, so the bachurim came up with a 
system. Another car would drive behind 
the trailer, and the driver of the SUV 
would radio the driver of the car (the 
bachurim didn’t have cellphones) and 
tell him when to turn on his blinkers. 

The traveling Dreidel House was 
welcomed with great enthusiasm at 
schools, shuls and community centers. 
People pointed as they passed; children 
cheered and laughed when they pulled 
up. The bachurim and their Dreidel 
House spent Shabbos Chanukah in 
Satellite Beach, near NASA. There 
were some dicey moments during their 

travels, such as when the axle broke 
while they were on the interstate, and 
they had to figure out a safe way to 
have it repaired and get back on the 
road. Thankfully, they managed.

Levy Lieberman, one of the bachurim, 
says, “I’m generally a reserved guy, but 
when we did this project, I was on a 
high. Talking it up with our Dreidel 
House was easy. It was outlandish, a 
little crazy, and very funny—this huge 
structure driving around with an air 
conditioner sticking out. Every time we 
stopped, people wanted to know what 
it was. We were fulfilling our shlichus in 
a unique way that was all our own.”

At the end of the year, the bachurim 
returned to their homes. Zevi Silver got 
married. His wife, Shani, was in school 
in Mequon, Wisconsin, a state full of 
fields and cows. The winters in Mequon 
were harsh, but the small community 
was welcoming. The couple moved 
there and bought a home on an acre 
of land. Zevi became the rabbi of the 
Jewish Home for the Elderly. 

When Zevi opened a business, he 
established a time during the day to 
learn with his friend and business 
partner, Zalman Myer-Smith, who 
lived two doors away. Zalman enjoyed 
watching Zevi fuss over his garden 
and greenhouse. “Really not bad for a 
Brooklyn boy,” he says.

When the Silvers’ oldest child was 
three, their twins were two, and their 
youngest was a year old, Zevi’s cancer 
came back. He fought hard, and he never 
lost his bearings. When the medical staff 
expressed concern about the outcome, 
he reminded them firmly that Hashem 
is in charge and that he was willing 
to undergo any treatment that would 
prolong his time with his family. He lost 
weight, lost his hair, lost his strength, 

but he never lost his bitachon. Zalman 
describes Zevi as having “faith of steel 
and nerves of steel.” 

When Zevi woke up from a 22-hour 
surgery and saw Shani at his bedside, 
he motioned to her to ask if she’d eaten 
anything. Then he asked for help with 
putting on his tefillin. 

At one point, Zevi was responding 
well to treatment, and the Silvers 
decided to host a seudas hodaah to thank 
Hashem. They sent out invitations to 
300 people. Shani did all the cooking. 

Zalman remembers, “It was so fancy, 
like a wedding. And in every goblet 
they put a rubber wristband that said, 
‘Tracht gut vet zein gut, think good and 
it will be good.’ I put it on my wrist. 
Right before everyone showed up to 
celebrate, Zevi told me that they’d 
gotten bad news about his prognosis. 
They didn’t share this with anyone else. 
That night, Zevi and Shani smiled and 
told everyone that they were grateful to 
Hashem. And they meant it.”

The Silvers found a doctor in 
Indiana who agreed to review Zevi’s 
medical records and lay out a plan for 

treatment. Zalman made the five-hour 
drive with Zevi. He says, “So much 
depended on what he would hear 
during that consultation. We were 
journeying into the unknown.” 

On the drive back, Zevi was very 
quiet. And he kept fighting. 

Zalman says, “It was like a plane was 
pointing downward, rushing towards 
the ground, and Zevi was announcing 
that it was gonna be fine.”

Zevi was in the hospital on 
Chanukah. He asked Shani to help 
him go downstairs, and he invited staff 
members and patients’ families to join 
him in a menorah lighting in the lobby.

As his conditioned worsened, Zevi 
expressed concern about the chinuch of 
his children. He wouldn’t be there for 
their bar mitzvahs, wouldn’t be able to see 
them through the different stages of their 
growth. He wrote letters to his children to 
read at every milestone of their lives. 

During one of his surgeries, he lost 
a lot of blood. Afterwards, he said to 
Shani, “I want to organize a blood drive, 
a big one, so others can benefit.” And 
that’s how the Jewish Life Blood Drive 
was created. It’s the seventh-largest 
private donation drive in Milwaukee. 

Zevi Silver was niftar in 2013, right 
before his 31st birthday. His oldest 
child was nearly eight, his twins were 
seven, and his youngest was nearly six.

A few weeks later, Shani and her 
daughter were in a grocery story, and 
they met a relative of one of the residents 
of the Jewish Home. She told them that 
she was lighting Shabbos candles and 
that her husband was putting on tefillin. 
She said, “If Zevi could do those things 
and have faith in G-d even after all he 
went through, so can we.”
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Nine years passed.
Levy Lieberman, one of 

the bachurim involved in 
the Dreidel House project, 
kept thinking about Zevi 
and the way his efforts 
had brought the project 
to fruition. While he was 
sharing the story with his 
children, he had an idea. 
He would publish the story 
and present it to Zevi’s 
family as a Chanukah gift.

He found a writer, 
an editor, and a graphic 
designer. He also tracked 
down the other six 
bachurim who had been 
shluchim in yeshivah in Miami that year 
and who were now raising families of 
their own, and he formed a WhatsApp 
chat for the group.

Avremel Kagan says, “When Levy 
reached out and told us that he was 
publishing this small book for Zevi’s 
family, it brought us all back together. 
I hadn’t spoken to some of the guys in 
many years. We started to search for 
photos and talked about the nice things 
we’d shared.”

The book, Spinning a Tale of Light, 
is a work of beauty. It tells the story of 
that Chanukah of long ago and Zevi’s 
role in the project. 

Last year, as Shani prepared for 
Chanukah, one of the rabbis in Mequon 
came and gave her the book. She says, 
“My kids were very excited to see what 
their father was involved in. He was sick 
for so many years, and they don’t have 
a lot of memories of him in action. We 
looked at the photos. It was painful for 

me to flash back to when he was young 
and healthy, but mostly it was nice to see 
what he’d done on his shlichus.”

When Zevi’s father got his copy of 
the book, he was overwhelmed with 
emotion. “It was so good to see him 
as part of a chevrah, making things 
happen. Zevi got sick when he was 
19, and he missed camp because of his 
treatments. The book captured the time 
when he was back to himself.

“And this is so special coming from 
Levy. Our families share a history. 
My mother and Levy’s grandmother 
escaped the Nazis together. They 
became close in Samarkand. This is like 
getting a legacy. More than a legacy—
it’s l ’olam va’ed.”

The bachurim who found a way to 
dispel the darkness with a creative new 
light remain active on their WhatsApp 
group, connected to Zevi through the 
book and all the gifts he brought into 
their lives. l
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