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FOREWORD

In the fi rst book of my memoirs, I answered two questions that I have heard most 
often from readers in Canada and in the United States: “Why was your father 
arrested?” and “Why did you leave the USSR?” Luckily, I did not have to invent 
anything while working on the book. All I had to do was look carefully through 
my cherished archives which transported me into my past. 

Th ose who have read “Joy from Sadness” have often asked, when meeting me 
face to face, “How could you do that? After everything endured by your family 
which fully experienced the savagery of the Soviet regime, how could you become 
a defector and leave Iya and the children behind?”

I myself have often thought about this. It was a dangerous but justifi ed deci-
sion. My wife Iya truly showed herself to be a giant in this matter, and all those 
who had a part in this, all those who helped us, were preserved only by the good 
will of the Almighty. Fortunately, this step gave us the gift of thirty years of 
unending discoveries and accomplishments in the free world, which I recount 
in this second half of my memoirs. 

Th e fi rst book, “Joy from Sadness,” completely turned our lives upside down. 
Th e experience of writing, publishing, translating, and delivering to the reader a 
volume of such intimidating thickness and heft – over a kilo – raised Iya's and 
my life to heights we had never dreamed of.

We often hear complaints that in today's fast-paced electronic world, people 
have no time to read fat books; after all, even renowned newspapers are either 
shrinking in size or disappearing altogether. What a pity it would be if books, 
one of humanity's most unique inventions, were to disappear!

My meetings with readers, the responses and the poignant letters from those 
who shared with me the events chronicled in my fi rst book, have been inspiring. 
I am anxious, therefore, to fi nish the new volume while fat books still exist – and 
once it's done, I will await new meetings with curious readers who will want to 
join me on this voyage across the sea of my life. 
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On September 3, 1974, at 11 p.m., the Air Canada fl ight brought Mama Regina 
and me from Moscow to Toronto. We went through passport control during a 
stopover in Montreal, where all those arriving in Canada were asked the standard 
question about how long they were planning to stay. Th is was the era of détente, 
when there had been a noticeable warming up between the West and the Soviet 
Union, led by the decrepit Leonid Brezhnev. During the fl ight, I tensely pondered 
the question of how likely it was that we would be handed over to the Soviets 
when we asked for political asylum in Canada. I couldn’t be sure. I decided to 
fi nd out about our chances of staying in Canada and the degree of risk in our 
fi rst days in Toronto. At passport control, I gave the cautious answer that we were 
planning to stay as long as was indicated in our visa: two weeks. Th e offi  cer nod-
ded and made a note in our passports. Very soon, I regretted not telling the truth. 
A Soviet person with his twisted sense of morality quickly learns that a lie, an 
untruth is the worst crime of all in the free world, sometimes worse than actual 
criminal behavior. Th e Canadians would have a hard time understanding my 
pathetic attempts to explain why I lied, why I didn’t tell them at once that we 
were going to ask for political asylum…

Joe and Edith Weltman came to the airport to meet us in two cars. One should 
have seen their eyes when, having spotted my mother and me in the crowd of 
passengers, they searched for Iya and the children. Joe was stunned when he saw 
the tears in my eyes and when the fi rst thing I said to him was that my family 
had not been allowed to leave and that it was just Mother and me… I didn’t 
know English, but my cousin’s brusque comment to his wife, “Th is man has lost 
his mind!”, did not require translation… We arrived at the Weltmans’ house in 
Toronto and immediately placed a call to Togliatti and talked to Iya. 

On the next day, surrounded by general attention, Mama Regina was in quite 
a state. Th e combination of happiness, nervous strain, and emotional turmoil 
left her so shaken that she was barely coherent…

From day one, we set about fi nding out the answers to the questions that were 
most urgent to us. Joe didn’t have the slightest idea of the rules governing emigra-
tion and permanent residency in Canada. Before our arrival, he had visited a 
Jewish organization in Toronto to which he had previously donated money. He 
had approached a staff er to ask about the possibility of bringing our family over, 
but the skittish woman gave him such a litany of horrors about the fate awaiting 
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illegal immigrants, to say nothing of defectors, that Joe left in a hurry and decided 
to postpone dealing with the issue of our future until our arrival. Joe asked a 
lawyer to go to Ottawa and fi nd out how great the risk was of our being sent 
back to the Soviet Union. We waited tensely for information from this lawyer…

On one of our fi rst evenings in Toronto, Joe invited a Soviet émigré couple: 
Evgeny Galperin, a former Minsk resident and a distinguished gymnastics trainer, 
and his energetic wife Raisa. Th ey answered our most basic questions about the 
lives of Russian immigrants in Toronto. In the last several months, Joe, who was 
preoccupied with the future of our family, had started taking an interest in all 
aspects of the lives of recent immigrants. One morning, he had stopped by a 
popular local kosher bakery to buy Challah bread for the Sabbath, and the owner 
introduced him to his new saleswoman Raisa Galperin, who had just arrived in 
Toronto; Joe immediately started speaking to her in Yiddish. He told her he 
wanted to bring his cousin’s family over from Togliatti… Raisa, in turn, had told 
him she had just arrive to Canada with her husband and had gotten the job at 
the bakery – and asked him to help them fi nd housing.

Th e 19-story apartment building at 6030 Bathurst Street belonged to Joe and 
his two partners, and the kind-hearted Joe rented an apartment to the Galperins 
– his fi rst “Russian” tenants – on the best possible terms. Soon, that building in 
northern Toronto became known as “Hotel Russia,” where to this day over 90 
percent of the tenants speak Russian. Incidentally, that was the house I had in 
mind when talking about my former compatriots at the start of the chapter on 
the Volga Auto Plant, in my last book. Th ousands of émigrés from the Soviet 
Union have lived in apartments in that high-rise. Th e neighborhood around it 
is populated today by the bulk of the 50,000-plus-strong Russian immigrant 
community of Toronto, with its own synagogues, shops, clinics, and tourist 
agencies that they have started nearby…

In order to establish contact, I almost immediately sent Iya a letter informing 
her that “the wedding has gone well, we’re being received wonderfully, getting ready 
to go home…” A week after our arrival, having gotten a taste of freedom in Can-
ada, I spoke the code phrase to Iya over the phone: “Take the fi lm projector back 
to the lab.” Th is was a signal that I had made the fi nal decision not to go back…

Th e Galperins introduced me to new immigrants: Dr. Felix Yaroshevsky and 
his wife, who had started their life in Toronto by selling subscriptions to the 
newspaper Novoye Russkoye Slovo (“New Russian Word”) and Russian books. At 
my request, Joe got me a subscription to the paper and bought a copy of Th e 
Gulag Archipelago by Alexander Solzhenitsyn, that was banned in the USSR

Here are some excerpts from my notes from those days:
“Toronto, September 15, 1974. … I have read, literally wolfed down, Th e Gulag 

Archipelago. Words aren’t enough! I will say only one thing: the thorny path that Iya 
and I have chosen is the right path. We need to remember this, especially when times 
are hard. … Solzhenitsyn is a genius, a hero!
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… Th e other day, Joe took me along to his neighbor’s house in the evening. A small 
group of about 20 people had gathered. Th ey listened to some guest from abroad speak, 
and then started to collect money for aid for Israel. Joe contributed a check for $5,000 
his friend Bundy Roberts for $10,000.

For over a week, we have been impatiently waiting for a response from the lawyer 
about our aff airs…”

Before our departure, Iya and I had agreed that, in order to provide the strong-
est possible defence for Iya’s innocence and lack of knowledge of my intent to 
defect, I would send her a Letter with apologies and explanations of the step I 
was undertaking. Here is that Letter.

“My dearest Iya and children, Sandor, Ilona, Edwin! 
It’s hard for me to write this letter, but it’s much, much harder to make such a 

decision. Please, try to hear me out as calmly as possible and to understand. In the 
past several months, we have had to endure a lot of humiliation and insults – even 
though you know how much optimism, faith in people and enthusiasm we had, how 
passionately we believed in the ideals in whose name my father came to the Soviet 
Union where he was crushed and deprived of his life.

Mama and I have decided not to return to the Soviet Union, no matter what 
trials and tribulations this may entail. Yes, Iya, it’s true!

Look at this. Our whole family was invited to the wedding, with an off er to pay 
all the expenses. Th ey were waiting for a blessing from Grandma Riza, as family 
tradition demands. Because of our trip, the wedding was postponed twice: to August 
25, then to September 1 … and nonetheless, Grandma and I were late for the wed-
ding. How can you explain to people that we waited for permission to leave for 55 
days? Most of the relatives who had come to the wedding from six countries were still 
here when we arrived. But the fact that I had come to the wedding without you could 
only mean one thing to them: my wife wasn’t good enough for me to take her along… 
Try and explain it to each and every one of them…

And having to pay 400 rubles per person just for permission to see our relatives 
– with our salaries, and with a family of six! Isn’t that a dead end, with the children 
growing up?

Of course, I can imagine what kind of reaction our decision will get and how it 
will be judged, but I am no criminal, after all. I have hurt no one, I have no debts; 
I have not brought any secrets with me… Mama and I have simply decided to move 
to another country, something that a person has a right to do today according to the 
laws of any land.

Grandma’s health is weak, she is already under medical observation. And no 
wonder, after everything she’s endured in her 74 years!

Please forgive me, but this is right. I understand how much grief this news will 
bring you, but I remain yours forever and we will be together again, for sure! Believe 
it! I have hope that good people, including those in Togliatti, will defi nitely help 
reunite our family.
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Take good care of the children. I know it won’t be easy for you, but you are such a 
wonderful mother and wife! Meanwhile, I promise to always remain faithful to you 
and to our family’s good name.

Hugs and kisses! Always yours, Papa Vladimir and Grandma Regina. Toronto, 
September 16, 1974.

P.S. Iya, it is best not to tell anyone about this. It will be hard for others to under-
stand this, or for us to explain it to them. If someone asks, tell them Grandma is ill 
and I’m at her bedside. For now I’ll be looking for a job, then we’ll see about the rest. 
Take care of yourself and the children, my darling Iya. Yours, Vadya.”

Another notable event that happened on that day was a call from the lawyer 
who told Joe that he had fi led an application on our behalf with the Citizenship 
and Immigration Canada requesting that we be allowed to stay in Canada per-
manently.

Th e fi nal unexpected and unbelievable twist on that day, September 16, 1974, 
was that two hours after I dropped this dramatic letter to Iya in the mailbox, a 
special holiday began: Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year. I confess that until 
that day, I had never even heard the name of that holiday… Joe took Mama and 
me to the same synagogue where he had taken Iya and me in 1973. I sat next to 
him. All the men started coming up to me and wishing me a happy New Year. 
Almost all of them spoke Hungarian…

“September 18, 11 p.m. Th e celebration of Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year, 
ended two hours ago. Mama and I got into the holiday mood, too. We spent two 
afternoons with Joe and Edith at the Viewmount Synagogue. Th e beautifully decorated 
hall, with 320 seats for men and 240 separate seats for women, was fi lled to capacity. 
Th e Weltman family lives in the middle of the Toronto Jewish Quarter which has 
more than two dozen other synagogues; during these days, they were all fi lled with 
people dressed up for the holidays who shook each other’s hands and wished each other 
happiness and good health in the New Year. It was an unforgettable feeling, being 
among so many Jews… I don’t understand anything, and no one explains to me what’s 
going on. People took out Torah scrolls and read them… Some came up and kissed 
them. Everyone joined together in an intense silent prayer. Fascinating, beautiful 
melodies sung by a baritone cantor sounded in the silence… Th e weather was beau-
tiful. After the service at the synagogues, there was an endless fashion parade in the 
streets, a stream of adults, children, and baby strollers…

Th e family dinner at the Weltmans’ was especially festive and solemn today. Har-
vey helped his father keep an especially strict watch to make sure no one in the house 
turns on the lights, played the piano, or wrote anything. Th e only things one is allowed 
to do on such days is go to the synagogue, have the holiday dinner, and rest. Th e rules 
were being observed with special care because of the presence of guests, two religious 
young women from Israel who are going home after a stint as instructors at a children’s 
summer camp in Detroit. 
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Th e most amazing thing, besides the beauty of this holiday, is the fact that after a 
43-year gap, our dear Mama Regina has remembered all the dinnertime prayers, and 
she reads and sings along fl uently in Hebrew, holding in her hands the antique prayer 
book that we kept in the storage chest at home for so many years and that we brought 
here in our half-empty suitcase... I couldn’t believe how gifted Mama is, and Joe’s eyes 
were positively sparkling with pride for his aunt… Mama looked so beautiful in the 
synagogue! Maybe it’s the excellent diet, but Mama Regina already looks noticeably 
younger…

And so, the year 5735 (!) is here… My God! Maybe it’s my destiny to be born again 
in the New Year ‘35? I just hope that my family isn’t left without a father… God 
forbid!”

After nearly a week – just before another important Jewish holiday, Yom Kippur 
– Mama and I were summoned to Citizenship and Immigration Canada for our 
fi rst round of questioning, which lasted several days. But fi rst, I want to tell “our” 
Yom Kippur story…

For me, the phrase “Yom Kippur” had to do with the Yom Kippur War of the 
fall of 1973, when Israel defeated the neighboring Arab countries that had 
attacked it. I had also heard the name of this holiday a few times as a child. I 
even remember that on some days in the postwar years, Mama would fast after 
spending some time with our neighbors, Gertzovich and Gorelick, and when I 
asked why she wasn’t eating, she would reply, “It’s Yom Kippur!” Th at evening, 
upon our return from Immigration, we had a nice dinner, but then we had to 
hurry to the overcrowded synagogue where the cantor was starting the Kol Nidre 
prayer precisely on time. Although the synagogue was only one block away from 
the house, the fi ve of us (including Harvey) went by car, which Joe then left in 
the synagogue’s parking lot overnight, as did many others.

I’m not sure if Joe was worried about being a pest or unaware of my complete 
ignorance, but he told me nothing about the upcoming holiday and the way it 
was observed.

When we came home after the Kol Nidre and I turned on the television, Joe 
came up to me and asked, “Vladimir, are you planning to eat tomorrow?” I 
thought nothing of such a silly question and immediately answered, “Of course 
I will.” “Of course, let him eat!” the ever-tactful Edith said in the next room. 
After a moment, I began to realize what a strange conversation this was, and 
hastened to clear things up. “What about you, Joe – are you going to eat tomor-
row?” I asked. “Of course not!” was my cousin’s startled reply. “Th en I won’t 
either!” I declared fi rmly. Having gotten used to going hungry since childhood, 
when we sometimes went without food for days, I didn’t make much of the fact 
that we weren’t supposed to eat. However, Joe warned me that I wouldn’t be able 
to swallow so much as a drop of water until the next evening. At the time, I was 
already developing the syndrome of steeling myself psychologically for the blows 
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and defeats I would suff er in the fi ght for my family, and so I viewed the chal-
lenge of spending 25 hours without a single bite or drink as the start of this 
preparation…

In the synagogue, everything looked familiar by now, except that people were 
praying with some kind of special solemnity… Once again, no one said a word to 
me, and I didn’t have any questions. I just sat there and tried to memorize English 
words. Occasionally, Joe would talk to the people sitting nearby in Hungarian. 

Joe’s compatriot Alex Silberstein, who was sitting behind us, would eventually 
become a very good friend of ours. Th at day, he remembered the time when, in 
the days of Yom Kippur in 1944, he and other Hungarian prisoners of war in 
Russia were marched on foot from the Kaisky District of the Kirov region to 
Krasnodar… Th e distance between those cities on the map is 1800 kilometers. 
He was just 22 years old then. Th e prisoners had no prayer books, of course… 
And yet, having gathered in a tight circle and summoned all of the religious 
learning of their childhood and adolescence, the men on that march managed 
to sing from memory all of the required Yom Kippur prayers to the last word.

After 11 a.m., the men around me started to stand up to pray more often, and 
then sit down again. 

 After noon, they started to kneel sometimes, and bow low toward the East. 
But still there was no hint of a break coming up. At fi rst, I marveled at the cour-
age and composure of these people, the majority of whom weren’t very young… 
After two hours, I could barely keep up with the others as they rose to their feet, 
and was in awe of their endurance.

Some of them actually teased each other, asking questions like, “What would 
you rather eat right now, peppered chicken or a veal cutlet?”, or, “What kind of 
coff ee would you prefer, with milk and sugar or black?” 

After three hours, I started to suspect that all these people were deliberately 
playing a joke on me and testing my ability to fi ght for my future in this country 
where life wasn’t easy. “I hope I can stick it out!” I thought anxiously.

At 4:30, a break was announced – for one hour. Everyone took off  their tal-
lises, prayer shawls, and started exiting. I’m not sure I could have stayed on my 
feet for another ten minutes… I think Joe was holding me up as we walked home. 
I had a terrible headache, and I was tempted to pluck some blades of grass on 
the side of the street and pop them in my mouth… Meanwhile, Mama Regina 
and Edith were walking behind us, unperturbed. 

At home, I lay down hoping to take a nap, but Joe was already there: “Come 
on, Vladimir, it’s time…” Th e service at the synagogue ended after 8 p.m. Eve-
ryone started getting ready to leave, but the rabbi kept us there for what seemed 
like a very long time, explaining to his fl ock that when they came home, they 
were supposed to light a candle, sniff  something, say some blessings, and only 
then sit down at the dinner table to eat. Surprisingly, that was exactly the way 
Joe and family did it!
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Th e next morning, ordinary, humdrum life around us resumed, but now I 
looked at the neighbors and the passersby more closely. It was hard to believe 
that, just the day before, these people had voluntarily undergone such an ordeal…

And now, I’ll describe our fi rst visits to the Immigration Offi  ce. Th e fi rst day of our 
questioning was Wednesday, September 25, just before Yom Kippur. Joe brought 
Mama and me to the high-rise building at the corner of University Avenue and 
Dundas Street, in downtown Toronto. Th ere, on the eighth fl oor, was the offi  ce from 
which we had received the summons. I was called in fi rst, while Mama and Joe spent 
fi ve hours in the waiting room, from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., waiting for me. Th e offi  cials 
took Weltman’s request into consideration, and due to the Jewish holidays the ques-
tioning did not resume until the next Monday and Tuesday, after Yom Kippur.

In the offi  ce, three staff ers of the Citizenship and Immigration Canada were 
seated behind a desk. I was off ered a seat and asked in what language I preferred 
to communicate. A couple of minutes later, a tall, middle-aged blonde – the 
Russian interpreter – came in and sat down at a side table. Each of the three 
offi  cers asked me questions; however, they did not make them up but got them 
out of a special book with multicolored pages, placed on a bookstand before 
them. Every hour, a new interpreter would arrive while the previous one would 
go out into the adjacent room, probably to transcribe or type up my answers. 

Th e second round of questioning lasted from 1 to 3:30 pm, the third from 8 
a.m. to 12:30 p.m. All those three days, Joe sat patiently in the waiting room 
with his auntie Regina. Obviously, the offi  cers had to get to the bottom of why 
I had come to Canada, so they asked serious questions and listened carefully to 
the answers. I didn’t see much sympathy in their expressions. Th e lawyer had told 
us in advance that they would make no attempt to send us back, and that reas-
sured me somewhat, but I was still quite worried and agitated at these interroga-
tions. I tried to speak as clearly as I could, to explain certain events in my life in 
detail. Th roughout the questioning, I could sense that the staff ers of the Immi-
gration were trying to expose me as a Soviet agent sent to Canada on a mission. 
Th eir suspicions were quite logical: before them was a young, well-educated 
Soviet specialist, a longtime Communist Party member who had held a high-level 
job at the Volga Auto Plant (VAZ) and received an award from the government, 
who had had a good apartment and a high salary and had obtained a separate 
apartment for his mother; he had never been persecuted as a Jew and had left his 
wife and three children behind in the USSR… All of this pointed to the likeli-
hood that they were dealing with a “plant.”

Th e last question to me was: “Mr. Rott, after all of the factors we have listed 
that refl ect negatively on your case, can you explain to us one more time why 
you have come to Canada and are seeking political asylum?”

I collected my thoughts and replied, “Gentlemen, I am well aware of the fact 
that the information I have given you does not support my move to your coun-



14

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 1.

try, but I nonetheless ask you to consider my sincere statement, made from the 
heart, that I have come to Canada for only two reasons.

“Th e fi rst reason: My parents have given their lives for us. My mother will 
soon die. I want to know where my mother’s grave is, and to take care of it as 
long as I live. I would walk on foot to the edge of the earth to pay my respects 
at my father’s grave – but in the Soviet Union, where he was deprived of his life, 
my father has no grave… And in Togliatti, where we came from just now, the 
workers in my shop recently looked for a place in the woods to bury a comrade’s 
wife - because there was no cemetery in the city.

“Th e second reason: I came to Canada to give everything I have to building 
a better future for my three children. Th e only things that await them in the 
Soviet Union are poverty and a life without rights…”

Th e immigration offi  cials’ sarcastic reaction to my arguments did not elude 
me. However, they closed their document folders and explained that the decision 
wasn’t up to them – they would send the case on to Ottawa. Studying the case 
and making the fi nal decision would take a long time, probably months…

I couldn’t have expected anything else from them; nonetheless, I was cha-
grined. 

After my last interview, the immigration offi  cers took a lunch break, after 
which they were supposed to hear testimony from my companion Regina Rott. 
In the cafeteria, we found ourselves next to the people who had been questioning 
me, and they had a friendly and candid conversation with Joe, listening with a 
great deal of interest to his tales about our kinship and our lives.

Mama Regina, for whom a Hungarian interpreter had been summoned, dis-
appeared behind the doors of the offi  ce while Joe and I prepared for a long wait.

In the days before that, Mama’s condition had worsened. She had become 
aggressive and was barely sleeping at night. In the car on our way to the interview, 
Joe and I had done our best to calm Mama down and explain the importance of 
her answers, which would be weighed carefully in evaluating of our case… 

Imagine our surprise when, no more than 15 minutes later, the door opened 
and the senior offi  cer conducting the interview, Gord Hartman, escorted Mama 
Regina out himself. “We don’t need this lady anymore,” he said. Some time later, 
the Hungarian interpreter recounted to us the gist of Mama’s answers. When 
asked, “Who is Vladimir Rott, the man with whom you have come here?”, Mama 
answered without hesitation that this was her son. Th en she was asked what 
Vladimir’s birthday was. Here, she got mixed up and gave her own birthday, June 
11. Next, she was asked about her maiden name and gave the correct answer. 
Finally, Gord Hartman asked the last question: “Madame Rott, you and your 
son are asking us for permission to stay permanently in Canada. What will hap-
pen if your request is denied?”

It was a hot autumn day. Th e windows of the 8th-fl oor offi  ce were wide open. 
Outside, the wheels of a streetcar screeched as it made the turn from Dundas 
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Street onto University Avenue. Mama 
started to answer in her broken Rus-
sian, but the Hungarian interpreter 
quickly corrected her asking her to 
speak Hungarian. After a moment’s 
silence, the questioners saw before 
them the real Regina Spielberger. “If 
you deny our request to stay in Can-
ada, then Vladimir and I will imme-
diately go downstairs and throw our-
selves under that streetcar! You won’t 
send us back alive!”

Of course, the offi  cers had not 
expected such an answer. Th ey hastily 
reassured Madame Rott and told her that they had no more questions to ask her…

Meanwhile, here’s what was happening in Togliatti with my Letter, mailed from 
Toronto on September 16. On September 26, Iya got a call from Olga Viktorovna, 
a staff er at the city Department of Visas and Registrations who had known our 
family for a long time. She inquired whether Iya had heard from her husband 
and mother-in-law and when they were coming back. “Why do you ask?” Iya 
said, surprised. “Th eir visas haven’t expired yet, and the Soviet consulate will 
easily renew them if necessary. Grandma is probably having a good time there. 
It’s been ages since she’s seen her relatives…”

On the next day, the partorg [“Party organizer,” the head of the Communist 
Party section at the workplace – tr.] at the University ran into Iya before the start 
of her lecture and invited her into his offi  ce. “Well, how are your husband and 
his mother doing over there?” he asked. “When are they coming back?”

After that, Iya’s guard was up. She knew that there was supposed to be a Let-
ter from me, and was waiting for it. “But the letter has not arrived yet… What 
could this possibly mean?”

Th e mail at our apartment building in Togliatti was always delivered around 
2 p.m. Th e mailboxes for all the apartments were mounted into the wall on the 
ground fl oor. On October 1, Iya taught a class from 8 to 10 p.m., then went 
home and looked in the mailbox before going up. It was empty. Th e next morn-
ing, Iya was rushing to the University for a 10 a.m. lecture. While racing past 
the mailboxes, she made an amazing discovery. All of the neighbors’ mailboxes 
were empty; only ours contained an envelope. It was my Letter! “But how could 
it have gotten here?” Iya wondered. “Could someone have put it there last night 
or early in the morning?” 

Iya had a rough idea of the Letter’s content, since she and I had discussed it 
before my departure, but at that point her heart started beating faster. She opened 

“Defectors”, Regina and Vladimir. 
Toronto, October 1974.
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the envelope with trembling fi ngers, scanned the letter and started to cry… She 
was scared. “Th is is a new start for us. But the start of what?” She hurried to the 
University, asked to be replaced for the lecture and then, in tears, went to see the 
partorg.

“What is it? Bad news?” 
“Yes… Look, I’ve brought you a letter I just got from Canada…”
Th e partorg picked up the sheets covered with writing, leafed through them 

casually and then said in a venomous tone, 
“We’ve known about this letter for three days (!)… Th is is outrageous! It’s 

treason! What does he want, to become a millionaire? He’s of no interest at all 
to the state. I used to think he was a decent person, you know… I thought he’d 
been sent over there to work for us. He’s been wronged, don’t you know… Big 
deal, so they arrested his father. Th ey exonerated him, didn’t they? Millions of 
people were arrested… What are we supposed to do about it now?”

“Aren’t you being a little hasty in deciding that my husband has betrayed his 
country? His father left Hungary, but no one called him a traitor. I came to you 
to ask for advice… You have to tell me what to do.”

“Go to the house on the corner, see Kozhemyakin” (the head of the local 
KGB).

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about. And why should I talk to 
someone I don’t even know? Maybe you should meet with him fi rst, and then 
tell me what I should do…”

“All right, go on and get back to work! I’ll call you.”
“Work? How can I work in such a state?” Iya thought as she left the offi  ce. 

“It’s not as if I was sweeping fl oors… I have to face my students and look them 
in the eye…”

An hour later, the partorg called Iya at home and said, 
“If you handle yourself well, maybe everything will turn out alright… By the 

way, tell me, Iya Borisovna, where is Vladimir Frantzevich’s Party card?”
“At home,” Iya replied.
“Come by my offi  ce in three hours and bring his Party card with you,” the 

partorg said.
Upon returning to the offi  ce of the Party committee, Iya was received by a 

changed man, calm and composed. Smiling a little, he immediately gave Iya a list 
of conditions. “I’ve talked to the Comrades… Th ey anticipated that Rott might 
play this kind of stunt.” And then, the partorg read a list of eight conditions that 
Iya was supposed to convey to me.

Under the established rules, the partorg’s offi  ce had a soundproof double door. 
On two occasions during their conversation, this door was slowly pushed open 
a crack - the Party committee secretariat were beside themselves with curiosity. 
Twice, the partorg got up from his armchair, went to the door and shut it tightly. 
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At the end of the conversation, he asked suavely, “Did you bring the Party 
card?”

From the earliest days of her childhood, my Iya had been raised by her mother 
in the spirit of the most sincere Soviet patriotism. Rachel Solomonovna has not 
joined the Communist Party, knowing that it was impossible because her brother 
and her sisters’ husbands had lost their lives in Stalin’s reign of terror; however, 
the Distinguished Teacher R. S. Yaroslavkaya believed in and taught Communist 
ideals with complete sincerity and devotion, and her daughter had fully inherited 
that mindset. 

At that moment, Iya’s heart hurt at the thought of letting go of my Party card. 
Slowly and reluctantly, she held it out to the stranger sitting before her. Th e 
partorg looked in her eyes, sensed her agitation and started reassuring her at once: 
“Come on, come on, don’t you worry! I’ll put it in the safe box… We’ll take good 
care of this card.”

Less than two hours later, a friend told Iya on the phone, “People are saying 
Rott’s wife came to the partorg’s offi  ce, threw down the Party card on the desk 
in front of him, turned around and walked out…” Iya was so hurt by this that 
at her next meeting with the “troika” – the partorg, the rector of the University 
and the department chairman – she spat out venomously at the partorg, “Aren’t 
you ashamed of yourself, spreading rumors that I threw the Party card in your 
face? To me, it’s something sacred! I don’t know about you…” Taken by surprise, 
the partorg turned red and stammered, “What are you talking about? Th at wasn’t 
me… It must have been the women at the city Party committee…”

On the morning of October 4, I received a telegram in Toronto: “Vladimir call 
immediately Iya.” Of course, after I had mailed the Letter, my family in Togliatti 
had been constantly in my thoughts. At that moment, I was seized by unbear-
able agitation. “Did Iya break down?...”

I quickly called Joe. He came home at once, booked an international telephone 
call, and disappeared again. I had to wait to be connected for two impossibly 
long hours. Th e telephone operator blamed the delay on the fact that 1,200 
Canadian hockey fans had gone to Moscow for a match and were calling home 
all the time…

When I fi nally heard Iya’s tearful voice and her fi rst words, “Vladimir! What 
have you done to us?”, my thoughts were in disarray, and I started looking for a 
way out of the critical situation. “I have a return ticket… Maybe I should go to 
the airport right away and go back?” I thought as I muttered something incoher-
ent into the phone. I was so shaken, I had forgotten all about the code words we 
had agreed on. My smart Iya sensed this at once and did her best to sober me 
up. “Vladimir! Vladimir!” she shouted. “Can you hear me? Do you understand 
me?” Only then did I realize what was happening. “You moron!” I told myself. 
“She’s saying Vladimir…” (As described in Volume One, we had agreed before 
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my departure from the USSR that if she called me Vladimir rather than Vadim 
or Vadya in a letter or telephone conversation, this meant that either she was 
speaking under pressure from the Soviet authorities, or she wanted me to do the 
opposite of what she was saying.) “Iya darling, I understand, I understand,” I 
yelled into the phone, happy that I had “gotten it” after all. “Our decision to stay 
in Canada is fi nal. We’re not going back… Under the Soviet Constitution, a 
person can live wherever he wants…”

Iya sensed that I was now “playing along,” and continued more calmly, “Well, 
Vladimir, that’s quite a mess you’ve made… Everything you said in your letter 
of September 16, that’s the truth? All right, I get it. Well, then, listen to me care-
fully: if that’s what you’ve decided, it’s your business, but we need you … and 
we want to be with you! Let it be the way you’ve decided. I’ve asked some smart 
people for advice… I went to the Party committee, of course, but they already 
knew everything….” (Th e Letter had been read by the KGB and the city’s Party 
bosses before it was delivered to Iya. As Iya told me later, everything she said to 
me on the phone that day was from a script she had written in advance.)

After that, Iya started virtually reading into the phone. “I was told that eve-
rything depends on you, on the way you’re going to act… You must keep your 
honor and integrity at all times, and never sling mud at the USSR. Of course a 
person has a right to change his residency, but it’s wrong to slander what we 
hold sacred! Most important, whatever you do, you mustn’t ask for political 
asylum! Otherwise they’ll sentence you to 10 years of imprisonment in absentia, 
and if you show your face in any socialist country, even in Hungary, you’ll be 
arrested immediately… No one wants to keep you here. You’re a rank-and-fi le 
professional, you’re not that valuable… And besides, in our day and age, a man 
can’t be kept on a leash in a free country like ours. You should not give up your 
Soviet citizenship – instead, go to the Soviet embassy and ask for permission for 
permanent residency in Canada. If you do adopt Canadian citizenship, it has 
to be for family reasons, not because you’re betraying the Motherland… Don’t 
make any public statements or say anything to the press. If things don’t work 
out for you over there, you can come back… No one is going to punish you. 
You may get a reprimand as a Party member, that’s it… Th e only way the chil-
dren and I can join you is ‘for family reasons’… Vladimir, if you act sensibly, 
then we may be allowed to join you after you send us a formal invitation… No 
one is kept from leaving this country if they want to leave… Do you hear me, 
Vladimir?”

Having practically barked these instructions into the phone across the ocean, 
Iya continued more calmly, “Aunt Manya [Maria Solomonovna, the sister of Iya’s 
mother – V.R.] came over half an hour ago. She’s here for Edwin’s birthday, she 
doesn’t know or understand anything yet… I’ve got Viktor Ivashin over here… 
I’ve asked smart people for advice… What a mess you’ve gotten us into… Oth-
erwise, the kids are feeling fi ne… Th ey’re doing well in school… Th e Martins 
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and the Lyolins [the Kozma and Shapiro families whom we called by nicknames 
based on the names of their daughters, Marta and Lyolya – V.R.] say hello, they’re 
very good friends… Th e kids are taking their music lessons…” 

After that, Iya started slipping out of her “role” more and more, so I inter-
rupted her, apologized once again for the grief I had caused, repeated my “defense” 
of the steps I had taken, and ended the conversation.

Needless to say, Aunt Manya’s arrival from Ulan-Ude had nothing to do with 
Edwin’s birthday. At some point, my poor Iya got scared: she kept getting called 
in unexpectedly for all sorts of talks and had to leave the children home alone 
for an indefi nite length of time… Th e family member with whom she had the 
closest relationship was Aunt Manya, who came over the day after she got Iya’s 
telegram. While Maria Solomonovna was more practical-minded and more of a 
go-getter than her sister Rachel had been, her devotion to the Soviet regime may 
have been even more profound, so Iya had a hard time convincing her aunt that 
Vadya’s decision was essential to a better future for our family…

Years later, Iya confessed to me that, in the fi rst years of our marriage, she 
herself had been painfully sensitive to any anti-Soviet conversations in our house-
hold… And Iya made another interesting observation: “If my mother had been 
alive, I don’t think she would have ever given her consent to our decision to leave 
the USSR…”

Aunt Manya (Maria Solomonovna Guterman) from Ulan-Ude and our music 
teacher Galina Pestova were the fi rst line of support for Iya and the children. 

Togliatti, October 1974.
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But back to the New Year, the Year 5735, when Mama Regina and I started our 
new lives in Canada. In the Weltman house, we lived on the ground fl oor, or 
rather in a semi-basement room with a separate bathroom. We spent most of our 
time upstairs, where there were three more bedrooms and two bathrooms, as well 
as a large kitchen and a dining room. We took our meals with the Weltmans; 
Edith cooked and served at the table. We got letters from Budapest, from Mama’s 
sister Jolan and from Papa’s relatives: Aunt Ilonka, Aunt Lolo, Jutka and Laci… 
Th ere was a letter from England, from Auntie Louise. Everyone off ered con-
gratulations; they rejoiced with us and prayed that we would have the strength 
and endurance to stay fi rm through the ordeals ahead. Th ey expressed their 
gratitude to Joe and Edith for their invaluable help, and wished us good luck…

Our main concern in those days was to get through the wait for a positive 
response from the Canadian government – permission to stay in the country – 
without much damage to our health. We had no idea how long the wait would 
be, but the melancholy mood of waiting was already creeping up on us… Such 
permission was necessary, fi rst and foremost, so that I could immediately send 
Iya and the children an invitation to relocate to Canada, which would allow my 
family to start fi ghting for the right to leave the USSR. Secondly, once I was 
granted permanent residence, I would have the right to work in Canada. Th irdly, 
as immigrants, Mama and I would be able to use the services of the free health 
care system if we needed them. And so, we waited.

For now, without permission to stay in the country, we were nobody. We were 
fully dependent on the kindness and patience of Joe Weltman, who was very 
good and generous to us for the time being but was still, by nature, a “bourgeois 
capitalist.” I was starting to understand that only a minority of rich people were 
truly generous; generally, the more wealthy a person is, the more thrifty and 
stingy he tends to be. Maybe that’s exactly why he’s rich… I always felt very 
awkward and uncomfortable accepting help from others and having to rely on 
such help.

I spent entire days doing nothing, suff ering from boredom and brooding… I 
watched television and read; I knew I should start learning English, but my mind 
was elsewhere. Most often, I thought of Iya and the children: “What are they 
doing now? What can I do to help?” I talked to others only in Hungarian, and 
even that wasn’t very often. My Italian was tutto dimenticato (all forgotten). A 
few times, I struck up a conversation with Italian construction workers. Th ey 
could understand me, but I was barely able to make out their answers…

One day, Joe took me to the outskirts of Toronto, to a hardware store owned 
by a friend of his, a Polish Jew, where he bought me a medium-sized red steel 
box with a handle. It was fi lled with all kinds of screwdrivers, pincers, wrenches, 
and fi les of my choice. I also picked out a measuring tool and a pretty good 
electric tester. Joe was pleased with the big discount he got from the “Pole,” while 
I became the owner of my fi rst movable toolbox, which lasted many years. Now, 
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Joe would take me along when he went to socialize with friends, and then ask, 
“Do you need anything fi xed? All right, Vladimir, fi x it for them!” And I would 
set about mastering the repair of American-made household electrical goods. In 
most cases, I succeeded. 

Meanwhile, Mama Regina’s health and her mental state was getting worse by the 
day. Her behavior was becoming unpredictable and barely controllable. Most of 
all, of course, she was worried because of the uncertainty and seeming hopeless-
ness of our situation… More and more often, she reproached me for having 
deprived her of an apartment of her own in her fi nal years, after all the eff orts it 
had taken to get one for her. She was also irritated by the misbehavior of the 
Weltmans’ 17-year-old daughter… Mama was willing to go to battle to defend 
her beloved nephew Joe’s well-being and peace of mind.

Th e bedroom Mama and I shared was located directly under Joe and Edith’s 
bedroom, and they could hear our animated conversations at night. I have begged 
G-d’s forgiveness many times over for the two occasions when I slapped Mama 
on the leg to somehow stop her shouting…

At the start of the second month, I asked Joe to move Mama and me out of 
their house into an apartment, no matter how small, where we could live on our 
own. Joe’s reaction was unenthusiastic. He held to his profound conviction that 
whatever expenditures he deemed suffi  cient – whether on purchasing bread, a 
lamp, or construction materials – should be seen by others as the upper limit of 
abundance and contentment. In other words, he didn’t want to spend any extra 

Th e apartment building where Vladimir and Regina fi rst moved in Canada. 
Toronto, winter 1974.
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money. “What’s wrong? Aren’t you comfortable here at my place?” Edith, how-
ever, had a diff erent opinion. Besides, who wants to be a guest in someone else’s 
home for such a long time?

In search of a suitable apartment with minimal rent, I started looking into 
apartment buildings in the neighborhood. At the time, there wasn’t much of a 
selection.

It was Edith who had the best luck. She found a large, well-lit one-bedroom 
apartment, over 600 square feet, on the seventh fl oor of a 12-story building two 
blocks away from the Weltman’s home, and immediately booked it for us. I would 
have never dared choose a residence of such quality for us, but Edith parted with 
money more readily than her husband did, and Joe didn’t want to object to his 
wife’s choice.

On October 31, Mama and I moved to our “own” place, Apartment No. 703 at 
2700 Bathurst Street. Joe took me shopping for dishes and food. We got a basic 
set of essential furniture from the showcase apartment in the 23-fl oor building 
Joe and his partners had just completed. It was thus that we acquired a big, 
beautiful bed for Mama, with two side tables and lamps, a round glass table for 
the dining room with four white chairs, and a large red sofa. A folding bed for 
me was brought over from the Weltmans’ house. Th e next day, Mama Regina, 
full of pride and inspiration, made her very fi rst dinner in Canada – which Joe 
happily tried with us, and praised to the skies…

With the help of his brother Laci Weltman, Joe ordered a tallis for me in Israel. I 
wore it for the fi rst time in our Viewmount Synagogue, on Saturday, November 2.

And here’s what happened to the tefi llin –phylacteries or head ornaments worn 
during prayer - of my father Ferenc, which Mama and I brought with us to 
Canada. I proudly showed Joe this family relic. He explained to me that, after 
so many years in storage, a tefi llin needed to be checked to make sure the prayer 
sewn into it was still kosher. Soon afterwards, Joe and I took the tefi llin to a repair 
shop. A couple of weeks later, I reminded my cousin that it was time to check 
up on it… My heart nearly stopped when the master’s young assistant told us, 
“Th e tefi llin was so diff erent and so old that there was no point in trying to fi x 
it up, so we threw it away.”

I literally roared with rage and despair, trying to fi nd out, with Joe as my 
interpreter, when and where they had throw it away … and how they could have 
dared to do that! I demanded that they show me the trash, maybe I could still 
fi nd it… Everyone was taken aback by my fury at what had happened. Th e shop 
owner went into another room and came out with a large sack. “Here’s where we 
threw it,” he said in barely comprehensible Russian, with a heavy Jewish accent, 
“there’s no way you can fi nd it here.” “I’ll fi nd it with my eyes closed!” I shot back 
desperately, and then started digging around in the sack which contained about 
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fi fty ripped-up tefi llins… I later learned that damaged religious ritual objects are 
never thrown in the garbage but collected and buried in a special ceremony. It 
wasn’t easy, but I found both parts of my tefi llin in that sack. I still keep them, 
ripped open as they were on that day, in the nightstand by my bed.

“November 9, 1974, Toronto. Talked to Isya on the phone today. Th e fi rst Saturday, 
just like we agreed. I waited to hear her voice and the children’s voices with agitation 
and anxiety – and then, when I heard them, I was seized by terrible anguish… 
Sandor and Ilonka started to cry… Yes, I’m going through a diffi  cult time right now, 
but I can feel that there are even harder times ahead.

Here I am in a big, beautiful apartment, and yet I feel depressed – there’s no move-
ment in our case. No word at all from Ottawa… Th at means an invitation for Isya 
and the children is not even close to the moment of conception – and who knows when 
it will get even as far as the fi rst Soviet “No!” It looks to me like Weltman’s attorney is 
very busy with other things, while Joe is afraid to handle such issues and relies completely 
on the lawyer… Joe is very generous to us: he pays our rent and gives me $20 for food 
every week. We also go to their place for dinner on Fridays and Saturdays… Th e eve-
ryday atmosphere at Joe’s place is depressing as well. Th ey have no interests, they hardly 
ever go out. Th ere’s nothing for us to talk about, and that’s hardly an insignifi cant thing 
in my current “intellectually starved” situation… Joe and Edith often have arguments 
– they’re unable to control the behavior of their teenage daughter…

Yesterday, I earned my fi rst 12 dollars by repairing three sewing machines at a 
dressmaker’s shop. I was overjoyed, but Joe came over and nixed the check I had 
received – after all, “I’m not allowed to work yet and they might be watching me…” 
Besides, the shop owner is some kind of distant relative. I didn’t agree with Joe, but 
returned the check to her anyway.”

Here, I will interrupt this gloomy diary entry for a moment to talk about one of 
my fi rst experiences in “Canadian private enterprise.” One of the seamstresses at 
the abovementioned dressmaker’s shop where I tried to earn my fi rst $12 – Mrs. 
Klein, who spoke Hungarian – asked me over to her place to fi x her own sewing 
machine. I was overjoyed to get my fi rst independent repair job. Th e very next 
Sunday morning, I gathered my toolbox, got on the city bus, paid a 50-cent fare, 
and arrived at the customer’s place.

It took me an hour and a half to fi x the pedal-operated, graphite rod resistance-
based speed regulator of a very old, turn-of-the-century Singer sewing machine 
– one of the oldest sewing machine models. Th en, Mrs. Klein brought me an 
electric tea kettle with a badly frayed cord. Th en, I fi xed the automatic tempera-
ture regulator of an electric clothes iron, replaced a burned-out wire in the oven… 
As I soldiered on, I started wondering how much I should charge for the repair 
work. Since my arrival in Canada, I had had plenty of cares and worries, but I 
had never tried to fi nd out how much money repairmen make, or how much is 
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appropriate to charge for an hour. I actually started worrying, not sure what to 
do. I was the one who would have to state the amount. I couldn’t call Joe and 
ask him, since the customer spoke Hungarian... 

I racked my brain, trying to solve the problem. My salary at the VAZ had been 
about 450 rules a month. I remembered that our guys who bought one of our 
Volgas in Italy paid 1,200,000 lire for it, while in the Soviet Union it sold for 9,500 
rubles. I also knew that in Italy, the exchange rate was 1,400 lire to a dollar. Th is 
meant that, according to the complicated exchange rates of that time, my monthly 
salary had been about $40, or roughly $2 a day… Now, this time, I had spent three 
hours on the job. I thought that if I charged $2 an hour, that would be fantastic, 
compared to my Soviet salary as the head supervisor of Shop No. 38. I felt that I 
shouldn’t charge any less than that, but I also didn’t want to ask for more than $2 
– Mrs. Klein might take off ense. I started putting my tools back in the box, and 
when Mrs. Klein asked how much She owed me, I cheerfully replied, “Six dollars!” 
Mrs. Klein gave me a wide-eyed look of surprise, but I maintained a stubborn silence. 
Th en, she got out her purse and handed me six dollars. Pleased by the fruits of my 
labor, I got on the bus with my toolbox and went home for another 50-cent fare.

I bragged to Mama; she was happy. Th en, Joe called – he was always bored 
on Sundays. “Where have you been? I called and you weren’t there.” I told him. 
His fi rst question was, “How much did you charge her?” “Six dollars,” I proudly 
replied. “You’re a fool!” my cousin snapped, displaying his competence as an 
instructor and psychologist. “Th e guy who sweeps the fl oors at a construction 
site makes six dollars an hour, and you were doing skilled repairs of electrical 
equipment… Fool!”

“For some reason, I have bad headaches almost every day.
What an avalanche of trials and tribulations has come down on my head… Not 

a single thing on the bright side – everything is a hardship, everything is negative… 
Papa, hold on!

Tomorrow, Gaby is going to Budapest and taking along a package for Isya. Here’s 
an excerpt from the letter I enclosed in the package:

“Today, I talked to you on the phone, my darlings. My sweet Isya, everything is all 
right so far. And I promise you I’ll behave with even more courage and prove myself 
worthy of my Family!

My dear Isya, I often think of the moments of profound anguish that you must 
experience at times. Stay strong when that happens, my love! We live for our children’s 
future. When those moments come, think of the wonderful future that most certainly 
awaits them, God willing!”

Yes, that’s an optimistic way to put it. Th ese days, I often think of my father. After 
all, he found himself in a somewhat similar situation – ripped away from his family, 
and with faith in the future (and nothing else) – at exactly the same time in his life, 
in his 40th year. God almighty, help my Isya and the children!
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Dearest Isya! God willing, some day I will be able to read these pages from my 
diary to you and convey how heavy my heart is at present. In my letters and on the 
phone, I try to be upbeat… but inside… o-ho-ho!”

My Iya did her best to keep our spirits up with her letters, which, thankfully, she 
wrote quite often. Here is one of them:

“November 15, 1974. Togliatti. “My dear little Rott! Our dearest daddy! Dearest 
granny!

We miss you, but we’re holding up well! Th e kids’ vacation is over, on Sunday classes 
have started again. On the evening of the 9th, we talked to you on the telephone. 
(Direct dialing of international calls was impossible in Russia and all phone calls 
had to be arranged through the telephone operator. Often these calls were 
“impossible” due to technical diffi  culties…) Th e fi rst time, we got connected at 10 
p.m. our time, but your telephone turned out to be busy. It was another half-hour 
before they connected us again. Th e children were very agitated. I won’t let them stay 
up for the phone conversations anymore, or else I’ll have to prepare them really well 
in advance; as it is, they couldn’t sleep for a full hour afterwards and cried for a long 
time. Th ey love you very much, and all of a sudden it sank in fully for them that you 
are out of reach. As for me, I couldn’t sleep at all that night. We’ll be smarter in the 
future… After that letter from you, I couldn’t sleep for a month. Now, I’m gradually 
settling down.

And how are you doing, Papa? How’s your head? Take care of yourself, for all of 
us. Without you, we’re nothing.

How’s Granny Riza? Th e grandchildren send her a big hello. Edwin keeps saying 
we should go and look in on Granny’s apartment. We aren’t telling him anything. 
We’ve told him Granny’s apartment is being fi xed up, that’s why we’ve got her trunk 
at our place… I’ve turned over Granny’s apartment and got a paper attesting that it’s 
been turned in. Hardly anyone in town knows that Granny has left the country. 
Galina [G. S. Pestova, our children’s piano teacher and a good and loyal family 
friend – V.R.] now comes over in the evenings, and they have dinner together, wait-
ing for me to return from work. My students from group A-205 show much more 
warmth toward me than they used to, even though I now see them only in class. Such 
good, kind-hearted people!

I go to the hospital at least twice a week [for nasal irrigation because her mucous 
membrane has disintegrated almost completely – V.R.]. I try to feed the kids well, 
God bless Martin with good health! [“Marta’s dad” – Joszef Kozma, Hungarian 
diplomat and trade representative at the VAZ, who kept Iya supplied with meat 
from his special rations for foreigners – V.R.] Kostya [Konstantin B. Friedman] 
is helping too. Yura [Yuri Shapiro] has stored up potatoes for us. So, Rott, we’re ready 
for the winter…

Aunt Manya has gone back to Ulan-Ude. We saw her off  to the bus station. Edwin 
cried a lot as she got on the bus… He misses you two a lot and keeps crying and waiting 



26

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 1.

for his Papa. He has quite a wish list for you… Th e older kids are staying strong and 
holding up well – they’re big and smart [at 11 and 13 – V.R.], they’re my helpers!

Vadya, don’t write to anyone except for Aunt Manya in Ulan-Ude; it’s better not 
to, a lot of people are now worried because they were acquainted with you… God is 
their judge! None of us are heroes. Don’t cause anyone worries.

But do write to us! Right now, your letters are our lifeline and our joy. I realize 
that things aren’t easy for you right now; besides, nothing has ever come easily to you! 
But don’t panic; stay calm and wait. Have patience! Do not despair! Do not give up! 
We’re trying, as best I can, to keep calm and live the way we always have (not we, of 
course – just me and, to some extent, little Sandor). We take walks, go to the movies. 
I’ve told the children that Granny is sick, and they’ll come over when she’s better. Th e 
kids are being good – they’re doing well in school, enjoying their music lessons. So, 
please don’t worry about us. We’ve got enough money for food, and we don’t need 
anything else. Don’t send anything. Please, Vadya, take care of yourself. We have to 
somehow get through this diffi  cult time without much damage to our health, because 
we’ll need it in the future. After all, if everything works out, we’ll have to start from 
zero! Rott, please don’t worry too much. I know how you can be.

Granny, please take good care of your son Vladimirka, if only for the sake of his 
three children. We all need him. Don’t upset him! I’m saying this, Granny, because I 
know you very well, just like you know me. You two must take care of each other! 
Someday, Granny, you’ll get a chance to care for Sandor’s kids… We’ve turned in your 
apartment, Granny. As for your fl owers, we donated them to the clinic, so they’ll be 
in good hands. I’ll do everything you’ve asked me to do in your letter…”

Fortunately, in those diffi  cult days in Toronto, we started getting a lot of letters 
from good friends and relatives in Hungary. Th e frequent letters from Paris from 
Mary Aronovna and Nina Mironovich, full of warmth and wisdom, meant a lot 
to us as well. Everyone gave us moral support.

In late October, Iya had a visit from my brother Yuzik. I have nothing to add 
to his letter, except for regret that my brother seemed to have no inkling of the 
fact that the family I had left behind in the Soviet Union needed his help and 
moral support. 

“October 19, 1974, Togliatti. Dear brother and Mama!
Our symphony orchestra (from Ordzhonikidze) has successfully completed a two-week 

tour in Moscow and Leningrad. From a telephone conversation with Iya, I learned that 
you and Mama, but not the entire family, fi nally got permission to travel to Toronto to 
visit our relatives. Iya asked me to stop by to see her on the way back, which I did. I was 
worried that the trip would be too much of a strain for Mama, but after reading your 
letters – more than half a dozen of them – I was simply stunned… I don’t feel like giv-
ing you advice; despite being the younger brother, you always acted as if you were the 
older one and never wanted to listen. It would be very undesirable for this case to develop 
into something political, even though our family has suff ered a great deal, especially 
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during the period of the personality cult [the offi  cial Soviet-era term for the Stalin 
period – tr.]. I shall never forget Mother’s tears, or the fact that I had to take care of 
you when I was just nine years old, replacing our father – Father, who fought for social-
ism in Hungary as far back as 1919. [I have never found any facts or documents 
confi rming this claim. – V.R.] I envisioned a diff erent future for us, as citizens of 
socialist Hungary. Of course, for various reasons, we have not yet had the opportunity 
to return to the country of our birth, where Father’s and Mother’s relatives live; nonethe-
less, in my heart, I cannot approve of the actions that you took so suddenly, abetted by 
Mama. Of course, I have always believed and still believe my only brother to be an 
honest, sensible, decent man, and, like your wife and children, I will never repudiate 
you, even if you choose not to take a step back…

Although Mama writes that she feels like she’s in paradise in her new home, I think 
there can be only one paradise for us: in the new, happy Hungary…”

And here’s a translation of a few lines from the same letter which Yuzik wrote 
in Hungarian for Mama: “My dearest Mama! I am here for a couple of days – tomor-
row is Edwin’s birthday. Th ey’re holding up fi ne, except for worrying about you… My 
family’s doing all right. I’m going to take a few things from your apartment with me… 
If you are well over there, try not to give Vladimir too much trouble; be patient, and 
live a quiet life. I understand that it’s not easy to start life in a new place; it would 
have been better in Hungary. I hope that’s where we’ll fi nd our future home! I under-
stand your requests, just don’t expect too much from my family… Take care of yourself 
and be happy, you and Vladimir both! Kisses, your son Joszef.”

And so Mama Regina and I stayed in Canada for good… We started counting 
time from a new date, a new calendar, as it were. My determination to fi ght for 

Th e tenant of her new apartment.
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the future was renewed every time I looked at the “relics” on my desk: a receipt, 
a certifi cate with 36 Soviet rubles in cash attached, and two thankfully unused 
Aerofl ot tickets for a return to the USSR – mementoes of my last minutes before 
the departure from Moscow. Th e receipt had been issued by the customs agency 
in Moscow to confi rm that I had surrendered 120 U.S. dollars, which Soviet 
citizens were forbidden to take abroad. Th e receipt bore a handwritten note from 
the customs agent: “To be returned on October 1, 1974.” Th e printed text on 
the back of the receipt read:

Th e currency surrendered under this receipt will be kept at customs for three years 
from the date of surrender. During this time, it can be returned only personally to its 
owner, on the territory of the USSR, upon presentation of this receipt. Disposal of the 
currency from abroad without permission from the Currency Offi  ce of the USSR 
Ministry of Finance is not allowed.

Upon expiration of the three-year period, unclaimed currency will be transferred 
to the State treasury.

Th e certifi cate, which I was supposed to submit at customs upon my return 
to Moscow along with the 36 Soviet rubles, indicated that the customs agency 
had approved the transport of this amount between the two of us, “without 
permission to spend abroad.” Th e customs agent had followed the instructions 
in the certifi cate – to cross out text which does not apply – and carefully crossed 
out the words, “With permission to spend 10 rubles abroad.”

Of course, the most treasured of these “relics” were the two unused Aerofl ot 
tickets for the return fl ight to Moscow. Truly, an invaluable keepsake.
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CHAPTER 2.

THE FIGHT FOR IYA AND THE CHILDREN

When Iya and I planned all the details of my defection, insofar as our opportu-
nities and our imagination allowed, and prepared to overcome the hardships that 
would come from all directions, we were convinced that the hardest thing would 
be to obtain permission for my wife and three children to leave the USSR – to 
defeat the malice and resentment of all the authorities that would be aff ected by 
this in one way or another, and which would be involved in the diffi  cult, delicate 
process of obtaining permission to leave. While making plans for my departure, 
I was particularly focused on ways to facilitate this future process.

As I analyze the past, I must – however immodestly – give us credit for many 
of the decisions we made and the steps we undertook. But how naïve we were in 
our belief that there would be no obstacles to our future reunifi cation from the 
Canadian side, except for the danger of being extradited to the Soviet Union! 
Th is assumption turned out to be completely wrong. 

After receiving assurances that the good-hearted Canadians would not send 
us back and going through many days of questioning, I began to wait, naively 
and impatiently, to be promptly granted offi  cial permission to stay in Canada as 
a permanent resident. Once I received such status, I would be able to use it to 
immediately send Iya and the children an invitation from a Canadian subject, 
which would allow her to start the long, stressful fi ght for permission to leave. 
However, the Canadians found the engineer Rott, newly arrived in their country, 
to be a suspicious and diffi  cult case. My answers did not seem convincing enough, 
and the general impression I made – as one of the offi  cials who worked on my 
case told me later – left them stumped because it was so “multifaceted and com-
plex.” Th e Canadians were being sensibly prudent; my person needed to be 
studied more carefully… Meanwhile, the bureaucratic red tape of government 
agencies moves slowly everywhere, especially when you are most anxiously wait-
ing for it to move faster.

It wasn’t just out of impatience that we wanted to hurry up with the reunifi ca-
tion of our family. Th ere was a very specifi c danger that threatened to wreck all 
of our plans. Th e reader should recall that at the time, there was, as yet, no mass 
emigration from the USSR. Th e Jackson-Vanick amendment did not yet exist, 
and the Kuybyshev (now Samara) region, a stronghold of bigotry, took great 
pride in the fact that not a single one of its citizens had left the country for per-
manent residency abroad. 
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At the time, in addition to the demand that each departing citizen pay an 
“education tax” (i.e., reimburse what the Soviet state had spent on his or her 
education), there was another, strictly enforced barbaric requirement that the 
KGB had invented in order to keep Soviet citizens from leaving: an application 
for permission to exit the USSR could be accepted only with a character reference 
from one’s place of employment. Th is outrageous document had to be signed by 
the “triangle” of the director of the enterprise or organization, the Party secretary, 
and the chair of the trade union, all of whom had to indicate that they had no 
objection to the individual’s departure. Th e character reference had to be from 
one’s last place of employment. If a person quit or was dismissed, the last employer 
could deny him or her a character reference after a six-month period.

Great tumult and panic ensued. To sign a character reference meant practically 
putting one’s head on the chopping block. Th e bosses’ logic went something like 
this: “If he’s leaving, he must be a bad guy. And if he’s a bad guy, why did we 
keep him working here? Obviously, something’s wrong with moral education at 
the enterprise, the people in charge aren’t doing their job properly...” 

Potential émigrés started getting fi red even before they could apply for permis-
sion to leave. Th ose who had been fi red had trouble fi nding new jobs; employers 
were afraid to hire them, despite the labor shortage at most enterprises. Th ere were 
also enterprises in the south of the country (Odessa, Zhitomir, the Transcarpathian 
region and so on) whose bosses started gladly hiring anyone who applied, but only 
for a bribe. And, in quite a few cases, the OVIR [Russian acronym for “Visas and 
Registrations Department” – tr.] would issue someone permission to leave in order 
to get rid of an applicant whose apartment had caught the fancy of one of the 
department’s offi  cials, or of someone on the police staff …

I started to worry that even if Iya did not get arrested as an “accomplice to 
treason,” she might be fi red or removed from her teaching position. Th ere would 
be problems with getting a character reference, without which she would not be 
able to get permission to leave. Iya could not start working on obtaining such a 
reference until she had an invitation from Canada. Yet I could not send an invi-
tation to my family as long as the Canadian government had not issued me a 
landed immigrant permit. I needed it urgently. We could not allow six months 
to elapse between Iya’s dismissal and the arrival of an invitation from me.

My most vivid memories of my fi rst six months in Toronto are of my regular 
trips to Immigration Canada, every two or three weeks. After waiting my turn 
to see an offi  cial – always a diff erent one – I would try to explain, through an 
interpreter, the urgent need for a landed immigrant permit, fi ghting tears as 
I spoke. Yet another offi  cial would look at my case fi le, read the coded notations, 
and tell me, “You need to wait.” I tried to tell them about the “six months after 
my wife’s dismissal,” but they had no idea what I was talking about. As for the 
“guarantee” I off ered them on several occasions, they thought it was complete 
nonsense. Here’s what I said as I pleaded with them: “Please help me send at least 
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some kind of document to my family back in the USSR. If I’m too late to send 
it, I could lose them forever… If I cannot be admitted to Canada as a permanent 
resident for whatever reasons, I can sign a guarantee that, once my family arrives, 
I’m willing to be deported from Canada to any uninhabited island…”

I waited and survived – painfully, anxiously, unbearably. For the fi rst time in 
my life, I found myself in a situation where I had nothing to do all day. I couldn’t 
get a job, since I was not allowed to work until I received the landed immigrant 
permit. In the meantime, I took odd jobs for which I was paid in cash only; 
I could not open a bank account. Th anks to Joe, my mother and I didn’t lack for 
anything; he continued to help us. However, I found the forced idleness depress-
ing, particularly when exacerbated by 
the waiting…

I was worried about Mama’s condi-
tion. Almost every day, I would leave 
home so that Mama would not get 
upset from watching me sit around 
doing nothing. Joe’s offi  ce was not far 
away, but I avoided going there after 
Joe’s partners, ignorant and unkind 
people who held the deep conviction 
that “if you’re making money, you 
must be smart,” told me on numerous 
occasions, “You shouldn’t have come 

Greetings from Togliatti, fall 1974.

She has plenty to think about…
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here, Vladimir. Th ere’s nothing good for you here… You should go back. It’s 
détente, things are getting better over there…”

But one of the partners, Moshe Diamond, who had only a small share in 
several projects, took a kinder interest in my fate. His advice to me was, “Vladimir, 
don’t waste your time. While you’re not working, study English! Memorize just 
one word a day, that will do!”

I wasn’t in the mood to visit Toronto’s tourist attractions, either. Depressed 
and only half-awake, I kept wandering around within a two-block radius of our 
house and Joe’s offi  ce.

On several of these walks, I ran into the rabbi of our synagogue, Mordechai 
Ochs, who peered into my eyes with his piercing gaze… Th e rabbi spoke neither 
Russian nor Hungarian, and the languages he did speak were beyond my com-
prehension. He would shake my hand and ask me how things were going… 
I sincerely tried to explain, as best I could, that my only concern was for the 
welfare of the wife and children I had left behind. With words and looks, Rabbi 
Ochs tried to reassure me that all would be well. He gestured to indicate: Tie the 
tefi llin on your arm and wait – the Almighty will help you… Tears in my eyes 
were my only response to this kind, understanding man.

With each passing day, my thoughts turned more and more often to God. Th e 
day was approaching when Joe gave me a tefi llin he had brought from Israel, 
which became mine for life. One morning, as my mother Regina looked on in 
surprise, I tied on the tefi llin and uttered in a whisper, “Please, G-d, help me 
– bring my family back to me. On my part, I promise to put on the tefi llin every 
morning for as long as I live!”

In the future, it would be another ten years before my family stopped mar-
veling as they watched me put on the tallis and tie on the tefi llin every morning 
in our joy-fi lled family trips all over the world, whether we were in Japan, in 
Singapore, in the Amazon delta, or on Easter Island.

In those unforgettable days, I received a lot of moral sustenance, support, and 
comfort from Jaff a Fordsham, the daughter of my cousin Laci Weltman who 
lived in Toronto, and her husband Simha. Th is wonderful young couple, Ortho-
dox Jews who were raising six small children (including two pairs of twins), truly 
took me under their wing. Th ey took a deep interest in my problems and did 
their best to help me and raise my spirits. Jaff a and I quickly grew close due to 
her fl uency in Hungarian, even though she was born in Germany and came to 
Canada from Israel. Simha, on the other hand, was born in Palestine and had 
come to Canada from England, where he had lived for many years.

A highly cultured and intelligent man who spoke English with a British accent, 
Simha not only impressed me with his erudition and intellectual curiosity (his 
knowledge of jazz and jazz performers was particularly amazing for a non-musi-
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cian); he also gave me my fi rst 
lessons in the admirable, proud 
loyalty and respect that citizens 
of the British Commonwealth 
feel toward Her Majesty the 
Queen of England. My belief 
system had been formed in the 
Soviet Union, where people 
were taught to hate “kings and 
capitalists.” My conversations 
with Simha helped accelerate 
the transformation of my con-
sciousness, giving me an 
unforced, practical exposure to 
true world history and culture. 

I spent many an evening 
with the Fordsham family. Each 
time, my only regret was that Iya and the children were not by my side…

Laicsi Weltman, whom I had fi rst met in 1973, was no longer in the stocking busi-
ness; he had bought a truck and gasoline-powered lawnmowers and was now mak-
ing his living by mowing lawns outside private homes. When winter came, Laicsi 
outfi tted the truck with a huge plow for snow removal on parking lots. He hired 
me as his assistant, and for $4 an hour I would run around the truck wielding a 
huge shovel and cleaning out the snow in areas where the truck could not reach it. 
Th is was the most physically intensive labor I had ever done in my whole life.

We would start at dawn, and I would come home by 10 a.m., thoroughly 
soaked with sweat and snow, to the lamentations of Mama Regina, who felt sorry 
for her little boy. But snow fell quite rarely that winter. On many occasions, our 
phone would ring at 3 a.m. and Laicsi would announce, “Th ere’s a snow forecast, 
get ready – I’m picking you up at 5:30.” I would get ready – but Laicsi would 
not show up. Th at meant his clients hadn’t gotten any snow. Good-bye, four 
dollars an hour…

I willingly took any job I was off ered, but everything revolved around Joe. He 
was at the center of my nascent new life. At one point, he got me a job as a guard 
at a store called Apollo, located in the city’s business district, which sold various 
small items and made most of its money from cigarette sales. Whenever they 
called me in, I had to work in the peak hours of trade – 10 a.m. to 1 p.m., and 
then 4 to 6 p.m. – walking around the store between the shelves and keeping an 
eye on the customers to make sure they didn’t shoplift. My pay was only $2 an 
hour, but this job turned out to be a very diffi  cult one for me. Whenever a cus-

Vladimir with cousin Yaff a Fordsham 
and her children. Toronto, 1974.



34

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 2.

tomer wanted to ask me something, I panicked. I would sprint toward the cash 
register, where the store owner was working, and explain to her in Hungarian 
that “that woman over there is asking something.” It would turn out to be a 
trifl e – the customer was asking where to fi nd soap or a toothbrush.

Joe Weltman did not get along well with his business partners, so it was only in 
special cases that he hired me for technical assistance on properties they owned 
jointly – such as Valencia Towers, the aforementioned “Hotel Russia,” or the 
23-story St. Clair building and others. I came in handy when other contractors 
asked too much; my pay rate was set by Joe himself. However, Joe was also the sole 
owner of an not much to look at, somewhat run-down four-story apartment build-
ing in Hamilton, some 60 kilometers from Toronto, and I was “entrusted” with all 
plumbing, electrical, refrigerator, kitchen stove, and even door lock repairs on that 
property. I had no car, and in the fi rst year Joe easily found the time to drive me 
there, toolbox in hand, once or twice a week. Th at was very convenient: my Eng-
lish was still nonexistent, and it helped that when I did the repairs, Joe was around 
and could drive me to one of the local sellers if I needed spare parts. 

As for the most important issue – my family’s move to Canada – things took their 
natural course, with no surprises, but with a great deal of patience and iron nerves 
required on my part. Joe’s lawyers were in no hurry; they waited for Immigration 
to make its decision regarding my case. Meanwhile, the authorities in Togliatti and 
Kuybyshev delayed reporting my defection to Moscow, hoping I could be induced 
to return to the Soviet Union by means of gentle pressure on Iya.

In late October, Olga Viktorovna asked Iya to come and talk to her at the 
OVIR. Th ere were two men in her offi  ce.

“Do you have that letter with you?” Olga Viktorovna asked politely. “Could 
you show it to us, please?”

“It’s a personal letter,” Iya replied. “I can’t show it to strangers.”
“Th is is my supervisor, Captain So-and-So,” Olga Viktorovna introduced one 

of the men, “and this is our comrade…”
From their conversation, Iya realized that the “comrade” whose name Olga 

Viktorovna did not want to say was an offi  cer of the regional KGB in Kuybyshev. 
After that, he would come every three weeks to meet with her. He actually turned 
out to be a sensible, decent, and courteous man.

 At the fi rst meeting, he wanted to know whether I had suff ered from any 
mental illness, used any strong medical drugs, or exhibited any emotional insta-
bility. In addition, “our comrade” was supposed to get to know Rott’s wife and 
determine how reliable and fi rm in her principles she was. 

“Why do you think your husband did this?” the “comrade” asked Iya in a 
confi dential tone. “Do you think there was another woman involved? Or did he 
just want his freedom?”
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“What freedom?” Iya tried to reason logically. “He took his sick old mother 
with him, didn’t he?”

And now, let’s take a look at my diaries from those days and the letters from Iya. 
“Toronto. November 13, 1974. … Spent almost the whole day in Hamilton with 

Joe … managed to fi x two kitchen faucets. Th e local plumber had demanded $120 
for this job… I was also able to fi x leaking water tanks on three toilets. We had to go 
to a company warehouse to buy spare parts. It’s amazing how well-organized and 
effi  cient the storage of parts is. And the variety!...

In the morning, Mama made me put on a tie, which I never took off  while working 
in Hamilton. When one of the tenants, a college student, came back to the apartment 
where I was repairing something, he was surprised: “I’ve never seen a plumber in a tie!”

Didn’t have a bite to eat the whole day… Came home at 8 p.m.”
“November 14. … Isya, bless our brains! It is now totally clear that, if I’m not 

here, no one is going to push our case. Joe can’t do it – he doesn’t have that kind of 
personality. Edith is wrapped up in the kids… Th ere’s no one. Fate has decreed that 
I should do all the pushing… And for that, I’m grateful! I just hope something can 
be done.

Th e lawyer has told me to wait “until after November 28…”
Joe and I went to visit the Yaroshevskys. Th ey’ve been in Canada for a year and 

are quite poor. Felix is studying for his exams so he can start practicing as a psychia-
trist; he’s getting $135 a month in government assistance. Natasha is getting $440. 
Th at’s all they have to live on … but they’re working hard for the future. I confi ded 
in them and told them everything about myself – they can do nothing to help. Th ey 
sell books to supplement their income. I bought the second volume of Th e Gulag 
Archipelago, Th e Tupolev Sharaga by G. Ozerov [a “sharaga,” in Soviet labor camp 
slang, was an outfi t in which imprisoned engineers and scientists did scientifi c 
and technological work for the benefi t of the state – tr.], Th e Soviet Space Bluff  
by L. Vladimirov, and Conversations with Stalin by Milovan Djilas. Paid 25 dollars 
for the whole lot.”

“November 16. … Th is is the fi rst Saturday Mama and I had dinner at home 
and spent the day together after going to the synagogue.

… In the evening, we had a guest: Arthur Roth, Papa’s younger brother who is 
visiting from Israel. Uncle Arthur was very personable but showed no particular 
concern for our situation, and didn’t even try to off er any fi nancial assistance. “After 
all, they’re related to Joe Weltman!”

I spent much of the day absorbed in Volume 2 of Th e Gulag. As I read, I feel a dread-
ful despair: this accursed communism will never be destroyed, it will keep reincarnating 
and becoming a lure for those who have never experienced it on their own hide…

… Can it be that the Soviet regime will never disappear? Its constant hostility is 
weakening the world and distracting it from fi nding solutions to many urgent prob-
lems…”
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“November 27. … Spent the whole day at the Valencia, from 8 a.m. to 1 a.m., 
working on improving the compacting system for the garbage tenants throw down the 
garbage chute from all 19 fl oors of the building. Joe had a welder and a skilled met-
alworker helping me. Didn’t eat anything all day, just drank water. Th e guys worked 
hard along with me, but we got it done. Until now, the garbage had been shoveled 
manually into the compactor every day; I changed the confi guration by moving it 
directly under the chute. Joe was around nearly all day, ready to help in any way he 
could so that we could fi nish the job. Th e photo relay overheated because of the weld-
ing and the cycle didn’t stop automatically. We had to go get a new relay… Joe brought 
me home at 1:30 a.m. I took a shower, but I was so exhausted I couldn’t sleep until 
morning…

Joe got a call from Ottawa saying that we have to wait another two or three weeks 
until there’s a decision in my case... Isya, it’s harrowing, but we have to hold on. What 
else can we do, my little ones?

I keep wanting to go to Ottawa and seek help from someone, but Joe won’t let me. 
“You have to wait,” he keeps saying – and yet I know in my heart that I’m right. I 
should go!”

“Togliatti, November 19. 1974 “Our dearest daddy! Dearest grandma! Why do you 
write so seldom? Why don’t you call? I can’t go on without hearing your voice. I need 
it. If there’s a letter, everything’s fi ne; no letter, and it’s as if the sun has gone out. Rott, 
please send me your news, any news. Th e most important thing is for you two to stay 
healthy. Everything else will eventually take care of itself.

Edya enjoyed his birthday. [Edwin had just turned seven; Sandor was then 12 
years old, and Ilona, 10. – V.R.] We did everything properly. Of course it was very 
sad without you, but we had a place for you at the table. You’re always with us, daddy! 
We had a 10-kilo watermelon – Sandor’s fi nd. He’s a good boy, a real helper. Keeps 
his feelings to himself… We had guests, the closest and most loyal friends – the Lyolins, 
the Martins, the Friedmans. Everyone sends you their best wishes.

And now the offi  cial part. I had another talk with the rector, the partorg, and the 
department chairman. Vladimir, they think you should come back! You’re in no 
danger of any reprisals here, they wouldn’t even expel you from the Party. Th ey think 
your decision is a stupid error which you’ll regret your whole life. Th e main thing that 
worries them is the question of the children: will they forgive you for making a deci-
sion that will change their lives like this? What awaits them in Canada? Insurmount-
able fees for their education, poverty, unemployment… Th ink about it, and think 
hard! Aron Naumovich (the rector) summed it up: ‘I respect Vladimir Francevich, 
and I tell you this not as a rector but an old, gray-haired man who knows something 
about life!’

No letters from you for 12 days. Vadya, can it be that you’re not writing often? I 
can’t believe that. You know perfectly well that right now, those letters are our whole 
life… I try to stay in good shape and to keep my dignity. I won’t let you down. I’m 
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very worried about what’s going to happen to you two; why is there still no decision, 
no permission? Who might be able to speed this up?

… I keep forgetting to tell you that Kun Belane has passed away in Hungary. In 
Togliatti, V. S. Fomin from the personnel department, the one who took care of your 
hiring at VAZ, is also dead. He had just turned 50 a week before his death. I attended 
his funeral for both of us. David Oistrakh and Ekaterina Furtseva [the former Soviet 
minister of culture – tr.] have died…

… Don’t you worry about us. We’re eating well thanks to our friends, and we have 
enough of everything. Ilona has gotten plump because she’s stopped attending the 
rhythmic-gymnastics school where she used to do so well. Her boobies are growing 
already. She wishes her Papa could be here to see the way she’s growing… Edya, like 
a true concerned brother, keeps checking her out. Sandor is becoming a grown-up.”

In early December, the Weltmans got a letter which came from the United States 
but had a strange return address: “Mr. Likvornic, Hamilton, Canada.” Mrs. 
Weltman realized it was something for me, and called me on the phone without 
opening the envelope. Imagine my joy when it turned out to be a letter from Iya. 
A team of American acrobats had been performing in Togliatti, and their trainer 
had agreed, at Vitaly Groisman’s request, to take the letter and mail it to me from 
the U.S., thereby avoiding the Soviet sensors.

Iya’s letter contained a lot of interesting information. First of all, she talked 
about the constant pressure exerted upon her in order to force me to return to 
the USSR. Th e most incredible rumors about me were circulating in Togliatti, 
but no one had any real information, except that copies of my Letter had been 
distributed to the city’s Party organizations. Iya had already been contacted by 
people she didn’t know with off ers to exchange the apartment, to sell our imag-
ined riches the car, the garage, the crystal – none of which we had ever owned. 

Iya wrote that October 2, 3, and 4 had been the scariest days for her. Fortu-
nately, during those days, our loyal friends Yura and Tatiana Shapiro did not leave 
her alone for even a minute.

She listed the names of people who had stayed on good terms with her, as well 
as those who had quickly abandoned her and even stopped saying hello. She 
wrote that after my departure, all our household appliances had mysteriously 
gone haywire. All the clocks had stopped except for an old alarm clock we had 
inherited from her mother, which made as much noise as a tractor and fell 15 
minutes behind every day. Th e television was blinking and making strange 
sounds, the faucets were leaking…

She told me how she had disposed of the “riches” Mama Regina had accumu-
lated over 40 years, and how she had nearly wept at the sight of these meager 
possessions… Some of the things were simply thrown in the trash; most of the 
rest was taken to a church by our neighbor Auntie Dunya, to help the poor. Iya 
sent a few of Mama’s things to Ulan-Ude, to the Gutermans’ poor and ailing 
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relatives, and a few more were taken away by Yuzik along with all of my clothing. 
Iya was particularly heartened by the kindness and the boundless devotion of 
Galina Serapionovna Pestova, who had entered our family circle as a piano 
teacher but had become a close friend, she was adored by the children, and truly 
a part of the family.

In her letter delivered from the U.S., Iya also wrote that the University’s par-
torg had already asked her twice, in the presence of the rector and the department 
chairman, “Are you with us or against us?” Her reply was, “I am not against you, 
but I’m with my husband. He’s the father of our three children!”

Iya was also emboldened to describe a particularly amusing incident.
Usually, at any Soviet workplace, herding the employees into open Party meet-

ings [open to non-Party members – tr.] was an arduous task. Th e auditoriums were 
always half-empty, the public was bored and indiff erent… In Togliatti, however, 
things changed drastically after Rott’s defection. Everyone wanted to hear the 
latest news about this matter, and there weren’t enough seats for all those who 
wanted to attend.

An open Party meeting was underway in the overcrowded auditorium of the 
Polytechnic University. Th ere was a question about Rott. Suddenly, the assistant 
rector for science, my former immediate supervisor, started shouting at the rec-
tor, “You’re the one who foisted Rott on me!” Th e rector, who co-chaired the 
meeting, jumped to his feet and started defending himself: “Rott came highly 
recommended by the auto plant. An experienced engineer with government 
awards, a Party member, a good family man…” Th e partorg was at a loss; not 
daring to get in the middle of an argument between two administrators of such 
high rank, he stood silently next to them, while people in the audience giggled 
gleefully as they listened to the bosses quarrel.

Before I fi nish the tale of the Party meeting, I have to mention the associate 
professor K. from the chemistry department, who had worked at the University 
for many years. Everyone knew him as a polite and erudite instructor; a father 
of four young children, he lived modestly, which was evident at once from his 
manner of dressing. People started talking about him when his forty-nine-year-
old wife, also a longtime instructor at the University who had no money to pay 
for child care, decided to have a fi fth child and retire at fi fty as the law allowed. 
And that’s what they did. A family with four children was unheard in Togliatti, 
and here they were, having a fi fth! 

Now, Associate Professor K. was at the Party meeting, sitting in one of the 
front rows. He raised his hand, wanting to say something about the controversial 
issue at hand, but the presidium didn’t notice him in all the excitement. Associ-
ate Professor K. rose to his feet. Th e people in the audience, their inhibitions 
already down, got even more excited, burning with curiosity to hear something 
from the “eccentric” who often made off beat remarks. Shouts of “Let K. speak!” 
from the audience interrupted the squabble at the podium.



39

THE FIGHT FOR IYA AND THE CHILDREN

“I have a question. Maybe we shouldn’t be fi ghting? Maybe Vladimir Frantzev-
ich has already joined the ranks of the Communist Party of Canada?” the associ-
ate professor asked, completely in earnest. Th e audience exploded. Th e raucous 
laughter continued for fi fteen minutes; many people were in tears. Th e associate 
professor waited until things quieted down, then continued, “What are you 
laughing at? I can give you quotes from Marx, Stalin, and Lenin, who say that a 
Communist always remains a Communist no matter where he lives…”

At this, the meeting was dismissed, and the agitated crowd streamed out of 
the auditorium down the wide staircase. Just then, Iya was going up the stairs to 
her evening class. She was quite taken aback, startled to see everyone greet her 
with such merry, open grins.

On Saturday nights, our good friend Yura Shapiro would wait for Iya at the 
front door of the University and walk her home through the dark streets. Th at 
evening, he told her the hilarious story of how Associate Professor K. “quoted 
the classics of Marxism” at the University’s Party meeting, and Iya fi nally under-
stood why her colleagues had been smiling. 

“Toronto, December 17. Two days ago, our fi rst Hannukkah started… Mama spent 
one evening of the holiday with girls from the Jewish teachers college who invited her 
to join them; the next evening, she had dinner at a Jewish senior citizens club.

My aff airs are very complicated… I’m nervous and worried… Often have head-
aches. I sleep poorly, but take sleeping pills only occasionally – I’m afraid to get hooked. 
As soon as I go to sleep, I start dreaming of Togliatti and wake up right away. Th e 
lawyer dashed my latest hopes when he told me that, even if Iya managed to get to 
Vienna with an invitation from an “Israeli uncle,” she could not be admitted to 
Canada, because I have no job…

I found out that Mama Regina, remembering her experience of the last few years, 
has started digging around in trash cans on the streets around our home. I chided her 
and tried to convince her that we didn’t need anything from trash cans. Will she listen?

… In the morning, the lawyer reported the latest from Ottawa on our case. “A deci-
sion on the Rott family will take at least another six weeks. Th eir records are being 
checked in Moscow…” Poor Iya, poor children! I gave you the date of March 15 to 
reassure you, but now I see that I won’t be able to send you an invitation by that date…

… In Rochester, my cousin Gilbert, the son of Mama’s sister Zelma, has lost his 
eyesight and is paralyzed after surgery on a brain tumor. Joe is going to visit him. 
Mama has written a short letter and knitted two napkins as a gift for the stricken 
man’s wife…

Th ere are still so many torments and woes that can befall a person in this life. 
Please, G-d, help me in my trials and tribulations at this moment…

Completed a 20-hour shift as a security guard at the Apollo shop and got paid 50 
dollars. I was happy beyond words, and brought my joy back to my dearest “Rottikha” 
with the money.”
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“December 25, Christmas. How beautifully they celebrate this holiday here! Good 
for them! We didn’t even really know much about it in Russia… From 9:30 a.m. to 
2:30 p.m., Laicsi took me with him to help with the snow removal; he was in the 
truck while I did the manual shoveling. I had fun working, even though it’s hard 
when you’re not used to it. He’s promised to pay for my help, and I need work.”

“December 27. At 9 a.m., Edith took me to Manpower Canada, where I got a 
large sealed envelope which I took to Immigration. Th ere was a huge, quadruple-fi le 
line. After half an hour, we got a ticket for a 1 p.m. appointment. I spent two hours 
strolling around the city to pass time. My turn came quickly. I was assisted by the 
same Russian interpreter who had been there at my interview on October 2-3.

I have been issued a temporary permit to work in Canada, until March 27. Hur-
ray! Th is is something, fi nally – my fi rst document…”

“Toronto, January 1, 1975. Mama and I celebrated the New Year together. We drank 
a toast to our dreams and wishes coming true. Meanwhile, our dearest little Sandor 
turns 13 today! May God grant you happiness, my boy! I’ve bought you a greeting card 
for your 13th birthday. I am looking at it now, and hoping to give it to you in Toronto. 
(At that point, I still had absolutely no idea of the Bar-Mitzvah, the traditional 
Jewish ritual marking the passage to adulthood of a thirteen years old male. – V.R.)

Yesterday, on New Year’s eve, I spent several hours standing chest-deep in garbage, 
repairing the hydraulic mechanism of the garbage compactor at the Valencia which 
had broken down. I was able to fi x the problem, but it was a lot of hard work. Took 
the bus home. Together, the toolbox and my leather briefcase with the drill, the exten-
sion cord, the fl ashlight and the tester weigh about 30 kilos. I have to carry them both; 
on the bus, I place the briefcase on top of the box and keep them both in place with 
my legs. Mama sighs as she says, “Nehez neked cipelni, fi jam…” (Hungarian for, 
“Heavy is your burden, my son”.)

After dinner, Jaff a helped me make a call to Togliatti. I wished everyone a happy 
New Year and Sandor a happy birthday, heard the beloved voices… Th ey have guests 
– Marat Gertzovich and his son Tolik.

In the evening, when I came home, Mama confessed, “When I sit here without 
you all day, Sonny, life brings me no joy…”

We said good-bye to the year that has passed. Th ank you, 1974! You have brought 
us many good things! And for now, thank G-d, all is going as planned!”

“January 2. … At 4 p.m. in his offi  ce, Joe Weltman handed me my FIRST PAY-
CHECK – one week’s pay. 199 dollars; it was 250 dollars before taxes.

Spent all of today removing display furniture from the showroom apartments at 
the St. Clair Place, with a young Italian guy. We made four runs, including one to 
our place: we delivered a bedroom set for Mama. We were quite exhausted; I could 
barely move my feet. But at least now, Mama has a bedroom with a “king-sized” bed. 
Each of the two bedside lamps is worth 50 dollars, but Joe only paid a fraction of that 
amount to his partners, since the items were used…
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… In the evening, Mama and I started cleaning up in her bedroom. As always, 
Mama wouldn’t let anything be thrown away, trying to save every old scrap of cloth, 
every piece of paper, every plastic bag. She’s been this way her whole life, and it’s too 
late to change it now.”

“January 6. … Yesterday, Joe and I were in Hamilton, from 4 to 9 p.m. I let 
airlocks out of two heating radiators and fi xed three toilet water tanks, three faucets, 
and two electrical stoves.

Yesterday, Mama and I took in some fresh air, strolling around our neighborhood. 
She bragged to me that she had been to Hadassah, a Jewish seniors club, where she 
was admitted as a member and everyone rose to their feet to honor her!

Th is morning, Hanna Gotfryd, a bookkeeper at Joe Weltman’s fi rm, a very good 
and decent Polish woman who speaks some Russian and has been giving me a lot of 
attention and support, went with me to the Toronto Dominion Bank and helped me 
open my fi rst-ever bank account, into which I proudly deposited my fi rst paycheck, 
in the amount of 199 dollars and 14 cents…

Got an interesting letter from Svetlana Rott. She writes that she admires the step 
I took, and understands that it was aimed to improve their future, too… Th e letter 
reached me surprisingly fast.”

“January 8-10. …I must have caught a chill somewhere. I feel ill, am sweating a 
lot, but still trying to work. Changed a heating fan from 110 to 220 voltage for 
Gunilla. Fixed a lock for the Apollo store. By evening, I was feeling so weak I couldn’t 
stand. I feel pressure in my chest, my right arm is hurting above the elbow…

… I feel ill and am sweating constantly, but my temperature is almost normal. 
I’m not taking any medicines; I don’t have any Russian ones, or local ones either…

… I spend the whole day lying in bed, sweating like a baby. After dinner, Joe 
brought Dr. Herman Likvornick to see me. Th e doctor gave me a checkup but didn’t 
fi nd anything seriously wrong. Maybe it’s just some sort of fl u? Th e only thing I’m 
worried about is a blood infection. My memories of that are too scary… Joe has 
brought my paycheck for the second week. Th ank you, Joe!”

“January 14. … I’m sweating less, but still spent almost the whole day in bed. Was 
reading the last three issues of Novoye Russkoye Slovo [“Th e New Russian Word,” 
the oldest Russian émigré newspaper, published daily in New York – tr.], which 
all arrived at once. Very interesting reading. If History does not utilize the talent of 
the Russian intelligentsia which is going into battle for progress and striving to make 
its way out to the West, all of humanity will bitterly regret this missed opportunity for 
a long, long time. Such smart people! Oh, Russia, Russia – look at the people you’re 
losing! Won’t you ever wake up?...”

“January 16. Th is morning, Edith drove me to take a blood test, using the name 
“J. Weltman” (it’s free for Canadians). Joe took me to a cardiologist, they did an EKG 
and said, “You’ve got a good heart, Mr. Rott…” Joe gave us a message from his law-
yer: he had called Ottawa and gotten the answer, “Still no decision, wait another 3-4 
weeks.” Poor Isya, one week could cost you a year of your life… But what can I do? 
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Joe is helpless when it comes to this kind of “intellectual” stuff . Mama was very dis-
tressed too. She feels very bad for Isya and worries about her nerves…”

“January 27. Went to see Jaff a in the morning, fi xed the electric stove and the 
dishwasher. Joe took me to the supplier for a new thermostat for the stove. Everything 
turned out okay.

Without telling Joe, Jaff a made me accept 10 dollars from her as payment. She 
insisted: “I’ve known Joe for a long time… I won’t call on you again if you don’t take 
the money. Th e Bible teaches that you shouldn’t give a man help, you should give him 
an opportunity to earn something…”

“January 29. … Joe has given me a small room to use as a workshop in the basement 
of the St. Clair Place. Early in the morning, I set about fi xing it up. I covered the cement 
fl oor with thick sheets of plywood. Mounted another sheet of plywood on the wall to 
hang up my instruments, painted it. Joe sent a carpenter named Joe Grossi to assist me. 
He brought an electric saw, and the two of us quickly set up a workbench and a rack. 
In the evening, the Italian gave me a lift to Dr. Likvornick’s place. Th e doctor and his 
wife Hilda received me very warmly. Th ey read an article to me, from the Toronto Star, 
about Zoya Fedorova a famous Russian actress and her daughter Victoria.

Victoria’s father Jackson Tate, a retired U.S. admiral who served as an attaché in 
Moscow in 1945, is now dying in Florida, at the age of 77. After a romantic liaison 
between the parents, the girl was born on May 8, 1945, and was named Victoria in 
honor of the victory over Germany. In those days of insane, wanton tyranny, Admiral 
Tate was immediately expelled from the USSR, while Zoya Fedorova was arrested for 
the “unthinkable crime” of a liaison with a foreigner. After a stint in the Vladimir 
prison, she was sent to work in the salt mines. So much for “On the fi rst try, you get 
zero, on the second, it’s ‘good try’; on the third one, you’re a hero, on the fourth one, 
you can fl y!” (a song Zoya Fedorova once sang in a popular Soviet movie). Victoria 
is anxious to visit her dying father, but the Soviet Union won’t let her out… And the 
whole world looks on, puzzled: “What’s going on? Why won’t they let her?”

I fi xed the doctor’s electric stove and sewing machine. Refused to take any money, 
as I often do. Joe says it’s best not to charge in such cases. You can’t charge a lot if it’s 
your friends or relatives, and charging a little makes no sense…”

“January 31. I was in my workshop cleaning up when Joe Weltman came over in a 
hurry, and we dashed off  to buy a suit for Iya and little boots for Edwin. In the morn-
ing, I took money out of the bank for these purchases, but Joe paid out of his own pocket 
and declined my off er of money, though not without hesitation. I’m grateful, but his 
generosity, frequently followed by a lecture on thrift, often leaves one slightly nauseated. 
On the other hand, I can’t say no, in the completely hopeless situation we’re in right now.

Last night, Mama and I went to Mstislav Rostropovich’s concert at Massey Hall. 
It was great! While we had the cheapest tickets, for three dollars, second-level balcony, 
we could see and hear very well. After the concert, I stood in line for 45 minutes to 
get the maestro’s autograph. It was moving to see how tenderly he thanked members 
of the audience. He hugged and kissed his former students. His eyes were sparkling. 
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Th ere were many Russian admirers in the line. I asked him to sign the program of 
tonight’s concert to our good and loyal Galina Serapionovna, our children’s music 
teacher in Togliatti, and he wrote, “To Galina Pestova, with wishes of happiness – 
Mstislav Rostropovich.” I will send this sweet surprise to Galina right away.”

“Saturday, February 8. Yet another Saturday phone conversation with Iya. “How’s 
your health? Are you in a good mood? March 15th is being moved further back?” It 
was very hard for me to answer these questions from her. Sandor told me no one is 
being mean to them and they’re getting along well. I promised Edwin he would come 
here soon and we’d see each other again. (My God!) Ilona was near the phone but 
didn’t dare pick up the receiver. Iya says she was probably afraid she’d start crying. 
Th at’s the kind of girl we’ve got – she keeps things inside…

Last night, Mama and I went to the Galperins’ for dinner. We were very anxious 
for some news of Soviet émigrés. Th e whole family was there; their neighbor Jan and 
his wife, former residents of Lvov who had reached Canada via Israel, came over too. 
Mama and I were appalled by the outpouring of anti-Semitic malice and hatred 
toward the state of Israel at the table, coming from Jews. Taken aback, we sat in silence 
and left as soon as we could. Indeed, some of the Jews emigrating from the Soviet 
Union will turn out to be ill-bred people, and will cause major, very unpleasant 
problems not only for the Jewish state but for the other countries of the Free World 
that are willing to extend a helping hand to the affl  icted.”

In the fi ve months that had elapsed, the authorities of Kuybyshev and Togliatti 
realized that I was not coming back and began to look for a way out of the situ-
ation. Th ey had to appeal for help to Moscow and even to the Soviet Embassy 
in Ottawa, where Mama and I had not registered upon arrival in Canada, in 
disregard of their instructions. On February 12, a letter from Ottawa arrived 
suddenly to the Weltman’s address.

Th e Embassy of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
Consular Division
January 29, 1975
Dear Citizens Rott V. F. and R.G.:
We wish to remind you that the term of your stay in Canada expired a long time 

ago. We request that you report the reasons for your failure to return to the USSR. If 
you intend to remain in Canada for permanent residency, we ask that you send us a 
request to that eff ect, signed by you personally.

After receiving your request, the Consular Division will take the necessary steps to 
formalize your permanent residency abroad, in accordance with existing laws.

 Respectfully, V. Weber, USSR Consul in Canada. 

Th is letter from the consul made me think long and hard. What was I supposed 
to tell him? Th e scariest part was that there was still no word from the Canadian 
government regarding my case… I had to answer very cautiously, to make sure 
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I didn’t say anything that could harm Iya and the children. It was obvious from 
the letter that the consul in Ottawa was not yet aware of my family.

“February 13. A distant, coveted star is glimmering at last: Joe says that his lawyer 
got a call from Ottawa. “Tell Mr. Rott that he has been turned down for regular 
immigrant status, but he’s allowed to stay in Canada as a political refugee. He will 
probably get a letter about this next week...”

Oh, my God! Help me, Fate! I’m so agitated I can barely sit still. Joe brought me to 
his place from the offi  ce, and as soon as we came in, Edith threw her arms around me 
and started congratulating me – Joe had already told her the good news over the phone.

Mama and I spent the whole evening watching television. All of a sudden, every-
thing was fascinating; we watched the screen with diff erent eyes and with diff erent 
feelings…”

I spent nearly a week pondering my answer to the consul. Here’s how it came 
out:

“Esteemed Mr. Consul:
In response to your query of January 27, 1975, I inform you that I (Rott V.F., born 

in 1935 in Bobruysk, Byelorussia) and my mother (Rott R.G., born in 1900 in 
Hungary) have made the decision to remain in Canada as permanent residents.

My parents came to the Soviet Union from Hungary in 1931. In 1936, our fam-
ily received Soviet citizenship. During the repressions of 1938, we lost our father; in 
1956, he was exonerated posthumously. We spent the last few years living in the city 
of Togliatti.

My parents both came from large families (10 and 12 children), and today, in 
addition to Hungary, I have many cousins in Canada, the United States of America, 
Mexico, England, Peru, and other countries. Suffi  ce it to say there are 20 of them in 
the USA alone. My 75-year-old mother is now the sole surviving member of the older 
generation of the family, and the wedding for which we came to Canada (and which 
other members of my family were not allowed to attend) showed us in what high 
esteem my mother is held by her numerous nieces and nephews.

Our decision to stay here was made without any pressure, and our many years of 
life and active, conscientious labor in the Soviet Union should foreclose any interpre-
tation of our decision as a hostile or reprehensible one. We have always treasured, and 
will continue to treasure, the honor and integrity of our family and our name.

Please carry out the necessary steps to formalize our permanent residency in Can-
ada. I also request your assistance in making it possible for my mother to continue, 
in her remaining years, to receive the pension she earned in the Soviet Union (21 
rubles and 40 kopeks a month) by post.

Respectfully yours, 
Rott, Vladimir Francevich
(signed)
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Toronto, February 18, 1975
I endorse my son’s statement and join him in his request.
Rott, Regina Germanovna(signed) 
V. Rott, 77 Prue Avenue, Toronto, Ontario”

Th e thread that runs through each line of this letter is my naïve precaution: the 
attempt to keep the consul in the dark, for as long as possible, about the fact that 
my wife and children were back in the USSR. As for the request to have Regina’s 
pension transferred to Canada, it was simply an attempt to score a goal in the 
game. At the time, the Land of the Soviets transferred no pensions to its former 
citizens living abroad – “just be glad you’ve made it out.”

“February 19. O Fate! O God! Take pity on me! Joe’s lawyer suddenly clarifi ed that 
the letter I’m getting from Ottawa says I have been denied refugee status. “Now let 
Rott apply for landed immigrant status as an ordinary immigrant, and there will be 
a decision … within six months.” Th e horror! Six months! Words fail me…

Joe realizes he can’t do anything to help, but it’s my fault too: waiting so passively, 
securing such inadequate help… I need to be more proactive! And now, just my luck, 
there’s the postal workers’ strike dragging on – who knows when I’ll even get that let-
ter from Ottawa… “Papa, don’t lose your nerve!” And yet, inside… To distract myself 
from my despair, I went to the workshop in the St. Clair Place to do some work. It 
looks like I’ll have to leave that place, anyway. Joe’s partners treat each other in such 
a demeaning way, it’s embarrassing to listen to them… First they allowed me to set 
up a workshop, and now, after a fi ght with Joe, they’re demanding that I pay rent for 
the space.

Joe and Edith came over late in the evening; it’s been a while since they’ve stopped 
by. Th ey came to commiserate with us over today’s news of “another six months”… 
Edith brought a present for Mama: a pair of trousers. What an extraordinary sight: 
my Rottikha, trying on trousers. Th ey turned out to be too large and will have to be 
exchanged…”

“February 26. Couldn’t sleep last night, between my nerves, the din of the thoughts 
swirling in my head and the noise of the strong wind outside the window. I stayed up 
long past midnight trimming pants (Joe has given me four pairs of his old trousers). 
After 1 a.m., had to take a sleeping pill (Sonopax). Finally went to sleep…

Th e postal service is still on strike, no letters or newspapers are being delivered, and 
I’m afraid to even think of Ottawa…

On Sunday afternoon, I dragged Joe, Edith, and Mama to the concert of Mstislav 
Rostropovich with the Toronto Symphony. A wonderful concert, not a single empty 
seat in the audience. I had booked the cheapest tickets, four dollars each, in the fi rst 
row of the second-tier balcony, but we could still see and hear everything perfectly. 
For Joe, this was his fi rst time at a classical music concert. He looked around with 
curiosity, marveling at the discovery of another world, so near and yet so diff erent…
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One of Toronto’s largest synagogues has gathered Russian-speaking émigrés for a 
Purim celebration. A booklet about the holiday was handed out. I read it at home, 
with great interest. From the booklet, I found out that the next morning, one was 
supposed to attend a reading of the letter of Queen Esther, the Megillah. So, at 6:30 
a.m., I headed over to our synagogue, where the elders put a tefi llin on me for the fi rst 
time. I found the content of the Megillah even more fascinating. 

Got yet another letter: “Dear citizen Rott V.F.: On February 27, 1975, from 10 a.m. 
to noon, the Consulate will be receiving people at the King David Sheraton Hotel in 
Toronto, at 37 King Street. We request that you attend this meeting in order to discuss 
the postponement of your return from Canada. Respectfully, V. Weber, USSR Consul 
in Canada. February 17, 1975.”

Joe and I thought about it and fi nally decided that I shouldn’t go. First, let them 
receive my letter of February 18 – maybe that will be enough at this point. I simply 
can’t go to this meeting now!”

“March 1. Th e Sabbath has ended. Last night after synagogue, Mama and I attended 
a wonderful dinner at the Fordshams’. Jaff a and Simha made it a beautiful and 
solemn event. When, after the dinner and the blessings, their children came up to say 
goodbye to me, my heart failed me and I was unable to hold back tears.

I can’t steady my nerves; I’ve had tears welling in my eyes almost the whole day. In 
the evening, I went over to the Weltmans’; the Likvornicks were there too. After the 
Sabbath, I helped Harvey set up a fi lm projector and then sat down at the piano for 
a couple of minutes. After playing the songs “Th e Day I Met You,” “Th e Road,” and 
“Do Not Wake Her at Dawn,” I couldn’t control myself anymore and burst into 
tears…”

“March 9. It’s late night; I’m “keeping watch” at the Weltmans’. Th e parents are 
off  to Detroit for a wedding, while I’m keeping an eye on Harvey, who despite being 
fully booked with various tutoring sessions, does everything he can to escape them.

Spoke to Iya yesterday, on March 8. Of course, I didn’t have anything good to tell 
her, and she was saying things like, “How’s your mood?”, “Are you thinking about 
going back?”, “and, “We’re starting to forget you…” All of which would be all right 
if I wasn’t already a nervous wreck. Th ose questions of hers kept me awake all night. 
In the morning, I sent her a letter in which I tried to explain my mood. After all, 
there’s still no sign of even the slightest progress in our case…

Got a “thank you” letter from Aid to Russian Children Abroad, to which I had 
sent a fi ve-dollar donation… Th e Novoye Russkoye Slovo has already reported my 
donations, in the same amount, to the Emergency Aid Fund and the NRS Publishing 
Fund. Yesterday, starting receiving the Saturday issue of the Toronto Star.”

“Togliatti, March 9. “My dearest, beloved Vadya! I fi nally got to talk to you last night; 
I waited for a connection for so long, I was ready to blow a fuse. It’s too bad we got 
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disconnected so many times; still, we talked for a total of 10+1 minutes, that adds 
up to 50 rubles. But it doesn’t matter, the important thing is that I got to hear your 
voice – I had missed you so much. But you, my darling, haven’t changed one bit; you’re 
still as touchy as ever. I told you we’ve started to forget you – forget your face, of course 
– and that’s only natural, but that’s what we have photos and slides for; and you got 
all wound up. … Vadya, there isn’t anyone in the world who could be dearer to me 
than you are. You’ve been everything to me – father, mother, my husband Vadya. I’d 
been waiting so long for the phone call, and then we kept getting disconnected – I 
was talking and didn’t even quite know what I was saying, I was so emotional and 
in such a hurry, worried that I wasn’t going to hear you. So, Papa dearest, you can’t 
even imagine how much we love you and how often we remember you.

Yesterday was March 8, International Women’s Day. Edya and Ilona got up early 
in the morning, dusted the apartment, set the table, heated up the breakfast, and 
then, when I got up, gave me presents. Sandor still hasn’t remembered to give me 
one… I’m waiting.

Well, fi nally my darling little boy brought me a drawing – he spent a long time 
looking for it, and then handed it to me … with huge tears in his eyes. He handed 
me the drawings – remember when he drew you from life, on January 2 and 8 last 
year? He misses you very much, and he fi nally let it all out. Th e poor boy. He’s such a 
good, kind, tender-hearted person. Th e others, Ilona and Edwin, became very quiet 
at once; they feel for their brother. Th ey don’t know why he’s crying, but they’re in 
solidarity with him.

Vadya, take good care of yourself, don’t overstrain your nerves. You’ll need them 
intact. Th e children are going to need us for a long time. Yesterday, Eddya said to me, 
“We haven’t got a cat, or a doggie, or a guinea pig… Maybe you could at least have 
a little baby!” And he won’t let me give away his winter boots – he says maybe we’ll 
need them… Th e boots are too small for him now.

And that’s how we live, Papa dearest. Th ere isn’t an hour or a minute that we don’t 
think of you and bless you. Today, our little Sandor got all mopes about Granny Riza. 
He loves her very much and misses her most. Th e most loyal of grandchildren! Granny 
Riza, hold on. We have many more years ahead of us – lots of arguments, lots of nice 
walks and good fun. 

April is coming soon…. Back in January, when I fi rst heard you say ‘March 15,’ 
I almost started bawling into the phone, but how everything changes. Now, I’m not 
complaining any more, about the length of the wait or about anything else. If only 
we all stay healthy, everything else will take care of itself somehow!

Our humble regards to everyone. Whenever we do or look at anything interesting, 
you’re always with us. Th ank you for being a part of our lives! All the best to Joe.

Kisses, Iya, Sandor, Ilona, Edya.”

“Toronto, March 14. … Joe and I went to Immigration to fi nd out about various 
possibilities. Th e clerk informed us that it can take a month before the instructions 
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from Ottawa reach them; then, another month until they call me in and I pass the 
interviews; and then, once the papers are fi led and sent to Ottawa, you have to wait 
six months before there’s a decision. It’s only after I get a landed immigrant permit 
that I can start working on Iya’s papers. Th ey, too, will take six months to hatch. Good 
God! So my family won’t be able to get an Invitation until a year from now… How 
am I to tell Iya about these depressing prospects?”

“March 21. Today, they told me at Manpower that they won’t extend my work 
permit any further. “We give jobs to Canadians fi rst, then to immigrants, but you’re 
nobody, you’re just a visitor,” the clerk explained to me [in Russian – tr.], with a heavy 
Ukrainian accent. To my desperate question – what am I supposed to do now – he 
replied, “Don’t know, that’s not our problem…”

So this is how it is, Papa! On top of all my other woes, there’s this too… My dear-
est Isya, tomorrow I am going to tell you on the telephone that everything is “good 
and moving along…” But I have to stay strong. I can’t even let Mama Regina see that 
something is wrong… What a fate…

One of my neighbors, a chemistry engineer who has fl ed from Hungary, decided 
to help me on his own and turned to Ottawa for advice, was told that my entire “case” 
was handled “wrong” at the start, which is why it’s dragging on for so long. And, most 
important, “Canada wants to be respectable and gentlemanly in its dealings with the 
Soviet Union…”

… I get sick a lot, often get chills and fever. Working only for cash now. On 
Wednesday morning, started repairing a dishwasher for a Mrs. S. Joe helped me out 
with this too: he drove me to a supplier to buy a replacement part. On Th ursday at 
noon, I returned to the home of this lady – who was actually a fi lthy slob – to put in 
the new part. While I was waiting for the dishwasher to complete its cycle, she made 
me scrape the dirt off  the top of the machine. I charged 45 dollars for the job; the lady 
of the house was quite displeased… In this world, I have to learn not only how to fi x 
this, but how to charge for my services, too… Incidentally, the dishwasher turned out 
to be a novelty for me as well – it has an air pad.

On Wednesday night, continued running the electrical wires for the new lamp in 
Jaff a’s bedroom. Wasn’t able to fi nish the job, even though Simha did not take me 
home until 1:30 a.m. Welding the wires in the cold attic over the bedroom turned 
out to be easier than fi guring out why the completed circuit wasn’t working. It turned 
out that Simha, who had bought light switches for both sides of the bed, had asked 
me to install them laterally, but they were actually vertical. I barely had enough energy 
left to get home. Finished the job on Th ursday night. Th ey wanted to pay me, but I 
wanted to do the job as a gift to them.

Yesterday, Edith, ignoring Regina’s vocal resistance and objections, took Mama to the 
store and bought her a suit. In the evening, she and Joe also brought a light coat. Th at’s 
for the upcoming Passover holiday. Many thanks to them! Rottikha is so persistent in 
her refusal to accept these things that Edith told me as she walked along the hallway 
carrying the coat, “Your mother’s about to throw us all out along with the coat…”
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A week has passed since my last conversation with Iya, and I am still upset about 
the weakness of spirit I showed in that conversation. But Iya breathed new life into 
me: “We’ll wait it out, Vadya, just take care of yourself…” She was trying to calm me 
down, of course. My thanks to her! On Sunday night, I was invited to Jaff a’s home 
for the engagement of Simha’s sister Miriam. Th e whole thing turned out to be very 
orthodox. Not only did I stand out among the guests but so did Joe and Edith, who 
had been invited as well. Joe and I were the only men there who were clean-shaven 
and wearing yarmulkes. Th e rest wore black hats and had huge beards, and the little 
boys had sidelocks. Th e groom was quite pleasant, and the bride made quite an 
impression! Th e women sat separately, in a back room. I had never seen anything like 
this before.”

“Joe Weltman has already stated several times that he’s willing to pay 100,000 dollars 
to any lawyer who could bring Iya and the children to Canada. On Tuesday, Joe and 
I, accompanied by his lawyer Bill Mandel, went to visit a distinguished lawyer named 
Green. It was an excruciating experience. We were both nervous, Joe was yelling at 
me and I at him. I tried to pour out my soul in the hope that it would help matters 
somehow, would push things along. But Green seemed to be in a hurry and talked 
mostly about money… He promised that he would get the 8-month waiting period 
for a landed immigrant permit reduced to four months. He said he could get the work 
permit extended, too… Joe relies only on lawyers. He and I both got quite worked up 
because the lawyer was in a rush and was too overconfi dent. After the visit, we went 
back to Joe’s place, where he immediately starting arguing with Edith about the 
children. With all his other troubles, the last thing he needs is to worry about my 
aff airs, too…

At the offi  ce the next morning, Joe told me had taken six (!) Aspirin pills before going 
to bed. I feel bad for him. Th at morning I came to the offi  ce at 8 a.m. and returned 
Joe’s tefi llin, which he had given me when I was going to synagogue for the fi rstborns’ 
prayer service at 6 a.m. before Passover. It turns out that, according to an ancient custom, 
all males who are the fi rstborn in their family gather for a separate prayer for good 
fortune before Passover. With an unforgettable sense of excitement, I entered the syna-
gogue to perform this ritual in our little Sandor’s place for the fi rst time.

On the evening of March 26, Passover started – the fi rst-ever Seder in my life. We 
spent both evenings at the Weltmans’, among numerous guests. Joe had Mama Regina 
sit next to him, and I sat next to her. Joe did a splendid job of presiding over the table 
and conducting the Haggadah reading. It was fascinating to watch Mama as forgot-
ten scenes from her youth were revived in her memory… On those two days, Mama 
and I had breakfast and lunch at home. On the eve of the holiday, we thoroughly 
cleaned the refrigerator and the kitchen and covered ordinary dishes and food with 
towels. Joe bought us special Passover food, while Edith gave us some of her own 
special dishes and kitchenware, for use on Passover only. Unfortunately, my poor 
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mother has increasingly little confi dence in her abilities in the kitchen; she exaggerates 
and complicates everything, panics constantly about prices and tries to economize in 
any way she can… I keep trying to calm her down and talk her out of it.

One thing that amazed me was the moving ritual in which, on the last day of 
Passover, a memorial prayer for the dead and the murdered was read in the over-
crowded synagogue. After the prayer, each member of the congregation was supposed 
to think of their departed loved ones by name. Weeping was heard from the women’s 
section. I named my Papa, Ferenc, and Iya’s mother, Rachel Solomonovna…

Th e West German government has sent Mama Regina a notifi cation that, due to 
the death of her mother, Fanny Spielberger, at Auschwitz, she was owed compensation 
in the amount of 1500 marks. Th ey ask for the number of the bank account to which 
they could transfer this sum for her.”

On one of those days, a letter came from the Soviet consul in Ottawa. In response 
to my request to transfer Mama’s pension from the USSR to Canada, it brazenly 
explained to Mama Regina that “the transfer of pensions abroad to Soviet citizens 
requires that the appropriate request be submitted six months prior to the date 
of departure.” I jokingly congratulated Mama, saying that her pension was now 
contributing to strengthening the state budget of the Soviet Union. To this, she 
responded in a most colorful manner, in the unforgettable language of her co-
workers with whom she had loaded lumbers onto freight cars at the lumber mill 
in Bobruysk. 

To me, this letter off ered a more “constructive” schedule set after my failure 
to show up for the meeting with the consular representatives who had wished to 
see me at the Toronto hotel in February. After a “convincing” argument – “We 
are not clear about Vladimir Frantzevich’s family status” – the letter indicated a 
new date and the number of the hotel room where representatives of the Soviet 
consulate would make a repeat visit just for me. My presence at this meeting, the 
letter informed me, was required.

It was early April, the spring weather was just getting warm, but I had a few 
hot days after getting that invitation. What was I supposed to tell them? 
What was I supposed to do – go to the meeting, or not? Which course of action 
would be the least damaging to Iya? Tormented by these thoughts, I couldn’t 
sleep at night.

Weltman’s lawyers didn’t want to give me any kind of advice. Th e offi  cials at 
Immigration were politely understanding: “We can’t help you, can’t advise you 
what to do. You’re a Soviet citizen… Th is is your Consulate… Th e only thing 
we can promise, if you do decide to go to this meeting, is to ensure the presence 
of a Canadian police offi  cer who can stay in the hallway outside the hotel room, 
just in case.”

Th at was something, at least – but I was still afraid to go. What I feared was 
not the questions they might ask, but some kind of injection or gas. I had about 
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fi ve days to make my decision. Th e night before the scheduled appointment, I 
still couldn’t decide whether to go or not.

And then, in the morning … good G-d! I looked out the window and, instead 
of a spring day, saw the city blanketed in snow. All of the transport on Bathurst 
Street was standing still. Th ere was a radio announcement that all the schools in 
Toronto were closed. Th ere was a police warning to stay indoors unless absolutely 
necessary… It was a warning to me, too – a Warning from above!

“April 6, 1975. … Yet another week of futile waiting has passed. I didn’t get a pay-
check from Joe this week because my work permit has expired… My cheerless mood 
is plunged into even greater gloom by the events happening in the world. My still-
Soviet psyche fi nds it hard to understand the self-fl agellation of the Free World. 
Watergate and Nixon’s resignation… America’s voluntary withdrawal from Viet-
nam… Horrible images on television of the fl ight from Saigon and Cambodia’s fall 
to the Communists… Refugees, death, panic… I try to explain to the people around 
me that the USA and Canada will soon meet the same fate because of their too-free 
democracy, their lack of statesmanlike will and their toothless policies. Some day, 
Russia will have freed herself from socialism while people here will still be in the grip 
of soulless slaughter as they build a socialist hell and trample gleefully on the possi-
bilities of freedom and equality…

Such amazing, foolish, humiliating self-fl agellation by the West! I’m reading 
Vladimirov’s Russia Without Embellishment or Concealment. What a stunning book; 
the author has truly opened his soul. But who will listen to him? Th ey’ll read his book 
and then go on to weave the rope that will be used to hang them…”

Hanna Gotfryd, Weltman’s co-worker who sympathized with my cares and my 
woes, once told me that in spite of my disenfranchised status, I needed to start 
studying English seriously. She called a few places and found a school on Brand 
Street which off ered accelerated English classes for new immigrants. At the 
school, Hanna was told that when her protégé came to class, he had to present 
his Immigration permit. She replied that she was sending over Vladimir Rott, 
and that “his papers are in order but he doesn’t speak any English.”

I found my way to the school the next day. Th ey asked for my documents, 
but all I did was spread my arms, just as Hanna had instructed. “Tomorrow?” 
the secretary said meaningfully and escorted me to the class of a teacher named 
George. Th us began a new phase in my life, at a point when whatever basic 
knowledge of English I’d had before had been completely dissipated by constant 
anxiety and by Hungarian-only communication with my Canadian circle of 
relatives and friends.

“Toronto. April 8, 1975. (Letter to Iya) My dearest little Iya! My dearest Sandor, 
Ilona, Edik!
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So, today is April 8! (Our 14th wedding anniversary!) Happy anniversary to you, 
Iya, and to all of you. Th ank you for your love and devotion! I am so grateful that I 
have you! 

I’m in a rush since I have much less free time now. Yesterday morning, I got my 
fi rst impressive, multicolored document from Ottawa. Now I have the right to work 
anywhere in Canada, and Mama and I can stay in Canada permanently, travel 
outside the country and return. While it’s a long-awaited document, it’s still not the 
one that can be used to send you the Invitation to come here. We’re still working on 
getting that one.

Yesterday, I went to my fi rst English class for adults. Today was the second day, the 
class is 9 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Th e trip to school takes 45 minutes, I take the bus and 
then change for a tram. Th e class is quite interesting, you can tell that the teaching 
techniques are well-tested. Th ere are 23 people in the group: Korean, Yugoslav, Por-
tuguese, Japanese, Italian, one Chinese man from Vietnam, and one Native American 
from an aboriginal Canadian tribe. We sit at four tables, six people at each. Th e tables 
are laden with all sorts of offi  ce equipment and machinery, there are several fi lm 
projectors. George, the instructor, a native-born Canadian of about forty, supervises 
only one of the tables; the rest work on their own. Mostly, we press buttons looking 
for correct answers. It’s a bit like working on an assembly line and trying to keep pace 
with it. Th ere are three breaks. No homework, but they ask us to look through our 
daily notes. Our class is a beginner-level one; people are promoted to the next level 
individually at any time, depending on their progress. 

In the last few days, the papers have been full of photos of Victoria Fedorova and 
her father. She has been allowed to leave the Soviet Union, and they have been hiding 
from journalists for three weeks; now, they’ve spoken at a press conference. Hollywood 
wants to make a movie of her story. It’s quite dramatic: after all, her mother was 
sentenced to death by fi ring squad after having a foreigner’s child, then had her sen-
tence commuted to 25 years of imprisonment, of which she served seven until being 
released in 1958. Vika’s father doesn’t understand why she wants to take a car home 
with her…

Joe was here for a couple of hours on Th ursday. He brought some meat, and tried 
to persuade his Aunt Regina that she shouldn’t scrimp on anything; but it’s too late to 
reeducate our Granny. I’m the only one who can deal with it – and then only by 
“restraint”… All our relatives and friends keep asking if they can do anything to help.

But alas, no one can help except time!
Got a letter from Ulan-Ude, from Aunt Manya. She’s planning to come visit you 

again soon. My warmest greeting to all loyal friends.”

“April 20. On Th ursday morning, I couldn’t take it anymore and skipped the fi rst 
class to go to Immigration myself and try to fi nd out something. I won’t tell you about 
this, dear Joe, but I was quite distressed when I saw that blank medical examination 
forms for immigrants – which the fi rm of Green, the lawyer Weltman hired, took 
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three weeks to “procure” for Regina and me – were freely available on a table by the 
entrance of Immigration Canada… Th e clerk who received me told me with a strong 
Czech accent, “Can’t do anything to help you, have to wait…” Th e interpreter Olga 
Barton, whom I remembered from my interviews last September, recognized me; she 
was very friendly and tried to help as best she could. She even gave me her home phone 
number. She told me my papers were now making their way through various offi  ces 
that review them twice a month, in a stack of other similar documents. To track them 
down would be diffi  cult or even impossible, and all I could do was wait. From these 
documents, my landed immigrant permit will eventually be born…”

“Togliatti, April 24, 1 a.m. “Vadya! My very own, my dearest! Our dear Granny! 
Oh, how we’re tired of living without you two… I’d say we have plenty of patience, 
but sometimes it seems to run out… I’m taking valerian drops, you should too… 
Yesterday they called me in to the OVIR again. In the presence of all three of them, I 
wrote a statement addressed to the Head of the Regional Internal Aff airs Agency say-
ing that I have no objection to you changing residency, and added on my own, “in 
the event that I and our three children are eventually allowed to join my husband. I 
maintain a correspondence with my husband and have no fi nancial claims against 
him at this time.” I didn’t quite understand what they wanted this for; it sounds like 
they got some kind of inquiry from Moscow… (Iya was right; these were steps taken 
by the Soviet Consulate in Canada after I ignored their queries about “my posi-
tion in regard to the status of my family.” Th e Consulate was making concerted 
eff orts to neutralize the unpleasant eff ects of my failure to return. – V.R.)

Th ere are clouds gathering above my head. Yesterday, the rector ran into me in the 
hallway and said, “I didn’t know you were supposed to reapply for your post this year. 
We’re planning staff  reductions in the department, your job might not be renewed. So 
I suggest you look for another job in September...” A certain well-wisher told me he 
heard the rector say, “Iya Borisovna Rott has no moral right to teach…”

Th e department chair glares daggers at me and demands that I go on vacation 
before the end of the term: “You don’t belong in a teaching job… You’re apolitical… 
Th e students don’t want to take your classes…” 

Vadya, what if Canada rejects us? What do you think – could that happen? It looks 
to me like they’ll defi nitely try to throw us out of this country, but will Canada take 
us in? Th ey write such scary things in the papers…”

“Toronto, May 6 (letter to Togliatti). “My dearest Iya! … I can imagine the problems 
that I have caused the administration of the University. But how can they take it out 
on you? Why? What for? You have been teaching engineering to students for 14 years, 
you’re an active educator and a mother of three. And now, all of a sudden, they want 
to get rid of you. Th is sounds so much like an echo of the shameful years, not that long 
ago, when children had to answer for parents, wives for husbands… I understand, 
your job is up for renewal. But in this completely unique case, can’t the administration 



54

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 2.

do the humane and educationally appropriate thing, and keep you on the staff  for 
another year by special order without having to compete for the slot? Th is is how it’s 
often done, after all. And, as soon as I get the necessary papers from the Soviet Con-
sulate in Ottawa and from the Canadian government, I’m getting you all out and 
you’re coming to live with me. So why can’t you teach? Why are you suddenly the worst 
of the worst? If they can’t keep you as a senior instructor, you should at least be able 
to continue working as an assistant instructor.

Th e actions taken against you confi rm the correctness of the step I took in Septem-
ber. After all, I have been acting with restraint, with no publicity, no scandal in the 
press – but if these hostile actions against you continue, I will start acting diff erently! 
I am suffi  ciently resolved, suffi  ciently knowledgeable, and suffi  ciently capable of argu-
ing my case to be able to defend your human rights guaranteed by the Constitution. 

Most important is to try to stay calm and keep the children safe. You’re a teacher, 
an educator. Even if you do lose your job, please don’t get too upset over it. Everyone 
is promising to help you out with money. 

No changes for me. During the day, I have language classes; in the evenings, I work 
a lot, but by now I’m making pretty decent money. Joe is a steady source of support. 
Granny Regina isn’t feeling too well, the damage to her mental health can’t be repaired 
at this point – even though her new girlfriends, 80 and older, are still full of vigor, 
stylish, and with plenty of goals and plans…

Sandor, my dear boy! I have received your letter, so intelligent and rich in content. 
Good boy! You tell me that in June, your class is being sent to the country for agricul-
tural work for 12 days, and you want to know if you have my permission to go. Well, 
if most of the children from your class are going, then you should go too. It will do 
you good and it’s fun, but it’s not easy – not at all. You need to think everything through 
and prepare yourself. Th is will be your chance to test yourself, and also to show Mama 
that you are now capable of being self-suffi  cient and taking care of yourself.

 Don’t take a lot of clothes with you, but you will need one sweater. Also, your old 
coat will come in handy: you can sit on it, use it for a pillow if you lie down, or put 
it on if it gets chilly in the evening.

It would be good if you could take your old shoes instead of rubber boots. Your feet 
get very sweaty, and if it’s very rainy and muddy, you may not even get to do any work. 

Buy yourself a few pairs of socks, or collect some old ones at home. If they get dirty, 
you can throw them away.

And don’t work any more than the other kids do! We know what you’re like… 
Th ere are always people who’ll take advantage and sit by idly while others work. Don’t 
turn down any job, but remember that you have to be careful – you had surgery for 
a hernia.

Make sure to put on something warm when it’s chilly, and take off  your shirt when 
it’s hot.

Please stay safe: watch out for cars, be careful when swimming; when you go to 
sleep, check to see that it’s not too cold and that there’s no danger of fi re.
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Take some money with you. Don’t tell anyone about it, but spend as much as you need.
If there’s a telephone at the local government offi  ce or school, don’t be shy about 

approaching people, saying hello, and asking if you can call your Mama. Send Mama 
postcards. And call!

Maybe you need to take some medicines with you. Canadian band-aids would be 
good. And bandages. (Mama, don’t forget the laxatives!)

A knapsack, or even an ordinary sack, is better than a suitcase. One pair of jeans 
should be enough. Take a knife, a ballpoint pen, postcards…

You guys should put on a concert at the village clubs; you can accompany the sing-
ers. Don’t be shy, just play simple chords with both hands. 

Most important: take care of yourself! Stay away from people with guns, from 
smokers, from possible fi res. Basically, if you do go, show us you can take care of your-
self and stay safe.

Stay healthy, my boy. Th e best of everything to you. Hugs and kisses, Papa.”

Attending accelerated English classes became a real oasis in my depressing situ-
ation. Unfortunately, poor Mama Regina now had to spend the whole day alone, 
waiting for me to come home in the evening.

I had been going to school for two weeks. A little old man from South Korea, 
a lawyer, asked me three days in a row during lunch break, “Pinisi lunch?” I would 
respond with a smile and a “thank you,” thinking that he was asking me if I had 
brought a sandwich. (Everyone brought their own sandwiches for lunch, which 
was quite convenient – tasty food from your own home.) Finally, I started trying 
to fi nd out, in English, where the old Korean has learned the Russian word pri-
nesti (bring – tr.). He waved me aside: “Not know Russian words...” It turned 
out that “pinisi” was his pronunciation of “fi nish,” and he was asking me if I had 
fi nished eating yet… Th at’s how we “conversed” with each other, helping each 
other learn the language of our new country.

Th e students in the class were rotated constantly so that we would get to know 
more people and talk to each other more. Th e teachers kept a close watch to 
ensure that we only spoke English in class. I constantly talked to my classmates 
about my predicament, about the wife and children left behind in the USSR; I 
showed them photographs, and soon the entire school sympathized with my 
plight. To somehow show support for my family, many people at the school 
responded enthusiastically to my plea for postcards for Iya – and soon, numerous 
postcards with greetings from Hong Kong, Madrid, Paris, Mexico, Venezuela, 
Italy, and other countries and cities too numerous to list started arriving in her 
mailbox in Togliatti from kind and understanding people who were total stran-
gers to us both. And what joy there was at school when a letter from Iya men-
tioned the beautiful postcards she had received!

Soon, I was transferred to the next class, taught by a smart, personable young 
woman named Marna Weinstock, whose voice was in our ears all day long. Marna 
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would appear in class in the morning, cup of coff ee in hand, sit down on the 
table, and start talking cheerfully about anything she wanted: what she was doing 
last night, her husband’s job, shopping… She thought nothing of raising the 
hem of her skirt and showing us the garters that were holding up her stockings, 
or asking our opinion of the color of her brassiere… Sometimes, she talked 
nonstop until the end of the fi rst period. During lunch, she would take the entire 
class to the kitchen, where she enticed us with the possibility of cooking ethnic 
dishes…

I had brought with me our Soviet mentality that other émigrés had a hard 
time shaking off  as well. After all, we’d had it drilled into our heads that “we’re 
always right,” never mind everyone else. Barely able to speak a few words of 
English, I started arguing with Marna, telling her, with the best of intentions, 
that their teaching methods were “incorrect”: no homework … not enough note-
taking in class … no one is ever called upon to answer at the blackboard … no 
textbooks, just daily handouts … not enough grammar lessons… Th e teacher’s 
only response to all this was an amused chuckle. “Vlady! Don’t get upset and 
don’t worry… Have patience.”

On Fridays, we didn’t come to school at all but instead met our teachers 
somewhere in town and went to the park for a picnic, or to some famous restau-
rant; or went backstage at the National Th eater – listening to a fi reman talk about 
the amazing way the theater is run. Th e fi reman not only loved his theater and 
kept it safe from fi res, he also knew his text and enjoyed guiding numerous tours.

Th e Canadian system of language study turned out to be a good one. In a 
little over a month, we started speaking English, communicating boldly, and 
listening to the news. I realized that the teachers’ task was not to “teach” us but 
to help liberate our minds, to remove our fear of the unknown, to allow words 
and concepts to enter our heads and become assimilated.

My archives from those days are full of Iya’s letters. Th ere are many fascinating 
and unique things in those letters. Th ankfully, she wrote to me often; that helped 
a lot. My letters reached her less often, and there wasn’t as much for me to write 
about – a veil of emotional turmoil had been cast over my eyes. I have also pre-
served several letters to Iya that I didn’t have the nerve to send her back then. 
Th ose letters are painful to reread even today…

All week long, I would try to gather at least some kind of encouraging words, 
some kind of “fi ller” to fl esh out my next letter to my family. Here is one such 
fi nd that still makes me smile.

“May 20, 1975. (From my letter to the children in Togliatti):
Dear Sandor, Ilona and Edik!
A few days ago, Harvey showed me a small plastic box with four little nuts in it. 

He always has something interesting to show. Th is particular ‘trick’ is called ‘jumping 
beans.’ Maybe you’ve heard about this, children – or at least you have, Sandor – but 
it was completely new to me.
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Harvey opened the box and spilled out the nuts on the table. Th ey started bounc-
ing slightly, without interruption. Th ey come from Mexico; Harvey bought them from 
a street vendor for 30 cents. I racked my brain trying to guess what was making them 
jump. Was it because they were so dry?

Only then did Harvey reveal the secret to me. Harvey picked up one of the beans 
which was hardly moving, opened it up slightly with a knife, and showed me a tiny 
worm inside. Here’s what we read in the encyclopedia: a tiny bug comes out of an egg, 
then crawls up a nut tree, makes a hole in the shell of a nut, climbs inside and seals 
the “entrance” airtight. Th e little bug eats the nut inside and soon turns into a worm. 
When it’s cold, the worm starts bumping against the shell of the nut to get warm. 
Th ree or four months later, the worm turns into a moth, chews its way out of the nut 
and fl ies away to live out its life and lay eggs…

In two nights, the tiny worm in the nut that Harvey opened up with the knife 
managed to seal up the hole completely with fi ber. Th e nuts hop day and night, but 
during the night Harvey puts them down on the rug so that their hopping couldn’t 
be heard. Aren’t they amazing, those ‘jumping beans’? Kisses, Papa.”

By summer, I was transferred into a higher-level class where more attention was 
paid to studying grammar. Th e class was taught by Wanda Grandis, a woman of 
Polish background.

“May 22, 1975. We’ve been watching the tragedy of the Vietnamese refugees on 
television for the whole week. Now they’re showing happy faces with fl ags and Ho Chi 
Minh placards… Th e poor South Vietnamese; for now, they are still well-dressed and 
riding motorcycles, while all the northerners are on bicycles wearing identical shirts 
and pants… Th e latter comes to socialism gradually, not at once. Th e Northern lead-
ers don’t want to know that after a normal life, the southerners will have a hard time 
getting used to rank poverty, and maybe they won’t put up with it… Meanwhile, 
America with its super-democracy is sinking its own ship. It could do a great deal to 
help nations around the planet, but in today’s world, its system is becoming obsolete. 
Any democracy, no matter how great its commitment to universal justice, has to have 
a managed, guiding force. Here, everything is dominated by campaign promises which 
are quickly forgotten. It’s unpleasant to listen to self-promoting politicians who do 
nothing but criticize the existing order and demand change, but don’t off er a single 
specifi c proposal for the future. A country can’t survive that way. Th e Soviet Union, 
too, is barely able to make ends meet, but its cagey secrecy and its puff ed-out chest 
scare others, like the arched back of an angry cat. History, where are you going? If 
Communism won everywhere in the world today, Russia would either collapse from 
within, or return to Stalinism with global terror – in which case, humanity won’t 
have to worry about overpopulation anymore, it’s not going to happen. What will 
happen is the extermination of other human beings by a KGB thug deputized to carry 
out a “world revolution”: “I suff er, so let others suff er too.” Th is is a very plausible 
scenario. In other words, there is an urgent need to develop some new system, something 
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in between dictatorship and blind democracy. American democracy has already gotten 
to the point where there are 60 million guns in private hands and crime is growing 
constantly. Such a society has no immune system. It will perish unless it starts doing 
something to save itself…”

“May 24, 1975. Saturday. So, Papa, you turn 40 years old today! Forty! Th ank you 
for everything, God! It’s just too bad that Isya and the children are not with me on 
this long-awaited, once-in-a-lifetime day. But what can you do? No one controls his 
fate… Forty years! Th at’s a lot. Everything is well, if only we can be together again 
as a family, share our lives and our joys – God willing. At some point, 10 years ago 
or more, I started to feel that it was my fate to live only until 40. Who knows what 
sort of premonition it was, and whether it was false…

My birthday was a modest event, especially since the people around me (Joe) don’t 
celebrate such things at all. My real holiday was May 17, when I had a phone con-
versation with the folks back home and received their birthday greetings. Th e fi rst to 
talk to me was our loyal friend Kostya Friedman, and among everything else he said, 
there was also this, spoken openly, “Vadya, I hope that soon, everything will work out 
as we planned…” Of course, he and I had discussed everything at our last meeting, 
in August 1974, but this was kept secret so as to not jeopardize Kostya. What if, God 
forbid, the telephone is tapped? All of my family members talked to me and wished 
me a happy birthday. Edwin suggested to Iya that she should stuff  my birthday present 
into the phone receiver…

At school, Miss Wanda asked each student to talk about the most joyful day of his 
or her life. I told them about my conversation with my family and my youngest son’s 
proposal. Th e class responded by singing, “Happy birthday to you!” During the break, 
I brought a box of chocolates into the classroom and thanked everyone for their good 
wishes. And that was my 40th birthday. Today, there was nothing special. My poor 
Mama Regina couldn’t even bake a cake. Instead, I bought a delicacy: 450 grams of 
cherries. I fi nd it harder and harder to deal with Mama’s increasingly frequent bouts 
of depression, her groundless feelings of worthlessness, her habit of tormenting herself 
over nothing. I have to wage a constant battle against her self deprivation and her 
stinginess. She wants to save on everything and is reluctant to throw away so much 
as a crumb. I have to force her to eat vitamins, fruit, sweets. Otherwise, she won’t 
allow herself such luxuries. And that’s understandable, after going hungry for so many 
years…

After lunch, we visited the Weltmans (Mama objected, as always, but I insisted) 
and spent some time sunning ourselves in the garden. Th en we hid from the heat for 
a couple of hours inside the house, where the air conditioning is on.

Bill Mandel, Weltman’s lawyer, has basically turned over our case to his colleague, 
Green, who can’t be relied on to do anything quickly. Th ey found someone for Joe to 
contact at the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, supposedly the curator for issues related to 
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the Soviet Union. Joe gave him materials on Iya and the children and promised to 
do “whatever’s necessary,” if only he can help get them out. Th is gentleman has now 
gone to Moscow for three weeks. He says that the Canadian consul (that middle-aged 
woman) is a good friend of his, and he’ll discuss all the possibilities with her. But fi rst, 
I have to send my family the Invitation… Without it, we’re stuck. Joe is going on a 
three-week trip to Hungary and Israel in early June, so I’ll need to have patience. In 
Hungary, Joe will defi nitely go back to his village to visit his father’s grave… No one 
in Hungary is writing to us. Maybe I scared them off  by overloading them with letters 
to be forwarded to the Soviet Union. In any case, the usually active Sasa, who is now 
in Israel visiting his brother Arthur, hasn’t written to us once. Yes, my Hungarian 
Roths are getting older. (On that trip to Budapest, Joe Weltman met the still-living 
Roths for the fi rst time. Th ey had a family gathering at which Joe was very warmly 
received and thanked for helping Regina and me. Of all the Roths, the one Joe 
liked best was Jutka Dobos, a smart and energetic woman. – V.R.)

I’ve been working quite a bit for Joe and his fi rm. He gives me a paycheck every 
week – 199 dollars. He has also promised 800 dollars for the alteration of the garbage 
compactor at the Valencia, 200 for repairing the fi re alarm system, and another 200 
for refurbishing the garbage chute lids on each fl oor of the building. He’s promised, 
but he’s dragging his feet for some reason… I’m not upset about that; I’m thankful to 
him for everything. I often spend my evenings at the Weltmans’, “babysitting” – keep-
ing Harvey company and making sure he doesn’t stay up too late. Joe and Edith, in 
accordance with established tradition, go to a lot of Jewish weddings. Th at’s the custom 
here: the hosts invite guests to share in their joy, and it’s considered in poor taste to 
turn down the invitation…

Dr. Likvornick has become a close friend of mine. He calls me every night, asks 
how things are going; if we need him, he comes over at once with his medical bag. 
His son is quite cold toward his parents, and so the doctor and his wife Hilda are not 
only eager to spend time with me but keenly sympathetic to my situation. Th ey come 
over with their cat and their doggy. 

Once again, made donations of 5 dollars each to Novoye Russkoye Slovo, to the 
Literary Fund, the Children’s Fund, the Tolstoy Fund and the Emergency Aid Fund. 
Maybe someday, someone will help my family, too…

Iya told me on the phone that V.N. Polyakov has been transferred to Moscow and 
given the post of Minister of the Automobile Industry. Th e new head of the auto plant 
is A. Zhitkov. Another tireless manager, a kind man with an understanding attitude 
toward his subordinates. May he enjoy many years of good health!

One evening, late at night, Iya heard a loud knock on the door. She opened the 
door and was surprised to see a guest from Tomsk, an old friend of ours from the Tomsk 
Polytechnic University Popular Entertainment Ensemble, whom we hadn’t seen in 
about seven years. But Iya was even more surprised and distressed when he said, “I’m 
sorry to bother you, I’m staying at the city inn… I wouldn’t have come here, but the 
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television set in my hotel room broke down. So I looked up your address – I really 
want to see the hockey game broadcast from Moscow…” In her depressing situation, 
Iya rejoiced at a kind word from anyone – but sometimes, she had to swallow this 
kind of thing, too…

Th e news from Tomsk is that K., a well-known activist and the former secretary 
of the City Komsomol Committee, cursed when she heard the news about me: “Looks 
like we’ve nurtured a [expletive] capitalist in our ranks!”

And yet another episode Iya described 
to me on the phone. On May 9, they had 
a Victory Day celebration in Togliatti. 
Our good and loyal friends the Fried-
mans invited Iya with them to the special 
event at the city’s House of Culture. 
Kostya and his wife Anya, both doctors, 
are both war veterans and retired mili-
tary offi  cers: he’s a colonel, she’s a major. 
For such an occasion, they both donned 
their uniforms and took their seats in the 
second row. Iya was glowing with pride 
as she sat between the two good-looking 
offi  cers bedecked with numerous awards 

and medals. Suddenly, a major who sat in the front row, and who looked somehow 
familiar, turned to Iya, smiled and said hello. Whoa! Isn’t that… Th ey both froze for 
a moment as Iya recognized “our comrade” from the KGB, who had talked to her at 
the OVIR every three or four weeks in civilian clothes – while the major realized that 
Iya had such high-ranking “protectors”…”

On June 3, when I was in class after yet another fruitless trip to Immigration 
with Mama, Wanda, the teacher, put aside the chalk and openly expressed her 
displeasure. “Vlady, I can’t go on like this. I’m doing my best to explain the new 
material but you’re not listening, I see an expression of total indiff erence in your 
face, your thoughts are obviously elsewhere…”

I apologized in all sincerity and explained to her that I had stayed up all night 
waiting for a phone call from my family. My wife and children had stayed behind 
in the Soviet Union. My wife was crying because she was about to lose her job, 
and I still couldn’t get the necessary documents from the Canadian government… 
Wanda listened to my explanation in amazement. Th en, she asked the class to 
do some studying on their own and went to the offi  ce across the hallway, where 
I soon heard her talking on the phone. Th e teacher was insistently explaining to 
someone that one of her students was having a serious problem with his family 
which was keeping him from learning English at a regular pace… She was asking 
for help.

Reliable friends – Drs. Anna Zueva 
and Constantine Friedman, 1974.
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A few minutes later, Wanda returned to the classroom and told us she had tried 
to get some deputy on the phone but hadn’t reached him. She also called Wednesday 
and Th ursday… On Th ursday, when I came home from work just before midnight, 
the phone rang. An excited Miss Wanda told me she had secured an appointment 
for me with a deputy of the Canadian Federal Parliament, Mr. Robert Kaplan, who 
received voters in a special trailer on wheels. Th is trailer was now on Sheppard 
Avenue, and they were waiting for me the next day, on June 6, at 10 a.m.

… I spent the night thinking and hoping. In the morning, at the appointed 
time, accompanied by Jaff a, who was going to help me with my English, I went 
up the high steps into the deputy’s trailer. Mr. Kaplan wasn’t there yet; he was sup-
posed to arrive shortly. In the small reception area, where there was enough room 
for two more chairs, we were received by the deputy’s assistant, Mrs. Riva Karstadt. 
Her offi  cial title was “Constitutional Assistant to a Member of Parliament.”

I took a photo of my family out of my pocket and, perhaps for the thirtieth 
time in my life in Canada, started my story with a great deal of agitation… After 
about a dozen words, my self-control failed me. My voice broke, and my eyes 
fi lled with tears. I couldn’t speak anymore. Jaff a had to continue the story. Mrs. 
Karstadt listened attentively for an hour and a half and took notes. She said she 
would try to help and would ask Mr. Kaplan to make an inquiry to Immigration 
about my case. She promised to call… 

Mrs. Karstadt turned out to be a woman of action, a kind and persistent 
person. Soon, I received a copy of a letter Bob Kaplan had sent to the Canadian 
Minister of Manpower and Immigration. Th e parliament member asked to speed 
up the review of my documents, explaining that the urgency was due to the fact 
that my wife and children, who were still back in Russia, could be quickly 
expelled from the country and that now was the best time to exert pressure on 
the Russians with regard to this case – but that could not be done until Mr. Rott 
had been granted landed immigrant status in Canada. 

For me, meeting Mrs. Karstadt was a true miracle from G-d. I was barely able 
to contain my exuberance when, on June 19, a senior offi  cer of Immigration 
Canada whom Riva had contacted in order to help me received me (accompanied 
by Jaff a Fordsham) at Immigration. Tom Wallace, a friendly middle-aged man 
who had already studied my case in advance, showed a genuine interest and 
willingness to look carefully into the situation. He said that, according to their 
information, an invitation from me was not required for my family: it was enough 
for Iya to have a letter from the Canadian Embassy in Moscow attesting that 
there was an entry visa for her and the children. (!) In addition to that, Mr. Wal-
lace told us that my documents were moving normally through the channels of 
Immigration… He wanted to do whatever he could do to help me. He would 
try to send invitation papers for my family to Moscow on his own, without wait-
ing until I fi nally got the landed immigrant permit.
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My G-d! Th at was precisely what I had been seeking, fruitlessly, for a year! I could 
not believe that Mr. Wallace would be able to do this, but he wanted to help. 
For that alone, I was immensely thankful!

Mr. Wallace gave me four personal data forms to send to Iya. Th ey had to be 
fi lled out, signed, and returned to him as quickly as possible. I gave Iya the news, 
and told her that Jaff a and I would fi ll out the forms ourselves and send them to 
her for the signature. I asked her to get the photos taken in advance and to fi nd 
out at the OVIR whether they would be able to issue her an exit visa without a 
formal Invitation from me, based only on a letter from the Canadian Embassy 
confi rming the existence of an entry visa?

Hoping fervently for the success of this new plan, and afraid to jinx my luck 
with premature empty talk, I decided not to tell anyone yet about Riva and Mr. 
Wallace – not even Joe, who was coming back from his trip to Israel and Europe.

Th ese events changed my life. My days were now fi lled with meaning, with 
real hope to get Iya and the children out. I felt a new surge of energy, a desire to 
get a lot of things done. My diaries are brimming with activity:

“Went to a concert of the Toronto Symphony Orchestra with Jaff a and Simha. It 
was an open-air concert on Ontario Place, an artifi cial island in the middle of a lake. 
People sit on the ground, on the hillocks that surround the constantly revolving stage 
with the orchestra. A striking, unexpected eff ect: when Tchaikovsky’s “1812 Overture” 
was played at the symphony concerts in Tomsk, the delighted audiences always heard 
the rumble of drums and kettle drums in the orchestra – but here, when the conduc-
tor presses a button at the podium, the Canadian warship Haida, anchored near the 
island and open to curious visitors all day, fi red its big guns… Simha explained 
something I hadn’t know before: that in 1912, when Tchaikovsky’s overture was 
performed at the opening of St. Isaac’s Cathedral [in St. Petersburg – tr.], the event 
for which the piece was actually written, the guns of the Imperial Navy stationed 
nearby on the Neva river responded to the orchestra.

Simha had left work early to save seats for us in the amphitheater of the open 
concert area on Ontario Place, three hours before the start of the concert. Instead of 
dinner, Jaff a brought her husband a sandwich and a banana. Today, we listened to 
an outstanding jazz trio: Oscar Peterson, piano; Joe Pass, guitar; Ray Brown, dou-
ble bass. Words cannot convey the brilliance of Peterson’s chords and his technique… 
Each musician in the ensemble is a magician! It’s amazing, too, the extent to which 
most people in the audience are prepared and familiar with the works in the 
 program.”

“On Wednesday, right after lunch, our school organized a trip to the nuclear power 
station in Pickering, not far from Toronto. It turns out that at present this is the larg-
est such station in the world, producing 2,170,000 kilowatt of electricity. Th e tour 
was quite interesting. It’s also fascinating that not only did we not need passes, they 
didn’t even ask for our last names. Th at’s how it is at school, too – no last names, just 
the fi rst. Th e energetic engineer who served as our guide at the power station com-
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municated confi dently in English, Spanish, French, Hebrew, and … Ukrainian! He 
was born in Canada but his parents came here from Kiev 50 years ago.

We’re transferring to a summer school for all of July, until August 8, and then 
coming back here. On Friday, the school held a free, lavish picnic for us at the park. 
Th ere was an incredible abundance of meat, frankfurters, potatoes and greens cooked 
on charcoal grills… Th ey told us the school gets funds for these events. Meanwhile, 
the Chinese, Koreans, and Italians were all trying to surprise us with their skills and 
their ethnic dishes. Th at’s when I really regretted that my people weren’t here…

Th is week, I was able to make some decent money at the Valencia high-rise: 
I replaced the motor in the fl ow vent of the boiler room, which had broken down long 
ago, and got the fountain working again – it had been wrecked by the winter frosts 
because the water hadn’t been drained from the system before the cold weather set in. 
Both jobs involved hard physical work – I had to do a lot of heavy lifting on my 
own… But I earned 320 dollars.”

Whenever something interesting happened, I took pleasure in it and hastened 
to share the pleasure with my family:

“Isya dear, let me tell you about an interesting phenomenon known as the Shrin-
ers. Ten days ago, I started noticing groups of middle-aged men around Toronto, 
wearing identical bright-colored suits, accompanied by their wives who were dressed 
in a far more ordinary manner. Each male Shriner was wearing a red fez with a 
tassel decorated with spangles and jewels. Th ey acted very relaxed and seemed to joke 
around a lot. I was seeing more and more of them. Joe Weltman had no idea who 
they were; when I asked Edith, she replied instantly, with little regard for fact, ‘It’s 
just rich folks from all over the U.S. and Canada who’ve come to Toronto to spend 
their money!’ I fi nally asked the teacher at school. It turned out that the Shriners are 
a version of the old Freemasons. Th eir societies exist in Canada, the United States, 
and Mexico. Only affl  uent men over 60 are allowed to join. A candidate has to 
undergo at least three years of trials; among other things, he’s tested for a sense of humor 
and a kind disposition. Th ey raise and donate a lot of money to hospitals for disabled 
children. And every year, they have a parade in which Shriners from various cities 
compete for the merriest and most original look. Th ere are 65,000 of them gathered 
here in Toronto. All the hotels were full. Wives always accompany their husbands, but 
they’re not supposed to ‘entertain.’

And so, on Th ursday, July 3, in the evening, Simha and Jaff a took me to midtown 
Toronto to the Shriners parade. We were there for just two hours, but the parade lasted 
from 8 p.m. to 4 a.m. A lot of Toronto residents turned out. Th e endless column 
marched down the city streets. Each group introduced itself in a humorous manner, 
carrying a banner with the name of its town or club: Chicago was represented by a 
group of 100 clowns, who kept joking and shaking the spectators’ hands. Th ere were 
bands, colorful male choirs riding on huge fl atbed trucks… Th e Cincinnati group 
was riding live camels. One large group was riding little cars, completely symmetrical, 
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with two steering wheels and two drivers, which kept going forward and then back-
ward… Cavalcades of riders on white horses, rows of locomotives with rubber wheels 
but with steam coming out of their chimneys… Ancient omnibuses, rickshaws… And 
all of this, as part of a contest in humor and merriment. Th e spectators laughed and 
clapped nonstop. Th e last such parade took place in Toronto 14 years ago. It took an 
hour before Jaff a and I were able to get a seat on the curb, while Simha remained 
standing behind us. You know, Isya, my account is quite primitive and does not 
capture the full charm of this fairy-tale spectacle. Th is was one time when I really 
wished you were here… But it’s all right, my little ones, just stay healthy and safe and 
all will be well! Papa loves you all, and some day we’ll see this wonderful Shriner 
parade together!”

 Since Harvey Weltman is traveling in Europe with a friend, Edith has started 
paying more attention to Granny Riza, taking her to shops and clubs. She tries to do 
something nice for her, to lift her spirits, but it isn’t easy. A few days ago Jaff a came 
over to visit Regina and brought her four kids; she kept Regina company and made 
a large pot of soup for us… Instead of helping, Granny just stood next to her and kept 
snapping at her, “Don’t put so much of this or that in it!”

Every day, Edith goes to our building to swim in the pool, then stops by to see 
Mama Regina. Today, she bought Mama a swimsuit… We have ninety-year-old 
grannies swimming and tanning themselves here – Granny Riza has a long way to 
go before she catches up with them…”

“July 17, Th ursday. My “Russian friend” – Dr. Germann Moiseyevich Likvornick, 
71 years old – died and was buried today. Over the course of his life, he received 
diplomas from medical schools in Vienna, Krakow, Lvov – and Canada. During the 
war, he was the chief doctor of the fl oating fi eld hospital on the Volga, at Stalingrad… 
At fi rst the doctor treated me for headaches, then Mama Regina for depression.

Th e doctor found a friend in me and became very attached to us. He called every 
evening, and was particularly interested in news of Iya. I think I gave him something 
he wasn’t getting enough of from his rather unemotional son. I, too, tried to be as close 
to the old man as I could. Th e doctor leaves behind his elderly wife Hilda, his son 
Victor and daughter-in-law Gunilla, and the little dog Babette and cat Mirka, who 
had been the doctor’s constant companions. May the memory of the good Dr. Likvor-
nick live on forever! He was always the most skeptical about the possibility of my 
family coming here quickly, and it looks like he was right... Hilda laments, “He didn’t 
live long enough to meet Iya!” 

Th e personal data forms Iya had signed came back on July 22, and Jaff a and I 
immediately took them to Mr. Wallace. He remembered that Iya had been out of 
a job since September, and told us that before forwarding the papers to the Cana-
dian Special Center in Vienna, he would attach his own letter recommending a 
favorable ruling. He didn’t think I would get a landed immigrant permit before 
December… It seemed that he had started doubting the possibility of helping get 
my family over here, but he promised to seek and ask for help wherever possible.
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“Togliatti, July 14. Our dearest Papa! Dear granny!
Edya has been sick with scarlet fever for four days… What worries me most is the 

risk of complications. He’s a very active boy and it’s hard to keep him in bed, but he 
needs to stay in bed for seven days. So I have to stay constantly at his side…

And Sandor … good grief! He’s got a sty that covers half his eye, tears running 
constantly, his nose all stuff ed up… Th e doctor says it’s an allergy to wormwood. It’s 
a real scourge. He used to be such a handsome boy, and now he’s thin and pale, with 
a sharp nose… He’s eating well, though. I try to feed them only the best… Ilona has 
had fi ve furuncles this month – on her cheek, on her eyes, two inside her nose… Th ey’ve 
fi nally started to heal but yesterday, she got a huge sty on her eye – as big as a lamp. 
She’s going to get autohemotherapy for a week – having blood drawn with a syringe 
from one part of the body and injected in another. Ilona goes shopping, goes to school 
to get books from the library. She also loves to wander around …

We’ve had dreadful heat for over a month, sometimes reaching 42 degrees [Celsius, 
or 107 F – tr.]. Th e leaves are coming off  the trees, the ground is cracking… Can’t 
even take a walk in the woods – it’s all dust and cobwebs. Also, the city has been 
without hot water for a month; the plumbing being repaired. Aunt Manya had to 
be sent back to Ulan-Ude – she couldn’t stand the heat, her heart is too weak and she 
couldn’t breathe… She’s quite old and frail now, but she still did her best to help me 
with everything. She spent most of her time in the bathroom, sitting on the fl oor, with 
the cold water turned on. Many thanks to our loyal friend Yuri Shapiro – he took a 
bus with Aunt Manya to the Kuybyshev Airport and put her on the plane. She had 
a good fl ight, and is already back home missing us and worrying about us…

Edya was coughing badly two nights in a row, almost suff ocating… I kept giving 
him steam treatments and hot liquids. On the second night, the doctor sat next to 
him for two hours – she waited until his breathing was back to normal. Asthma… 
Th e pediatrician says Edya should be taken away from here – the air around here is 
horribly polluted by chemical plants, especially in the summer.

Edya is next to me, asking me to write down his letter to you, which he’ll sign… 
His dictation: ‘I really wish that we would go to you soon or that you would come 
back to us. Granny, love and kisses, Edya. Papa, kisses to you too, your son… EDYA 
ROTT’ (he signs with his tongue stuck out).”

After Jaff a’s persistent eff orts, Robert Kaplan, Member of Parliament, personally 
received me in his trailer on July 26. A future longtime friend of the family, 
Elemer Weiszhaus, came to help with the translating. Although Mr. Kaplan was 
in a hurry, he did spent 35 minutes with me, wrote down the information, and 
promised to help. A few days later, I received a letter from him, from the Cana-
dian Parliament.

“Dear Mr. Rott:
After our meeting on Saturday, I will try to be even more persistent in assisting 

you and your family. Here is what needs to be done:
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 It is essential to receive landed immigrant permits for you and your mother. Under 
existing standard requirements, you do not qualify for them, but I have already asked 
that an exception be made for you in view of the situation with your family in the 
Soviet Union.

 We must exert pressure on the Soviet government to issue an entry visa to your 
wife and three children. I know that September 1 is an important date after which 
it will be more diffi  cult to get exit visas.

I have a plan of action for your family which I have already put in motion. You 
will hear from me about it shortly.

Respectfully,
Bob Kaplan, Member of Parliament
[hand-written underneath the signature] After I had dictated this letter, I was told 

that my request is scheduled for review by the Council this coming Friday.”
I cannot fi nd enough words of gratitude to fully appreciate the kindness, 

decency, and compassion of these people.

Th ere was another incredible event in my chaotic and nerve-wracking life at that 
time: I was circumcised. I’ll try to tell the story of how and why it happened.

Early in the fi rst volume of this book, I mentioned that my brother Yuzef was 
circumcised in Hungary on the eighth day after his birth, according to Jewish 
custom. When I was born in the “country of the future,” my father did not dare 
have this ritual performed. And not because he didn’t know that even many 
Christians in the West, including the Royal House of England, were having this 
surgery performed on their male infants. Like many others, my father was already 
afraid of incurring the displeasure of the Soviet regime.

As an adult, in a loving marital relationship with Iya, I started thinking about 
certain issues of comfort and personal hygiene… In Toronto, I found myself 
inside a close-knit Jewish community that carefully preserved its traditions and 
followed the holy precepts of the Torah. Th is experience enriched me spiritually, 
and my constant thoughts and hopes of being reunited with my family strength-
ened my faith in the help of the Almighty.

Once, I mentioned to Joe that I wasn’t circumcised. He couldn’t believe it… But 
he was quite a character, our Joe Weltman. One evening, he took me to some kind 
of club that had a swimming pool and a sauna. I have no idea what kind of club it 
was, or where it was located. I realized that there were only men at the club that 
evening, but we had not brought any swimming trunks, and all the other “sports-
men” were completely naked. I was somewhat taken aback, but Joe boldly took his 
clothes off  and dived in the water. I had to do the same… I noticed, with some 
surprise, that my “Dr. Joe” was scrutinizing me rather closely. Our swim was a brief 
one… Today, as I write these reminiscences, my good Joe is, unfortunately, no longer 
with us. I wish I could ask him for the details of the events that followed. Later, I 
realized that Joe organized it all, deftly and very delicately, behind my back…
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Once, he brought me to Rabbi Ochs’s home. We went there for no special 
reason, seemingly just for a visit. Th ere was another guest in the rabbi’s study, a 
man of about forty who spoke Hungarian… He turned out to be Dr. Tibor Juda, 
a urologist. Using Tibor as an interpreter, Rabbi Ochs started talking to me. He 
asked detailed questions about my family, about my and Iya’s parents, and then 
moved gradually to the topic of circumcision. He told me about the meaning 
and the hygienic benefi ts of this procedure. Th e information was fascinating… 
Th at was in late June.

In early August, Joe took me to the rabbi’s house once again, to repair the light 
fi xtures in the bedroom. While I was replacing the burnt-out light switch, Dr. 
Juda showed up again… By then, I had been giving some serious thought to 
getting circumcised. We started discussing the topic again, and Tibor translated 
to me Rabbi Ochs’s comment that circumcision would be good for me in many 
ways… On his own, Dr. Juda added that if I wanted to have this surgery done, 
it was best to do so before Iya’s arrival. Besides, it was late summer and there were 
openings at the Doctors’ Hospital, where he worked.

“August 10, 1975. Tomorrow, I’m going into the hospital for the surgery… I’m 
very nervous, but I want to do it! I’m not afraid of pain, but I fear for my life. 
I’m nervous because I don’t know how strong my heart is. It’s been acting up lately. 
But my family needs me – I can’t leave Isya and the children alone like this!

Th is morning, Mama Regina has left for a two-week stay at a Jewish vacation 
resort for the elderly. Edith and Joe have organized everything in the last few days 
and paid all the bills. Without my beloved “Rottikha,” the place feels empty and quiet.

 It’s late evening now; I’m at the Wetlmans’. Joe and Edith have gone to yet another 
wedding. Th ey’ve had eleven weddings this month… So here I am, “keeping watch” 
over Harvey. Yesterday was another Saturday when I heard the beloved voices of Iya, 
Edya, Ilonochka and Shanya on the phone. Just the voices. Th ere was nothing to talk 
about. We just languish and wait.”

Meanwhile, on August 8, Joe and I had a 10 a.m. appointment with Mr. Wallace. 
I hadn’t told Joe anything about him yet, and I was silent and tense on our way 
to the meeting. I had a feeling that the invitation for both of us couldn’t be good 
news… As it turned out, I was right. Mr. Wallace smiled at me politely and 
greeted us both, then escorted us to the 8th fl oor and left us in an empty offi  ce. 
A moment later, two offi  cers of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (the secret 
service) came in, accompanied by a Canadian interpreter. Th ey asked Weltman 
to wait outside. 

Th en began another interrogation, with the same questions I had answered in 
October 1974. We stayed there until 3 p.m., “clarifying” my answers from the earlier 
interview… Th ere were plenty of questions. Th e most complicated of these was the 
issue of my military rank. A year earlier, I had said that “along with the profession of 
mechanical engineer, I had simultaneously received a military specialty, like all grad-
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uates of Soviet institutions of higher learning: Commander of a Zenith rocket battery 
radar guidance station, with the rank of Junior Lieutenant.” I also said that “by now, 
I have been promoted to Senior Lieutenant and am still considered an offi  cer in the 
reserves, even though I have never served in the Soviet Army.” 

I went on to explain, “In the Soviet Union, my fellow engineers had to partici-
pate in military exercises for one month every fi ve years to keep up with the new 
military technology. After these exercises, they were usually promoted to the next 
rank – of Lieutenant or Senior Lieutenant. I suspect that because of my personal 
background, as a ‘Hungarian’ and the son of an ‘enemy of the people,’ I was never 
called up for these exercises or allowed near the ‘secrets of new technology.’ How-
ever, the military commissariat of every city automatically promoted every reserve 
offi  cer according to age, and that’s how I became Lieutenant in Tomsk.”

At the fi rst interview, a year earlier, this statement had been followed by the 
question, “Th en what did you do to get promoted to Senior Lieutenant?”, to 
which I had replied with a chuckle, “Th e same thing I did to get promoted 
to Lieutenant: Nothing!” Th e interpreter had recorded my answer in the inter-
view notes, but apparently it was rather confusing. So the investigating offi  cers 
were now trying to fi gure out what I meant… 

Th is time, after fi ve hours of conversation, I apparently managed to convince 
the investigators of my sincerity, and they became more sympathetic – though 
some suspicions about my person endured for a few more years, which made 
perfect sense. At the end of the meeting, they explained to me that this interview 
had been necessary to speed up the process of granting me landed immigrant 
status and that they would give a positive report on me to the government. Th ey 
said, “We cannot tell you exactly when, but you may receive your landed immi-
grant permit in a week or a month.”

“August 18. A week ago, on August 11, was the day of the most important event of these 
months – and not just these months… During the day, Joe came to pick me up and took 
me to the hospital, where I was placed in Room 908. Dr. Tibor Juda came over to 
explain the details of the procedure to me. I asked him, almost begged him, to do the 
surgery with a local rather than general anesthetic, telling him that I was terribly afraid 
I wouldn’t wake up from general anesthesia – and there were so many people whose lives 
depended on me… I told him about my longtime premonition that I had only forty 
years of life allotted to me. Tibor smiled quietly. Th en he said that, at my age, the surgery 
was extremely painful and only general anesthesia would do. He promised everything 
would be all right, and made sure I got kosher food at the hospital.

I spent the fi rst day in preparations for the surgery. In between procedures, I stud-
ied the hospital, the equipment in the room, and the construction and operation of 
my bed. Read a new issue of Kontinent [a literary and political Russian émigré 
magazine, extremely critical of the Soviet regime – tr.]. Th e next day at 7 a.m., after 
the morning shower, I was given my fi rst shot and taken to the operating room. I was 
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already drowsy, and the only thing I remember before the second shot is that Dr. Juda 
came up to me and said, “Joe is here...”

I woke up at 10 a.m. after the surgery, and the nurse, a black woman, told me it 
was all over. I went back to sleep. Th ey woke me up at noon and made me eat something 
for lunch. Th e next time I woke up, it was 4 p.m.; I was dizzy and vomited. Th at was 
because of the anesthesia… Later in the evening, I asked for tea. I slept very soundly.

On Wednesday morning, Dr. Juda came to my room and examined me, and I 
agreed to go home. I didn’t have to pay any bills for the surgery; it was covered by the 
standard medical insurance for residents of the Province of Ontario. All I owed the 
hospital was 50 cents for having my own telephone line in the room. Soon, my dear-
est Joe came over to pick me up and take me home.

It was on the following night that the real pain, bleeding, and discomfort started… 
I made a mistake on Th ursday when I decided to walk home and to Joe’s offi  ce: the 
exertion caused me to bleed. I spent Friday and Saturday in bed at the Weltmans. 

It turns out that Joe and Rabbi Ochs had been present in the operating room and prayed 
for me… In accordance with Jewish tradition, I was given a Hebrew name: Zev. Usually, 
newborn boys are given the names of deceased close relatives, but since the names of both 
my grandfathers were already taken, as was my father’s Jewish name, Peretz (it had been 
given to my cousin Perec Roth, who now lives in Israel), I got the name Zev after my 
mother’s younger brother, Wilmosz Spielberger, murdered at Auschwitz with his family. 
It’s amazing that Joe Weltman knew and remembered all these family details…

Dr. Juda came to see me every night, and on Friday afternoon I also got a visit from 
Rabbi Ochs at home. Oh Boy! Th is is the fi rst time I’ve had guests of such stature…

On Sunday morning, Joe, Edith and Harvey took me along for a 200-kilometer 
drive to visit Regina at the vacation resort for seniors. Mama’s condition worried me 
greatly: she’s getting far too much attention here, they never leave her alone for a 
minute. She’s very overexcited, acting like a clown – even her speech is jumbled… I 
tried to persuade her not to talk so much, but she ignored my advice. I hope she can 
stick it out for another week.

After this long trip, my pants were soaked in blood. So, here we are – Papa Vadim 
is now also – Zev…”

Needless to say, this very intimate event caused me a great deal of embarrass-
ment, and I meant to keep it private – but my cousin, who spent most of his 
spare time chattering on the phone, trumpeted the news of “Zev” to the whole 
world. I didn’t like it one bit, but what could I do?

Meanwhile, the tempest of events continue to mount. On August 13, when Joe 
came to take me home from the hospital, he brought a letter from the Soviet 
Consulate in Ottawa.

“Esteemed citizens ROTT V.F. and ROTT R.G.:
In response to your letter, we inform you that you are allowed to reside permanently 

in Canada.
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We also inform you that your wife ROTT Iya Borisovna, residing in the USSR in 
the city of Togliatti with three children, has, in her statement to the police, given her 
consent to her husband residing permanently in Canada, on the condition of her own 
future relocation to Canada with the children to reside permanently with her hus-
band.

Respectfully, 
E. Kryukov, Th ird Secretary of the Consulate”

Allowed! Th ey’ve allowed it! Th ank you, G-d, for your help with our plans and 
our moves! Th is was an extremely important document for us. I immediately 
made copies of the letter. Th e fi rst, I immediately and happily sent to Iya, and 
the second to Yuzik, while the third was picked up by Warren Sweeney, the 
RMCP agent in charge of my case. In my letter to Iya, I told her I had been 
hospitalized for “a minor injury to my hand.”

“Toronto, August 14, 1975. “My dearest Isya, Sandor, Ilonochka! (Unforgivably, 
I forgot to mention my darling Edik. – V.R.) Enclosed is a copy of a letter from the 
Consulate of the USSR, which you should attach to the papers you submit for permis-
sion to leave the country. You can also show this to the higher-ups at the University 
if things get diffi  cult. I think this letter is very positive, and the quote from your state-
ment sounds just right! Clever girl! Now, I’m going to send our red passports (Mama’s 
and mine) to Ottawa to renew them past the expiration date.

I had an event that shouldn’t worry you too much: got a minor hand injury at 
work which forced me to spend two days at the hospital. I got home yesterday and am 
feeling fi ne, my hand is healing already.

Th e hospital made quite an impression on me. It’s amazing how they all work. Th e 
nurses’ aides, most of them black, are very kind and attentive; some of them are male 
(which was unheard of in Russia). Th e hospital room is for two, each bed separated 
by a curtain. My roommate was a native-born Canadian; he had tubes coming out of 
his mouth after stomach surgery, so there wasn’t much talking. Each hospital bed is like 
some kind of machine, with three handles: one to raise the back of the bed and the pil-
low, another to bend the mattress under your knees, a third to adjust the height of the 
bed. Each room has a toilet and a shower, as well as a closet for clothes. Th ere are two 
armchairs, and dining tables on wheels, with adjustable height. An air conditioner in 
the window. When a patient is admitted, they put a plastic band on his arm with the 
patient’s name imprinted on it, which can be removed only with scissors. Regardless of 
diagnosis, each patient gets a lung X-ray – two huge photo sheets (you didn’t need to 
supply the fi lm paper for these like in Russia) – and a urinalysis. Th ey do a blood 
test every morning, and take your temperature every three hours, but in a most interest-
ing way. Th e nurse carries around her neck a small electronic box with a digital screen; 
the patient has a small plastic cylinder, resembling the cap of a ballpoint pen, inserted 
in his mouth, under his tongue, and an electronic transmitter with a wire is inserted in 
this cylinder, so that the temperature is transmitted to the screen and stored in the 
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memory of the electronic box. Th e nurse checks your pulse at the same time. Th e “cap” 
that you take in your mouth is then discarded. Th e devices to measure your blood pres-
sure and to do electrocardiograms are on wheels as well. Th e bedding is changed every 
day: two sheets under you and a third under the blanket. Before you go to sleep, a male 
nurse’s aide comes over and off ers to massage your back so you don’t develop bedsores. I 
won’t even talk about the food – the hardest thing is to decide which item on the menu 
to check. My meat dish has a note attached from the kitchen: ‘Mr. Rott – kosher.’

I’ve given you such a detailed description to make sure you don’t worry too much. 
I can only thank God if that’s the worst medical problem I ever have…

Th is morning, Granny Regina called from the resort. She said she’s having a good 
time there, everyone speaks Hungarian, she’s getting good care…”

”Togliatti, August 25. Vadya, my dearest! Got your letter about your hand injury. It 
upset me very much: it must have been more than a trifl e if you had to be hospital-
ized. Vadya, please tell me what happened to your hand; it must be the left hand since 
you’re writing normally with your right. Th e last thing we need is for you to get sick. 
Please tell me the whole truth in detail, don’t hold anything back.

Vadya, I was really alarmed that you left out Edya’s name. Th at’s crazy! How can 
a reasonable man, a father, make such a mistake? Th ere must be something really 
wrong with you if your head is so messed up. Please take care of yourself, Rott – we 
don’t have anyone but you.

I’ve got immunity to every disease by now… Edya is getting better. Th e doctor’s 
afraid that the scarlet fever might lead to complications. Th ey’ve done all the tests, 
now we’re waiting for the results. But now, Sandor’s gone and done it… On Friday 
night, he got a fever over 39 degrees [Celsius, or 102 F – tr.]. Th ey thought it was 
scarlet fever, but now it looks like it was just a bad cold, angina. Kostya came over 
today, examined him and told him to stay in bed. I just hope no one catches the 
scarlet fever from Edya. I’m telling you this not to scare you but just to keep you 
informed. You know what kind of rock-fi rm mother I am, enduring everything and 
bracing myself for the worst. Edya and Sandor are a coalition while Ilona is the other 
side, the invader. Sometimes combination is diff erent. And that’s how we live. I feed 
them well, the children are all I ever think about…

On election day, Ilona was deputized by her school to stand by the ballot box. Th ere 
she was with a red kerchief around her neck, saluting each voter as he cast his ballot. 
She woke up at 4 a.m. that morning and was up at 5:15. Such a responsible person 
– that’s my girl! But she can wear me out, too… What a temperament!

Now, Sandor, on the other hand, is my best friend. He understands me completely... 
Such a kind, gentle boy. I keep trying to teach him math. He knows a lot, has read 
most of the books in our home library, but math just won’t stick to him…

Today, for the fi rst time in my life, I slapped Edya on the butt. He immediately 
ran to Sandor, then to Ilona, asking them to help write a complaint to you. Th ey 
refused. Th en Edya declared that he was going out on the beach to fi nd someone who’d 
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write it for him. I calmed him down and told him I could help him write a complaint 
for Papa. So, I enclose a note from your youngest son: ‘PAPA, NO BODY LOATHES 
ME. WHY? EDYA.” (Written on a scrap of paper in big block letters – V.R.)

And here’s something else to lift your spirits. Last week, when the heat went down 
a little and the children were feeling better, we took a bus to the village of Port to see 
the movie-musical Th e One-Man Band (with Louis De Funès). What a marvelous 
movie! Ilona dreams of being able to dance like this. We walked home, dancing non-
stop on the pavement. 

Ilona adores the English language; her pronunciation is so beautiful none of us can 
keep up with her. She’s got quite a head on her shoulders, but hardly lifts a fi nger to 
help around the house; of course, it’s my own fault – I don’t assign her specifi c chores. 
It’s less of a hassle for me to do things myself. I tell Edwin, ‘Papa will kick us out,’ and 
he replies, ‘Once we’re with Papa, I’ll do all the chores myself!’

Th e ballpoint pen is out of ink, so I’ve added ink to your old pen – can’t fi nd 
anything around the house, the kids have divided all the stuff  and are hiding their 
possessions.”

On August 28, Mr. Wallace located me through Jaff a and told me he had received 
a telex from the Canadian Consulate in Moscow, informing him that a letter had 
been mailed to Iya on August 21 with a query about medical certifi cates for the 
family, to which they had not yet received a reply. Mr. Wallace wanted me to 
fi nd out from Iya whether she had received that letter, and to tell him in detail 
about its content. I immediately made a call to Togliatti and learned that Iya had 
not received the letter yet.

“September 2, 1975. Exactly a year has passed since I parted from Iya and the children. 
Th is year has gone by very slowly… Today, there is at least a glimmer of hope that we’ll 
see each other again soon. And the help, thank God, is coming from kind, compassionate, 
sympathetic people, not from greedy lawyers who are primarily concerned with money. 
Joe Weltman thinks this is a miracle and can hardly believe it. He shares all my worries 
with me. Whenever he has time to spare, he’s teaching me an intensive course in driving. 
People can’t believe that I was a manager at an auto plant and not only didn’t own a 
car, but didn’t even know how to drive… I already drive pretty long distances with Joe 
sitting next to me, but I’m still too tense and squeeze the steering wheel too hard; I still 
can’t shift my hands correctly when making a turn, I brake and speed up too abruptly 
and, worst of all, I still fi nd it very diffi  cult to do so many things at once…

Yesterday was September 1. I spent the whole day thinking of Iya and feeling bad 
for her. To think that an experienced instructor like herself, the daughter of a Distin-
guished Teacher, no longer has the right to teach in the country where, for 14 years, 
she went up on the podium on this day and greeted students with her kind words! 
Dear Sandor and Ilona, good luck to you with your studies! May you grow taller and 
smarter! How much longer before I get to hold you in my arms again?
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As I write in my diary, Granny Riza dozes nearby. A week ago, she came back 
from the vacation resort for seniors where her mental state deteriorated so badly that 
I couldn’t get her back to normal for several days. She is constantly overexcited, has 
gained weight, reacts to everything very aggressively, her attention is scattered, she 
keeps calling her new friends on the phone and sees only the worst in everything…”

“Toronto, September 7, Sunday. Th e year 5736! Happy New Year! I can’t believe that 
a year has passed already. And here’s news for the holiday: on September 2, Jaff a called 
and said that she had spoken to Mr. Wallace, who asked her to tell me that he had 
received a telex from Moscow informing him that the Canadian Consulate had 
received entry visas for my family from the government. OH!!!! Th ank you, G-d! I 
wept with joy… I immediately called Iya to tell her about it. She still hasn’t received 
that August 21 letter from Moscow…

Th e Jewish holiday, Rosh Hashana, began on Friday – and in the middle of the 
night, I was awakened by a call from Iya: good news!

She had called the Canadian Consulate in Moscow and they had promised to send 
her another letter with the medical data forms.

Th e head of the Togliatti OVIR gave her some kind of paper that allowed her to 
get the exit visa application forms without an invitation from me (I am still unable 
to send one). So, she’s fi lling them out… Th e University fi nally agreed, after numer-
ous requests from Iya and directives “from above,” to give her a character reference.

Without waiting from an offi  cial Invitation from me, the OVIR wants her to 
submit a letter from me (with the envelope) stating my desire to have them move to 
Canada. Iya wants me to send her such a letter, along with a telegram of invitation 
signed by myself and Joe Weltman.

I can tell that Iya is frazzled from making the rounds of various offi  ces, but she 
sounds cheerful. I wish her much luck. I told her that Joe is advising me to get a car 
right now – I’ve already saved up enough to buy one. 

And here’s Iya’s reaction, from afar in a typical Soviet way: “Don’t get a car, Rott. 
We’ve never had one and we don’t need one. What for? Don’t do it….” 

Th e next morning, when I came to the synagogue for the New Year celebration, 
I told Joe about the news I had gotten from Togliatti during the night. Even 
though the holiday service had already started, Joe rose to his feet immediately 
and we went to my place – which was fortuitously close to the synagogue. I wrote 
the Russian text of that unforgettable telegram in Latin letters on a sheet of paper, 
and Joe dictated it to the operator on the phone:

MRS ROTT BANIKINA ULICA 6-65 TOLYATTI USSR.
PRIGLASAEM ROTT IYA BORISOVNA I TRI DETEY SANDOR ILONA 

EDWIN POSTOYANNOE JITELSTVO CANADU OPEKU PODDERZSKU 
GARANTIRUEM DOROZSNIE BILETI OPLATILI AVIACOMPANYI AIR 
CANADA VYEZDNIYE VIZI DLA VAS IMEET CANADSKOE CONSUL-



74

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 2.

STVO MOSKVE [WE INVITE ROTT IYA BORISOVNA AND THREE CHIL-
DREN SANDOR ILONA EDWIN PERMANENT RESIDENCY CANADA 
GUARANTEE SPONSORSHIP SUPPORT AIR CANADA TICKETS PAID 
EXIT VISAS FOR YOU AT CANADIAN CONSULATE MOSCOW]

JOE WELTMAN VLADIMIR ROTT

On September 11, Joe showed up at my school during the lunch break, obviously 
in a rush. “Mr. Wallace called – he wants to see you!” I called Mr. Wallace, and 
ten minutes later Joe and I were at his offi  ce. With a smile on his face, Mr. Wal-
lace handed me landed immigrant permits for Mama and me! “My G-d, this day 
has fi nally come! It is true that time is the best physician!”

“September 17, Kurumoch (the airport at Togliatti). My dear Vadya! I’m on my way to 
Moscow, taking the medical data forms which I have fi lled out to the Consulate. I’ve 
decided to deliver them in person since it took three weeks for them to get here from Mos-
cow… I got the forms on the 14th, then ran myself ragged over the next two days seeing 
various doctors; the children had to miss school. I would have had to spend two weeks 
getting all these medical reports if it hadn’t been for tremendous help from Anya (the wife 
of Dr. Konstantin Friedman, herself a doctor and the secretary of the Party Organi-
zation at the largest city hospital – V.R.). Everything’s fi ne, we’re all in good health, and 
Edya’s diagnosis is chronic bronchitis with asthmatoid changes. (Getting ahead of my 
story, I will add that all of Edwin’s ailments were caused entirely by air pollution in 
Togliatti. Th ey went away quickly after he came to Toronto. – V.R.) 

For the fi rst time from the day you left, I have had a chance to sit down on a bench 
alone, to think and write in peace. Galya is minding the children. I’m waiting for the 
next fl ight to Moscow – couldn’t get tickets for the fi rst fl ight. I’m quite exhausted from 
running around; this isn’t easy, and there’s so much still to be done! Spent every night 
for the past week cataloguing the books from our home library for customs. I’m not done 
yet – there are at least 700 books. I want to make all the inquiries in Moscow… It 
would be nice if I could buy Edya a coat; he’s grown, and Ilona’s old little fur coat which 
he’s been wearing is getting too small for him – the sleeves reach only his elbows…”

By the next evening, Iya called me from Moscow to tell me she had delivered the 
medical forms in person, but her voice was shaking with anger and indignation. 
She couldn’t even fi nd words to describe what happened to her. She had taken a 
plane to Moscow in order to deliver the forms to the Canadian Consulate as 
quickly as possible. First, the Soviet policeman had kept her at the entrance for 
15 minutes – he wouldn’t let her inside the courtyard since she had no invitation 
or visa stamp in her passport. Finally, she was able to get inside the Consulate, 
but what happened next was even more distressing: all of the young ladies in the 
secretaries’ offi  ce on the ground fl oor, who were working for the Consulate and 
getting paid by the Canadian government far above average pay rates for Soviet 
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citizens, were more or less obvious KGB agents. Th ey yelled at Iya and were 
extremely rude to her, telling her blatantly that Soviet citizens had no right to 
deliver any envelopes to the Consulate in person (?). Iya was forced to go outside 
and drop the envelope with the medical data forms in the mailbox of the Soviet 
postal service, mounted on a post across the street…. Unbelievable! So much for 
Canada! So much for the West! When are you going to learn how to handle thugs?

“October 19, Sunday. In the morning, I was at the Valencia fi xing a pump for drain-
ing dirty water. Th en, after lunch, Joe called me in for an emergency at the same 
building: the electricity had gone out due to a small fi re in the electrical distribution 
panels room… At 7 p.m., Joe asked me to come over and help Harvey make a model 
for a school project. I went over there, lugging my toolbox with me… And that was 
my “day off .” But I can manage it, I try to help Joe as much as I can. Now, in addition 
to the English classes in the morning, I also attend evening classes at two technical 
schools. At one of them, I try to master the Canadian methods of electrical wiring; at 
the other, I study the basics of the functioning of refrigerators and air conditioners, 
with which I’m not familiar at all. It’s really hard for me to understand the instructors’ 
explanations with my inadequate English, especially those instructors who slay me with 
their “British” or “Scottish” accents and hardly even open their mouths to speak… Take 
Mr. Rogers, a knowledgeable specialist and practical expert who teaches the refrigera-
tor maintenance class at the Central Technical School. He writes down all of his 
instructions on the blackboard, in complete sentences and in fairly legible handwriting. 
All of my classmates copy them diligently into their notebooks. Yet for me, it’s sheer 
torture, because Mr. Rogers does not use capital letters or punctuation marks… Trying 
to understand at least a part of what he’s saying, I can hardly keep up with him as I 
copy the endless string of words from the blackboard. Th en, during the break, I ask one 
of the Canadians to help me put periods at the ends of the sentences…

I’m feeling rather low right now. I’m starting to have some serious worries about 
whether we’ll make it in this country, whether we’ll be strong enough. My heart is 
heavy all the time. My situation isn’t easy… Uncle Arthur, Jutka, and Aunt Manya 
have sent long letters; they’re happy for me that I have received a landed immigrant 
permit and that Iya has fi led the papers for permission to leave.

Our Edik is turning seven tomorrow. Be healthy and don’t get sick, sonny. Be a 
Human Being!”

“October 26. Yesterday, Isya told me on the telephone, “Papa, Olga Viktorovna says 
we got PERMISSION to leave and that on Monday, they’ll send out our passports 
from Kuybishev!” O G-d, thank you for everything!!!

Isya says we’ll see each other again in 2 or 3 weeks… I can’t believe it! It’s like a dream! 
I just hope everything goes well. Ran over to Jaff a and Simha to give them the good news.”

Later, Iya gave me the details. When she put down the phone after hearing 
the news from Olga Viktorovna about the permission to leave, her nerves failed 
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her; she sank down on the fl oor and burst into tears. Sandor and Ilona came 
running, frightened; when they heard the news from their mother, they too sat 
down on the fl oor and started to cry. To save the day, Edwin ran down to the 
second fl oor to get our neighbor Aunt Dunya, who often came over to help clean 
the apartment and who had, moreover, become practically a member of the fam-
ily during my absence. When Aunt Dunya heard the news, she hugged everyone 
and started crying too: “Of course, it’s too bad you’re leaving, but at least your 
trials and tribulations are over…” Edwin, who still didn’t quite understand what 
was going on, put his hands on his sides and asked crossly,

 “So, are we going over to join Papa or not?”
“Yes, Edika, we’re allowed to go!” Iya replied through tears.
“Th en what are you all sitting on the fl oor and crying for?” our seven-year-old 

son asked, perplexed.

“November 4, 1975. Tuesday. It’s noon. I’ve brought my diary to school with me, I 
have absolutely no time to write at home.

Called Isya from Joe’s place last night. Th e conversation was both a joyful and a 
sad one. Joyful because of the news I got; sad, because Iya is so frazzled and is dealing 
with a thousand problems. She has seen her external passport at the OVIR – but, in 
order to receive it, she has to submit a heap of paperwork, from the receipt attesting 
that she has turned over our apartment to the state and paid for all necessary repairs 
to the document from our workplace certifying that we don’t owe anything to anyone. 
Today, she’s sending a crate with books and remaining minor household items to 
Moscow. Th e poor woman couldn’t fi nd boxes anywhere (the horror!), so everything 
will have to travel in a huge container – and then, in Moscow, she’ll have to move 
her things into some illusory boxes they’ve promised to sell her at customs…

Iya is planning to fl y to Moscow on the 12th, with Galya and the children, and 
wait until the container arrives… She sounded very anxious and short-tempered. My 
brother Yuzik has been staying at her place for three days now… Joe and I exchanged 
a few words with him. His wife Svetlana plans to fl y to Moscow to join Iya… Dur-
ing the conversation, Iya kept yelling angrily – probably at Edwin, who was nearby. 
It wasn’t easy having Yuzik there for three days, either – I understand that… It looks 
like our apartment will go to Oleg Yanchenko, the supervisor of the electronic main-
tenance and repairs section. Iya is running around trying to get copies of our diplomas, 
birth certifi cates, etc., since none of that documents be taken out of the country…

My God! I have fi nally waited long enough to see such changes. If only everything 
would turn out all right! I’m very concerned about Iya’s nerves; I hope she can make 
it through these trials.

Meanwhile, on October 31, Joe drew up the papers to buy us a house! On the same 
evening, he took me to look at the house. I was afraid to go in, held back by a super-
stitious fear: Iya and the children still weren’t with me… Th e house is pretty old, built 
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30 years ago, and quite dirty; all of the furniture is left over from an elderly widower 
who has moved into a nursing home. Th e house has only two bedrooms, but Joe wants 
to build a third one over the garage. He also wants to replace the old water radiator 
heating system with a modern forced-air one, with air conditioning for the summer. 
Many thanks to Joe for all his good wishes and his good deeds!

Th e price of the house is $63,000 dollars; of these, the bank has loaned me $40,000 
for 25 years, underwritten by Joe Weltman, with an annual interest rate of 11 percent. 
Th at means I’ll have to pay about 400 dollars a month to the bank. Th e $8,000 
dollars I have managed to save up so far has also gone to pay for the house. Th e rest 
of the sum, $15,000, was paid by Joe.

With the purchase of the house, we’re getting closer to the day when Mama Regina 
will have to live on her own once again… Th ank God, Mama is feeling better and 
calmer these days. She goes regularly to a Hungarian senior citizens’ center, taking 
along a notebook because they’re trying to teach them English…”

Two months later, I would get a visit from representatives of the Ontario pro-
vincial government who would inspect our house, ask a number of questions, and 
hand me a check in the amount of 3,000 dollars. In accordance with the new law, 
such an amount is given as a stimulus to everyone who buys a new house. Th is was 
one of the measures undertaken by the provincial government in an eff ort to raise 
labor market participation and reduce unemployment in Ontario. 

 Many years later, a neighbor who had lived on our street for many years would 
show us a book by Franc Joubin, a well-known Canadian geologist who had been 
the fi rst to discover uranium ore deposits in Canada. He writes that he bought 
his fi rst house “in a new district on the far northern edge of Toronto, at 73 Shel-
borne Avenue.” Today, this house stands is at the heart of a city of four million…

“Joe called me in the morning and said that he wanted to send wooden boxes to 
Iya in Moscow by Air Canada. I persuaded him that this was unrealistic and would 
only add to her hassles. I have no idea why Iya didn’t use our two chests, longtime 
family relics by now, with which my parents came to the USSR back in 1931. When 
I was a child, Mama told me that before they left Hungary, Papa had acquired them 
from someone who had just come back from the USA. Th ese chests, with their luxu-
rious leather handles and their brass locks and rivets, had always elicited admiration.

I talk to Joe more and more often about my future, about what I should do with 
myself. I’d like to open my own repairs company, and I’ve even come up with a name 
for it – Six Fix Company. Maybe I can pull it off  – but I worry that, because of my 
personality, it’s going to be just like the repair shop at the auto plant, with constant 
stress and lack of sleep. Joe thinks I should partner with an electrician from Czecho-
slovakia with whom I’ve already done some work: he can go out on calls on Saturdays, 
when I’m not supposed to be working…”

Another idea Joe came up with was to hire me as a foreman at one of the con-
struction companies owned by him and his partners, when I would have to learn 
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to manage the construction of private homes. To give me a stake in the company’s 
success, Joe tried to persuade his partners to make me a co-owner with a minimal 
two percent share… His partners disliked this idea and were quite sure it wasn’t 
going to work: they knew I was a recent immigrant and wouldn’t be able to scrape 
together enough money for even two percent. But Joe was Joe: if he had an idea, 
he was going to fi nd a way to carry it out. He immediately contributed 20,000 or 
25,000 dollars to the fi rm to cover my two percent ownership… I can’t even 
remember the exact amount: at that point, none of that was relevant to me yet. I 
was completely preoccupied with making sure Iya and the children got here safely.

As for my future plans, here’s one memorable episode. One day, I was on the 
streetcar on my way to school. A very elderly man got on the streetcar with a 
heavy gait. I let him have my seat while I stood next to him. Th e old man turned 
out to be Jewish; he asked me if I was Jewish, too. My accent and my affi  rmative 
answer did not quite convince him. Th e old man gave me a look of intense 
scrutiny and then asked, pointing to his arm, how many times one wraps around 
the arm (a tefi llin, that is). I understood what he was asking me and remembered 
the number I had only recently learned. “Seven!” I replied. Th at convinced him. 
He started asking about me and my family. I told him I was living with my ailing 
mother, that I was a defector from the Soviet Union and was worried about the 
family I had left behind… As I recall, we both got off  at the intersection of Col-
lege and University Avenues and started saying good-bye. Th e old man took me 
by the arm and said, “See that big shoe store? It’s mine. You can come in at any 
time and pick out anything you like, I don’t want your money… And another 
thing, young man. Remember, from now on, work only for yourself! Don’t work 
for anyone else!” His admonition stayed with me; as for the off er of free shoes, I 
felt it would be too awkward to take him up on it.

“November 11, 1975, Tuesday, 10:30 p.m. Right now, at this very moment, Iya and 
the children are supposed to be at Kurumoch Airport (Samara). May God grant them 
a safe and happy journey! Local time in Togliatti is 7:30 a.m.

An hour ago, I came back from the house Joe Weltman is buying for us. Spent the whole 
day taking plaster off  the ceiling in the basement, clearing the fi eld for the plumbers and 
heating system installers; I also smashed and threw away the old cast-iron radiators.

Today, Canada celebrates “Remembrance Day”, so there’s no work and no classes. 
Tomorrow, a teachers’ strike begins, so my classes in all three schools have been cancelled 
– but I have plenty of work, both at home and on calls. I will admit that I feel uneasy: 
the house purchase is virtually completed, but Isya still isn’t here… I hope I don’t jinx 
things.”

Meanwhile, what was happening back in Togliatti? My brother Yuzik had gone 
home to the Caucasus, with a container containing a few items of the beautiful, 
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light-colored furniture we had once brought from Riga, many years of family 
letters, government bonds, and the originals of important documents. Iya had 
given away to friends the TV set, the piano, the beds, the dishes, and the shelves 
with toys… Th e only thing she had managed to sell was the refrigerator we had 
once acquired in Tomsk.

In the evening, on the eve of their departure, our closest friends had gathered 
in the bare apartment. Th ey were already saying their good-byes, people were 
tearing up… Suddenly, there’s a loud knock at the door, and in comes the next-
door neighbor, Vanyusha, with a jar of pickled tomatoes and a bottle of vodka. 
“I’m here to say good-bye,” he says, “and to send my regards to Frantzevich, from 
the bottom of my heart! If there was one guy that built the VAZ, it was Frantzev-
ich, for sure! To think of all the hours we spent breaking our backs in the bitter 
cold, in the foundations of the Support Shop Building and on Annex Eight! 
Good luck to you all!” (Note: Th e Support Shop Building, where machinery for the 
Volga Auto Plant – the VAZ – was manufactured, was the fi rst VAZ structure to be 
built. In addition to the main building that contained the car assembly lines, the 
plant also had several annexes with cafeterias, shower rooms, etc., as well as air con-
ditioning systems and plumbing. – tr.) And it was on this note that their last 
evening in Togliatti ended.

At 4 a.m., Aunt Dunya came over with pancakes, tea and love. And, just then, 
there was a blackout in the entire 80-apartment building. Th e taxicab and the 
car promised by Vitaly Groisman were expected by 6:30 a.m. Galya Pestova and 
Ella Kondratieva were coming to Moscow with Iya and the children; Vladik 
Pashko was going to take them to the airport and help with the luggage, which 
consisted of fi ve suitcases. Th e taxi showed up on time, but at 7 a.m. the car for 
carrying the luggage still wasn’t there 
and it was too much of a risk to wait 
any longer. In the dark, Vladik told 
everyone to get into the taxicab… And 
so, the driver, three children, three 
women and fi ve suitcases were squeezed 
into the taxi and it took off , already 
running a bit late. Halfway to the air-
port, Vladik caught up with them in 
the car Groisman had sent; a couple of 
suitcases and one of the women were 
moved into the car, and they raced on 
to the airport…

Th e fl ight to Moscow was very hard 
on Ilona; upon arrival, she looked so 
green with motion sickness that the 
“Soviet” secretaries at the Canadian 

Iya and the children’s passport photo 
which was used when they left the 

USSR, 1975.
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Embassy – the same ones as last time 
– got nervous at the sight of her and 
snapped rudely at the exhausted Iya, 
“What did you bring the child for?” 
“How was I supposed to know?” Iya 
replied. “I have a single passport with 
the four of us in the photo, so I brought 
them all…”

At the embassy, Iya got a letter for 
the Moscow Hotels Administration, 
where they received permission to stay 
at the Exhibition of Economic Achieve-
ments Hotel, in a room with four nar-
row iron beds. On the next day, this 
group of six was joined by Svetlana 
Rott from Ordzhonikidze and Marat 
Gertzovich from Bobruysk, who had 
come to help the new immigrants on 
their “westward journey.” Needless to 
say, the only way eight people could 

sleep on four beds unnoticed was with the help of daily “gifts” to the fl oor clerk 
on duty. In the two weeks they spent at the hotel in the capital, the sheets weren’t 
changed once.

To this day, Iya cannot remain calm when she remembers those two weeks of 
pain and suff ering in Moscow, fi lled with endless runs from offi  ce to offi  ce that 
clearly had no point except for bureaucratic technicalities. Th e pain was eased 
considerably by the presence of the lovely, patient Ellochka, who accompanied 
Iya from morning to evening and who knew Moscow very well, having worked 
there for two years after graduating from the Moscow Architectural University. 
Ella had managed to get two weeks off  from her job in Togliatti thanks to our 
kind friend, the eye doctor Anya Friedman, who had arranged for her to get 
medical leave …

During all that time, the weather in Moscow was simply awful: cold, rain, icy 
streets. Every four days, there was the chore of standing in a huge line at the 
Hotels Administration to beg and plead for another four-day extension of the 
hotel stay. Th e notarized hand written copies of important family documents 
that Iya had brought from Togliatti, whose originals could not be taken out of 
the USSR were declared invalid in Moscow; Iya was referred to their own desig-
nated offi  ce where she was forced to make new copies at a much higher fee.

Th is period in the history of the Soviet regime can be legitimately called a 
period of legalized robbery and abuse towards innocent citizens who had merely 
dared leave their country. 

Ella Kondratyeva – irreplaceable and 
reliable helper to Iya during her days of 

torment in Moscow. 
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Th e two violins we had played in the student orchestra could not be trans-
ported across the border without a permit from the RSFSR Ministry of Culture, 
indicating that they were not of any value to the state. Such permits were issued 
only twice a week… Th e photos of the violins and the bows that Iya had brought 
from Togliatti were nixed as well. Iya was sent fi rst to one photo studio whose 
work was deemed unsatisfactory, then to another. Th e orders were done on an 
emergency basis, at fi ve times the regular fee. Finally, the photos of the violins 
and the bows from the front and the side were accepted and the customs duties 
were set. Example: our two primitive bows of postwar Soviet production, which 
our poor mothers had once bought for 15 rubles, were slapped with duties of 
150 rubles each.

Th en there was my collection of Russian and Hungarian postage stamps, 
which I had always treasured. Th ey could not be taken out of the country unless 
Iya Rott presented proof of her membership in the All-Union Philatelist Society, 
which she was also able to quickly acquire in Moscow. Th e last inspection of the 
stamp albums was conducted by an expert just before Iya boarded the plane. Th e 
expert confi scated the rarest and most valuable items… 

On the day the container arrived in Moscow, Iya went to the customs offi  ce 
with Marat, while Ellochka – on her own, without Iya’s passport on her – was 
able to obtain permission from the Hotels Administration to occupy the room 
for one last night. Marat wanted to give the porters a hand, but they wouldn’t 
even let him get close. Iya had paid an advance fee at the customs offi  ce for the 
services of the porters, who were needed to move her things from the container 
to the customs building. Nonetheless, three porters cornered Iya in the empty 
container and started demanding money… Iya – clever girl! – showed excellent 
presence of mind: “See my brother over there?” she said, pointing to Marat. “He’s 
a Hero of Socialist Labor. He’s got the money, go talk to him…” After that, the 
porters stopped bothering her.

Finally, once the container with our possessions had arrived in Moscow, the 
date was set for the customs inspection of the luggage and its subsequent boxing. 
It was only then that Iya was able to book seats on the Air Canada fl ight from 
Moscow to Toronto. 

Th e Exhibition of Economic Achievement Hotel had no showers; Iya had to 
ask our old friend from Tomsk, Gnessin University professor Gita Abramovna 
Balter, for permission to give the children a bath at her place. Early in the morn-
ing, Iya left the hotel, looking for transportation for eight people. Luckily, there 
was a large bus nearby belonging to some government organization. Th e driver 
of that bus got an off er from Iya: “If you drive us to Taganka Street and wait 
there for an hour, then take us to any good restaurant for lunch, and then get us 
to Sheremetyevo Airport by 1 p.m., I’ll pay you whatever you want…”

And, once more, our humble thanks to our Joe Weltman for the 15,000 rubles 
he had once transferred to us via the Transcarpathian town of Khust. Not only 
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did that money cover all of Iya’s expenses in Moscow, including the fi nal lunch 
at the restaurant of the Berlin Hotel in the company of the good bus driver, but 
there was 7,000 rubels left for my brother’s wife, Svetlana, to take home with her 
when she left Moscow. 

“Toronto, November 19, Wednesday. Full of anguish and hope, we waited for Iya 
and the children to arrive by last night’s Air Canada fl ight that comes in from Mos-
cow once a week. Of course, I didn’t really believe that it would happen, but there 
was that faint glimmer of hope in my soul. Iya had told me the container from 
Togliatti would take about ten days to get to Moscow by rail…

It’s now 10 a.m.; an hour ago, Mr. Wallace called. “Mr. Rott, I have good news 
for you. I got a telegram from the Canadian Embassy in Moscow, saying that the Rott 
family arrived in Moscow on the 11th, they have their visas and they will be arriving 
in Toronto on fl ight AC-877 on Tuesday, November 25!”

Th is was very pleasant news for me, but not exactly a surprise: the night before, 
Joe had lost patience and called Air Canada again and again until they got in touch 
with their offi  ce in Moscow and gave him the information that the Rotts were regis-
tered for the November 25 fl ight.

Last Sunday, in the morning, I fi nally worked up the nerve to tell Mama Regina 
about the purpose of my hospital stay in August, while she was at the vacation resort… 
Her reaction to this news was very emotional, and she was extremely surprised.”

Th at was the beginning of an exhilarating, unforgettable period when I simply 
couldn’t be bothered to keep a diary. On Tuesday, November 25, at 8:15 p.m., 
the Air Canada fl ight from Moscow landed in Toronto, carrying Iya, Sandor, 
Ilona and Edik!!! We went to meet them at the airport in three cars, driven by 
Shirley, Joe, and Joe’s friend Elemer. Granny Riza was with us too. With great 
agitation, I glimpsed my family through the glass walls of the waiting hall, in the 
crowd of passengers who had just arrived. Iya looked tired and heavier than I 
remembered; her head was covered with a fl uff y Russian-style shawl. Th e children 
had grown; the boys’ trousers were noticeably short for them, and Ilona was 
practically unrecognizable with the long hair.

Th e seemingly endless stream of passengers started to thin out at last. Finally, 
it was over… the doors closed. My heart palpitated wildly: “But where’s my 
family? I just saw them through the glass!” Th e guard on duty heeded Joe’s and 
my panicked shouts and let us inside. Finding no one there, we raced up a wide 
staircase to the second fl oor, to a locked door with a door plaque that said 
“Immigration.” We knocked. A young offi  cer opened from inside, and Joe 
explained to him that the passengers we were waiting for had not come out. Th e 
offi  cer’s reply was unforgettable: “Everyone has gotten off  the plane. Th ere’s no 
one left… I’ve only detained one family that has no entry visas (!). Th ey don’t 
speak English… I don’t know what to do about them. I’ve called my supervisor 
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for instructions, but it’s 10 p.m. and the phone doesn’t answer… Th ey’re some 
kind of Mongols…”

“What Mongols?” Joe shouted, beside himself. “Th ey’re our people, they’re 
Jewish! She’s my sister, his wife! Th ose are his children! We’ve been waiting for 
them for two years!”

“Your people? Th en they can come with you,” the offi  cer relented. 
And there they were, my frightened wife and children, standing in a dark, far 

corner of the hall. Iya had already braced herself for yet another stroke of bad 
luck, which had plagued her constantly in Moscow from November 12 to 
November 25. Words are powerless to describe the joy of our reunion. We cried 
our hearts out, all of us. We just stood there with no words, hugging each other 
and crying…

Th eir three suitcases did not turn up. Th ey were delivered two days later by 
an Air Canada truck to the Weltmans’ home, where we had been warmly received.

Th e day of my family’s arrival was also one of the evenings of the Jewish Fes-
tival of Lights, Hanukkah. One had to see the happy eyes of Joe Weltman when 
he lit the eight-candle menorah in such a big and wonderful family circle, and 
said the special holiday prayer.

Iya and I stayed awake all night. Her dramatic tales about the past days and 
about the people we knew went on and on. Th e next day, Simha Fordham sug-
gested to Iya that she should record her story on tape to preserve it as a memento…

Reunited at last! In front of Joe Weltman’s house, November 26, 1975.
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Th at recording remained untouched for thirty-one years; the tape had gotten 
quite old. As I started working on this chapter, I asked Iya to listen to the tape 
and help me restore those events in my memory. When I came home from work, 
I was greeted by my darling Iya’s crazed, tearful eyes, and by a string of curses as 
she relived those sad days of 1974-1975…

Th e morning before Iya’s arrival, I had spoken to Mr. Wallace on the phone, and 
had yet again shared my joy with him and thanked him for his invaluable help. 
He had very insistently asked me to come and see him at his offi  ce as soon as 
possible after Iya and the children arrived. On November 27, the fi ve of us 
showed up at his offi  ce, accompanied by Jaff a.

Tom Wallace gave us a grand and warm reception, smiling broadly as he saw 
the whole family walk into his offi  ce. I beamed with joy as I introduced my wife 
and children, and added that they’d been detained at the Toronto airport due to 
some mix-up with their visas…

It turned out that they didn’t have an entry visa at all! Mr. Wallace had just 
made it so it would look like they had one – in Vienna. My G-d! Another mira-
cle! Th e Soviets had issued Iya a passport stamped “permanent residency,” while 
Canada had allowed her a temporary stay until January 22… 

 Mr. Wallace started explaining to me that one could apply for a landed immi-
grant permit only from outside the country, that the review of such an application 
would take at least a month, and that the nearest consulate where this could be 
done was in Detroit, in the United States… He saw the horror in my face at the 

Mr. Tom Wallace and the Rott family, November 26, 1975.
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thought of having to separate from my family once again, if only for a month. 
Mr. Wallace rose from his desk, came up to us, took Iya’s hand and placed it in 
mine… With Jaff a as his interpreter, he told us to go home and not to worry 
about anything. He would call us in to see him in about a month.

How can I fi nd the words to describe our joy, gratitude and exultation when, 
a month later, Mr. Wallace handed Iya and the children their Canadian landed 
immigrant certifi cates. Th e place of issue indicated in the document was the 
American city of Detroit, where none of us had ever set foot…

More than thirty years have passed since the events described in this chapter, 
but we still get emotional every time we relive them. Our now-grown children 
smile as they listen to these stories, and retell them in English to our Canadian 
grandchildren who can only marvel at their parents’ words. 

My best, most heartfelt wishes go to all those who were involved in those 
events: steadfast and loyal friends in Russia, as well as our new Canadian friends 
whose unselfi sh eff orts helped bring our family back together. 

Proper credit is also due to Soviet government offi  cials who responded to my 
defection with concerted eff orts at political damage control and were gradually 
able to turn Iya and the children’s departure for Canada into a magnanimous 
gesture of assisting in family reunifi cation.

But my highest praise is reserved for our children Sandor, Ilona and Edwin, 
who bravely shared all these trials and tribulations with their mother Iya.
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Th e variety of events in Toronto that unfolded at an incredible speed once our 
family was together again can be captured in brief excerpts from my rare diary 
notes from those days. 

“… On November 14, I fl unked my fi rst driver’s test. Th e driving school instruc-
tor, who made me take two extra lessons from him at the cost of another nine dollars 
an hour, suddenly started yelling at me the day before the test, afraid that I’d damage 
his car. It upset me so much that I couldn’t sleep all night, even after I took a sleeping 
pill. During the test, I forgot to turn on the left-turn signal when turning; turned left 
from the right side of the road as the instructor had taught me, rather than the mid-
dle; and, when turning right on red, I let three cars coming from the left pass by but 
didn’t wait for the fourth because it was relatively far away and I didn’t want to “hold 
up the traffi  c” (that was how my instructor had taught me). After the test, the exam-
iner said, “Well, generally not too bad… Take one more driving lesson and come back 
to retake the test…”

“… Today, Joe and I rushed for a 10 a.m. meeting at our district’s housing com-
mission where our request for a permit to build an additional bedroom above the 
garage was being reviewed. Th ey heard Joe out and told him that the review of this 
issue was being postponed for three weeks. By then, we were supposed to submit a new 
blueprint in which the roof of the annex continued from the roof of the main house. 
We dashed over to see the architect. It turned out that this was exactly how he had 

planned the roof in the working drafts. 
We grabbed the blueprint and raced back 
– but the meeting of the housing commis-
sion was already over. Th e next one is in 
three weeks. Th at means we’ll be able to 
start the construction in about six 
weeks…”

“… Last night, I was just about to jot 
down some notes when all of a sudden Joe 
called and told me to go over to our future 
house immediately: the basement was 
being fl ooded with water. Th e pipe had 
burst at entry when the electricians were 
putting on the grounding clamp. We ran 

Th e fi rst days of getting acquainted 
with Toronto. December 1975.
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Our own house, Toronto, winter 1975-76.

Th e entire family.
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around the house like crazy looking for the outdoor shutoff  valve. Th e emergency water 
control offi  cers who came to the rescue couldn’t fi nd it either. It turned out that, back 
when this house was built, the shutoff  valve was not installed on the center line of the 
property but on the border of the two adjacent lots…

In the last couple of days, a lot of people have been working on the house: carpen-
ters, electricians, tinsmiths, heating specialists. Today, Laichi arrived as well with his 
laborer; they cut the grass and trimmed the trees and shrubs around the house, which 
had been left untended for a long time.”

“December 21, 1975, Toronto “Th ank you for everything, God! It’s been a while 
since I’ve picked up this notebook, even though it’s been in front of me for a month 
– I’ve been insanely busy, but this is a good thing! I’ll try to remember something to 
write down.

On November 28, I took my family to our English-language school, to introduce 
them to the teachers and students. Iya and the children were amazed at how “easily” 
I already communicate with people in English. After school, we went to the unique 
Old Ed’s restaurant for dinner and had a look at its colorful collections, including 
the antique chamberpots collection Iya and I had already seen…

On Queen Street, we stopped by the hardware store where I introduced them to 
my “friend,” the 104-year-old store owner, Mr. Sherman. We had our picture taken 
as a keepsake. I had often stopped by that store after school to buy something. Th e old 

104 year old Mr. Sherman. Toronto, 1975.
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man knew my story and was happy to see my whole family together. He was a Polish 
Jew who had served as a drummer in the Russian Tsar’s army back when the Russian 
Empire still had compulsory 30-year military service. Th at was, in fact, the cause of 
young Mr. Sherman’s escape to Canada in the late 19th century…

On December 5, a washer and a dryer were delivered to the house; Joe had paid 
250 dollars for them after some strenuous haggling with the previous owners. Th e 
machines are ten years old; now, I’m fi xing them up.

On December 9, Ilona and Edwin had their fi rst day of class at the Eitz Chaim 
School. Th is is a private Jewish school; the elementary-school classes for girls are held 
in a building adjacent to our Viewmount Synagogue. Th e classes for older boys are 
held in another location almost eight kilometers north of the girls’ school; the boys 
have to take public transportation to get there. In fi rst grade, however, boys and girls 
can attend classes together. Of course, unlike the free government schools, this one 
charges fees – which Joe paid right away, making the choice of school for our children 
easy for both himself and us…” 

On December 11, Sandor started attending fi rst-grade classes at the northern 
campus of the Eitz Chaim School. In this Orthodox religious school, classes in 
Hebrew are taught in the morning, and general-education classes in English in 
the afternoon. Sandor was assigned to the fi rst grade so that he could catch up 
with the subjects taught in the morning. In the afternoon, Sandor went to more 

Our fi rst guests: Mama Regina and Fordsham family. January 1976.
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and more advanced classes as he mastered the language. Over a two-year period, 
my son accumulated an unusual collection of class photographs: fourteen-year-
old Sandor Rott among six-year-old fi rst-grade tykes; then among second-grad-
ers… Over two years of intensive study, he was able to reach eighth-grade level.

After Edwin and Ilona’s fi rst day of school, the two of them and Iya were 
waiting for me when I came home in the evening. Th ey looked quite dejected 
and had tears in their eyes: “Papa, we can’t stay in this country. All the kids at 
school are saying words we don’t understand, and we have no idea how to tell 
them…”

“On December 10 at 2:40 p.m., accompanied by Jimmy James, who sells the 
private homes Weltman built, I went and retook the driver’s test. Th is time, I passed, 
and the examiner hardly even had any quibbles.

On December 14, we left the Weltmans’ house, where we had fi rst found shelter, 
and moved into our new home on Shelborne Avenue. Th e third bedroom will be built 
over the garage while we’re living here. Joe has bought all the necessary dishes and is 
instructing Iya in all the details of keeping a kosher kitchen from the very start; oth-
erwise, our Toronto relatives won’t be able to come over to our place for dinner. 

On December 16, I bought a yellow, two-door 1974 Ford Mustang from Jimmy 
James for the sum of 1800 dollars, with 61,000 kilometers already on it. Seems like 
a pretty decent car; we’ll see! And so here we are now, thank God – all of us together, 
with a house and with a car of our own! My toolbox has already found its place in 
the Mustang’s trunk. I’m driving around, trying to take it easy.

Iya and I went to see Mrs. Riva Karstadt; we brought her a gift and thanked her 
for her invaluable help in our reunifi cation. She said we weren’t allowed to give any 
kind of gift to Mr. Wallace, and helped us write a letter to the Canadian Minister of 
Immigration expressing our gratitude for the tremendous assistance rendered to our 
family by an employee of his ministry, Mr. Tom Wallace.”

About a year ago, when I was getting ready to write the previous chapter, I asked 
my son Edwin to help track down Mr. Wallace. I really wanted to secure his 
consent to the publication of everything I narrated above. Edwin’s persistent 
eff orts were futile, supposedly because of a ban on the disclosure of personal 
information on staff ers – including those who had retired.

Th en, Edwin turned directly to the Minister of Immigration for help. And 
today, on August 13, 2007, a very sad reply arrived in Edwin’s electronic mailbox:

“Good day, Mr. Rott.
I am replying to your electronic mail message to Her Excellency Diana Finlay, 

Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, dated March 7, 2007. In your letter, you 
state that you are trying to fi nd one T. A. Wallace (Th omas), who worked at the offi  ce 
of Immigration Canada at 480 University Avenue in Toronto at the time when your 
family immigrated to Canada. We have ascertained that the person you are trying to 
locate is Mr. Tom Wallace. 
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I regret to inform you that Mr. Wallace passed away some time ago and, unfortu-
nately, we have no further information on him or his family.

Sincerely,
Sander Beauparais, Offi  cer of the Immigration Service.”
A few minutes later, after talking to me, Edwin sent a reply:
“Dear Mr. Beauparais,
I have just fi nished a telephone conversation with my father, who is very grateful 

to you for your help.
However, he has expressed another wish: he will not rest until we fi nd the grave of 

Mr. Wallace and can lay fl owers on it. Is there anything you can do to help his dream 
come true?

With warmest regards,
Edwin Rott.”
My dear Mr. Tom Wallace, you are no longer on this earth, but the Rott fam-

ily will never forget your name or your good deeds! Now, we are going to search 
for your grave.

“December 19, Friday. … Iya and I took a ride to the supermarket in our car and, 
for the fi rst time, bought all of the food we needed. We spent about 150 dollars.

In the evening, in the presence of our entire family, Iya lit the Sabbath candles in 
our home for the fi rst time! She has already memorized the short prayer spoken on the 
occasion of lighting candles during our three Sabbaths at the Weltman’s home.”

In those same days, Joe and I in the kitchen of our new home had a serious 
conversation about my future. I had shared my thoughts on the matter with Iya 
beforehand, and she fully supported me. By then, Joe was already rushing me to 
start work on housing construction. Here is what I told him: 

“Joe, I am infi nitely grateful to you for all the good you have done for our 
family. In these last two years, I have had the opportunity to work with you 
closely. Now, you have tried to persuade your partners to make me a partner in 
the fi rm, and you have even contributed 25,000 dollars for my share in the busi-
ness. But I have made a decision: I am not going into business with you. I don’t 
want you to be my business partner – I want you to be, and forever remain, my 
cousin. What’s more, your kindness, generosity, and care have made you a true 
father to our entire grateful family. Iya and I never knew our fathers. Our bound-
less gratitude to you is fully shared by Mama Regina, Sandor, Ilona, and Edwin. 
Forgive me if my decision causes you any kind of unpleasantness. I will try to 
start my own small business repairing household equipment, and my family will 
always love our Jozska Bacsi!”

Joe Weltman did not take my announcement very well. He was surprised and 
upset. He tried to protest, but Iya and I sincerely tried to convince him that this 
was how we should build our future. Of course, Joe really wanted to help our 
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family start a new life. In addition to this sincere desire, Joe was also in the grip 
of his innate, unshakeable confi dence that the success of any venture is possible 
only if everything is done according to his plan.

Several years went by, and, in the same kitchen, our beloved Jozska Bacsi made 
an admission from the heart: “Vladimir, your decision about the partnership 
back then was the right one. You made a wise choice!” Joe came to that conclu-
sion when their project for the construction of 28 buildings – the one I was 
supposed to be in charge of as chief organizer and foreman tradesman – failed, 
causing the company to incur losses and further souring Joe’s relationship with 
his partners. As Joe got to know our family better, he began to realize that I had 
made the right decision about the business partnership. He came to understand 
us and care for us at a time when we were among strangers; and, eventually, he 
felt truly proud of us when he saw that this poor family embarking on a new life 
was willing to work hard and use independent judgment to make cautious but 
sensible steps toward a better future.

A few days ago, I was overjoyed to fi nd among my papers a fascinating note in Mama 
Regina’s handwriting. Her Hungarian letters were always vivid and rich in substance. 
Th is note, however, turned out to be a cheat sheet that 75-year-old Rottikha scribbled 
for herself while getting ready to speak before the guests at our house.

On that unforgettable evening, we were celebrating the New Year 1976 as well 
as Sandor’s 14th birthday with Joe and Edith, Joe’s elder sister Ilona and her 
husband Alfred who had moved to Toronto from Sweden two months earlier, 
their daughter Gunilla and her husband Victor, and Victor’s mother, the widowed 
Hilda Likvornick. Our whole family, too, was at the table, everyone overfl owing 
with joy at such a gathering of relatives. Here is a translation of everything Mama 
Regina wrote and said that evening:

“January 1, 1976. Dear, beloved guests and relatives! As the oldest person in our 
circle, I request permission to say the fi rst toast and greet you all.

I thank G-d for letting us all gather at this table today. First of all, I want to express 
tremendous gratitude to Edith and Jozsef – the son of my late sister Szeren – for the 
many kind things they have done for us. I also want to greet his elder sister Ilona and 
her husband Alfred, whom I met for the fi rst time today. Th e joy of today’s gathering 
makes me think of our parents’ village where we no longer have anyone to return to 
so that we could mourn our murdered innocents together. All I have in my memory 
is the iron grill around the grave of my Papa, Herman Spielberger, and the marble 
memorial plaque with the inscription. I doubt that time has spared this inscription 
45 years later – but how I would like to go back there today, to fi nd that grave to 
which so many pure memories are attached, and to weep there to my heart’s content 
over so many years of hardships endured.

I can hardly believe that I am now in Toronto, sitting at this beautiful table and 
celebrating the 14th birthday of my dear grandson Sandor. We don’t know what the 
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An extra bedroom was built over the garage, 1976.



94

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 3.

year 1976 will bring to each of us. Th is is a secret of the Earth. I am an old woman 
now, and am ready for anything G-d has willed for me.

My wish for my son Vladimir is to raise his children in good health. To everyone 
at this table, may we meet at a New Year’s dinner every year until we’re 120, in joy 
and prosperity.

Riza.”

“January 5, 1976. Monday. Today, Edik got back from school in high spirits and said that 
he could already speak English. “I already say, just like everyone else, ‘Dood aftanoon, 
Gissis Griffi  n!” (Which apparently meant, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Griffi  n!” – V.R.)

We all had a good laugh – and seven-year-old Edwin, who has started attending 
school for the fi rst time – and in Canada, no less – realized that life at school wasn’t 
going to be easy…”

Th e time had come to start my own business. It was going to have to be a Lim-
ited Company. Joe Weltman owned a dozen such companies, since his fi rm 
started every construction project by setting up yet another limited company. 
Joe wanted me to use the name and the documents of any one of his fi rms instead 
of launching my own, and he was displeased with my latest stubborn push for 
independence – though he still handled all the work and expenses on this matter 
through his attorney.

I had been pondering the name of my future company for months. I wanted it 
to be original and memorable, and to convey information about the nature of the 
company. My friend Simcha Fordsham assured me that the name I had come up 
with, while somewhat complicated at fi rst glance, was in no way strange or vulgar. 
And so the name “Six Fix Services Limited” was born, and on February 4, 1976 
the fi rm received government registration and its own offi  cial seal. I opened a busi-
ness account at the Toronto Dominion Bank.

From the very fi rst days, it was obvious that while the name of the company 
was sometimes confusing when spoken, it was also something that tended to stick 
in people’s memory right away, along with my Russian name – Vladimir. Often, 
people would smile and ask, “Sex fi x?” I would smile back and explain that it was 
“six fi x” – that is, six types of repairs. When strangers asked what the company 
name meant, I would tell them that we did electrical, mechanical, plumbing, and 
refrigerator repairs. Most were satisfi ed with this answer. Among friends, I spoke 
more candidly: “It just means I work all by myself with six mouths to feed.”

My integration into the Canadian repair services system had begun. My life 
was getting to be almost as stressful as it had been at the repair shop of the Volga 
Auto Plant: the same sleepless nights, the same constant surprises, the same time 
pressures and sense of responsibility – except that, here, I had no one to order 
about, no one to assign jobs to, no one to demand results from. I had to do 
everything myself: take the telephone call and understand what the customer 
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wanted; fi nd the right address in Toronto, a city of millions; fi gure out the prob-
lem and the amount of work the repairs would require; try not to scare off  the 
customer with my estimate of how much it would cost, otherwise he or she would 
immediately decide to buy a new appliance instead of repairing the old one…

Even the sight of me – a repairman with no uniform, in a long leather coat, 
driving a two-door yellow Ford Mustang with a black vinyl roof, barely able to 
speak English – made some customers wary. 

I remember that in the fi rst three or four months of my self-employment, I 
never ran into the same electrical stove or refrigerator model twice. It was always 
something new – or rather, something old, which is why those appliances were 
breaking down. Th eir manufacturers were usually no longer in business. My next 
task was to determine who in town might have spare parts for this scrap heap-
ready antique. Until then I had never dealt with refrigerators. In technical school, 
we had been taught the methods of refrigerator repair but not the method or the 
logic of identifying the malfunction, a skill you can’t acquire without talent and 
smarts. For a long time, the hardest thing for me was to learn how to correctly 
pronounce and ask for the spare part I needed – and, harder still, to understand 
the answer.

New customers found me only by word of mouth. I was no longer receiving 
weekly paychecks from Joe. I worked all day but did not get immediate results, so 
that in the fi rst few months, I couldn’t even pay myself a salary over 400 dollars…

Th e bickering between Weltman’s partners was getting worse, and since I was 
his cousin, they weren’t particularly keen on hiring me for jobs at their apartment 
buildings. 

It was an unforgettable shock to me to receive a letter from the Alexander 
Stern management fi rm in which company president Sandor Stern – an elderly 
Hungarian who knew me from the synagogue – informed me that all electrical 
services for the fi ve apartment buildings owned by the fi rm were being turned 
over to me. Badly frightened, I called him at once. I told him that I didn’t think 
I could cope with such a huge amount of work and asked him to let me start by 
servicing just one building.

“It’s all or nothing!” was my would-be benefactor’s resolute answer. One sleep-
less night was enough for me to decide that there was no retreat. And, for thirty 
years now, my assistants and I have been maintaining the equipment in those 
buildings, where we have earned complete trust and respect.

It wasn’t easy – especially at fi rst. Obviously, maintenance and repair services at 
those buildings had been previously provided by other people with whom the 
superintendents had already developed a working relationship. And now, all of a 
sudden, some “Russian” shows up, looking things over and studies them cautiously 
and even timidly, and then goes off  somewhere to get spare parts instead of taking 
them out of his trunk. But very soon, they got to know me and accepted me.
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I had an especially hard time at the nineteen-story building on Sheppard 
Avenue. Getting there always took a fourteen-kilometer drive on the highway. 
Worst of all, I didn’t understand a single word spoken to me by Mr. Glass, the 
skinny little old man who worked as the building superintendent. But neither 
of us had a choice: he was stuck with the repairman sent by the management 
fi rm, I was stuck with the building where the management fi rm had sent me. 
When the phone rang and I heard his incomprehensible mumbling at the other 
end, I knew I was being summoned to Sheppard Avenue. Early on, whenever he 
opened the door to let me in and uttered words I couldn’t understand, I always 
got the impression that he was cursing either me or his fate. I said hello, and that 
was all the conversation we could manage. Th e angry-looking Mr. Glass would 
escort me to the right apartment, point his fi nger at the stove, the refrigerator or 
the light switch, and leave with a scowl on his face.

Back then, I still didn’t trust myself to replace the compressors in refrigerators 
and fi ll them with Freon. At fi rst, however, this had to be done fairly often, and 
so I would ask Misha, an émigré from Odessa who had done nothing but fi x 
refrigerators in his city’s restaurants back in the Soviet Union, to do the job. 
Misha was good at what he did, but he had a typical Odessite’s attitude toward 
punctuality, and I would have to spend hours waiting for him in the lobby of 
the building on Sheppard Avenue. Mr. Glass just kept wondering why I was 
sitting there wasting my time…

A couple of years later, Mr. Glass and I fi nally learned to understand each 
other. It turned out that he was a real Scotsman, and his pronunciation had 
withstood all English infl uence… During the war, he had served on a submarine 
which was sunk by a German torpedo. He and his wife adored each other, and 
I had a much easier time understanding his wife from the very start. By and by, 
he and I became friends, and when I brought him a gift before his retirement, 
he hugged me and teared up.

“March 8, 1976. Sandor and Edwin have been circumcised. I picked up Iya at the 
English language school, and we went to the hospital together to see our boys. Iya was 
very upset that her children were being “tortured” like this. Th ey had a room all to 
themselves. Sandor was taking good care of his ailing little brother, bringing him 
water and taking him to the toilet. Meanwhile, Edwin immediately made a com-
plaint to the “troubled, angry Genghis Khan” – his Mama Iya: “Th ey did it… It’s so 
disgusting… I liked it better before.”

“April 29, 1976. Tonight, I made my last trip to the Central Technical School 
where, at last, I took the fi nal test for the “Air Conditioning and Refrigeration” course. 
But I won’t dwell on the fact that I took the test in English and answered all 50 ques-
tions posed by Mr. Rogers, or on the fact that afterwards, I was running late to pick 
up Iya at George Brown College where she is taking an accelerated English class. 
Rather, I want to record an amusing story Sandor told us when Iya and I got home.
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When leaving, I instructed the children to vacuum the house, wash the fl oors in 
the kitchen and the hallway, do the dishes, practice on the piano and do some reading. 
I also gave fi rm orders that Edya must be in bed at 9 p.m., Ilona at 9:15, and San-
dor at 9:30.

Sandor told us, “Th at’s exactly how it was, Papa. We did everything you said! Edya 
was in bed at nine, but then he remembered that he had left his shirt and pants by 
the TV. So he got up and ran over to pick them up. And then Sis (Ilona) says sarcas-
tically, ‘Aha, Edya! Now I get an extra minute before bedtime, too…’” What a burst 
of the Spielberger temperament! “

I am writing this chapter in August 2007, trying, as briefl y as I can, to convey 
the variety of events with which our family started its new life on hospitable 
Canadian soil. We had left the Soviet Union, but our good and loyal friends were 
still in our hearts. We wrote to them regularly and started sending packages 
almost at once. At the time, the land of socialism was in the grip of awful short-
ages; store shelves were bare. People were happy to get any kind of foreign goods: 
a blouse, a pair of socks or any other clothing, a pen, a lighter. Not only did we 
want to bring our friends some joy with our presents, we also felt a certain sense 
of obligation toward them. We couldn’t remain indiff erent when they had noth-
ing and we were surrounded by such abundance. Wanting to make our friends 
happy, we bought them presents in the cheapest stores, or sent things given to 
us by Canadian friends and relatives.

Th e system of sending parcels to the Soviet Union was organized just as insidi-
ously as everything in Soviet life. We sent our fi rst packages by regular Canadian 
post, and they were delivered. However, our poor recipients were charged exorbitant 
customs duties on each item; with their low salaries, it was simply highway robbery. 

Th ere were two fi rms in Toronto that specialized in sending parcels to the 
USSR, and where the sender could pay not only the postage but also the customs 
fees so that the recipient would not be charged. One of them was called “Th e 
Ukrainian Book.” Th e fi rm had an offi  cial list of customs fees (in rubles!) on 
various items. Th e Ukrainian Book accepted only new items for shipment, and 
they had to have the price tags intact. Rolls of fabric were accepted without price 
tags, because the fabric – crimplene, which was in fashion at the time – had to 
be bought only from Th e Ukrainian Book.

I am looking at a fascinating list of items we enclosed in a large box sent to 
Togliatti in May 1976 and addressed to Dr. Konstantin Friedman. Iya put a label 
on each item to indicate for whom the gift was intended. Th e package contained 
31 items, all of which Kostya was supposed to distribute to our friends: the musi-
cians Galya and Nadya, the Shapiros, Pashkos, Kostya himself and his family, 
and even Marat in Bobruysk and Aunt Manya in Ulan-Ude… In addition to the 
shipping costs for the parcel, Th e Ukrainian Book calculated and charged a 
customs fee of 560 rubles based on the Soviet price list – which was converted 



98

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 3.

to 280 Canadian dollars at some sort of unbelievable exchange rate. Persistent 
rumors in Toronto asserted that, at the direction of the Soviet government, this 
money went to the Communist Party of Canada. 

Here, as a curio, are the customs fees paid according to the Soviet price list: a 
man’s shirt, 20 rubles; a child’s sweater, 10 rubles; a woman’s dress, 40 rubles; a knit 
woman’s blouse with long sleeves, 40 rubles; a juniors’ jacket, 20 rubles; a skirt, 
15 rubles; panties, 5 rubles; three rolls of crimplene, 240 rubles.

Restoring our memory of the events of those fi rst years in Canada became 
much easier for us when our loyal 
friend Nadya Pavlova gave us an unu-
sual gift in 2007. Nadya has a family 
and teaches at the Togliatti Higher 
School of Music, but for the last sev-
eral years she has also been taking good 
care of Anya, the lonely old widow of 
our long-dead friend Kostya Friedman. 
Recently, with Anya’s consent, Nadya 
sent us all the letters and photographs 
that we had mailed to the Friedmans 
from Canada, and that they had pre-
served over the years.

On July 4, 1976, the United States of 
America celebrated its 200th anniver-

Our fi rst excursion to Niagara Falls 
under the supervision of Edith 

and Joe Weltman.

In front of Lake Ontario and the battleship HMS Haida – a veteran 
of WWII and the Korean Wars. In the background are the skyscrapers of downtown 

Toronto and the CN Tower.
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sary. Shortly before the holi-
day, Ilona wrote a letter to 
U.S. President Gerald Ford, 
wishing his great country a 
happy anniversary and much 
happiness and prosperity. Ilo-
na’s letter said:

“Th e Fourth of July is a holi-
day for me, too. It’s my birthday. 
I will be 12 years old. Our fam-
ily only emigrated to Canada 
from the Soviet Union six 
months ago, but when I grow up 
I would like to come and see the 
United States.”

A couple of weeks later, Ilona received a package from the White House. Along 
with thanks for her letter to the President of the United States and birthday 
greetings, the package contained travel guides and maps for every state in the 
USA. Our family was delighted to have been so honored.

Our children had their fi rst semester of school from December to June. San-
dor got an “excellent” grade in ninth-grade mathematics, but his English was 
classifi ed as being at sixth-grade level. Ilona enrolled in sixth grade and received 
very good marks in every subject. Edwin turned out to be a smart, brainy, quick-
witted boy who got along well with all the other kids. His classmates’ parents 

After nearly four decades this curious shack, with an opening roof, 
still accomodates the entire family where each fall during the holiday of Sukkoth 
we gather to drink wine and eat challah with honey. Th is structure was built in 
our backyard by Grade 9 student Sandor with help from his father and brother, 
Edwin. It was made from the boards of the crate in which Iya’s luggage arrived 

to Toronto from Moscow.
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started inviting him to their homes and taking him along on trips. He fi nished 
the year as one of the best students in his class and got a book as a gift.

After the end of the fi rst school year, our good cousin Joe Weltman sent San-
dor and Ilona to a Jewish summer camp. When they returned, they were fl uent 
in English and immediately taught me, in Hebrew, the words of blessing that 
must be said when reading the Torah.

In August 1976, we were able to fulfi ll a dream: we paid 800 dollars to buy 
the 30-volume Encyclopaedia Britannica, with a 15-volume children’s encyclo-
paedia and four huge volumes of Webster’s Dictionary as supplements. Our 
family also visited the world’s highest television tower which had just been built 
in Toronto. Th e ride in the high-speed elevator took our breaths away, and being 
able to see Toronto, Lake Ontario, and even the American city of Rochester from 
the top of the building felt like a miracle.

And now, a few events from 1977. Ilona was attending an Orthodox Jewish 
school, but I also took my daughter to dance lessons at the School of Music and 
Modern Dance twice a week. She had an irrepressible passion for dance gymnas-
tics; she had started training at the age of six and had achieved the highest-level 
adult category of skill by eleven (when she left the Soviet Union). At the same 
time, Ilona started taking private piano lessons with Marina Geringas and won 
awards at the Scarborough Music Festival for two years in a row. I also drove 
Ilona and Sandor to evening classes where she studied typing and he, wood-
carving. Meanwhile, Iya had enrolled in evening classes in engineering graphics 
at Ryerson University in order to learn English faster.

Granny Riza was still living on her own in her apartment, but was no longer able 
to take care of herself. Starting in April, she began to attend a seniors’ day care 

Our fi rst time celebrating Channukah in our own house. December 1976.
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Our fi rst foreign 
visitors: cousins 
Jerome and Ceci 

Spielberger from the 
USA, and cousin 
Andras Roth and 

family from Israel, 
1976.
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center. Every morning at 8:30, a bus picked her up at the front door, and then 
brought her home at fi ve o’clock.

We got our fi rst visit from an American relative, a happy event. Th e relative 
was my cousin Zelma Spielberger from Philadelphia, the daughter of Mama’s 
third brother Armin – one of the three eldest sons of Herman Spielberger who 
fl ed to America as young men to get away from their father’s severity. Zelma was 
born in America. When we met, she was the president of the women’s division 
of the Pennsylvania chapter of the ORT. Th e ORT is a labor organization created 
by Jewish philanthropists from prerevolutionary Russia to off er professional 
training to young Jewish men and women. Zelma told us that her section raised 
up to 30 million dollars a year for aid to technical schools in Israel and in many 
other countries. After Joe Weltman, Zelma was our second living source of 
information; we learned a lot from her about the Spielbergers’ descendants in 
the United States.

At the advice of teachers, Iya spent the two summer months helping Edya 
study all the subjects of the third-grade curriculum. In September he transferred, 
fully prepared, directly from the second grade to the fourth – the grade appropri-
ate to his age level.

In late August, I took my fi rst vacation in three years, and my family went on 
our fi rst trip – to Montreal. Joe lent us his comfortable car with a working air 
conditioner. Th e huge “Ford Mercury” even had a highway police radar detector. 
First, we spent several hours on Lake Ontario at the wonderful Th ousand Islands 
park. In Montreal, we stayed for three days with the family of Polina and Yefi m 
Akselbant, émigrés from Bobruysk who showed us around the beautiful city and 
the Expo-67 pavilions. 

On the way back, we spent an entire day in Ottawa. We visited the museums, 
but our visit to the Parliament building was the most memorable part of the trip. 
We were still creatures of Soviet habit, and it was amazing to us that visitors were 
allowed not only to tour the building but to go inside the chamber of the Cana-
dian Parliament and sit in the chairs occupied by the legislators when parliament 
was in session.

Returning from our trip, we learned that we were about to have our fi rst 
overnight guests: my cousin Andras (Perec Roth), the son of Papa’s brother 
Arthur, was coming over the next day with his wife and their two daughters. 
Th ey had been living in Israel since 1956.

In October, I lost my Ford Mustang. I was going out on an emergency call late 
at night and stopped before making a left turn to let the traffi  c pass. At that 
moment, a truck whose driver had dozed off  slammed into my car from behind. 
Th e impact was so hard that I was unable to pull out the ignition key. Th e engine 
was still running but the gas tank had sprung a leak. And what did I do? Instead 
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of waiting for help or think-
ing about his safety, this engi-
neer from Bobruysk, the 
former manager of the huge 
repair shop of the VAZ auto 
plant, took the biggest wrench 
he could fi nd in the trunk, 
used it to pry off  the badly 
bent bumper which was 
pressing down on the rear 
wheels, and went home, 
dousing the streets of Toronto with leaking gasoline from the tank. I drove with 
my windows open: otherwise, one couldn’t breath with all the gas fumes.

Th e young driver who had hit me was very distraught; he apologized, gave me 
his personal information and stayed behind to wait for assistance while I went 
home. My neck and back hurt for several weeks but I never went to see a doctor. 
Th is was, however, my fi rst encounter with the Canadian insurance industry. Th e 
attorney I hired, specializing in traffi  c accidents, was able to negotiate a decent 
settlement with the truck driver’s insurance company, with the Mustang written 
off  as beyond repair. However, I only received 300 dollars while the rest was 
“barely enough to cover the attorney’s costs.” And that’s how I became the owner 
of a 1978 Ford Fairmont station wagon.

In December, the schools held parent-teacher meetings. Much to our surprise, they 
turned out to be very diff erent from the ones we were used to in the Soviet Union. 
Th ere was no general meeting, no tribunal. During the school day, the children 
made appointments for their parents for a talk with each teacher at a specifi c time. 
We had three children, other parents had many more, and many parents had to 
do a lot of running around that evening. In the auditorium, six teachers sat at tables 
in diff erent corners while the parents lined up to talk to them. When it was our 
turn, Iya and I sat down before the teacher who talked to us in a quiet voice. All 
of our children turned out to be good students, and when Ilona’s teachers heard 
our “perfect” English, they couldn’t believe that our daughter had been in Canada 
for only two years and had spoken only Russian in her native country. 

At the end of the year, Iya and I passed the necessary exams and were admitted 
into the Association of Professional Engineers of the Ontario Province – APEO. 
We received professional engineers’ diplomas and personal seals. From now on, 
we could proudly add “P. Eng.” to our names. Th is gave us the hope that we 
could still put our past skills and knowledge to good use – even though, when 
Iya was going to Canada, she had hoped for nothing better than a job as a clean-
ing woman or a scullery maid. 
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After receiving our engineering licenses, we mustered the nerve to go to the 
University of Toronto and off er them Iya’s fourteen-year experience of teaching 
descriptive geometry and engineering graphics. Fortunately, it turned out that 
at that very moment, they needed an assistant for grading the works of students, 
and in January 1978 Iya began her fi rst semester in Canada.

From Iya’s letter to Togliatti:
“May 19, 1978, Toronto. … My fi rst semester ended with an exam on April 26, 

and on May 15 I started teaching at summer evening courses twice a week, from 7 
to 10 p.m. Th e exam was a written test. All the students in the class took it simulta-
neously from 9 a.m. to noon, 300 people in four classrooms. Th e department has four 
professors and two assistants. During the exams, additional instructors are assigned 
to every classroom to monitor the students, while department faculty members answer 
any questions the students may have. Th e exam consisted of four descriptive geometry 
problems, in blueprint format. To ensure fairness, the student’s name is not indicated 
on the exam papers, just the student number. Each instructor checks only one or two 
problems in all 300 papers. If a student is caught copying from someone else, the 
off ender’s participation in the exam is terminated immediately and the process of 
expulsion from university is set in motion, with no right of readmission. Information 
about the student is also sent to every university in North America.

All subjects have written exams only. At the exams, the students are very focused 
and well-organized. At the lectures, however, their behavior is far worse than that of 
Soviet students; they are very loose and undisciplined. If someone fails an exam, it 
can be retaken only in the next semester.

I enjoyed this semester very much, 
since everything here is very new and 
unusual for me. My superiors have recog-
nized me as a highly qualifi ed engineer, 
and the students in my group received the 
best grades for the semester. I spent the 
whole term fussing over them like a 
mother hen and had long offi  ce hours for 
all those who wanted extra tutoring. 

However, both my English and my life 
experience are still far below the desired 
level in these circumstances. Here I am 
like a babe, learning something new and 
unexpected every day. I’m too embar-
rassed to talk and prefer to listen. Bless 
Rott for forcing me into all sorts of schools 
and courses for two years – otherwise, I 
would have never seen the inside of a uni-
versity.
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We’ve got a large and complicated family. Everyone needs care, attention, and an 
individual approach. Grandma Riza is now in good shape, her mind is sound (many 
thanks to the doctors!), but she doesn’t do anything around the house and we have to 
help her with everything.

Sandor is my best friend, a handsome young man, very sensitive and patient but 
lazy (in a quiet way). You have to keep asking him and prodding him – he always 
has something on his mind other than school. He absolutely adores his grandma, 
always has ever since he was an infant.

Ilona is a smart girl, an excellent and hardworking student, but she doesn’t help 
much around the house; you always have to ask her for help, but she needs to be 
handled with special care and requires a lot of attention – and I am, for the most 
part, an overworked psycho. Ilona is taking sewing lessons at school and is already 
sewing quite well. She’s made two skirts for herself and is now making a dress, with 
me as a consultant. She won’t practice on the piano unless you remind her to practice, 
but even so she’s playing quite well by now. She likes to have nice clothes and shoes 
but doesn’t ask us for much; sometimes, she suff ers in silence. Of course, I try to make 
something out of nothing for her, but mostly I just appeal to her good judgment. 
Unfortunately, there are many things we can’t aff ord.

No complaints about Edwin, but his “illness” is television (13 channels that broad-
cast 24 hours a day, all in color, interesting programming). We don’t have the time to 
keep him busy on a regular basis, and that’s bad for him. Our Edya isn’t getting enough 
from his parents. However, he really likes to read, and goes to the library every week; 
he’s very sociable and always smiling.

Th at leaves our Papa, Vadya. He’s always running around, always busy, always in 
a hurry, always helping someone out, stressing a lot, always watching out for something 
or other. His hands ache at night because he spends a lot of time working with drills, 
pliers and screwdrivers. Th ose elegant violinist’s fi ngers are no more; his palms have 
gotten bigger. Th en again, he’s feeding us all!”

(It is fascinating to re-read that letter from Iya today, so many years later. What 
a light and inspired account she gave of her fi rst semester at the Canadian uni-
versity! But in fact, those years of teaching in Toronto have survived in our 
memory as the hardest, most challenging period in the life of Professor Rott.

First of all, she bore the brunt of taking care of the house, helping the three 
children with their studies, and caring for Mama Regina. Secondly, she had to 
attend a full series of lectures by three professors in her fi eld. Because of her weak 
knowledge of English, Iya had to memorize by heart some passages from the 
textbook.

Here is a funny – and, for her, quite unfortunate – example from one of her 
fi rst sessions as an instructor. A Chinese student asked her, “Can I be excused?”, 
which she took to mean, “Can I be forgiven?” Confused by the question, Iya was 
at a loss and asked him to repeat it. Th e young man realized that she didn’t 
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understand him and rephrased his question more bluntly, asking if he could go 
to the bathroom. We certainly never forgot that particular English phrase!

When the time came to give lectures, Iya’s main concern as a responsible 
instructor was not for what to say to her students, but how to say it! It took her 
40 hours to prepare for one class.)

On the last Sunday in May, the traditional Walkathon – a walk by Jewish children 
in support of Israel – was held in Toronto. For a week before the event, the chil-
dren went door to door asking people to sponsor their walk. As a rule, people 
agreed to donate 10 to 15 cents per kilometer; Joe Weltman pledged a dollar per 
kilometer. Each student had a record sheet on which checks were placed at the 
monitoring stations passed by Walkathon participants; after the walk, the chil-
dren went back to their sponsors and collected the money. 

It was an unforgettable sight. Th e diligent walkers of all ages started out from 
the northern part of Bathurst Street at 10 a.m., wearing sun hats and athletic 
shoes. Th ere were police offi  cers standing at many street corners to ensure the 
participants’ security. One could join the walk at any time before noon. At the 
monitoring stations, there were large tents where people could rest, get a foot 
massage or relief for their calluses, and pick up some water.

It was especially touching to see that the majority of the children on the walk 
were accompanied by parents who carried backpacks with food. 

Iya and I, too, decided to keep our children company rather than let them 
walk on their own. It turned out to be quite an ordeal, but together, the fi ve of 
us bravely completed the entire 30-kilometer walk. Sandor, Ilona and Edwin 
raised 125 dollars for Israel on that day. We went home by public transportation. 
Today, it’s our grandchildren who do the Walkathon in May accompanied by 
their parents, while Iya and I listen proudly to their stories and sponsor them 
generously.

We were still in regular contact with Yuzik’s family. My brother continued to 
fantasize about a future in Hungary. I was well aware that no advice could change 
his mind, but I felt badly for him nonetheless. After all, he had been like a father 
to me since he was nine years old. Before her departure from the Soviet Union, 
Iya had given Yuzik all the money she had left over from Joe Weltman’s Transcar-
pathian gift, and all I could do was wait for developments. A few of Svetlana’s 
letters from those days are now before me: they are full of resolve and fi ghting 
spirit. In those letters, she expresses gratitude and support for my actions and 
seems convinced that I am, without a doubt, fi ghting for their future too.

To fi nd out more about their disposition, I arranged for Yuzik’s family to make 
a trip to Hungary and meet with Joe Weltman there. In Hungary, Joe developed 
a very high opinion of my brother’s family, of their focus and determination. He 
was particularly impressed by Svetlana’s energy and drive.
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On June 24’th, 1978 my brother Joseph along with his family emigrated from the 
USSR to Canada.
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More excerpts from Iya’s letters to Togliatti:
“July 6, 1978, Toronto. …We have news – the news of all news! On June 24, 

Yuzef, Svetlana, Felix and Hermann arrived in Toronto. Th ey waited for only a 
month to get permission to leave. So now, the entire Rott family is outside the USSR. 
Papa Ferenc’s 47-year mistake has been corrected. For now, they live in our house, in 
the basement where we have three guest rooms. Th e parents are getting free English 
classes from the government with a stipend of 170 dollars a week. Th is is very good. 
We think they’ll be all right. Yuzik is a highly qualifi ed musician, and besides, we’re 
here to help them. For the time being, I have a crowd of nine people to feed – ten on 
Saturdays and Sundays. Chicken, tongue, steak – I try to serve the best, it’s been a 
while since they’ve seen anything like that. In other words, I’m working hard and 
never leaving my post in the kitchen; it’s not easy, but I feel the joy.

Yesterday, we took Yuzef to the new central library and looked around the music 
section. Got a record and sheet music for an opera by a local composer. Yuzik was 
sitting there listening and conducting. All the visitors wear headphones, so everyone’s 
listening but there’s total silence on the outside, except that one person makes motions 
as if conducting, another makes faces, a third sways back and forth to the music – to 
each his own. Th ey also have soundproof studios with a piano; you can play and sing.”

“September 9, 1978. Toronto. …Haven’t written to you in ages; I’ve been very 
busy, and all because of guests! We’re playing host from mid-May and until the end 
of September. Th e guest season was started by friends from Montreal who came here 
looking for work. Th en, Yuzik’s family, a good-looking, tall, well-tended bunch. Th ey 
lived with us for a month.

Now we’ve rented an apartment for them in the same building where Granny Riza 
lives and helped them clean it up, scrub it down and settle in. Joe bought everything 
for them, including two suits for each of them, a coat, furniture, and dishes. Basically, 
they have more than they’ve ever had in their whole lives until now.

Hermann and Felix are in school with Sandor, one in tenth grade, the other in 
eleventh. Th ey’re lazy and don’t like to work, waiting for the English language to come 
to them without eff ort. Yuzik keeps grumbling and his wife sings the same tune: “Th ey 
can’t do anything right here in Canada, it’s all propaganda… Th e only reason they 
give us money at the school is to show off  what a great country they’ve got. Everything 
they say in the papers is a bunch of lies, all the people are fakers.”

In other words, we’ve brought a lot of trouble down on our own heads. At least the 
parents are doing well in school and studying diligently. Vadya is helping them out; 
he’s paid the transit fees for their luggage and bought them an air conditioner, he 
shows them around the city and drives them around, pays all their expenses – insur-
ance, membership fees for the musicians’ union, and so on. He even goes to the school 
to check up on the children. He does everything he can to push them along. And we 
still don’t know what’s going to happen – will they fi nd a new life here or not? Th e 
real problem is that the law in this family is to eat often and well, to take long strolls 
outdoors, and to sleep whenever you feel like it. None of them are in the habit of 
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reading. Th e boys are big and tall, taller than their parents, but the parents still treat 
them as if they were eight or ten years old. Th e kids are smart but their minds are not 
developed; they’re like our ten-year-old Edya – all play and no work. I feel bad for 
them. As individuals they’re all fi ne, but together, as a family, they can’t accomplish 
anything. Now, Yuzik has found a job working two days a week. He’s been hired as 
a concertmaster by a symphony orchestra in a Toronto suburb. So that’s how it is with 
our second guests.

Next, we had Aunt Jolan, Regina’s younger sister, visiting from Budapest. She’s 76 
– a high-maintenance girl who has her standards and knows exactly how she deserves 
to be treated. She spent fi ve weeks with us, and we tried our best to show her a good 
time – she’s a lonely old lady, with no family of her own. For the last two weeks, Yolan 
stayed at Joe’s place. By the end, she was tired of everything and wanted to go home. 
Th at’s understandable – she’s old. At fi rst, Granny Riza was very glad to have her sister 
here; then, she got fed up with Jolan’s whining and told her off : “You’re boring. You don’t 
play the piano, you’re always complaining, you don’t have anything interesting to talk 
about!” We almost died of embarrassment – didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.

Our granny defi nitely has her wits about her these days, but she’s like a child – 
whatever she thinks, she’ll say to your face. She and I are very good friends. “Th is is 

Regina’s younger sister, Jolan from Budapest, visited Toronto in the summer of 1978.
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my Mama (or ‘Grandma’),” she tells everyone about me. Svetlana comes by to clean 
Granny’s apartment, and I do her washing for her.

Florence came over from Los Angeles for a few days with her husband, to visit her 
aunties. She’s the daughter of Aunt Ethel, the ninth of Hermann Spielberger’s children.”

On two occasions in 1978, we had to apply for single-entry visas to the USA; 
we were still Soviet citizens, living in Canada with red passports. Th e application 
form included a categorical question about membership in any terrorist or hos-
tile organization, among which the Americans counted the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union. Twice, I had to write to the U.S. Consulate in Toronto, explain-
ing that my membership in the Communist Party when I lived in the USSR was 
a common precondition for career advancement and comfortable living, and that 
from the moment of my defection I no longer had any ties to the Soviet system 
or to the Communist Party.

Th e fi rst time we needed a U.S. visa was when we decided to drive to legendary 
New York City in my brand new Ford Fairmont. Th is, too, was the memory of 
a lifetime. It was hard to believe that such a thing was possible and within our 
reach: Vladimir and his family had lived to see the day when they could just take 
their car and go to the capital of the world. We wanted to look at New York and 
to see some Broadway shows. 

Everyone was in a good mood, following every kilometer of our journey with 
impatience and curiosity. Taking the U.S.-Canada border crossing at the Rainbow 
Bridge, with the fl ags of both countries fl ying side by side in the middle of the 
bridge and the turbulent river underneath carrying away the waters crashing 
down from Niagara Falls – what an event! 

Th e long queue of cars and trucks divided into four lines at the passport con-
trol booths only made it more interesting. Americans and Canadians crossed the 
border without getting out of their automobiles, but our red passports were 
delivered by pneumatic tube from the passport control booth to the border 
control offi  ce where I was told to pull up. At the offi  ce, they asked us where we 
were going and for how many days, and stamped the entry date in our passports.

Our entire family had been getting ready for this trip. Sandor and Iya had made 
note of the most interesting sites we wanted to visit and see. Like most Canadian 
drivers, I was already a member of the CAA (the Canadian Automobile Associa-
tion), the sister organization of AAA (the American Automobile Association). If a 
CAA member has any kind of automobile-related problem anywhere in North 
America, he can make a telephone call and a special vehicle equipped for skilled 
technical assistance will arrive right away. If the mechanic can’t solve the problem 
on the spot, the car will be towed to the auto service center of your choice. 

 CAA members also receive free road maps for any area. Two days before 
departure, I called our local CAA offi  ce and asked them to map my route from 
Toronto to New York. Th ey asked how I wanted to go: by freeways, which would 
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mean a faster trip but with toll payments in many areas, or by regular roads with 
speed limits which run through cities and towns and on which one can travel for 
free. I was also asked when I was leaving, so that the map could include precise 
locations of road repairs and detour routes.

When I came to the CAA offi  ce to pick up my order, I was handed a spiral-
bound album with detailed road maps for our upcoming journey on which our 
route was traced from page to page in blue felt-tip pen. Each map indicated the 
locations of gas stations and rest stops, as well as distances between points and 
sites of interest with directions and visiting hours. Th ere were also brief historical 
notes on the areas through which we would be driving.

We chose to take the local roads and did not regret it for a moment. We crossed 
the border and drove at an unhurried pace along one- and two-lane roads, mak-
ing stops to look around and enjoy the scenery. Strangely enough, the landscapes 
of New York State, starting at Lake Ontario and going south, turned out to be 
much more beautiful than the scenery on the Canadian side of the lake. Th e 
almost uninterrupted Appalachian mountain range and the luxuriant greenery 
alongside the road were pleasing to the eye. Most of all, however, we were 
impressed by the friendliness and simplicity of Americans. People at the roadside 
rest stops and in the shops and diners greeted us with smiles and “hellos,” gladly 
off ered help, easily struck up conversations and talked about themselves. 

Jaff a and other well-wishers had scared us with horror stories of New York: 
we were defi nitely going to get mugged, our new car would get stolen, and we 
wouldn’t be able to fi nd a hotel room. We listened to their warnings, and that 
was, as they say, the only two times in our lives that we made serious mistakes: 
the fi rst and the last. To be on our guard against muggings, we came to New York 
carrying travelers’ checks instead of U.S. dollars, and had to spend a lot of time 
looking for banks to cash those checks. 

 Also, before we even reached New York, we bravely went ahead and got our-
selves a nice room at a roadside motel, for which I happily paid in advance for 
all four nights. As a result, we had to make the drive back to the motel every 
night – late at night when we were so exhausted from a full day of activities that 
we could barely walk.

Our impressions of New York quickly made us forget these inconveniences. 
First, there was the exhilarating drive across the two-level, six-lane George Wash-
ington Bridge: it was amazing that something so big and so beautiful could have 
been built by human hands. And then, it was one thing after another: the city 
tours, the boat ride around Manhattan, the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State 
Building, Carnegie Hall, the Guggenheim Museum…

We saw the Broadway shows Chorus Line and On the Twentieth Century. 
Afterwards, late at night, we walked back to the four-level parking garage where 
our car was waiting – singing and dancing a little as we walked, still mesmerized 
by the spectacle. Th ese shows were so full of fi re, so full of life and joy! Every cast 
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member was a professional of the highest quality and gave 100 percent of his or 
her skill and talent. It was defi nitely worth the money – even though, on both 
evenings, I looked into Iya’s eyes for encouragement before I could muster the 
nerve to pay $19.50 for each ticket. Both times, we came to the theater at the 
last minute when only the most expensive tickets were left at the box offi  ce; back 
then, we knew nothing about the Ticketmaster’s booths at Times Square where 
Broadway tickets are sold at half-price. Of course, neither could we have imagined 
back then that a few years later, on one of our future trips to New York to see 
new shows on Broadway, a single orchestra-level ticket would sell for $100.

One thing that I remembered I really wanted to see in New York was the 
Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Th at was the skyscraper in the postcard someone had sent 
to my father in Bobruysk in June 1935. I had admired that postcard as a child 
and had cautiously showed it to my most loyal friends as a token of special trust. 
Th e height of the building in the postcard was the subject of avid curiosity in the 
Bobruysk barrack, but we didn’t quite believe that such a structure could be real. 

Now, we had a rather diffi  cult time fi nding this hotel. We walked on foot. My 
postcard said the hotel was on Park Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets – but 
that had meant nothing to me as a child, and I had never paid any attention to 
the address. We weren’t able to fi nd the skyscraper until after we had stopped fi ve 
passersbys and asked for directions. Much to my family’s surprise and chagrin, 
the fi rst two people had no idea what I was even talking about; the third pointed 

Our fi rst time on Broadway. New York, 1978.
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the wrong way, but the fourth sent us in the right direction and the fi fth led us 
straight to the building. We stopped on the other side of Park Avenue and stared 
at my old friend, taking in every detail of the building. What a beauty! Yet it 
didn’t seem particularly tall compared to New York’s other skyscrapers – I 
“remembered” it as being much taller on that postcard in Bobruysk… I stood 
silently in front of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, thinking of all the events that had 
transpired in my life in the many years since I had fi rst made its acquaintance. 
Th e children called out to me, and it was 
time to move on.

Another joyful event in New York was 
our meeting with my cousin Jutka 
Caputo, the daughter of Mama’s sister 
Margit Lissauer (the tenth sibling). Th is 
is the same Jutka who, as a fourteen-
year-old girl, found herself in Ausch-
witz and survived while her mother and 
her little brother Miklosz perished. 
Jutka’s two children and her Italian-
American husband Paul Caputo, a 
very pleasant man who taught at the 
Juilliard Music School, gave us a 
warm and lavish reception at their 

In June 1935, this postcard arrived to Bobruysk for Ferenc Roth from New York.
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small house in Brooklyn. Paul was especially delighted by the fact that his wife’s 
relatives had turned up from so far away.

After New York, we spent two days in Philadelphia visiting my cousin Zelma 
Spielberger, who received us very warmly and proudly showed us the attractions 
of her beautiful city – from the famous Liberty Bell and the Declaration of 
Independence to the campus of the University of Pennsylvania. What amazed us 
most was the abundance of sculptures, classical and especially modern, in front 
of buildings and in the city parks. 

On our way back to Toronto, we took the freeways and made only one long 
stop – when, as recommended in our road guide, we went on a fascinating tour 
of the famous glass factory in the town of Corning. We learned all about the 
glass-making process and saw the rich museum that covers the entire history of 
glass manufacturing in America – from wine glasses and bottles to the periscopes 
of submarines and observatories.

Th e second time we needed a U.S. visa was when, on December 24, 1978, our 
whole family fl ew to Florida for the winter vacation – to enjoy the sun and the 
ocean. Miami Beach surpassed all of our expectations: the 30 C temperatures, 
the endless variety of palm trees, the beaches, the ocean stretching all the way to 
the horizon. Th e Toronto travel bureau had painstakingly customized our trip 
to minimize the costs at every stage. At the Miami airport, we got into the brand-

Our fi rst meeting with cousin Jutka Caputo and her family. New York, 1978.
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new car we had rented for the entire duration of our trip and drove quickly to 
the Delano Hotel where we had booked a room.

Today, the name of this hotel is associated with luxury and wealth. After its 
restoration in the 1990s, the Delano is once again – just like in the 1930s when 
it was fi rst built – considered one of the most prestigious and expensive hotel on 
the famous Collins Avenue, which stretches over many miles.

In those days, however, what awaited us was one of Miami’s cheapest hotels: 
run down, shabby and unattractive. On the fi rst night in our fourth-fl oor room, 
we couldn’t sleep because of the noise of the air conditioner in the hallway whose 
fan made a constant grating sound. On the next morning, we exchanged our 
room for one on the second fl oor, where huge black cockroaches scattered from 
the beds. Trying to calm down the frightened kids, Iya told them that the bugs 
had been living here for a long time and we were their guests.

Every day, we drove around the city in our rental car looking for aff ordable 
restaurants and sightseeing in Miami Beach and adjacent areas. We were stunned 
to see thousands of elderly people, mostly very old women, who spent their entire 
days sitting in one place on the open-air terraces of the small motels that stood 
“shoulder to shoulder” on Collins Avenue. Th is shocking sight made Iya and me 
ponder the fact that people who had given long years of their lives to their coun-
try and their children could end up like this in the twilight of their lives…

Th e hotel management invited all the guests to a New Year’s Eve ball at an 
aff ordable price to celebrate the arrival of 1979. Before the banquet, a dance 
instructor spent the whole day giving dancing lessons to the cheerful old ladies 
by the swimming pool. At the party that evening, the instructor made a superhu-
man eff ort to dance with each of his pupils at least once. Despite the obvious 
shortage of elderly gentlemen, the guests at the ball were in high spirits. Th e band 
was playing, the room was fi lled with the sounds of pipes and squeaking balloons 
and with fl ying serpentine. Th e old ladies were delighted to have a Canadian 
family with three lovely children in their midst. Of course, each grandmother 
saw her own grandchildren in them – grandchildren who were far away, some-
where in the north of the country. Little Edwin in particular was showered with 
compliments and aff ection. Each of our children came away from the party with 
fi ve clown hats.

One evening, we got an invitation from Andras R. to have dinner with him 
at the Crown Plaza hotel, more upscale than ours. Mr. R. knew me from the 
Viewmount Synagogue. In 1974, he had given me a Russian-language copy of 
Pentateuch, which I am still using. R. owned a large clothing factory in Toronto 
which made women’s shirts and supplied them to many expensive shops in 
Canada. He was also a passive partner (that is, a part owner who was not involved 
in the business but simply received his share of the profi ts) in the Ferrum Metal 
Manufacturing Company, a small factory that produced special types of hardware 
(handles and other accessories for the doors of new shopping centers, banks, 
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hospitals, etc.). Th is factory had already hired me a few times to repair equipment 
or restore the electrical current to the vats of its small electroplating shop. 

Mr. R. invited us to dinner with the intention of having a serious talk with 
me. He told me that Ferrum Co. had found itself in a diffi  cult situation: one of 
the four owners of the factory, an active partner who had been involved in the 
production side of the business for many years, had suddenly passed away. Th e 
second active partner – Marvin, one of R.’s close relatives – could only handle 
the sales and the offi  ce management. R. off ered me to become an equal partner 
in the business and to take charge of production. He believed, too, that the 
company could save a lot of money if I also handled the equipment repairs. I 
said I would think about it.

And there was yet another notable event that took place in Miami Beach. We 
were taking an open-bus tour of the city when some “nice ladies and gentlemen” 
that had joined our tour along the way suddenly brought us to a Holiday Inn 
hotel, inviting the rest of us to come in from the scorching sun into a cool recep-
tion hall inside, treated everyone to sandwiches and started urging people to join 
the Holiday Inn Club International. If you paid a one-time initiation fee – a 
fairly large amount by our standards – and a modest annual membership fee, 
you were guaranteed a two-week stay in two rooms at any Holiday Inn hotel in 
North America or the Caribbean islands for the next twelve years. I was tempted 
by the off er and decided to sign up…

Of course, the promises turned out to be greatly exaggerated. Th e “nice gen-
tlemen” had assured me that we had a guaranteed stay in two rooms – but this 
was not written down anywhere. A year later, when I started making my fi rst 
booking, I got some upsetting news: “Yes, everything is correct, except that it’s 
only one room.” Th e only positive aspect of this not particularly advantageous 
deal was that we went on regular vacation trips over the next twelve years.

After fi ve days at the Delano, we went on a trip across Florida. Th e tour of the 
Kennedy Space Center on Cape Canaveral was truly unforgettable. On our way 
to the center, we took a wrong turn somewhere and found ourselves in some 
kind of restricted zone where we were stopped by security guards. I had quite a 
scare, mindful of the fact that I was carrying red USSR passports on me. But 
everything turned out fi ne. Th ey didn’t ask us for any identity papers – just 
politely explained to us how to fi nd the road we needed. 

Our fi rst Florida vacation ended on January 4 in Tampa, where we turned in 
our rental car and got on a fl ight back to Toronto. 

When Joe Weltman learned that I was mulling over the off er to join the Ferrum 
Company, his response was not to analyze but to push: “You’ve been going 
around with a toolbox long enough – it’s time to start making some real money! 
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Take it immediately!” Th en, he started calling his colleagues at once: “Vladimir 
has his own business now! He’s a factory owner!” 

My three future partners wanted me to put down 100,000 dollars for a 25 percent 
share in the business. By then, we had already paid back in full the 40,000-dollar 
bank loan we had gotten for the house, so the bank readily loaned me the 100,000 
at 12 percent interest. And so I became the fourth partner in Ferrum Metal Mfg. Co. 
and a company vice president, with a modest salary of 40,000 dollars a year, or 20 
dollars an hour. I was also promised dividends on the company profi ts…

I was back to the familiar daily grind of factory production. I quickly took 
stock of the situation and persuaded my partners that with our existing methods 
and our current space, not only were we not going to see any dividends but 
production could come to a complete halt. Th e basic task of unloading a newly 
delivered multi-ton stack of sheet metal required the labor of four workers who 
spent 20 minutes on this task; the galvanization vats were tiny; the air in the 
plating shop and in the metal polishing department was so bad one could barely 
breathe; all the heavy lifting was done manually; there wasn’t enough room to 
turn around, let alone to store the completed products. We had to take some 
risks and start expanding immediately. My new partners didn’t want to spend 
the money, but they grudgingly agreed – there was no other way.

Meanwhile, time was fl ying, and soon enough we had been in Canada for three 
years. It was time for us to become Canadian citizens. We immediately fi led a 
naturalization petition. Th ree months later, we were notifi ed of the date and time 
of the civil court hearing at which each member of our family was to be inter-
viewed separately in order to be granted the right to become a Canadian citizen. 
Regina Rott received a separate invitation for the same date.

Th e instructions warned that, when answering the judge’s questions at the 
hearing, we were supposed to demonstrate adequate profi ciency in one of the 
country’s offi  cial languages – English or French – as well as knowledge of basic 
facts about Canada and an understanding of the rights of voters and of the rights 
and responsibilities of a Canadian citizen. Of course, the prospect of such a test 
fi lled us with anxiety, and we began to prepare for it as diligently as we could, 
studying Canada’s geography and memorizing facts from its history.

We were particularly worried about Granny Riza. What was she going to do 
with her English – or rather, lack thereof? Experienced people assure me that 
there was no reason to worry about Mama Regina. People her age were supposed 
to attend the hearing with an interpreter and answer a few very simple questions 
from the judge with the interpreter’s help: What is your name? Where are you 
from? Who is the prime minister of Canada?

We had two weeks left until the hearing. Sandor, Ilona and Edwin were espe-
cially anxious to help Granny Riza and got her to memorize the name of Pierre 
Trudeau, then the Prime Minister of Canada. Th e lessons with Grandma were 
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so intensive that after a few days, whenever one of the grandchildren would start 
asking her a question, she would immediately fi re back with a single word, 
“Trudo!” (as she pronounced it). Th e children laughed at Grandma’s hasty answer, 
but they were also proud of their success as tutors.

Our family’s naturalization hearing was set for May 22, 1979. And then – oh, 
my G-d! I always get the feeling that fate singles me out for this sort of thing: 
just then, the Trudeau government had to resign, and Joe Clark, the head of the 
Progressive Conservative Party, became the new Prime Minister of Canada. No 
one had the heart to reeducate Granny Riza. I simply explained to her that 
someone else had been elected in Trudeau’s place.

Our children were interviewed fi rst and came out of the judge’s chambers 
beaming with pride. Iya, Regina and I came in next. I introduced myself both 
as an applicant in my own right and as Mama’s interpreter. Th e female judge 
questioned Iya fi rst; she only had trouble with the last question: “Who is the 
Governor General of the Province of Ontario?” Th e judge was satisfi ed with my 
English and my replies to the questions as well.

Finally, it was Grandma’s turn to face the judge. I sat down next to her, explain-
ing to the judge that 78-year-old Regina had never managed to learn proper 
Russian in 40 years of life in the Soviet Union and that I was going to translate 
the questions for her into Hungarian. Th e judge gave the old lady a sympathetic 
and friendly smile and asked for her name and her age. Mama replied and I 
translated. Th e judge nodded, satisfi ed, and started writing something in her 
records. Th en, all of a sudden, she asked quite casually: 

“Who’s that?” and pointed toward the portrait of the Queen of England hang-
ing on the wall behind her back.

“Mama, Madame Judge is asking you whose picture that is on the wall,” I said to 
Regina in Hungarian. She smiled broadly at the judge and said to me in a whisper: 

“It must be her (the judge’s) sister? And such a nice-looking woman, too…”
“What are you saying? Are you crazy?” I hissed angrily in Hungarian. “It’s the 

Queen!”
“Igen?... Ez Kaizernë!” (“Seriously? … It’s the Lady Kaiser!”) the still quick-

witted Regina wriggled out confi dently, even dusting off  her German for the 
occasion. Meanwhile, I cheerfully “translated” her reply for the judge: 

“It’s Queen Elizabeth.” Th e judge had clearly noticed our momentary con-
sternation but accepted Regina’s answer nonetheless.

A few days later, Mama Regina received a letter from the judge.
“Department of the Secretary of State
Th e Committee of the Canadian Citizenship Court
(address)
Mrs. Regina Rott
2700 Bathurst Street, Apt. 703
Toronto, Ontario 
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Dear Mrs. Rott:
As you were told during your hearing on May 22, 1979, your petition for Cana-

dian citizenship has been referred for review to the Minister for an individual decision 
in accordance with Paragraph 5 (3) of the Citizenship Act.

I have recommended to the Minister that the requirements in Paragraph 5 (1) c 
– “possesses an adequate knowledge of one of the languages of Canada” and Paragraph 
5 (1) d – “possesses an adequate knowledge of Canada and the rights and obligations 
of her Citizens” – be waived in your case on humanitarian grounds.

You will be informed of the Minister’s decision following proper procedure.”
Shortly afterwards, our family received an invitation to the naturalization 

ceremony.
On July 18, 1979, at 10:30 a.m., Regina Rott stood next to me, leaning on 

my arm and beaming with pride, while our family – Vladimir, Iya, Sandor, Ilona 
and Edwin – took the oath together with two hundred other happy immigrants: 

“I affi  rm that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth the Second, Queen of Canada, Her Heirs and Successors, 
and that I will faithfully observe the laws of Canada and fulfi ll my duties as 
a Canadian citizen.”

Each of us was solemnly handed a Certifi cate of Canadian Citizenship. Now, 
we were citizens of the Free World!

From my letter to the Friedmans in Togliatti:
“December 25, 1979. Miami Beach, Florida, USA. Dearest Kostya, Anya, Vitya! 

You must have lost the knack for reading my scribbles my now, and I have pretty much 
lost the knack for writing letters. But today, I sit down to write this letter with great 
enthusiasm.

After a very stressful year of work, I’m back in Florida with my whole family for 
a ten-day stay. We’re still in Miami Beach, but this time at a more comfortable hotel, 
Th e Holiday Inn. Unlike our last trip, this time we’ve brought Grandma Regina 
along. We want her to get some sun and to see how elderly Americans live and spend 
their days. Today, for the fi rst time, we got Grandma into the water. At fi rst, she was 
afraid to go in and resisted, saying that we were trying to drown her. To that, Iya 
replied jokingly, ‘What are you talking about, granny? It would have been a lot 
cheaper for us to drown you in Toronto…”

We have three rooms at the hotel, each of them with a bathroom, two king-sized 
beds, a color television and an air conditioner. Grandma can’t get over the fact that 
the second bed in her room stays unoccupied – Edwin is willing to sleep on the fl oor 
as long as he can room with Sandor and Ilona. Th e air temperature here is 26 degrees 
Celsius; the ocean is warm and calm. I’ve rented a car and we drive around a bit.

Yesterday, on our way back from a monkey house, we stopped at a pancake restaurant 
to eat. As we were coming out of the restaurant, we became distracted gaping at some 
beautiful tree – and just then, a black kid about 16 years old grabbed Grandma’s purse 
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and ran away. She only had 10 Canadian dollars in it and her eyeglasses. I immediately 
started running after him in hot pursuit, yelling “give back the glasses!”, meanwhile 
from behind me I could hear my family’s screams: “Father, Stop! Papa, Come back!” 
Th ey were very afraid that I could be killed. Fortunately, about 20 minutes later, the 
police found the purse, which still cjntained the glasses, but the money was gone… Th at 
Christmas eve dinner at the IHOP (International House of Pancakes), where there are 
pancakes to suit anyone’s taste, is one which we will never forget. Now, Iya holds on tight 
to her purse in which she carries all of our documents and credit cards.

Yes, a fascinating trip. Th is time, we crossed the U.S. border as Canadian citizens, 
with no questions asked, with no visas and no stamps in our passports. In February, 
we’re going to cast our fi rst vote – we’ll be electing the next Canadian parliament.

It has not been an easy year for me. Using my sketches and plans for guidance, the 
boys and I relocated the old factory and assembled our fi rm’s new production line. If 
the orders start coming in, we’re going to work diligently to pay back the bank loan. 
We’ve managed to get a lot done since April: we’ve rented a large industrial building; 
we’ve assembled a new substation that runs at 1600 kilowatts, since we use electricity 
to heat enormous galvanizing vats; we’ve assembled and launched a semiautomatic 
plating system. I designed everything myself and did everything the way I thought it 
needed to be done. Th e results are quite interesting. Now, some people from other fi rms 
come over, wanting to borrow my ideas and solutions. Someone else might have said 
no – but we haven’t lost our Russian openness. We hope the others are decent people 
too. Iya has told you in one of her letters that Marat and his family are now in Toronto; 
he now works for us as part of the assembly crew.

As I write, I’m looking out the window in my 10th-fl oor hotel room. Th e balcony 
door is open. I can’t believe it’s late December…”

We had a wonderful ten-day vacation on that trip to Miami Beach. Mama Regina 
preferred the hotel’s heated swimming pool to the ocean waters. We kept telling 
her to come into the shade, but she was her usual stubborn self and stayed in the 
sun until her fair skin became sunburned and she got blisters on her back.

But the most memorable event from that family trip was a cultural one. 
Whenever we go on vacation, I always actively seek out extra activities, tours, 
and shows. Th at time in December, Iya and I saw a poster for a musical called 
Th e Best Little Whorehouse in Texas. With our English, we misread “whorehouse” 
as “warehouse.” We found out where the theater was and went to the show, tak-
ing the children along. We had no problem buying fi ve tickets. Sandor gave us 
a rather strange look but said nothing. We took our comfortable front-row bal-
cony seats. We didn’t see any other children in the audience. A cheeky, vivacious 
tune started to play, and the curtain rose… On stage was a three-story house 
with nine huge windows – and in them, couples making energetic love in various 
positions. Th e delighted audience burst into raucous applause, while Iya and I 
were so embarrassed we were just about ready to jump off  that balcony…
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Th e year 1980 was a year of intensive work as we mastered the industrial proc-
esses at the Ferrum Company and increased the volume of production. My 
partner Marvin sat in the offi  ce and dealt with the customers. In the shops, 
everything revolved around me. Th ings were improving rapidly. Th e workers at 
all eight polishing workstations were very pleased with the excellent ventilation 
and worked hard to achieve the best results.

Th e twenty-four vats of the semiautomatic plating shop, each three meters 
long, soon began to work at full capacity. Th ey were used not only for nickel and 
chrome plating but for brass and bronze plating as well, including many varieties 
of “antique” appearance. 

We started hiring additional workers. Th is was the time of the so-called “boat 
people” when thousands of people risked their lives to fl ee from South Vietnam 
after the Communist takeover and got picked up by the captains of ships from 
free countries. Some of those refugees ended up in Toronto.

One day, a woman who ran a boat people assistance program in Toronto came 
to Ferrum and asked me to hire at least a couple of people. I agreed, and on the 
next day she came back with a middle-aged Vietnamese man, Ken Vahn, and a 
youngish, attractive, sweet-tempered Laotian woman, Amphon. Ken, a former 
Vietnamese civil servant who had no teeth left, had come to the city with his 
sister and nephew. His sister had lost her husband and two other children at sea. 
Amphon had two little boys; she knew nothing of the fate of her husband, who 
had been supposedly picked up from the sea by an Australian military ship.

Joseph serenading the plating tanks of Ferrum Metal Co.
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Th ese people were so pleasant, so disciplined and so eager to work that I started 
thinking of calling the same woman from the “boat people” aid organization and 
asking for referrals for her other protégés. Th us, our fi rm acquired two Vietnam-
ese welders and three more general laborers.

Ken Vahn quickly earned everyone’s respect and mastered a number of skills; 
as for his principal job – cleaning the shops – he did after the end of the workday, 
for which I immediately started paying him extra. Soon enough, Ken became 
the company’s main “contact maker and contact breaker”; meanwhile, Amphon 
became the capable head of a crew which hung up and took down hundreds of 
parts which went through the plating process.

Getting far ahead of myself, I will say that twenty years have passed since then. 
Th ese days, when I need to buy a piece of metal or to have some stainless steel 
or aluminum parts welded together, I sometimes go to a fi rm called Gallery 
Specialty Hardware Ltd. – the reincarnation of our Ferrum Company. Each time, 
I get tears in my eyes as I see Ken Vahn and Amphon, both of them looking a 
little older nowadays, rush joyfully to greet me. After the hugs and kisses that 
embarrass everyone present, we briefl y exchange the latest news of our families 
and say good-bye until our next meeting.

Two years ago, in a casual conversation with Ken, I accidentally found out 
that he had never started collecting his old-age pension: he had assumed that 
since he was still working, he wasn’t entitled to pension benefi ts even though he 
was well over sixty-fi ve. I chided him for such an oversight, and the next time 
we met, he happily informed me that his old-age pension was now being depos-
ited into his bank account. Ken has acquired dentures; he and his sister are still 
living together, while his nephew is now a lawyer and has gotten married.

Amphon’s husband turned up in France and rejoined his family. Both their 
sons have graduated from college and are still living with their mother. Her 
husband used to work on a polishing machine; a few years ago, he died suddenly 
of a heart attack.

But back to Ferrum in 1980. It seems to me that the workers at the factory were 
a good team; they got along well and were very dependable. No one ever turned 
down a request to work overtime. Th e company’s fi nances were not in very good 
shape, but we still had to give everyone a raise at Christmas. Th e people deserved 
it; they had mastered a complicated production process very quickly. Yet I had 
to fi ght a real battle against my three partners – especially the two passive ones 
– over this raise. Th eir objections were absurd, but they cared about nothing but 
profi ts. Still, I stood my ground, and each worker’s hourly pay rate was raised by 
one dollar. 

Th e most powerful factor aff ecting the company’s overall fi nancial situation 
was the general state of the global economy at the time. Th at year, we had to 
borrow money from the bank at 24 percent interest. When I was joining the 
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business, my partners assured me that the capital fl ow would always be steady, 
all we had to do was set up a profi table production line. We had to take out a 
bank loan to build the plating system (special vats, powerful electric current 
rectifi ers), a new substation, and complex ventilation for the polishing section 
and chemical-resistant ventilation for the galvanization area. (Neither of the two 
passive partners, both wealthy men, was willing to invest his own money to help 
the fi rm.) Our debt grew to two million dollars. It was not easy to watch the 
bank automatically and cold-bloodedly take 480,000 dollars off  our account for 
the interest on the credit we have been given. However, the company’s situation 
was not critical. We turned a profi t, except that our profi ts went to the bank 
instead of the people who had earned it…

Let’s take a peek at another letter from Iya to her friends:
“August 11, 1980. Toronto. …Dearest friends, I’m very worried; did you fi nally get 

our package? It’s been nearly six months since we sent it. Here’s what’s in it: a fur coat 
and hat for Anyuta, a pair of jeans for Kostya, and jeans and a sweater for Vitya…

Th e summer has gone by quickly. It seems like there wasn’t a single day that we 
didn’t have someone staying with us. Uncle Arthur Roth, from the other East (Iya 
didn’t dare openly mention Israel – V.R.), was here for fi ve weeks with his wife. 
Now, Aunt Lolo from Budapest is staying for a month. Her ticket cost 800 dollars. 
We try to show her a good time to pull her out of her depression. She lost her husband 
to cancer last April, after seven hard years of illness. So, for the fourth summer in a 

Aunt Lolo – our guest from Budapest, 1979.
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row, we have a never-ending stream of guests. Last summer, we were delighted when 
Marat, Lina and Tolik moved here permanently. Right on their heels, Dobos Laci 
and Jutka (Aunt Ilonka’s daughter) came over from Budapest for fi ve weeks.

From the start of the new school year, I will be on the staff  of the University of 
Toronto as a professor. Ilona and Sandor have spent six weeks working at the factory. 
Th ey have both passed the driver’s test. I took an evening class on income taxes, and 
now, Sandor and I are both taking a class on French gourmet cooking. Yuzik will 
need to buy a house: his family is being evicted from their apartment because they 
have music at loud volumes for ten hours a day.

Vadya is extremely busy. He’s at the factory at 6 a.m. every morning, and taking evening 
classes on galvanization as well. He’s feeling pretty good, except that he’s now twice as fast 
as he used to be: always on the run, always in a rush, always a million things to do. He 
helped Sandor and Ilona learn how to drive; now, he’s helping Yuzik and Marat. Twice 
a week, we go over to Grandma’s; he gives her a bath while I scrub the walls clean. Granny 
has gotten fat – 100 kilos – and can’t get into the bathtub on her own anymore; the 
medicines she gets for her mental condition keep giving her diarrhea…

I keep trying to drag Rott to the theater or the movies, but he always falls asleep 
when we go – he gets so tired. Sometimes, I don’t even wake him up…”

Our great friend Elemer Weiszhaus invited us to go fi shing. Th at summer the 
Gertsovich family (Marat, Lina and Tolik) emigrated from Bobruysk, 1979.
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Despite the hard work, I was full of optimism, even though the indiff erence of 
our passive partners was very distressing to me. When problems arose from day 
to day, I tried to get to the root of them; every day, I worked exhaustingly long 
hours. Th is started to remind me of my days at the construction of the VAZ auto 
plant when I started to realize that enthusiasm wasn’t everything: it had to be a 
supplement to ability, knowledge, and logic.

Th e critical moment came when I had a confl ict with Marvin, my active 
partner. A kind and decent man, Marvin always had trouble giving a customer 
the real price of our work. He was always afraid of losing customers and thought 
it was better to sell cheap in order to make our products more attractive.

For instance, I told him that in a single immersion in the plating vat, we 
suspended this many parts on the moving rod and kept them in the vat for this 
many minutes. We knew what the cost was for one minute of immersion. Mar-
vin would divide it by the number of parts and then cite the lowest possible price 
to the customer, sometimes actually ignoring the cost and complexity of the 
suspension equipment as well as the costs of labor involved. When I learned 
about this, I went over our hidden costs with him several times, but that didn’t 
help. He still kept saying that our customers might desert us.

Th en, in order to raise our prices at least a little bit, I started undercounting 
slightly the number of parts in each immersion when I reported the fi gures to 
my partner.

Like me, Marvin gave his job all he had. Once, already under tremendous 
nervous strain, he looked into the galvanization system and counted 19 desk 
lamp bases on the rod that had just come out of the vat, rather than 18 as I had 
told him. He immediately started yelling at me and accusing me of cheating…

Th e next morning, I did not go to work. I spent the whole night thinking over 
my situation, and once again concluded that I could not let Ferrum kill me. We 
work to live – we don’t live to kill ourselves on the job! In the morning, I told Iya 
of my decision. I was not coming back to the company, not even if I had to lose 
the 100,000 dollars I had invested. I called Marvin and told him I was quitting.

Joe Weltman listened silently to my reasoning; he did not protest and actually 
admitted that R. had always been somewhat tight-fi sted… Two days later, Jerry 
Balitsky, my attorney of many years and a sincere well-wisher, found out what 
had happened and told me to go back to work immediately. Otherwise, he said, 
my partners would try to have me held liable for the entire two million dollars 
the company owed the bank: they could argue that they only borrowed that kind 
of money because they were counting on my expertise as the company’s sole 
engineer. 

I took my lawyer’s advice; but my remaining days at Ferrum felt more like a 
poignant good-bye to my crew than the work of a manager. A couple of days 
later, the partners in the fi rm held a meeting, with lawyers present for both sides. 
I briefl y stated that I was getting out of the business. Mr. R. asked me on what 
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conditions I would be willing to continue working with them. “On no condi-
tions!” was my reply. 

I was asked to step out and wait in the hallway. About half an hour later, Jerry 
Balitsky came out and told me that they were willing to return only 40,000 out 
of my start-up investment and to give me my company car. Jerry asked if I 
accepted these terms or wanted him to negotiate for a larger settlement. My 
answer was, “Take it!”

I went home in a good mood, with no regrets – even though I had no idea 
what I was going to do to support my family. Iya reassured me even more, trying 
to sustain my optimism. “People pay 60,000 dollars for a Harvard education,” 
she said. “Look at it this way: you didn’t lose this money, you paid it for your 
education!” 

Of course, in her letters to friends in Togliatti, Iya mentioned the fact that I had 
quit the business. A couple of years later, in Hungary, Yura Shapiro told us about 
the local reaction to this news:

“A dull Party meeting at the Polytechnic University is in session. To liven things 
up a bit, someone in the audience asks, ‘Any news about Rott?’ ‘Don’t worry, comrades!’ 
M., the Party organization secretary, pipes up cheerfully from the dais. ‘Everything’s 
fi ne! He’s doing very badly – gone bankrupt!’”

Th at was the start of a diffi  cult year of stressful job-seeking, fi lled with many 
disappointments. For the fi rst time in my life, I was actually unemployed. For 
six months, I received the unemployment benefi ts mandated by law – 180 dollars 
a week – while looking for a job. Time is the best healer, but I was growing 
increasingly anxious about my future. Th e Ontario Association of Engineers 
promised to help me fi nd a job, but their assistance resulted in nothing more 
than two or three interviews. I sent about thirty copies of my resume to various 
fi rms, but not a single one even off ered me an interview. I invariably received a 
courteous reply informing me that my resume had been added to their personnel 
fi le. I suspect that most employers found me “too experienced and therefore too 
expensive”; on the other hand, my Canadian experience wasn’t impressive 
enough. Later on, I realized that the pathetic look of my resume, typed up with 
two fi ngers on a broken-down typewriter, also scared off  potential employers. 
But, thank G-d, the Almighty did not desert me.

I spent most of my time sitting around the house and making occasional 
phone calls. My family was supportive and caring, but I was getting more and 
more depressed. Th anks to Joe, the news that Rott, a popular member of the 
community, had “lost his business” spread quickly around the synagogue.

One incident in particular moved me to tears. One day at the temple, Mr. 
Peretz Friedberg, a member of our synagogue and a very successful businessman 
who was also known for his generous donations to charity, approached Joe Welt-
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man, and they started conferring about something in a whisper. I was sitting 
nearby, and I could feel that they were talking about me. Joe shook his head in 
the negative, and Friedberg stepped away. Somewhat embarrassed, Joe leaned 
toward me and said, “Peretz found out that you’ve lost your business and wanted 
to give you 25,000 to help you out. I told him we don’t need the money…”

Did we ever need it! In fact, our family budget was coming apart at the seams. 
Th e bank loan of 100,000 dollars with interest hung over our earnings like a 
sword of Damocles, especially since I had mortgaged the house to become a 
partner in the business. Th e past two years had given me no opportunities to pay 
back this loan. I immediately gave the bank the 40,000 dollars my partners had 
returned. One of my former English teachers, Hildegard Limacher, an ex-nun 
who had spent twenty-fi ve years in a monastery, a very compassionate and kind-
hearted woman who had grown very attached to our family, lent us 10,000 
dollars at no interest to use toward loan repayment. A part of the loan was thus 
paid back, but the remainder – about 50,000 at 12 percent interest – caused us 
many sleepless nights. Mama Regina was not receiving any assistance from the 
government except for free medicines. I paid half of her rent and half the fee for 
her daily attendance at senior day care; the other half was covered by Joe.

I am explaining all this to make it clear why Joe Weltman rejected Friedberg’s 
off er to assist me. My cousin wasn’t nearly as wealthy as Friedberg but always 
tried to be on an equal footing with him. Th at was why Weltman turned down 
Friedberg’s help, basically saying, “We don’t need your money, we can cope on 
our own.” Otherwise, Joe would have had to say, “If you’re giving 25,000, I’ll 
match it.” Joe was well aware of the state of our family budget, but by then he 
had gotten tired of “paying for all the Russians.” I found this completely under-
standable; besides, our family was no longer in its immigration infancy and was 
standing quite fi rmly on its own two feet. We were even paying the tuition for 
our children at a private school. We no longer counted on Joe’s help – instead, 
we could only thank him, in all sincerity, for the tremendous help we had already 
received from him. Th at was why I said nothing when Joe told me about Fried-
berg’s off er of help, even though I would have accepted the off er with great joy 
and gratitude. I did not mention this to Iya at the time.

Th e same week, there was another unforgettable and deeply moving moment. 
Another member of our synagogue, Mr. Emile Tannenbaum – also a wealthy 
and generous man known for his charitable works – approached me and said, 
“Mr. Rott, I’ve heard that you’re having problems with your business. How can 
I help you?” Of course, his kind words made my heart ache; however, I remem-
bered that I was a part of the “proud clan” of Mr. Weltman, and so I shook Mr. 
Tannenbaum’s hand and thanked him from the bottom of my heart, but refused 
to accept any help.

More than a quarter of a century has passed since then. Peretz Friedberg and 
Emile Tannenbaum are both long gone; but their children – Dov and Nancy 
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Friedberg, Vivien (Tannenbaum) and George Kuhl – continue to show great 
interest and generosity in supporting necessary and benefi cial projects, including 
those of our family.

While I was busy looking for a job, some of my old customers heard about my 
situation and started asking me to do various jobs: fi x this one’s stove, that one’s 
refrigerator. I was earning real money once again, and my heart rejoiced at my 
successes, at the quality and completeness of the work I did. Once again, I 
remembered the advice of the old Jew I had once met in a streetcar: “Work only 
for yourself!” I managed to revive my own fi rm, Six Fix Services Limited, and to 
create an off shoot, Sibel Engineering, off ering the services of an electrical engineer 
from Siberia. Ever since then, for three decades now, these two fi rms have helped 
me make money, take pleasure in life, and enjoy the freedom I have won.

Meanwhile, what became of the Ferrum Company? Back in those days, one 
David Turk, an energetic and ambitious young man barely over twenty who 
worked for the company next door, often came by our factory. He placed small 
orders for mechanical work or galvanization for his employer’s products. I was 
amazed by the variety and depth of the questions he asked. After I left Ferrum, 
David Turk told his father Philip, an experienced economist and the head of the 
fi rm where he worked, that my former partners were at a loss and weren’t sure 
what to do next. 

A few days later, after reaching an agreement with the bank on how to repay 
the loan, Philip and David Turk became the owners of the Ferrum Company. 
Th ey set about improving production. At the same time, the city government of 
Toronto with its population of two million instituted new, stricter standards for 
the acid content of industrial waste dumped into sewers by the plating shops of 
the city’s enterprises. Th ese requirements were so strict that many companies 
were forced to close.

While outfi tting the new shop, we had invested a large amount of money into 
the construction of purifying equipment for galvanic waste. Under the new rules, 
however, this was not enough. Th e new owners of the fi rm made a bold decision: 
they halted all production at the plating shop we had built, sold off  the equip-
ment, and began a switch to the production of all kinds of items of stainless steel 
and expensive colored metals. Th ey rented smaller industrial spaces for the fac-
tory, and the Ferrum Manufacturing Company was given a new name: Gallery 
Specialty Hardware Ltd.

By now, this company has increased its outfi t about a hundredfold; it is known 
worldwide, with affi  liates in Taiwan and China. Th e elegant handles and other 
hardware they make on special order from architects and designers grace the 
doors of hotels, casinos, hospitals, and shopping malls in many countries around 
the world.
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In early January (2010), when this book was being readied for print, I went 
to Gallery SH Ltd. one more time to ask for help. I needed to weld together two 
thin brass parts thickly plated with nickel and chrome. As always, David Turk 
and his father Philip gave me a friendly reception. As he walked with me to the 
welding station, David proudly told me, “Mr. Rott, just yesterday I came back 
from Dubai where I attended the opening of the world’s tallest skyscraper, the 
828-meter Dubai Tower. Every door in that building has locks, pianohinges, and 
kick-plates made by our company!”

I will conclude this chapter with excerpts from a letter I wrote in those days to 
my friends the Friedmans.

“November 17, 1981. Toronto. Our dear friends, Kostya and Anya! You must have 
forgotten my handwriting by now – it’s been a long time since I’ve written… Iya, 
bless her heart, used to be an active correspondent when she had more time.

… On October 31, our family celebrated a notable event to which I enclose a 
sample invitation. It was written in English and Hebrew. Here’s what this invitation 
says:

‘With gratitude to the Almighty for bringing us out of Russia and leading us to 
today’s event, we joyfully invite you to participate in a Sabbath morning service when 
our son Edwin will be called to the Torah as a bar-mitzvah (a boy celebrating his 
13th birthday). Th e Torah reading on this Sabbath will be ‘Noah.’ October 31, 1981, 
at 9 a.m., at the Torath Emeth Synagogue, 1 Viewmount Avenue, Toronto. After the 
morning service, you are invited to lunch.

Vladimir and Iya Rott.’
(To spare our friends any possible trouble, I removed the words “from Russia” 

from the invitation sent to Togliatti.)
Th is was a huge event for our family. An experienced teacher, Mr. Rubinoff , spent 

half a year preparing Edwin for this day – and, to everyone’s amazement and delight, 
our little boy did a fi ne, classy job reading and singing in Hebrew not only the entire 
story of Noah from the Torah, but the supplement to it as well. Edwin’s excellent per-
formance was due not only to the fact that he’s a smart kid and that he studied hard, 
but also to the fact that, for over two years, he has been singing in the men’s choir at one 
of Toronto’s largest synagogues. ‘Boys’ between the ages of six and sixty – doctors, lawyers, 
etc. – sing in the choir under the direction of the renowned cantor Harold Klein, a 
graduate of the Vienna Conservatory. It is not the custom in our congregation to dance 
on the Sabbath, but Edwin made such an impression that this tradition was broken: a 
circle of men danced a hora around the Bimah on which the Torah rests.

Everyone congratulated us. People took sincere joy in such an unusual event: a 
family with a seven-year-old boy which had come here so recently from the Soviet 
Union had now earned universal respect.

Our Joe Weltman was wrong when he told us, ‘No one knows you here… We’ll get 
ten men together at home and have a Bar-Mitzvah for Edwin with just the family 
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there.’ We didn’t listen and decided to send the invitation to everyone in our congrega-
tion: we don’t know them very well, but we’ve been coming to the synagogue for seven 
years and have at least a passing acquaintance with all of them.

Imagine our surprise when 275 people responded to say that they would attend the 
service and the lunch! Th e lunch at the synagogue, with the fl owers, the drinks, and the 
clothes, cost us 5,000 dollars. Ten people sat at the head table (in the ‘Presidium’): our 
family, including a very proud Grandma Regina; Joe and Edith; and Rabbi Ochs and 
his wife. Th ere were also two tables (with 10 seats at each) for ‘the Russians’ – Yuzik, 
Marat and the others. Even my cousin Jutka and her husband came over from Hungary. 
At the dinner, I spoke a few words about Edwin, about us, about Mama Regina. I tried 
to keep my speech cheerful, but many people, including Marat, were crying…

Th e atmosphere at the banquet was a festive one. More than a dozen quick-footed 
waiters were serving the guests. Everyone enjoyed the food. Mrs. Jacobs, who has been 
running the kitchen for many years, made a special eff ort for our family. She was so 
anxious to make sure we got the best possible lunch that she came to work that day 
even though she was ailing and personally supervised her staff  while lying on a couch 
in a far corner of the kitchen. Th at was where we found her when our whole family 
came to thank her for the wonderful service after the banquet.

I have no words to describe how great the whole thing was, how many friends we 
made, and how much we regretted the fact that you, our dear Togliatti friends, could 
not be with us. As far as the number of guests, this was an average Bar-Mitzvah – but 
the mood among the guests was truly unforgettable. To this day, people thank us on 
the phone and in person for giving them such a holiday, and we are still receiving 
gifts and checks for Edwin.

We’re living well, thank G-d. Our children are very diff erent from one another, but 
they’re all good kids, even if you can’t let them out of your sight for a minute. Sandor is 
completing 13th grade and wants to try to enroll in the University of Toronto with a 
major in architecture. Th at requires not only very good high school grades but an impres-
sive portfolio of sample blueprints instead of an entrance exam. So, we’ll see.

Ilona is doing very well in school. She is already taking some advanced 13th-grade 
classes. She’s begging us to let her spend six weeks in France in the summer to improve 
her French language skills at a special summer school. She already has a bank account 
and 600 dollars of her earnings in it, but the trip would cost about three thousand… 
Maybe her brother Edwin will ‘fi nance’ his sister’s trip with some of his gift money…

Due to my ‘business stoppage,’ our fi nances have been somewhat strained, but let’s 
hear it for Mama Iya: starting in September, she has been given the position, or rather 
the title of Professor at the University of Toronto, and her hours have been doubled 
(which means higher pay as well). So, she is now our ‘breadwinner.’ But life is fi ne! 
Here, like anywhere else, the most important thing is to do what you can to live a 
good life, hold your head high, and rejoice in what you have today!

In September, we vacated Mama’s famous two-room apartment in which Mama 
and I started our lives in Canada in 1974; Mama Regina, who is now 82 years old, 
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has been moved into a home for the elderly. It’s a fascinating institution for old Jew-
ish folk; 14 fl oors, rooms for two. I put in a color TV for Mama. She was allowed to 
keep her old phone number so that her lady friends could continue calling her. Th ank 
G-d, Mama’s vision has improved, but she still can’t read – only watch TV and see 
the time on the clock. Her mind is completely clear, she’s a smart old girl, except that 
she’s gotten very fat because she doesn’t know when to stop at the cafeteria. I pay 600 
dollars a month for her care, based on our previous income; Joe pays 275 dollars of 
that amount. 600 dollars is less than half of what it costs to care for one person in 
this institution. In 1984, it will be 10 years since our arrival in Canada. Mama will 
then start getting an old age pension, and I won’t have to pay for her since the state 
will assume responsibility for her care. Every elderly person at the home gets 96 dollars 
a month in pocket money. Mama Regina, who has never learned to spend anything 
on herself, turns over this money to me to go toward the family budget.

And more good news: my student Yuzik has fi nally, after two years of intensive 
training, passed the driver’s test on his fi fth try. It’s not that hard; Sandor and Ilona 
passed the test a long time ago. But Yuzik is one of a kind, and everyone is glad that 
he has fi nally succeeded.

Kostya, would you, by any chance, like to return to the relatives a certain photo (!) 
that fell into your hands in a time of trouble? Th at’s the custom among good people…

And that, dear friends, is my full report to you. I’m not going to write this all over 
again for Galya or for Yura and Tanya; this letter is for them too, just give it to them 
to read. We still dream of the day when we can meet again.”

Th e veiled reference at the end of the letter has to do with a photograph Kostya 
had in his possession. It was a photo of an American pilot whose plane was shot 
down during the Korean war and fell next to the fi eld hospital where Konstantin 
Friedman, a surgeon in the Army medical corps, was treating the wounded. 
Kostya had picked up the papers of the dead American pilot and kept them for 
many years. He had fought in the Korean War and told us a lot of fascinating 
stories about it.

Th is reminds me of a popular joke from those days: 
“Why were all Soviet warplanes redesigned for piloting by pedal during the 

Korean War?”
“Because the Soviet pilots had to use their hands to stretch their eyes so that they’d 

look Chinese and the Americans would never guess that the Soviets were fi ghting in 
that war.”

Back then, such jokes were timely and instantly understandable. Today, all we 
can do is marvel at the speed with which our family adjusted to life in our new 
homeland and rose to international standards of comfortable living as well as 
ethnic and rational tolerance and respect for other people. 
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TO SEE THE WORLD

Once our family found freedom in Canada, we developed an irresistible desire 
to see the world, to travel, to discover the beauty of other countries which, until 
recently, had been completely inaccessible to us as Soviet citizens. While our three 
children were still single, we went on vacation each year as a family. By then, Iya 
was earning more money at the University of Toronto than I managed to make, 
and we spent all of her income on travel.

Th e fi rst, unforgettable visits to the United States emboldened us in our plans. 
Th e winter vacation in December 1980 was spent in the Bahamas, a newly 
independent country that had once been part of the British Empire. Th e dark-
skinned, friendly local inhabitants were a colorful mix of aborigines and African 
slaves who were once brought to these parts. Th is time, our Holiday Inn hotel 
stood on Paradise Island in the Caribbean, whose waves were splashing almost 
at the hotel’s doorstep. Th e hotel’s staff  seemed unusually large to us; the staff ers 
were well-mannered and unprepossessing, and their English was fl uent but with 
an accent that was hard on our ears. Th e hotel’s quiet atmosphere was conducive 
to laziness; there were beautiful pools and sand-covered beaches under the hot 
sun. Near the hotel, there were endless little shops selling colorful clothing and 
local souvenirs, and spacious modern supermarkets with shopping carts and 
rows of cash registers. At each register, a couple of local teenagers tried to help 
customers bag the purchases and load them into cars, in the hope of making a 
few cents. 

At the hotel next door, we discovered an establishment as yet unknown to us: 
a casino! Only adults were allowed inside, and our children gladly stayed in a 
large room next to the entrance where their peers were entertaining themselves 
with videogames. Th e huge size of the casino, the lights, the noise of the slot 
machines and the number of customers made our heads spin. We looked on, 
amazed and frightened, as gamblers lost hundred-dollar bills without batting an 
eye and reached for more. Iya and I allowed ourselves the luxury of gambling 
away 15 dollars, which immediately disappeared down the slot machines even 
though we never bet more than a nickle or a dime.

In the evenings, the hotels had entertainment programs. On one evening, our 
Ilona won two bottles of champagne as prizes. One was for the best modeling of 
clothes from a boutique and the other for being chosen the “beauty queen” of 
the evening…
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Our vacation in the Bahamas was made especially memorable by the Junkanoo, 
a merry, picturesque carnival that starts the morning after Christmas. In the dark 
of the night, along with other vacationers, we took a small steamboat to the neigh-
boring island, where people from other islands were already arriving in a festive 
mood. At 4 a.m. sharp, fi reworks fl ared up in the skies, and we heard the rumble 
of drums and musical instruments. Th e carnival parade began – a merry contest 
between groups of 100 to 200 people who danced as they fi led past the spectators. 
Young people wore colorful costumes, each group with its own theme: the fruits 
of the sea, fl owers, astronauts, ancestral ceremonial masks, clowns. Th ere were 
drums of all sizes, steel maracas, whistles, rattles, saxophones, trumpets. Loud, 
rhythmic music. And everywhere, people dancing nonstop – marchers in the parade 
and spectators on both sides of the street, on balconies, on rooftops.

Each marcher in the carnival parade made his own costume, usually from 
cardboard and coloured paper. One young man, with whom we had our picture 
taken as a memento gave us his mask as a gift after the parade. He told us he had 

Bahamas. Nassau,
December 1980.
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spent six weeks making his costume. His regular job was in air traffi  c control at 
the local airport. Edwin liked the mask so much that he decided to take it back 
home to Toronto. Th e fl ight attendants initially objected to this when we were 
boarding the plane, but then succumbed to our pleas. Ever since, for many years, 
this exotic carnival mask from the Bahamas has been a decoration in the base-
ment of our home.

In today’s Russia, hardly anyone would be surprised by pictures of life in other 
countries. In these memoirs, however, I want to capture the joys of our discovery 
of the world and our constant desire, thirty years ago, to share them with our 
dear friends who were still in Togliatti, behind the still-solid Iron Curtain. We 
wanted to tell them everything in our letters, but were afraid to put them in 
jeopardy. Th at is why Iya was afraid to refer to Israel or the Middle East in her 
letters and wrote of “the other East” instead.

Th e gifts of money that our son Edwin received for his Bar Mitzvah when he 
turned thirteen allowed us to plan our next family vacation more confi dently. In 
August 1982, we embarked on a 30-day journey that included a 12-day tour of 
Israel and a 15-day bus trip from Rome to London, across nine European countries. 

Our stay in Tel Aviv began with the joyful meeting with my father’s brother, 
Uncle Arthur Roth, and his son Andras, who drove down from the city of Naha-
riya in Northern Israel to meet us at the airport. By then, our Ilona had completed 
a special one-month course in Nice for high school students wanting to improve 
their French; she fl ew in on her own from Paris to Tel Aviv, where we happily 
picked her up the next day.

Our fi rst visit to Israel. Uncle Arthur Roth and Aunt Blanka greeted us very 
warmly in Nahariya. August 1982.
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Our mood and the events of that trip are best conveyed by Iya’s long letter to 
Togliatti. 

“November 30, 1982. Our dearest Anya, Kostya, Tanya, Yura, and Galya!
… I’ve wanted for a long time to send you an account of our trip, but it’s hard to 

fi nd the time to write. I really hope you got my report on the European part of vaca-
tion, since I won’t be able to reproduce such a letter a second time, in terms of length 
or emotion.

Our summer trip cost us 20,000 dollars, of which we still owe half. However, we 
are gladly paying the money as we think back on the events of this wonderful vacation.

Th e other East is like a fairy tale from Scheherazade! We fl ew in from Toronto and 
got off  the plane. It’s evening, 5 p.m.; the Southern night is falling, the sky is incred-
ibly blue and it’s incredibly warm, and right away we fi nd ourselves in the arms of 
Uncle Arthur and his son Andras, who’ve come to meet us. Our whole lives, we had 
never even dreamed of this, and now the fairy tale had come true… I felt a pang in 
my heart as if I had come home. I felt as if I had returned to Ulan-Ude and all my 
relatives were about to show up…

On the next evening in Nahariya, Uncle Arthur’s wife gave a dinner with 24 
guests. Everyone spoke Hungarian, some also spoke Russian. We toured the surround-
ing area, took a swim in the Mediterranean, visited Haifa. All the buildings are made 
of pinkish tufa stone which looks especially beautiful in the setting sun, but there are 
also bomb shelters made of reinforced concrete in every neighborhood. Because of the 
heat, the doors and windows of homes are left open at night, but they all have iron 
bars – people are afraid of terrorist attacks. Not many people have air conditioners. 
Th e living standards are about half of what they are in America. Th ere’s plenty of 
greenery around, but the heat is so bad that everything would die without water; so, 
under each bush or tree, there is water dripping from a thin rubber hose laid on the 
ground. Imagine how much work it all takes! August is the hottest month, with daily 
temperatures of 35 to 50 degrees [Celsius – tr.]. From April to November, it hardly 
ever rains.

We came here at a “hot” time [the military action in Lebanon in 1982 – V.R.], 
and kids 18 to 22 years old with machine guns slung across their shoulders can be 
seen everywhere: in the streets, in cafes, in movie theaters, at the bank. Armored 
vehicles and tanks rumble across Uncle’s town going north, especially by night; and 
what tanks! It’s both scary and good to see such might. Th is is an unusual experience 
for us; Vadya saw war as a child, but for me and the kids this is, thank God, a fi rst. 
Th e soldiers took our children up into a tank for a souvenir photo. One’s blood runs 
cold when they report on the evening news on television how many people have been 
killed and injured that day. Th ey’re all young and good-looking, like they just stepped 
out of a picture. It’s interesting that each soldier is allowed a day off  once a week, and 
is taken home where he can get some rest and clean up.

Th e people are so courageous and so calm; I never would have believed it if I hadn’t 
seen it with my own eyes. Near Nahariya, at some of the road intersections, there are 
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large tarpaulin tents where women from nearby homes bring bread rolls, juice and 
other snacks so that the soldiers passing by in both directions can have a rest stop and 
a bite to eat.

We also went to the mountainous area [the Golan Heights – V.R.] to visit the 
family of Uncle Arthur’s daughter Mari, who has two children. Her husband Vili, a 
nice and very kind man, came here on his own from Yugoslavia. He lost his parents 
during the war and was raised by a neighbor, a Christian woman who moved here 

with her own children years ago and lives 
an hour away. Vili and Mari are farm-
ers; they own two tractors and work day 
and night growing apples and oranges.

Th e apple trees in this part of the coun-
try have a high yield, with help from the 
mild frosts and the snow that sometimes 
happen in the mountains in winter. Vili’s 
farm has about 300 apple trees, and he 
and Mari tend to them together – earth 
them up, prune them, spray them. How-
ever, they’re no longer strong enough for the 
harvesting, and sell the apples while they’re 
still on the trees. Th e buyer is always some 
Arab from one of the nearby villages. Vili 

Close to Nahariya are the remains
of a Roman aquaduct.

Nahariya. August 1982.
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told us that usually, the whole huge family will arrive for the harvesting, including 
grandmothers and children; they may spend several nights sleeping in the garden but 
will pick it completely clean, not even leaving any rotten apples behind. For this year’s 
harvest, the Arab paid Vili 25,000 dollars after a little haggling. In general, people can 
live in peace because they all depend on each other. Some grow the produce, others 
harvest it and sell it. It’s interesting that the Arab villages mostly have two-story homes 
with no trees around them, just desert and rock, while “our folk” have fl owers and 
greenery everywhere, but it takes a tremendous amount of labor.

Mari used to have several cows on the farm but they were all killed with the very 
fi rst barrage of Katyushas from Lebanon. Th e still-standing wreckage of the cow shed, 
next to which our Sandor quickly found some “souvenirs” – pieces of exploded shells – is 
an ever-present reminder of this sad event. Th e same barrage of artillery wounded Jael, 
Mari’s 12-year-old daughter, who had some fl esh taken off  her hip by a piece of a shell.

What we remember most was Vili’s hardworking habits, his kindness, his always-
cheerful disposition, and also, his boundless respect for the new immigrants who are 
now fl ooding this country and his readiness to help them. It’s amazing how Vili’s heart 
senses only the good in people…

Visiting cousins Vily and Marie, Golan Heights. (Vily is on the far right)
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We spent the next three days after that on a tour around the country. Th e tourist 
agency in Toronto had booked a large air conditioned taxi for us. 

First, a few words about Jerusalem, the world capital of religions, and the Wailing 
Wall. An extraordinarily beautiful sight! Temples, churches, synagogues, mosques, 
ancient and new; it’s hard to believe that all this was built by human hands. It’s the 
entire history of humanity right before our eyes. To get to the Wailing Wall, you have 
to walk through the Arab quarter, which is a little similar to Central Asia but much 
more colorful and fragrant. 

We went to the Wall fi ve days in a row, looking at it and marveling at the fact 
that reality exceeded anything we had imagined. Religious people and books assert 
that the Wall is the best spot to communicate with God, the shortest way to reach 
Him; that is why people from many countries and of all races stand here shoulder to 
shoulder, many of them praying and leaving notes with requests in the cracks of the 
Wall. Once, we came here on a weekday when you could touch things and look 
around. Another time, we were here on the Sabbath; there were millions of people, 
many of them covered with white tallis cloths – praying or celebrating bar-mitzvahs. 
It wasn’t easy to get close to the Wall, but it was an unforgettable spectacle!

We visited the Biblical cities of Nazareth, Hebron and Bethlehem, the birthplace 
of Christ; we marveled at the tomb of the Patriarchs…

We also took a dip in the Dead Sea, where the salt content of the water is 33 
percent. It feels like oil and tastes so bitter you can’t imagine. Even I – “axe” - fl oat 

In front of the Wailing Wall, 1982.
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on the surface. But if you have so much 
as a scratch on your body, or if the water 
gets into your eyes, it stings unbearably. 
Th e temperature is 50 degrees. Th e stones 
are so hot in the sun you can’t walk on 
them when you come out of the water, so 
you jump out and race to the showers.

Much to our shame, we’re ignorant of 
history. I’ll tell you how impressed we were 
by Masada! Th e Dead Sea is surrounded 
by a desert, nothing but mountains and 
sand. On the fl at top of one of these moun-
tains stand the ruins of the Masada, an 
ancient fortress built by King Herod in the 
1st century B.C. Back in its day, it was a real city populated by the King’s servants: 
residential quarters, warehouses for traders and artisans, a synagogue. A three-story 
palace for the king was carved inside the mountain, with large chambers, bedrooms, 
baths, and a huge reservoir for water collection which could last a whole year. A special 
system of gutters in the rock collected every drop of rain or dew into the reservoir.

Th e Romans tried to seize this unassailable fortress several times, but failed. After 
a lengthy siege, the Romans were able to build a long slanted mound which they used 
to pull their battering rams and catapults very close to the gates of the fortress. After 
an intense battle, the Romans were able to smash through the fi rst gates. Th e Jews 
inside the fortress decided not to let themselves be captured alive. Th ey buried their 
sacred scrolls and books, dressed in their best clothes, and selected ten brave men who 
killed everyone in the fortress – about 900 people – with a single stab to the jugular, 
and then took their own lives. Th at was how they met the enemy: dead but undefeated. 
Before they died, the defenders of the fortress brought all their stocks of water and food 
to one place in order to show the enemy that they died not for lack of something, but 
with courage and pride. Now, this is a holy place for the state of Israel. Th is is where 
all young draftees take their oath.

From the top of the mountain, one can still see the remnants of the Roman forti-
fi cations as well as the replicas of catapults built recently by Hollywood for the fi lming 
of the movie “Masada.”

Our family also spent a day on a kibbutz, a sort of Israeli prototype of the “com-
mune” where we were guests of the family of Moishe Weltman, Joe’s nephew. Moishe 
himself had just been called up as a reservist, and we were warmly received by his 
wife Shoshi, a mother of two.

Everything we saw struck us as implausible and amazing. In the desert south of 
Jerusalem, there are twenty two-family homes for 40 families; each half of the house 
has two bedrooms and a living room. Only breakfast is made at home. Th e kibbutz 
has a communal dining hall, a day care center, and a school. Th e residents are farm-

Th e Dead Sea.
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Masada.
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ers; they work from 7 a.m. to 2 p.m., growing grapes and avocadoes. Th ere is also a 
small factory where they manufacture primus stoves and gliders. Th e oldest kibbutz 
member is 36 years old. Everything is free, the food and the clothing, and each fam-
ily gets about 100 dollars a month for its needs. Once in fi ve years, a person can take 
a vacation trip, with tickets paid for from a common fund. Everything is decided 
collectively, including the discussion when a member requests to leave the kibbutz.

Kostya and Anya, your namesakes – Drs. Laci Friedman and his wife, whom we 
visited in Haifa and whom we told a great deal about you and about our friendship 
– say hello. Laci is Vadya’s distant relative on his grandmother Hani Roth’s side; he is 
a renowned gynecologist who has helped birth many young Israelis. When Laci was 
showing us around Haifa, people often came up to him, much to our surprise; they 
would smile, greet him and tell him he had assisted at the birth of their child…

Laci was the only one in his family to survive Auschwitz; he came to this country at 
the age of 17. His wife, the beautiful Rachel, the oldest of 16 children, is also a doctor, 
a leading skin-disease specialist who heads a department at the University of Haifa.

Th e Friedmans are lovely people; they received us very warmly in their beautiful 
house on Mt. Carmel. Besides their jobs at the hospital, they also receive patients 
privately at a clinic that occupies the fi rst fl oor of their house. Th ey are raising two 
wonderful daughters, the older one is now serving in the army. Yes, yes – girls are 
drafted here, too!

My dear friends, it is time for me to fi nish this long letter which I have been writ-
ing for nearly a month. Two weeks fl ew by, quickly and unforgettably, after which we 
fl ew to Rome for the second half of our 
vacation this year. If you ask me now 
what place in the world is dearest to my 
heart, I will say: fi rst, the East; then, 
Ulan-Ude; and in third place, Toronto.”

Th e second half of our summer vacation 
of 1982 was also dazzling and unforget-
table. Even a list of the European cities 
selected by our fantasy, still drunk on 
our newly gained freedom of move-
ment, speaks for itself: Rome, Florence, 
Venice, Vienna, Innsbruk, Lichtenstein, 
Lucerne, Heidelberg, Cologne, Amster-
dam, Brussels, Paris, London. 

Of course, these European cities 
were wonderful. In addition to the 
guides, the knowledge and commen-
tary of Sandor, the future architect, 
constantly drew our attention to the Th e Colloseum. Rome, 1982.
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most important and remarkable things and made everything more interesting. 
Th e notable places we saw on that tour are well known, and I will touch only on 
the most memorable events of the trip.

We came to Rome a day before the start of the tour, organized by the well-
known Globus fi rm, and got a room at a dingy suburban hotel, Th e Fleming, 
where you couldn’t even take a normal shower. Th e fi rst thing we did was go look 
for a place to eat; it was nearly 4 p.m., and all the restaurants were closed for the 
daytime break. Finally, we found a modest-looking place and occupied fi ve chairs 
at a table. At the other tables, there were Italians engaged in animated conversa-
tion as they constantly fi lled their wine glasses from one-liter carafes on the tables. 
I remembered what our Ilona said when she joined us in Israel after her month-
long French course in Nice: “In Europe, all decent families drink wine at dinner!”

Th e elderly restaurant owner came up and told us that it was late, he was about 
to close for the break and couldn’t feed us – but I pleaded with him and pointed 
to the hungry children, and the old man gave in. In order to pay proper respect 
to our daughter’s discovery, I ordered wine too, and a one-liter carafe was on our 
table in the next instant. Th e “soup” we were brought was more like water that 
had just been used to wash the dishes after the last customers, and we sent it back 
to the kitchen in a huff . On the other hand, the second course – several spaghetti 
dishes – was eaten quickly and enthusiastically.

And the wine? Mindful of the lessons of my childhood – “We’re from 
Bo bruysk, we’re not supposed to leave any food on the table!” – and forgetting 
my “alcohol education” at the VAZ, I, the father of an innocent, naïve family, 
invited Iya and the children to join me in emptying the carafe. Th e bill for the 
dinner – 59,000 lire, or 49 U.S. dollars – gave me more worry than the wine. 
We were tipsy when we returned to the hotel, and slept from 6 p.m. to 7 a.m. 
without waking up once. “So much for Papa the organizer!”

Our tour group included an elderly couple from South Korea, who had somehow 
lost or missed their Korean group. Our Koreans didn’t speak a word of English but 
really wanted to see Europe, and were happy to travel even with an English guide. 
Everyone in our group sympathized 
with the couple, but no one could com-
municate with them. Th e ones who 
could do it best were our three children, 
who practically led them around by the 
hand and calmly conveyed essential 
information with gestures. Th e most 
important thing for the Koreans was to 
know when and where to go to eat, and 
at what time they were to put out their 
luggage for the hotel porters… St. Marks Square, Venice.
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In Venice, it rained heavily all day, and St. Mark’s Square was fl ooded with about 
20 centimeters of water. Th e Globus group enjoyed a look at St. Mark’s Cathedral, 
and then the guide gave us 30 minutes to buy souvenirs. Th ousands of tourists 
huddled on the elevated part of the square, shivering in the bone-chilling wind and 
the pouring rain. Th e nylon rain ponchos at the vendors’ stalls were all sold out.

More than an hour passed. Th e group reassembled, ready to follow the guide 
– but the Korean man was missing, and his wife was in tears. Th ere was no point 
in using a loudspeaker to call him out. Meanwhile, the center of the square was 
fl ooded completely, and one could only walk on a few stones rising above the water.

Th e younger Rotts took off  their shoes, rolled up their pants, and scattered 
around the square to look for the Korean. After ten minutes or so, they returned 
proudly, wading across the water from the other side of the square, leading the 
embarrassed Korean by the hand as he walked glumly through the water with 
his boots and socks still on.

On the last day of the tour, the Koreans gave Edwin 20 dollars as a gift. About 
a year later, in Toronto, we received a mystery envelope from a law fi rm in South 
Korea. It was a letter from a young lawyer who thanked us for taking good care 
of his non-English-speaking parents, and informed us that his father, also a 
lawyer, was the owner of the fi rm.

To wrap up this story, I will add that, much to the surprise of our entire group, 
Iya communicated pretty easily with the Korean couple by simply talking to them 
in Russian, completely unfazed. “What diff erence does it make?” my wife told 
everyone. “Th ey only speak Korean, anyway. So why should I rack my brain 
looking for English words?”

Oh, the thoughts and images from the past that fl oated up in my mind when 
our bus crossed the Italian-Swiss border, and I prepared our family’s fi ve passports 
for inspection! Th e Swiss border patrol agents simply glanced at the stack of 
passports in my hands, saluted with a smile and went on. My memory went back 
to the Chop station on a hot day in August 1961. All the berths of the sleeper 
car were fi lled to capacity with passengers, half of them Soviet soldiers on leave 
who had already removed their boots and footcloths. Th e pregnant Iya was barely 
able to endure the heat and was gulping greedily for air, sticking her head out of 
the open window of the railway carriage. Th e train had just left Hungarian ter-
ritory when, all of a sudden, there was a loud announcement over the intercom: 
“Th e train has entered the territory of the Soviet Union! Close all the windows! 
Everyone back to your place! No standing! Get ready for passport control!” We 
heard a loud clatter over our heads – the boots of the border guards who, for 
some unknown reason, were running on the roofs of the cars…

As we neared Vienna, our bus was fairly high in the Alps when our tour guide, 
Gisela Lindner, said into the microphone, “We are about to reach the Semmer-
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ing Pass.” Something inside me 
fl inched. I strained to remember where 
I had heard that word before. Was it 
the story of Suvorov crossing the Alps? 
[Alexander Suvorov, the great 18th Cen-
tury Russian military commander, led 
his troops across the Alps in 1799 in a 
campaign against the revolutionary 
armies of France. – tr.] And then – my 
G-d! It was the Semmering, the very 
one! Our whole life – in Bobruysk, in 
Tomsk, in Togliatti, in Toronto – our 
family had kept a wooden walking 
stick with beautiful patterns and the 
word “Semmering” cut into the bark 
with a knife. Mama Regina had told 
me when I was just a little boy, “Your 
Papa Feri carved this when we spent 
our honeymoon in the Alps.” Iya knew 
the value of such family relics; she took 
good care of my father’s walking stick 
and brought it with her to Canada. 

On that ride through the mountains, 
when our bus approached the road sign 
with that name, I asked Gisela to stop 
for a moment. I hopped off  the bus, 
took a picture of the sign, and then, 
with a giant eff ort, broke a small branch 
off  a shrub by the roadside. On the way 
to Vienna, I scraped off  some of the 
bark and wrote with a ballpoint pen, 
“Semmering, 1982.VIII. 22.” 

When we came back to Toronto, I 
took my twig and rushed to the base-
ment to our home library, where I rev-
erently picked up Papa’s walking stick 
with the carvings – and was stunned: 
the inscription said, “Semmering 
1927.VIII.20.” Th ank you, G-d! Th e 
same month of August, only 55 years 
later! My free and happy Rott family 
had reached Semmering, too! Semmering
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In Vienna, I gladly spent money on three telephone calls to Budapest in order 
to share the joy of our accomplishment – the European tour. Mama’s sister Jolan 
congratulated me rather coolly. Papa’s sister Lolo was delighted, both by my call 
and by our success, but her brother Sasa actually seemed somewhat taken aback 
when he heard my voice. He still wasn’t quite ready to approve of my decision 
to choose freedom…

Th e Tyrolese music concert in Innsbruck remained forever etched into our mem-
ory. Before the start of the concert, the emcee listed the countries from which 
there were tourists present in the audience that day. Th e travelers rose when their 
country was called, and the audience greeted them. Imagine how we felt, dear 
reader, when the emcee said “Canada!” and the fi ve of us leaped enthusiastically 
out of our seats to audience applause!

Our family was rewarded with applause one more time on that unforgettable 
evening. Th e emcee hosted the program in several languages. In the quiz he 
off ered, our Ilona answered best. Th en, as they exchanged a few words, the 
emcee told our daughter in a self-important tone, “I speak four languages. What 
about you?”

“I speak seven!” Ilona answered calmly. And at that point, the audience 
applauded again. I will add, with a father’s pride, that Sister (as we often call 
Ilona at home ever since she was a baby) was not exaggerating. Th e languages 
were Russian, English, French, German, Hebrew, Hungarian, and Latin.

Our stay in charming Paris – despite the fact that our hotel was far from the city 
center, at La Defence – was made especially pleasant by a preplanned, unforget-
table meeting with our old friends 
from Tomsk, the Mironoviches. Nina 
spent all day showing us the city’s best 
sights as well as the Louvre, where she 
worked as a tour guide; Mary 
Aronovna, beside herself with joy at 
seeing us again, treated us to an elegant 
dinner.

Th e European tour ended on the 
day of our arrival in London, where we 
stayed a few more days to see the city. 
I still have vivid memories of the con-
cert at Albert Hall, with eight thou-
sand music lovers listening to the Lon-
don Symphony Orchestra. As a young 
man, I had often listened to BBC pro-
grams about this orchestra and this Brussels.
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world-famous concert hall over the 
static of the jamming devices. And now 
I was there, with my wife Iya and our 
three children at my side.

In the preceding chapters, I have men-
tioned my Toronto relatives, Jaff a and 
Simcha Fordsham. Simcha’s father, Mr. 
Leslie Fordsham, a native Briton and a 
Londoner, had invited us to dinner, 
with all the refi nement typical of the 
family. He had graciously sent a taxicab 
to pick us up at the hotel; we sat in our 
room and waited, but there was no 
taxi. Two hours later, Mr. Fordsham 
called and politely chided us. “Where 
are you? Th e cabbie came back from 
the hotel. Th ey told him they have no 
such guests.” It turned out that the cab 

driver, an Arab, spoke English poorly and simply showed the hotel desk clerk the 
note Mr. Fordsham had given him, with a single word: “Roth.” With very Eng-
lish precision, the clerk told him they had no one at the hotel by that name. Th e 
next taxi driver who came to pick us up, an Iranian, was also barely able to speak 
English and didn’t know the city very well. He contacted the dispatcher many 
times to ask for directions, but wasn’t able to spell properly the names of the 
streets we were passing. Finally, with much diffi  culty, we got to the old London 
neighborhood where an elegant reception and a dinner awaited us.

At midnight, we took a taxi back to our hotel. Th is time, the driver was a real 
Englishman, from Wales; he was a British patriot and a gregarious, talkative man. 
He took quite a liking to us, but his pronunciation – we were able to understand 
no more than a quarter of what he said – left us bewildered and depressed…

And so, nine countries in fi fteen days! It was a fascinating tour, well organized 
by the Globus fi rm. However, we had chosen it not just because of the number 
of countries and cities it covered but also because we thought it was the least 
expensive tour… After it was over, we were able to make certain very useful and 
vitally important conclusions regarding our future travels around the world.

Globus followed its program conscientiously and diligently; the main tour 
guide and the guides in the cities we visited were attentive and knowledgeable. 
However, we spent virtually all of our nights at second-rate hotels outside the 
city, where there was no chance of doing anything nice in the evening. Th e 
“continental breakfast” which consisted of a lonely roll and a cup of coff ee was 

Trafalgar Square, London.



147

TO SEE THE WORLD

not very fi lling, and starting the day on a nearly empty stomach was not condu-
cive to satisfying our hunger for knowledge and our curiosity… Th e long-distance 
bus transfers were exhausting, and we passed through some cities without even 
stopping.

“Forgive us, beautiful Lichtenstein,” I wrote in my travel diary. “We visited you 
for only 30 minutes, just enough to stand in a long line for the bathroom and snack 
on an apple…”

On top of this, the tour program included “free time” and obligatory visits to 
factories whose products were of no 
interest to us…

And so, for the future, we made an 
important decision. If we’re short on 
money, it’s best to stay home in Toronto 
where there are always a lot of interest-
ing and educational things to do, and 
where we can sleep in our own beds. If 
we do want to see another country, 
then it makes sense to get the most 
expensive tour (even if we can only 
aff ord it once in three years), with a full 
program, a few stops, and only high-
class hotels.

Th e one-month trip in the summer of 
1983, when we visited Japan and South 
Asia, was already a high-class aff air. It 
started with a fl ight from New York, 
where we drove from Toronto. Here’s a 
list of the places where we had stops: 
Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka, Bangkok, Singa-
pore, Bali island, Hong Kong, San 
Francisco, and Los Angeles. On the 
Japanese airliner, we lost a calendar day 
for the fi rst time in our lives. But one 
had to see the happy grin on Iya’s face 
– “Vadya, it feels like I’m in Ulan-
Ude!” – when she and Ilona were sur-
rounded by Japanese and Asian faces, 
with very similar features, aboard the 
plane. Iya had the same reaction on the 
crowded Tokyo subway and on the 
high-speed trains between cities. Tokyo.
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In Tokyo, in the multi-story New 
Otani hotel, Sandor, Ilona and Edwin 
got a luxurious room on the top fl oor, 
with huge windows that opened on an 
amazing panoramic view of the Japa-
nese capital. Each of us at the hotel was 
issued a light kimono, for rest and for 
visits to the bathhouses. Th e very fi rst 
time Ilona and Iya came out into the 
hallway in their kimonos, two elderly 
Japanese ladies from the next room, 
also in kimonos, bowed to them. Our 
girls reciprocated with an elegant bow, 
the old ladies bowed again… It turned 
out that it wasn’t easy for either party to 
detect the moment when it was all right 
to stop bowing. Th e same problem 
arose when one was greeted with a bow 
at a restaurant entrance, or at the escala-
tor of a department store.

In the huge building of the farmers’ 
market, with heaps of meat and sea-

food on the counters, I repeatedly tried asking the vendors why there weren’t any 
fl ies. Th ey didn’t understand either my question or my English, and simply smiled 
and shook their heads. Th e passion of the Japanese in numerous clubs fi lled with 
Pachinko pinball machines seemed scary rather than endearing…

Our tour group included a middle-aged Israeli couple, Shlomo and Sarah 
Cohen, whose English was rather poor. Th ey quickly reached out to Ilona, appre-
ciating her ability to interpret into Hebrew for them. Th ey befriended our fam-

ily on our very fi rst visit to an ethnic 
restaurant where we were brought for 
a taste of a Japanese dish called Shabu 
Shabu: using a bamboo stick with a 
sharp end, you dip a piece of raw meat 
or vegetable into a pot with boiling soy 
oil placed before you. Shlomo and 
Sarah were quite worried that they 
might eat pork by mistake, and Ilona, 
who asked the cooks detailed questions 
about each of the products on the 
table, became an invaluable compan-
ion to the Israelis.

Pachinko machines, Tokyo.

Each morning Mama Iya gives out 
freshly laundered socks. Tokyo, New 

Otani Hotel.



149

TO SEE THE WORLD

On one evening in Kyoto, we were taken to a samurai show. Several groups 
of tourists – a total of about 100 people – were there to learn about the traditions 
and the clothing of the Japanese samurai. For the “samurai wedding” display, an 
unmarried young woman from the audience was invited to come up onstage. 
Our Ilona volunteered. She was taken backstage and brought out about twenty 
minutes later – completely unrecognizable, as a “bride” with an incredible hairdo 
and in national costume. An even more festively dressed “samurai groom,” a 
handsome Italian fellow, was brought out from the opposite end of the stage. 
After a tea-drinking ceremony, an off ering of fl owers, and some stunts with an 
unsheathed saber, the emcee declared the young couple “husband and wife.”

At that moment, the hush in the audience was interrupted by Shlomo’s voice 
as he said loudly, “Mazel tov!” Th ere was general laughter and applause, and many 
people rushed over to say hello to Shlomo and shake his hand. Apparently, the 
majority of modern tourists understand these words…

Much later, we learned that Shlomo and Sarah were not simply Yemeni Jews 
but singers who were well-known in Israel – the singing duet of “Suleiman 
Hagadol and Sarah.” Th eir son, Issachar, had just won the Eurovision competi-
tion where he was the fi rst singer to perform the now-popular song, “Hallelujah!” 
My nieces in Israel were delighted and incredulous when, on one of our visits, 
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the famous and unattainable Suleiman Hagadol and his wife showed up at the 
front door to take the entire Rott family to Yaff o, to their concert at a nightclub.

We saw the marvelous, always-memorable Singapore from the windows of a 
revolving restaurant on the roof of a 40-story skyscraper. We stayed at the Man-
darin hotel, a round red tower where some invisible magician we could never 
catch changed the towels in our room if we left it even for a moment.

Bali island is quite famous, and well-known for its exotic fare. Here’s a note 
about it from my diaries:

“… Located 3 degrees south of the equator. I hurried to check out a phenomenon 
our physics teacher talked about in middle school: in the Southern hemisphere, water 

Th e Island of Bali – where all year round the sun rises at 5:30 am and sets at 5:30 pm.

Th ailand.



151

TO SEE THE WORLD

in the bathtub drains, turning in the direction opposite to what is observed north of 
the equator…

… Th e sun rises here at the same time every morning year round – 5:30 a.m. – and 
sets at 5:30 p.m. sharp. Th e ocean tide recedes at 2:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m. It is still ebb-
ing at 6 a.m., while plenty of fi shermen gather at the water’s edge with no nets or fi shing 
rods, collecting various sea creatures left behind by the tide with their bare hands…”

Of my notes about Hong Kong, I will cite only one:
“… Th e city is thick with matchstick-like skyscrapers. Th e Royal Garden hotel is 

very attractive and comfortable. Th e multitudes of people and the proliferation of 
shops in this city are intimidating. Public transportation is overcrowded… Th e Chi-
nese are cool-tempered but kind. Th ey’re very worried about 1997, when they are to 
be turned over to Mainland China…

… Our whole family had dinner at a Chinese restaurant. We ordered the Peking 
duck; the waiter in white gloves sliced up the meat right in front of us, wrapped it in 
small pancakes and put it on our plates. We noticed that all the pockets on the 
waiter’s uniform were stitched up. We were told that this is done to make sure the 
waiters immediately turn over all the tips 
to the shift supervisor.”

Our plan for the summer of 1985 was 
one of the boldest, but luckily every-
thing turned out exactly as planned. 
Here is a list of the countries and cities 
we visited: Egypt (Cairo and Luxor); 
Israel (Nahariya, the Golan Heights, 
Jerusalem, Tel Aviv); Austria (Puch-

American tourists with Hong Kong in the background.
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Linda Flodder – owner of travel agency 
who helped us to see the world for more 

than 20 years.

Macau.

With cousin Florence in 
Los Angeles, 1983.
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Hollywood.

Visiting the Queen Mary.



154

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 4.

berg); Hungary (Budapest); the Scandinavian countries: Norway (Oslo, Loftus, 
Bergen, Balestrand), Sweden (Falun, Uppsala, Stockholm) and Denmark (Copen-
hagen); and the Netherlands (Amsterdam). A very impressive list, to be sure, 
which is why that trip required 34 days. In Toronto, we got great help in map-
ping and organizing our trip from Mrs. Linda Flodder, the owner of a travel 
agency whose services we had used for several years. It was for this tour that we 
had to give some serious thought to the question of how to fl y from Egypt to 
Israel. By that time, Egypt had decided to develop tourism, and relations between 
the two neighboring countries had just started warming up; but we still had to 
think of potential dangers and try to avoid them.

We fl ew from Amsterdam to Cairo, came out on the airfi eld and were stunned: 
there was a line of about 300 people at the sole window of the passport control 
booth. All of them were men and all looked like locals; they all wore white shirts. 
We later found out that these Egyptians, who had been seeking work in the 
Emirates or in India – where up to 2 million of the country’s population of 35 
million go every year – were going home for Ramadan. It was hot, and there were 
all those sweaty men standing in line squashed against each other; not one woman 
among them, and I had two with me. How could they get in this line? I ran over 
to the window and tried to plead with the offi  cer for help, only to be met by an 
indiff erent stare. Th en, suddenly, I saw a fellow standing behind him, a cardboard 
sign in his hands which read, “ROTT.” So we were being picked up? Great!

It was amazing, and very convenient, that for the fi rst time, our family of fi ve 
was traveling as a separate tour group with its own driver and its own guide, who 
brought us by minibus to the 20-story Safi r Etap hotel. Th e brand-new hotel 
actually scared us a little: everything was shiny and modern, there was air con-
ditioning, television – and not one guest except for the fi ve of us. We started 
asking the staff ers about it. It turned out that the Germans had just completed 
the hotel, and guests were not going to start moving in until the following week…

At the restaurant, another surprise. It was Ramadan, and there were no cus-
tomers. We were rescued by Ilona’s knowledge of German: the German cook 

Th e pyramids at Giza. Egypt, 1985.
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happily took our order, sliced a tomato for us, made fried eggs and pancakes with 
jam, and brought out food on new, freshly unpacked dishes.

Th e next day was our fi rst excursion to the legendary, breathtaking pyramids. 
Despite the 36-degree heat, our whole family even took a walk through the long, 
cramped passage inside the Cheops pyramid. We were constantly accosted by street 
boys who tried to speak English and hoped that we would give them something, but 
the guide unceremoniously used a stick to chase them away from the “Americans.”

Local camel owners made some extra money by trying to get in front of the 
camera whenever a tourist tried to take a picture of the pyramid, and then 
demanding “baksheesh” from the photographer. Our Sandor, so placid and mild-
tempered by nature, was unrecognizable when, at his request, the guide took us 
to a deserted spot on the other side of the pyramid. Sandor wanted to take a good 
shot for himself and his architect friends, and spent a lot of time setting up the 
tripod and adjusting the camera settings. Just then, a bearded man on a camel 
sprung up in front of him, blocking the shot. Th at pushed my son over the edge. 
He started to yell and wave his arms, and almost threw his Nikon at the camel.

It’s hard to describe our emotions when, in the capital of a state that had recently 
been so virulently anti-Israel, we were taken to the rather dilapidated building 
of the ancient synagogue, whose history was told to us by the attendant, a Jewish 
man wearing a yarmulke. It was like a fairy tale… Th e Ben Ezra synagogue, the 
attendant told us, went all the way back to the Egyptian years of the legendary 
Moses. In the 12th century, the famous Talmud scholar and philosopher, the 
Rambam (Maimonides) was a teacher there; he was also a physician to Saladin, 
the ruler. (A few years later, a guide in Spain would proudly show us the great 
Maimonides’ birthplace in Cordoba.) As for local attitudes toward the synagogue 
and toward Jews at the time of our visit to Egypt, we got a pretty clear idea of 

12’th century Synagogue Ben Ezra. Cairo, Egypt.
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what they were when the attendant who had received us said good-bye and went 
away down the street, removing his yarmulke as he walked.

Our days of delight at Cairo’s antiquities ended with the hotel staff ers fi lling the 
new swimming pool for the fi rst time at our children’s request; the water in the 
pool immediately became warm from the heat.

Th e heat was actually much worse in Luxor, where we went to see the phar-
aohs’ burial places. On the plane, we sat next to a very friendly Egyptian who 
was very eager to talk to us but knew only one word in English – “Finish.” He 
didn’t know anything about Canada, and I showed it to him on a map. He was 
amazed by the country’s size and its distance from Egypt. At the end of our 
“conversation,” the man held up two fi ngers and twirled the ends of an imaginary 
mustache, showing that he had two sons. Th en he made circles on his chest with 
the fi ngers of both hands and held up three fi ngers: “three daughters.”

We didn’t feel like eating the snacks that were handed out to the passengers, 
and I off ered them to the Egyptian. He was surprised but gladly accepted the 
treat. I helped him put all fi ve wrapped-up portions in his briefcase. When we 
said good-bye, the Egyptian gave me a hug and a kiss, and I did likewise. 

Th e ruins of the Carnac temple, built by ancient Egypt’s artisans and slaves over 
a period of about 1,200 years and amazingly well-preserved after four millennia, 

Birthplace of Maimonides. Cordoba, Spain.
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truly overwhelm the imagination. Before us were rows of perfectly round, tall 
columns, each about a meter in diameter and hewn from solid granite, weighing 
many tons. In a few places, even more enormous stone crossbeams that used to 
support the roof of the temple remain at the top of these columns as well. What 
sort of mastery did those ancient builders have to possess to hew such columns, 
transport them, and install them vertically? Our guide, who knew his subject 
well, marveled at how seriously our whole family tried to understand the expla-
nation of the ancient technology that allowed the builders to install these col-

Temple of Karnak in Luxor – construction was completed in 360 a.d. Egypt, 1985.

Hatshepsut’s Temple in the Valley of the Queens.
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umns. Th e heat on that day was 46 degrees, we had long run out of bottled water, 
but we still didn’t want to leave such a unique place…

After the next unforgettable day – this one in the Valley of the Kings, in the 
tombs of the pharaohs – we were going to take the ferry back to the eastern bank 
of the Nile, where our hotel was. Before the ferry pulled away, a middle-aged 
Egyptian who stood on the dock spoke to me in a confi dential tone. He wanted, 
in all seriousness, to buy … Ilona, for whom he was off ering three camels! I was 
sure he was joking, and replied in a similarly jocular manner, “Oh no! Th ree 
camels for such a fi ne girl? Th at’s not enough!” Th e ferry pulled away, and my 
“buyer” stayed behind on the dock.

In the evening, after dinner, there was a knock on the door of our room at the 
hotel. I opened and couldn’t believe my eyes. Two men were standing before me, 
a young fellow and an older man. I stared at them, trying to remember where I 
had seen the older one before. Wait a minute – it was the would-be “buyer” of 
my daughter! Taken aback, I was momentarily at a loss for words, and then 
invited them in.

Th e older man got right down to business. “I’ve brought my son with me. It’s 
for him that I want your daughter. I’ll give you fi ve camels for her. Believe me, 
fi ve camels is a very good price!”

At the time, Israel and Egypt were just starting to develop a better relationship, 
and our fl ight from Cairo to Tel Aviv reminded us of that. I had misgivings about 
taking my family into the airport terminal. After the defeat of the Egyptian army 
in the recent war, and after so many years of hatred, it didn’t feel safe to ask 
people in the crowd where the fl ight to Tel Aviv was, or to check in our luggage 
by a sign that said “Tel-Aviv.” But there was no sign. Th e guide from the travel 
agency in charge of our trip simply brought us to one of the halls and told us to 
wait. Everyone was drenched in sweat from the heat and the crowding; time was 
moving at a crawl. Finally, the guide showed up, with a porter pushing a small 
cart. Our six suitcases were loaded up on the cart in a fl ash, and we trotted after 
the guide who motioned with his head inviting us to follow. Th rough some sort 
of inconspicuous door, we were almost literally shoved into a small bus, which 
immediately went through a cordon of machine gun-wielding soldiers standing 
around a small plane, its propellers already working. Black letters on the side of 
the plane said, “Air Sinai.” Until we had reached the border, and at fi rst even over 
Israeli territory, the plane did not gain full altitude; it fl ew low above ground, 
while we and the other passengers gaped out of the windows marveling at the 
beauty of the wild desert beneath.

In Nahariya, Artie (Uncle Arthur) and his wife Blanca received us like royalty 
once again. Blanca had worked as a pastry chef in a restaurant for many years 
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Another visit to Israel, 
1985.
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before retirement, and her delicious creations were always on our table. On 
Saturday, Artie proudly took our family to his synagogue. Th e fairly large hall 
was fi lled with worshipers. I noticed that I was the only one wearing a tie… On 
the next day, we all went to the Golan Heights to the town of Shaar Yashuv, to 
visit Mari and Vili. Vili had a new addition to his farm: 330 avocado trees, very 
delicate, sensitive to heat and humidity, and requiring large quantities of water 
– what’s more, water purifi ed with special fi lters. Artie proudly showed off  the 
complex fi ltration system he had built for Vili with his own hands. Th e fl ower 
beds outside Mari’s new house were decorated with large sculptures: a German 
shepherd, a stork standing on one foot, a little lad peeing in a long stream… 
Artie had made these sculptures for his grandchildren by welding together pieces 
of scrap metal. Everyone was in awe of our Sandor’s talent when, at Grandpa 
Artie’s request, he designed patterns for the parts for a future scrap-metal peacock, 
cutting them out from cardboard boxes. Artie’s eyes lit up with childlike delight: 
here was yet another young Roth, masterfully helping him in the realization of 
a long-nurtured plan for another sculpture.

In Austria, at the Vienna Airport, we were in for a big, unexpected disappoint-
ment: the minibus we had booked turned out to have a manual gear shift, rather 
than the automatic to which we spoiled Canadians were accustomed. Th e rental 
clerk apologetically explained to us that cars with automatic transmission were 
very rare in Europe, and we would have to wait for one for a week. To somehow 
fi x the problem, the company agreed to give us two small FIATs with automatic 
transmission for the money we had paid; but I didn’t dare let Sandor or Ilona get 
behind the wheel in Europe. Th e clerk cheerfully declared that he would teach 
me how to drive a “standard” in no time.

In the large parking lot, he went into the minibus that was waiting for us, we 
threw our luggage inside, and I got into the driver’s seat. Th e clerk hurriedly 
showed me the stick shift and the clutch pedal, and then he was gone. After 
starting the engine, I helplessly tried to get the bus to move, but when it suddenly 
made three goat-like jumps, I had to give up right then and there…

Our plan was to go from Vienna to the small Austrian town of Puchberg, to 
visit Karoly Szabo (Karchi), the younger brother of the Hungarian engineer Joszef 
Szabo whom I had befriended after the assembly of the Hungarian equipment 
in Tomsk. We wanted not only to meet Karchi and stay at his place, but also to 
give him a big hug and a big thank-you for his help: in 1983, he had smuggled 
our green canvas briefcase with Father’s letters and my diaries (which I had not 
been able to bring legally from the Soviet Union in 1974) out of Budapest, and 
then had it forwarded from Puchberg to Toronto.

At this point, we were sitting in the manual-transmission Mitsubishi mini-
bus we had rented for eight days, and couldn’t go anywhere. Trying to fi nd a 
way out of this ridiculous predicament, I ran to the airport terminal and called 
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Karchi, asking for help. For a while, he couldn’t understand my problem: 
“A Canadian, a former auto plant supervisor … is sitting in a bus and can’t 
drive it?” Still, Karchi listened to me; he said that he was in a meeting and 
asked me to call back in about 30 minutes. When I called again, he said that 
he had already sent one of his employees to help us and told us to stand next 
to the minibus so that she could fi nd us among the many cars in the airport 
parking lot.

We waited for quite a while. Finally, a car stopped a short distance away from 
us, and a middle-aged, gray-haired woman in glasses got out and headed toward 
us. Talking loudly and waving her hands, she unleashed upon us a fl ood of Ger-

Letter from Alexander Solzhenitsyn (written in Vermont, Cavendish,
USA, 1985), congratulating Vladimir on the liberation 

of his archives – which were smuggled out of the USSR to Toronto via Hungary 
and Austria.
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man speech, of which we could only make out a single word: “Catastrophe! 
Catastrophe! Catastrophe!”, repeated several times. I was distressed that we had 
caused this lady or Karchi such problems, but Ilona quickly came to the rescue 
with her knowledge of German. It turned out that the lady was apologizing for 
making us wait so long. She had been delayed due to an accident (“Katastrophe”) 
on the highway, which had caused her to get stuck in a traffi  c jam for an hour.

Frau Klause – “Mrs. Catastrophe,” as we facetiously nicknamed her – got 
behind the wheel, and a moment later our Mitsubishi minibus was already racing 
along the autobahn toward Puchberg. After an 80-kilometer drive, we stopped 
in front of a two-story building with a colorful sign that said, “Kafe Szabo Kon-
ditorei,” and at once found ourselves in the arms of the smiling Karchi – Karoly 
Szabo – who had run out to meet us. He bore an amazing resemblance to his 
brother. 

Karchi immediately invited us for dinner at the nearest restaurant, where we 
watched in amazement as the waiter skillfully deboned the grilled fi sh on our 
plates in an instant. Actually, fi rst, we had been asked if we wanted to choose our 
own fi sh, which swam in a shallow pool right there at the restaurant. None of us 
dared accept this “terrible” off er…

In the evening, Karchi brought us to his now-empty café and off ered an amaz-
ing abundance and variety of cakes of his own making. Even the smells of vanilla, 
cinnamon, honey, rum, and marzipan made us dizzy; but we were only able to 
eat a small piece of each, sharing our portions. Th e cakes were fl uff y and fresh, 
all baked with butter and very rich. 

Before sunset, we saw tears in Karchi’s eyes when he brought us to the town 
cemetery on a hillside nearby and put fl owers on the grave of his wife Julia, who 
had died two months earlier. Th ey had lived together for forty years. 

Karchi had been just six years old when his mother died. His father had managed 
to get his youngest son into an apprenticeship program, and he was able to fi nish 
a school for pastry chefs at a very young age. At the end of the war, at the age of 
18, he had been taken to Germany as a pre-draftee. In 1946, he found himself 
in the American occupation zone in Austria and started working as a pastry chef 
at a kitchen for American soldiers, where his future wife Julia was already work-
ing. After getting married, the young couple continued to work and perfect their 
skills at Vienna’s leading pastry fi rms. 

In 1953, Austria hosted an international exhibition of pastry fi rms at which 
the work of Karoly Szabo was also represented. A certain Mr. Massoud came to 
the exhibition from Lebanon, then known as the blooming “Switzerland of the 
Middle East.” Th is proud descendant of the ancient Phoenician race owned 
Beirut’s best-known pastry fi rm. Our hero’s creations caught his eye, and he 
immediately off ered Karchi a job. It was thus that he and Julia found themselves 
in Lebanon. At the time, it was virtually impossible to get a work permit in that 
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country, and even less possible to get permission to bring over a whole family. 
But the authority of the rich and popular business owner quickly helped Karchi 
get a work permit. Yet Julia, also a highly skilled pastry chef, was never allowed 
to work in the seven years they spent in Lebanon – partly because she was a 
woman.

Karchi now had unlimited opportunities to apply his ideas and his talent. Of 
course he had to work very hard, but his work was also rewarded fairly and gen-
erously. And why not? His cakes and his fi rst marzipan fi gurines, depicting fairy-
tale characters, were ordered by the richest families in nearby countries. His 
multilayered cakes decorated with fi ne lace of sugar, graced festivities in the royal 
families of Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. Th e money Karchi made was enough 
to buy an apartment in Vienna when he came back and to open a pastry and 
confectionary fi rm.

It was also from his experience in Beirut that Karchi brought back a wonder-
ful idea. In Austria, he began to develop only the marzipan production branch. 
Marzipan itself is a simple mix of 65 percent high quality ground almond and 
35 percent sugar. Karchi created the models 
and began to hire young women who skillfully 
made by hand an infi nite variety of multicolor 
parts for the labor-intensive little fi gurines of 
fairy-tale and television show characters. Th e 
children of Austria soon came to love them. 

In 1970, the Szabos bought a piece of land 
in Puchberg on the shore of a small lake sur-
rounded by tall, picturesque mountains, and 
built a two-story building that housed a large 

Hotel, coff ee shop and marzipan museum of Karoly Szabo. Puchberg, Austria, 
1986. 
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café with an adjacent kitchen where cakes were baked and marzipan fi gurines 
were made, and a ten room hotel and an apartment for the owners. A large open-
air swimming pool was built next to the hotel. During the summer, small trains 
from Vienna would arrive several times a day carrying tourists, with Puchberg as 
the fi nal stop. It’s the end of the line, a valley surrounded by tall mountains. Here, 
people transfer into quaint railway cars that move along the serrated rails of an 
extraordinary railroad. It is the last one in Europe that still uses real steam engines. 
In order for the passenger cabins to stay horizontal, the rear wheels have to be 
much larger in diameter than the front wheels, both on the locomotive and on 
the cars. Belching clouds of smoke and emitting loud whistles, the locomotive 
pulls the train up to the top of the two-kilometer-high, eternally snow-bound 
Mt. Schneiberg. Th ere, the tourists get off  the train, bask in the sun and play 
various games in special pavilions. Almost all Austrians – entire families – go to 
such outings in short pants with cuff s that are buttoned below the knee and in 
good quality high boots. Many prefer to walk down the mountain on foot, along 
paths on the forest-covered slopes. Th e mountain trail leading down ends right 
at the door of Mr. Szabo’s cafeteria, where they are drawn by cakes, ice cream, 
marzipan fi gurines, and foaming cappuccino. 

It is also on this spot that Karoly Szabo built the world’s fi rst museum of 
marzipan and confectionary fi gures. For a small fee, guests can see the elegant 
fi gurines of well-known characters as well as rich cakes. Th ere used to be a choc-
olate Easter Bunny at the entrance, made of 150 kilos of chocolate and entered 
into the Guinness Book of Records for its weight. Austrian television was quite 
proud of this bunny. But Karoly Szabo soon set a new record, replacing the bunny 
with a 403-kilo chocolate devil.

With his work and his talent, Karoly Szabo made a tremendous contribution 
to the success of the Austrian confectionary industry, especially the popularization 
of attractive, edible marzipan fi gurines which became a perfect gift for both children 
and adults for years to come. Th e Hungarian sector of this industry received an 
invaluable boost when Karoly moved all of his production facilities and shops to 
Hungary. He is now over eighty, but he still manages, with his always-inexhausti-
ble energy, to make almost daily trips to Pecs, Szentendre, and Budapest, where his 
“Szabo Marzipan Museums” have become local attractions, always fi lled with tour-
ists and schoolchildren. I am happy to add that the esteemed Karoly Szabo has 
agreed to sponsor the translation of this book into Hungarian.

But back to the travels of the Rotts. Before Iya left the Soviet Union, she was 
instructed to tell her defector husband that “the punishing hand of the Soviet 
state (10 years of imprisonment) will reach him no matter where he is.” I was 
ever mindful of this. Th erefore, on the second day of our stay in Puchberg, my 
family went to Hungary to visit my relatives without me, while I decided not to 
venture into a country where the Soviet military was a strong presence. 
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Early that morning, on the way to the border town of Klingenbach, our cor-
tege looked rather amusing. “Mrs. Catastrophe” was driving our rental minibus; 
her task was to get my family across the border into Hungary, where Laci Dobos, 
husband of my cousin Jutka, was to take over. Karchi, in his own car, was driving 
ahead of the minibus, so that he could give “Mrs. Catastrophe” a ride back to 
Puchberg from Hungary. I said goodbye to my family and got off  the minibus 
right at the border-crossing barrier. A moment later, the cars went over a hill and 
disappeared from view, on the other side of the border. I was gripped by a heavy 
feeling of sadness and fear. Ten years had passed since my family’s fairy-tale 
reunion, and now we had, perhaps recklessly, agreed to another risky parting…

But let me look into my diary notes from those days:
“I spent about fi ve hours sitting in the border-point pub in Klingenbach waiting 

for Karchi to return from Hungary. He also brought with him “Mrs. Catastrophe,” 
the irreplaceable driver of our minibus. Karchi reassured me that everything on the 
other side of the border had gone according to plan: Jutka and Laci, who had come 
by train from Sopron, were waiting for our folks at the border crossing. Laci drove 
our minibus to Budapest. Karchi said that he had talked to the chief of the Hungar-
ian border patrol, who assured him that if I got an entry visa from the Hungarian 
authorities, no one in Hungary would bother me – they don’t need diplomatic trou-
ble with Canada. 

What a wonder of the world this Puchberg is! All these days, I’ve been anxiously 
waiting for Iya and the kids to return from Hungary, but the beauty around me has 
a calming eff ect and brings me joy. Szabo’s hotel is surrounded by tall mountains of 
magical beauty. Semmering, where my parents were in 1927, is very close by. Karchi’s 
café is always fi lled with people. Other people stroll by the lake where swans and ducks 
can be seen swimming around and parents take their children for rides in boats that 
can be rented on the shore. Th ere’s a brass band marching – 25 people in festive red 
outfi ts. Maybe this is because today is Saturday? 

Karchi starts his day in the bakery at 5 a.m. and is extremely busy all day. Yester-
day, he saw me in the evening. “Where have you been all this time? Want something 
to drink?” And he immediately brought me apple juice, coff ee, and two kinds of cake. 
We spent the entire evening together at his apartment; he told me a lot about himself. 
At 10 p.m., Karchi went to bed while I stayed by the phone waiting for Iya to call. 
She called after 11. She and Sandor still can’t shake off  the cold they got because of 
the air conditioning at the Luxor hotel... Th ey’re being received very well; they’re stay-
ing with Aunt Ilonka and Jutka at their new apartment on Raktar Street.

All these days, I’ve been trying to help out Karchi in whatever way I can – drilling 
and fi xing the railings on the stairs, changing the washers in the faucets… Karchi is 
being an excellent host. I can always count on his pastries for breakfast and supper.

In every city I visit, I try to send a postcard to the brave Irina Ratushinskaya, whom 
the KGB is holding in the “ZhKh-385/3-4” prison camp in Mordovia, at the Bara-
shevo village. I sign – Gerasim Ryabinin.”
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“Puchberg, July 4, 1985. Yesterday at 3 p.m., our minibus drove up from the 
Hungarian border to the Austrian crossing point, with Karoly Szabo sitting proudly 
at the wheel. Th e whole family ran up to hug me, and Iya couldn’t stop crying: “Vadya, 
the Hungarian border reminded me of all the horrors of the Moscow customs check-
point in 1975!” She spent the whole evening telling me about what she had seen in 
Hungary.

Th is morning, Karchi waited for us at breakfast with a beautiful cake decorated 
with 21 candles for Ilona’s birthday. We asked him to save the cake for the evening; 
our daughter has just fi nished celebrating her birthday with champagne and hors 
d’oeuvres, with Karchi and his female employees joining her for the party.

It’s hard to fi nd the words to convey how much the incredible warmth, kindness, 
and generosity of our new friend, Karoly Szabo, have enriched our stay in Puchberg. 
Today, I sent a letter to his brother Joszef, inviting him, his wife Magda, and Karchi 
to visit us in Toronto in the fall.

Of course, “Mrs. Catastrophe” deliv-
ered our Mitsubishi van back to the 
rental offi  ce at the Vienna airport. Th e 
odometer showed that it had traveled 
1,115 kilometers, 793 of them on Hun-
garian roads.”

We spent the next two weeks traveling 
in Scandinavia and Northern Europe. 
We were charmed by the magical 
beauty of these countries, their cozi-
ness, their amazingly peaceful and 
friendly atmosphere. Th e Norwegians, 
the Swedes, the Danes, the Dutch – all 
of them were welcoming, patient and 
hospitable.

It’s hard for me to describe what one 
feels when touching the ropes of the 
legendary Kon Tiki raft, when one 
stands in the little house of the com-
poser Edvard Grieg, when one walks 
through the building of the Uppsala 
university where Carl Linneus and Cel-
sius devoted themselves to science – or 
when one watches fearfully as one’s 
three children dive into the deep, cold 
waters of the fj ords. Th e beauty of Nor-
way’s fj ords is something you cannot Scandinavia, 1985.
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see just once; you have to come back, again and again, and enjoy this marvelous 
creation of nature.

“July 19. Our plane from Amsterdam is approaching Toronto. And so it’s over, our 
unforgettable “Tour 1985.” All of its stages, thank G-d, have been a success. Th e only 
sad part was saying good-bye to our Sandor in Copenhagen; he is fl ying via London 
to Italy, where he will spend a semester studying architecture at the University of 
Rome. Ilona expressed our melancholy: “How sad to have only two children in the 
family…” I never stop giving thanks to G-d for the way our lives have turned out: 
from Bobruysk to a trip around Scandinavia as “Americans.”

Our trips around the world continue to this day. Each country is fascinating and 
beautiful in its own way, each is full of extraordinary and educational things. For 
thirty years now, we have been going off  to see new lands. Once, we used to spend 
all of Iya’s salary as a professor at the University of Toronto on these travels; later, 
we used our pensions and savings. We have visited over 70 countries. My travel 
diaries are fi lled with notes; from these, I choose only the extracts I would like 
to share with friends who are still in Russia. Most of them have not had the 
opportunity to travel so freely. Yet we thought about them constantly on our 
journeys and always felt that they were near.

January 4, 1987. Jamaica, Montego Bay. We’re waiting to board our fl ight to 
Toronto. Here’s a little incident we had last night. Th e newspapers I had brought from 
Toronto had all been read and there was nothing else to read, so I stayed up until 

For a few years in a row our family spent winter breaks in Jamaica.
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midnight listening to the radio. Iya was absorbed in re-reading Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace. Sandor and Edwin were not back in the room yet. Finally, we put out the 
lights; I went to sleep at once but Iya stayed awake.

I woke up at 3 a.m. Th e lights in the bathroom were on, Sandor was in his bed 
all by himself, Isya was awake… I assumed that Edwin was in the bathroom. I waited 
and waited – then I got up to look, and he wasn’t there! Isya said Sandor had come 
in at 2 a.m., his brother had promised to follow in 10 minutes, and so Sandor was 
waiting patiently with the door unlocked. It was already 3:10, and still no Edya! All 
three of us were now awake, grumbling as we waited. After half an hour, I couldn’t 
take it anymore: I got dressed and went out to look for him, otherwise we were never 
going to get any sleep… I found Edwin at once: he was sitting in the hallway, in an 
animated conversation with someone. I waved to him from a distance, and he imme-
diately got up and followed me.

Th e dressing-down was harsh. “Do you really think Mama and Sandor can sleep 
when you’re not back?” I said. “How can you keep them awake?” Mama threatened 
to leave Edwin at home when we went on future trips. She remembered his desire to 
have his own room at the hotel, and voiced her concern that once he went off  to 
university, he was going to spend all his nights in some beer hall where he would get 
his head smashed in with a bottle… After a long pause, Edya declared, “Do you have 
any idea who I was talking to? It was Unga, the deejay from the Montego Bay disco!”

“You see, Edwin, my son…” and here, I launched into a lengthy paternal lecture. “Even 
if you had been talking to your middle-school principal, or to the president of the Univer-
sity of Toronto, or to Prime Minister Mulroney or to Gorbachev – you still should have 
come back to the room with Sandor, taken the key, explained everything, reassured your 
parents, and then left, and only for a short while. You would have been right if you had 
met Einstein or Hemingway, and they weren’t willing to wait until you came back.”

Isya couldn’t go back to sleep until after 5 a.m.; Sandor stayed awake until 4. I 
never did go back to sleep…”

By the summer of 1988, we were able to set out on a grand tour of South 
America which included Brazil, Paraguay, Argentina, Peru, Ecuador and the 
Galapagos Islands.

Our tradition is to never share our travel plans with anyone in Toronto before 
we leave; it’s only when we return from a trip that we show slides and share 
stories of our travels. My dear cousin, the generous but always thrifty Joe Welt-
man, asked me in a confi dential tone after hearing our account of the 24 days of 
this breathtakingly exciting tour, “But Vladimir, a trip like that must have been 
quite expensive?” Getting no answer except for a nod in the affi  rmative, he added, 
“Maybe even a thousand dollars per person?” “Something like that,” I told him, 
without getting any more specifi c. We would have never dared tell Joe that the 
four of us (Ilona wasn’t with us) had “blown” 26,000 dollars to pay for the pleas-
ure of that trip. He simply wouldn’t have understood.
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Th e high-quality, courteous service of the Brazilian airline, Varig, made our 
fl ight from Toronto to Rio de Janeiro such an enjoyable and comfortable experi-
ence that we didn’t even notice ten hours go by. Th e same airline earned far greater 
gratitude on our part when, two months later, the gold earrings and ring Iya had 
forgotten at the hotel we left early in the morning after visiting the Iguazu Falls 
were delivered to the Brazilian consulate in Toronto.

We fl ew into Rio de Janeiro. But fi rst before our main tour through the country, 
at Sandor’s suggestion, we fl ew north – to Brasilia, the capital city erected in 1960 
in the middle of a desert. 

A fascinating city. Huge ministry buildings, wide avenues – in some way 
slightly reminiscent of Togliatti. One can tell that everything here was planned 
and built at the same time, yet everything looks neglected and dilapidated, badly 
in need of repair. I think it was a bold but not ле-Жанейроvery wise decision 
– to spend the country’s meager assets on the fantasy of building a new capital 
far away from the major cities. We talked to one of the drivers, who was dozing 
peacefully in the driver’s seat of his vehicle on a huge square where dozens of 
empty buses were parked, and learned that public transportation in the city runs 
only for two hours in the morning and two hours after the end of the workday, 
when a huge number of state employees go home at virtually the same time.

On our fi rst day in Rio, in addition to the main program, I bought tickets for 
the evening for a “Rio by Night” tour, which started with dinner in a restaurant 
where we were served an abundance of sliced roasted meat. Th en, we were taken 
to the “Carnival in Rio” show. Th at was incredible! So beautiful, so colorful! It’s 
impossible to imagine the costumes; they have to be seen.

My family was already used to the fact that, in any country where we traveled, I 
enjoyed wandering around among the locals, making acquaintances, giving a 
little money to the maids, gardeners, electricians and mechanics at the hotel or 
just to people I met in the street, and riding on public transport, off  the beaten 

Brazilia. Brazil, 1988.
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track of the usual tourist routes. Th is started on our very fi rst trip to Jamaica, 
when we decided not to wait for a taxicab and instead boarded a city express bus 
with the local people. It was a wreck of a bus, without a single unbroken win-
dowpane, but with an even-tempered, friendly driver and smiling passengers. A 
girl got up to give me her seat. I thanked her and sat down. At another stop, a 
young mother with a child got on the bus. I wanted to give her my seat, but she 
quite unceremoniously put down her daughter, a girl of about three, in my lap. 
After a minute the dark-skinned tyke was already grinning at me as I held her. 
Trips on local public transport became a way for us to learn about a country’s 
customs.

Th e preceding was my introduction to the most unpleasant episode from our 
thirty-year experience as travelers, when we became victims of an attempted 
robbery, and a professional one at that.

“Rio de Janeiro, June 20, 1988. Th e day was going wonderfully well. We took two 
cable cars to the top of Mount Corcovado, where the giant statue of Christ the 
Redeemer stands (just the head of the monument weighs 30 tons, and each arm is 88 
tons); we took photographs and enjoyed the panoramic view of the city. Th en we toured 
the city center, visited the workshops of the H. Stern jewelry fi rm, bought stamps for 
36 postcards for our friends. 

After dinner, we decided to go to Ipanema and look at the nice shop windows. I 
suggested going by public transportation. We asked some passerby where the bus stop 
was, went over there and waited; we were alone. A woman who came up to us told us 
there was a lot of thievery in the city, and suggested that Iya should hide her gold earrings 
and necklace. Th e bus was running late. Iya thought about it, then took off  her earrings 
and ring, wrapped them in a handkerchief and slipped them in her pocket.

On our travels, I always carry a small billfold with money for small expenses in a 
breast pocket on my shirt, while the wallet with the main portion of our money and 
the credit cards usually lies under the removable bottom of the open leather bag I 
always carry on a strap across my shoulder, on my right side. Th is bag has accompanied 
us on many a trip.

In Rio, people board public transport through a door in the back that leads to a 
small vestibule where the conductor sits. He sells the ticket and lets the passenger walk 
through a turnstile inside the bus after the fare is paid.

Th e bus came, we started boarding with no thought of any trouble. Suddenly, three 
men and a woman came up from somewhere and started pushing their way to the 
vestibule along with us, making an unnecessary fuss. Th e door closed behind us. I got 
the billfold out of my shirt pocket and handed a bill to the conductor. Just then, the 
bus took off  and started moving in a zigzag, lurching so violently that all the passengers 
who were on their feet found themselves being tossed from side to side. Like many oth-
ers, I grabbed the vertical handrail to stay on my feet, while still trying to pay the 
conductor who wouldn’t let anyone past the turnstile and was demanding more money 
from me. Th e bus is lurching, I’m holding on to the handrail, and then I notice that 
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the woman in the group that had just gotten on was practically lying on top of Iya, 
groping for the lock on the back of her neck to undo the gold chain. Despite the lurch-
ing, Iya forcefully pushed the thief away. Th en, all of a sudden, I realized that the left 
hand of the man who was standing next to me and holding on to the handrail with 
his right hand was rummaging in the bag on my side. Furious, I let go of the guardrail 
and reached into the bag in order to grab his hand. I squeezed his wrist with all the 
force of a Canadian electrician whose hands have been tempered by endless wire-
cutting. I yanked his hand out of the bag and was stunned: his hand was missing. He 
had been groping in my bag with a stump with a forked bone at the end, which he 
had somehow learned to use to grab things…. Meanwhile, the bus was still lurching 
from side to side. Edwin and Sandor were also being tossed this way and that. Another 
man tried several times to pull the billfold out of my shirt pocket using two fi ngers, but 
I pressed my left arm over the pocket, beside myself with rage… Somehow, we managed 
to squeeze past the turnstile. At the next stop, the gang of thieves jumped off  the vesti-
bule in the back. Th e bus moved on – this time, steadily and with no lurching… We 
stood there half-crazed, while all the other passengers sat quietly, eyes downcast… After 
a moment Sandor announced that his Olympus camera, with all the pictures he had 
already shot of beautiful Rio, was gone from the canvas bag he had on his shoulder; so 
were his prescription glasses. On the next stop, we got off  the bus and stood in silence, 
facing each other. Th ere was a bitter lump in my throat. It was quite clear that the 
driver, the conductor, and the gang of thieves were all in it together…”

Th at experience stuck in my mind as the most unpleasant, though there were 
several other attempted robberies. In Madrid, a group of young people who 
passed by us in the park “accidentally” splashed me with water and, apologizing 
profusely, rushed to wipe the drops of water off  my clothes while trying to get 
into my pockets. Th is time, I kept my wits about me, and my kids got to see 
their father’s “Bobruysk training”… Th e crooks scattered immediately. On our 
many trips to Hungary, when we stroll along the famous Vaci Street, the shifty 
eyes of pickpockets are a common sight. Only on one occasion did they manage 
to get their hands on part of the content of my billfold – and even then, the 
middle-aged “professional” and his female partner had stalked me for a couple 
of hours before they caught me off -guard while I was boarding a streetcar.

But back to South America. Th e enormous Iguazu Falls – very wide, with torrents 
of yellow water plummeting from a great height – showed us its superiority over 
Niagara Falls. However, the Canadians and the Americans made Niagara a pearl 
of tourism, while Iguazu’s three peacefully coexisting owners – Brazil, Paraguay, 
and Argentina – still off er tourists the wild, untouched beauty of their full-watered 
falling river.

We fl ew into Buenos Aires late in the day. After dinner, we went out for a 
stroll along the streets near our hotel, the Libertador. We liked the beautiful 
buildings and the shop windows; however, we were surprised that with a tem-
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perature of 19 degrees Celsius, when we wore short-sleeve shirts, we ran into 
many people in fur coats… We remembered our geography lessons: “In the 
Southern hemisphere, July is winter!”

Late at night, we came back to the hotel and went to our rooms, and I turned 
on the radio. Iya and I couldn’t sleep until morning: one of the radio stations 
had a nonstop broadcast of wonderful, brilliant melodies of the tango! Each of 
us had been something of a musician in the past, and we had danced the tango 
as students in Tomsk; but no words can convey what we heard that night. All 
these melodies, one lovelier than the other.

A day spent sightseeing in beautiful Buenos Aires, from the world’s widest 
avenue – Avenida 9 de Julio with nine traffi  c lanes – to the famous Colon Opera 
Th eater and the tomb of Evita Peron – revealed to us the unique culture of the 
proud people of this land.

We saw the sources of the national character on the next day. We spent it 100 
kilometers away from the capital in the pampas with their endless plains and 
cattle herds and real gauchos (Argentine cowboys). Th e gauchos showed us their 
ranch, fed us a big dinner, danced ethnic dances, and sang songs to the accom-
paniment of a guitar. Th en we saw a dazzling display of equestrian skills. Th e 
dark and handsome riders easily picked up a wedding ring suspended on a thread 
from a tree on the sharp end of a pike, at full gallop. All this was memorable 
enough. But two nights in a row, our smart Argentine guide Graciela, who had 
taken a liking to our family, also took us to tango salons, where real contests 
between performers of this wonderful dance were held before large audiences. 

Iguassu Falls. Paraguay, 1988.
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Dance groups and singers followed one another. We learned the name of the 
pride of the nation, the famous Carlos Gardel – the author and performer of the 
most popular tangos. Th e unique diversity of the rhythms and the sounds of the 
bandaneons captivated us forever. We fell in love with the tango!

Our journey from Argentina to Peru was a little diff erent. Th e fl ight from Buenos 
Aires was delayed by four hours. We didn’t understand the announcements in 
Spanish, and all around us the sons and daughters of the proud nation were 
boycotting the English language after the war in the Falklands. All my attempts 
to fi nd out something about the fl ight situation were in vain. Th e atmosphere 
on board the plane was not very friendly, either, and even food was served in the 
middle of the night, an hour before 
landing.

Th e Peruvian guide introduced 
us to the history and the architec-
ture of Lima, and even took us 
inside the still-standing 15th cen-
tury house of a conquistador,  
whose descendants had been living 
there for nine generations. When I 
asked about the astonishing number 
of young couples lying in the grass 
in the city’s parks all night, the 
guide only smiled in response.

A building left over from the times of the 
Spanish Conquistadors. Lima, Peru.

Temple of the Saquay Woman. Cuzco, Peru.
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Villagers near Cuzco, Peru.

Machu Picchu, 
Peru.
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Th e city of Cuzco is very high in the mountains, and so we started feeling drowsy 
very soon after arrival. Th e hotel immediately off ered all the guests some strong tea 
brewed with coca leaves to help with the lightheadedness, but it didn’t do much. 
Our guide Ephraim, a Cuzco native, showed us the city’s cathedrals and other 
notable sites, and told us about the vast quantities of silver which the Spanish 
conquerors had plundered from the Incas and taken back to Europe. He also told 
us the mysterious tale of Machu Picchu… Th e famous giant bird images laid out 
with stones in the valleys and on the mountainsides, which the Incas had suppos-
edly used to signal space aliens, were something we could only admire from the 
mountaintop: a helicopter tour of the area cost more than we could aff ord.

While planning our trip, we had decided to spend two nights in the Amazon 
rainforest, which had captivated our imagination when we were still schoolchildren.

“Iquitos, the Amazon jungle. July 1, 1988.
Yesterday, before fl ying out of Cuzco, I had a chance to call Ilona in Toronto and 

wish her and Paul (her husband) a happy birthday, since both their birthdays are 
coming up. Ilona said she was visiting Grandma Regina, had given her a manicure 
and was telling her about our travels. She thinks Grandma is doing fi ne.

We fl ew into Iquitos at 8 p.m. Night had already fallen. In the airport, we instantly 
felt the breath of humidity, of heat, of the tropics. Two tawny fellows were waiting for 
us, with an old open bus with a wooden cabin with no windows or doors. Fifteen 
minutes later, we walked down some sloping planks toward the river: the wide river 
Amazon by night. Th e other bank was barely visible in the light of a couple of fl ashlights. 
We got into a large motorboat loaded with foodstuff s. In total darkness, we traveled 
down the vast expanse of the river for an hour and fi fteen minutes. One of the fellows 
sat on the bow of the boat and periodically used a fl ashlight to light up the river: “Th ere 
are half-sunken trees fl oating around,” he explained to us. “Are there crocodiles in the 
river?” we asked. “Plenty!” was his unfl appable reply. Th e second fellow was operating 
the motor located in the middle of the boat. He showed us how to use the “toilet” – a 
hanging rag that functioned as a curtain and closed off  the stern of the boat. Th en he 
got a can of coca-cola out of a box and said, “You have some too. Th is is all for you.”

We got out of the boat and came out on the riverbank, and walked up some brand-
new wooden steps to the “hotel,” which consisted of four small cabins and a kitchen/
dining room. Th e grounds were lit by two lamps on posts (with electricity supplied by 
a generator buzzing right there). We occupied two adjacent cabins, used the toilet and 
the washstand where the water was a darkish yellow, and hurried to get our supper.

Only then did we discover that there was a swarm of mosquitoes around us. Th e 
walls of the open-air dining room were made of thick wire mesh, and the only entrance 
into the room was through three doors protected by a net. Nonetheless, we swatted 
quite a few mosquitoes inside; they had somehow managed to get past all the barriers.

Th e supper was fresh and delicious. Our two escorts were joined by yet another young 
man who had been the camp watchman prior to our arrival, and now the three of them 
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became the cooks, the waiters, the motorists, and the camp guards… Soon after supper, 
the generator was stopped. Total darkness fell. Th e mosquitoes became a little less persistent. 
Because of the exotica around us, as well as the mugginess and humidity, it was a while 
before we could bring ourselves to turn in for the night. Th e four of us sat down on the 
riverbank. “My G-d! Th is is the Amazon we’re looking at!” And what a sky in this place: 
there’s total darkness around, not a single light, only the stars look as if they’re quite close.

Lying down on the moist, almost wet bed was unpleasant, but fatigue prevailed. 
We slept with no blankets. In the morning, I woke up fi rst after hearing strange sounds 
and a rapping on the window. I peered out from behind the curtain, and would you 
believe it? A most beautiful black-and-yellow toucan with an enormous curved beak 
was sitting outside the window and proudly surveying his territory. I whispered to Iya 
to come and look at this magnifi cence.

So many thoughts were swirling in my head this morning when I was taking my 
thoroughly soaked tallis and the damp tefi llin straps out of my bag and putting them 
on for the morning prayer. I was proud of myself. 

After breakfast, one of the fellows took us into the jungle for an excursion. He 
thoroughly explained the properties and eccentricities of the local fl ora and periodically 
pointed out half-concealed little wild animals that we would never have noticed on 
our own. We were far away from camp when, all of a sudden, a tropical shower started 
coming down out of nowhere. We were completely drenched in an instant, even though 
the guide immediately tore off  and gave each of us an enormous leaf of some plant, 
umbrella-like in size. By the time we had gotten back to camp, it was sunny and 
steamy again. It’s a good thing there was no one else around: I didn’t want anyone to 
laugh at the unusual spectacle of me laying out all my American dollars, which had 
gotten soaked in my pockets, on the grass around my cabin. 

After lunch, one of the fellows took us by boat to visit a nearby Indian family from 
which, he told us, he had recently taken a wife for himself. During the ride, we started 
asking him about the rituals he had to go through in order to marry. His answer was 
as simple as could be: “I brought her father a bottle of beer, I told him I liked his 
daughter; he and I drank the beer together, and I took her home…”

Modernity and tourism have had an interesting aff ect on the Amazonian abo-
rigines’ way of life, too. When our boat approached a village, the adult locals imme-
diately started removing their tops so that, when we disembarked, the families met 
us dressed only to the waist, in long bamboo skirts.

Th e Indians live in open huts that stand on piles above the water. Th ere are no 
mosquito nets. People sleep on the fl oor, with no blankets. We got a friendly reception; 
they showed us household utensils and a hunting bow with arrows. I gave the host a 
few dollars as a gift. In response, the hostess brought me a wooden jug with some sort 
of liquid mush that had an unpleasant sour smell, and off ered me a drink. I shrank 
back. Th e guide explained that it was a kind of local moonshine made from the leaves 
of some tree, which the hostess … chews up thoroughly and then spits out into the jug. 
Th e mush ferments for a few days and gains intoxicating properties…”
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Getting acquainted with the Amazon Jungle. Equador, 1988.
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“Quito, Ecuador. July 4, 1988.
Flew into Quito yesterday. We liked Ecuador at once, starting with the airport. 

Everything clean, well-organized. Th e guide, Gabriela, a quick and knowledgeable 
woman, promptly checked us into our hotel and then immediately took us out until 
evening to see the city, which looked like a toy from the mountaintop, in the openings 
between the clouds fl oating underneath.

She brought us to the potato market. We were lucky: this market is a once-a-week 
aff air. On that day, Indians from the nearby mountains had brought their potato 
harvests to sell. Gabriela proudly told us that Ecuador was the birthplace of the 
potato. Th ere are 22 varieties of potatoes grown here. We doubted her at fi rst, but 
after strolling through the rows of vending stalls, looking at potatoes of all shapes 
and colors and reaching into the baskets to touch them, we started believing it. I 
remembered a peppy Byelorussian dance song with the refrain, “Bulba fried! Bulba 
cooked! Bulba is our lifelong food!” So this is where the “bulba” (potato) that feeds 
the Byelorussians got its start.”

“Galapagos Islands. Th e Bacaneiro sea vessel, July 8, 1988.
Th is is going to be our third and last night on “our” ship. It’s a 30-cabin hotel that 

delivers tourists to the islands of the mysterious archipelago lost in the expanse of the 
Pacifi c. Th e Galapagos Islands belong to Ecuador, which is over a thousand kilometers 
away. It is truly a lost world, an untouched world of fl ora and fauna. A great, fasci-
nating place to visit. Our guide Morris, an American now living in Ecuador, is madly 
devoted to his work and passionately in love with the wildlife of these islands. He has 
showed us around six islands in three days. Two of the islands were separated by about 
100 kilometers and our ship took all night to make the journey.

Th e ship couldn’t dock at any of the islands, and so twice a day we had to transfer 
into a small rowboat in the middle of the ocean; that wasn’t easy even with minimal 
waves. Th en, the rowboat brought us to the island, but at that point there were two 
possible ways of disembarking: a “dry landing,” when the boat could get close to shore 
and we could jump off  without getting our feet wet, or a “wet landing,” when we had 
to jump into the water some 20 meters from the shore and then get to the shore with 

A panorama of the capital city and a potato market. Quito, Equador, 1988.
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our clothes still on. Before each excursion, Morris would tell us whether the landing 
would be “dry” or “wet.”

Our group included a very heavy woman, a young teacher from the Canadian 
province of Alberta; she was a very sweet and intellectually curious person. She too 
wanted to disembark to see the islands, and we all tried to help her as best we could, 
whether when transferring from the Bacaneiro to the rowboat in the middle of the 
ocean, when disembarking on the shore, or when getting back to the boat after a “wet 
landing.” On one of the islands, we were allowed to walk only on fl at stones laid out 
on the path as we walked past the animals. Because of her corpulence, the teacher 
couldn’t see the stones under her feet and Sandor, our kind-hearted boy, walked next 
to her and used his hands to direct her feet so that she wouldn’t miss the stones.

Th e islands are very diff erent from each other, as are the birds and animals that 
populate them. Every time, before we disembarked, Morris told us in detail about his 
beloved creatures whom we were about to meet and showed us slides or fi lms; he also 
gave us instructions on how to move around and how to behave around the wildlife 
on this particular island so that our presence would not harm this extraordinary 
world. Hard to believe, but all these sea lions, seals, blue boobies (large blue-footed 
birds), albatrosses, penguins, turtles, and land-based and aquatic iguanas not only 
weren’t afraid of our presence but didn’t even look in our direction. All the animals 
and birds on this island feed only on the fruits of the sea. Th ere are no predators among 
them, and so fear is unknown to them.

One could tell endless stories about what we have seen in these three days. Iya and 
I saw a sea lioness deliver a stillborn pup and tearfully try to revive it, poking it in 
the sides, tossing it up a little, licking it…

 Th e blue boobies are loving parents. A couple will take turns shielding fi rst the 
egg on the ground and then the hatchling from the hot sun. To accomplish this task, 
the parents have to spend all day standing near or slowly circling their treasure so that 
their shadow protects it from the sun as it travels through the sky. Only after sunset 
can the parents fl y off  to hunt for fi sh in the ocean. Early in the morning, the smart 
little baby birds wait nervously for their parents to come back and regurgitate a tasty 
breakfast. If the parents fall prey to someone in the ocean and fail to come back, 
nature’s law is harsh: no bird will help another’s off spring, and the baby bird will die 
in the sun.

Th ere was also the heartwarming spectacle of a mother albatross giving lessons to 
her babies: they need to muster the courage to make their fi rst leap off  a cliff  so that, 
later on, they can fl y out over the ocean to get their own food…

We couldn’t take our eyes off  the young male frigate bird in the throes of love: in 
order to attract his mate, he can turn his neck into a red balloon fi ve times the size 
of a tennis ball, and dance vigorously on the rocks with this “red lantern.”

Our Bacaneiro doesn’t stand up well to even the slightest turbulence in the ocean. 
Last night, many of us, including my family, were left without a hot dinner. And not 
because of the seasickness that affl  icts almost everyone, but because the ship careened 
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to one side yet again, causing both the pots in the kitchen and the plates on the tables 
to clatter to the fl oor; even the barriers with which each table is outfi tted didn’t help.

Of our whole family, I turned out to be the most resistant to seasickness, while Iya 
suff ered most…

Tonight, we had a farewell dinner aboard the ship. As Edwin said, it was the Rott 
family that threw the party: I played the piano, and Iya performed a gypsy dance.”

Th ree years later, Iya and I spent a two-week vacation in Costa Rica – yet another 
beautiful, peaceful Latin American country populated by friendly and hardwork-

ing people. Our fi rst week was spent 
traveling around the country. We got 
to touch hot stones in the crater of a 
volcano bubbling with lava and gas. 
We visited a coff ee plantation, where, 
among other things, we learned that 
coff ee beans are fi rst sorted by being 
thrown into water: the ripe beans sink 
while the green ones fl oat… A farmer 
walking behind a plow pulled by two 
oxen was kind enough to stop and 
come up to the tour bus as it came to 
a halt. From him, we learned that in 
Costa Rica, potatoes, carrots and other 
vegetables are harvested three times a 
year; in the fourth quarter, they let the 
soil rest. We didn’t believe the local 
guide when he told us that many streets 
in this country have no names and 
many buildings don’t have numbers. 
But when I went to the post offi  ce and 
asked for the address of a local stamp 

Galapagos Islands. Equador, 1988.

Costa Rica, 1992.



181

TO SEE THE WORLD

dealer, and the courteous clerk wrote on a piece of paper, “Across the street from 
the Vitos [a small supermarket], on the second fl oor of a three-story house…”, 
there was no more doubt.

“Jaco Beach, Costa Rica, December 26, 1991. Our weeklong vacation in this 
beautiful, quiet hotel on the Pacifi c coast is coming to an end. Th e weather was 
wonderful, the water very warm. However, we only got to take a dip in the ocean a 
couple of times: CNN was broadcasting constantly from Moscow, and we hardly ever 
left our room. First, Gorbachev leaving offi  ce, then Yeltsin, then the red fl ag over the 
Kremlin was taken down… Unbelievable! To live to see such a day… But we also 
found ourselves feeling sorry for the sincere, naïve romantic dreamers…

Edwin called us a few days ago to say, “Groisman called – from Switzerland. He 
wants you to call him. Write down his number…” Th e call cost me some hassles and 
some extra charges, but I fi nally reached Groisman, who said, “I’m buying an airplane! 
Please call Yura Shapiro. He needs to get his brother’s phone number and call me. I 
had his number but I lost it… His brother promised to introduce me to some people 
who can sell one.” Can you believe that? He wants to buy a plane, it can’t wait, and 
he can’t fi nd the phone number… What strange times have come to Russia!”

Our trip to Turkey was not about learning how modern Turkey lives. Instead, 
we were transported into the ancient world, into Ancient Greece, the age of 
Alexander the Great. We saw Asia Minor. While our tour started with Antalya, 
it was still awaiting the infl ux of tourists at the time of our visit. In Antalya, 
Fethiye, Pamukkale, Kushadashi, Ephesus, and all the way to Istanbul, our very 

Ancient Incan pyramid, Mexico.
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Th e ruins of Troy. Turkey, 1991.

Th e ruins of ancient Greece. Th e main street of Ephesus and a public washroom 
with running water.

Ancient ampitheatre at Perge. Turkey, 1991.
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well-informed guide and our driver showed us the ruins of ancient cities, often 
quite well-preserved. As I stood pensively amidst the ruins and excavations of 
Troy, listening to the guide’s detailed story, I couldn’t help refl ecting on how 
insignifi cant one human life is – a mere drop in the ocean of history.

“Izmir, June 27, 1991. Today, we spent the whole day examining the miraculously 
preserved ruins of the ancient city of Ephesus, which thrived between the 4th century 
BC and the 4th century CE when it was a major Mediterranean port. Th e houses of 
the wealthy which even had hot water indoors. An amphitheater with 24,000 seats. 
Fountains. Th e walls of the city’s ancient library, which is currently being restored by 
specialists from Austria. A 1st century BC brothel, with still-intact mosaics, a bath 
chamber, and the world’s oldest known advertising sign to attract customers. Th e 
public toilets with marble fl oors and an elevation, with running water at the feet of 
the people sitting down, for washing one’s hands and “everything else.” Maybe this is 
why, in every Turkish house from hotels and restaurants to small peasant huts, the 
toilet is equipped with a unique device – a revolving water fountain in the back.”

“June 29. Yesterday, we visited Pergamum (Bergama), a place high in the mountains 
where vellum (or “pergament”) was invented. We watched German specialists at work 
as they restored the building of a library, well-known in antiquity, whose contents were 
sent to Cleopatra as a gift after a fi re destroyed the famous Library of Alexandria.

Th ese several days, spent among fragments of the past, helped us realize with a 
particular clarity that even in that now-distant time, the people of this land lived 
and died, loved beautiful things, attended to personal hygiene, built magnifi cent 
structures, thought about their children’s future, and were convinced that they had 
the answers to almost all of life’s questions – just as we do today.”

Th e visit to Morocco and Tunis was a very diff erent kind of learning experience 
for Iya and me. Of course, the legendary Casablanca, the Medina of Fez, the 
ancient bazaars of Marrakesh and the hospitable hotels of Tunis were fascinating 
and memorable, but that’s not what 
my story is about.

In Toronto, as often happens, our 
travel agent warned us that, upon 
arrival in each country, we absolutely 
had to book our seats for the departure 
date. Th at was what I did immediately 
after our arrival in Casablanca, with 
the help of a guide who met us. He 
immediately called the airline from the 
telephone in our hotel room.

Morocco was quite interesting. Our 
group was made up of tourists from 
diff erent countries, and the local guide Water-seller. Fez, Morocco, 1996.
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accompanied them to the airport separately, depending on their departure time. 
Th at was the case with us, too; Iya and I were fl ying to Tunis. At the airport 
terminal, the guide received a tip from me, bid us a courteous good-bye and left 
– even though the usual procedure is for the guide to part from the visitors once 
they have gone through registration and are on their way to board the plane.

Th e desk clerk at registration, whose English was very poor, examined our 
tickets for a long time, then looked into his passenger list and said, “You’re not 
on the list, the fl ight is overbooked, I can do nothing to help you.” Th ere was no 
computer screen before him, just a type-written list in which he readily made 
changes when people whom he obviously knew approached him, kissed him on 
both cheeks, said something – probably in Arabic – then slipped him money on 
the sly, put their luggage on the scale, and went through for the boarding. My 
complaints and pleas were met with the rude reply, “I don’t know anything!”

It was a scary experience. We were on our own, with no one to turn to for 
help, no knowledge of the local language. Th ere were no police offi  cers in sight. 
Where could we call, and how? Finally, the ordeal ended when I paid extra to fl y 
business class to Tunis.

At the Tunis airport, we were met by the local guide who took us to the hotel. 
On the way there, he was all sympathy and regret as I told him about our prob-
lem in Morocco. “Mr. Rott, you don’t need to worry about that here,” he assured 
me. “I will take your tickets and book everything in advance.” An hour after 
arrival, the guide called me and told me everything was booked and recorded.

Th e week in Tunis also went well, except for one incident when Iya and I went 
inside a small shop in Hammamet and an Arab boy, the owner’s assistant, recog-
nized me as a hated Jew and openly threatened me…

Th en, at the airport, before our fl ight to Rome, I screwed up again. Instead 
of asking the guide to come with us to registration, I gave him the tip in a hurry 
before getting out of the taxicab, and he left.

And then – lo and behold, when we got to the registration window, it turned 
out that once again, we were not on the passenger list! I tried to argue, explain-
ing that our seats for all the fl ights had been booked back in Toronto – but the 
clerk, even more oafi sh than the one in Casablanca, said to me, “Why did you 
call to re-book? When we get such calls, our computer automatically takes the 
caller off  the fl ight list. Th e plane is full, there are no seats!”

Once again, no computer screen in front of the clerk, just a typewritten list 
covered with pencil marks. Standing next to us was an exhausted-looking, mild-
mannered middle-aged Englishman who told us that he had been there for three 
days hoping to get a seat on a plane, having lost his assigned seat due to a similar 
“misunderstanding.” Iya and I were simply stunned by this outrageous behavior.

Finally, the clerk pointed to a door on the other side of the hall – his supervi-
sor’s offi  ce. Th e door was open, and we saw several men standing by the musta-
chioed supervisor’s desk. Each of them came up to the supervisor, shook his hand, 
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kissed him on both cheeks, and slipped a wad of bills into his vest pocket… Th e 
supervisor diligently dialed three numbers on the rotary phone, and we heard 
the clerk’s phone ring behind us. Th e “lucky passenger” left the supervisor’s offi  ce 
and headed toward the clerk. Th e same thing happened with the next man in 
the offi  ce, then the third. We approached the supervisor’s desk, explained our 
situation and got the same story about the stupid computer. We asked for help 
and I even promised a “gift” to show my gratitude, but the supervisor told us 
that the only thing we could do was stand at the registration desk in case some-
one didn’t show up for the fl ight. We left his offi  ce and started to ponder the 
situation.

And then, all of a sudden, my beloved Mongolian mate became a true child 
of Genghis Khan. Iya marched back into the supervisor’s offi  ce, dragging me 
behind her. “Hold the door and don’t let anyone in!” she commanded, then 
strode toward the mustachioed man with venom in her eyes. “You! You are going 
to get us on that plane right away! Or else I’m going to pull all that money out 
of your pockets and throw it all over the fl oor!”

I don’t think the supervisor at the Tunis Airport registration desk had ever 
seen anything like it in his entire life…

… On the fl ight to Rome, there was an empty seat next to us. I got up and 
walked down the aisle of the airliner, but the 
mild-mannered Englishman didn’t seem to 
be among the passengers…

We were still in a very bad mood when we 
got off  the plane in Rome. As we walked 
across the airfi eld toward the bus, our heads 
down, we heard a voice: “Professor Rott! Pro-
fessor Rott! Hi! I am your student! I am fl y-
ing to Hong Kong!” Iya recognized one of 
her students, a young Chinese man from 
Hong Kong, who was smiling and waving 
from the window of another bus. We smiled 
too, and suddenly things were looking better. 

A few years later, Iya and I made another trip 
to Buenos Aires to see the amazing tango 
dancers again. But that was preceded by a 
dramatic event in our family’s life. After 15 
years of teaching at the University of Toronto, 
Professor Rott was notifi ed that the descrip-
tive geometry and technical drafting class 
was being cut and would be merged into a 
course on subjects involving the use of com-

Notwithstanding the fact that she 
looks a lot like a native 

Canadian, Professor Iya Rott was 
sent for early retirement by the 
University of Toronto in 1994.
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puters – and she was being off ered early retirement. Th e University gave Iya 
decent compensation and allowed her to keep all her benefi ts, and we now had 
a 55-year-old unemployed retiree in the house. Iya took this sudden blow very 
badly and became depressed. For a while, our Yiddishe Mama couldn’t even rouse 
herself to make dinner. After 33 years of working with students and teaching the 
subject she loved at universities in Tomsk, Togliatti and Toronto, her career as 
an educator had come to an end.

Our whole family was very concerned about her condition. By way of psy-
chotherapy, I decided to take Iya to Easter Island and Buenos Aires. We selected 
the segments of our possible routes, and this is what we got: Chile (Easter Island 
– Santiago – Puerto Montt near the Magellan Straits – Peulla); Argentina (Bar-
iloche – Buenos Aires); and Uruguay (Montevideo). In Toronto, we got two 
tickets for an Easter Island tour, but our travel agent was unable to book us a 
fl ight to the island. After numerous futile attempts and refusals from the carrier, 
who explained that there was only one overbooked fl ight which landed on Easter 
Island only twice a week on the way from Santiago to Tahiti and back, we decided 
to fl y to Chile. Upon arrival in Santiago, we rushed to the offi  ce of the Sun Chile 
airline. Th e mystery was solved at once: taking advantage of growing demand, 
the airliner owners had classifi ed all the seats on the fl ight as “top category.” We 
had no choice but to pay 1,250 dollars for each ticket instead of 900 dollars for 
economy class. However, the comfort, service, and supply of hors d’oeuvres, 
wines, and other drinks on the fl ight was indeed fi rst-class.

“Easter Island, January 30, 1994.
Easter Island! My G-d, we have lived to see this day, too! Th e middle of the Pacifi c 

Ocean, 3600 kilometers away from Chile, the country that owns this island. I was 
too busy to reread Th or Heyerdahl’s Aku Aku before our departure, even though I 
planned to do so and really wanted to. Th is enigma of an island is still wrapped in 
mystery and superstition but already making strides into modernity. Th e island’s 165 
square kilometers are populated by some 3,200 people and some 1,000 cars including, 
much to our rejoicing, about 50 Togliatti-made Lada Nivas. Th e island has no land-
ing dock, but various goods are brought regularly from the mainland by freighters 
which cast anchor a short distance from the shore and are unloaded by aborigines 
who wade through the water and use rowboats.

We came in late last night but were still picked up at the airport. Each guest had 
a fl ower garland put around his or her neck; our luggage was picked up, and a small 
van took us to a nice modern hotel. We were met by deep darkness, the voices of birds, 
and the mugginess and humidity of summer in January; however, the hotel room had 
a working air conditioner.

Th e morning started with a gathering of our small group, scattered in several hotels. 
Th e local guide, Dinah, an energetic and competent Italian woman who came to this 
island six years ago as a tourist and stayed here after marrying a rapanui (an Easter 
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Island native), took us under her busy wing for the next two days. She was eager to 
tell us all about the history, legend, and mysticism in which the lives of most islanders 
are steeped. Dinah’s sincerity and the careful delicacy with which she told her stories 
inspired trust and piqued our curiosity.

Above all, there are the “moai” – idols carved from monolithic rock, weighing an 
average of 50 tons. Th ey are human fi gures from the waist up, which once stood with 
their faces turned inland and now lie on the ground face down. According to Dinah, 
the fi rst missionaries appeared on the island in 1858-62. By then, not a single vertical 
fi gure remained standing. At the quarry on the side of the volcano, we saw how these 
giants had been carved and from what: not-quite-fi nished idols have been lying here 
for centuries. Th e biggest of them weighs about 200 tons and is about 20 meters long. 
It’s remarkable that the moai which had been standing had stone hats of red volcanic 
tufe on their heads which had come from a diff erent quarry. Th ere had been no visible 
signs of any roads on the island. How, then, had these statues been moved or lifted? Who 
knocked them down? Why are there so many of them? More than a dozen moai have 
already been hauled up and set on their foundations by a Japanese fi rm; and, when one 
sees these giants standing in a row, one feels even greater awe toward their creators. 

And what about the mysterious catacombs where the entire population of the island 
once hid at the sign of danger from outside? Th e sports-like competitions for the right to 
become the chief of the tribe and the ruler of the island? Th e islanders’ voyages to the Inca 
empire on the mainland? Why the senseless mutual slaughter between the island’s tribes? 
We all searched for answers to these questions, debating each other and listening to the 
hypotheses of our guide, who took turns speaking in diff erent languages. Besides the two 
of us, our small group included a fi ftyish surgeon from Barcelona who spoke only Spanish, 
an Italian couple from Florence, a female judge from Brazil who was about 50 years old 
and asked questions only in Portuguese, two elderly sisters from New Zealand who were 

Easter Island, 1994.
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nuns, and an elderly Japanese couple (the husband was 80, the wife 72) who spoke only 
Japanese. Testing our patience, Dinah carried out her task in all these languages, and the 
entire group had a good time. Except that Iya and I made the mistake of not bringing 
sunscreen. As a result, after our very fi rst day which fl ew by quickly under Easter Island’s 
scorching sun, my lips and Iya’s exposed neck were badly burned, and the sunburn contin-
ued to cause us discomfort for the rest of this fascinating journey.

Access to Easter Island would still have been possible only through the books of 
Th or Heyerdahl if it hadn’t been for the Americans, who built a satellite tracking 
station here in the early years of their space program – along with a concrete-paved 
landing strip which could also handle fairly large passenger airplanes.”

Th e continental part of Chile – the world’s longest stretched country – was 
peculiarly beautiful in those summer days. Our land trip through Chile took us 

past tall mountains with icecaps gleam-
ing in the sun and melting mounds of 
snow on their pinnacles, with huge 
sparkling waterfalls hurtling down. In 
the southernmost part of the country 
it was chilly even in daytime. One 
could feel the nearness of Antarctica.

 Santiago, a large and well-tended 
city where Spanish and European 
architecture coexists with the modern 
style, was bustling with activity. It was 
noisy but in a businesslike way. What 
we remembered most were the crowds 
of pedestrians and offi  ce workers who 
came out into the sun on their lunch 
break. All the men wore white shirts 
and black ties; many of them lined up 
at the numerous shoeshine stands in 
the streets. I walked among them and In southern Chile, 1994.
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remembered the young men from this country who had been brought to the 
Soviet Union for training, and whom I had seen at a Togliatti music competition 
years ago. Th e thought came to me that, no matter how they may berate Pinoc-
het, he did what he could to keep the rapacious “Big Brother” across the ocean 
from turning his country into another Cuba.

In the south of Chile and Argentina, I was surprised by the number of immi-
grants of German origin, of German shops and German-language newspapers. At 
the hotel where we stayed one night in Puerto Varas, one of the television channels 
off ered nonstop broadcasts from the Bundestag in Bonn. We also crossed Chile’s 
lakes on an enormous catamaran which held over three hundred passengers – most 
of them Chileans spending their summer vacations with their families.

At our next overnight stop, in Peulla, the Swedish-born hotel owner who had 
been living in these parts for over 60 years took us into the mountains and showed 
us tall pine-like trees about three thousand years old. We couldn’t believe we were 
touching living witnesses to times long past.

No words can describe the beauty of the Argentine city of Bariloche; one has 
to see it with one’s own eyes. An Alpine village, Tyrolean houses with pointed 
roofs, German restaurants and bakery shops… We took a cable car to the top of 
a mid-sized mountain and admired the picturesque lakes that surround the town. 
A few years later, Iya and I would see its near-twin: the small city of Queenstown 
on the Southern island of New Zealand. A similar-looking cable car, similar 
houses, similar beautiful lakes all around. In July and August these places are 
crowded with skiers from Europe and North America.

In the picturesque and unique country of Portugal, where I wrote in my travel 
diary that we have to come back here at least one more time, we watched the 
proud, hardworking people of that country scrub the paved and asphalt side-
walks in front of their homes and shops with soap. It was the fi rst time we saw 
such a sight.

Bariloche. Southern Argentina, 1994.
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Southern New Zealand, 1999.
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Australia, 1999.
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Back when we were students in Tomsk, Soviet censors tried to prevent the 
“corrupting infl uence of Western culture” on Soviet youth, and college students 
were denied the opportunity to listen to the Western masters of jazz and popular 
music. For years, Soviet citizens knew only one American singer: Paul Robeson, 
who not only toured the USSR but lived in Moscow for a long time. In the late 
1950s, Soviet radio had started popularizing the Peruvian singer Yma Sumac, 
whose voice had a four-octave range – even if Soviet audiences couldn’t under-
stand a word of what she was singing. Soon after that, the Soviet public was able 
to see romantic fi lms starring the beautiful Argentine actress Lolita Torres. Like 
the rest of the country, I was constantly humming the song from the fi lm Th e 
Age of Love: “Coimbra, a city of students…” Yet it had never occurred to me to 
wonder where this Argentine city of Coimbra actually was. But life takes strange 

Ayers Rocks. Australia, 1999.

Opera House and monorail. Sydney, Australia, 1999.
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turns. Forty years later, Iya and I went to Portugal where, to our delight, we 
discovered a city called Coimbra! How we wished our dear friends from Tomsk 
could be by our side that day…

We visited the University of Coimbra, founded in 1290. With reverent excite-
ment, we entered its ancient library (founded in the 14th century) and gingerly 
touched the gilded spines of books… We listened as our young female guide 
concluded her story by saying, “Th e leader of our country, Antonio Salazar, was 
a student and then a professor at the University of Coimbra…”

From mainland Portugal, we fl ew to the Azores archipelago, an autonomous 
Portuguese region – both to see another beautiful corner of the world and to visit 
someone. In 1983, I had hired a 19-year-old Portuguese man named Ruben 
Carreiro, with whom I gradually shared my knowledge and experience in diag-
nosing and fi xing problems with electrical and mechanical appliances. Ruben 
has been working at my side for over a quarter of a century; he has become an 
experienced specialist, and a reliable substitute for me when I travel around the 
world or go to Hungary.

Ruben was born on the Azores, into a poor, hardworking family with eleven 
children; four of the boys grew up to be electricians. When Ruben was still a 
child, his father moved the family to Toronto. A younger sister, Paula, was still 
living on San Miguel Island, not far from the main city of Ponte Delgada. Ruben 
and his parents had instructed her to play hostess to “the boss.”

Life on the Azores, the local customs, and the natural beauty of these islands 
are a whole other story. We were amazed by how clean and modern Ponte Del-
gada was, by the abundance in the shops, the attractiveness of the shop windows 
and the goods, and the large number of cars. We were also impressed by how 
quiet and calm life on the island was.

Th e 14’th century library 
of the University of Coimbra,

Portugal. 
University students at the start 

of the school year. Portugal, 1994.
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Th e regret that our dear friends from faraway Russia could not be with us to 
share in our joys and our impressions was felt most keenly when we were in South 
Africa. How we loved both the wilderness and the wealth created by the tireless 
labor of the people of that land! Our guide, who was also our driver and a devout 
animal lover, spent three days with us in the Kruger Wildlife Preserve where we 
had a chance to see its inhabitants – from lions to rhinoceroses to wild boars and 
giraff es – up close. Every evening, at the rest camps protected by a tall picket 

Cape of Good Hope. South Africa, 1997.

David Livingstone, Explorer of Africa. 
He discovered Victoria Falls on the 

19’th of November, 1855.
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Kruger National Park. South Africa, 1997.

Table Mountain. Cape Town, South Africa, 1997.



196

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 4.

Victoria Falls. Zimbabwe, 1997.

Excursion along the Zambezi River. Zimbabwe, 1997. 
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Th e ruins of the ancient city of Petra, which we visited the fi rst week that Israel 
and Jordan opened their bordercrossing at the Allenby Bridge. Jordan, 1995.

Main street of the city of Jerash. Jordan, 1995.
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fence, the huge gates were locked up for the night to keep out the hippos and 
elephants… But our most beautiful memory of that trip was the moment when 
Iya and I stood in each other’s embrace on the steps leading down to the water 
at the southernmost point of the Cape of Good Hope, with the boundless 
expanse of two oceans – the Indian and the Atlantic – before us. From the point 
where we stood, an imaginary invisible line that divided the two oceans stretched 
out into the distance.

After many trips around the world, it was time for us to see the wonders of our 
wonderful home country, Canada. We hadn’t been anywhere yet, except for a 
few trips to Quebec… Today, we feel pride and joy as we remember the  beautiful, 
well-tended, vast spaces of Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, the places to which we have traveled.

Th e landscapes in Newfoundland, as in many other parts of Canada, were 
almost exactly like those of Siberia; still, we saw many extraordinary things during 
our week-long trip. While the territory of the island had been declared a wilder-
ness preserve and remains untouched, every area visited by tourists has an asphalt-
paved walkway, safety rails, and signs pointing to the toilets. 

Th e last stop of a tourist train located in 
the middle of Canada’s Algonquin 
National Park. Northern Ontario.

Canada’s Atlantic coast.
Nova Scotia.
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At fi rst, Iya and I couldn’t believe the guide’s explanation when, passing 
through forests in our fi rst two days, we saw numerous woodpiles by the side of 
the road. Th e guide explained that the residents of nearby towns and villages 
periodically went out to the forest in groups to clean up fallen trees. Th ose trees 
were sawed into pieces and then chopped up for fi rewood, which was then 
stacked along the side of the road to be picked up by anyone who needed it.

And another amazing phenomenon. Th e forests of Newfoundland are now 
populated by about 100,000 moose, protected by conservationists. But these 
huge animals, which can weigh as much as a half-ton, pose a serious threat to 
transportation safety when they cross the roads. According to the latest statistics, 
just last year there were 700 moose-related auto collisions on the island, with 
dozens of human fatalities. Th e solu-
tion is to build barriers by the roadside 
and dig tunnels that the animals could 
use for crossings. It is a costly and dif-
fi cult task – but it is being carried out.

For a long time, Iya had wanted us to 
visit yet another Canadian gem – the 
province of Alberta, “Canada’s Switzer-
land.” We dreamed of such a trip, but 
it came our way from an unexpected 
direction.

Th e mines and 
smelting plants 

of Sudbury, Ontario 
are the heart of 
Canada’s nickel 
industry, 1984.

Newfoundland. June, 2006.
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In the summer of 2008, we went on a fascinating tour of Central Europe 
organized by the Collette Vacations company. Th e main points of the trip for us 
were Auschwitz and Berlin. Th e passengers on the tour bus included a large group 
from Alberta – mostly health care workers and farmers for whom two Catholic 
priests had organized the trip with the purpose of seeing Europe and visiting the 
Jasna Gora monastery in Częstochowa. In the ten days of the trip, we got very 
friendly both with the Americans and with the Canadians from Alberta. Th ey 
all turned out to be deeply religious and kind-hearted people who were deeply 
moved by the stories Iya and I told them about our past. In the two days we spent 
in Budapest, I had to make quite a run of the city’s bookstores to scrounge up 
twenty-eight English copies of “Father’s Letters from Siberian Prisons”. Our 
companions bought up the books immediately.

We will never forget the horror we felt when visiting the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
death camp. No matter how much you know about it, no matter how many 
books you have read or how many movies you have seen, when you enter a bar-
rack or a gas chamber along with hundreds of other visitors, it is impossible to 
refrain from tears, and the thought, “Never again!” does not leave your mind.

We had enjoyed excellent sunny weather for the entire duration of the tour 
– except on the day of our visit to Auschwitz, when it rained constantly. I will 
never forget that moment: Birkenau, tourists everywhere, pouring rain – and I 
found a solitary spot under the edge of the roof of a barrack, got out a copy of 
our family tree which always accompanies me on trips, and read aloud the names 
of thirty-two members of our family who died in that death camp. Th e rain 
washed away my tears and left permanent marks on the copy of the family tree 
People from our tour group came up to me; the men touched me silently while 
some of the women, tears in their eyes, patted my back and kissed me…

In Berlin, our most memorable moment was at the remnants of the Berlin Wall. 
Iya turned pale and said, tearing up, “Vadya, this is about us, isn’t it? You and I, 
we lived on diff erent sides of the Wall.”

Remains of the Berlin Wall, 2008.
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Of course, our travel companions from Alberta invited Iya and me to visit 
their legendary province, and we made that trip at the start of the next summer. 
Elmer and Vicky Klein, a couple who ran a farm near Red Deer, not only were 
the nicest people among those who invited us but actually sent us a gift for 
Christmas. Elmer and Vicky picked us up at the Calgary airport and spent four 
days driving us around in their jeep showing us the beauties of the mountainous 
regions of Jasper, Lake Louise, and Banff . Most memorable, however, were the 
day and night we spent on the Klein’s farm. We kept remembering the trips to 
collective farms from our student days, when we helped with animal feeding and 
harvesting, and then, later on, the time when the mechanics from the Volga Auto 
Plant had to “save” the agriculture in the Samara region…

Th e Klein’s children had grown up and moved out, leaving their parents in 
the empty house on the edge of a plot of land – 100 hectares! – where the family 
had been growing crops since the time of their grandfather. Th ough middle-aged, 
Elmer and Vicky cope by themselves, without assistants. Th e farm has “Martian” 
technology, but the harvesting work lasts for many exhausting days. Vicky oper-
ates a huge combine (with an air-conditioned cabin) which holds 160 bushels 
of grain, while Elmer drives a truck up to the combine which unloads 80 bush-
els of grain into the box of the truck every time and then transports the grain to 
the four grain elevators next to the house. Th e grain is stored there until Elmer 
can sell it at a good price.

Th e Klein Family spent a few days showing off  their beautiful province. Vladimir, 
Vicky and Elmer Klein, Iya, Eva Orosz. Banff , Alberta, 2009.
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Canadian ski resort – Whistler. British Columbia, 2009.

Visiting Canadian farmer Elmer Klein. Red Deer, Alberta, 2009.
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Iwo Jima Memorial and the White House. Washington, DC, 1981

With a group of American Bikers. Boulder, Colorado, 2006.
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At that point, I remembered a passage I had once read in America magazine: 
“In the Canadian provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, 100,000 
Ukrainians grow enough bread to feed the entire world…”

I will conclude this chapter about our travels with the surprise that awaited Iya 
on March 14, 2001, at the Frankfurt Airport, when she followed me to our con-
necting fl ight to Budapest – and I brought her to the registration counter for a 
fl ight to Milan. It was Iya’s romantic dream, and my gift to her for our 40th 
anniversary. We got a room at a wonderful new hotel. Th e next evening, after 
some hard work to get tickets from scalpers, we were sitting at the La Scala theater 
at a performance of La Traviata. Th e last chords of the orchestra died down. My 
beloved companion’s eyes sparkled with tears and happiness as the opera lovers 
around us burst into furious applause for the exquisite performance of the great 
Verdi’s masterpiece.

La Scala Opera House, Milan. Italy, 2001.
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CHAPTER 5.

OH, THAT WEDDING! 

When we were living in Togliatti, seven-year-old Sandor used to play war games 
with other boys in the yard of our 80-apartment building while fi ve-year-old 
Ilona used to trail after her older brother and her main babysitter. Sometimes 
Sandor would suggest letting Ilona join the game and give his sister a stick to use 
as a gun. A few minutes later, our “Sister” (Ilona’s nickname in our family) would 
already be in command of the squad of older boys.

In Toronto, our children became young adults. All acquired their own friends, 
who often came to our home and had dinner with us. All three had a large circle 
of friends, and it was all Iya and I could do to remember their names.

One day, Ilona had a new friend come over – a medical student named Paul, 
a pleasant young man built like a football player. Th ey had met at the university 
library. Ilona introduced him to us and took him to her room. Neither we nor 
Edwin (Sandor was in Italy) noticed anything out of the ordinary.

“August 19, 1985. Monday. On Friday night I went to the synagogue on my own, 
without waiting for Edwin who was working late. Ilona had invited Paul over for 
dinner with her mother’s permission. I came home at half past eight. We came up to 
the table to say the usual Sabbath blessing over a glass of wine. And just then Ilona 
announces, “I have something to tell you. Paul has asked me to marry him, and… I 
said yes!”

Oh, my G-d! We have lived to see this, too! Th ere are no words to convey our shock. 
Isya began to cry as she said, ‘Mazel tov!’ What else was there to add to these two words?

At the table, Paul confessed that he hadn’t slept two nights waiting for Ilona’s 
answer. Just before dinner, Ilona had taken Paul to our library downstairs, where 
three minutes later he had her answer on the computer [in the form of an animated 
message]: “Yes!”, accompanied by the tune of “Happy birthday to you.”

Ilona had been carrying this news around with her since Tuesday; she had been 
nervous and beside herself with anxiety, yet we, her parents, had somehow failed to 
notice her agitation. Edwin had sensed it more than anyone else. He had even writ-
ten to his friend John that “something is going to happen today.”

Ilona and Paul had a quick bite to eat and then ran to give his parents the news. 
Edwin left the table shortly after that and went to see a friend. Iya and I were left 
alone to ponder the situation. With whom could we share our news? Th en we realized 
we didn’t even know Paul’s last name! Th en how could we share the news, without a 
last name? Our problem was solved by Edwin, who soon came back. Ilona came home 
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after midnight. Early in the morning, Iya and I realized we were both crying… It 
reminded us of that moment at the hospital when little Edwin tearfully declared after 
his circumcision, “I liked it better before!”

In the morning, I went to the synagogue. At the entrance, I met Mrs. Ochs, our 
rabbi’s wife, who was walking with her elderly mother-in-law, holding her arm. Th ey 
have a lot of goodwill toward our family, and were very happy to hear my news. As 
for Joe Weltman, the news literally made him jump. I started asking him what I 
should do next – was I supposed to call the boy’s parents? “Oh no!” Joe said severely. 
“Th ey’re supposed to call you fi rst! Th ey’re the parents of the groom.”

At Ilona’s suggestion, after the service at the synagogue was over, the three of us 
hurried over to Baycrest to see Grandma Regina and tell her the news right away. 
Th is was her reaction: “Well, thanks be to G-d! I’ve lived to see this day… My grand-
daughter’s taken care of.”

When I told her Paul’s last name, Regina looked pensive. “He sounds Jewish,” she 
said. When I replied in the affi  rmative, she added, “Oh, then it’s not embarrassing to 
tell the rabbi and Jozska [Joe Weltman] about it… I thought it was one of her Chi-
nese friends.”

Ilona left us and went to see her girlfriends, while Iya and I picked up Mama 
Regina and took her in her wheelchair to the Gertsoviches’. It was Marat’s birthday 
and we were expected over for dinner; Yuzik, Svetlana and Felix were already at the 
table. After the fi rst toast – to Marat – I announced our news. A hush fell over the 
table. Marat began to cry. Th en, everyone rushed to congratulate us.

Joe turned out to be right. After the Sabbath ended, we got a call from Paul’s parents 
at 9:30. Th ey wanted to meet us. We invited them over. On the next day, August 18, 
I brought Mama Regina to our place early in the morning. At noon sharp, Paul 
showed up accompanied by his parents, Eleanor and Joe. We got acquainted and 
exchanged congratulations. Our entire family was there. Th e dinner turned out to be 
an impressive one. While we had to receive them on short notice, Iya’s dinner, which 
had remained untouched on the Sabbath, defi nitely came in handy. We agreed on the 
date of our children’s engagement party.

We found Paul’s parents very likable. Both are from large families that have been 
known in the city for a long time. Paul’s grandfather Shmul Aaron had come to 
Canada from Poland in 1931, alone. For over four years, he slaved away doing 
maintenance and repairs in Toronto apartment buildings, earning fi ve dollars a week, 
until he was fi nally able to bring his wife Haya Sura and their three young children 
over from Poland. But Shmul Aaron’s real road to ‘riches’ in Toronto was that he was 
the fi rst man in the city to open a factory for cleaning and packaging buckwheat and 
delivering it to stores. He was able to put his years of European experience to good 
use. At least in those years in Canada, the family never went hungry because, as Paul’s 
father said, they had buckwheat kasha for breakfast, buckwheat kasha for lunch, and 
no one ever turned down buckwheat kasha for dinner, either…”
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We started calling up friends and relatives, sharing our news and inviting them 
to the engagement celebration. We called Mama’s sister Jolan in Budapest, too, 
but she told us she already knew: our “Radio Joe Weltman” had spread the news.

On Sunday afternoon, there was a call from Sandor from Rome. Th e older 
brother must have had a feeling that something was happening. “Sandor, your 
sister’s engaged!” we told him. For a moment, he was speechless with shock. Th en 
he asked loudly, “To whom?” “To Paul.” “What Paul?” We told him. Later on, 
Sandor told us that when he put down the phone, our conversation left him 
alarmed but also made him think. “Are we so grown up already?”

In the evening, Rabbi Ochs’s family invited our entire family over and had a 
beautiful reception.

Th ree days later, in the evening, an engagement party for Paul and Ilona was 
held in our synagogue’s banquet hall. It was an occasion for the two families to 
meet. Our well-wisher Kalman Lowenthal, the owner of a restaurant that hosted 
banquets, set up a lavish smorgasbord of desserts and drinks for our guests. Ilona, 
Paul, and the two pairs of parents stood by the entrance to the hall, greeted the 
guests, made their introductions, and invited them inside.

About 150 guests attended the party: Paul’s numerous kinsfolk, our relatives, 
and the bride and groom’s friends from school and university. Many gifts were 
brought. After the banquet, both families came to our place for a midnight tea.

In addition to work, study, teaching, and housekeeping, there was now another 
pleasant chore: preparations for the wedding. Early in April, we mailed out the 
wedding invitations. Th e “invitation” turned out to be both simple and unique, 
because, it was printed in three languages, which was a fi rst. English and Hebrew 
were traditional in Toronto for invitations to Jewish weddings, but we added 
another page – in Russian. Ilona had an idea for an interesting emblem that 
combined her initials with Paul’s, and Sandor designed it. Iya inscribed the guest’s 
name by hand on each invitation. On the very next day, people started calling, 
off ering congratulations, and expressing their admiration for the novelty of our 
invitation. 

Meanwhile, our family was preparing for yet another unusual event. In 1975, 
when Iya and the children rejoined me in Canada, Rabbi Ochs came to see us a 
couple of weeks after their arrival. Th e unexpected visit was both a surprise and 
an honor to us. Th e rabbi asked us detailed questions about our parents, and 
then produced a colorful paper from a folder: an offi  cial ketubah form. Iya and 
I had never heard that word before. Th e rabbi explained that, in addition to civil 
marriage, Jewish couples have to be joined in a religious ceremony under a chup-
pah, in which the groom hands the bride a ketubah – a marriage contract in 
which the husband undertakes the obligation to provide his wife with everything 
she needs, while the wife promises to create a home for her husband (domestic 
comfort and family). Rabbi Ochs suggested that we think it over. I translated 
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everything he said into Russian for Iya’s benefi t. She heard me out and replied, 
“Esteemed Rabbi Ochs, thank you for the interest you have taken in us. I have 
been Vladimir’s wife for fourteen years now. I am not going to participate in any 
ritual I don’t understand!” Rabbi Ochs bade us a polite good-bye and left our 
home.

Th e years went by. Our children attended a private religious Jewish school. 
We became friends with the Ochses, a large and wonderful family with ten chil-
dren and two remarkable grandmothers, worthy and cultured European ladies. 
Eventually, we learned that an Orthodox rabbi could marry a couple under the 
chuppah only if both the bride’s and the groom’s parents had been married under 
a chuppah as well – otherwise the children are considered illegitimate according 
to the Orthodox Jewish tradition. Rabbi Ochs never raised the subject again, but 
sometimes Iya caught his reproachful looks. Finally, one day she said to him, 
“Rabbi Ochs, please don’t worry. I promise that when the time comes for my 
children to marry, Vladimir and I will have our ceremony under the chuppah, 
even if it has to be the day before the wedding.”

And then came the day when we went to see Rabbi Ochs to arrange the date 
of Ilona and Paul’s wedding. Th e rabbi looked over his calendar and said that the 
most suitable day was Lag Baomer, May 27. After that, we asked when it would 
be convenient for him to conduct the chuppah ceremony for Iya and me. Th e 
rabbi asked if we had any suggestions. We said it would be wonderful if the date 
of our religious wedding could be set for April 8 – that would be the 25th anni-
versary of our wedding as students in Tomsk in 1961. Th e rabbi said he had no 
objections and actually had that date open.

Th at was how Iya’s and my chuppah ceremony ended up being the fi rst item 
on the agenda. Th e rabbi and his wife explained to us the rules and traditions of 
preparing for the chuppah: the rings, the ritual mikvah bath, the fasting on the 
wedding day. Th e rabbi was of the opinion that we shouldn’t invite Paul’s parents, 
or they may think we were “too backward.”

Paul’s parents were among the fi rst couples Rabbi Ochs had married, back in 
the days when he was still very young and without the mighty beard he sported 
now. Iya and I managed to convince the Ochses that we were just now “coming 
to Canada,” and Paul’s parents were among the fi rst guests we invited.

At fi rst, Iya and I had some diff erences of opinion about the best way to cel-
ebrate our 25th anniversary: in the grand Russian style, or modestly and without 
much of a fuss? We decided to do something in between. At fi rst we planned to 
invite 20 to 25 guests, but as April 8 approached, the guest list grew to 75 people, 
each of whom we personally called and somewhat shamefacedly explained what 
they were being invited for. Nancy Friedberg called Jaff a and said that she had 
gotten a wedding invitation from us for May 27, and now Iya had just called 
with some new date. Jaff a had to explain the meaning of the upcoming event to 
a surprised and confused Nancy.
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It’s not easy for former Soviet citizens to understand that the majority of Jews 
in the free world follow centuries-old traditions, observing the Sabbath and 
religious holidays, circumcising their infant sons, holding bar-mitzvahs, marrying 
under the chuppah, and so on. Meanwhile, many of our Toronto neighbors had 
never considered the fact that there are Jews who don’t even know these tradi-
tions, let alone follow them. 

Here’s a minor episode. Ten-year-old Edwin is riding his bike in front of our 
house, with another ten-year-old, Esther, and her little brothers riding their bikes 
next to him.

Esther: Our new baby is getting his brit mila (circumcision) tomorrow.
Edwin: I had my brit mila when I was seven.
Esther: No one has their brit mila at seven!
Edwin: Yes, they do! See, we moved to Toronto from the Soviet Union…
Esther: So what? We also moved to Toronto … from Brooklyn!

On Friday night, April 4, when I came to the synagogue, many people con-
gratulated me and praised our “Invitation” to Ilona’s wedding. Many simply 
smiled at me as co-participants in next Tuesday’s event…

April 5 was the Sabbath before the new moon. On that day, two Torah scrolls 
are taken out of the ark (a special case in the synagogue in which Torah scrolls 
are kept). Sandor was invited to remove and hold one of them. Because of my 
upcoming chuppah (wedding), I was called to go up on the bimah – the elevated 
platform in the center of the synagogue’s main hall – for the Torah reading. If a 
happy young bridegroom had been in my place, the entire congregation would 
have been throwing candy at him. In my situation, Sandor, who was sitting 
behind me holding the Torah scroll, furtively pulled a chocolate bar from his 
pocket and slipped it into my hand. Th e handshakes of well-wishers who con-
gratulated me on being called up the bimah for the Torah reading were especially 
fi rm.

In the morning, before the start of the service, Rabbi Ochs approached me 
and asked if he could announce Iya’s and my upcoming chuppah at the syna-
gogue. I refused to grant my permission. In his speech at the end of the service, 
when the rabbi congratulated some of the congregants on various joyful events 
in their lives, he smiled and paused meaningfully. Everyone in our family under-
stood to whom that pause was addressed.

On Tuesday, April 8, Iya and I fasted. Our children, by themselves, prepared 
their surprises for the evening. We came to the synagogue by 7 p.m. Th e tables 
in the banquet hall were beautifully set and arranged in a U shape.

After the end of the evening service, Rabbi Ochs invited me to his offi  ce, where 
Joseph Mandel and Moishe Gerstner put down their signatures as witnesses after 
I signed the ketubah. Th e four of us then came down to the banquet hall where 
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everyone was already assembled. Mama Regina was brought from the nursing 
home by my brother Yuzik.

Sandor, Edwin, Tolik Gertsovich, and Paul held the four poles of the chuppah. 
In accordance with the ritual, I slipped a wedding ring – the one from Tomsk – on 
Iya’s index fi nger. Th e rabbi read the ketubah and then spoke the fi rst blessing over 
a glass of wine from which Iya and I both took a sip. Six of the most esteemed 
guests said the other six blessings. No one in the hall was seated; all seventy guests 
surrounded the chuppah in a ring. Many had tears in their eyes. I was holding Iya’s 
arm and could feel her trembling with agitation. A white napkin with a wine glass 
wrapped in it was placed on the fl oor in front of me. I slammed my foot down on 
it; the sound of shattering glass was heard, and everyone began to congratulate us. 
Th e men pulled me into a round dance while next to us the women were already 
dancing the horah in a circle with a radiant Iya.

When everyone sat down at the tables and Sandor was supposed to say the 
fi rst toast, it turned out that we had forgotten the cases with wine and liquors at 
home. We were rescued by Kalman Lowenthal, the banquet hall kitchen owner, 
who found a few bottles of wine in his cellar. 

At the banquet, I told the guests a little bit about our family. Th en, Iya, Mrs. 
Ochs, and Joe Weltman spoke. Our children showed slides of photos from fam-
ily albums. Yuzik and I played a few popular tunes, on the violin and accordion. 
My brother and his wife spent the entire evening looking after Regina, who was 
in a good mood.

Th at’s how we celebrated our silver anniversary. Our well-wishers continued 
to talk about this unforgettable event for a long time; there were phone calls, 
congratulations, presents.

Everything described above was a mere fraction of the work we did preparing for 
Ilona and Paul’s wedding. Th e vast majority of the guests we had invited had 
replied in advance that they would attend. We ended up with a guest list of 400 
people! I thought back to the days when our family in Bobruysk consisted of 
three people and I wanted so badly to have at least some other kin. Th e banquet 
hall of our Viewmount Synagogue could not accommodate such a large number 
of guests. We had to rent the banquet hall of the large synagogue next door along 
with its restaurant.

In close contact with Paul’s parents (it was the fi rst time either of us had a child 
getting married), we selected the menu, the colors of the tablecloths and the nap-
kins, and the assortment of desserts usually served to the guests at the end of the 
evening. It wasn’t an easy task to decide how to seat the guests at the ten-person 
tables, or to inscribe the name cards for each seat. We hired an orchestra of seven 
musicians as well as a professional photographer and a video camera operator.

Th e two families and Grandma Regina sat at the long head table. My cousins, 
too, came for the wedding: Jutka and her husband Laci from Budapest, Jerome 
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Chuppah – Traditional 
wedding ceremony. 

Toronto, April 8, 1986.
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Spielberger and his wife Ceci from St. Louis, Missouri, and Zelma Spielberger 
from Philadelphia. In addition to our relatives and those of Paul’s family, Ilona’s, 
Paul’s, Sandor’s and Edwin’s friends from school and university were also in 
attendance; but most of the guests were members of our synagogue.

Th e festively decorated chuppah was set up in the main hall of the synagogue. 
Th e women sat on the left side of the hall, the men on the right. Much to the 
guests’ surprise and to our infi nite happiness, not one but two cantors agreed to 
sing at the wedding ceremony, out of respect for our family. Th e fi rst part of the 
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Ilona and family preparing for her wedding, 1986.

Regina’s family before Ilona’s wedding ceremony.
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prayer that blesses the bride and groom was per-
formed by our synagogue’s cantor David Eihorn, 
an excellent baritone. Th e second half of the prayer 
was sung by the elderly bass Yaakov Siegelman, 
already retired by then.

Paul’s parents were the fi rst to lead their son 
under the chuppah. Th ey were followed down a 
long carpet runner by Paul’s sister Ruthie, Edwin 
and Sandor, then by Mama Regina in her wheel-
chair, wearing a beautiful blue dress, with Yuzik 
pushing her along. Th en, fi nally, Iya and I walked 
our bride in her gorgeous gown to the chuppah. 
Th e entire chuppah ceremony was conducted by 
the esteemed Rabbi Mordechai Ochs.

Today this elicits a smile, but back then it was a novelty: with Sandor’s help, 
I showed the guests a movie jokingly titled “On Both Sides of the Ocean,” pro-
jected from the hall’s balcony onto a vertically suspended bed’ sheet. I had put 
it together, without the knowledge of the young couple, from bits of old 8-mil-
limeter fi lm collected from both families, with images from Paul and Ilona’s 
childhood years. Despite the noise of the projector, the guests were able to hear 
my narration and rewarded us with applause.

Th e wedding was a solemn and happy event, but Iya and I were so worried 
about all the practical details that we hardly ever got up from our seats and hardly 
got to try any of the food. After the dessert buff et, the guests started saying good-
bye; they came up to us with thanks for the beautiful celebration.

From the wedding, Ilona and Paul went to their newly furnished rented two-
bedroom apartment in a nearby high-rise. On the next day, they went away on 
a one-week trip to Israel.

“June 16, 1986. Monday. Yesterday, Ilona cooked her fi rst chicken soup. Paul enjoyed 
it very much and praised the cook as he ate, and we were all immensely happy about it!”

I will round out this chapter with several other important events that greatly 
enriched Ilona and Paul’s family.

“September 18, 1991. Yom Kippur 5752. Last night, we were getting ready to go 
to the synagogue to hear the Kol Nidre, the sad prayer that marks the beginning of 
the Day of Atonement, when Edwin took Ilona to her appointment with Dr. Gold-
man, and the latter immediately sent her off  to Mt. Sinai Hospital. In the evening, 
when we came back from synagogue, Paul called and said he was going to stay with 
Ilona himself, and Dr. Goldman would come at 6 a.m. and decide whether to speed 
up the labor…

 At 3:30 a.m., Iya and I couldn’t take it anymore and went to see Ilona at the 
hospital. When we came into her room, Ilona was lying on the bed moaning. Th ere 

Ilona the bride.
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are long intervals between contrac-
tions. Th e monitor showed Ilona’s 
heartbeat at 68 beats per minute, the 
baby’s at 132. Iya stayed with her 
until morning…

Today, Sandor, Edwin and I run-
ning outside during the service at the 
synagogue every hour and called home 
from the pay phone in the supermar-
ket down the street listening to the 
recordings on the answering machine 
and hoping to hear from Iya. It was 
only when we came home for a two-
hour rest that Iya called to say, “Th ey’re 
doing a Caesarean…” 

At a quarter to fi ve, Iya called again: “We’ve got a little girl!!! 8 pounds…” Well, thank 
G-d! We have lived to see this, too… We went back to the synagogue where everyone was 
waiting for our news. Everyone off ered congratulations, including Rabbi Ochs.

Iya came home late at night, leaving Ilona in the hospital with the entire Posner 
family.”

“Today (September 19) at noon, I saw Ilona and my granddaughter… (I felt 
something very special as I wrote that word.) Ilona is a mommy. Th e fi rst clumsy steps, 
the pain of breastfeeding. Th e young lady “overstayed her welcome” in mommy’s 
tummy: the skin on her little legs is peeling from the amniotic fl uid, and she’s grown 
long nails. Ilona even bit one fi nger nail off  and I picked it up. Here it is: [a tiny 
fi ngernail is attached to the page of the diary with scotch tape].”

“September 21 (Saturday). Ada Rachel: that’s the name our little one was given 
today at the open Torah scroll. Ada was the name of Paul’s grandmother; Rachel was 

Th e sweet table.
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not only the sole name of Iya’s mother, Granny Ronya, but also the Jewish name of 
Granny Regina. Sandor was invited to take the Torah scroll out of the ark, while Paul 
and I were invited to read the paragraphs for this week. Joe, Paul’s father, was asked 
to roll up the scroll, Edwin to tie up and put on the cover and the crown. We had 
guests at our synagogue, too, for such a solemn occasion. Paul’s parents and sister had 
to walk more than three kilometers on foot because of the Sabbath. Among the guests 
were Anatoly Gertsovich with his parents Marat and Lina, their visiting relative from 
Moscow Sopha Gantman, and Yuzik’s older son Felix.

On the advice of Rabbi Ochs, we had bought all of the food ourselves and held a 
small Kiddush in the smaller hall of the synagogue: set up the tables and had our 

celebration, inviting all the congregants 
who were at today’s service. Th e alcoholic 
drinks for the Kiddush were provided by 
Joe Weltman. Th en we invited all the 
family guests home for dinner.

It was only after 5 p.m. that we were 
able to see Ilona. Little Ada is an exact 
copy of our daughter.”

“June 13, 1993. At 3:10 a.m. this morn-
ing, Ilona gave birth to a little girl, 8 lbs 
2 oz. Everything was going well with the In September 1991 Ada was born.

Some of the relatives who came for Ilona’s wedding: (from right to left)
Laci and Jutka Dobos from Budapest; Jerome and Ceci Spielberger (in blue) 
from Tucson, Arizona; Zelma Spielberger (sitting between Iya and Sandor) 

from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Toronto, 1986.
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labour, when suddenly the little one stopped breathing. Th e doctors immediately cut 
Ilona open and got the baby out. Th ey pumped out the muck, and then … she started 
crying! She has been named Serena Yael. Grandma Iya and I are infi nitely happy. 
Much happiness to her, and to Ilona’s whole family! Th e girl is a beauty. Our second 
granddaughter!”

“February 8, 1995. Iya was at Ilona’s place babysitting Serena when the bus 
brought her older sister home from kindergarten. Ada (age 3 years and 4 months) 
walked into the room and pointed out to Iya, “Baba Iya, if you had a little bit more 
imagination you could put the two dolls in one bed!” 

Meanwhile, the little sister, one-and-a-half-year-old Serena, keeps chanting again 
and again, “Doctor said, ‘No more monkeys jumping on the bed!’”

Here’s what happened last night: Serena jumped up on Ada’s bed and got a huge 
bump on her head from hitting the corner of a shelf. Ilona quickly called me and asked 
me to stay with Ada while she and Paul raced to the hospital with Serena for X-rays. 
Th e doctor examined the bump and asked the patient what happened, who had done 
this Her reply: “Mama did it!” Besides answering the doctor’s questions, she also sang 
“Happy birthday to you.” Th e doctor said, “No X-ray for her – she’s talking too much!”

“June 11, 1995, Sunday. Mama Regina is 95 years old! She received birthday greet-
ings and a special certifi cate from the province of Ontario’s prime minister Bob Ray. 
But Grandma Riza got an even more special gift from her granddaughter Ilona: 

Ilona’s family today: Paul, Ada, Adam, Ilona and Serena, 2008.
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On Friday, Iya was baking a heap of dairy stuff  for Shavuot while Ilona, who was 
in her last month of pregnancy, went to see the doctor. Dr. Goldman found that 
everything was fi ne and set the surgery for Wednesday, 8:30 a.m. On Saturday, June 
3, after midnight, a sudden call from Ilona: “My water broke!” Half an hour later 
she was already at Mount Sinai hospital, and at 6:37 she gave birth to a boy, 8 lbs 
11 oz.”

“Ilona was recovering from her Caesarean and we took turns helping her. On the 
second day, I kept watch at her bedside from 7 p.m. to 2 a.m., then Paul’s sister Ruth 
took over. Th e next three nights, Iya stayed with her the whole time. 

Th is morning at the synagogue, the baby was circumcised. Our grandson was 
named Adam Joel. Th e name was picked by his parents. I wouldn’t have mustered the 
courage, but the second grandfather, Joe, bravely held his grandson in his arms at this 
extraordinary moment. Sandor and Manana brought the baby in. Th e moment the 
doctor took off  his diapers, the hero of the day “got” the doctor with a long stream…

Th ere were 160 guests at the breakfast we held in celebration.”

What a wonderful life it has been after all! Today, at the end of 2008, when I 
quote these excerpts from my diaries about Ilona’s little ones, Ada has recently 
turned seventeen years old. She plays the piano and the electrical guitar. She is 
graduating from high school and wants to be a doctor.

Serena is 15 years old. She attends a high school across town, it takes her one 
hour by metro to get there every morning. She plays the piano and writes music 
and dreams of becoming a director of motion pictures…

Adam is in eighth grade. He is the kindest and friendliest of the three, and 
adores Grandma Iya’s chicken soup. He plays the trombone.

All three play soccer and possess an insatiable thirst for knowledge.
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Today, 20 years later, I myself marvel at the energy we had back in those days. 
After all, in addition to the big event – Ilona’s wedding – we were also busy with 
preparations for our next trip. Th e previous summer, after Iya and children had 
visited Budapest and, together with Karcsi Sabo, brought back encouraging news 
that I would be safe if I came over to visit my relatives quietly and briefl y, with-
out fanfare, I mustered the courage to make a trip to Hungary in August 1986. 
We decided on the dates and the itinerary. Th is time, my employee Ruben gave 
me several lessons in driving a car with a manual transmission in Toronto. I soon 
felt confi dent enough that I would be able to do it in Europe. 

In addition to this plan, there was another dream that had been growing stronger 
inside me for a long time. “At least once, while Mama’s sister Jolan is still alive, 
we should ask her to take a trip with us to the north of Hungary, maybe even to 
the Garadna village I’ve been hearing so much about for my entire life. Maybe 
there’s something still left over there? Maybe Jolan will remember something and 
show us? Once Jolan is gone, all this will be lost forever.” Hence, a short note in 
my diary:

“June 1, 1986. Today in Baycrest, when I came to visit Mama Regina and give 
her dinner, I asked, “By the way, Mama, where did you live in Miskolc before your 
departure for the Soviet Union?” I didn’t have much hope for an answer, but I got 
one immediately: “Soltesz Nagy Kalman utca, ketto. Pijac mellet…” In other words: 
Soltesz Nagy Kalman Street 2, next to the market… Let’s hear it for my darling 
mommy! Not bad for an 86-year-old!”

For the fi rst time ever, I also started probing Joe Weltman for details: How 
does one get to Garadna? Where is his native village, Bakta? He gladly answered 
my specifi c questions and started at once to prepare gifts for his countrymen…

“August 3, Toronto. … Edwin called from Paris. He has completed a French 
language summer course in Nice. He’s had his luggage sent to Toronto, and tomorrow 
he takes a fl ight to Vienna – he’ll be there at noon. 

To fi nance the planned trip, I’ve borrowed 3,000 dollars from Joe and 2,500 from 
Sandor. (On all our trips, we, the parents, have always had the children travel with 
us only at our expense, the better to teach them habits of fi nancial self-suffi  ciency and 
thrift.) However, the principal funds for the trip – just as for Ilona’s wedding – come 
from my earnings on contract jobs improving locks for the Kingston prison system.”
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“August 7, 1986, Puchberg. … Yesterday, Iya and Sandor had some anxious moments 
sitting behind me in the Mitsubishi minibus I had rented at the Vienna airport while 
I drove 80 kilometers along the Austrian highway to Puchberg using manual trans-
mission, so tense I barely blinked. Sandor was right when he said that the motor has 
a funny sound, but I was too preoccupied to spare any thought for the motor. Other 
cars were easily passing me, and I tried to keep up with them and not to hold up the 
traffi  c… It was only when we got to Puchberg that I discovered I had driven the entire 
distance setting the transmission shift only to third gear…

In Puchberg, we happily met up with Edwin. Standing next to him was quite a 
surprise: Jozsi Bacsi – Szabo Jozsef, who had come over to his brother’s in order to 
meet us and escort us to Budapest.

Edwin is a smart boy: he fl ew in from Paris a day early, and then, in Vienna, 
made it from one train station to another and caught a train to Puchberg completely 
on his own. Karcsi wasn’t home and there were no vacancies at his hotel. Edwin got 
a room at the hotel next door for 150 shillings (15 dollars). 

At Karcsi’s hotel, guests are charged 170 shillings for bed and breakfast, but he 
refuses to charge us anything. Last night, Sandor and Edwin slept in Room No. 7 
while Iya and I stayed at Karcsi’s apartment. In the middle of the night, Edya 
declared that he was hungry. Th ey went into the pub next door where the locals go 
for drinks, and for 100 shillings our son got a Wienerschnitzel, a salad, and mineral 
water.”

Another meeting with the Szabo brothers – Joseph and Karoly. Puchberg,
Austria.
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“August 8. We bought several boxes of chocolates and marzipan candy from Karcsi 
to take to Budapest as gifts. For Aunt Ilonka, for her 89th birthday, Karcsi made a 
beautiful cake, for which he refused to accept payment. Today, Karcsi himself cooked 
dinner for our entire group. It was sweet-and-sour soup and grilled venison. Sandor 
drew two Canadian fl ags on sheets of paper which we placed in the windows of our 
minibus. During the day, my sons and I installed bars in the windows of the bakery 
production shop. In the evening, Karcsi stuff ed us full of cake and marzipan.”

“August 9, 1986, Budapest. We left Puchberg early in the morning, right after break-
fast. Jozsi Bacsi rode ahead of us in his French two-cylinder “box” and went with us 
as far as the road to Budapest. At 9 a.m., we crossed the Hungarian border without 
any fuss. Th is is a remarkable event. In 1960, I crossed the Hungarian border for the 
fi rst time – from the East, by train, alone. Yesterday, 26 years later, I entered this 
country again – but now from the West, with my wife and two grown sons, behind 
the wheel of a beauty of a nine-seat Mitsubishi minivan with Canadian fl ags in the 
front and rear windows.

In the border town of Sopron, Jutka and Laci met us at a gas station and contin-
ued on with us. I was now driving the car more confi dently. A couple of excellent 
lessons in driving a “standard” I had received from Jozsef Szabo in Puchberg had been 
especially useful to me. Laci only took over the driving when we were about to enter 
Budapest. We came to Jutka’s apartment on Raktar Street, unloaded our luggage, had 
a bite to eat at a nearby restaurant, and hurried to the airport to meet Ilona and 
Paul, who were arriving on a fl ight from Amsterdam – following their honeymoon 
trip to Israel. Sasa was already at the airport, fl owers in hand. Ilona brought a letter 
with sad news: kind old Veniamin Lvovich Safro, a distant relative of Iya’s, of whom 
we had many fond memories from our days in Siberia, had died in Tomsk. Th e apart-
ment rented for Ilona & Paul in the adjacent section of the building is going to cost 
us 300 forints (10 dollars) a day; today, I paid 900 forints for 45 liters of petrol.”

“August 10, Budapest. Th e fi rst thing we did after breakfast was visit Jolan. Both 
in looks and in temperament, she’s very similar to her sister Regina – equally stubborn 
and strong-willed. Paul found nothing 
very wrong with her health-wise, even 
though she is constantly complaining and 
keeps a bucketful of medicines at home… 
She immediately made Paul teach her to 
take her own blood pressure. Compared 
to her sister, Mama Regina is more mod-
est and restrained. Jolan gave Ilona a 
beautiful silver jewel-box and 5000 for-
ints as a wedding gift.

Th en we went to see Lolo, who lives in 
the same building. Lolo is the concierge 

My father’s sisters Ilonka 
and Lolo Roth. Budapest, 1985.
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of her section, a sort of superin-
tendent except that she pays even 
closer attention to the day-to-day 
life in the building. Our time 
with Lolo was spent very diff er-
ently. She is always in good spirits, 
is fond of us and was sincerely glad 
to see us. She showed us her collec-
tion of antiques. She often goes to 
the theater and loves classical 
music. Her apartment is small but 
full of life. I was proud that my 
father had such a sister.

And, most important, today was the birthday of our beloved Aunt Ilonka; she turned 
89. Everyone gathered at her cottage in Romai for the birthday dinner. It’s a beautiful 
part of Budapest, but Ilonka herself is even more beautiful! So smart and marvelously 
kind. It was an unforgettable day that we spent with her. Besides the six of us, the guests 
at dinner included Lolo, Sasa and Agi, and Jutka and Laci. Ilonka herself had cooked 
an excellent dinner. Th e cake we had brought from Puchberg, with her name and the 
fi gure 89 on it, was not only elegant but delicious. For the Roth family, it was a day full 
of love, tears, memories, and joy. Th ey have only one child between all of them: Jutka…”

“August 12. After a day of intensive sightseeing, Laci took us for dinner at the Sipos 
restaurant, with typical national cuisine and atmosphere. Jutka, Lolo, Sasa and Agi 
were already there, waiting for us. Good restaurant, good dinner, nice wine, a won-

Roth relatives: Sasa, Lolo, Arthur, Jutka 
and Ilonka. Budapest, 1984.

Ilona and Paul’s wedding present, which they received from the Roth elders in 
Budapest.
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derful gypsy band – but in the middle of dinner, the power went down all of a sudden, 
and then it was very hot and stuff y, with little relief from the wide-open windows 
and doors. Despite the heat, we were all glad to spend the evening in such great com-
pany. Th en, at the end of the dinner, Paul said he would pick up the tab! Everyone 
was delighted, and Iya and I were very proud of our son-in-law.”

“August 16, Saturday. Today, we ended up having a real Sabbath. Many things went 
through my mind as I went over the day’s events. Could I have even imagined such a 
thing once upon a time? What would my father say? Laci picked us up in the morn-
ing and took us to the Dohany utca synagogue in Pest, where we arrived by 10 a.m. 
It’s a majestic building with beautiful architecture; one can see that years ago, before 
the fateful events of the war, this place was bustling with activity. How powerful the 
community had to be to have the biggest synagogue in Europe! At the moment, the 
roof is being repaired but overall, the building is in rather sad condition and looks 
neglected. 

We arrived about ten minutes before the start of the morning service when the 
people were already coming in. I brought my large tallis with me. Seeing new faces, 
the synagogue attendant approached us and off ered to call me up for the reading of 
the Torah. I was hesitant, but Sandor insisted that I should go. Th e attendant also 
off ered Edwin and Sandor to roll up the Torah scroll after the reading. By the time 
the service started, quite a few people had gathered – mostly tourists visiting Budapest.

Th e part of the Torah being read that week was the Vaetchanan. I was the sixth to 
go up on the bimah, and the Torah reader began my portion: “Shma, Israel!...” I got 
goosebumps. It was amazing, unbelievable…! Where am I?

In the blessing that followed the reading of my portion, I named Mama Regina, 
Iya and the children, Paul, Laci (who was in attendance), and the Roth and Spiel-
berger families. Sandor and Edwin, two handsome young men, went up on the bimah 
and rolled up and dressed the Torah scroll according to the rules, like real experts. Iya 
sat in the women’s section and wept with joy. Jutka, who set next to her, gaped in 
wonderment at these goings-on.

We had lunch at the restaurant next door, where Sasa, Agi, and Lolo were already 
waiting for us. After lunch, Sasa invited us all to his place. We relaxed, reminisced, 
looked at family albums; Iya and I took a brief nap. Th en we had the afternoon tea.

It was late evening when we returned to Raktar Street 6, where we are staying. 
Just called Ilona. Th ey’re doing fi ne. Th eir fl ight to Toronto arrived safely, though they 
were delayed for four hours in Montreal because of a strong thunderstorm.”

Our days in Budapest were full of interesting activities: excursions, museums, 
theaters. It was usually Laci who drove our minibus around the busy city streets; 
I only got behind the wheel in the evenings and on special occasions – for 
instance, when we went to Csepel to visit our friends whom we had fi rst met in 
Tomsk: Szabo Jozsef, Balogh Imre, Horvath Laci. Our visit with the Nemeth 
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family turned out to be a sad one: our dear friend Laios was gone. We reminisced 
about him with warm aff ection.

We tried to spend as much time as we could with each of my relatives indi-
vidually, so that my family could get to know them better and so that we could 
give them the joy of interacting with the young generation.

For some reason, Laci did not like visiting the cemetery, but one day I asked 
him to take us to the Jewish graveyard on Cozma Street. Lolo and Sasa were 
waiting for us at the entrance. It was a vast old cemetery, divided into many sec-
tions with asphalt-covered pathways between them, with worn-out markers 
indicating the sections and rows by number. We bought fl owers at the entrance 
and drove inside in our minibus. With Lolo and Sasa’s help, we were able to fi nd 
and visit the graves of our loved ones: Grandma Hani Roth, Ilonka’s husband 
Miska Basci, Sasa’s wife Ila, Lolo’s husband Jeno. We also placed fl owers on the 
grave of the Doboses, Laci’s parents. At Jeno’s grave, Lolo said suddenly as we 
stood arm in arm, “Vladi, promise me that when you’re 80 years old, you’ll come 
to visit Jeno’s and my graves…” I promised.

Not long before our trip to Hungary, an urn with the ashes of Grandma Hani’s 
daughter Louise, which Jutka had brought from England, was interred in Grand-
ma’s grave. Th e small fortune left by Louise had substantially improved the living 
standards of our Hungarian Roths, which we noticed at once upon arrival in 
Budapest. Of that inheritance, my relatives gave 240,000 forints to me, to split 
equally with my brother Jozsef which is what I did. In the year and a half, my 
share of the legacy helped me a great deal in carrying out my plans in Hungary.

After several days of persuasion, Jolan agreed to go with us to the Garadna village 
area. Th at day fi nally came on August 21. Early in the morning, my aunt and 

our friend Szabo Jozsef arrived on Rak-
tar Street; they came by public trans-
portation, to avoid putting my skills at 
driving the minibus on the narrow old 
streets of Budapest to an extra test. 
Szabo undertook to be the navigator 
and put himself in charge of our depar-
ture from the city. I got behind the 
wheel, and our team of six headed 
northeast. 

Two hours later, full of emotion, we 
entered the city of Miskolc. We didn’t 
have much time, but I insisted that we 
fi nd the house where my brother Jozsef 
was born and where my parents had 
lived before going away to the Soviet 

From an apartment in this building 
in 1931 my parents departed for the 

USSR.
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Union. Szabo asked several passersby who tried to remember the street name. It 
turned out that in socialist Hungary, Soltesz-Nagy Kalmana Street had been 
renamed Bela Kun Street. We headed toward it in the direction of the city mar-
ket, and fi nally reached a beautiful three-story house on the corner. Jolan perked 
up, visibly excited as she remembered... All of us were overjoyed. Auntie was 
reluctant to go inside, but I took her by the hand and led her into the building. 

We found ourselves in a garden; there was a small inner courtyard, with several 
apartment entrances. We stood there and imagined what this place must have 
been like in the 1920s. Th ere was nothing else to do here: Jolan couldn’t recall 
the apartment number, and there was nothing we could ask the young woman 
who came out of one of the doors. Th e market genuinely surprised us with its 
abundance and crowds of people. Everywhere, vendors were frying fresh crepes, 
chestnuts, pirozhki, and sausages.

We drove on toward Kosice. It was a good road, well-paved and lined with 
pyramid-shaped linden trees. After about fi fty minutes, we saw a sign that said, 
“Szikszo.” I immediately explained that this was where Edith Weltman grew up. 
A few minutes later, when a road sign that said, “Novayidrany,” appeared, an 
agitated Jolan pointed to a house by the road with six small columns. “Th is is my 
sister Margit’s house – it’s from here that they took her and her two children to 
Auschwitz,” Jolan told us with sadness in her voice. Well done, Aunt Jolan! She 
still remembered, even though she hadn’t been in these parts since 1944 – in 42 
years. We later learned that the house was now a library. Margit’s daughter Jutka 
Lissauer had survived and was now living in New York; she was a fi fteen years old 
girl when the American Army liberated her from a Nazi concentration camp.

About ten minutes later, we saw a sign for Bakta. Th at was it, the village where 
our Joe Weltman had grown up! We made a turn and drove another 12 kilometers 
or so to the village. Joe had instructed me to proceed at once to the building of 
the Village Council, where coff ee and drinks were already waiting for us. We 
stopped by very briefl y at the home of Joe’s friend Mari, a Council staff er. She 
turned out to be a very cultured woman: a well-tuned piano, a collection of plates 
and antiques, a library containing books from the Encyclopedia to the Torah. 

Mari took us to the grave of Joe’s father; to get there, we had to drive across 
a fi eld and up a hill to reach Bakta’s old Jewish cemetery, surrounded by a tall 
hedge. Th e grass had been freshly cut – we were expected – but the graves were 
a very sad sight. All of the gravestones were grimy and had either tilted or fallen 
down. It was obvious that no one ever came here; the relatives of the deceased 
had either dead in the Holocaust, or were unable to come here and visit the 
graves. Only the grave of Moric Weltman, Joe’s father, was topped by a large 
concrete cube with a black marble plaque.

From Bakta, we came back to the main highway. A few more minutes on the 
road, and we saw the long-awaited sign so dear to our hearts: “Garadna.” Every-
one ran out of the car to have pictures taken next to this sign. Th en we got back 
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into the minibus and drove slowly along the highway, which turned into the 
main village street. Th e street was empty except for a gray-haired old man stand-
ing by a garden gate. On the left, an old woman in a long peasant dress with a 
pleated skirt was riding toward us on a bicycle, with a basket on the rack. In the 
distance, we saw the steeple.

“Our house was right across the bridge,” Jolan said in the silence that had fallen. 
Everyone waited tensely to see the bridge. Th ere it was, a small bridge… “It a haz! 
(Th ere’s the house!)” Mama Regina’s sister shouted triumphantly, pointing at a 
rather large house behind an iron fence. My G-d! Th is moment, too, had come!

In the next instant, we were outside, walking toward the fence. Iya started 
congratulating everyone – fi rst me, then Jolan. Th e gate was locked, and there 
was a “For sale” sign in the window. I knocked on the gate, but there was no 
response. Everything was quiet.

Noticing a middle-aged woman in the yard of the house next door, I started 
to talk to her across the fence. I explained who we were and what we were here 
for. Th e woman walked over to the fence; her husband came up, too. Th ey were 
Erzsi and Zoltan Paulo. She invited us inside their house, and he started to give 
us a quick update. Th e Paulos had bought a piece of land from the current own-
ers of “our house” – the Spielberger house – and had built their own house on 
that plot. Th at was why the street number for our house was 6 while the Paulos’ 
house was 6A. Our house had been for sale for several years; the asking price was 
18,000 forints but no buyer had turned up yet. Zoltan explained that the owner 
of the house, who was living in Miskolc with her daughter, had the keys. From 

“Here is our house.” An emotional Aunt Jolan pronounced. Garadna, August 21, 
1986.
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the porch of the Paulos’ house, our 
house looked rather sad; it was sagging, 
and there were cracks in the walls.

Other villagers started coming up 
from nearby houses. One old woman, 
Kristof Margit, rushed toward Jolan and 
hugged her. It turned out they had gone 
to school together in fi rst grade in 
1910…. As more people came up, I did 
my best to keep up and write down their 
names so that I could mention them to 
Mama Regina in Toronto – maybe she 
would remember some of them. 

At my request, Zoltan led us all into 
the yard of the Spielberger house 
through a breach in the fence at the 
end of his own plot. At last we were on 
Spielberger land. Everyone was thrilled. 
We peered into the windows of the 
house and into the empty henhouse, 
then went over to the well. Th ere was a bucket hanging on a rope wrapped around 
a log. Mama Regina had told me about this well when I was a kid; now, here we 
were, touching it with our own hands. Edwin immediately started to lower the 
bucket into the well. Much to our delight, one of the trees had plums on it, not 
yet fully ripe. Th ere were walnuts ripening on the tree next to it. Mama had often 

Aunt Jolan recognized a former 
classmate, Margit Christoff . 

Th ey were together in Grade One in 
1910.

We found out from Aunt Jolan that these stables, which are attached to the house, 
used to house replacement horses for the coaches which would pass through the village. 
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said that they always had the best fruit growing in their garden; now, we had a 
chance to taste it. I picked about two dozen unripe plums and put them in my 
bag to take home; the Paulos gave us a small packet of fresh walnuts. (One had 
to see the surprise and the smiles on the faces of Regina, Yuzik, Joe, Jaff a, Gun-
illa and the other relatives when, a week later in Toronto, I presented each of 
them with a single plum and a walnut “from our garden in Garadna!”) 

We spent about twenty minutes in the yard and started to get ready to leave. We 
headed for the minibus. And then, it was as if someone had given me a tug: “My 
G-d! What about my grandfather? Where is his grave?”

Mama Regina had told me many times that Grandpa Spielberger was buried 
“on his own land, behind the house.” We were now leaving this piece of land but 
there was no grave to be seen anywhere… in a panic, I dashed toward Jolan and 
begged her to show me her father’s grave. In response, my aunt became practically 
hysterical. She started yelling that she was tired, she didn’t remember, didn’t want 
to, could never fi nd it! I did my best to calm her down and asked her to explain 
what the problem was. It turned out that “on his own land, behind the house” 
was correct – but back in Grandpa’s day, the land owned by the Spielbergers 
stretched much farther back, and the place where he was buried was now some-
where in the middle of a fi eld… I was taken aback but still tried to think of a 
solution. How could we leave without visiting my grandfather’s grave?

Mama had often talked about their neighbor across the street, a notary named 
Ucekaj Miska. An hour earlier, I was talking to his son Ucekaj Djula, an elderly 
man leaning on two sticks. He introduced me to his wife and told me that his 
father had been drowned in the well during the war… My passengers were already 

getting inside the car when I came up 
to Ucekaj Djula, who was sitting on a 
bench in front of his garden gate, and 
asked if he could show me Grandfather 
Spielberger’s grave. Djula said that he 
knew where the grave was, but couldn’t 
get there because of his bad legs.

I brought the minibus over to the 
bench, asked Szabo to move to the 
back seat, then opened the passenger-
side front door, lifted Djula up and sat 
him down next to me. He started 
showing me the way. After passing the 
steeple, we turned onto a small street, 
drove past several houses and reached 
a fi eld where the grass had been 
mowed. Djula pointed to a small hill 

Neighbors from across the road – Djula 
Ucekay and his wife.



229

THE MEMORIAL IN HUNGARY

on the other side of the fi eld, overgrown with trees and shrubbery. We headed 
toward it, driving carefully over the bumps and hillocks. By the edge of the for-
est, Djula told me to drive slower along the shrubbery, and then said to stop. He 
knew that the grave had to be somewhere nearby, but someone had to get through 
the shrubbery that was hiding it. Sandor and Edwin moved the branches apart 
and dove in, disappearing in the greenery. We heard their voices, and the rest of 
us followed into the thicket.

On a small hill, about fi ve meters away from the forest’s edge, we saw two long 
indentations in the ground. Th ey were graves, sunken slightly below ground level. 
Th e one on the left had pieces of a broken headstone scattered on it. My heart 
beat faster with emotion… Djula explained that the peasants had used one of 
the headstones for years as a weight to deepen furrows; that stone could still be 
lying around somewhere nearby. Right away, the boys and I went off  in diff erent 
directions and started to look around the nearest clearings, but our search yielded 
nothing. Sandor and Edwin started cleaning the mud off  the pieces of the broken 
headstone on the grave and putting them together; many pieces were missing. 
Th en, part of an inscription began to emerge… A miracle! Joe Weltman had done 
the right thing when he sent our children to study at a Jewish school in Toronto: 
the barely visible Hebrew letters added up to “Sarah Bat Gimpl.” Th at was our 
grandfather Herman Spielberger’s fi rst wife. 

 “We’ve found Grandfather’s grave! Buried in 1910, 76 years ago!” We stood there 
for a while in silence. I put my arms around Jolan. Szabo shook his head. Th e chil-
dren carefully put the pieces of the stone together on top of the grave. Our group 
left this newly rediscovered piece of territory with the special feeling of a duty done. 

We found the grave site of Grandfather Spielberger and his fi rst wife.
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As we approached our minibus, everyone suddenly started talking at once about 
a rather strange detail of what we had just seen. Th e clearing where the graves 
were was densely surrounded by trees and tall shrubbery. But why was it so clean, 
and actually looking well-tended? No leaves, no broken branches… But who 
could have been coming here through such a thicket? Someone suggested it could 
be a rest stop for rabbits or wild pigs. But there was no trace of them anywhere. 
Finally, we agreed on Ilona’s theory that the dense growth around the clearing 
and the eff ects of the sun had created some sort of special microclimate here.

Th e next year, we received an amazing answer to this riddle; in the meantime, 
we moved on.

As we left Garadna, I heard Iya’s voice behind me in the third row of the bus: 
“Vadya, we cannot leave it like this. We have to do something here.” Th at was 
the start of the idea of building a memorial on the grave in Garadna to honor 
Herman Spielberger and all of his relatives who were killed at Auschwitz.

At Joe Weltman’s behest, we stopped in three more large villages where some 
of the Spielbergers of whom we had lost track could have been buried in the 
Jewish sections of the cemeteries. Th ere were practically no Jewish families left 
in that part of Hungary, and their sections of the cemeteries were badly overgrown 
and completely neglected. Some were very diffi  cult to fi nd.

At one of these cemeteries, I met a personable young man named Kercsi Imre 
who helped us fi nd the Jewish burial plots. Luckily, it turned out that Imre lived 

Sandor and Edwin put together the pieces of the gravestone
and were able to read a name.
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in the neighboring town of Encs; he was a stonemason whose trade was making 
headstones. I immediately asked him about the possibility of making headstones 
for our graves in Garadna, too. Imre said he could do it. Szabo agreed to return 
to Encs later on and give him our sketch for the headstones. I suggested that we 
fi nish the job by the next summer, when we could make a special trip for the 
unveiling of the memorial. 

“We are sitting in a restaurant in Encs: Jolan, Szabo, Iya, Sandor, Edwin and I. Th e 
gypsy musicians are playing, especially for us. Th e train from Miskolc to Kosice passes 
by outside the window. ‘Th is,’ says Aunt Jolan, pointing, ‘is the train your father Feri 
used to take to visit us in Garadna every time he had a day off … It was so long ago.”

Jolan felt good on that trip; she was active, and always in a good mood. Our 
warmth and attention were the best medicine she could have. Inspired by the 
new idea, we returned to Budapest, having traveled 525 kilometers on that 
unforgettable one-day journey.

Before we left Hungary, there was another event that can never be forgotten. 
When my family left Togliatti, all open communication between us and Kozma 
Jozsef, a good and loyal friend, came to a halt. Th e reader may recall that he was 
the regular Hungarian representative at the Volga Auto Plant; for several years, 
he used his special access to food as a foreigner to supply us with meat, which 
was very hard to fi nd at the time. After we moved to Canada, I had received only 
two letters from him, and even those had been forwarded from New York under 
a fake name. It was Kozma Jozsef who had smuggled the briefcase with my father’s 
letters and my diaries out of Togliatti to Hungary.

A year ago in 1985, when my family traveled to Hungary without me, Iya had 
called Kozma’s family in Budapest. His son, Kozma Jozsef Junior, was at home; 
he said only a few words about his father, who was in Togliatti at the time. Iya 
said that she and the children were in Budapest and asked him to tell his parents 
I said hello. She made it clear that I wasn’t with them. 

On this trip, I really wanted to meet with Kozma, but I was somewhat wary, 
since I wasn’t sure of the extent of his dependency on the KGB. I had to be care-
ful, and I didn’t want them to know anything about my location in the country.

Two days before our departure, Iya called the Kozmas. Th eir son said his 
parents were in Hungary, vacationing at a resort called Vesprem, and were due 
back in Budapest in three days. Iya told him she was visiting again, traveling by 
car, and leaving Hungary the next day; she said she would try to see his parents 
in Vesprem in the morning on her way to the border. Jozsef Jr. promised to let 
his father know and gave her the phone number for the resort. 

We spent the rest of the day running around like crazy. We bought a large 
suitcase and dashed from store to store fi lling it up with gifts, in the hope that 
Kozma would take them to Togliatti and give something to each of our dear 
friends who were still there.
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Shortly after 8 a.m., we reached the vacation resort at Vesprem and pulled up 
by some restaurant from which Iya called the Kozmas. A joyful voice told her 
they were on their way. Iya and Sandor got out of the minibus and went toward 
them. I lay down on the back seat, while Edwin stayed at the window and told 
me what was happening outside. Th ere were exclamations of happiness; Sandor 
and Iya were squeezed in a big hug. Th en, the new arrivals took notice of Edwin 
sitting by the window. Without mentioning me, Iya led them slowly toward the 
car – and then, I rose and came out to meet them.

My G-d! what a scene it was! What screams on both sides! Ilonka and Jozsef 
hugged me and wept real tears… Th ey admitted they had lost all hope of ever 
seeing me again.

Jozsef had not aged well, and had gained a lot of weight; he was almost unrec-
ognizable. Jozsef Jr. with his wife and daughter had come along as well. Th e son, 
too, looked much older and stockier. Kozma told us he had two more years to 
work in Togliatti; it wasn’t much fun for him and his wife anymore, with not 
many friends left. Th e plant was producing 710,000 automobiles every year; 
Isakov was now the general director while Farshatov was the chief engineer. 
Kozma agreed to take the suitcase from us, and we handed over the gifts. In a 
touching scene, we said our good-byes…

Th at evening, we were at a border crossing near Sopron on our way out of social-
ist Hungary. We approached one of a dozen checkpoints. Th e border agent, 
holding our Canadian passports in his hand, ordered the four of us to get out of 
the minibus, lifted up the rear door and started looking under the seats.

“How much time did you spend in our country?” he asked with noticeable 
condescension.

“Two weeks,” I replied calmly in Hungarian.
“Starting to forget the mother tongue, are you?” the border agent remarked 

sarcastically, hearing my accent.
Who was he to ask me such questions? Irritated, I snapped, “You know what? 

I have never lived in your country, so don’t ask me these kinds of questions! You 
want to inspect the car, go ahead and look!”

Taken aback, the border agent was left momentarily speechless. He peered into 
my eyes without a word, then started looking at our passports: “Iya, place of birth 
– Buryat-Mongolia… Sandor Rott, place of birth, Tomsk… Vladimir Rott, place 
of birth, Byelorussia…” He examined our passports a while longer, then fi nally 
called his partner over: “Pista, take a look at this! We’ve got a bunch of Hungarians 
here – from Mongolia, from Siberia – and with Canadian passports? I’ve been at 
this post for fi fteen years and I’ve never seen anything like this!”

Th en he turned to me. “Sir,” he said, returning the passports with a salute and 
shaking his head in bewilderment, “you can go right through. I have no more 
questions for you. Have a good trip!”
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I got behind the wheel and said confi dentially to the man as he stood by the 
open car window, “If you only knew they’re all Jewish, too!”

He kept shaking his head, amazed.

Back in Toronto, with plenty of other things to keep us busy, we started prepara-
tions for our Garadna project. We decided that we could get it done on schedule, 
and set the time for the opening of the memorial for noon, June 28, 1987. We 
sent out a letter about this to all the descendants of Herman Spielberger we could 
fi nd – all those whose addresses we had by then. Pepi Dunai (Spielberger) was 
one of the few who immediately made a fi nancial contribution to the project. 
Our architect, Sandor, envisioned the memorial as consisting of a dark concrete 
platform on which two light-hued gravestones would be installed over the graves 
we had found. Th e gravestones would be shaped in such a way as to remind one 
of recumbent fi gures trying to rise and sit up. Th e pieces of the original headstone 
of Grandfather Spielberger’s fi rst wife, with the remnants of the century-old 
inscription on it, would be embedded in the concrete between the two grave-
stones.

In March, we sent Szabo Jozsef the blueprints for the memorial that Sandor 
had made, and he took them to Kercsi Imre in Encs. Joe Weltman’s response to 
our plans for the memorial was typical for him: “What’s so complicated? Just 
take four wood panels like I did for Father in Bakta, nail them together into a 
big box, and fi ll it with concrete – no one will be able to do any damage…” 
However, we wanted to create something nobler, and I immediately decided that 
Joe would only be included at the very last stage of the construction of the memo-
rial – that is, he would get an invitation to its opening. Simha Fordsham helped 
me with the graphic design of the inscriptions for the future gravestones, while 
a special fi rm in Toronto transferred these inscriptions by deep etching onto thick 
plates of stainless steel. Th e text for Herman’s gravestone was written in Hungar-
ian; for his wife’s, in English. 

In early June, there were some memorable events in our family. Sandor grad-
uated from the University of Toronto with a bachelor’s degree in architecture. 
Ilona graduated cum laude with a degree in computer science. At the same time, 
Edwin graduated from high school, received an Ontario scholarship, and was 
accepted at the University of Toronto. To celebrate these achievements, we had 
a graduation party at home; it concluded with the fi rst-ever showing of the excit-
ing amateur fi lm made when Iya and the children arrive in Toronto in 1975. On 
the next day, a proud Paul drove his new relatives – Iya, Sandor, Edwin, and me 
– to the Toronto Airport, from which we departed on our “Summer of 1987” 
tour. We traveled to Hungary by the now-familiar route: Toronto-Puchberg-
Budapest. Th is time, our Mitsubishi minibus was dark green.

We spent two days staying with Szabo Karcsi, who, as always, received us with 
outstanding generosity and warmth. We chided him for having canceled two 
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trips to Toronto. On both occasions, 
he had practically promised to come 
and even mentioned a date, but he had 
too much energy and too many urgent 
tasks which he could not leave except 
for an emergency. Th is time, on the 
road to Budapest and when driving 
around the city, I felt very confi dent 
using the manual transmission. Th e 
excellent navigational abilities of our 
sons, who quickly mastered the com-
plicated map of the capital with its 

population of two million, were a big help.
We arrived in high spirits at the cottage in Romai, where Ilonka, Sasa, Agi, 

Jutka and Laci were already waiting for us with an excellent dinner. What a 
pleasure for me to see the faces of these people, so near and dear to me! Th eir 
eyes, too, sparkled with the joy they felt at another visit from the young genera-
tion of the Rotts, who had now become Canadians. Th ere was sadness, too, as 
we remembered our beloved Lolo: she had passed away in January.

A part of the money Lolo had left was deposited into my bank account by my 
father’s relatives, for Yuzik and me. Sasa gave me the happy news that he had gotten 
permission from the city government for me to pay all my expenses on this trip to 
Hungary from the bank account opened in my name (with the money from the 
inheritance). However, to do this, I would have to present all the receipts for my 
expenses. Th erefore, Sasa thoughtfully loaned me 100,000 forints which I would 
be able to spend, with proper receipts, and which I would repay before going home 
after I presented the receipts at the bank and withdrew the money from my account.

In order to have a minyan (ten Jewish males) at the opening of the memorial, 
Sasa and Laci promised to come to Garadna by noon on Sunday. On the next 
morning in Budapest, the fi rst thing we did was visit the cemetery, where we 
placed fl owers on the graves of Lolo, Grandma Hani, and other relatives, whose 
numbers in that sad place had unfortunately increased.

We spent the next two days having lunches and dinners with relatives and 
friends and preparing for the trip to Garadna. Joe Weltman, too, arrived in 
Budapest and immediately invited us for lunch to the Hanna restaurant, where 
I assured him, not feeling fully confi dent myself, that everything would be done 
as planned… Joe already knew that he was not expected in Garadna until the 
day of the unveiling of the memorial, and so he stayed in Budapest, visiting 
numerous friends and waiting for my call.

On Tuesday, June 23, at 8 a.m. with military precision, Jolan was at the door of 
Aunt Ilonka’s winter apartment on Raktar Street, where we were staying. With 

Lolo and Jeno Getler.
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her were Szabo Jozsef and his wife Magda. I invited them in case there were any 
problems with the health or the nerves of Mama’s sister, whom we were taking 
away from home for six days. I got out on the Budapest-Miskolc highway with-
out much diffi  culty, and in a few hours, without making a stop in Miskolc, we 
arrived at the shop of the headstone maker Kercsi Imre in Encs.

When I went into the shop, I very nearly fainted. In March, Imre had assured 
us that all the main parts of the memorial would be ready for our arrival at the 
end of June and would be done in accordance with Sandor’s blueprints. But 
nothing was ready – and the parts that Imre and his workers were fi nishing up 
in a hurry when we came in were, as the Hungarians say, “slightly similar, but 
altogether diff erent.” I nixed it all and lamented, “What a disgrace!” Imre turned 
red and started apologizing; he said that he couldn’t help us and blamed it all on 
the carpenter who had let him down with the wooden models… Sandor started 
showing him what had been done wrong.

I decided not to give up. I tried to get a grip on myself and started looking for 
ways to inspire Imre. I showed him the Spielberger family tree, impressed him with 
the size and beauty of the inscriptions on the stainless-steel plates I had brought, 
started making a fi lm about his workshop, promised him any help he needed with 
physical labor from the men in our group, explained to him that relatives I had 
invited back in March were coming for the opening of the memorial on Sunday…

Imre calmed down somewhat and admitted that the cause of the fi asco lay in 
the fact that they had been unable to read the blueprints. Sandor used pieces of 
plywood to draw on and made outlines for the molds for cement with marble 
crumb. After giving it some thought, Imre said the job would be completed by 
Sunday; they would do all they could and would work round the clock. Accord-
ing to the preliminary plan, it worked out in such a way that after Encs, the main 
work in Garadna would be done on Saturday. “For my Grandfather, on his grave 
– on the Sabbath!” I was quite distraught about this, but I saw no other choice. 
I had to give my consent.

I wished Imre success, and we hurried to Garadna. Th ere, another disappoint-
ment awaited us: unlike last year, the entire burial plot was overgrown with weeds 
and tall grass. We combed through the thicket one more time in the hope of 
fi nding at least part of my grandfather’s headstone. Th en, we gathered all of the 
pieces left from Sarah’s headstone into a sack. 

It started to rain. Time passed quickly as we drove 60 kilometers to Tapolca, 
a suburb of Miskolc where we got rooms at the Juno Hotel.

For the fi rst time ever, the “bourgeois capitalist” from Canada got four separate 
rooms at the hotel, which cost me 30,180 forints for fi ve nights. Th anks to our 
Bobruysk/Mongolian habits, Iya and I unabashedly stretched the white rope that 
accompanies us on all trips across the room, and Madam Professor set about 
washing our underwear and hanging it out to dry.
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I had a bad night and couldn’t sleep until dawn. I kept thinking, weighing the 
options, planning. “Th e entire purpose of our trip to Hungary may fall through… 
How embarrassing that I’ve been so naïve – I’m ashamed to face Joe!... Th ey’re 
going to work on the grave on a Saturday?... I have to stay close to Imre the whole 
time and help him in any way I can!”

“June 24, Wednesday. Miskolc. Th e fi rst thing I did after breakfast was to call Sasa 
and tell him and Laci to come on Sunday. Th en, I called Joe Weltman and hinted at 
the fact that I was having some serious problems. He started lecturing me at once: 
“Take four panels, anyone can pour the concrete, it’ll be solid…” I cut him off , saying 
that “everything had been done already but done incorrectly, so I had it broken…” 
Joe saddled me with another problem too: “I’m going to come to Miskolc on Friday, 
and on Saturday you’re all coming to the synagogue and then to dinner with me at a 
kosher restaurant.” Of course, I had something else altogether to worry about on 
Saturday!

Szabo Magda stayed with Jolan, while the four of us, including Szabo Jozsef, went 
to Encs. What we saw was encouraging. Th ey had spent all night working, and the 
molds for pouring the concrete were almost ready. We cleared up a few details, I fi lmed 
a few scenes of the work with my camera. Iya and Edwin used steel brushes to clean 
up the pieces of Sarah’s headstone. I took Imre aside and asked him to fi nd a way to 
have the principal work in Garadna done on Friday rather than Saturday. Imre was 
calm, and I was encouraged by that. He refused any help from us.

Imre brought us home and introduced us to his family. His wife Ilona gave us a 
warm welcome, and we showered her with compliments: her house was sparkling 
clean and in perfect order.

We hurried to Garadna. Our fi rst stop was the Paulos’ house. We borrowed a scythe, 
a saw, a sickle, a hoe and an axe, and went to the hill in the fi eld to start clearing the 
grounds. Meanwhile, Paulo Erzsi persuaded her husband and her son Lajos, also a 
policeman, to come and help us. Th e Paulos undertook to cut the grass and clean up 
the grounds by Friday.

I spent the next several hours in relay meetings with the villagers. With their help, 
Szabo and I were able to locate Rabatski Andraszne, the old woman to whom Jolan 
had sold the Spielberger house in 1945, in Miskolc. She introduced us to her daughter 
and granddaughter, and lent me the key and allowed us to visit the house on Sunday.”

“June 26, Friday, Garadna-Tapolca. After leaving Iya in Tapolca with Jolan and 
Magda, we arrived in Encs by 10 a.m. and went to see Imre. One of the two curved 
slabs of the gravestones was already polished; lying next to it were the two foundations 
for the slabs, also completed. We immediately went to work, to drill holes in the con-
crete and install the plates with the inscriptions brought from Toronto. Th e plate for 
Grandmother Sarah was installed fi rst. Th e concrete was still rather damp and soft, 
even though it had been poured 48 hours earlier. Soon, the second slab was ready too.
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Th e master, Imre, has no machinery for lifting heavy weights – just his own hands 
and those of his workers; yet each slab weighs 300 kilos. Th ey do a great job, but it’s 
still a rather depressing sight… He also has a small, one-ton truck, so it moves across 
the fi eld with diffi  culty. Before our arrival, Imre had already made one trip to 
Garadna in the morning to deliver a car full of gravel.

At 1 p.m., we all set off  for Garadna. Imre and the workers unloaded the concrete, 
the water, the tools, and both foundations from the truck, then went back to Encs for 
the slabs. Paulo Lajos had done an excellent job cleaning up the grounds; moreover, 
he categorically refused payment for his work.

Th en, “the great construction” began. First of all, I marked the lines of the graves on 
trees so that, once the foundation platform was completed, the gravestones could be 
placed exactly over the graves. We leveled the ground and started pouring the founda-
tion. Th e concrete was mixed at the foot of the hill, then transported in a steel cart to 
the top, where the cart was lifted by hand and the concrete was poured into the form-
work. It was very hard physical work, but all fi ve workers labored silently, intensively, 
and quickly. To strengthen the foundation, the concrete was reinforced with steel rods.

Imre is a real master, a capable leader; each member of his team clearly knew his 
job and his responsibilities. He didn’t need our help; questions only came up about 
several basic decisions. I bought food and drinks for everyone, including a case of beer, 
at the store next to the Spielberger house. I fi lmed the various stages of construction 
with a camera with 8-millimeter fi lm. Two pretty ten-year-old twin girls, Imre’s 
daughters Ilonka and Aniko, spent the whole day hanging around us.

Th at afternoon, our fi rst visitor from the village arrived, hobbling across the fi eld. 
It was 78-year-old Zadori Andras. It was from him that I learned the answer to the 
riddle that had stumped us a year ago: why was the Spielberger gravesite in such good 
condition? 

 It turned out that last year, churches across Europe commemorated the anniversary 
of a cholera epidemic which struck the continent 200 years ago and took many lives. 
At the same time, at the local initiative of some Hungarian churches, commemorations 
were also held of the 40th anniversary of the publication, by demand from the fam-
ilies, of the list of several thousand Hungarian soldiers who had been captured in 
battles on the Don and in other places, and had never returned from Soviet captivity. 

Just then, shortly before our arrival, the priest of the Garadna church, Dr. Szarka 
Janos, told his parishioners, “People usually commemorate the dead by tending to their 
graves. In our village, though, we don’t have any burials of cholera victims or fallen 
soldiers. So why not clean up the two Jewish graves we’ve got? Th ere’s no one to take 
care of them, either…” So the parishioners went to the grove and diligently cleaned 
up the grounds around our two graves at the top of the hill.

Kercsi Imre’s work was going well. A short while later, the concrete of the platform 
began to settle. Th en it was on to setting up the foundations for the gravestones. One 
amazing moment in the construction work was the slow procession of Imre and his 



238

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 6.

Th e construction of the memorial. Garadna, 23-26 June, 1987.
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fi ve workers as they removed the 300-kilogram headstone from the bed of the truck 
with their bare hands, carried it up the hill and carefully placed it on the foundation 
that rested on concrete. First they installed Grandma Sarah’s headstone, then Grandpa 
Herman’s. Sandor laid out the broken pieces left from the old headstone between the 
two slabs and pressed them slightly into the still-fresh concrete by tapping on them 
with the handle of a hammer. All of us stood around watching, while Imre used a 
wet sponge to wipe the still-wet cement at the joints.

Sandor wrote the date on the not-yet-quite-solid concrete – 28-VI-1986 – and 
said to me under his breath, “Th is is my fi rst professional job!” Th e last spade was 
thrown in the back of the truck. Everyone got into the cars. I started the engine of the 
minibus; just at that moment, the last rays of the sun which was about to sink below 
the horizon were shining in my eyes. I had never yet had such a feeling of the majesty 
of the coming Sabbath!”

Th e long-awaited day of the unveiling of the memorial in Garadana – Sunday, 
June 28 – fi nally came. After breakfast, I paid for the four hotel rooms in Tapolca, 
and then we loaded our luggage into the minibus and set out for the Miskolc 
train station. Th ere, at 9 a.m., our close-knit group, which consisted of Iya, 
myself, Sandor, Edwin, Jolan, and Szabo, were joined by Sasa and Laci, who had 
come from Budapest by train. We drove up to the synagogue in Miskolc, where 
Joe Weltman was waiting for us with his old friends. We took one of them with 

Th e construction of the memorial for Herman Spielberger and 32 members of his 
family who perished in Auschwitz is completed. Garadna, June 26, 1987.
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us in the minibus, while Joe and the other three elderly men followed us to 
Garadna in a small Trabant.

We passed the village and drove out into the fi eld. On Friday, during the 
construction of the memorial, part of the shrubbery that divided the hill from 
the fi eld had had to be cleared, and now the white marble of the mysterious 
structure on the edge of the forest was visible from afar. Sabo and our boys ran 
ahead and wrapped the stone in a white sheet they’d bought ahead of time in 
Miskolc. With Jolan and Sasa in the car, I drove back to the village, where I 
picked up Ucekaj Djula and Paulo Erzsi.

It was a wonderful summer day. Th e sun was bright. Th e villagers of Garadna 
walked slowly across the fi eld from diff erent parts of the village, straight toward 
the memorial; about fi fty of them had gathered by the end of the ceremony. Joe 
Weltman and his equally impatient friends from Miskolc started reciting prayers 
without waiting for noon. Ucekaj Djula’s wife came up to me and said that at 
the morning service in church, the priest Szarka Janos had told the parishioners 
about the upcoming event, advised them to pay us a visit, and fi nished the serv-
ice early. His own absence from the opening of the memorial was due, according 
to Ucekaj Ilonka, to the fact that he urgently need to visit a seriously ill person 
in a distant village in his parish.

Th e white veil was cast off , and there, shining before the eyes of the crowd, 
were the polished plates of stainless steel, with the inscription:

Spielberger Herman
1856-1910

In memory of members of his family
murdered in 1944.
From his children,

grandchildren and great-grandchildren
in Canada, Israel and the USA

Joe Weltman was the fi rst to address those present with a moving speech. His 
main theme was this: “Many people believed that our ancestors who lie here, and 

Unveiling of the memorial. Garadna, June 28, 1987.
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their children and grandchildren who never came back from Auschwitz, have no 
family left alive…. But those who thought so were mistaken! Look how many 
of us are here today! And there are so many more of us around the world!”

I spoke after him. “Dearest Aunt Jolan!” I said. “Th ank you for living long 
enough to see this day, and for bringing us to Garadna! Dearest Jozska (Joe)! 
Th ank you for overcoming so many hardships and getting to America, which 
made it possible for us to come here! Dearest Iya! Th ank you for moving from 
faraway Mongolia to even more faraway Canada, and for bearing our wonderful 
children who have helped build this monument! Dearest Sasa and Laci, dear 
friends from Miskolc, thank you for being with us here today and helping make 
sure we had a minyan! Dearest Szabo, thank you for so many years of loyal friend-
ship! Dearest Ucekaj Djula, thank you for helping us fi nd these lost graves that 
are so dear to us! To the Paulo family – we know that our memorial will be safe 
under your watchful eyes! Th ank you! And to the residents of Garadna: thank 
you for your memory of our families and for coming here today!

Th is is not a day of mourning and sorrow; it is our day of joy! Th e descendants 
of the Spielbergers are always going to come back to this memorial.”

Th e gathering listened as we recited the Kaddish, the traditional Jewish prayer 
for the dead, and then silence fell. Slowly, people started to disperse.

Th e next event touched our hearts, too. As we drove through the village, I pulled 
over at the Spielberger house and asked everyone to get out. With great agitation, 
I took the key out of my pocket and opened the garden gate. Th e front door of 
the house opened just as easily. Jolan refused to go inside… Joe went in fi rst. Th e 
rest of us followed into the half-darkness of the small rooms. Sasa gave a cry of 
delight: he had recognized the huge cupboard in the living room! Joe backed him 
up. “Th is is where Grandma used to leave milk for me,” Sasa said as he opened 

Th e villagers of Gardna at the unveiling of the memorial.
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the beautifully curved door on the left side. “When I was a boy, I stayed here as 
a guest a few times. I used to go out and play with the village boys, and when I 
came back there was always a pitcher of milk and a slice of pie waiting for me 
on this shelf…”

We left Garadna with mixed feelings of sadness and pride. In those days, as 
never before, we felt and saw the inexorable power of time and human fate.

And so my family now had a Memorial! From then on, I came to this place 
at least once every two years, either on my own or with my whole family; we 
brought friends and relatives with us so that we could touch our past together. 
Meanwhile, between my trips, the Paulo family – in which all the men are not 
only police offi  cers but also accomplished gardeners – tended to the memorial 
with heartfelt kindness and respect. After Paulo Zoltan died, his older son, the 
kind and handsome Tibor, and his indefatigable wife Marianna took over the 
care of the memorial.

On the 20th anniversary of the memorial, I brought another stainless-steel 
plate from Toronto and affi  xed it to the foundation. Th e engraving on the plaque 
reads: “Built by Kercsi Imre, 
Encs, 1987. Designed by 
Sandor Rott, Toronto.”

On the way to Miskolc, Joe 
Weltman and I made a stop in 
his native village, Bakta, where 
we fi rst visited his father’s 
grave, and then Joe showed me 
the place where their house 
used to stand. Joe went into 
one of the houses and came out 
with a little old woman, tooth-

Inside the Spielberger house. Uncle Sasa recognized the sideboard from 
his childhood.
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less and almost completely bald, whom he hugged and kissed heartily. “Can you 
believe this is a former classmate of mine!” Joe said, introducing her. “We sat at 
the same desk in second grade!” Th e old lady kept smiling at us, and as we drove 
away she stood there for a long time, waving.

In Miskolc, Joe went his own separate way, while the rest of us mustered what 
strength we had left and, under the guidance of our navigator Szabo, drove up 
to the top of the Avas mountain, the site of the town’s Jewish cemetery. After we 
knocked, the attendant opened the gate and brought a large, thick, nicely bound 
book out of the cottage in which he lived. “Roth Jozsef died in 1913,” Sasa told 
him. How simple and how well-organized! A beautiful calligraphic note in the 
book gave us the precise location of the grave in which my second Grandfather 
– my father’s father – was buried. A few minutes later, we were standing before 
a fairly small gravestone which had sunken into the earth, with a barely legible 
inscription. What a happy moment that was in my life, with Sasa, Jolan, Iya, 
Sandor and Edwin standing next to me! Th ank you, Grandpa Roth Jozsef, for 
giving us life! By the way, after our visit, the graveyard attendant started taking 
better care of the grave.

Th e funeral of Jerome Spielberger. Arlington Memorial Cemetary, Virginia, 
July 24, 1987.



244

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 6.

On the next day in Budapest, when we were visiting Szabos Jozsef ’s family in 
Csepel, the fi rst thing I did was ask his wife Magda to write a letter of thanks on 
my behalf to Dr. Szarka Janos, the Garadna priest. Shortly afterwards, in Toronto, 
I received his reply and his good wishes. 

A special mention is due to Jerome Spielberger – the son of Uncle Armin, Mama 
Regina’s third brother. Other than the hyper-conscientious Joe Weltman, Jerome 
had been the only one among my cousins who had planned to travel with us to 
Hungary for the opening of the memorial. A cruel illness had kept him from going. 

On July 24, 1987, Col. Jerome Spielberger of the U.S. Air Force was buried 
with full honors at the Arlington National Cemetery outside Washington, DC. 
Many relatives from all over America, including our family from Canada, came 
for the funeral. After the solemn burial ceremony, the friends and relatives gath-
ered for a memorial banquet at the hotel’s banquet hall.

Th e fi lm I showed at the end of the banquet turned out to be a great addition 
to this event. I had brought a movie projector and the fi lm reel with me to 
Washington. At the last minute, with the showing about to start, I realized that 
I had left the indispensable take-up reel in Toronto. Rescue came in the form of 
a cardboard box into which the fi lm fell loosely after being shown. Th ere was no 
sound, and I had to provide a running commentary for what was happening 
onscreen. All of the guests thanked me most warmly for bringing the fi lm reel 
to Washington, DC and giving them a chance to see footage of the construction 
of the Spielberger Memorial in Garadna.



245

CHAPTER 7.

HARVARD

Th e students in the department of architecture at the University of Toronto were 
very fond of their fellow student, Sandor Rott. Th ey liked his erudition, his 
intelligence, his kindness. Several times, our son was elected to the department 
student council. Two friends who were on the student council with him went on 
to pursue a master’s degree after graduating from the University of Toronto. One 
of them was admitted to Princeton, the other to Harvard. Sandor, on the other 
hand, was off ered a job with the well-known Jack Diamond architectural fi rm.

We, the parents – especially Iya, who knew how modest her son was – under-
stood that he really needed and would benefi t from some kind of trump card 
that would help him stand out among his colleagues. In his case, a master’s degree 
could be that trump card. Sandor was thinking about it too, and we were sup-
portive. Th e leading schools of architecture required applicants to submit a 
portfolio of their works, along with several essays on miscellaneous topics. Th e 
task of preparing the portfolio was very labor-intensive in itself; it had to be done 
on a highly professional level. Th e portfolio/album could only be sent by post, 
with strict specifi cations as to the format, and so the technology of draft printing 
that existed at the time required considerable investment. A special camera was 
used to make photostats of the original drafts of ten projects submitted by San-
dor; that was the only available means of reducing the size of the drafts. Jack 
Diamond was one of the three architects who wrote letters of recommendation 
for the admissions committee. Sandor’s portfolio opened with two photos of the 
Garadna memorial.

“March 17, 1989, Friday. Yesterday, a thick envelope from Princeton arrived, 
addressed to Sandor. We didn’t open it, of course, but waited impatiently for the 
arrival of our son, who showed up after 7 p.m. Everyone watched breathlessly, eyes 
fi xed on Sandor’s hand as it slowly opened the envelope. And – oh G-d! He’d been 
accepted! Th ey were inviting him to study at Princeton! Th ey were even off ering a 
decent scholarship. Iya and I started to cry. Th at’s our boy! We’ve lived to see this, too! 
We hugged and congratulated each other. Edya was moved and proud of his brother. 
We hurried to call Ilona but she was out, attending dance school. We quickly told Joe. 
Soon, Ilona and Paul rushed in with congratulations. During the night, we called 
Jutka and Laci in Budapest. By 7 a.m., I was at the synagogue where I had been 
invited to the brit mila of Kalman Lowenthal’s son. I immediately announced our 
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good news to Rabbi Ochs, his wife, and the old Mrs. Ochs. Th ey were surprised and 
sincerely pleased on our behalf.

Th ere is a lot going on right now. I’m working intensively with my fi rm to fi nish 
a big electrical job for the Quality Crystal factory, which is under construction. Mama 
Regina has been taken off  her medications Haldol and Anafranil, and we are trying 
to keep Mama stable with the help of the young Doctor Joseph Wohlgelenter. Aunt 
Jolan had surgery a few days ago. We’re dreaming of a trip to Hungary and Spain in 
the summer.”

“April 2, 1989. Sunday. It is now 11 a.m.; today, we have taken the liberty of sleep-
ing late. Just moved all the clocks in the house one hour ahead. Th ank G-d, these are 
infi nitely happy days for us! (I just hope I don’t jinx it.) On Th ursday evening, we 
impatiently waited for Sandor to come home, since another large envelope addressed 
to him had arrived. Our Sandorik arrived and opened it: he had been accepted into 
graduate school at Harvard! Th ank you, G-d! Now Sandor has to turn down one of 
the universities…

And on Friday night, when Edwin and I came home from the synagogue, Isya and 
Sandor were waiting for us at the door, literally jumping up and down with joy. 
Sandor had gotten a raise – from 24,000 dollars a year to 32,000! And Jack Diamond 
had already issued him a paycheck with a salary adjustment starting from January 
1. Th at’s great! Wonderful!

Sandor’s news has opened Edwin’s eyes, too. Now he can see what hard work can 
accomplish.

After dinner, Isya and I descended on Paul’s parents to announce the happy news. 
Ilona and Paul were there, as they are every Friday. Everyone was happy to see us and 
rejoiced at our news.

On Saturday morning, the parishioners of the Viewmount Synagogue heard Rabbi 
Ochs congratulate the Rott family on Sandor’s admission to prestigious Harvard.”

Our family was facing yet another incredible twist of fate: not only did we have 
to choose a university, we also had to write to another university to explain “why 
we didn’t like it.” Each acceptance letters contained the request: “In case of refusal 
to attend, please write to us to explain the reason for the refusal in detail.” Now 
there’s a task – our very own version of “the Zaporozhian Cossacks’ letter to the 
Turkish Sultan”! [An episode from Russian/Ukrainian history in which the Cossacks 
of the Zaporozhe region responded to the Sultan’s off er to become his subjects with a 
scathing, insult-fi lled letter – an incident immortalized by the 19th Century Russian 
painter Ilya Repin in the famous painting, Th e Zaporozhians Write to the Turkish 
Sultan. – tr.]

Th ey were waiting for an answer. Sandor decided to visit both universities 
fi rst, look around and talk to fellow architecture students. Our parental advice 
was, “Go on and take a look, son. Th e fact that Princeton has off ered you a 
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scholarship and Harvard has not should not have any eff ect on your choice of 
university. We will support whatever you do.”

A few days later, Sandor came back with his decision. He liked both universi-
ties, but the architecture school at Princeton was much smaller and the teaching 
was individualized, almost one-on-one with the professor. He decided to choose 
Harvard where student life was more active, with more involvement in debates 
and exchanges of opinion. Sandor wanted to gain more knowledge in the history 
of architecture and the use of computers in architecture – and the faculty at 
Harvard actually included James Ackerman and Howard Burns, the world’s lead-
ing experts on the work of the great Renaissance-era architect, Andrea Palladio. 
Our son had a longstanding fascination with Palladio’s work. Moreover, Harvard 
professor Bill Mitchell had just published a book on the prospects for the use of 
computers in architecture. 

In early July, Iya, Sandor and I got into our recently acquired Plymouth Voyager 
minivan and went on our fi rst trip to Harvard. In 11 hours, I covered 880 kil-
ometers from Toronto to Boston and nearby Cambridge, where Harvard Uni-
versity is located. Sandor registered with the admissions offi  ce and opened an 
account at the local bank. After an intensive search, we found and rented a stu-
dio apartment on Massachusetts Avenue.

Th e demand for student housing in Cambridge was so high that the landlords 
literally had no shame. And there we were standing before the landlady, a young 
woman who turned out to be surly and greedy. She wouldn’t make any conces-
sions at all, and there was no question of knocking even a few dollars off  the rent 
she had set. Moreover, she demanded that we start paying from the day the lease 
was signed, even though Sandor was not going to move to Cambridge until the 
start of September when school started. Th e apartment was only a ten-minute 
walk away from the campus building where Sandor would be taking his classes, 
and we had to agree to all of the landlady’s conditions.

Th en, we started preparing for our son’s move to Cambridge, an American 
college town. Our good friend and relative Simcha Fordsham, an employee of 
the well-known Canadian construction fi rm Olympia & York, asked his boss to 
help a young man in our community whose family had emigrated from the Soviet 
Union and who had been admitted to Harvard. Mr. Albert Reichmann, one of 
the brothers who owned Olympia & York, gave Sandor 5,000 dollars from the 
company’s charitable fund. Th en, Joe Weltman contributed a check for the same 
amount. Our family was deeply moved by this support, which covered part of 
our future expenses for graduate school.

Like many times before and for the last time, Sandor and I worked together 
to replace all of the burnt-out light bulbs on the six-meter-high ceiling in the 
main hall of the Viewmount Synagogue. We had been doing that for six years. 
All 64 bulbs were maximum wattage; they often burned out and had to be 
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replaced at least once a month. It was quite a risky task. Th e entire hall was fi lled 
with seats that were fi xed to the fl oor, so it was very diffi  cult, and in some places 
actually impossible to use a large stepladder. I would put up a stepladder verti-
cally, without opening it, and hold it up with my hands while standing on the 
fl oor. Sandor, with a great deal of caution, would climb up the ladder – which 
was swaying slightly and had no real support – and replace the burnt-out bulb. 
Incidentally, after Sandor moved, I came up with a special device affi  xed to the 
top of a stepladder that allows me to do the job on my own. Besides, I have long 
ago picked lamps that are not only more economical but also more durable: they 
last almost seven years.

In August, we made yet another trip to Hungary. Th is time, however, we had 
planned a meeting with our good and loyal Togliatti friends, who were there at 
our invitation: Yuri and Tatiana Shapiro and their daughter Lyolya, who had 
been our Edwin’s “milk sister” – Iya milk fed them both. Much to our surprise, 
the Shapiros arrived with a new child, Ksenia, a skinny and talkative seven-year-
old. Our long-awaited reunion began, as our meetings always had, with Yura’s 
off ering of a couple of new jokes, a genre in which he was quite a master. Here 
are two jokes he told that I wrote down at the time:

“A classifi ed ad: Th e “Joy” cooperative will pay any price for a single meter of the 
USSR state border.”

“Moscow’s chief rabbi has passed away and they’re having a hard time selecting a 
replacement. Every candidate turns out to be either Jewish or not a member of the 
Communist Party…”

Ilona and Paul also came to Hungary to meet with the Shapiros, and the 
arrival of such an unusual and impressive delegation in Garadna and Encs was 
an amazing and joyful event for everyone. Unfortunately, Aunt Jolan had died 
that July, but the rest of my relatives gave us and our guests, the Shapiros, a 
warm reception. 

Th e program for this trip was quite similar to the previous ones, except that 
this time we traveled in a large white Ford minivan, with the same Canadian 
fl ags on the windows, while the latest magnifi cent cake we brought from Karcsi 
Szabo’s cafe in Puchberg was decorated with the fi gure “92.” Th at was for a 
birthday celebrated at a country cottage in Romai. Aunt Ilonka, my father Fer-
enc’s older sister, sat at the table, happy and surrounded by numerous loving 
relatives. For our Togliatti guests, these ten days in Hungary were like a fairy tale. 
All of us were happy to see each other, and my relatives got rid of a couple of 
empty suitcases in which the Shapiros took our gifts for them and for all our 
friends and relatives in Moscow, Estonia, Togliatti and Ulan Ude back to the 
Soviet Union.

When they were leaving, Yuri Shapiro remembered something else he had to 
tell me: Vitaly Groisman, our good friend from Togliatti who had been our 
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neighbor in the building on Banykin Street, had sent his regards and wanted to 
know if I could send him an invitation for a trip to Toronto. Vitaly, the head 
physician of the Togliatti City Hospital as well as a Distinguished Coach of the 
USSR, had trained 29 world and European trampoline champions and earned 
175 gold medals and cups as a “trainer to the champions.” Because of his out-
standing activities in sports, he had been abroad dozens of times as part of Soviet 
sports delegations, but his wife Valentina had never yet received permission to 
travel outside the Soviet Union, and so it was Vitaly’s dream to take his wife on 
a trip abroad. 

Iya, Sandor, Edwin and I concluded that trip to Europe with a wonderful tour 
of Spain, in the company of a very knowledgeable guide. It’s hard to enumerate 
all the beauties we saw: Madrid and its Prado Museum, Toledo, Cordoba, Seville, 
Granada…

After the end of the tour we had booked, we stayed on an extra two days in 
beautiful Barcelona at Sandor’s suggestion; we had a chance to admire the crea-
tions of its builders, especially the unique talent of the architect Antonio Gaudi. 
We also gladly complied with Edwin’s request to visit the small town of Figueres 
and see the Salvador Dali Museum. Th is took up another day, which we enjoyed 
a great deal.

Th ree days were spent packing in a hurry in Toronto, and by the evening of Sep-
tember 7 Sandor, Iya, Edwin and I arrived in Cambridge. Chrysler can be proud 
of its off spring: as we were nearing Boston at dusk, I thought my headlights weren’t 
working, so I pulled over and stepped out to see what was wrong – and it turned 
out that our Plymouth Voyager was so overloaded that the headlights were point-
ing upwards, not ahead. Indeed, this car was carrying the four of us, two draft 

Barcelona, 1989.
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boards, a lot of books, linens, dishes. Sandor was even bringing to Boston the set 
of Hungarian enameled cooking pots which Iya had bought a year earlier in 
Garadna. Th ey had been on sale at the store next to the Spielberger house – the 
only store in the village. She had decided to buy them only because they looked 
like the set of pots from Regina’s dowry that had been brought to the Soviet Union 
from Miskolc in 1931 and had spent many years in our household.

It is impossible to describe the madness that reigned in Cambridge in those 
fi rst days of September. Th e sidewalks were crowded with people walking in both 
directions carrying various household items, usually mirrors or microwave ovens. 
Th e streets were teeming with cars, with license plates from every state in the 
Union. In every store, there were endless lines of worried parents who were pre-
paring to leave their off spring at Harvard or MIT (the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology). Th e parents were buying up everything in the shops. Some hotel 
either had gone bankrupt or was getting new inventory, and there was a huge 
truck standing right there in Harvard Square with a pile of used minibar refrig-
erators, with two quick-footed salesmen doing a brisk trade. Th ere was a long 
line of buyers waiting to become the happy possessors of a refrigerator for $25.

At some small warehouse, we managed to buy Sandor a bed, a small sofa, a 
kitchen table with two metal chairs, a microwave oven, bookshelves, a mirror 
and a few other things.

Our hardest job turned out to be cleaning the apartment Sandor had rented. 
On the fi rst night, Iya used a wet rag to wash a square of linoleum on the fl oor 
where we laid out the bedding we had brought and went to sleep, all four of us. 
Th e next two days were spent in cleaning and buying furniture and food. Our 
dearest Mama Iya “suff ers” from an obsessive diligence in cleaning things up, and 
by the end of the second day she could barely stand. However, the heating radiators, 
which had been covered up with wooden boxes and had not been cleaned in about 
20 years, were shining like new. When the landlady came in the next day and saw 
the refrigerator after it had been given a thorough scrubbing by Iya, she asked, 
surprised, “You’ve bought a new refrigerator?” Meanwhile, Edwin took apart and 
washed all four windows, so that they too were “unrecognizable.”

We left the still-sleeping Cambridge early on Sunday morning. Sandor ran 
between the rows of houses and, from a distance, pointed out to me the way to 
Toronto. Two minutes later, I pulled over by the side of the road and couldn’t go 
on. I just sat there weeping… It was hard, leaving our fi rstborn in a strange city. 
Iya and Edwin had gone very quiet; they sat next to me and felt sorry for me, 
themselves, and Sandor.

“November 4, 1989. Reached Sandor on the phone in Boston. He said their group 
had a midterm review Th ursday. “Th e commission of six professors made mincemeat of 
the projects their group (11 students) had presented … a total rout!” However, Sandor’s 
spirit seemed strong. Good fortune and best of luck to you, son! May G-d keep you.”
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Th en began one and a half years of intensive study for Sandor and of constant 
worry for us. From his fi rst year as a student, he had gotten used to sleepless 
nights when caught up in creative enthusiasm, but the workload and the pressure 
at Harvard could not be compared to anything else. Th ere were no mobile phones 
at the time, and Iya and I tried to calculate the best time to catch Sandor at home 
and did our best not to bother him needlessly. He never lost his amazing patience 
with his parents.

Most often, when we tried to call Sandor at night, his phone didn’t answer; 
he was not at home. At the time, computers were still very slow, and the depart-
ment didn’t have many computers with architecture-related software on them, 
so when students signed up for access they tried to get computer time in the 
middle of the night when they could work until morning. And we kept calling…

When our parental anxiety overfl owed, we would fi nally muster the courage 
to call Sandor’s neighbor to ask him a single question: when had he last seen our 
son? Sandor’s neighbor was an extraordinary man. He was David Witten, a 
professional pianist who had informed us, on the fi rst day of our appearance in 
Cambridge, that he had just recently played Tchaikovsky’s First Concerto with 
the accompaniment of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. We took an instant 
liking to David, and he and Sandor became good friends. Our son now recalls, 
“Th ere were so many times when I’d come home in the morning to fi nd a note 
from David on my door saying, ‘Sandor, call your parents immediately!’” 

David lived a bachelor’s bohemian life. Th ere was nothing in his apartment 
except for a piano and a bed, and piles of sheet music everywhere. He often had 
a fl ute player, a vocalist, and a guitarist come over for rehearsals. At other times 
David would practice by himself, so the sounds of music next door were almost 
constant. But Sandor didn’t fi nd that distracting; on the contrary, he liked it, 
since the music helped stimulate the creative process in the long hours he spent 
at the drafting board. Moreover, after arriving in Boston, Sandor quickly bought 
a CD player and listened to classical music performed by the best masters. After 
Sandor came home, Iya and I beamed with pride when we once heard my brother 
Yusef say that he was “amazed by Sandor’s musical erudition and that it had no 
equals among his friends in Toronto.”

“January 12, 1990. Got Sandor on the phone in Boston. He’s in a good mood 
today. He talked to Iya and told her, “Mama, I just came back from the supermarket. 
Guess what I bought.” “?” “Carrots. Haven’t had any in a long time and I really felt 
like some carrots…”

Th e house on Massachusetts Avenue where Sandor rented an apartment 
brought other people into his life besides David Witten. One fl oor up was the 
offi  ce of Rafael Moneo, the director of Harvard’s architecture program. Sandor 
sometimes ran into him in the lobby or on the stairs, and they would walk to 
campus together on the way to class, talking about various things that interested 
them both.
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“March 26. Last night, Sandor told us that 
in addition to his regular classes at school, he 
has also been attending and greatly enjoying the 
Harvard Real Estate Development Forum, a 
seminar organized jointly by students from sev-
eral of Cambridge’s leading world-class aca-
demic centers: the Harvard Graduate School of 
Design (where Sandor is a student), Harvard 
Law School, Harvard Business School, and the 
Kennedy Graduate School of Government.

Sandor is very impressed by the young peo-
ple who attend this seminar. He has told us 
about heated debates that arise among the 
future architects, lawyers, businesspeople and 
politicians. Th e seminar participants regularly 
invite outstanding people from the building 
industry as speakers of their own choice; every 
other Sunday, they take trips to interesting con-
struction sites.”

At the end of the school year, Iya and I took 
our minivan and traveled to Boston in order 
to help Sandor move to New York, where he 
had gotten a summer job. Sandor spent three 
days enthusiastically showing us Harvard and 
the auditoriums where architecture students 
have their classes, introducing us to some of 

the students and professors, and giving us a tour of Boston’s historical places. Yet 
again, we were delighted both by his fi lial kindness and by his erudition. Of 
course, it was fascinating to stand in Boston Harbor and listen to the story of 
the Boston Tea Party yet again, but it was even more interesting to learn the his-
tory of a batch of real Russian church bells from the bell-tower of the former 
Don Monastery in Moscow. Shortly after the Revolution, a farsighted American 
bought them from the Bolsheviks as scrap metal and gave them to Harvard 
University as a gift. Since then, they have been here as decorations at one of the 
dormitories – and sometimes, they ring.

Today, these bells are being replaced with copies while the originals are being 
returned to their homeland. And yet has there been even a simple “Th ank you” 
to America for keeping these bells safe for Russia? On the other hand, crude 
threats and curses toward this great country – both spontaneous and organized 
– are still frequently heard in the streets and on the airwaves in Russia, and I’m 
afraid they aren’t going away for a long time.

For many years from 
this Harvard dormitory 

tower were heard the peals 
of the bells of the former

Don Monastery of Moscow.
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Soon after returning from our trip to Hungary, we sent the Groismans an offi  cial 
invitation to visit us. At the time, Soviet citizens traveling abroad on private busi-
ness were not yet allowed to carry with them any hard currency for day-to-day 
expenses. Th e Groismans were concerned about this, but we told them not to worry.

On June 8, 1990, Vitaly Groisman arrived in Toronto with his wife Valentina, 
a beautiful woman and everybody’s darling. At the time, Aerofl ot fl ights went only 
to Montreal where passengers had to get on buses run by private companies. It was 
such a bus, fi lled with passengers, that pulled up by our house late in the evening. 
I paid the driver, and we opened our arms to our beloved guests. Hearing the sounds 
of weeping and the exclamations of joy, the neighbors ran out to see what was going 
on. How could we forget everything the Groismans did to help Iya and the children 
in that terrible year of 1975, the care and friendship that they showed? And now, 
here they were, just in time for our Friday night dinner.

Th e next morning, we all attended the Saturday service at the large, beautifully 
decorated synagogue not far from our place, where Iya and I explained what was 
happening as best we could; then, after the service, the Groismans became a part 
of the stream of people on Bathurst Street – well-dressed Jewish families coming 
from services at other nearby synagogues. Valentina looked around her wide-eyed, 
fascinated and overwhelmed by these new impressions.

At the synagogue, Vitaly saw in my hands a small volume of Deuteronomy 
in Russian, which I had followed during the reading of the Torah. He said he 
wanted to buy a copy as well. On the next day, we found the book in one of the 
bookstores. Th e salesman brought the book from the storage room and read the 
price tag: 29 dollars. I noticed that Vitaly looked slightly taken aback and thought 
about it for a moment. Th en he took 30 dollars out of his pocket with a resolute 
movement, handed the money to the salesman, and, with a dignifi ed air, put the 
change – one dollar – back in his pocket. Later, I found out that that was all the 
cash the Groysmans had brought with them to Canada…

We also had our guests meet Joe Weltman and his family. Vitaly and Joe were 
similar to each other in temperament, and my cousin mustered all the knowledge 
of Russian that he had to get to 
know our guests better and faster.

Iya and I had been invited to a 
bar-mitzvah by some friends, and 
decided to take the Groismans with 
us. Th e event was held on Sunday 
afternoon in the ballroom of Toron-
to’s well-known high-rise hotel, Inn 
on the Park. Yet another fascinating 
experience for our guests.

On Monday, June 11, we cele-
brated Mama Regina’s 90th birth- Sandor + Grandma Riza = Love!
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day. I went to pick her up at the seniors’ residential center, taking the Groismans 
with me, and we brought her home. Iya served a dinner for thirty in the garden 
behind our house. I picked up the accordion and Yusef the violin, and we played 
some music for the guests and some of Regina’s favorite Hungarian melodies as 
a birthday gift for her. Mama was in a good mood all evening. Th e joyful occa-
sion was made even more joyful not only by the Groismans’ presence but also 
by the arrival of Grandma Regina’s favorite grandson, Sandorik, who had come 
in from New York for two days.

It’s our tradition to show our guests the sights of Toronto, take them on a drive 
around Ontario and visit Niagara Falls. In addition to this, Iya, Vitaly, Valentina 
and I drove to New York on June 14 in our Plymouth, taking with us Sandor 
who was going back to work.

In Manhattan, we spent three nights at the Howard Johnson hotel on 52nd 
street. Th e Groismans loved the room I had gotten them, and I was beaming 
with happiness: this was their fi rst-ever room in a foreign hotel! (Later on, Vitaly 
and Valentina Groisman became prominent and successful members of the com-
munity, highly respected both in Togliatti and around Russia.)

We showed our friends around Manhattan, took them to the Broadway show 
“Black and Blue,” and visited Vitaly’s relatives, nice people who treated us to a 
big dinner. However, the most memorable part of this trip for Iya and myself 
was the day in New York when Sandor gave us a tour of midtown Manhattan 
and told us amazing stories about various buildings. Sometimes, he would say, 
“Th is is not a building, it’s just a façade.” It was a miracle that Sandor had gotten 
a summer job at the well-known architectural fi rm of Kohn, Pederson and Fox, 
which had assigned the young intern from Harvard the task of making a com-
puterized model of midtown Manhattan which had to include three-dimensional 
images of every building in the district.

In January 1991, Sandor graduated from the Harvard Graduate School of Design 
with a master’s degree in architecture.

“January 28, 1991. I rented a truck, and at 4:30 a.m. on the 25th, Edwin and 
I set out to Boston to pick up Sandor. It was cold, windy and snowing. We arrived at 
4 p.m.; Sandor wasn’t home. David had a key to Sandor’s apartment. Th e place stank 
horribly of fi sh which Sandor had been frying the night before. We had dinner and 
wine at a restaurant, with David as our guest. At 9 p.m., we went to bed, but weren’t 
able to get any sleep because of loud music downstairs. At 11 p.m. I couldn’t take it 
anymore and started pounding on the fl oor, to no avail. Th en I jumped up and down 
a few times, and the music stopped. However, Sandor still couldn’t go to sleep, and 
he and I stayed awake all night.

On Saturday, after breakfast, Sandor went off  with Edwin to give him a tour of 
Boston. Meanwhile, I rested, read, and went outside every two hours to put four 
quarters in the meter for parking the truck. Sandor made dinner for three. At 7 p.m., 
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after watching the CBS Evening News, we started packing and loading the stuff  in 
the car parked across the street. We were done at midnight. Once again, the music 
downstairs kept us awake…

At 4 a.m., we got up, had a quick bite to eat, threw the mattress, the foam sofa 
bed, the table and the three chairs in the back of the truck, bought Th e New York 
Times at 5:30 a.m., and went home. Th ank you, Harvard, and good-bye!

We drove against the wind, and the truck container slowed us down quite a bit, 
but I drove as fast as I could. While on the road, I dozed off  behind the wheel a few 
times, but everything was all right. We arrived in Toronto at 6 p.m. Th e truck rental 
cost us 260 dollars, with another 252 for gas and 52 for the tolls.

At home, everyone was waiting for us. Ilona and Paul announced that she was 
pregnant!… oh my G-d!

Edwin unloaded the things from the container, Iya and Sandor took them from 
him, and Paul and I carried the bags and boxes to the basement. Th e mattress, the 
sofa bed and the table were taken away to be stored in Joe Weltman’s basement. I also 
with great pride repaid Joe the last 500 dollars of what I’d owed him.”

“April 29, 1991, Sunday. Two days ago, after much storm and strife, Ilona fi nally 
signed and submitted her thesis for a Master’s Degree in computer science, and in the 
meantime … her baby has started moving. Th ree days ago, Sandor fi nally found a job….

On Sunday, as usual, we had Granny Riza over. Sandor and Grandma are sitting 
in the kitchen having a conversation:

“Granny, do you know where Ilona is right now? She’s gone to America, for a 
conference in a city called New Orleans. It’s a city on the Mississippi River which runs 
into the Gulf of Mexico. Have you heard of such a river, granny?”

With his studies at Harvard completed we are bringing Sandor back to Toronto. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, January 1991.
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“Yees,” drawled Grandma Regina, “I know the Mississippi and the Missouri…”
“Really? How do you know about them, Grandma?”
“Learned about them at school. In fi fth grade.”
Amazed and delighted, we all rushed to hug and congratulate our Granny Riza. 

90 years old!”

On June 4, 1991, the graduation ceremony was held in the convocation hall of 
the University of Toronto. Our Ilona got her master’s in Computer Science. Th e 
graduates participating in the ceremony walk into the hall in a long line, one 
after the other. Th e procession is led by the master of ceremonies holding a staff ; 
he is followed by the top university administrators and the faculty. Th en come 
the graduates, wearing black mantles and square hats with a tassel, each carrying 
a scarf and a hood across his or her arm.

Th is hooding ceremony at graduation, which we never knew in the Soviet 
Union, exists in many countries around the world. Th e graduate has a special 
multicolor scarf with a hood, sometimes fur-rimmed, placed around his or her 
neck. Th e color and size of the scarf and the mantle not only identify the uni-
versity but also indicate whether the degree is a bachelor’s, a master’s, or a Ph.D.

For our own family, this day was doubly remarkable because, for the fi rst time, 
Professor Iya Rott was taking part in the solemn procession. Before the Revolu-
tion, the colleges of Tomsk had had their own hooding colors. Today, one of Iya’s 

colleagues put his own hood and a 
black mantle on her, and our dear pro-
fessor walked proudly in the ranks of 
her colleagues. I was in attendance 
with Sandor, Edwin, Paul and his par-
ents, and Lina and Anatoly Gertzovich.

Th e convocation hall of the Univer-
sity of Toronto can hold up to 1,200 
people. Th e faculty and staff  presiding 
over the ceremony take their place on 
the stage on which the graduates go up 
when their names are called. Th e uni-
versity chancellor congratulates each of 
them and says a blessing; then, the 
dean of the department or the univer-
sity president puts the hood on the 
student and hands him or her the 
rolled-up diploma. From that moment 
on, the student becomes a graduate. In 
our case, unforgettably, the dean of the 
department invited Iya, and Professor 

Professor Iya Rott is hooding her 
daughter Ilona, upon completion of her 

Masters Degree. June 4, 1991.
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Rott put the master’s hood on her daughter Ilona’s neck, after which the dean 
handed her the diploma. Sister, as we call Ilona in the family, looked lovely, and 
her already-visible pregnant belly only added to her charm. We, the parents, gave 
her a graduation gift: a Movado wristwatch with a gold rim and a black dial. 
Ilona liked the gift very much and still wears it to this day.

Th e university administrator then invited the graduates and the guests for a 
buff et lunch which fi nished at 5 p.m. By 6:30, Iya, Sandor and I were already 
racing along the highway toward Boston to make it to Sandor’s graduation cer-
emony at Harvard. 

“July 7, 1991. Yesterday, July 6, was the graduation of Harvard’s 352nd class! Th e 
university was founded in 1636. Sandor was allowed to have only two guests.

In the morning, we got a cab at the hotel, and by 6:45 we arrived at the faculty 
breakfast organized by the architecture department. By 7:45, we were already stand-
ing in the long line at Gate D, leading to the square where the ceremony will take 
place. Th e rest is indescribable. Th e university graduates 5,700 professionals this year, 
180 of them architects. A huge square where long rows of chairs have been set up. 
Parades, joy, cheers, 17th century songs! An enormous crowd of happy parents, all 
weeping with joy… Th e new recipients of honorary Harvard professorships are intro-
duced: the Russian writer Andrei Sinyavsky, the well-known cellist Yo Yo Ma, Soviet 
foreign minister Shevardnadze. Th e latter was the main commencement speaker, but 
he gave an unremarkable and boring speech, in Russian. Th e architects were taken 
to a separate pavilion to receive their diplomas.

After the Harvard graduation ceremony. June 6, 1991.
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“Congratulations Paul, Sandor and Ilona university graduates! 
Baba Riza – Happy 91’st Birthday! Toronto, June 11, 1991.

Rabbi Ochs and his wife Jenny and the Fordsham family.
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Th e Weltman family.

 (From left to right) Hanna Gotfried, Jeff  and Riva Karstadt, Hainal  Furst and 
Ruben Carreiro.
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By 5:45, we got back from Boston to Toronto and at once went to the senior resi-
dential center to visit Grandma Regina. She was doing fi ne. She listened to our 
account and congratulated Sandor. When we came home, Paul arrived at once with 
happy news: he had passed his last exam. He now has an M.D. in psychiatry! We also 
gave him a Movado watch, but one for men – the “Moon Face.”

Th ank G-d! So much joy, so much excitement. Unforgettable. And by 7:15 we 
were already at the synagogue with the kids: it was Friday.”

“June 11, 1991. We had our dinner in the backyard behind the house. It turned out to 
be a wonderful celebration. We had hung up a huge banner at the entrance that said, 
“Paul, Ilona, Sandor, Happy Graduation! Grandma, Happy 91st Birthday!” Kalman 
Lowenthal and his waiters provided the food and the service. Seven tables, the table-
cloths, the dishes – everything had been rented. 62 guests: Rabbi and Mrs. Ochs, Riva 
and Jeff  Karstadt, Jaff a, Simcha and their children, the Weltmans, the Gertsoviches… 
Th e backyard was lit up. Excellent weather, delicious food, a cozy ambiance. Yuzik and 
I played a few melodies. I took Mama Regina back at half past nine. Th e guests were 
very pleased. At half past eleven, no one wanted to leave yet. Th e whole thing cost us 
about 1,600 dollars, including good tips for the waiters and for the chef, Moroccan-born 
Annette Perez, a kind woman and a true friend to our family.”

Th e guests left around midnight, the children went off  to some other celebra-
tions, and Iya and I were left alone in the backyard. We reminisced about all the 
wonderful events of these past few days, and regretted that so many friends and 
well-wishers could not be with us because they were left behind in another 
hemisphere. And how happy and proud Iya’s mother and my father would have 
been today! Th e sky was clear and fi lled with stars, which shone on us and seemed 
to be beaming our joy to distant worlds.
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Th e reader may be surprised to fi nd such a topic in my memoirs. At the time, 
when I had to spend several years on this work, I myself wondered ironically at 
the paradoxes of my fate. After all, I have spent my entire life carrying pain and 
resentment toward the prison system in my heart – the system that had crushed 
my poor father and deeply wounded his family. Now I was in the good country 
of Canada, a part of the free world – devoting a part of my life to improving its 
penitentiary system, and specifi cally the locks of its prison cells. Of course, I had 
never looked for such work; it found me.

During my years as one of the owners of the Ferrum Metal Manufacturing 
Company and the head of its production department, the fi rm’s main product 
line consisted of various metal parts for doors: handles, hinges, locks, and so 
forth. On one of his visits to our company, Mr. Stuart Kelly, a department head 
at the PWC (Public Works Canada, the Ministry for Public Works in Canada) 
told me about a technical problem they were trying to solve.

In Canadian prisons, just like all over the world, the doors of prison cells had 
always opened from the outside in. It had been this way for hundreds of years. 
But times change. In the modern civilized world, there is more and more freedom 
and openness; as a result, the rules of prison maintenance have been getting softer 
as well, which means that it’s easier for alcohol and drugs to get into prison cells. 
Th ere was also a sharp increase in cases in which a prisoner tries to hang himself 
or commit suicide by slashing his wrists after using the bunk or another piece of 
furniture to block the door from the inside. While the guards are opening or 
breaking down the door, lifesaving time is lost. 

Th is led to a new type of prison construction so that the doors of the cells now 
opened from the inside out, into the corridor. However, this situation was compli-
cated by the fact that the guard sitting at the end of the corridor who was supposed 
to watch the prisoners’ movements when the cells were open could not see what 
was happening behind the open doors, which were blocking his line of sight. 

Mr. Kelly asked our fi rm to fi nd a solution to this problem. A few days later, I 
suggested a new design for a door that would open from the outside in when in 
its normal working state but from the inside out in an emergency situation, after 
a certain adjustment has been made. Th e response to my idea was positive, and 
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we were asked to make a test model which was installed for a trial run in the 
Kingston Penitentiary – a Canadian prison located in Kingston, Ontario, which 
had once been the country’s fi rst capital. Th at was the fi rst time I stepped through 
the gates of a maximum security Canadian prison. Kinston was 265 kilometers 
away from Toronto. I had to travel this distance quite often to install the test 
model of the new door, fi ne-tune the construction, and repeatedly demonstrate 
it to the people in charge, from fi refi ghters to prison wardens.

I usually made these trips with Mr. Kelly and one or two other PWC staff ers. 
On one of those trips, I got a lesson in morality that I remembered for a long 
time. During our conversation, I voiced some doubt as to whether it was worth 
it to spend all this money to save the life of a criminal serving time in prison if 
he was that intent on killing himself. To that, Mr. Kelly angrily replied, “Mr. 
Rott, it’s time you stopped thinking in terms of Soviet morality! Each one of Her 
Majesty’s subjects has the right to live!”

Th e authorities were impressed with the model we suggested, but the time 
required to open the door at the emergency setting had to be brought down to 
30 seconds. We had already gotten it down to 45 seconds when a twist of fate 
forced me to leave Ferrum Metal Mgs. Co., so I know nothing about the further 
work on this door.

Several years passed. I was extremely busy with electrical repair and installation work 
when I received an unexpected call from the PWC, from a Mr. Tom Bentley, who 
said the following: “I’ve looked you up at Stuart Kelly’s advice. We have a serious 
problem with the cell locking system at the Collins Bay Institution (a prison located 
on the outskirts of Kingston). We have gotten suggestions from consultants from 
two diff erent fi rms, but Mr. Kelly suggested that I fi nd you. He said that ‘Mr. 
Vladimir Rott always uses distinctive, Russian methods to solve technical problems.’”

On the next morning, Tom Bentley and I were already headed to Kingston. 
Th e Collins Bay prison turned out to be a quite remarkable 19th century archi-
tectural structure. With my still-“Soviet” perceptions, I was greatly impressed by 
the quality of the stonemasonry of the high fence and the walls of the main 
building, made up of huge blocks of stone. Tom introduced me to the prison 
authorities, and we were escorted to the problem block. Th e two dozen prison 
cells in a single row for closure had wrought iron grills, each of them controlled 
by a single massive lock. Th e cells were locked and unlocked simultaneously by 
means of a single steel rail mounted above the cell doors. Th e rail was set in 
motion by the revolutions of a large steering wheel, exactly like the ones they 
used to have on old ships. Th e wheel was located at the end of the row of cells. 
Th e guard would take the key out of a safe, unlock the steering wheel, use it to 
move the rail into the “open” position, and return the key to the safe. When the 
cells were locked, the same procedure was performed in reverse order. Th e cell 
lock released the grill door only with the help of a guard who had to come to the 
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door of the cell that needed to be opened. Th is lock system had been manufac-
tured in England in 1837 and, in its day, had been delivered to all the colonies 
of the British Empire. Welding had not yet been invented, and the components 
of the rail – which was many meters long – were held together with massive steel 
rivets (like the famous Titanic). After many years of use, the rivets had gotten 
worn down, and the interlocking parts of the plates had also suff ered from exces-
sive wear and had started sliding. As a result, the “open” or “locked” position of 
the rail no longer coincided with the positions of locks on individual doors. For 
the last several years one of the guards had had to run along the cellblock and 
signal his partner to let him know which way to turn the steering wheel further. 

A few days later I made another trip to Collins Bay, made the necessary meas-
urements, analyzed the problem one more time, discussed the feasibility of per-
forming the necessary work in prison conditions, and made hotel arrangements. 
I also made estimates of the length and cost of the work. I wrote up a short list 
of the work that would need to be done and asked for 28,000 dollars. A few days 
later, Tom Bentley informed me that because of the emergency nature of the 
work, the PWC had decided not to put up the contract for open bidding by 
competing fi rms but instead to sign a contract with me immediately.

About a week later, on the day set by agreement between the prison authorities 
and myself, I arrived with a team of six assistants, among them Marat Gertzovich 
and Ruben Carreiro. Th e prisoners from that fl oor were transferred to other places. 
Th e prison authorities were quite satisfi ed with my presentation of all the tools we 
were bringing in. We affi  xed all the cutters, fi les and other instruments (except for 
the welding equipment) to large pieces of plywood and traced their contours, so 
that the presence of each instrument could be verifi ed visually when entering or 
leaving the prison grounds and there was no need to check it against a list. 

Th e work was done in ten days. All rivet joints were welded, the location of 
each lock on the bar was carefully fi ne-tuned, all the moving parts were cleaned 
and repainted. Th e prison authorities found it hard to believe that this system 
could have been restored. What’s more, for over a hundred years, the key to the 
steering wheel lock had been removable regardless of the position of the wheel; 
the guard had to remember to return with the key, lock the cells and lock the rail 
in position. I made a small improvement to the design of the steering wheel lock 
so that the key could not be removed unless all the cells were locked. Th e guards 
thought it was a splendid idea. It was after this that my company, Sibel Engineer-
ing Ltd., became known as “the Ontario Province expert on prison locks.”

We did not have to wait long. On a hot July evening, around midnight, my 
bedside phone rang. It was a call from Ottawa, from the supervisor on duty at 
the PWC: the locking system at the Kingston Prison for Women had broken 
down, 32 cells had to remain unlocked during the night and the prisoners were 
wandering in and out of each other’s cells… Th e supervisor asked for emergency 
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assistance but warned me right away that he could not give me the order number 
for the job until I gave him a cost estimate. I said I could not do that until I had 
been on the site; otherwise, I had no idea how complex the repairs would be or 
even what kind of locking system the prison had.

Half an hour later, the prison guard supervising the night shift called. Th e only 
thing he could tell me was that these 32 cells had the same system installed: a rail 
with a steering wheel. Th e supervisor from Ottawa called again, insisting I give him 
a price for the contract. I could tell that the Ministry offi  cials did not give up easily. 
I asked for another ten minutes. What could I tell him? He would agree to any 
amount, but it was risky to set the price too high: eventually, they were going to ask 
how long it had taken to complete the job. Nor did I want to ask for too little: I wasn’t 
doing this job for charity, after all. Finally, I had to take the risk and cite an amount: 
1,750 dollars. About half an hour later, the supervisor on duty gave me the order 
number for the job, which he had obtained after waking some higher-up. Marat was 
over at my place just after 6 a.m.; we stopped by the workshop, loaded up the tools 
we could need for this job, picked up the welding equipment and headed to Kingston. 
I drove at the speed of 140 kilometers an hour, hoping that if a police offi  cer pulled 
us over he would be able to understand the cause of our hurry.

Th ey were already waiting for us at the prison. Our car was allowed inside 
with no inspection, and we were able to park it close to the location of the job, 
though at a suffi  cient distance from the prisoners. We began to understand why 
the guards were so concerned when we saw the 32 cells with their doors wide 
open, their “tenants” going happily back and forth between cells.

Th e problem turned out to be the steering wheel itself: it was turning loosely 
on its shaft without causing the rail to move. Th is mechanism was newer than 
the one at the Collins Bay prison, but also a 19th century one. Th e main parts, 
except for the protruding handles of the steering wheel, were made of solid brass 
and looked quite elegant. In a few minutes we realized that the immovable key 
connection between the steering wheel and the shaft had broken down; but the 
mechanism was designed so masterfully that it was impossible to fi nd any nuts 
or bolts with which one could start disassembling it. In addition, the gear join-
ings of the cast-iron handles to the brass body of the steering wheel must have 
weakened at some point in the past; the handles must have started getting loose, 
and the prison repair service had welded each of them into place. Cast-iron and 
brass welded together was a complicated business and had defi nitely spoiled the 
look of the mechanism, but all six handles held fi rmly. I had a hunch that the 
designers of the mechanism had hidden the fastener bolt of the connection inside 
the gear opening, under one of the handles. We started to cut the welding with 
an emery wheel grinder and unscrew the handles one by one. Fortunately, we 
did not have to take off  all six handles but got lucky on the third: the fastener 
bolt we were looking for turned out to be under it. Once we had taken it out, 
we easily removed the heavy steering wheel. Th e broken round pin turned out 
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to be a conical one, and we had to craft a replacement on the spot from a piece 
of hardened steel. Assembling the mechanism was a fairly easy job; as for the 
three handles, we screwed them in tightly with a wrench, after adjusting the 
thread size in a few places with a chisel.

Fixing this problem took about three hours, but the working conditions turned 
out to be rather diffi  cult. While the steering wheel we repaired was separated from 
the inmates with a steel grill, the female prisoners were not happy to see us fi xing 
the locks; they kept coming up to the grill, giving us dirty looks and shouting curses 
at us. When they heard that we were not speaking English, they started openly 
shaking their fi sts at us. One rather pretty young lady stuck out her tongue at us, 
then turned around, lifted up her skirt and showed her hostility by mooning us.

Even though the PWC treated me with respect and did everything to create an envi-
ronment in which I could search for interesting and creative solutions to technical 
problems, I did not like working among prisoners. Th e inmates usually did not know 
who I was or what I was doing there, but on one occasion the local television in 
Kingston showed a brief interview with me when, along with other companies, I was 
developing a design for a cell locking system at the new maximum security prison at 
Collins Bay. Th at was a lapse in judgment on my part; after all, almost every inmate 
has a TV set in his cell, and while these sets are not hooked up to cable but have only 
a simple antenna, many people did see the local news. A couple of days later I made 
an appearance at the Kingston Penitentiary. Luckily, this was a maximum security 
prison where the inmates are nearly always locked inside their cells – but even from 
there, they started yelling threats and curses once they saw me…

One day, I took Iya and Sandor inside the Kingston Penitentiary as my con-
sultants and showed them the design of the doors and the locks in the prison. 
Pointing to one of the cells, I whispered to them something I had learned from 
one of the guards a couple of months earlier: Cliff ord Olsen, a notorious crimi-
nal who had murdered several boys in Vancouver, was in there serving a life 
sentence. Th e guards’ main concern was not to keep him locked up so much as 
to protect him from repeated attempts on his life by other inmates. Iya suddenly 
met the heavy stare of the prisoner … and forever lost all respect for my work 
for the Canadian penitentiary system.

Th e last job I did for the PWC – the above-mentioned design of a new cell lock-
ing system for the new Collins Bay prison – was especially interesting to me from 
a creative standpoint. At the time, prisons in the United States and Canada had 
already started installing central electronic control systems for cell doors, but 
they were unreliable and often gave error signals or malfunctioned altogether, 
which contributed to nervous strain among the guards. Th e most serious fl aw of 
electronic systems was the fact that they required a constant fl ow of electric power 
at every point – without it, they could not function. 
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I had come to know a number of prison system employees fairly well; I had seen 
how well-educated and well-informed many of the guards were, how demanding 
and stressful their work was. And, because I could understand what these people 
needed on the job, I suggested a purely mechanical cell door control system which 
we dubbed “MAC” (Mechanical with Aviation Cable). In its basic design, it was 
reminiscent of the old English system with a steering wheel that controlled the 
locks of a single row of cells; however, the use of steel cables and pulleys, widely 
used in aviation, allowed the guards to unlock all the cells in a cellblock, or any 
single cell, from a central control panel that could be located anywhere on the 
cellblock. With such a system, moreover, the guards no longer had to come up to 
each cell in order to lift a door lock opened from the control panel. Th is system 
also eliminated the necessity of lining up the cells in a single row in order to have 
the locks controlled by a single mechanism – and it did not require electrical power.

Th e Kingston prison personnel liked my suggested design a great deal. Th e 
PWC immediately signed a contract with me to develop a test model to be 
installed on an unoccupied cellblock in the Kingston Penitentiary.

It was then that the workshop on St. Clair which I leased from Joe Weltman 
acquired the mechanical saws, welding equipment, emery belts, the bridgeport 
and lathe which have been serving me faithfully for over twenty years. My com-
pany needed four weeks to prepare the sketch drafts, acquire the tools and mate-
rials we needed, and manufacture all the necessary units. It took two more weeks 
to install the test model to demonstrate the functioning of the MAC-6 system, 
which could be used for long-distance control of the door locks of four cells in 
an unoccupied block of the Kingston Penitentiary.

One of the fi rst to respond to the new system was the director of the PWC 
Fire Department, Mr. T. Danfi eld, who wrote to me on August 29, 1984: 

“I am convinced that from the standpoint of fi re safety, the mechanical system you 
have developed for long-distance emergency unlocking of door is acceptable for instal-
lation in penitentiaries. Th e model you have demonstrated to us is well-built, simple 
in its functioning, easy to repair, and reliable in its intended use.”

I was happy with the test results and with the responses from the members of 
the testing commissions; however, I also had growing doubts. First of all, each time 
I made the 265-kilometer drive, I had less and less desire to make it again. Yet, if 
my design happened to win over those of competing fi rms seeking to install their 
own locking system at the new prison, our workshop would not be able to handle 
the entire job, and we would have to subcontract the manufacturing to some fac-
tory in Kingston. In that case, however, I’d have to be there for months. And the 
assembly and adjustment process simply could not take place without my constant 
presence, since the installation of many of the cable lines would have to be done 
without preliminary blueprints, taking into account the specifi cs of the location. 
In a word, the prospect of spending many months away from my family frightened 
me, though I did not discuss it with anyone. Fortunately, I was able to fi nd a small 
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metal processing fi rm in Kingston which was stocked with modern equipment and 
was headed by an energetic young Canadian named Frank. We quickly became 
friends, and Frank agreed to handle the manufacture of parts for the design. Inci-
dentally, very soon I happily handed over all of my Kingston customers to Frank, 
who turned out to be a responsible and sensible man.

Meanwhile, at this particular moment in my narrative, we were facing a “pub-
lic tender“ – a competition, held by Public Works Canada, among companies 
off ering their ideas and prices to install a new cell locking system at the Collins 
Bay Prison. Another Canadian fi rm, from Vancouver, participated in the bidding, 
as did two American companies and a very old and world-renowned British fi rm. 
One of the U.S. companies proposed installing classic, and already highly 
regarded, prison locks with a “barrel” key on the cell doors, and have the status 
of the door reported to the guards’ control panel by electrical signal. Th e other 
three fi rms suggested that both the locks and the reports on the status of the door 
be regulated electronically. 

Th e documents submitted for the tender had to be accompanied by a deposit 
in the amount of 10 percent of the bidder’s stated price as a guarantee. As always, 
it was Joe Weltman to the rescue: he loaned me a check in the amount of 100,000 
dollars, which I submitted with the documents. A week later, we were all invited 
to the PWC for the opening of the envelopes. Frank and I had calculated that 
we could install the system I had proposed at the cost of 1.09 million Canadian 
dollars. Th e Vancouver fi rm gave the lowest estimated price, and, in accordance 
with tradition, was excluded from the tender; likewise, the fi rm with the highest 
estimate – one of the American electronic companies. 

Something interesting happened next. Our system had the support of offi  cials 
from the Kingston prison system, and we also off ered the best price. When the 
estimated prices turned out to be feasible for each competitor, the PWC offi  cials 
closed the tender and said that the winning project would be announced a week 
later, and it would not necessarily be the lowest-costing one.

A few days later, my company, Sibel Engineering Ltd., received an envelope 
with a check that was being returned to Joe Weltman. Th e enclosed letter thanked 
me for my participation in the competition and informed me that the job had 
been given to the British fi rm…

Frank was undoubtedly far more upset by our loss than I was. A week later, 
he called me from Kingston and informed me that one of the biggest supporters 
of our design, whom he had accidentally run into in the street, had confi dentially 
told him that our British rivals had successfully used certain underhanded “cap-
italist shark” tactics which left the other competitors with no chance of winning.

Th at was the end of my four years of work repairing and improving cell locks 
for the Canadian penitentiary system.
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In the spring of 1992, the chaotic collapse of the former Soviet Union continued. 
Th e lies and absurdities had become so all-pervasive that catastrophe was inevi-
table. Pillage and “piratization” [in Russian, “prikhvatizatsiya,” bitter wordplay on 
“privatization” derived from “prikhvatit’” – to grab or to steal] reigned in the land. 
Today, the Russian Internet reports, “Th ere are 47 billionaires in Moscow alone! 
What have they (USA – V.R.)got other than Bill Gates and a couple of other 
big-nosed idiots?” Th e country was now in the hands of secret police agents who 
had gotten a bad fright but recovered from it, and of former Party and Komsomol 
careerists. Look at the past of most of today’s “oligarchs,” “tough guys” and “new 
Russians.” Th ey have many years of training in walking all over people and crush-
ing them with no humanity at all.

It is a mistake to think that it was Gorbachev who dismantled the Soviet 
Union. No, he could not have accomplished such a feat. He simply happened 
to be at the now-completely broken steering wheel at that precise time. Th e most 
Gorbachev was capable of was holding on to his seat and crashing even the small-
est shoots of hope, including Russia’s greatest hope – Dr. Andrei Sakharov. With-
out batting an eye, the General Secretary drove that great man into his grave.

Th e alcoholic from Sverdlovsk who came to power next could give the coun-
try nothing except for party demagoguery and endless promises to “provide,” 
“appoint” and “personally oversee.” It is sad to realize that the majority of Russian 
citizens found that suffi  cient…

Th e removal of the Dzerzhinsky monument was the country’s last hope to 
cleanse itself someday of the fi lthy crimes of the KGB – the last hope that, amidst 
the army of men from the “power structures,” there would be at least a small group 
of decent people who could keep order and help Russia at a critical moment, 
mobilizing every opportunity and relying on conscience and the rule of law. 

After the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, it was not an easy task for them 
to destroy the rich and industrious property owners and turn the country over 
to looters and thugs. But never in human history had anyone tried to reverse that 
process: to take the loot away from the bandits and fi nd savvy owners who could 
increase the country’s wealth with their labor and honesty. Unfortunately, once 
again, Russia had a stroke of very bad luck. Only a few of Russia’s children had 
the ability to revitalize the country – and they were silenced, ground down by 
the pushy and the shameless. Th e attempt to wake up the consciousness of the 
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nation failed. What can one say of a country possessed of a vast wealth of natu-
ral resources when it is run by dangerous, power-hungry nonentities whose 
incompetence is obvious to any sensible person? Look at their attitude toward 
the older generation that has given it all to its country: “You’ve done your job, 
now you can go and die quickly.” Look at the way they play on the basest feelings 
of the populace – virulent nationalism and paranoia about foreign and domestic 
enemies – in order to consolidate their power.

Poor Russia’s woes did not end with Rasputin, whose intrigues were followed 
by the insane dispersal of the country’s only hope: the fi rst Constituent Assembly. 
Th e country plunged into medieval barbarism. Today, once again, Russia is being 
denied the truth: that only a gang can be run by one person, whereas a country 
must be led by the choicest minds, the best of the best. Only the collective reason 
of freely nominated and honestly elected intelligent people can provide treatment 
for decades of serious illness.

May G-d help Russia understand, as quickly as possible, that the future is 
created not by smooth talkers and demagogues who make irresponsible promises 
but by the best and the brightest, who must be given the opportunity to chart, 
thoughtfully and carefully, the road to the future.

A decade and a half has passed since the collapse of the USSR. Russia still has 
no freely elected state assembly, no independent courts and no truly independent 
Supreme Court. It’s not a matter of copying advanced Western societies; it’s 
simply that, over the course of 35 years in the Free World, I have become con-
vinced that humanity has yet to come up with anything better. Th is system works, 
and it’s under this system that all people who feel confi dence in their ability to 
overcome obstacles and are willing to fi ght for a better future for their families 
strive to live. Just like the building of the Volga Auto Plant was an amazing 
opportunity for the Soviet Union to make a leap forward in auto building, the 
collapse of the Soviet system gave Russia an invaluable opportunity to achieve 
something much better by building on humanity’s latest accomplishments. Th ere 
is no point in arguing this – it’s enough to look at the accomplishments, and at 
the success Soviet immigrants have achieved in the West!

My brief diary notes bear witness to my sincere concerns about the fate of my 
former homeland, where news events were quickly making headlines and just as 
quickly vanishing into oblivion. I naively believed that a nation as talented as 
Russia could make great economic and political strides by relying on the intel-
ligence, experience and knowledge of those who genuinely wish it well. But soon, 
the world was appalled by such shocking developments as the uncontrolled 
spread of protection rackets and cold-blooded murders of business partners and 
dissenters. Humanity was witnessing something hideous, on a huge scale.

I was still afraid of the “vengeful hand” of the dying USSR and was always cau-
tious whenever I approached its borders. And then suddenly, in early May of 
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1992, I received an unusual document from Moscow, on the stationary of the 
newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda:

“Invitation
Esteemed Mr. V. F. Rott:
It is our honor to invite you to Moscow for the dates of 25-28 May 1992 for a 

conference of Russian businesspeople, both those living in Russia and those who found 
themselves abroad over the years of the fi rst and second waves of emigration. Among 
those who have responded to our invitation are S. Mamontov, his sons S. and A. 
Mamontov, and K. Goeringer of Argentina; V. Morozov, E. Aksyonov, and G. 
Pokrovsky of Japan; A. Shcherbatov of the USA; N. Aprelkov and S. Ivanov of Bra-
zil; P. Golitsyn of Luxembourg; N. Ilyin of Germany, a Lufthansa employee; and also 
our other former compatriots residing in England, Switzerland, Spain, Venezuela, 
Paraguay and Uruguay. Entrepreneurs from the Urals, Siberia, and the Far East have 
also accepted. Th e participants will include managers of a number of large banks that 
are a part of Russia’s Banking Union.

Th e conference is being sponsored and held by the National Accord Committee, a 
non-governmental international organization, as well as the newspaper Komsomol-
skaya Pravda and the Russian Capital shareholder society. Abroad, the Organizing 
Committee is represented by Russia’s ambassadors in Great Britain and Luxembourg, 
Boris Pankin and Chingiz Aitmatov, by the entrepreneur Sergei Mamontov in Latin 
America, and by the entrepreneur Yuri Trubnikov in France.

Th e conference program includes the discussion of various specifi c projects and 
negotiation of contracts (real estate, construction materials, long-term leasing of roads, 
antiques, catalogue sales, etc.). Participants will include important politicians, mem-
bers of government and, most important, experts on privatization and on the trouble 
spots and the peculiarities of reform in Russia.

One of the principal tasks of the club is to create a united (worldwide) Russian 
company that would represent and defend the interests of Russian capital both in 
Russia and beyond its borders.

Russia-based entrepreneurs will pay fully for their own participation in the confer-
ence. Th e Organizing Committee will cover all expenses for the participation of our 
compatriots from abroad (other than travel costs).

Place: Moscow, Vernadsky Avenue, 84, Russian Academy of Management.
With profound respect,
(signed by): Th e editor-in-chief; the President of the Russian Capital shareholder 

society; the Moscow director of the National Accord Committee.

A few days before the invitation arrived, we got a call from Moscow from Gen-
nady Kraskov, who was talking about the possibility of some kind of conference, 
but I couldn’t quite fi gure out what he was talking about. Kraskov had been a 
member of our Popular Entertainment Ensemble in Tomsk. Now he was living 
in Moscow and was somehow involved in organizing this conference. It was he 
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who suggested that Iya and I be added to the list of invitees. Shortly afterwards, 
a letter of similar content addressed to Mrs. I. B. Rott arrived as well.

Iya and I were at a loss. It had been eighteen years since my defection from 
the Soviet Union, and I had never even considered traveling there. In the tele-
phone conversation that followed, Gennady assured me that the invitation was 
serious and that he would never risk subjecting me to any kind of danger.

We held a family council to make the decision. Ilona and Sandor were cate-
gorically opposed to the idea, fearing some kind of trap. Iya and I, however, were 
fi red up with the idea of seeing our beloved Russia again. Finally, we decided to 
risk it, with Edwin’s support.

Disembarking from our fl ight as it arrived from Amsterdam, I took my fi rst step, 
with some trepidation, on Moscow soil. Of course I had wanted to visit Russia, 
to see the changes with my own eyes, to get some sense of how things were 
improving. Our fi rst sobering moment took place in the long shapeless line at 
the passport control window. We stood in a barely lit corridor, its ceiling deco-
rated with worn-out wooden circles covered with thick layers of dust and cob-
webs. Th e young border guards treated our Canadian passports with due rever-
ence, and in that regard my worries proved needless.

“May 22, 1992. Moscow. We came to Moscow three days early so that we could look 
around before the start of the conference and get used to all the things that had started to 
slip away from our memory. We plan to visit several cities and see many good old friends. 
We need gifts for everyone, and so we ended up with four suitcases of luggage, weighing a 
total of 95 kilos. To that, add a large quantity of hand luggage: the briefcase borrowed 
from Edwin contains 12 rolls of fi lm for slides along with Sandor’s camera, a shortwave 
radio, and a small Japanese tape recorder for Gena Kraskov. I am holding in my hands a 
large Hitachi camcorder in a metal case; I plan to use it to fi lm everything that happens. 
Harvey Weltman gave it to me in non-working condition, and a representative of the 
manufacturer in Toronto quickly fi xed it for 185 dollars. After my visit is over, I plan to 
give the camcorder to Gena Kraskov, who is trying to make a living somewhere in the 
backyard of the Mosfi lm studio. Iya is carrying in her hands a dual-cassette radio/tape 
recorder, 80 cm long. Th at’s a gift for Volodya Yavorovich, to whom I gave Kraskov’s phone 
number when I spoke to him on the phone from Toronto. I am also carrying, slung across 
the shoulder, a large black bag containing a tallis, a tefi llin, a Torah, a prayer book, more 
gifts, and leftover food from our meal on the fl ight from Amsterdam. I had acquired 
another bag at the duty-free shop in Amsterdam, containing two bottles of Johnnie Walker 
whisky, cartons of Camel and Marlboro cigarettes, and a can of butter.

Th e customs agent turned out to be young and polite. Of all of our possessions, he 
took the most interest in Iya’s rings and neck chain: “Are you by any chance bringing 
in Soviet-made jewelry?”

On our way back from the airport, we took a close look at the “face” of Moscow. 
What we saw was worse than anything we had expected: roads in terrible condition, 
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mud everywhere, crude billboards with nothing but the names of banks on them. On 
public transport stops, crowds of badly dressed people; the cars are old and dirty; the 
lawns and trees are poorly tended.

We stayed with Gennady for three nights. A bachelor, he lives very modestly but 
his eff orts to prepare for our arrival were quite touching; he even made borscht. We 
praised the borscht, but Gennady admitted, “You know, I found all the ingredients 
for the borscht, but beetroot … I went to fi ve stores and two farm markets, even called 
up my neighbors – and still couldn’t fi nd any.”

“May 24, 1992. Moscow. O G-d! Th ank you for everything! It is 7 a.m. I turn 57 
today. Th is is our third day in Moscow; we are staying at Kraskov’s place. Yesterday, 
early in the morning, my dear friend Volodya Yavorovich arrived from Bobruysk. He 
had come to see us: “Vadim, I can only spend two weeks with you!” One had to see 
how lovingly he started to take his gifts out of his tote bag and put them down on the 
table: two bottles of vodka (“You get it for rationing coupons!”), a stick of salami, four 
hard-boiled eggs, a cucumber, a loaf of Byelorussian dark bread, three small tins of 
canned fi sh, and a piece of lard. Deeply moved, I gave Volodya a hug. I accepted only 
the vodka out of politeness and put the rest back into his bag. Of course, he was quite 
upset when I told him I could only spend an hour with him and then Kraskov would 
walk him back to the metro stop. At that point, there were other people in the hallway 
already waiting to meet with us: Iya’s cousin Musya Platunova and her son, who had 
come over from Estonia, and Volodya Semyonov, the husband of Iya’s niece who lived 
in Moscow.”

“May 25, Moscow. Yesterday, Iya and I, accompanied by Kraskov, spent the after-
noon visiting Iya’s niece, psychiatrist Lyuba Semyonova, and her family. Th e joyful 
meeting of three cousins – Iya, Musya Platunova (the daughter of Esfi r Solomonovna 
Guterman) and Tanya Dvorkina (the daughter of Ita Solomonovna). I was toasted 
as well, on the occasion of my birthday. Everyone examined, with mixed feelings, the 
new passports of Musya and her son Sasha; they live in Kochtla-Jarve and have come 
to Moscow as citizens of newly independent Estonia.”

Besides Iya and me, Gennady Kraskov had also suggested inviting his distant 
relatives in Brazil to the Moscow conference. When we came back from the 
Semyonovs’ in the evening, we were met by an interesting couple: Feodosy 
Ivanovich Fefelov and his wife Alexandra Lavrentievna, both of them lying on 
benches by the entrance of his apartment building

Th ey were the invited Brazilians. Th ey belonged to a rather large colony of 
Russian Old Believers which had left for China after the Russian Revolution, 
and then, after Mao Tse Tung had migrated to a forest-covered region of South-
ern Brazil. Several years ago, Gennady Kraskov had located the Fefelovs and 
visited them. It should be said that the novice fi lmmaker from Moscow did not 
fi nd the patriarchal ways of the Russian Old Believers particularly appealing. 
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Th ey marry off  girls as young as fourteen, and Gennady was particularly struck 
by the sight of toddlers playing in the sandbox outside the local school while the 
young “mommies” were jumping around on the trampoline nearby…

Even now, Feodosy Ivanovich was wearing a real Russian kosovorotka shirt 
[traditional Russian long-sleeved shirt with a collar buttoned to the side – tr.], with 
a multicolor woven belt, while his long beard left no doubt that he had never 
shaved in his life. Alexandra Lavrentievna was wearing a long, beautiful multi-
color frock and had a thick chestnut-colored braid wrapped around her head. 
Th eir trip from Rio had taken nearly 24 hours. Th ey were quite exhausted when 
they reached Gennady’s house, and we were not at home. After waiting on the 
bench, they left their things with a neighbor and went to the meat shop and the 
bakery to buy some foodstuff s. So now they told us animatedly that the polite 
salesman at the meat shop, Nikolai Ivanovich, had been able to off er them only 
one kind of sausage, while Maria Vasilievna sold slightly underbaked bread. In 
response, Gennady exclaimed in amazement, “I have been going to these shops 
for six years, but I never knew the salespeople’s names!” 

While waiting for our return, the Brazilians had spent several hours on the 
benches in the company of women from the neighborhood, who soon heard a 
reproach from Alexandra Lavrentievna: “How can you live like this? Everyone is 
so unfriendly, treating each other like strangers… What’s wrong with you women? 
All you do is sit here popping sunfl ower seeds in your mouth and chattering 
away… Why don’t you try to do some sewing, or plant some fl owers? Look at 
this bare dusty ground all around!”

Th ey were very careful about their food consumption, and had brought with 
them a small tea kettle, two cups and a pot. Th ey were quite pleased when Iya off ered 
them packets of instant oatmeal which we had brought along with other food.

“May 26. Yesterday, we paid 100 rubles for a taxicab and moved from Kraskov’s to 
the high-rise Yugo-Zapad (Southwest) hotel on Vernadsky Avenue, chosen for the 
conference participants. Until recently, these buildings had been occupied by the elite 
Academy of Social Sciences affi  liated with the Central Committee of the CPSU. Two 
huge rooms and a kitchen, a bidet in the bathroom, built-in closets, and a telephone 
in each room.”

Th e Businesspeople of Russia conference opened at 11 a.m. At registration, we were 
handed a conference program and a list of participants with brief information on 
each of them. I have kept all the documents and notes to this day, and a viewing 
of the videos I made has revived the atmosphere of those days in my memory. 

Th ere was no welcome from Russian Federation President Boris Yeltsin, as 
promised in the program; instead, the conference opened with an interesting 
speech from A. Vladislavlev, deputy chairman of the Russian Union of Industri-
alists and Entrepreneurs. Here is the essence of what he said:
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“Practically everything I hear today from our Western partners is about buying and 
selling natural resources and so on. But please understand, we cannot sell natural 
resources anymore. In the 70 years that have passed, we have robbed the future genera-
tions – not only our grandchildren and great-grandchildren, but even distant great-
great-grandchildren. Th ere is only one way to form real capital for the structural trans-
formation of our economy, for overcoming the economic crisis, and that is the realization 
of major investment programs that can rebuild and reconstruct our industry, and some-
times build it from scratch, using our natural resources, our infrastructure, our man-
power, and Western technology and know-how, starting with management. And this is 
an area where we can now start our work. Moreover, from this standpoint, we have 
unique opportunities today, despite the fact that in the conditions of fi nancial stabiliza-
tion, no investment climate is completely favorable (it cannot be otherwise – such is the 
objective logic of economics). Our credits in various countries are being unfrozen. Th e 
problem with International Monetary Fund credits may be solved in July. We need big 
investment projects that can raise up and revive our domestic industry and take it to a 
higher level. Unfortunately, we cannot do this ourselves. We don’t have the experience 
of developing such large-scale investment projects. We simply don’t!

And that is where we have great need of foreign specialists who can develop invest-
ment programs together with us, adapting to two diff erent economic cultures.

Th e problems are many. But no matter how diffi  cult it is to work today, no matter 
how many problems we’re facing, I am convinced that if two entrepreneurs – one of 
our own, and one from the West – sit down at the table and develop an interesting 
and specifi c project, we will not allow anyone to stop it. Essentially, all preconditions 
for this eff ective partnership already exist. Let us take advantage of these opportunities 
and, together, make a huge step forward in reviving Russia and its economy.”

And here are several main points from the presentation of Sergei Mamontov of 
Argentina, descendant of the famous Russian entrepreneurial family, the Mamontovs:

“Russia’s misfortune is not that we spent 70 years going down the wrong track but 
that we spent 70 years being cut off  from the normal fl ow of information.”

“I have been to Russia several times before, and I am more and more convinced 
that the people doesn’t know their own history!”

“Th e principal task is to integrate growing entrepreneurship into international 
experience.”

“Th ere is no culture of law-abiding behavior. Th e law in this country must start 
working!”

“Only an owner can be an entrepreneur, and that requires private property.”

Sergei Pavlovich Zalygin, 79 years old, said this:
“From everything that has been said by the speakers here, we can see that our 

foreign visitors are more Russian than we, who have been subjected to unthinkable 
experiments for so many years.”
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An elderly guest from France, Ivan Alexandrovich Guchkov, drew everyone’s 
attention with his pertinent and incisive questions, his surprising and deep 
knowledge of Russian history, and his sincere interest in its problems and its fate.

Th e speech by the handsome young Swiss fi nancier Mikhail Orlov, a descendant of 
the famous Count Orlovs, was interrupted by the most applause. Th is is what he said:

“… I live in Switzerland. My grandfather, my father and I – we are not many, 
but we have been fi ghting against Lenin and his ideas for three generations. Now, 
you are starting to fi ght against these ideas. But today, you and I are facing a diff erent 
task: together, we must fi ght for the future of Russia. Th ere is only one Russia! “

“Today, you are living very badly, in poverty. But I see seedlings of good things. 
Look around; the churches are full of people. And look at this: all of us, real ‘enemies 
of the people, are now in Russia, on our native soil. And the fact that we are talking 
about this here today, and talking openly, represents progress! I believe that the Russian 
intelligentsia can create a better future.”

“People from various enterprises have approached me with proposals for coopera-
tion. But each of them says, ‘I have this, I have that…’ How can they ‘have’ anything 
if your country has no property laws?”

“And one more thing: do not lie to us. One lie, and that’s it!”
“I work with the Organization for Aid to Russia. Help us so that we could help you!”

Th e conference was interesting and informative. It also left no doubt that Russia, 
undergoing a rebirth, was still facing a long and diffi  cult road of restoring a 
viable economy.

A representative of one of the former secret factories in the Urals took off ense 
to something I said after a brief conversation. He off ered me to buy or invest in 
vacant industrial space at their enterprise. “Who can guarantee that you have the 
right to sell them?” I asked. “I can guarantee it!” he said confi dently. Without 
delving into the details of such a deal, I told him, “All right, give me your proposal 
and I’ll show it to my lawyer.” Since I used the word in English, his response was 
a puzzled, “To whom?” “My attorney,” I explained. “What do we need him for?” 
the man asked, insulted. Th en he got up and left.

Of the 105 people listed in the conference program, 65 were representatives of 
Russian enterprises. Th eir intense concern and attention attested to an urgent inter-
est in fi nding a way out of the disorder and breakdown that had befallen the country. 
All of them also complained about the fact that they were being charged too much 
money for the opportunity to participate in the conference. Of course, it was cruel 
to fl eece them like that in order to provide the foreign guests with free hotel accom-
modations and meals and even tickets for Evgeny Onegin at the Bolshoi Th eater.

Th e conference organizers were unable to conceal their past membership in 
certain organizations where people were taught and required to be aggressive, 
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unceremoniously force their opinion on others, and walk over everything and 
everybody. Th is became especially evident when, at the end of the very fi rst day 
of the conference, they happily announced that Mr. Sergei Mamontov had 
requested to be granted Russian citizenship, and then hastily set about achieving 
their main goal: to create a “Worldwide Russian Club” as quickly as possible… 
At the start of the second day of the proceedings, they declared in a tone that 
brooked no objections, “Last night, we conferred among ourselves and decided 
that the entry fee for club members will be 500 dollars for those residing in Rus-
sia, and 12,000 (!) for those living abroad.” When the audience reacted with 
shock, the announcer quickly knocked down the price: “Actually, let’s charge the 
foreigners 6,000 each…”

Needless to say, none of the guests were in a rush to contribute money or write 
checks. My own opinion of the organizers of this venture was fi nalized when, 
two months later, I received from them an invitation to yet another conference 
in September – this time for the purpose of creating a “Chamber of Russian 
Entrepreneurship”… Th is time, there was a detailed, itemized list of all the 
expenses to be shouldered by the participants; this list was followed by a request 
to transfer the money immediately to one of the six banks listed in the invitation. 
Moreover, not one of these six banks was located in Russia…

“May 28, 1992. Moscow. After the breakfast, which, as on the previous days, included 
an open bottle of vodka on each table, our Conference of Russian Businesspeople came 
to an end. We said good-byes and exchanged addresses.

Th e “CPSU Central Committee Hotel” is still saturated with the shadows of the 
KGB which once reigned here. KGB habits are still quite visible in the behavior of 
the personnel, from the scurrying administrators to the maids on the hotel fl oors. 
Anyone who enters this complex has to pass through a booth with a security guard 
who checks people’s documents. Th e guards are aloof and well-trained, but when they 
learned that we are Canadian, they warmed up to us and showed a great deal of 
curiosity. Th ey started asking questions about our life in the West, or, as they put it, 
“over the hill.”

At 1 p.m., we met our dear friend Galina Pestova, who came in from Togliatti, at the 
metro stop. Passes were no longer being issued, and the security guards at the entrance 
booth allowed us to take our guest inside the hotel. After seventeen years apart, we spent 
some unforgettable moments together. We reminisced about our family’s farewells in 
Moscow, and Galina talked about her life companion, Vanyusha [a diminutive of “Ivan” 
– tr.]. We gave her the presents we had brought for her and other friends in Togliatti. I 
wanted to give her money, but Galina categorically refused to take it.

In the evening, we saw Galina off  at the Kazan train station, where we encountered 
a lot of surprises. Th e toilets now cost money – 2 rubles; the famous fried donuts cost 
5 rubles each; a gingerbread cake, 7 rubles. Th ose who don’t have a train ticket are 



277

FIRST VISIT TO RUSSIA

even charged for entering the train station: it’s 4 rubles, 2 rubles for children and the 
handicapped. Bananas cost 240 rubles a kilo; fl owers, 100 rubles; apples, 100 rubles. 
Smoked sausage sells for 260 to 300 rubles a kilo.”

From Moscow, I was able to place a call to the telephone station in Tomsk and fi nd 
out the phone number of Anatoly Gavrilin, my good old friend from the Tomsk 
Polytechnic Institute Popular Entertainment Ensemble, with whom I had lost 
contact 25 years earlier. He was quite surprised, and I think somewhat taken aback, 
to hear my voice, which he had never expected to hear again and especially not 
from Moscow. I explained to him with some diffi  culty that Iya and I had come to 
a conference in Moscow at the invitation of the government. Th en, I said this: 
“Anatoly, I trust you completely. Don’t give me an answer now. We would like to 
come to Tomsk, but I have no idea how much of a grudge they still have against 
Rott… If my visit is undesirable, I won’t come. Th ink about it, talk to the bosses 
at the Institute. I’ll call you again in a couple of days and you can give me the 
answer. I’d like to visit Tomsk, but I don’t want to get anyone mad…”

“May 29, 1992. 8 p.m. We have just taken our seats in a plane fl ying from the 
Domodedovo airport to Ulan-Ude. Our travel documents indicate Moscow as the 
place of our stay in Russia, but Iya and I have decided to take this risk in order to fl y 
to Buryat-Mongolia and visit Iya’s mother’s grave.

Today, we had a wonderful day in Moscow. Gennady Kraskov and his friend Sasha 
Minayev, who have a car, gave us a tour of the capital’s best sites. Sasha turned out 
to be a professional cameraman, so the movie he made of our walk around Moscow 
using my camcorder, to take back with us to Toronto, is going to be of substantially 
diff erent quality to my own. It will be an interesting visual document of how Moscow 
looked in the summer of 1992. We went to Red Square and caught the changing of 
the guard at the Lenin Mausoleum; we also saw a panorama of Moscow from the 
Lenin Hills, and had an interesting time on Pushkin Square among Muscovites who 
were strolling around or sitting in the small park. On the other side of Gorky Street, 
across from the Rossiya movie theater, one could see the unusual sight of the lit-up 
sign of Moscow’s fi rst McDonald’s restaurant. On the wall of the building of the offi  ces 
of Th e Moscow News, pages from Th e New York Times translated into Russian were 
on display, and passersbys stopped and read them with interest. Small groups of peo-
ple standing nearby were loudly debating various current issues. We approached some 
of these groups, listened, and tried to follow the debates.

I thought that the real symbol of the beginnings of private enterprise in Russia was 
a lad of about fourteen who somewhat sheepishly sold bottles of lemonade to the pas-
sersbys. I cheered him on and gave him some money, and he confi dentially admitted 
that he was trying to save up money for the start of the school year.

Iya made an interesting remark: “Th is city (Moscow) is still a child; no matter 
where we stopped today, Sasha Minayev was always easily able to fi nd a parking spot.”
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We weren’t able to get any sleep during the long fl ight from Moscow to Ulan-Ude; 
nor was the long refueling stop in Omsk conducive to getting any rest. Iya and I 
were concerned about the hassles ahead of us. Our visit was virtually improvised, 
and we weren’t even sure if we would be able to stay at anyone’s place for these 
several nights. Excited by the fast pace of the changes happening in the country 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, we were hoping that, even as foreign visitors, 
we could now get a hotel in Ulan-Ude without advance reservations from Moscow 
and without the sanction of the local authorities. However, we planned to fi rst ask 
the Tikhomirovs or the Chernovs to put us up; they were the only people we could 
count on after the death of Aunt Manya (Maria Solomonovna).

I will refresh in the reader’s memory some of the basic information about Iya’s 
family, the Gutermans. Her mother Rachel’s older brother, Moisey, returned to 
Poland before the Russian Revolution in order to fi nd a bride. Th e most suitable 
one was his cousin Haya (her mother and Moisey’s mother were sisters). One 
can tell endless stories about the unfortunate fate of this petite, kind-hearted, 
incredibly hardworking woman who found herself transplanted from the com-
fortable life of a Polish Jewish family into the squalor of Soviet Buryat-Mongolia. 
(It was only in Toronto that my wife Iya understood why her aunt Haya had 
never eaten meat in Ulan-Ude… Th e kashrut laws instilled since early childhood 
remained inviolable for her.) Th is marriage between closely related spouses turned 
out disastrously: none of their children and grandchildren escaped some form of 
innate defect or inadequacy…

For many years, Moisey Solomonovich headed a highly successful team of 
house painters. He married his eldest daughter, Maria, to one of his workers, 
Vasily Tikhomirov. Th ey had two children, Isai and Revekka, who was just one 
year old when the war began. Vasily was drafted and killed on the front lines in 
the fi rst month of the war.

Th e reader will recall the well-built warehouses constructed in the mid-19th 
Century for the Verhneudinsk fairs, where goods from Russia, China and Japan 
were brought twice a year. Th e Soviet regime had no need of these fairs. One of 
the cold stone warehouse buildings became the new home of Moisey Solo-
monovich’s large family; he and his wife lived there to the end of their days, with 
Aunt Haya working as a security guard for the book warehouse next door. Th e 
family was considered fairly prosperous as long as Uncle Moisey was alive.

In the winter of 1941, when Rachel Solomonovna’s brother and sisters saved 
her from prison with a bribe after the potatoes stored in the basement of the 
kindergarten where she worked, had become frozen, Iya’s mother lost her job 
and her apartment. Th e back of their polutorka [one-and-a-half-ton truck, from 
poltora, one-and-a-half – tr.] carried a hard-empty wardrobe, a bed, and a box 
fi lled with toys; in the cabin, three-year-old Iya sat in her mother’s lap and asked, 
“Mama, who are we going to live with?”
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“We’ll just drive into the courtyard and go to whoever invites us fi rst,” her 
mother replied.

Th e courtyard was shared by two families: Uncle Moisey and his family on the 
left side, and Aunt Ita and her three children on the right. Aunt Haya came to the 
gates as they opened, saw the homeless visitors, and took them to her place. Th e 
entire bunch, all eight of them, managed to squeeze into a single narrow bedroom. 
And that was how they lived together, and remained good friends, until the spring 
of 1945. Th e diff erence between their way of life and our “civilized” ways in Bobru-
ysk was that during the long Siberian winter, the cage with the hens and the very 
vocal rooster stood behind the thin partition between the bedroom and the kitchen.

Aunt Ita, who lived on the right side of the courtyard, had her own experience 
of playing hostess to “lodgers.” For two years, she gave shelter to Maria Solo-
monovna and her son Lyonya, who had come to Ulan Ude after her husband Naum 
Safro, director of the Grozny city bank, was executed by fi ring squad in 1937.

Rachel was just a child when Moisey brought his wife into the household. Th e 
elder members of Grandfather Guterman’s family had a rather condescending 
attitude toward this shy woman who didn’t speak Russian and never ate in any-
one else’s home. Only little Ronya saw no fl aws in her at all, and the fact that 
she and Haya-Myrl spoke only in Yiddish brought them close forever. I have 
been hearing these stories from Iya, in full detail, my entire life, and my own 
memory still retains a vivid picture of one particular moment. Aunt Haya died 
in 1962, just at the time of my fi rst trip to Ulan Ude. People went to pay their 
respects to her remains at the converted warehouse where the family lived, and 
where she now lay in the middle of the room in an open coffi  n propped up on 
four chairs. At the time, I didn’t understand why Rachel Solomonovna did not 
want me to go in there as well; in fact, she was simply trying to shield me from 
the depressing images of the past of Shlomo Guterman’s family. All I was entrusted 
with that day was simply to nail a small plate with the name of Haya Guterman 
to the small wooden post installed on her grave. 

As a “lodger,” at the age of fi ve, Iya started doing homework for Isai, whom 
the Soviet educational system kept in fi rst grade for seven years even though he 
was mentally retarded from birth and his mind always remained at the level of a 
three-year-old. 

As he aged, Isai became a famous “village idiot” around the town, but he was 
peaceful and harmless. He spent his days at the market hanging around the 
Chinese shoemakers who would ask Isai to watch their tools when they had to 
step away briefl y; when they came back, they would always give him a 10-kopeck 
coin, and he would race home as fast as he could to give it to his mother.

In the evening, Isai would run past the ticket collectors at the opera house, 
throw his padded jacket down on the fl oor at the coat check, and run up to the 
upper balcony, where he would listen to the opera, always standing up and peer-
ing from behind the column on the left.
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Iya and Isai cared deeply about each other their whole lives. He never talked 
to anyone outside his family, but whenever Iya was in town on vacation and he 
saw her at the market, he would run toward her and lay his head on her left 
shoulder: “Aahhh… Iya is here!” And then he would run to his mother to give 
her the happy news. He never accepted any gifts from anyone, unless he was told 
that it was “from Iya” or “from Iya’s uncle”, that was me.

Isai’s younger sister Revekka also spent many years in school, where she learned 
to read and write decently. She later gave birth to a boy, Yurochka, and worked 
as a cleaning woman at the printing shop of the city paper until retirement. Th e 
warehouse buildings became completely dilapidated, and the city fi nally gave 
Manya Tikhomirova’s family a three-room apartment. After Manya’s diffi  cult 
illness and death, her daughter Revekka became the head of the family. She was 
left to care for her little son and two disabled brothers. She introduced a simple 
and convenient schedule in the household: there was only one meal a day, at fi ve. 
Th e rest of the time, everyone slept or sat on the balcony. Vodka was always on 
the menu.

Th e tradition of helping the Tikhomirovs was passed on from Iya’s mother Rachel 
Solomonovna to us. We regularly sent them packages and money from Tomsk, 
Togliatti, and especially from Toronto. At our request, when Lina Gertzovich’s 
brother Misha Rabinovich was emigrating to Canada, he sent his belongings in 
a container from Mukhachevo to the Tikhomirovs in Ulan Ude.

Revekka corresponded regularly with Iya and never failed to inquire about the 
health of Grandma Regina and my brother Yuzik. Iya always asked for Isai to 
write something for her, too, and the letter from them would often start with a 
penciled scrawl followed by Revekka’s “translation”: “Isai is sitting on the balcony, 
watching the trains go by, and waiting for Iya to visit.” Th ese were the only ones 
among the Gutermans’ relatives in Ulan Ude who were not afraid to maintain a 
correspondence with us.

Iya was also close to their former neighbors, the Chernovs. In late April of 1945, 
Uncle Grisha Chernov, a childhood friend to Iya’s mother Rachel, asked Rachel 
– who, having gone blind and then had her sight partially restored, had fi nally 
received a two-room apartment – for permission to have his wedding banquet 
at her apartment and then stay there for a while. On May 9, 1945, Uncle Grisha 
and his young wife Sonya moved into the smaller room of the apartment and 
ended up staying there permanently. A year later they had a daughter, Vera 
Chernova, who had the good luck of living under the wing and the protection 
of Mama Rachel for a longer time than her own daughter Iya. At the age of 17, 
Iya went off  to Tomsk to study. Th at’s how these two families became “related.” 
Uncle Grisha Chernov spent almost his entire life working as a driver for the 
Council of Ministers of Buryat-Mongolia. For many years, he also chaired the 
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party organization of the Council of Ministers car pool – though it was Solomon 
Grigorievich, his son from his fi rst marriage, a teachers’ college graduate and 
school principal, who wrote all of his reports for the weekly political education 
sessions he held for the drivers. As for his future wife, Uncle Grisha had met her 
at the Council of Ministers cafeteria, where she was the manager.

Iya had known Aunt Sonya from the age of seven, loved her and always cor-
responded with her. She regularly wrote to the Chernovs from Toronto, too, but 
the answers were rare and brief.

Th ese were our two possible options for temporary lodgings in Iya’s home-
town. We had called ahead of time from Moscow with a request to put us up.

Back to our arrival. It is hard to describe the joy and agitation Iya felt when, after 
an 18-year hiatus, she stepped out on the airfi eld of the Ulan Ude airport. We 
found ourselves at once in the embrace of her “sister,” Vera Chernova, who met 
us with her husband Slava and her younger son. Th ey had come in two cars. 
Anton had followed in the footsteps of his grandfather Uncle Grisha, becoming 
a professional driver and a skilled car mechanic. At sixteen, he did not yet have 
a driver’s license but was very confi dent behind the wheel. Driving his own 
Zhiguli in the bright morning sun, he immediately took us on a tour of the clean, 

Letter (on the right hand side) from Ulan Ude from Isai Tikhomirov 
to Iya and her “Uncle”.
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well-tended streets of the city we had come to love. It was somewhat better here 
than in Moscow, but we had gotten spoiled while living in the West. Th e absence 
of street signs with the names of the streets was puzzling.

We made our fi rst stop when Anton brought us to a monument that had been 
built after our last trip to Ulan Ude, in 1974. It was a huge head of Lenin carved 
from black granite and resting on a low pedestal. It was high enough to reach 
the third fl oor of the Government House, which stood behind this unique struc-
ture. Th e overall impression one got from this work of art was one of complete 
absurdity; in fact, it looked like a severed head. We wanted to go to the cemetery 
where Rachel Solomonovna was buried and visit her grave right away, but fi rst 
we had to stop at the Tikhomirovs’ and pick up Revekka, who could help us fi nd 
the grave. After fi ve minutes of knocking on the door of their apartment, a sleepy 
and startled Revekka opened up. I carried in the two suitcases of gifts we had 
brought for them. Th e half-dark apartment had a depressing look. It was past 
noon, yet Isai, Vova and Yura had just been awakened by our arrival and started 
rising from their beds. What we saw made our hearts stop. Th ere were three 
wooden bed frames standing in the boys’ bedroom. Th e wire spring grids were 
sagging so badly that they looked like hammocks and their bottoms rested on 
the fl oor. In these grids were scraps of cotton from mattresses that had long rot-
ted away. Th e boys were practically sleeping on the fl oor… Each of them had a 
blanket, but there were no pillows or sheets.

Revekka told the boys about Iya’s instructions not to touch the suitcases we were 
leaving, and then we took her with us and went to the cemetery. We quickly found 
the grave, but the entire cemetery looked horrifi c. In 1974, when we had last been 
here, the tall wooden fence separating the Jewish section of the cemetery – where 
they even tried to stick to male and female rows of graves – had still been standing. 
Now, eighteen years later, there was no fence left at all. Buryat, Russian, and Jewish 
gravesites, with a variety of individual fences, were right up against each other in 
no particular order. It was impossible not just to walk but even to squeeze one’s 
way between those fences. Someone had recently set the grass on fi re, probably 
being too lazy to cut it. Th e fi re had blackened the grass and spread to many of the 
wooden headstones, of which nothing but charred posts now remained. 

Th e black granite headstone I had once brought back from Moscow and 
installed on Rachel Solomonovna’s grave was in good condition, except that the 
porcelain tea rose brought back from Hungary and affi  xed to the headstone with 
epoxid resin, was now broken.

Uncle Mitya (Dmitry Andreyevich Osokin, Maria Solomonovna’s second hus-
band) had passed away in 1976. Back then, Aunt Manya had called us in Toronto 
and asked Iya’s permission to bury her husband next to Iya’s mother… Iya did not 
have the heart to refuse: after all, Uncle Mitya had always treated Iya as if she were 
his own daughter. To me, this closeness seemed like an expression of Rachel’s 
gratitude to her gentile brother-in-law for his repeated, kind participation in Jew-
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ish funerals when Rachel would ask Uncle Mitya to complete the minyan the 
tradition that requires ten men to be present for the memorial prayer. And now 
we saw three graves inside one low fence: Dmitry Andreyevich Osokin to the left 
of Rachel Solomonovna, and Maria Solomonovna Guterman to her right.

Of course, Aunt Sonya (Sofya Maksimovna Chernova) insisted that we stay with 
her. Everyone missed Uncle Grisha, who had recently passed away. We found it 
very touching that his grandson Anton, who had inherited his grandfather’s pas-
sion for automobiles and had inherited Uncle Grisha’s car, now honked his horn 
every time he drove past the cemetery in order to send his love and remembrance 
to his grandfather. His elder brother Seryozha, a military pilot, did the same. It 
is impossible to watch without tears the scene, which I videotaped, of Iya’s meet-
ing with her most beloved living relative – Aunt Sonya, to whose place we were 
taken after visiting the cemetery. 

In the evening, we went to the Tikhomirovs’ to hand out the presents. Revekka 
set the table. It was May 30, and she remembered that it was Iya’s birthday. She 
gave Iya a present: a silver bracelet. Vodka was poured for everyone, in equal 
amounts, and everyone drank together. Th e toast said by Yura, Revekka’s tall and 
handsome twenty-year-old son, truly stunned us. Despite being a part of this 
household of wretched paupers, he was well-spoken and made intelligent remarks. 
It was obvious that this young man could have had a very diff erent future in a 
normal family…

And here’s how the gift-giving took place. Iya distributed the presents and put 
a piece of clothing on everyone. Isai got the most presents, and Revekka was quite 
agitated and kept shouting, “Everything for your Isai! Everything for little Isai!” 
Th e sneakers we brought for Yura and Isai, who had size 45 and size 44 feet, were 
especially useful. Isai was so happy he actually started to dance. At the time, it was 
impossible to buy footwear of those sizes in Ulan Ude. However, we didn’t bring 
any footwear for Vova, and he felt very hurt. Usually Vova would sit in a corner 
and constantly mutter something, but now he suddenly fell completely quiet, and 
we felt so bad that the fi rst thing next day, Anton took us to the city market where 
all we could get for Vova was a pair of slippers – but he was quite happy with that.

Just like when they were children, Iya off ered to trim Isai’s fi ngernails for him. 
He agreed. One should have seen how happy they both were: beaming 54-year-
old Auntie Iya and a joyous Isai, her 56-year-old nephew, trustingly holding out 
his soft, non-labored, childlike hands with long, dirty fi ngernails.

On the way to where we were staying for the night, I was barely able to calm Iya 
down; she was deeply outraged by the poverty she had seen. We had been send-
ing equal amounts of money from Toronto to the Tikhomirovs in Ulan Ude and 
to Iya’s cousin Musya, Esfi r Solomonovna’s daughter, in Estonia. Taking advan-
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tage of the crazy exchange rates in those days, Musya’s family had been able to 
buy half of a farmhouse and a new Moskvich automobile; all Revekka had 
to show for the same money was a new television and an old furniture set which 
Misha had sent from Mukachevo… 

For the remaining two days, Anton took us around the city’s shops looking for 
beds, mattresses, pillows, and linens for the Tikhomirovs. Th e shops were empty. 
We were able to buy some sort of calico fabric from which Aunt Sonya and a 
woman neighbor were able to sew pillowcases and sheets. Luckily, Iya was able 
to fi nd her old school friend Fira Knizhina, a savvy and energetic woman. Fira 
was able to persuade an Army captain she knew to help, and he managed to 
“procure” three old beds and mattresses in the barracks and sell them to us.

Before fl ying out of Ulan Ude, we spent the last hours of our visit with the 
Tikhomirovs. Isai, Yura and Vova were all excited learning how to screw the legs 
into the seats of the new stools we had brought; meanwhile, I stubbornly tried 
to split the old two-level Army bunk bed into two separate beds. Th e connecting 
parts had gotten rusty after so many years, but I fi nally won, to everyone’s rejoic-
ing – though we almost missed our plane because of it.

Here’s an unforgettable picture: I am persistently banging on the unyielding 
bed joint with a small hammer; next to me, Isai, holding to his lips a curved pipe 
taken off  the headrest, is loudly playing Th e Blue Danube “on the trumpet,” with 
Iya humming the tune. Finally, after our departure, the Tikhomirovs’ bedroom 
had three clean beds for the boys.

Getting ahead of the story, I have to mention that several years after that 
meeting, Isai and Vova were gone. Usually, other diseases don’t stick to people 
with this kind of disability; but one day, when Revekka was buying her usual 
bottle of vodka at the market, they sold her something that caused the “boys” to 
grow very weak and made their bellies swell. A desperate Revekka called an 
ambulance, but sadly, all she heard from the doctor who arrived was, “What’s 
the point of treating them anyway, they’re just retards…” Isai was “lucky” enough 
to pass away the same evening; Vova suff ered for a whole month.

On our fi rst night at Aunt Sonya’s, we didn’t manage to get any sleep, either. I 
was awakened by animated whispers and muffl  ed laughter in the kitchen. I got 
out of bed, grabbed the camcorder and went to the kitchen. Iya and Aunt Sonya, 
disheveled and wearing only nightgowns, were hugging each other joyously. Aunt 
Sonya, a talented folk storyteller with a great sense of humor (the residents of 
the apartment had always called her “a master of colorful cursing”), was answer-
ing Iya’s questions. I have transcribed the text from the video recording.

“Oh, how I waited for you, kids! What did you call me for, Iya? To ask if you can 
stay at our place? As if you have to ask me about that! Of course you should have 
stayed with me.”
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“But you see, Aunt Sonya,” Iya said, “it’s been a while since we’ve had any letters 
from you. We hadn’t had any news of you…”

“Oh, letters? When I get them from you… If he (her husband, Uncle Grisha) 
brings in the mail, he’ll see and go, ‘Oho! Foreign words again… It’s from them! You’ve 
gotten yourself mixed up with them! What are you writing to them for?’ And I go, 
‘Leave me alone! Get lost, pond scum!’ Th en I’ll take the letter and put it in my pocket, 
can’t read it in front of him. In the evening Vera comes and then we’ll read it and of 
course I start crying at once. I have a good cry, then put the letter in an envelope and 
hide it in the drawer… He won’t touch it there. What are you talking about, God 
forbid! Besides, I’m supposed to be an ‘enemy of the people,’ one of the exiled kulaks… 
Th at was my trouble. I just keep my mouth shut…”

“You see, Aunt Sonya was the daughter of a kulak,” Iya explained. “Tell us about it…”
“Th ere were six of us, fi ve sisters, one brother. Our father was a blacksmith. We 

had a sewing machine, tilled the fi elds ourselves, had a huge house, cattle… Everyone 
worked hard, Vadya! Worked hard! And then they came… drove off  all of the cattle… 
looted everything… What kulaks? What for? So they put Father in prison… Th ere 
were four of them, him and his three brothers, four big houses standing next to each 
other, and they were all locked away at the same time… Mother died right away… 
My baby sister, Dunya, was just two months old. None of the neighbors came to help. 
Our older brother Pavel, he was sixteen, saved us all from starvation. Even the little 
one, he’d chew up a piece of bread, wrap it in cloth, dip it in water and let the baby 
suck it…

Th en, in forty-one, they got me a job in the Army… in the Secret Department, 
counterintelligence… in Chita…”

“What were you doing there? Working with secret papers?”
“Hell I was. Scrubbing the fl oors, cleaning, cooking, waiting on people… Th en 

some general shows up for an inspection and this major says, ‘She’s a kulak’s daughter!’ 
You think about it, I was twelve when they came and took everything away, what 
sort of wrecker could I be? And still they went and tossed me out of the army… I came 
home and my brother just gaped at me: ‘Why the fuck did you blab about being a 
kulak’s daughter? What’s do you do that for? Now they’ll lock us all up!’

And here, the old man (Grisha, her husband) – he’s a communist, you know! 
Can’t say a word to him, he just goes, ‘Enemy of the people!’”

“How did you meet him, then?” 
“See, I was working at the cafeteria at the Council of Ministers and he was work-

ing at the garage there, and that’s how we met… Actually, he was a sweet man, a 
kind man… He loved me a lot. So he married me. Who else would have had me, 
being a kulak’s daughter? Just sticking in everyone’s craw… Still, it’s not like I was 
ugly. I was young, dressed pretty well… He knew all about it… And that ‘trouble’ 
got the better of us in the end.”

“Mama (Rachel) knew about it too,” Iya added, “but she kept quiet. She knew 
your Papa and respected him a lot, and felt very bad for him. She herself used to work 
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in the country among the ‘family folks’…” (Russian “old believers” who were exiled 
to the Mongolian steppes in the 17th century)

“You know, one day Ronya (Rachel) actually said, ‘It’s a good thing, a good thing 
that they de-kulaked you people … Otherwise you’d still live that way. sweating in 
the fi elds for those riches…’ ‘Sure, sure!’ I told her. ‘We’d have married fellows who 
were just like us, working men, and we’d be doing just fi ne!’”

“So he fell in love with you, Aunt Sonya. And then what? Did he just say, ‘Let’s 
get together’?”

“He did. And so we got together… Th en they brainwashed him with that ‘Party’ 
stuff … Th ey fi lled his brains with so much shit, he became a real fanatic… I swear 
to God. Any time we had some kind of argument, he’d go, ‘I just have to say a word, 
one word … and you’re gone… they’ll deport you in 24 hours…’ And I’d tell him, 
‘Go fuck yourself! I’ve got it up to here with your talk about my trouble! What are you 
picking on me for? A little turd making a huge stink, that’s what you are!’ (Grisha 
was a small man, much shorter than Sonya.) ‘And he’d go, ‘Yeah, well, you’re a big 
fool with a small brain!’ ‘No more of a fool than you!’”

“Aunt Sonya,” Iya continued, “I remember how Uncle Grisha wore your sister 
Dusya’s colored jacket at your wedding…”

“And he wore my boots, too … for the wedding!” Aunt Sonya recalled, laughing. 
“Th ey came back from Mongolia where Grisha worked for two years, brought back 
two Studebakers full of stuff , and pissed it all away… Sofi a Ilyinichna and Idochka 
(Grisha’s mother and sister) never did an honest day’s work in their lives. Always 
vacationing in the Crimea and going to resorts, hiring people to do their laundry and 
clean the house… It’s ridiculous! And then I showed up and suddenly I’m supposed to 
do everything. ‘A kulak’s daughter’ and so I’m fucked!

At fi rst he’d drive by and honk and I’d look out the window. ‘What do you want, 
Grisha?’ He’d go, ‘Why don’t you, you know … make me something to eat!’ I’d go, 
‘Fuck you! Make you what to eat? We’re fi nishing off  our last bread, with no salt! It’s 
bad enough that we’re poor, and you have to fuck with me like this!’”

“Later on,” Iya added, “they lived better… Uncle Grisha would get hungry during 
the night… So she’d get up, light the stove and start frying meat patties… And that’s 
how it was for many years.”

“Meat patties! Listen up, one night I kept heating them and heating them… 
thinking, he’s going to come back any minute… He’d gone off  to drive one of the 
bosses… then spent half the night waiting for the boss… I’m coming home, he says… 
So I kept heating up these meat patties with a splinter of kindling wood, and you 
know … I just kept dicking around with them until they went bad!”

Our trip with Aunt Sonya to Kirov Street No. 15, the house where Iya had grown 
up, was a very touching moment. One could see at once that no repairs or proper 
maintenance work had been done on the house in years. Th e outhouse and the 
individual little sheds in the yard had grown even more dilapidated; in the meantime, 
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about half a dozen new sheds had been added. Residents came out of the apartments 
and Aunt Sonya would explain to them that “this is a guest from Canada, Iya, the 
daughter of Rachel Solomonovna Yaroslavsky who used to live here…” Th e residents’ 
faces broke into huge smiles. Iya recognized them too, and even I remembered some 
of them. Th ere were exclamations of delight, hugs, kisses and tears of joy, and my 
camcorder was constantly fi lming everything that was happening.

I wanted Iya to visit her old school, though she felt rather self-conscious about 
it. Of course, no one at Middle School No. 3 recognized a former student who 
had graduated 37 years ago. Th e school principal was surprised at the arrival of 
such an important person from Canada and was kind enough to take us to one 
of the classrooms, where a teachers’ meeting was just underway. Everyone seemed 
to be very nervous, but the people in attendance started to calm down when they 
saw the principal and the guests. We took our seats at the school desks as well, 
and the teachers started smiling when they realized whom they had for a visitor. 
Moreover, it turned out that some of the subjects were now being taught in 
English and that 18 of the teachers were fl uent in that language. 

We talked about ourselves and answered questions. It was a very interesting 
meeting.

At the end of conversation, the teachers explained to us the cause of the nervous 
atmosphere in the room when we fi rst came in. It turned out that for many months 
now, the school had been short on money for teachers’ salaries. Th is time, people 
received only a small fraction of the pay they were due before the start of the sum-
mer vacation – and some didn’t get paid at all. Th e rest of their salaries was covered 
by “checks” issued by the school. What they called a “check” was actually an I.O.U. 
with a promise to pay the remaining amount as soon as possible.

Meanwhile, we got the long-awaited call from Tomsk, and Anatoly Gavrilin said, 
“You are offi  cial guests of the University! You have a rector’s suite at the hotel 
and a visit with the rector Yuri Petrovich Pokholkov waiting for you in Tomsk!” 
We accepted this touching invitation with excitement and joy.

“Ulan Ude, June 1, 1992. Early in the morning, Sasha Kochelev took me to the 
airport to pick up the plane tickets. Relying on his authority and his abilities (back 
in Moscow, he had been recommended to me as a reliable helper for the purpose of 
obtaining tickets by Volodya Semyonov, the husband of Aunt Ita Guterman’s grand-
daughter Lyubochka), I had not even thought to take our invitation for the trip to 
Russia. Th e cashier, a Buryat woman, took one look at the Canadian passports and 
declared that she could only sell us tickets for hard currency, for dollars. Sasha started 
pleading with her, and she fi nally sold him two tickets, Ulan Ude-Tomsk, for the 
amount of 1040 rubles. At the airport, a Mongol fellow had most happily bought 
from me a hundred U.S. dollars at the rate he suggested – 140 rubles for one dollar, 



288

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 9. 

which meant that the two tickets cost us about eight U.S. dollars… What made the 
cashier yield to Kochelev’s persuasion was not so much the gift of two tubes of lipstick 
as the revelation, which greatly moved her, that the Canadian Iya Rott was actually 
born in her native city, Ulan Ude.

Our brief visit to the Ulan Ude Opera and Ballet Th eater began with a meeting 
with the theater’s former ballerinas, now working as box-offi  ce cashiers and ushers at 
the same theater after their careers in dance were over. Iya introduced herself and talked 
a little bit about herself, her childhood, and what theater had meant to her as a child. 
We treated them to chocolates we had purchased right there at the theater’s snack bar; 
at the time, chocolates were still hard to fi nd in the city shops and were also very expen-
sive for the locals. To everyone’s amazement, Iya actually remembered the names of some 
of those present, which moved them greatly. Th ey were kindly gave us seats in the govern-
ment loge, which even had a special private bathroom next to it. What we saw on the 
stage totally won us over: it was a ballroom dance competition between children’s teams 
from the cities of Western Siberia. I kept fi lming with my camcorder as children between 
the ages of eight and fi fteen danced the cha-cha-cha, the jive, the foxtrot, the samba and 
the Viennesse waltz, charmingly and quite professionally…”

I will end the story of our trip to Ulan Ude with fragments from the June 1992 
television program, Buryat Panorama, a copy of which we were sent shortly after 
leaving the republic. Th is recording gives one a picture of the country’s worries 
and woes in those days.

“Anchor: Good evening, dear viewers.
A year ago, on June 12, Russia’s fi rst president was elected. Th e fi rst president of a 

Russia that has chosen the path of an independent democratic state, free from the old 
ideology and the old way of life. And this day was declared Russia’s Independence 
Day. It is not yet an offi  cial state holiday, but it is nonetheless a day off  work.

It is diffi  cult today to talk about the results of the fi rst year in the life of the new 
Russia. While the same period last year was marked by tumultuous political passions, 
rallies, searches for new paths of political and economic development, the fi rst fi ve 
months of this year have been, for each of us, a time of fi ghting for survival, of strikes, 
of hot spots of ethnic confl ict. (Th is text is accompanied by images of a line, stretch-
ing over several blocks, at the doors of the local branch of the Savings Bank of 
the USSR.) A year ago, we were given assurances that there would be no price hikes, 
no rise in the cost of living, because the people aren’t ready for it. Th en, they started 
preparing us for the opposite: “We won’t survive unless prices are raised. It’s the only 
thing that can save us from many woes. We are embracing the market.”

Th e never-ending, rapid rise in prices in these fi ve months has not yet yielded the 
predicted eff ect, but they still keep telling us – ‘one last price hike, and then the situ-
ation will stabilize and prices will start going down…’

But let us listen to a fragment from a speech by President Yeltsin two weeks ago 
when he visited us here in Buryatia:
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(Yeltsin’s words sound against the backdrop of a crowd that has surrounded the 
president’s cortege)

‘First I’ll take a look around, today and tomorrow… Th en, tomorrow, I’ll meet 
with the leadership and we’ll discuss these problems. Of course I’ll try to do something 
to help, absolutely. You can’t just come over and visit, this is not a pleasure trip. Th ank 
you. Do you support the reforms?’

Uncertain voices in the crowd: ‘Yes, we do…’
‘Well, thank you for that! It’s hard. It’s hard. We have to – this year, that’s the most 

important thing, we have to get through this year. Th ere will defi nitely, by the end of 
the year, be some stabilization – by the end of the year… Th at means prices will start 
to drop… I’m sure that’s going to happen… I’m sure.’”

Th is reminded me of a Soviet joke, from not very long ago. Chairman Mao 
is giving a speech. “My poor Chinese people! I understand that we’re having a 
tough winter. You are hungry and cold. But I assure you, summer will come, and 
life will be twice as good!”

Th is is how Alla Aganesova, the host of the Buryat Panorama program, introduced 
our appearance on television:

“Th e situation in our country is a cause of concern not only for us but for people all 
over the world. After all, in our time, it is far more advantageous to have a powerful, 
well-fed, confl ict-free partner than one who is impoverished, embittered, and still fairly 
well-armed with deadly weapons. For our former compatriots, the situation in Russia 
evokes somewhat diff erent feelings. Th e universally shared concerns are heightened by 
feelings of love, patriotism, and fi lial attachment to their historical homeland.

… Among other foreign guests at an international meeting of Russian business-
people held recently in Moscow, participants included one of our own – Iya Borisovna 
(or rather, Bazyrovna) Rott, currently a professor at the University of Toronto, and 
her husband, Vladimir Frantzevich Rott, a businessman and also a former compatriot 
of ours.

When she came to Russia, Iya Bazyrovna had to visit her native town here in 
Buryat-Mongolia, Ulan Ude – the fi nal resting place of her mother, Rachel Solo-
monovna Yaroslavsky, a renowned teacher in this republic, and the birthplace of her 
father, Bazyr Nikolayevich Vampilov, who played a prominent role in the establish-
ment of the Soviet regime in these parts.”

And here are some excerpts from the lengthy interview we gave to the Ulan Ude 
TV studio, fi lmed on the square in front of the opera theater on June 2, 1992.

A question from the female host to Iya: “You have been away from Buryatia for 
many years, and now you are Canadian citizens. What brought you back to your 
birthplace so many years later?”

Iya: “I was born and raised in Ulan Ude, then graduated from School No. 3 in 
1955 and went away to study. Th at was the end of Ulan Ude for me. Th is is where 
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my mother is buried, this is where my father was one of the big Party leaders until 
1937. So this is my birthplace, my land, and I have come here, maybe for the last 
time in my life – I have come here to see this place…”

“No, no!”I interrupted Iya. “Not the last time!”
“My husband says no,” Iya continued, “he says I’ll come again… Maybe I will 

come again and bring my children, to show them Ulan Ude. But most important, of 
course, we have come here to visit my mother’s grave and to take a look at my roots. 
And it turned out that they were very beautiful.”

Vladimir: “We came to the Soviet Union for the fi rst time after eighteen years of 
life in Canada. We were invited to Moscow for a meeting of Russian businesspeople 
to discuss the revival of Russian capital. More than 60 Russian-speaking guests from 
foreign countries came to this meeting. But they are all true Russian patriots. And, 
judging by the ones we have met, not one of them came here to make money. We all 
came to the roots of our past in order to invest our talent and our abilities, and to 
contribute our capital, capital that we have accumulated through very hard work, 
that we earned in the West with our talent and our skills.”

Host: “Tell us a little bit about yourselves, what do you do?”
Iya: “When we came to Canada, our fi rst task was the accelerated study of English. 

Today, I have been a professor at the University of Toronto for eleven years, teaching 
descriptive geometry and engineering design to students of all engineering specialties.”

Host: “And you, Vladimir Frantzevich, what do you do in Canada?”
Vladimir: “I also spoke no English when I came to Canada, although I had fairly 

vast engineering experience behind me, including work as the head of the equipment 
assembly, maintenance and repair shop at the Volga Auto Plant in Togliatti. In 
Canada, I immediately bought a small toolbox and, while learning the language, 
went out by city bus and tram answering calls for the repair of all sorts of household 
and industrial equipment. Luckily for me, I was fl uent in Hungarian and had some 
knowledge of Italian, and that helped to some extent. Now I own an engineering 
company which I called Sibel Engineering Ltd. Many people think my name is Mr. 
Sibel, even though I’m actually Mr. Rott, and the name of the company is based on 
the word, ‘Siberian Electrician.’ Iya and I have our Canadian diplomas, with seals, 
as professional engineers. Th e rest of my work involves equipment assembly and repair; 
it is not always engineering work, but I sometimes hire additional workers depending 
on how big the job is. We have no complaints. We’re not particularly rich or famous 
people, but we are regular people. We are regular working Canadians, neither of us 
has ever collected unemployment benefi ts or welfare. We are, and have always been, 
regular Canadian taxpayers.”

Iya added, “And we hope we’ll never have to be on welfare, though of course no 
one knows what the future may bring…”

Vladimir continued, “Of course, there is a lot of economic anxiety everywhere in 
the world today, but when Professor Rott pays 40% of her professor’s salary in taxes, 
that’s a lot. And it’s not something we want to do. But we are proud of the fact that 
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we can aff ord to pay, and that some of that money will go to the poor and to those 
who need support.”

Host: “What are your impressions of this visit to Russia? What’s the most impressive 
thing you have seen? What’s the most depressing?”

Iya: “Th e most depressing was Moscow. We did not expect to see such desolation, such 
neglect, such poverty… On the metro, in the overcrowded trains, the passengers all look 
so unfriendly, so morose, so full of cares. I understand that people have a hard life and 
are struggling for survival, but it’s painful to see the capital city’s streets and underground 
crossings completely cluttered up with squalid-looking vending stalls and boxes. Everyone 
is trying to sell something. Th e Domodedovo airport building is completely surrounded 
by vendors sitting on the ground. Th e drinks and foodstuff s they are selling look rather 
suspicious – one cannot be sure that they are safe for consumption.

Th e most impressive was Ulan Ude. Believe me, this is not fl attery – I speak from 
the heart. I am simply amazed by how beautiful everything is, and how pleasant. Just 
yesterday we took a walk along Lenin Street, from the Post Offi  ce all the way to the 
church, I think it was the Young Pioneers’ Park… And I was just amazed – what a 
beautiful city we have! How clean it is!”

Vladimir: “We have two television channels that broadcast only news all day, and 
right now it’s mostly news about the Soviet Union. We keep close track of such news. 
And then we came to Moscow and right away, on the way from Sheremetyevo airport, 
we were stunned by the bad roads, the mud, the poor condition everything was in. 
Th e heart simply can’t accept it. After dark, drivers don’t turn on the headlights because 
they’re scrimping on gas! It’s impossible to take pictures in the metro – it’s dark, there 
are hardly any lightbulbs lit… When were things ever this bad before?

And then we came to Ulan Ude. First of all, you’ve got an excellent road from the 
airport, with a concrete divider between lanes. It’s exactly as if you were on the road 
to Detroit, New York, or cities in many other countries where we spend our vacations 
every year… One can feel the pulse of your city. Ulan Ude has a will to live. We went 
to the market, I was fi lming the abundance of goods in the stalls with my camcorder 
and everyone was afraid that I was looking for black market dealers. No, I was fi lm-
ing for myself, to have something as a memento, something I could show my children 
and friends in Toronto. I am very glad to see that your Buryat-Mongolia, as before, 
tries very hard to be unique, self-suffi  cient, the best.

Secondly, I’ve always really liked Buryat faces…”
Host: “I am really glad that we have moved on to more positive notes in our con-

versation. Right now, unfortunately, our republic is going through diffi  cult times… 
Do you get the impression, from the discussions at the conference in Moscow, from 
your visit to Buryatia, from your trip around the country, that we do have the capac-
ity to regenerate?”

Vladimir: “Absolutely! Absolutely! I have met a number of energetic young people here. 
One is from the city department for the planting of greenery, another is a builder who is 
trying to do independent construction in Ulan Ude. Th is is so familiar to us – we know 
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what it means to be an entrepreneur, when you don’t sleep at night, always trying to get 
more done. And this is not for money at all, because a 10 percent return on the capital you 
have invested is the norm for development, for growth, otherwise society cannot exist. A 
10 percent profi t margin is not money-grubbing, it’s not speculation, it’s the norm for 
progress. We have learned that there is a normal growth process happening here.”

Host: “What can you say about the general mood of our former compatriots who 
have come to Moscow? Are they ready to lend their support and assistance, or are they 
feeling some kind of despair?”

Vladimir: “Believe us, you cannot imagine what a surge of enthusiasm and patri-
otism we saw at that conference. We did not expect that.

In Toronto, in addition to Ukrainians and new Jewish émigrés, there are three to 
fi ve thousand Russians who even have several golden-domed Russian Orthodox 
churches. We live among them, but communism was drilled through their heads to 
such a degree that one doesn’t sense a whole lot of patriotism in them.

But on this trip to Moscow, we have seen a young generation of former Russian 
entrepreneurs, well-educated, full of energy, and ready to contribute their talent to 
the renaissance of their former homeland. Th e most important thing right now is that 
they should be helped and not hindered. Everything should settle eventually. Life 
always pulls you ahead if you’re willing to go forward, and drags you along if you 
resist. Th at’s the way it has always been.”

Host: “In conclusion of our short conversation, tell me, what do you feel as you 
leave our soil?”

Iya: “I think I’ll come here again. I feel so wonderful here! I have to show the 
children my native land, especially Ulan Ude.”

Host: “But you don’t love your former homeland any less?”
Iya: “No, we don’t love it any less! People can call us whatever they want – émigrés, 

enemies, or even leftover White Guards, as they used to say until very recently…”
Vladimir: “It all depends on who’s doing the name-calling. Because the less a 

person knows, the more name-calling he does. A person with more knowledge is more 
worried that he’ll open his mouth and say the wrong thing.”

Iya: “I was brought up by my Mama. I had no father. I was born in 1938, but 
my Papa was already gone in 1937… My Mama brought me up in such a way that 
I can say: ‘Th is is my land! And no one can take it away from me, because it’s mine!’”

Vladimir: “Our wish for your republic, for this hardworking, life-loving Buryat-
Mongolia, is that she can keep all of her talented people, because she will need them. 
A country’s strength is in its educated people and in honest workers, in capable, caring 
people who want to work. My wish for them all is to keep their strength and their 
health, because a lot will be required of them so that everyone can turn around 
together and start following a normal path.”

Th e fl ight from Ulan Ude to Tomsk in a small passenger plane that did not even 
have fl ight attendants was quite unusual. We fl ew westward, at dusk and in the 
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dark. Our ears were splitting from the noise of the engines that penetrated easily 
into the passenger cabin. More than half the seats were empty. We made two stops, 
one in Bratsk and one in Krasnoyarsk, at which some more passengers got off . Th e 
pilots did their job but made no announcements and did not off er any services.

It was long past midnight when we landed in Tomsk. Th e airfi eld was shrouded 
in complete darkness. Feeble light emanated from a single lamp on the left, at the 
corner of the barely visible airport terminal building. Th e plane landed, taxied on 
the ground for a short while and came to a stop. One of the pilots lowered the 
gangway, while the other turned off  the light and followed him out. Th ere were a 
few more sounds, and then complete silence. Iya and I realized that the fl ight was 
over and we were the only two people left on board… Th e luggage compartment 
was located between the passenger cabin and the pilots’ cabin. For the duration of 
the fl ight, I had been able to see our large suitcases lying on the fl oor. Iya and I 
came down the gangway to the airfi eld. Gaping in the bottom of the airplane was 
the open hatch of the luggage compartment at nearly twice the height of an aver-
age person. I had to go back aboard the plane, reach the luggage compartment in 
the dark, grab the handle of a suitcase, then lie down on the fl oor and, carefully 
uncurling my fi ngers, virtually throw the suitcase down to be caught by Iya’s 
upraised hands. After that, we lowered the second suitcase and the two bags on the 
ground. In pitch-black darkness, we started moving toward the light. Because of 
the heaviness of the suitcases and the bags, I had to move by the shuttle method: 
walk a short distance with one piece of luggage, then leave it and go for the next 
one. Iya waited for me at each of these forced stops on the airfi eld.

Suddenly, in the dark, we heard the sound of feet running on pavement – and 
a moment later, the beaming faces of Vladimir Yampolsky and Anatoly Gavrilin 
appeared before us. It was an unforgettable moment; we had not seen each other 
in a quarter of a century. Of course, the changes time had inscribed in their faces 
were immediately visible, but once we hugged each other tightly, we were 
instantly taken back to the days of our youth: the same voices, the same exuber-
ance, the same impatience to speak one’s mind and voice one’s ideas. 

Due to my habit of collecting and preserving various objects and documents 
that have been of interest to me in some way, our family had kept, ever since our 
days in Tomsk, several large reels of brown audiotape with recordings, made with 
the very fi rst Soviet-produced tape recorders, of many numbers performed by 
our TPU Popular Entertainment Ensemble – and a recording of our wedding. 
Th e most interesting among these was a complete recording of our two-hour 
concert before students of the Urals University in Sverdlovsk on May 2, 1960.

Iya had kept these tapes and brought them with her to Canada. One of Edwin’s 
classmates whose father had the necessary equipment transferred these old recordings, 
for a small fee, from our tapes to modern audiocassettes for compact audio recorders.

By that time, our ties to the TPU Popular Entertainment Ensemble had been 
over for more than thirty years – but Iya and I still listened to these concert record-
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ings sometimes. And now, while preparing for our fi rst trip to Russia, we made and 
brought with us half a dozen compact cassette tapes with the “Sverdlovsk concert.” 
We hoped that such a souvenir would please some of our former colleagues.

At daybreak, our hearts started beating faster. We were approaching our 
beloved Tomsk. From the windows of the offi  ce car – a fuel-effi  cient Japanese 
vehicle driven by Yampolsky – we saw the familiar, sad-looking little houses go 
by, surrounded by an endless succession of fences of various colors. Beyond those 
fences, the rest of the space was fi lled by the mighty masters of this land – the 
great Siberian pines. Gavrilin sat in the front, next to the driver. I squeezed Iya’s 
hand; we were sitting quietly, in silence.

“Listen, fellows,” I asked carefully from the back seat, “has anyone in Tomsk 
kept any old recordings of our TPI Popular Entertainment Ensemble perform-
ances?”

“Forget it, Vadim!” replied a duet from the front seat. “No one has these 
recordings any more, the cassettes have dried up and fallen to pieces a long time 
ago!”

Yampolsky pointed out that the Tomsk-1 railway station was to our right. Iya 
and I couldn’t believe how small it seemed. Yet hundreds of thousands – no, 
millions – of Tomsk students made it a part of their lives. We could not recognize 
a single one of the old buildings that raced past us on Kirov Avenue.

Th e “rector’s suite at the hotel” turned out to be two large rooms in a student 
dormitory, which had been excellently renovated and outfi tted with good, qual-
ity furnishings. Yampolsky and Gavrilin carried our suitcases inside and informed 
us of the possible program for the coming day. We had a picture taken together 
as a memento, and then the fellows left us alone. Iya started turning down the 
two separate beds, while I took out my “little blue bag,” put on the tefi llin, cov-
ered my shoulders with the tallis and opened a prayer book to fi nd words for my 
gratitude to the Almighty. We were still dazed and couldn’t quite believe we were 
actually in Tomsk again!

Th e colorful palette of these unforgettable days in our former home town of 
Tomsk is best captured by the video recordings made with my Hitachi camcorder, 
which was constantly either on my shoulder or on that of Gennady Kraskov; this 
trip to the city of his and our youth was a gift to him from Iya and me. For brev-
ity’s sake, I will limit myself to excerpts from my diaries.

“Tomsk, June 4, 1992. At the rector’s reception, Iya and I sincerely thanked Yuri 
Petrovich Pokholkov not only for the “rector’s suite” at the Polytechnic University 
Hotel, which had been kindly provided to us for free (it is usually off ered to important 
guests from Moscow), but also for organizing our breakfasts. Ensuring adequate food 
supplies is still a major problem in the city. Every morning, like today, we are going 
to have a special breakfast table in a small separate room adjacent to the Raduga 
[“Rainbow” – tr.] student cafeteria.
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Iya was warmly received and given many hugs at the graphics department where, 
31 years ago, she began her career as an instructor in descriptive geometry and engi-
neering design. Meanwhile, over at the electrical machines and appliances depart-
ment, Professor Gennady Antonovich Sipailov actually called a department faculty 
meeting for the occasion of my arrival where he gave a detailed account of my studies 
and my career. Most of the faculty members were strangers to me. My stories about 
my work and life in Canada were fascinating to them, but their questions and com-
ments refl ected their confusion and their apprehension about the future that awaited 
them, in light of the changes that had come crashing down on their heads.

… Today, my pocket radio reported from Moscow: “Th e population of Tomsk is 
worried about the relocation to the Tomsk province of nuclear missile heads accumu-
lated in the course of compliance with the disarmament program…”

“Tomsk, June 5, 1992. Vladimir Yampolsky showed us the university’s cybernetic 
center, which he runs, and introduced us to leading specialists and the authors of 
several interesting studies. All of these are modern scientists, the younger generation.

We walked around the TPU Club, feeling deeply agitated. It looks very diff erent. 
Its condition, decoration, and equipment are far ahead of what they were when our 
TPU Popular Entertainment Ensemble lived its ebullient life here. 

Yampolsky has given us his own offi  ce car with a driver, and Gavrilin accompanies 
us everywhere. Anatoly backed me up in my wish to fi nd and visit Valentin Shusharin, 
an old colleague of ours whose songs are still sung by students in Tomsk. A while ago, 
after contracting tuberculosis, Valentin had moved into the Siniy Utyos [Blue Cliff  
– tr.] health resort located in a pine forest outside the city, where he organized concerts 
with performances by the guests and plays dance music for them on a bayan [an 
accordion-like instrument – tr.] in the evenings. For this, Shusharin received a small 
salary as well as a small private room and three meals a day at the resort.

Th e work of Valentin Shusharin greatly enriched student life in Tomsk in our day. 
All of the city’s young men and women knew and sang his songs; we sang them in our 
tours in the cities of the Urals and Siberia. Yet Soviet censorship did not allow any of 
these songs to be broadcast on the radio, or even permit a mention of the composer’s 
name over the airwaves. Th e Soviet Union had its offi  cially approved list of Soviet 
composers with diplomas from musical colleges approved by the Composers’ Union. I 
sent recordings of Shusharin’s songs to Moscow more than once, but never got an 
answer. Talent without a diploma had no right to recognition.

We had not seen Valentin in thirty-fi ve year. And there we were, knocking on the 
door on the second fl oor. A stunned and confused Shusharin opened. In his youth, he 
had been one of the most handsome men in Tomsk; now, he was a lonely aging man 
with awful-looking metal teeth. Excitedly, he invited us in: “You won’t believe me, 
fellows. Just last night, I’m sitting here with the bayan, remembering old songs, and 
suddenly out comes, ‘Do Not Wait Until the Fifth’! I thought, what do you know, 
that’s Vadim’s song. And then today, you show up!”
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Inside his small, cramped but neat room, stands a piano. On the television screen, 
a video recording of a violin concert. Hugs, the joy of seeing each other again. We 
turned off  the TV and asked, “Shusharin, play something of yours for us.” And then 
he started to play and to sing: “Give me, my darling, give me your hand, I’ll say 
nothing to you about parting.” Th e room fi lled with the familiar melody, with Shush-
arin’s inimitable syncopes and extensions. He didn’t remember the words too well 
anymore, but still he didn’t stop. We were deeply moved, Iya was weeping… It turned 
out that neither Shusharin nor Gavrilin had a portable audiocassette player that 
could be used to play our Toronto surprise.

In the evening, in Vladimir Yampolsky’s offi  ce, an unforgettable meeting of TPU 
Popular Entertainment Ensemble veterans currently living in Tomsk was held. One 
after another, time-weathered and time-silvered men – Vladimir Yampolsky, Anatoly 
Gavrilin, Yuri Zhukov, Marat Goldschmidt, Mikhail Yavorsky, Yuri Kovalev, Boris 
Yavorsky, Solomon Vygon, Gennady Kraskov – appeared in the offi  ce. During the day, 
they had been told of Iya’s and my request that they bring their wives in the evening 
if at all possible. And my camcorder captured never-ending hugs… Larisa Gavrilina, 
Lyuda Zhukova, Lida Kovaleva; Valya Yampolsky, who had gained weight but was 
still beautiful; Valya Yavorsky… I had to confess that the faces of many of them had 
been already fading from my memory…

At my request, Yampolsky brought a tape recorder/player from home. Th e fi rst cries 
of joy at this exhilarating meeting began to die down when the unforgettable sounds 
of the traditional opening music of our concerts were heard in the offi  ce. A moment 
of refl ection, and everyone remembered: “Th e Sverdlovsk concert!” Th e faces of the 
proud living participants of that 1960 concert who were sitting before me broke out 
in smiles. A truly unforgettable meeting!”

“Tomsk, June 6, 1992. Valya and Volodya Yampolsky have invited Iya and me for 
dinner today. An old faculty apartment, with high ceilings, built back in pre-Revo-
lutionary days in the residential section of the Mining and Prospecting Quad, had 
been thoroughly renovated by the new master of the house, Yampolsky, and was pretty 
as a picture. Our generous hosts gave us a magnifi cent reception. Th e dinner-table 
meeting with the older Yampolskys, Vladimir’s parents, turned out to be unexpectedly 
interesting: they entertained the guests with memorable stories of their childhood and 
life in a Jewish settlement in the Ukraine at the start of the last century.

Th ere is something disturbing about the trees – poplar trees – that grow in the street 
of Tomsk. Th ey all look unusual, overly elongated, with excessively and weirdly bent 
branches. Th e roads in the city are constantly blocked by fallen large branches, even 
though there have been no strong winds in these last few days. Meanwhile, the wild 
apple trees near the former kindergarten Sandor used to attend have grown higher 
than the roof of the two-story building and have fl owers only at the very top. Could 
all this be the consequence of some kind radiation…?
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Today, we visited our old apartment – apartment No. 10 in building No. 57 on 
Kirov Avenue. What a horror! What a nightmare! Th e vertical crack running from 
top to bottom has actually grown larger. Th e battered mailboxes are hanging crookedly 
from a single nail. Th e windows in the lobby are smashed, the doors are broken, the 
plumbing pipes are rusty in the extreme, the fl oor tiles are broken… We were truly 
shocked by the sight of the apartment and the entire building. “Th ank you, G-d, for 
everything that you have given me today!”

Th e head of the family now living in our old apartment gave us a very friendly 
reception. I gave his little boy a U.S. dollar as a gift. Th e father is depressed. “See, I’ve 
been saving up money since 1959,” he started complaining, “saved up 5,000 rubles, 
and then the ruble collapsed… All of my money was barely enough to buy this Minsk 
fridge…” Th e man opened the door of the refrigerator and showed us its bare shelves. 
We also noticed some novelties: our old brick woodstove has been replaced with a 
white gas stove, which leaves a little more space in the kitchen. Th e kitchen and 
bathroom walls that I once had to paint have been tiled by the man of the house 
himself. But they look rather woeful, because he was only able to get tiles of diff erent 
sizes and colors, and the way they were laid made it obvious that the “master” was 
trying his hand at this job for the fi rst time.

Back in our day, most people in Tomsk had known the Braslavskys, a loving middle-
aged couple – David, a small aging Jewish man, and his much taller Russian wife 
Irina. For many years, this nice and always courteous couple sold newspapers and 
other printed materials at a vending kiosk by the entrance to the Main Post Offi  ce. 
You could always ask them to set aside a publication you wanted. For our family, the 
Braslavskys were true friends; not only were they the next-door neighbors of Iya’s Tomsk 
relatives, Maria Alexandrovna and Veniamin Lvovich Safro, but also because, for 
years, they set aside for me at the kiosk the monthly magazine “America”, virtually 
unavailable to ordinary customers. We kept all the issues of the magazine and later 
took them with us to Togliatti.

Th e old Safros are no longer with us. Today, when we went to look at the city 
hospital building where Ilona was born in 1964, which stands atop a hill across from 
the house where they lived, we decided to take a peek inside the building. On the 
outside, it was a pre-revolutionary house similar to most residential buildings in old 
Tomsk. Th e two story log-shell house had been built for some merchant family; it had 
a front entrance and a side entrance, with an iron roof and beautiful, intricate wood 
carving around the windows and under the gutters. After the advent of the Soviet 
regime, such buildings housed several families, usually one family per room. Th e Safros 
had occupied the room that had served as the kitchen before the Revolution, so they 
were right next to the bathroom with a titan heating stove and a water closet.

A woman who came out of the house told us David was the only one of the old-
time tenants still living here. Irina was dead… It is hard to describe the horror of 
what we saw when we went inside David’s room. In the middle of an empty room 
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stood an iron bed with a bare mattress; on it lay a small, wizened man in his under-
wear. It was David. On both sides of the bed, there were gaping holes in the fl oor, 
each about half a meter wide. Most of the ceiling in the room had crumbled.

David remembered us and was happy to see us. He immediately began to lament 
the sad state of his life: he was almost blind and hungry; Irina had died two years 
ago, and his wife’s only niece, who visited him sometimes, had taken away his refrig-
erator two weeks earlier. Th e bathroom where our family once used to come every 
summer to take hot showers during the period when the city cut off  the hot water 
supply, and which also contained the building’s only toilet shared by all the tenants, 
was in such condition that even to look inside it was horrifying. Iya poured David a 
glass of milk from a bottle that stood on the fl oor and unwrapped the bar of chocolate 
we had brought. I left him some money. Unfortunately, there was no one around to 
ask who would come and help him…

Th e driver took us to the food store so that we could buy something for supper. Th e 
selection of foodstuff s on the shelves was larger than in our last years in Togliatti, but 
still, many of the shelves were empty. Here are the prices we saw at the store next to 
the Gorky Movie Th eater in the city center: dark bread, 9 rubles per kilo; sausage, 
135 rubles; a dozen egg, 22.60.

After our evening stroll, we decided to take a look inside the student dormitory 
next to us, at Kirov Avenue 2. We went inside, looked around. Th e horror! Th e place 
was a wreck; fi lth and stench everywhere. In the bathroom, only two of the four faucets 
were working, and there is no hot water at all (it’s summer). Th e hallways are lit by 
just a few still-intact lightbulbs; the second windowpanes had been taken down for 
the summer, but the layer of cotton insulation between the frames had not been 
removed… Everything is dirty… Words fail. What kind of cooperation or student 
exchange can one talk about?”

“Tomsk, June 7, 1992. Larisa and Anatoly Gavrilin have invited us over for dinner. 
She is a wonderful cook and did her best to set an attractive table, something that 
can truly be called a feat of skill and ingenuity at present, when the food supply situ-
ation in Russia is so dismal. Th ere was vodka and wine in abundance. After the fi rst 
toast, the “guests foreign and domestic” laid into the herring with onions, the pickled 
mushrooms and red tomatoes, the vinaigrette salad, and the slices of low-fat sausage 
and boiled tongue with a great deal of gusto. And, reigning over all these dishes, was 
a serving of hot, freshly boiled potatoes.

Food was not the only treat we received from our generous hosts. To general delight, 
“Tolyan” picked up his old accordion as he always did at social gatherings, and to his 
accompaniment we once again, after thirty-two years, heard the voice of one of the 
TPU Popular Entertainment Ensemble’s best soloists. Larisa sang, “My heart, you 
don’t want peace and quiet,/My heart, how beautiful is life!” [one of the most 
popular Soviet-era songs – tr.]
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Th e Gavrilins’ daughter, Katya, showed us an interesting document. It was a book 
of food coupons, issued in her father’s name in Tomsk. On each page, there were twelve 
coupons with the same number, one for each month.

“At fi rst they didn’t explain which coupons were for what kind of food,” Anatoly 
told us. “Th en they announced on the radio, ‘Number one is for tea!’ See, there are 
just three of those coupons that have been torn out. Th at means we only got three packs 
of teas in all of last year… Number seven was for sugar. Th ere are two missing, so 
that means we only got two kilos of sugar per person for the whole year. And this year 
they said, that’s it, the coupons are abolished. You can throw them away…

We had a wonderful time at the Gavrilins’ – singing, dancing, laughing, reminisc-
ing. I had to do some work, as well. Semyon Vygon, a well-known newspaper reporter 
in Tomsk, came over with a young female colleague, and I spent nearly two hours 
answering their questions.

In the evening, the energetic Vera Khorkova organized a class reunion for our old 
Group 734 - the electrical machine specialty. We gathered in the same Raduga student 
cafeteria, which functions as a café in the evenings. I had not expected such an event. 
After so many years of separation, here we were again at the same table: Konstantin 
Khorkov and Vera, Vadim Vizir and his wife Zhenya, Vladimir and Maya Borodin, 
Eduard Knippenberg and Eduard Guselnikov. Iya and I brought a box of Canadian 
chocolates and a bottle of Red Label whiskey. We found the food at the Raduga quite 
appalling, but kept it to ourselves. Th e demeanor of both Eduards, who seemed to be 
silently pondering the status and the spirit of the “foreigners” they were suddenly fac-
ing, created a rather tense atmosphere at the table. I suppose it also refl ected the 
outlook of their better halves, my former university classmates, who had skipped the 
reunion, apparently unwilling to meet with “traitors”… Th ings warmed up somewhat 
after we left the Raduga and went to the Borodins’ home, where we stayed until 2 
a.m. We truly got to relive our wonderful student years when, in the middle of the 
night, the Khorkovs and the Vizirs walked us back through the deserted alleys of the 
city’s student district.”

“ Tomsk, June 8, 1992. Th e day started with a touching visit to the Sibelektromotor 
plant, where Alexandra Petrovna Sevostyanova gave us a tour of long-forgotten places. 
I recognized many of the workers and staff ers I ran into; Sevostyanova introduced me 
to the rest. Iya and the current chief manager, Subbotin, were delighted to see each 
other again. He turned out to be a former student of hers. He gave us a birchwood 
bark basket with three bottles of vodka of diff erent kinds.

Eduard Guselnikov, my last immediate supervisor at Sibelektromotor, and now 
the plant’s chief design engineer, had successfully defended a doctoral dissertation on 
the subject of our joint work on perfecting hydraulic pushers. Sevostianova and I came 
to the Special Design Bureau (SDB) for motors. Nothing had changed, except that 
there was some young woman sitting at my old desk. I was consumed by a single 
thought: “How far you have taken me from this place, O Lord!” After we came into 
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the SDB offi  ce, I said hello and greeted my fellow engineers with a bow. Guselnikov 
stood next to me, looking somewhat sheepish, but didn’t invite anybody to come up 
and say at least a couple of words to me, even though I caught quite a few friendly 
smiles and looks.

Sasha, the driver Yampolsky assigned to chauff eur us around, spent almost two hours 
driving us around the city’s shops where I was hoping to buy at least some sort of port-
able audiotape recorders for Gavrilin and Shusharin as gifts to accompany the tapes 
of the Sverdlovsk concert. After a while I was even willing to buy used ones, but none 
could be found. Finally Sasha got an idea and took us to the Tomsk radio factory, 
where I was able to buy two new locally made audiocassette recorders from the factory 
showroom. Th ey were of very primitive design and didn’t even have a main power off  
switch, only the buttons for operating the cassette player/recorder; but they served their 
purpose – Valentin and Anatoly received audiocassette recorders with the historic 
audiotape. 

We spent the evening, once again, at the hospitable home of the Gavrilins, in the 
company of colleagues from the TPU Entertainment Ensemble.”

Th rough Vadim Vizir, I met his supervisor, Boris Mikhailovich Kovalchuk, a 
corresponding member of the Academy of Sciences, who began our acquaintance 
in a rather unexpected way: “Vadim, I have heard that your mother, Regina 
Germanovna, is still alive. Please give her my best regards. I remember her well 
– a remarkable woman. You used to live on Pushkin Street back then. I came to 
Tomsk in 1955 to take the entrance exams for the Polytechnic. My uncle, who 
lived in the apartment across the landing from yours, was out that day. I sat 
outside waiting and had no idea what to do. Regina Germanovna invited me in, 
fed me dinner, heated up water in the titan so I could take a bath, and let me 
take a nap in her bed.” Boris also recalled Regina’s complaints: “Yuzik won’t get 
married, and I don’t know what’s going to become of Vladimir. He comes home 
late, spends a lot of time going out with girls…”

What I wanted was to ask Boris Kovalchuk about the fate of his uncle, Colo-
nel Petr Kovalchuk, and his wife Galina. Th ey were the good neighbors in the 
building on Pushkin Street who, back in 1957, helped Mama Regina get the 
supplemental years on her offi  cial record of labor experience that she needed in 
order to receive a retirement pension. In the 1950s, there were two military 
families living in our building, and they would sometimes ask Mama to baby-sit 
their children. Both of the colonels, being decent men, brought papers from their 
division attesting that Regina Rott had been employed in their households for 
two full years.

Boris Kovalchuk said that his uncle was still alive and gave us his address. We 
found Galina and Petr Kovalchuk on the distant outskirts of Tomsk. Of course, 
the thirty years that had passed by had left their marks on the couple’s faces, but 
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our meeting brought them much joy. Th ey were delighted to know that Mama 
Regina was still alive. Once again, I thanked them for their wonderful help in 
1957. From my detailed account of our lives, the Kovalchuks also learned that 
ever since 1974, the monthly sum of Mama Regina’s pension of 21 rubles and 
40 kopecks remained in the state budget of the Soviet Union.

Another interesting aspect of that visit remained etched into Iya’s and my 
memory. Th e Kovalchuks’ apartment turned out to be an exact copy of our last 
apartment in Togliatti. We recognized and examined detail after detail, and I 
fi lmed everything so that I could bring these images home, share them with the 
children and reminisce… At that time, we still had no hope of ever being able 
to visit Togliatti. 

“June 9. Past 1 a.m., Tomsk time. We’re in a plane approaching Moscow. Yampolsky 
and Gavrilin were extremely kind and attentive to us for the entire duration of this 
unforgettable trip to Tomsk. Th ey even arranged for us to board the plane through the 
special hall for Supreme Soviet deputies – thereby bypassing the standard airport 
security. Our last day in Tomsk was extremely busy, with last-ditch eff orts to see a few 
more people and places. We did not comment, did not make any comparisons out loud 
and just observed everything silently – but it was hard to believe, and quite sad to 
see, that the hot water pool at the institute which was so proudly shown to us had no 
fi ltration and the nearby room with athletic equipment had no ventilation…

Our trip to Tomsk was exciting as a romantic trip down memory lane, but what 
we saw of its present-day life and prospects for the near future was downright depress-
ing… How far we have come from all this! Th ose poor people, abused and robbed by 
the Soviet regime. May G-d grant them the strength, the safety, and the luck to survive 
this troubled time…”

Of course, Russia was living through some incredible events in those days. Th e 
Soviet Union had just collapsed; the familiar power of the party, which had 
provided guidance and given people something to complain about, was gone. 
Now, people had to assess their own economic opportunities and seek to under-
stand their country’s economic problems. Th ey were facing the unknown, and 
were fearfully wondering what their future would be like. We gladly met with 
them and talked to them, tried to answer their questions sincerely, and shared 
our experience. For them, our arrival was yet another jolt, an opportunity to fi nd 
in our words at least a partial answer to their misgivings. When talking about 
our life in Canada, I would often say, “Based on my own experience, and think-
ing of your future, I have realized that there can be no simple answers here. Of 
course we in the West live a hundred times better than you do, but we also have 
a hundred times more problems!”

Our audiences, preoccupied by the chaos that was engulfi ng them, did not want 
to hear that. Many people reacted with gloating smirks. Th ey were convinced that, 
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if they were only told where they would get a job tomorrow and where they could 
buy food for themselves and their children, they would be willing to patiently bear 
the rest and wait for improvements. I, on the other hand, tried to convey to them 
the reality of our problems: constant competition in everything, the stress of giving 
100 percent on any job, the real cost of housing, electricity, heating, water, education; 
the need for home and auto insurance; the levels of taxes on income, housing, and 
services… Very few people had the insight or the willingness to understand that the 
excellent hospitals, the clean streets, the well-tended parks, the highly paid teachers 
and medical personnel, the endless generous assistance to immigrants and the indi-
gent, the police, the army, and many other things could be maintained only by means 
of taxes on the earnings and other income of each working citizen of the country. 

“What I Lacked (Th e confessions of a third-wave émigré)” – that was the title 
under which Solomon Vygon, the Tomsk reporter, published his article about 
us. His article took up two full pages of the newspaper Tomskiy Vestnik [Th e 
Tomsk Messenger – tr.], in the July 18, 1992 issue. It is with an excerpt from the 
concluding part of this essay that I want to fi nish my account of our trip to 
Tomsk. 

“IT’S NOT YET TIME TO HEAD FOR THE GRAVEYARD
A dinner party of the Soviet “sixties generation,” those who were young during the 

late 1950s-early 1960s, is something that cannot be described in words; it has to be 
seen and heard. Th e memories colored only in the warmest hues, the merriment that 
does not depend on the quantities of alcohol consumed, but on the kinship of spirits…

… I saw the eyes of Vladimir Rott and his wife when Yuri Kovalev, former director 
of the Sibelektromotor and currently director of the Tomskinterservice, recited poetry; 
when city power supply system engineer Mikhail Yavorsky told jokes; or when associate 
professor Anatoly Gavrilin picked up the accordion and started to play Valentin Shush-
arin’s song, beloved by all the students of Tomsk in those years: “A guitar and a single, 
simple song – what a beautiful friendship that is…” I realized that if he, a Canadian 
businessman, and she, a Toronto University professor, had lacked something in their 
lives, it was a few such evenings, such meetings that are unlikely to ever be repeated…

On one of those days, Vladimir and I sat in a small room in Gavrilin’s apartment, 
right next to the room where the merriment was, and Vladimir spoke with the bit-
terness of a man who has lost all hope.

“Last night Iya and I went to Kirov 2, to the dormitory where she used to live and 
where I would go to meet her for a date. My God, in thirty years it hasn’t gotten better, 
it hasn’t stayed the same – it has gotten worse. Th e governments that have allowed this 
to happen are criminal. Everyone is cursing the communists. I don’t. I respect people 
who were members of the Communist Party, because the majority of them were simply 
people with more initiative than others, people who wanted to do something above-
average and joined the Party because of that. But their tragedy is the tragedy of an entire 
people, a people told by the system how to breathe, whom to love, whom to hate.
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In addition, Russia was stripped of religion, and that’s like cutting off  someone’s 
legs and then expecting them to walk around easily. I have given many talks in 
Canada, telling them over there that the people of this country are smart but wretched 
because they live under a diff erent social system. I was sincerely hoping that many 
things in your country will change with perestroika. But no, they haven’t changed. 
Th at is why I feel depressed.

I was at a conference where Russian businesspeople met with their counterparts 
from the Russian community abroad; I wanted to see if there was anyone there that 
I could do business with. Th ere wasn’t. I ask a man who off ers me a joint venture, 
“What sort of guarantees are you off ering?” He says, “Th ere will be guarantees.” When? 
What guarantees? “Th ere will be.” He actually took off ense when I told him I wanted 
to discuss his off er with my attorney. 

I have traveled around the world a lot. I have been looking around, asking ques-
tions, and thinking about how to help the country of my birth, what kind of advice 
to give. In Japan, I “pumped” my guides to understand how they were able to rise 
from the rubble so quickly, thinking that maybe one thing or another could be useful 
for Russia. I would grit my teeth with anger when I went to some southern country 
and saw that a black man who waits on tables in restaurants and whose only answer 
to every question is, ‘Jamaica, no problem,’ lives better than a Russian worker. Did 
my friends at the auto plant die so that people could trade a Lada for sugar, which is 
worth nothing here? I had six friends in Togliatti, young engineers, who died of heart 
attacks because of too much nervous strain.

I am not going to lie; it would be shameful for me to lie and tell you that soon 
everything will be okay for you. No one in the world knows how to make the transi-
tion from socialism to capitalism. It’s like curing someone from a fatal disease. I was 
at a conference in Washington called ‘Will Perestroika Survive,’ and the people who 
spoke there made serious presentations, but one of the speakers ended his presentation 
with a joke: Th e best way to help Russia is to import 30 million color television sets, 
10 million Chinese and 10 million Japanese. Th e Russians should be given the TV 
sets and told to stay home for fi ve years. Th e Japanese will teach the Chinese how to 
work, and when they get everything done right, it’s time to knock on the Russians’ 
doors and say, ‘Now, come out and get on with your lives.’ Everyone laughed, but I 
did not feel like laughing. I love the country where I was born, even though it took 
my father away from me and, for many years, treated my mother, my brother and me 
as if we were less than human. Right now, things are very bad here, and it’s not going 
to get better any time soon if the government raises salaries fi rst and then thinks about 
where to get the money. 

But you should not lose optimism. It’s not yet time to head for the graveyard. You 
have to live. You have to invent a new ‘religion’ – hope.

It’s impossible to see where things will go here, but I don’t believe you’ll have a 
dictatorship. Even a dictatorship has to feed the people, and they will no longer be 
fed with words.”
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One question that interested me a great deal, and that I asked several times in 
Tomsk, was: What happened to Petr Yakovlevich Slezko? Th e only response was 
silence. In the past 35 years, I had been able to fi nd only one mention of him, 
and that was in the New York paper, Novoye Russkoye Slovo, which reported on 
October 11, 1985:

“… Andropov gave considerable authority to the new man in charge of cadres. De 
facto, Ligachev was subordinate only to Central Committee Secretary Gorbachev. 
Ligachev was entrusted to conduct a winnowing process within the Central Commit-
tee personnel, as a result of which 20 percent of the fi rst secretaries of regional Party 
committees were replaced with Andropov’s men. Ligachev himself took advantage of 
the purge and installed his own protégé in a high-level Central Committee job: he 
gave Petr Slezko, former Tomsk Regional Party Committee secretary for questions of 
ideology, the post of deputy director of the Central Committee propaganda section.”

On our last evening before fl ying out of Tomsk, the Gavrilins had another 
gathering of many of our friends from the TPU Entertainment Ensemble at their 
place. I told them about the help our family had once received from Petr Slezko 
and cautiously inquired about what had become of him. Once again, there was 
silence in response… A few minute later, Yuri Zhukov took me aside and said, 
“Vadim, Petya Slezko is in a really bad way right now… It would be really great 
if you could look him up.” I told Yuri I’d been wanting to do that for a long time, 
but I had been afraid to hurt his feelings somehow, or cause him trouble. Of 
course, I sincerely thanked Zhukov for this important suggestion.

I don’t remember how this happened, but late in the evening someone gave 
me a note with Slezko’s telephone number in Moscow. Th e four-hour time dif-
ference allowed me to make the call immediately. With great agitation, I heard 
Nina Ivanovna’s voice, introduced myself and asked to speak to Petr Yakovlevich. 
I wasn’t sure he was going to talk to me, so the wait seemed endless – until, fi nally, 
a voice tinged with something that was uniquely his asked, “Vadim? Where are 
you calling from? What are you doing here?” Literally in a few words, I explained 
why we were in Russia and told him that we were fl ying into Moscow the next 
morning and then taking a 1 p.m. fl ight from Moscow to Amsterdam. “Is there 
any way we could meet?” I asked. Slezko replied fi rmly, “Nina and I will be happy 
to see you, and I will meet you on the train platform at the Byelorusskaya metro 
station.”

At 7:45 a.m., when all the passengers had cleared the platform of the Byelorusskaya 
metro station, Iya and I were the last to slowly emerge from a car in the middle of 
the train. Only one person was standing on the platform by the head of the train: 
a man of medium height with his coat unbuttoned. Suddenly, he took a step for-
ward and then started running toward us. It was our beloved Petr Yakovlevich 
Slezko. His wide-eyed look, the smile on his face, and the way he was racing to 
meet us left no doubt that we would never again lose each other in this life!
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“Amsterdam, June 10, 1992. From 8 to 11 a.m., we spent an unforgettable three 
hours with Petr and Nina Slezko in Moscow. Th ere were kisses and tears, and warmth 
and joy. I was constantly fi lming with my camcorder. Th e table had been set with 
loving care, but we had too much on our minds to care about food. By Moscow 
standards, they have a luxury apartment. Until very recently, Yeltsin had lived in the 
same building, two fl oors up; Zyuganov [head of the Russian Communist Party 
– tr.] lives in another part of the building. Meanwhile, our woeful friend Petr Slezko, 
a selfl ess, devoted, supremely honorable man, has been dumped into a ditch by the 
new government – he has lost all of his privileges and gets a starting-level pension of 
136 rubles a month (!). When I gave my old friend an accelerated account of our 
lives, I noticed tears in his eyes, and so I decided to move quickly from words of 
gratitude for past good deeds to expressions of the greatest possible optimism. Nina 
and Petr smiled as they listened to my last words at the table. Here they are, transcribed 
from the videotape:

“… In two hours, our fl ight leaves for Amsterdam. A miracle has happened: we 
are sitting here with our dear Nina and Petya Slezko. After so many years! Look how 
young they are, look at how their eyes are shining. Th ey feel like crying. And we’re 
crying, too… But this is not the end! Th is is a new beginning, a new page in the lives 
we are living, our youth, our past… Th anks to our crazy past, we can now sit here 
together, reminisce, listen, and think over everything that has happened, everything 
that we have been through together…” “We’ve all given so much of our health and 
our strength!” Iya added. “But we have no intention of dying!” I continued. “Life goes 
on. We are planning to come here in 1996 for the 100th anniversary of the TPU. 
But before that, Petya, we would be overjoyed to see you in Toronto. May God help 
you fi nd the means to do this, so that you can visit us, stay with us, share our joys, see 
some things that you haven’t yet had an opportunity to see in your lives fi lled with 
intensive labor and sweat.

Today, you have received us wonderfully. I am so happy that we have had this 
meeting, so glad we were able to arrange this… I wasn’t sure it could happen, but it 
has. Th is is a true miracle! I am recording this meeting with our camcorder so that 
our children and your daughter could see it… My friends, we are not saying good-bye. 
Petya, at sixty years old you’re just a boy!”

“Yes, yes,” Slezko eagerly agreed, “by our standards, it’s middle age, so let’s proceed 
from that assumption…”

Slezko walked us to the metro station. When we were going down in the 
elevator, Petr said, “Yeltsin used to live two fl oors up. When he fi rst came over 
from Sverdlovsk, I was assigned to mentor him and show him the ropes. I even 
used to write reports for him, and now he doesn’t even say hello when he meets 
me in the elevator…” 

Ever since that meeting, we maintained a very close and uninterrupted friend-
ship with the Slezkos. We liked to stay at their place when visiting Moscow; 
unfortunately, they never did fi nd the opportunity to come to Toronto. In March 
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2004, Petr Slezko passed away. He died of heart failure in a special Kremlin 
hospital. When his condition worsened in the evening, Nina rushed to the hos-
pital to be at his side, but she was not allowed to go in because her pass hadn’t 
been issued in time…

After returning to Toronto, the impressions from that fi rst trip to Russia stayed 
with us for a long time. In two weeks, I prepared and sent out invitations to visit 
us to twenty addressees. At fi rst I turned to a company called Kentour for assist-
ance, but they wanted to charge 78 dollars per invitation. So we decided to try 
to do it ourselves. Sandor prepared all the documents on the computer. Iya and 
I, typing with one fi nger, entered the data for our friends. Our faithful attorney 
and friend Jerry Balitsky was surprised but generously put his signature and seal 
on forty documents. We made two copies of each invitation and affi  davit, in case 
one got lost in transit. My notes indicate that mailing the invitations by registered 
post cost 47 dollars. Among the invitees were the Slezkos, the Yampolskys, 
Kraskov, the Gavrilins, the Semenovs and others.

Our optimistic dreams soon encountered a sobering reality. Our fi rst long-
awaited guest, Galina Pestova, our children’s music teacher in Togliatti and a 
friend of the family, came to Moscow and brought the documents to the Cana-
dian consulate, only to be fi rmly denied a visa for the trip to visit us. A humble 
woman, Galina was very upset but saw the refusal as yet another blow from fate; 
then, she got on the train and went back home to Togliatti. Moreover, she took 
the night train from Moscow, most of the windows in the railway car were bro-
ken, and she caught a bad chill and became very sick. Telephone communications 
with Russia at the time were abysmal; a successful connection usually depended 
on the mood and the amiability of the operators who had to all but manually 
connect the lines between Toronto and Togliatti, and besides, Galina had no 
telephone at home… In other words, we lost track of her and had no idea what 
had happened to her after she was denied the visa. We spent a week looking for 
her while Galina was at home, in bed with a fever.

Back in Toronto, we had to fi ght as hard as we could to persuade the consulate 
in Moscow to change its decision. While trying to fi nd a way to meet with our 
representative, Member of Canadian Parliament Mr. Joe Volpe, I saw his smart 
and energetic assistant Paul Kossta, who undertook to solve our problem himself. 
He called all of his friends who worked in Ottawa, explained the situation, and 
asked for help in getting Galina Pestova a two-week guest visa.

Th ree weeks of intense eff orts made no diff erence. Th en, Paul Kossta contacted 
the offi  ce of the Minister of Immigration, Ms. Barbara McDougal, whose secre-
tary looked into the case and promised to take charge of it. After receiving a 
signed document from the Minister of Immigration, the Canadian consulate in 
Moscow not only stamped a two-week visa in Galina’s passport but for some 
reason actually issued to her a Canadian entry visa for permanent residency… 
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Galina did not realize this and had yet another scare at the passport control in 
Montreal, when she underwent a special grilling after she expressed a modest 
desire to stay in Canada for two weeks while carrying documents giving her the 
right to permanent residency.

Galina’s airplane ticket cost us over 1500 dollars; most of that sum was most 
kindly, and in the true spirit of family, paid by our Joe Weltman, in recognition 
of Galina’s help in Togliatti at a diffi  cult time for Iya and the children. To every-
one’s delight, Galina had a wonderful time with us from October 10 to October 
30. She attended a piano recital with Iya at the newly opened Roy Th omson 
Concert Hall. Edwin took her to the Science Center, and I on a four-hour trip 
to the Niagara Falls. Iya also went with her to the Hadassah Bazaar, where some 
old ladies she knew gave Galina a gift – half a bag of costume jewelry. Our visi-
tor was also very pleased by her visit to a Chinese restaurant… Galina stayed 
with us surrounded by warmth and love, and ever since then, for sixteen years, 
she has always said that those days spent with us in Toronto were the best days 
of her life.

Galina Pestova – our guest from Togliatti. 
Toronto, October 1992.
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After graduating from Harvard, our son Sandor came back to Toronto and 
decided to live on his own, even though we had lovingly kept his two rooms with 
all their comforts exactly as he had left them, and they waited for his return in 
the half-basement of our house. 

In the neighboring high-rise building at 120 Shelborne Avenue, Sandor rented 
a one-bedroom apartment, #608, into which the young architect moved the 
modest possessions he had brought with him from Boston. Th at high-rise had 
been very dear to us for fi ve years already, because after their wedding Ilona and 
Paul had taken up residence in Apartment #1204 – which, at various times in 
subsequent years, was to be a home to many other descendants of Regina Rott.

“April 29, 1992. Today is a very important day in our family. Ilona and Paul 
have bought a beautiful one-story house two blocks away from us, on Madoc Drive. 
Ruben, Tolik Gertsovich, Paul, Edwin and I have spent the entire day moving their 
things. Tolik borrowed Marat’s truck, which greatly simplifi ed our task. Little Ada is 
a beauty, and a joy for all of us. Tonight, she’s going to be sleeping in her own house 
and her own room.

Ruben and I are working extra hard to fi nish the electrical wiring in the kitchen 
of Ilona’s new house. Tomorrow, we’ll be moving Sandor from Apartment 608 into 
Apartment 1204, vacated by Ilona.”

Iya and I noted with some concern that not one of our son’s female classmates 
at the university managed to capture his attention in a serious way. Several times, 
the energetic Joe Weltman gave Sandor scraps of paper with the names and tel-
ephone numbers of his friends’ daughters whom our son was supposed to invite 
out for coff ee or take to the movies. After our parental reminders, Sandor would 
do that. However, we never saw much excitement in his eyes when he came back 
from these dates, and we didn’t want to pester him with questions.

Once, after a service at our synagogue, Rabbi Ochs asked me to take a Russian-
speaking new member under my wing and introduced us to each other. His name 
was Boris Beniashvili. He had come from Tbilisi, with his charming wife Eteri 
and his younger son Mishiko, for the wedding of his daughter, the beautiful Inga, 
whom a prosperous Georgian émigré family had spotted in Georgia (Gruzia) and 
brought over to Toronto. Th e parents did not want to go back to their native 
Tbilisi without their daughter, and petitioned the immigration authorities for 
permanent residency in Canada. Th ey too rented an apartment at 120 Shelborne 
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Avenue. Iya and I, and then our children as well started helping out this family, 
which felt rather disoriented upon starting off  their new lives in Canada; eventu-
ally, we developed a friendship. Th eir daughter Inga, modest, tender-hearted and 
very attractive, had received a strict Georgian upbringing, which, to a great 
degree, was also refl ected in the manners of her mother Eteri. Our admiration 
for the qualities of Inga, the young newlywed wife, knew no bounds. 

 One day, Iya said to me, “When Abraham was old, he dispatched a servant to 
the land of his fathers to fi nd a bride for Isaac, Rebecca. Maybe we should try 
the same thing. Ask Boris if he knows another girl like Inga back in Georgia who 
could be right for our Sandor…”

Th e very next Friday evening, when Boris and I were coming back from the 
synagogue, I asked him that question. He was somewhat surprised, but said he 
would think about it. Th e next morning, Boris accosted me and blurted out 
excitedly, “Volodya, you won’t believe this! I come home after saying good-bye 
to you last night, and Eteri tells me there’s a letter from Tbilisi from Manana, 
the daughter of my cousin Dodik (David Davitashvili): ‘How are you doing, we 
miss you, are we ever going to see you again?’” I immediately asked Boris to call 
her or her father and ask if she is seeing any fellow, and if not, would she like to 
come visit Toronto? 

A few days later, Boris briefed us on the latest developments: “I got through 
to them on the phone. I said, ‘Dodik, I know this is going to come as a surprise… 
I have a nice fellow for Manana, from a good family… An educated one, like 
you always wanted…” 

Dodik replied, more or less, the following: “Borya, I have no idea how to 
respond to what you’re saying… I am in shock! Let me think and talk to my 
folks. I’ll call in a few days.”

Boris asked to speak to Manana and told her the same thing he had told her 
father. At once, she became agitated. “No way, Borya! I’m never going to leave 
Lyalya, Mama, or Irinka!” (Lyalya was Manana’s older sister, while Irinka was her 
daughter, Manana’s niece, whom Manana had been very involved in raising.)

Boris tried to calm her down in a fatherly manner: “You’ve got your own life 
to live… Th ink about it – don’t rush with the answer. I’ll call again in a couple 
of days. You have no idea what a wonderful fellow he is!”

A few days later, Dodik told Boris, “Borya, all this is fascinating, but we sim-
ply can’t do such a thing! Th ere’s nothing to discuss!”

After such a response I asked Boris to fi nd out if Manana’s parents would agree 
to have Iya and me visit them in Tbilisi for a couple of days. It was late 1992. 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Georgia, too, found itself in the grip of 
chaos and privations. Almost on the brink of a civil war, the young Georgian 
state was getting used to its independence. One needed an entry visa to travel 
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there, and in order to obtain the visas Dodik asked for our photos. Th e fax 
machine was one of the most accessible methods of communication back then. 
I wish the reader could see the photos that gave Manana’s family quite a scare. 
Dodik nervously quizzed Boris: “Borya, who are these people? Are they even 
Jews? She looks like a Kazakh or a Mongol!”

Borya calmed them down as best he could. Th ey, in turn, asked us to keep the 
whole thing a secret. It was absolutely unacceptable for anyone in Georgia to 
know about our visit – worse yet, to know that we had come “to inspect the 
bride” and then leave. At the same time, Borya asked his brother Nugzari, who 
lived in Tbilisi, to receive us well and give us any help we might need.

Now, all that was left was to describe our plan to Sandor and obtain his consent 
to our trip. We had a heart-to-heart, parent-child talk, explaining that as far as 
we knew Manana was an excellent young woman and we wanted to meet her. If 
we liked her and she liked us, we would discuss the possibility of her visiting 
Toronto as Borya’s guest. No mutual obligations, all very simple. Sandor heard 
us out and categorically forbade this. Regretfully, we had to obey our son’s orders. 
Shortly afterwards, Sandor left on a trip to Italy; he had already been there several 
times, but this time he wanted to study some of the architectural designs with 
which he was already familiar in depth and without hurry. A couple of weeks 
after his return from Europe, our son suddenly said, “Parents, I’ve thought it 
over… Go to Tbilisi, take a look. I trust you.”

And thus began another surprising twist in our lives. Th e preparations for the 
trip were hasty and nerve-wracking, especially considering the requirement of 
secrecy. We didn’t even say a word to Ilona or Edwin. “We’re making a quick trip 
to Israel and Hungary…” On top of everything else, it was precisely at that time 
that Galina Pestova, our close friend from Togliatti, was staying with us in 
Toronto as our guest. She too was understandably quite surprised by our sudden 
decision to go on a trip and our off er to go with her as far as Frankfurt…

We got word from Tbilisi that we should fl y the Air Georgia airline, which 
had been recently launched and operated fl ights from Frankfurt to Tbilisi. I was 
given the phone number for the company. When I called, a man with a heavy 
Georgian accent answered. He told me that there was only a single Frankfurt-
Tbilisi fl ight a week, leaving every Friday at 7 p.m. He put us on the passenger 
list, with the warning that there were no advance bookings and all airfares were 
to be paid in cash just before boarding.

“Tbilisi, November 1, 1992. It’s long past midnight. Iya is trying to get some sleep, 
but I can’t sleep. I feel the need to write down at least something about the great swirl 
of events happening around us…

My G-d! To think that we’re in Georgia! 
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First, a few words about our arrival. On Friday after lunch, we arrived in Frankfurt. 
After taking Galina to her terminal, from which she took a Lufthansa fl ight to Moscow, 
we went to the information desk to fi nd out about boarding for Air Georgia, but the 
women at the desk shrugged helplessly: they had never even heard of such an airline. I 
did not lose my presence of mind: I still had enough Soviet-style logic to realize that the 
people at the information desk have only the information they are given.

We started asking the airport security personnel. One of them looked at our pass-
ports and told us that we needed to go to the American Airlines counter, where 
Georgia-bound passengers usually gathered. We headed there at once, but it was still 
early and that area of the terminal was empty.

By 6 p.m., potential passengers had started to arrive. We had already seen some of 
them while waiting in other areas of the terminal. At 6:30, the door behind the 
counter opened, and a young man with a briefcase came out. He was immediately 
surrounded by the more aggressive passengers who started handing him money. Th e 
agent checked their names against his list, took the money and put it in the briefcase. 
At some point I was able to push my way through to the front of the crowd. He found 
us on the list. All of our traveling companions were very pushy and spoke Georgian. 
We stood out in this crowd, and they mostly kept away from us. Th e passengers grew 
very loud when, after 9 p.m., the agent announced that the plane’s arrival was delayed. 
By midnight, a hush of tense anticipation had fallen over the crowd. Only the airport 
cleaning women, olive-skinned and of Middle Eastern background, were perfectly 
calm as they sat in the corners munching on sunfl ower seeds.

Later, during the fl ight, one of the Georgians who did engage us in conversation 
told us about the cause of the delay. It turned out that the regular arrangement under 
which the fl ight from Tbilisi usually landed on a military air base in Sochi where the 
soldiers refueled the plane for cash had not worked for some reason. Th e pilots had 
managed to make arrangements with the Turks, and they had to fl y to Istanbul for 
refueling.

But what a fl ight it was! First of all, in the absence of boarding passes or assigned 
seats, the people with the sharpest elbows were the fi rst to board. Th e plane was fi lthy, 
with no water in the toilet. “No smoking” and “fasten your seatbelts” signs lit up, but 
no one paid any attention to them. People were talking loudly, standing in the aisle 
and walking around. Many were smoking, or holding open wine bottles and glasses. 
Four people were “visiting” with the pilots in the pilots’ cabin. When our fellow pas-
sengers learned that we were “Russian Canadians” on our fi rst trip to Georgia, I was 
forced to drink a full glass of Georgian red wine as my “key to Tbilisi.”

Several people, one after another, voiced curiosity about the purpose of our 
trip to Tbilisi. After some hesitation, I said we were going to visit a friend, David 
Davitashvili… I already knew that Manana’s father was a well-known watch-
maker in Tbilisi and that the entire city knew him, but secrecy had to be observed, 
and so I hemmed and hawed and said that I didn’t know what my friend’s occu-
pation was, which immediately caused people to be baffl  ed and suspicious…
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By the end of the fl ight, we started worrying about who was going to pick us 
up and how we were going to recognize each other. Th e plane arrived in Tbilisi 
seven hours late. During the rather peculiar luggage pickup, when each passenger 
had to remove his own suitcases from the high bed of a truck, someone came up 
to me from behind, touched my shoulder and said, “Vladimir?” I turned around 
and saw an aging gray-haired man. “Dodik?” I asked, and in the next instant we 
were hugging each other. We were immediately approached by another man: 
Nugzari Beniashvili, Boris’s brother. Th ey had spent the entire night at the air-
port, worrying and wondering why the fl ight was being delayed. We got into a 
Lada with Nugzari’s friend, driver, and bodyguard Giya at the wheel. He too 
greeted us with a warm smile. A few minutes later we learned that Giya was a 
police major; he had a handgun in his belt and a machine gun lying next to him. 
I think that was the most chaotic time in Georgia since the collapse of the USSR.

Once we drove away from the airport, we found ourselves surrounded by pitch-
black darkness – not a single light anywhere. A few minutes later, two men armed 
with rifl es pointed straight at us materialized from the darkness. Th ey came closer. 
After recognizing “our” major, they bowed, smiled, and allowed us to drive on.

(I am writing this on August 26, 2008. Just now, I called Nugzari, who now 
lives in Israel, to clear up certain details of our trip to Georgia. Here’s what he 
told me: “Yes, Volodya, Major Giya Kobilashvili was a good friend of mine. 
Unfortunately, he was recently killed in a shootout with bandits… At that point, 

David (Dodic), Manana and Svetlana Davitashvili. On the right hand 
side sits Major Giya Kobilashvili. Tbilisi, Georgia, November 1, 1992.
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he really helped us out. No one would agree to go to the airport with us. It was 
a very dangerous time. We didn’t tell you anything back then because we didn’t 
want to scare you… He was at a wedding that evening and I asked him for help. 
First, he mapped out the roads we were going to take… He did not go to the 
airport alone. He had fi ve more men with him, and they guarded us at the airport. 
Th ey had a second car. When we got into our car, Giya signaled his men, and 
they followed us for some time. Th en, they left… Giya drove as fast as he could. 
Otherwise, who knows what could have happened…”)

Several times, in the half-light of early morning, we saw strange, large groups 
of people standing by the side of the road. Nugzari explained that these were 
people going to work and waiting for a bus or for a car or truck traveling in the 
right direction. About another large crowd, he said that these were people wait-
ing for a bakery shop to open.

We drove past several large buildings that lay in ruins and fi nally reached the 
city center, stopping at the entrance of a two-story building. Two women were 
already standing outside, waiting for us with agitation: Manana and her mother 
Svetlana. I’m sure that Iya, like me, silently thanked G-d for such a wonder: we 
liked Manana at once. Th e young woman before us was both beautiful and  modest.

We followed a wooden staircase up to their apartment. Our hosts off ered us 
to get some rest after our long journey, and Svetlana and Dodik let us have their 
bedroom and their bed. After lying down for about an hour, we picked ourselves 
up: surely we hadn’t come to Tbilisi to sleep!

We quickly made ourselves presentable and opened the door that led from the 
bedroom into the dining room. We started getting to know Manana’s family: 
Dodik, Svetlana, Manana’s older sister Lyalya, her husband Malkhaz and her 
children, Irina and little Irakly, and Manana’s younger sister Diana.

We sat down at a table that had already been set. At that moment, a smiling, 
panting Nugzari appeared in the doorway carrying two long, thin baguettes. “My 
friend helped me get them straight from the bread factory!” he declared proudly. 
He, too, was invited to sit down with us.

Here, I should explain to the Western reader that traditional Georgian hospi-
tality is even more lavish than the Russian kind. We had heard about it before 
– and now, fate had brought us to this table abundantly laden with all sorts of 
homemade goodies. Very soon, guests started coming up, numerous relatives – 
mostly men. Manana gave up her seat at the table for the fi rst guest, then Lyalya 
got up, and soon Iya was the only woman left at the table.

And then began the famous Georgian feast. Wine was fl owing generously, but 
no one even touched a glass until the next toast was spoken. Th is was the fi rst time 
Iya and I heard these heartfelt, long, poetic wishes for our welfare and all manner 
of good things.

Dodik was the fi rst to speak. His speech was fi lled with ancient wisdom, witty 
metaphors, and expressions of thanks to the Almighty, to his parents, and to his 
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wife. Malkhaz was the next to stand up, glass in hand. Th e women were con-
stantly coming up to place new hot dishes on the table, and somehow managed 
to fi nd room for additions to the cold cuts. Th e relay race of toasts continued 
unbroken. Some guests left and others took their place at the table.

Th e shortest and wisest toast was off ered by Gertzel Mamistvalov, a pleasant 
and humble man who turned out to be Eteri’s father and Inga’s grandfather. With 
his fair skin and blue eyes, he stood out among the swarthy guests at the table.

Turning to us, he said, “Now that I know that you are friends to my children, I 
look at you and see them. And, in gratitude for allowing me to feel this way, I pray 
to G-d that your mission here is a success.” Some guests also added at the end of their 
toasts, “We don’t know why you are here, but may all your wishes come true…”

Th e entire next day, a sunny Sunday, Manana and Dodik showed us around their 
lovely city, with Nugzari driving. We saw the beautiful ancient building of Tbilisi’s 
main synagogue and walked along the downtown streets. Dodik showed us his 
workplace where he repaired failing clock mechanisms for the city dwellers. Only 
when you stand on top of the Metekha Mountain and look at the mysterious green 
city of Tbilisi below, at the Kura River, at neighboring Mt. Mtsaminda with the 
legendary Narikala Fortress on top, do you understand why Georgians who emi-
grate forever keep in their hearts an anguished, tender love for their unique city.

Tbilisi.
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Th e special pride of Georgia’s Jews deserves a mention. As far as I know, they are 
the only descendants of one of the twelve tribes of Israel to have documented 
evidence that they have resided in the same country for more than 2,600 years. 
In the vast territory of the Soviet Union, Georgia was the only place where Jews 
were consistently able to keep kosher and observe the traditions of their ancestors. 
Dodik told us that there had always been a special place next to the synagogue 
where chickens were butchered in accordance with kosher rules, and the necessary 
quantity of matzos was baked for Passover. 

In their 2,600-year history, there was only one time when Georgian Jews did 
not have matzos for Passover. Th at was the year when, in order to curry favor with 
Khrushchev who had embarked on a nationwide anti-religion campaign, the Geor-
gian Communist Party chief Mzhevanadze banned the baking of matzos in Tbilisi. 

On Sunday, we were able to spend the afternoon in the small circle of the Davitash-
vili family. We told them about Sandor and our family, and invited Manana to come 
to Toronto for a visit. I tried to reassure them that Manana was going to be fi ne. As 
far as everyone was concerned, she’d be visiting her cousin Boris. We would help her 
get a visa and pay her airfare. If Sandor and Manana liked each other, then, Mazel 
Tov! But in any case there would be no obligations on either side…

Svetlana asked why Sandor wasn’t married yet. We explained that our son, a 
shy and modest boy, had been a serious student of architecture from the age of 
nineteen, and this required a tremendous amount of time; he was always busy 
with competitive projects, was very dependable and couldn’t say no to anyone, 
and as a result didn’t have any time for himself…

On Monday during the morning prayer, I picked up my volume of Deuteronomy 
and randomly opened it. Believe it or not, I was looking at the passage describing 
what happened when Abraham’s servant who has found a bride for Isaac asks her 
parents to let him take Rebecca with him. Svetlana had already set the table and 
we were sitting down for breakfast when I asked for a moment of everyone’s 
attention and told them about the random Deuteronomy page I had opened. I 
read it aloud and fi nished the last sentence: “And they said, Let us call the maiden 
and ask her what she says. And they called Rebecca, and said unto her, Will thou 
go with this man? And she said, I will go.”

Th ere was a dead silence, and then all six of us at the table started to cry. After 
the breakfast that remained forever etched into our memories, Dodik asked 
Manana if she wanted to go to Toronto. Manana thought about it for a long 
time, and fi nally said, “Yes.”

It’s hard to believe all of this, but it was no dream!

“November 3, 1992, aboard the Tbilisi-Tel Aviv fl ight. So many events! So much to 
write down! Th e departure from Tbilisi alone turned out to be quite nerve-wracking…
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Th e rest of yesterday was spent preparing for our departure. We discussed various 
options and possible surprises with Manana. 

On November 1, I made my fi rst call home from Tbilisi to Toronto and left a message 
saying that we were fi ne. (Sandor later told us that Ilona listened to our message and 
immediately discovered that the call was from some “suspicious place.”)

On Sunday, when we were being given a tour of the city, we stopped by several 
shops to buy souvenirs for our children but couldn’t fi nd anything suitable. Later on, 
Iya bought some silver spoons in a used-goods shop and put them in her handbag.

One of Eteri’s relatives whose family was about to emigrate to Israel asked me 
to do him a huge favor and illegally bring 6,000 dollars for them out of Georgia. 
I agreed.

Our good-byes to the Davitashvilis were touching and somewhat wistful: each 
person was hoping for the best, but apprehensive about what was to come. Dodik and 
Manana took Nugzari’s car and drove us to the airport, where we were immediately 
engulfed by a swarm of people: the passengers on our fl ight included a group of people 
making aliyah to Israel, and there were many others seeing them off . Th e people fl ying 
to Israel were having their possessions inspected slowly and torturously. Even little 
bottles with baby food were placed on the scale…

Boris Beniashvili’s abilities had allowed him to thrive even under the Soviet regime 
and to become a very affl  uent man in Tbilisi, and now he was starting from scratch 
in Toronto. We wanted to do something nice for Borya and Eteri, and I agreed to 

In front of the Davitashvili’s apartment: Svetlana, Dodic, Lyala and her son Irakli, 
Diana, Iya, Manana and Lyala’s daughter Irina. Tbilisi, November 2, 1992.
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bring over some of their tableware which had been left behind in Georgia. Eteri’s 
relative found me in the crowd, gave me a fairly small but heavy box containing that 
tableware, and slipped into my hand a small plastic bag containing the aforemen-
tioned 6,000 dollars. Iya put the money in her handbag.

At customs, I was completely focused on handing our two suitcases and explaining 
to the inspector that the box I was holding (for Borya) was hand luggage and its weight 
should not be added to that of our luggage. But the inspector insisted that it should 
be placed on the scale and that we should pay for the 17 kilos of its weight.

In the meantime, I realized that Iya had been led off  to the side somewhere for 
a personal inspection, and that the customs agent was already shaking the contents 
of her handbag out of the table. I rushed to her aid. Apparently, the X-ray machine 
had discovered those ill-fated silver spoons in the handbag, and now the customs 
agent wanted to see them and was digging for them in the pile of things from the 
handbag. We were saved by another miracle: the customs agent actually held the 
small plastic bag with the dollars in his hand and never noticed the money… Iya 
was able to shove the spoons at him along with the receipt showing that she had 
paid for them.

I was also told to open the large suitcase and take out Dodik’s gift – a popular 
nickel silver imitation Georgian dagger which had been spotted on the screen of the 
X-ray machine. Th ey took a look at it and returned it to me.”

Th e two weeks we spent in Israel and Hungary after that hardly even remained 
in our memory: Iya and I were too preoccupied with Sandor…

On November 18, Iya and I returned to Toronto and told the children about 
our trip. Ilona, Paul and Edwin gaped at us, amazed at their parents’ boldness 
and imagination. Joe Weltman, his mouth hanging open, sat on a chair and 
silently shook his head, marveling once again at the kind of things his protégés 
were capable of. He liked our news. I decided not to tell Yuzik or Mama Regina 
anything just yet.

We began to work right away on arranging Manana’s visit. It was late 1992, 
a time when Canada had begun taking a closer look at the infl ux of immigrants 
from the republics of the former Soviet Union and making serious eff orts to put 
the brakes on it. Manana could apply for an entry visa to Canada either for a 
private visit or for a business trip. Th e fi rst option was indefi nitely delayed, since 
it was not backed by a suffi  cient number of close relatives. We had to fi nd well-
informed people who could give us the advice we needed, and fast. Jaff a Ford-
sham organized a meeting for me with the young rabbi Shlomo H. Mandel, who 
had spent several years in Russia helping create a network of charities. He told 
us the best thing for us was to organize a business trip for Manana, since she was 
a biologist employed in a hospital’s biochemical lab.

Every day we learned more and more about the diffi  culties we were going to 
face, and so it was especially exciting to open the fi rst letter from Georgia:
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“Tbilisi, November 21, 1992.
Greetings, dearest Iya Borisovna and Vladimir Frantzevich!
It has been only two weeks since you are gone, and we miss you already. However 

brief your visit, you managed to fi nd a place in our hearts as faithful friends and well-
wishers. Even little Irakly remembers you most lovingly every time he plays with the 
building blocks. And, as they say, “from the mouths of babes shall you hear the truth.”

I have to confess (it’s easier on paper) that we awaited your visit with a great deal of 
anxiety and even trepidation, but the moment you appeared all of that was gone. Th ank 
you for that, and also for the fact that in spite of all the ‘surprises’ handed to you by fate, 
you have been able to retain such optimism and faith in your fellow human beings.

It’s too bad that the lack of time did not give you the opportunity to see all of our 
city’s notable attractions, but I hope that you will be able to make up for this in the 
future. Unfortunately, we have not been able to receive the photos so far, but we have 
passed on their location in Israel and they will be delivered in mid-December.

Please accept greetings and best wishes from Mama, Papa, Lyaylya, Malkhaz and 
Diana. Also, warmest regards to Sandor, Ilona and her family, Edwin, and grand-
mother Regina.

Kisses,
Manana”

Th ere are no words to describe what a good fortune for us all Ronnie Rutman’s 
involvement in our aff airs turned out to be. A tall, mighty, kind-hearted young 
man, a member of our Jewish community, the head of a wonderful family and a 
father of six as well as one of Toronto’s leading accountants, he heard us out and 
immediately set about solving our problem. Th anks to him, our group eff ort was 
joined by the brothers Manny and Danny Diena, owners of a very large company 
that performed blood tests. Th ey invited Dr. Manana Davitashvili to familiarize 
herself with their work and submitted a list of lab equipment that was being freed 
up at their company due to the modernization of the technical process.

Th e head of the laboratory at Etobicoke General Hospital in Toronto, Dr. John 
Singer-Jordan, sent Manana a formal invitation for a trip of six to eight weeks for an 
internship at the laboratory to learn how to work with modern blood testing equip-
ment. In addition, Dr. Singer-Jordan soon had to send an offi  cial letter to the Cana-
dian Consulate in Moscow, confi rming that during her internship at the laboratory, 
Dr. Manana Davitashvili would work only with equipment and have no contact with 
any patients. Th anks to Jaff a Fordsham’s help, Mrs. Ada Reichmann sent an offi  cial 
letter to the Canadian Consulate in Moscow to confi rm that she was willing to spon-
sor the young Georgian doctor and not only provide her with housing during her 
internship in Toronto but also pay all expenses related to her trip.

“Boston, Harvard Club, December 1, 1992. Yesterday, in our Chrysler Voyager, we 
made a 10-hour drive from Toronto to Boston, to the Harvard Club on Common-
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wealth Avenue. Th e Harvard Club is a prestigious organization that serves only 
Harvard graduates and has a network of private social clubs, small hotels, gyms, and 
conference facilities in many countries and cities. Sandor is a member of this associa-
tion, in which membership costs $110 dollars a year.

We were going to Boston for a friend’s wedding, and Sandor made reservations for 
us to stay at the Harvard Club. An old building; the staff ers are middle-aged, very 
well-trained and extremely polite and attentive. No tips were allowed here… Edwin 
couldn’t join us since he had just gotten a job with the Dov Friedberg fi nancial com-
pany. Sandor booked two rooms where we spent the night; today, we moved into a 
single room, Room 258, with two large beds. In the morning, breakfast for three 
awaited us. I was wearing a tie, and Sandor was asked to return to the room and put 
one on as well.

We had a lovely evening yesterday, when Sandor took us to the popular Atlantic 
Fish Company restaurant for dinner. We celebrated our most recent visit to the beau-
tiful city of Boston and to Harvard in style, with a bottle of California wine. Iya and 
I told Sandor that our wish for him was to live to see the day when his own son would 
take him to Boston or to some other place. In the meantime, Iya and I were happy 
and moved to tears that we had lived to see such a day. We drank to us all, to Sandor, 
and to his success with Manana, of whom we think constantly. Today, we sent her a 
single postcard with a view of Boston, addressed to Tbilisi.

Today, Sandor showed us around the old city and the Harvard and Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology campuses. Beautiful!”

Th ere were more and more events and anxieties: obtaining various documents, 
making calls to Tbilisi, trying to come up with useful ideas, meeting with well-
wishers. Suffi  ce it to say that our phone bill for December amounted to $1,200 
dollars…

“January 4, 1993. An event not to be missed: Today, Ilona gave her fi rst lecture. 
It’s a computer science course for third-year students at the University of Toronto. Th e 
300-seat auditorium was fi lled to capacity, with some students sitting on the fl oor. 
Th ank G-d! We are proud and happy parents today.”

“January 31, 1993. … Manana and Dodik have arrived in Moscow. Our good 
friends Sopha and Anatoly Gantman put them up in a three-room apartment with 
a phone! Th e apartment belonged to Sopha’s father. Tomorrow, Manana goes in for 
her interview at the Canadian Consulate…”

“February 2. … Th e Canadian Consulate has asked for one more letter from Dr. 
Singer-Jordan. We had to do quite a bit of running around to send it off  by fax. Just 
to be on the safe side, I also faxed it to Sopha, who can take it to the consulate.”

“February 3. … Manana had a cold when she arrived in Moscow from Tbilisi; 
now, she’s coughing and running a fever. Dodik himself went to the consulate to fi nd 
out if they got the fax. Th ey did. To help Manana recover, Dodik looked for milk and 
raspberry jam in the stores in Moscow but found neither…
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Early in the morning I called Gennady Kraskov in Moscow and asked him to help 
out our “Georgians” if he could. Th at evening, he told us, “I called seven stores – no 
milk! In the eighth one, they were ‘almost out.’ I went over there by tram and asked 
to speak to the manager. She came out with an angry look on her face, and I smiled 
at her. ‘Young lady, please help us out! I really need to buy some milk. We’ve got a 
guest, she’s sick and needs hot milk for treatment.’ And she sold it to me.”

“February 8. … Linda Flodder, the owner of the travel agency that handles all of 
our trips, did an effi  cient job as usual: 24 hours later, at the Palmira Travel Agency 
on New Arbat Street in Moscow, Manana received a round-trip ticket to Toronto, on 
Lufthansa. Just spoke to Manana… She’s in a good mood. Gennady Kraskov will take 
them to the airport…”

Manana arrived in Toronto on the evening of February 9, with Sandor, Iya and 
I meeting her at the airport. She was very tired, exhausted from the long fl ight 
and from all the trials and tribulations she had endured since saying good-bye 
to her family in Tbilisi.

It was not an easy time that lay ahead of us in Toronto, either. Th e ensuing 
events absorbed our attention so completely that I did not have time to make a 
single entry about them in my diary. On the one hand, Manana immediately 
started going to the blood-testing company and the lab in the hospital where she 
was being introduced to modern equipment and techniques for blood analysis, 
and where she was prepering reports for Tbilisi. On the other hand, Sandor gave 
her as much time as he could, showing her the city and introducing her to our 
friends. Th ere were many things about our family customs that took our guest 
by surprise, though all of us took an immediate liking to Manana.

“Toronto, March 4, 1993, 11:52 p.m.
Four hours ago, Manana Davitashvili became Mrs. Manana Rott! Please, G-d, 

keep them and give them much happiness and health! (Th is is a reference to the fact 

Manana has arrived to Toronto. At the table from the right – Boris and Eteri 
Beniashvili. February 9, 1993.
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that, in order to solidify Manana’s immigration status in Canada, Sandor and 
Manana registered their marriage at Toronto City Hall. Th is was a formality and 
they did not consider themselves to be married until their Jewish wedding cer-
emony three months later.)”

Th e time came when, in accordance with the traditions of our Toronto com-
munity, we had to introduce Sandor’s bride to numerous relatives, friends and 
well-wishers, each of whom we called to invite.

Th e engagement party was held on March 10, in the banquet hall on the ground 
fl oor of our Viewmount Synagogue. What an evening it was! For the vast majority 
of our guests, the announcement was completely unexpected. Th e invitees entered 
the hall, where they were greeted at the door by the tall, slender, beautiful dark-
haired Manana; our son Sandor stood next to her, a little sheepish but beaming 
with joy and looking younger than his years. Th e guests smiled as they caught the 
young woman’s unusual name, and were amazed to learn where she was from.

From the young couple, the guests moved on to the parents – Iya and I stood 
a little further back – to off er congratulations and compliments. Borya Beniash-

March 3, 1993 
– Civil wedding 

ceremony. Toronto.
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vili, another important participant in this event, stood next to us; he received 
congratulations not only as Manana’s uncle but as the grandfather of his fi rst 
grandchild, Stephanie, whom his and Eteri’s daughter Inga had delivered earlier 
that day. All the guests were also very impressed by the unusually lavish banquet-
hall decorations, which we had obtained quite unexpectedly. Th e previous 
evening, when I had come to see Kalman Lowenthal to discuss the menu and 
service for our event, he very kindly asked me if I wanted to use for our party 
the banquet-hall decorations left over from a wedding the night before. I was 
delighted by his idea. As a result, the long, beautifully set Swedish buff et table 
began with an unusual decoration: two enormous swans carved from ice, lit up 
with little electric lamps from the inside.

Th ere was an astonishing variety of guests at the event: parishioners from our 
Orthodox synagogue, our family and numerous relatives, fellow Russian-speak-
ing immigrants, and our children’s friends from school and college. We were 
particularly amazed by a colorful group of more than twenty people – Manana’s 
relatives from Georgia, now living in Toronto. On one of my surviving notes 
from those days, I found a scribble in Iya’s hand stating that there were 245 guests 
at that party.

Th ere was music. Th e men and women started to dance the hora. Everyone 
was having a wonderful time. Th e cameraman fi lmed everything on video, and 
the videotape was immediately sent off  to Georgia. For the next two years, in 
Tbilisi, the Davitashvilis not only studied every moment of the video recording, 
with Louis Armstrong signing, “What a wonderful world!” in the background, 
but also showed it to neighbors and numerous guests. In November 1995, two 
and a half years later, when Dodik was to enter our synagogue for the fi rst time 
and I would start introducing him, he would recognize many people and smile 
at them, saying, “I know this one! He hugged Sandor twice… Th is one waved 
his hand… this one scratched his nose…”

Th e date of the wedding was set for June 1, and we began the preparations. 
Sandor was still living in his apartment on Shelborne Avenue, while Manana was 
spending her last single days in our basement, in the “architect’s chambers,” still 
preserved in their original state to this day just like Ilona’s and Edwin’s rooms.

One of our most important tasks was to prepare the necessary documents so 
that Manana’s family could travel to Toronto for the wedding. We were afraid 
that the Canadian Consulate in Moscow would be displeased by the sudden twist 
of events in which a business trip led to a wedding. Foreseeing this, we asked 
Rabbi Mordecai Ochs to write to the consulate. Here is the text of his letter:

“Torath Emeth Congregation
1 Viewmount Avenue
To the Canadian Embassy, Moscow
March 17, 1993
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Dear Sir or Madam:
Mr. and Mrs. Vladimir Rott are members of my congregation from the moment 

of their arrival in Toronto. Th ey are also close friends of mine.
Th ey have done me the honor of inviting me to offi  ciate at their son Sandor’s wed-

ding to Manana Davitashvili.
Both in emotional terms and from the position of Jewish tradition, it is especially 

important for Manana’s parents and family to be present and participate in this joy-
ous event.

Th e Rotts are loyal Canadians, people of good character and integrity. I can vouch 
that they have no hidden motives in inviting the Davitashvili family to Canada, 
other than to have the opportunity to share such a joyous moment with this family.

Your contribution to making their visit possible will be received with infi nite 
gratitude, and will not be taken advantage of in any way.

Sincerely,
(signed)
Rabbi M. Ochs.”

Th is time, we decided to have the wedding invitations printed in four languages: 
English, Hebrew, Russian and Georgian. (We got a lot of questions from the 
guests about the “mysterious squiggles” of the Georgian alphabet!) Here is the 
text of the invitation:

“Iya and Vladimir Rott
Svetlana and David Davitashvili
are excited and happy to announce

the upcoming wedding of our children,
Sandor 

and
Manana 

All of us will be happy
to see you as our guests

on Tuesday, June 1, 1993
Chuppah at 6:30 pm 

at the Beth Abraham Joseph Synagogue
613 Clark Avenue West

Toronto, Canada”

Th e purchase of the wedding gown for the bride turned out to be one of the most 
diffi  cult tasks. We could not aff ord a very expensive dress, while the suitable yet 
average-priced ones were very hard to fi nd. Our search ended happily with the help 
of Mrs. Eva Bleeman. Th is woman, the matriarch of a well-known affl  uent family, 
has been collecting bridal gowns for many years and storing them in the spare bed-
room converted into a showroom in her house. Many families gladly give her the 
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wedding dress after the wedding, after having it dry-cleaned. Mrs. Bleeman helps any 
bride who turns to her to borrow a dress, which is then returned after the wedding.

Manana and Iya had spent a lot of time trying on various dresses when Mrs. 
Bleeman said, “I know exactly what will suit her!” and brought a fabulously 
beautiful dress from another room. It made Manana look like a queen. It was a 
perfect fi t, slender and long, diamond-studded, with a long detachable train. Th e 
dress had once been made by a talented designer for a wealthy bride. Th ank you, 
original owner of the gown, Mrs. Bleeman, and Manana – may G-d grant you 
all happiness and good health! Mrs. Bleeman even off ered to pay for the cleaning 
herself after the wedding and gave us the address of a fi rm that carried out special 
hand-cleaning orders for her, but Iya “proudly” volunteered to take that expense 
on herself (it cost Sandor $120 dollars to have it cleaned).

In early May, at the initiative of Daphna Zacks, the women of our congregation 
held a wedding shower for Manana. Leah Korolnek off ered her elegant house for 
the occasion. Twenty to twenty-fi ve women were present at the party, with Mrs. 
Jenny Ochs, Mrs. Esther Mandel, and Chana Rutman the most active among them.

Th e entire day was spent in preparations for the party. Each guest prepared 
some kind of dessert and brought a gift. Manana came with Iya and Ilona. All of 
the women there had known each other for a while, but had never met the bride 
before. When Manana came, she immediately won them over with her friendli-
ness, warmth and femininity. Everyone listened with great interest to Manana’s 
tales of the customs of Georgian Jews and of life in her distant country. Th e gifts 
included all the essentials from cooking pots to a broom, so that the new family 
could start keeping house the very next day. It was truly an unforgettable evening. 
By the end, Sandor was also asked to stop by; he came in, very shy and sheepish, 
but everyone congratulated him and helped him load the gifts into the car.

As the date of the wedding drew near, we started to worry more and more about 
the arrival of Manana’s family. A few excerpts from my diary notes from that time 
refl ect the tension that we felt: 

“March 9, 1993 … Copies of the offi  cial invitations from Sandor to the Davi-
tashvilis, notarized by the lawyer Balitsky, have been faxed to Tbilisi. Gennady 
Kraskov went to the Canadian Embassy, picked up the forms that need to be fi lled 
out and sent them to Tbilisi.” 

“April 19. … Th e Consulate has told Dodik to come to Moscow for the interview. 
Lyalya and Diana’s applications won’t even be reviewed, since they “may decide to 
stay in Canada”…

“April 20. … Paul Kossta, an aide to Joe Volpe, our deputy in the Canadian 
Parliament, is sending faxes to Moscow in his name to support the request for visas 
for Manana’s parents. Eli Fordsham has taken the originals of the invitations to Israel 
so that they can be delivered to Tbilisi faster.”
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“May 17. … Mr. Kurt Rotshchild, a member of our congregation and the president 
of the Canadian Zionist Federation, has sent Mr. Albert Reichmann a letter with a 
request to “provide all possible assistance to the Rott family in obtaining visas for the 
parents of their son’s fi ancée to come over for the wedding.”

“May 18. … Mr. Volpe has gotten word from Moscow that the Davitashvilis have been 
denied visas… I called Mr. Reichmann, who was then in New York, and gave him the 
news. He promised to contact the Canadian Consulate in Moscow early in the morning.”

“May 20. Joe Weltman has sent a fax to Joe Volpe (with a copy to Albert Reich-
mann) expressing his intention to post a 200,000-dollar bond guaranteeing that 
Manana’s parents will leave Canada after their daughter’s wedding.”

“May 30. Joe Volpe tried to fi nd a minister who could wake up the Canadian 
Ambassador in Moscow, then spent several hours at night in negotiations with the 
Consulate’s staff ers.”

According to tradition, the bride and the groom are not allowed to see each other 
for a week before the wedding, which is why Manana spent those days staying 
with Boris and Eteri. In this way, we also shielded Manana from diffi  cult and 
endless telephone conversations with Moscow, which started after midnight, 
Canada time. A positive outcome for Dodik and Svetlana was unlikely, and there 
was nothing we could say to comfort them. We still didn’t lose hope. Our well-
wishers continued their eff orts to change the Consulate’s decision, and we tried 
to keep Manana’s parents in Moscow for as long as possible. At the same time, 
wedding preparations were going ahead at a very intensive pace.

June 1, the day of the wedding, arrived. Th ere was a sudden cold snap, and we 
had to hire people in a hurry to work at the coat check. Iya and I got in our 
minivan and drove our beautiful sad bride to the wedding – the absence of her 
parents was very upsetting. Th e 12-kilometer drive was barely enough for all of 
us to get into the spirit of the occasion.

Th e large synagogue on Clark Avenue had been built quite recently, and its 
spacious halls were readily rented out for weddings. Th e synagogue’s large kitchen 
was operated by Kalman Lowenthal, also the head of the food service at our 
Viewmount Synagogue.

Before the start of the chuppah, the women gathered in the women’s hall, 
where a row of elegant armchairs stood on a small elevation. Manana, the bride, 
sat in the chair in the center, fl anked by Iya on the left (with Ilona sitting next 
to her) and Eteri on the right, in the chair that should have been occupied by 
the bride’s mother. Everyone came up to congratulate them. Th ere were tables 
with hot and cold snacks and fruit. A musician played quietly on the keyboard 
in a corner of the hall. Th e guests kept arriving.

In the men’s hall, the tables were set up in a U-shaped fi gure and were also set with 
drinks and light snacks. Sandor and Rabbi Ochs sat at the center of the table. Joe 
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Weltman and I were seated next to my son, and Boris sat next to the rabbi. Th e rabbi 
unrolled the ketubah scroll (the marriage contract), explained something to Sandor, 
then invited witnesses in whose presence Sandor signed the ketubah. Th en, the male 
part of Simcha Fordsham’s family sang, in a vocal ensemble of three, a religious song 
prepared as a special gift for our celebration. I have always liked this pre-chuppah 
part of Jewish weddings very much. Later on, a lavish bar would be open all evening, 
but at this point you can freely pour any drinks you want at the table and snack as 
much as you like on freshly made herring in oil or egg and liver pate.

Rabbi Taub, the head of the synagogue, rose and started to read the ketubah 
Sandor and the witnesses had just signed. By then, Iya and Eteri had been invited 
into the men’s hall; they came carrying a plate wrapped in a napkin. Th e rabbi com-
pleted the reading of the ketubah, and we heard a loud crack as the women broke 
the plate on the steel back of the nearest chair. Th e men shouted, “Mazal Tov!”

A trio of saxophone, trumpet and violin immediately started playing a tradi-
tional merry tune, and the musicians led a spirited male procession into the 
women’s hall. Th e musicians were followed by Sandor, with Borya and me lead-
ing him by the arms, while a group of Sandor’s former classmates was singing 
and dancing cheerfully behind us. 

Th e women’s ranks parted before this merry cortege. In accordance with tradi-
tion, the groom approached the bride and looked at her face to make sure that 
there had been no substitution and that she was the one he chose. Th en, the 
groom lowered the bride’s veil over her face. Instead of the absent Dodik, I placed 
both hands on Manana’s head and gave her my blessing. Borya did the same. Th e 
boisterous music started up again, and the male procession departed. Th en, 
everyone went into the main hall for the chuppah.

We tried to make the wedding as simple as possible and did not hire any 
consultants. Th erefore, the kind and knowledgeable Kalman Lowenthal took the 
initiative upon himself and presided over all of the important moments in the 
program of the wedding.

Th e festive chuppah stood on a large elevation next to the Ark (the place where 
the Torah scrolls are kept). Th e men set on the left side of the hall, the women 
on the right. A trio of strings – violin, viola and cello – played a quiet melody.

Th e ceremony began. Fifteen-year-old Mishiko, Boris and Eteri’s son, was the 
fi rst to walk down the long runner carpet to the chuppah. He was followed by 
Edwin with 93-year-old Grandma Riza in a wheelchair, wearing a beautiful 
evening gown. Inga and her husband were followed by Ilona and Paul, leading 
their twenty-month-old daughter Ada by her little hands; she looked like a doll 
in her pretty red dress. (At that point, Ilona was eight months pregnant with her 
second child, which did not keep her from dancing all evening.) Th en it was our 
turn: Iya and I led Sandor by the arms toward the chuppah. Manana, the beau-
tiful, elegant, slender bride carrying a bouquet of white fl owers, was the last to 
walk onto the carpet runner. Borya and Eteri seized her by the arms and brought 
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her to the chuppah. Sandor stood at the center of the platform, with the rabbis, 
the cantors and the families on both sides of him. Eteri and Iya took Manana by 
the arms and walked her around Sandor seven times.

Rabbi Taub read the text of the ketubah, which stated the wife undertook the 
obligation to create a home and the husband to provide the wife with all the 
necessities, and handed the document to the groom. Sandor immediately passed 
the ketubah on to Manana, who smiled for the fi rst time that evening. 

Rabbi Ochs invited seven esteemed guests, one by one, to say blessings over the 
silver goblet of wine from which the bride and the groom then each drank a sip.

And then, the last act of the ritual: a glass wrapped in a napkin was placed on 
the fl oor next to the groom, and Sandor stomped on it, smashing it to pieces. 
Once again the guests all shouted “Mazal Tov!”, and the newlyweds followed the 
crowd of young people dancing in front of them and left the main hall.

Another notable event for us was the fact that we managed to bring Sandor’s most 
beloved friend, Grandma Riza, to the wedding. Of course, grandma was not exactly 
in top form, so to speak, though her beautiful new dress was very becoming. Th e 
experienced nurse who accompanied her tried her best to ensure everything went 
well. Nonetheless, on video recordings of the wedding, during the chuppah when 
the two cantors sing the seven blessings, one can distinctly hear loud sounds made 
by Grandma Riza. Could this have been a manifestation of jealousy?... We were all 
proud of her presence, though she only attended the chuppah.

All the guests started to move into the banquet hall, with rows of ten-seat 
tables already set and decorated with modest bouquets of fl owers. By Orthodox 
Jewish tradition, men are supposed to sit separately from women. Iya and I 
preferred to seat people by families and groups of friends. Th e banquet hall could 
accommodate a huge number of seats. We had 350 guests, so the movable wall 
panels were moved inward to make for a cozier environment. Th e animated guests 
started eating to quiet music from the orchestra.

About twenty minutes later, clarion chords of music sounded and the chief of 
the orchestra announced loudly into the microphone, “Ladies and gentlemen! For 
the fi rst time ever, let us greet Mr. and Mrs. Sandor Rott!” Sandor and Manana 
ran into the hall through a huge central door. Th e orchestra immediately started 
playing a popular dance tune. Th e guests jumped up from their seats and ran to 
greet the newlyweds. Th e men grabbed Sandor by the arms and dragged him 
immediately into the center of the fast-paced male circle dance. Likewise, Manana 
found herself in the center of several rings of joyful, festively dressed women swirl-
ing around her. (Iya and I have just watched a video of the wedding to restore the 
details in our memory after a 15-year hiatus.) Th e boisterous energy of the male 
and female circle dances spinning next to each other is hard to describe – and it’s 
impossible to resist the impulse to join in. Each circle dance consists of several 
circles of men holding hands and spinning in opposite directions. In the middle, 
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Rabbi Ochs, Joe Weltman, Edwin, and Sandor were dancing vigorously. I was 
dragged in as well. Th ere was just as much merriment in the women’s dance.

Some time later, the young women brought in Manana on a chair raised high 
over their heads. Th e fellows quickly took the chair from them. At the same time, 
Sandor was raised over the crowd on another chair, and the bride and groom 
were spun over the heads of the dancers in the circle dance. Th en, the chairs were 
brought down and placed side by side. Next, there was an exciting contest of 
individual dancers and groups performing before the beaming newlyweds.

Th ere’s someone making merry in a clown suit … there’s someone else making 
acrobatic leaps … there’s someone juggling while balancing a full glass of water 
on his head. Everyone was in motion, with hardly anyone left on the sidelines.

Th is crazy, happy dance went on for more than twenty minutes. Several times, 
the band tried to slow down and stop, but the enthusiasm of the dancers pulled 
everyone back into the desired rhythm. Finally, the orchestra stopped, and eve-
ryone was invited to take their seats.

Manana and Sandor sat down at the center of the head table, reserved for those 
whose special evening this was. I sat next to Sandor and Iya sat next to me, with 
Ilona and Paul sitting further away, and then Edwin, who agreed to be the mas-
ter of ceremonies for the night. 

On the other side of the head table, there was the sad sight of four empty 
chairs next to Manana, with the table fully set in front of each chair. Th ese chairs 
were still waiting for Manana’s family – Svetlana, Dodik, Lyalya and Diana – to 
arrive from Moscow. Just then, a slightly embarrassed Joseph Volpe, Member of 
Parliament, appeared in the hall. He had come straight from the airport after 
fl ying in from Ottawa. Mr. Volpe personally expressed his regrets to Manana 
about being unable to bring her parents to her wedding. He handed Manana a 
beautiful letter of congratulations in an offi  cial-looking folder. We invited Mr. 
Volpe to take his place at the table, with his assistant Paul Kossta sitting next to 
him, as well as Riva Karstadt and her husband. Th e video captured Mr. Volpe 
dancing with Sandor in yet another circle dance…

After the hot dishes were served, the greetings began. I was the fi rst to address 
the gathering. Here are several excerpts:

“Dear guests! Ladies and gentlemen!
Today you have all witnessed the fact that, thanks to the Almighty, our family 

continues to grow. We have just gained another child! You already know that for a 
long time in the Soviet Union, the Rott family consisted of just three people! And now, 
look around this hall. All of you are our family! And so, dear family, thank you for 
spending this day with us!

First of all, let us greet our foreign guests: my cousin Jutka Dobos and her husband Laci 
have come from Budapest. Our old friend Gennady Kraskov, a fi lmmaker, is here from 
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Moscow. Sandor’s school friend, David Rafael, has come from London. My cousin Jerome’s 
wife, Mrs. Ceci Spielberger, from Tuscon, Arizona. My cousins Pepi and Mike Dunay, 
from Boca Raton, Florida. Dr. Michael Spielberger, with his wife and two children, from 
Glens Falls, New York. My cousin John Spielberg, from Philadelphia. And then there are 
my childhood friends from Bobruysk, Marat and Naum Gertzovich and their wives.

… You have noticed that, unfortunately, there are four empty seats at the head 
table today. … Many of you know how much we wanted to have Manana’s parents 
and her two sisters sitting in those seats, how hard we tried to make it happen.

Dear Rabbi Ochs! Charles Diamond! Kurt Rotshchild! Albert Reichmann! Riva 
Karstadt! Th e young and energetic Paul Kossta! Our Member of Parliament Joe Volpe, 
tireless and always ready to help people! We know that you tried to do everything you 
could not only to keep those chairs from being left empty, but to make our great coun-
try of Canada a kinder, better place! Many thanks to you all!”

After those words, Ilona and Paul rose from their seats between Iya and Edwin 
and moved to the two empty seats next to Manana. I continued:

“Mr. Volpe! Not only have you won our respect and support, but from now on, 
before every parliamentary election, every piece of greenery before our homes will be 
waiting for election signs with your name on them! 

Dearest Borya and Eteri Beniashvili! Jaff a and Simcha Fordsham! Doctor Singer-
Jordan! Mrs. Ada Reichmann! Ronnie Rutman! Dr. Manuel Diena! Our dear Man-
ana is from Georgia. Georgia is what you call that country … but from now on, let 
us learn another word: Gruzia. For 2,600 years, Jews have been living in that distant 
country on the coast of the Black Sea. You can imagine what a beautiful country it 
is if it has girls like Manana! Many thanks to David and Svetlana Davitashvili for 
such a daughter!

Finally, I want to give sincere thanks to Alexander Graham Bell for inventing the 
telephone! Without the telephone, none of this would have happened.

Dear Manana! I cannot promise you an easy life. But we have all come to love 
you. You are family, and we are with you! Together, we have many wonderful things 
ahead of us.”

In his speech, Rabbi Ochs spoke of the miracles before us: by the will of the 
Almighty, young people from a distant Georgian community, via Hungary, 
Mongolia, and Siberia, fi nd each other in Canada. Th e rabbi briefl y explained 
the relevancy for this young couple of the Torah excerpt that had been read that 
week, and warmly congratulated Manana’s parents on their daughter’s wonderful 
wedding. He wished us all happiness and good health.

Ilona, too, said a few words. First, she congratulated Manana on having made 
Sandor a much more cheerful man. She told Manana that we had all grown to 
love her and that she had already passed two tests. One of them was that twenty-
month-old little Ada had grown to love Manana and was constantly clinging to 
her, which did not happen often with Ada’s temperament. Second, Manana had 
passed the “father-and-mother-in-law test” by living with them for several 
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months. Ilona assured Manana that Apartment #1204 at 120 Shelborne Avenue 
in which she was starting her married life was going to bring them good fortune: 
it was where little Ada was born…

Ilona concluded by pulling a down baby bunting bag out of the black plastic 
bag she was holding, and presenting it to Manana on behalf of our entire family. 
Th at was the famous baby bunting bag in which newborn Yuzik was brought home 
from the maternity hospital in Miskolc in 1929, and in which all the subsequent 
descendants of Ferenc and Regina Rott were brought home over the years.

Sandor’s younger brother Edwin was the last one to toast the newlyweds. He read 
the “Saga of Sandor and the Rott Family,” which he had composed for this event. 
From it, the guests learned about the jazz orchestra in Tomsk, about his own birth 
in Togliatti, the meeting with Joe Weltman, the bris mila in Toronto, and about 
Manana and her parents who had found themselves so far away from us on that day.

Th e toasts were followed by yet another vigorous round of rapidly spinning 
male and female circle dances which, once again, no one wanted to leave. Once 
again, the bride and groom were seated in the middle of the male circle, and a 
particularly burly fellow among the guests lifted up two young men on his shoul-
ders and spun with them like a live carousel.

By the end of the wedding, a very appealing “sweet table” was unveiled – but 
before that, everyone was captivated by an unexpected event. Before the wedding, 
most of the invited guests who had Georgian roots had promised me that they 
would take part in the dancing. I tried to discuss with Rabbi Ochs the possibil-
ity of having a Georgian dance at the end of the evening in which men and 
women could dance together but without any physical contact. Th e rabbi said 
nothing, and then ended up leaving before the wedding was over. Usually, the 
older people leave weddings long before the “sweet table” opens, but everyone 
was having such a wonderful and merry time at our celebration that nobody 
wanted to leave.

And then, the sounds of Georgian dance music burst forth. Th ere were about 
twenty “Georgians” in attendance, but Sandor was the fi rst to run forward and 
start dancing the lezginka, which he knew from childhood. Th en, the slender 
Manana came out into the circle in her white dress and glided like a swan. In 
another moment, all the “Georgians” without exception were soaring to the sounds 
of expressive, fl amboyant music, making extraordinary movements and gliding 
before their graceful women. Th e observant Sandor quickly picked up the dance 
movements from Manana’s compatriots, so that by the end of the dance there were 
exclamations of, “Look at that – he’s a true Georgian!” All the guests rewarded the 
dancers with a big round of applause. Our Manana was especially happy.

Th e video of the wedding captured a particularly unforgettable scene: our entire 
family stands at the head table while a stream of joyful guests walks by, giving thanks, 



331

MANANA

Manana and Sandor’s wedding. June 1, 1993.
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exchanging kisses with us, and lavishing us with the warmest wishes. For the forty or 
so descendants of our uncle Herman Spielberger among the guests – both those from 
out of town and those living in Toronto – the wedding was made all the more 
memorable by the fact that the photographer assembled us all together for a photo.

Next Friday evening at the synagogue, the universally respected Mr. Federico 
Peretz Friedberg approached me and said this: “Believe me, Rott, I have been to 
a lot of weddings… But I have never seen such a festive celebration or so much 
joy!” His words moved me to tears.

Relatives have gathered for the wedding: from left to right - Vladimir, Edwin, 
Jutka and Laci Dobos (Budapest), Adam Spielberg (Philadelphia), 

Jessica Spielberger (Glens Falls, New York), Iya is holding Ada, Ilona, 
Ceci Spielberger (Tucson, Arizona), Ruth Spielberg and her son 

John (Philadelphia). In the second row from the right – Todd Spielberger and his 
parents Mike and Janet (Glens Falls, New York).

Mama Regina’s family has grown signifi cantly. Toronto, June 1, 1993.
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Early the next morning, Sandor and Manana got into his Plymouth Horizon and 
raced east. Th e rising sun shone in their eyes. Th e newlyweds decided to spend 
their honeymoon week in the capital of French Canada. As they approached 
Quebec City, they saw from a distance a beautiful building – an architectural 
monument, one of the city’s notable sites. Sandor explained that this was the 
famous Chateau Frontenac hotel.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to stay at a hotel like this someday!” Manana said. Ima-
gine her surprise and delight when Sandor drove up to the main entrance and 
gestured to his young wife, inviting her to step out of the car. A young bellboy 
wearing the hotel’s colorful uniform ran up and took their suitcase.

A week later, all of us enjoyed watching a video montage of photos on which 
the happy newlyweds recorded their honeymoon trip, the famous hotel, and the 
beautiful Quebec City, to the sound of Sandor’s favorite music – the song “Crazy,” 
sung by Patsy Cline.

Sandor and Manana in front the Chateau Frontenac Hotel. Quebece City, June 1993.
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“June 11, 1993. Today, Mama Regina is 93 years old. Soon, I’m going over to see 
her (it’s Friday!), cut and paint her nails, and then we’ll drink the Sabbath Kiddush 
wine together and eat the challah bread, and I will feed her. Th e days are passing 
rapidly. Th ere’s not much repair work to do, but there’s no time to write.

Th e most important thing is that Sanana (Sandor + Manana) got back from 
Quebec City on Sunday, June 6, happy, beautiful and young. Th ey’re very proud of 
their Frontenac Hotel. On Tuesday, Sandor went back to work already. Th en, in the 
evening, he called to say, “I won’t be over for dinner tonight, I’ll go home instead. 
Manana has made dinner!” – “Go on, my boy, go on. We’re pleased to hear such news!”

After dinner, Iya and I visited them. Manana told us humorously about her shop-
ping. “I went to the Perl [the nearest kosher food store] to get meat. Shura, the sales-
man, says, ‘Take the sausage cuts, Iya always takes them too, it’s cheap… And here’s 
a good cut of meat, go on, take that too.’ I don’t know,” Manana goes on, “such a huge 
piece! How many days are we going to 
be eating it? So I brought it home, 
broiled the entire piece, and then San-
dor and I sat down to dinner and … 
ate the whole thing!” (laughs)”

“September 9. Manana has recei-
ved her fi rst regular paycheck as a 
medical worker in Canada – 470 dol-
lars for two full weeks of work for the 
X-Cell Laboratories fi rm whose owner, 
Dr. Allen Seidenfeld, hired her at Joe 
Weltman’s request.”

“November 22. Today, Manana 
received immigrant status. Hurray! 
She and Sandor came over practically 
jumping for joy, and started singing the tune of the Jewish dance music that was 
played at their wedding. We immediately went to Mr. Volpe’s offi  ce to give him the 
news.”

“November 25. Tonight, Manana had a beautiful tea reception. Th e table was laden 
with sweets. Eteri and Borya were there, as well as Ilona with her family and Paul’s 
parents. We off ered Manana congratulations – “Welcome to Canada!” It’s also 18 years 
since Iya and the children have joined me in Toronto. An unforgettable evening!”

“January 12, 1994. I took Manana to her driving test. She failed and was quite 
upset. “Th e Airport testing ground is a bad place to take the test,” she complained. 
“Everyone says I would have passed at Victoria Park.”

“Manana, I don’t teach people how to pass tests, I teach them how to drive a car 
in Toronto!” – She heard from me.”

“June 21. Today, Manana passed the driving test and got her license. It was her 
third try. She was very nervous, but she passed. Good girl!”

Broadway. New York, August 1993.
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“September 12. Tonight, Edwin was invited to the Art Gallery of Ontario for the 
gala opening of an exhibition of famous canvases from the Philadelphia art gallery. 
Edwin put on Sandor’s tuxedo jacket and the vest that once belonged to his grandfat-
her, Ferenc Roth – the companion piece to Father’s smoking jacket that I wore for Iya’s 
and my wedding in Tomsk in 1961. It’s beautiful but getting to be too narrow… 
Sandor and Manana drove Edwin to the Art Gallery.”

“December 8, 1994. … I ran into Mr. Joseph Volpe at the concert hall. “Mr. Volpe,” 
I said, “I know you’re trying to help us with getting Manana’s parents moved to Canada. 
Th ank you! It worries me very much that things are moving so slowly on resolving this 
issue. I’m sure it will be resolved in a positive way, but I do hope it’s not going to take so 
long that they will come here just to die and be taken to the cemetery. What can we do 
so that the old folks can enjoy a few years of life in Canada? Manana, G-d willing, is 
expecting a baby in March… What can we do to speed up their arrival?”

Soon after Manana’s wedding, we started working on bringing her parents and 
her younger sister Diana over to Canada. It is doubtful that we could have 
achieved anything without the help of Paul Kossta and Joseph Volpe. Besides the 
diffi  cult task of obtaining a favorable decision from the Canadian Consulate, 
there were added troubles as well. Because of the war in Chechnya, the air travel 
between Tbilisi and Moscow had virtually come to a halt, and train travel via 
Abkhazia had become too dangerous. Independent Georgia was just taking its 
fi rst steps, and even obtaining passports was now a serious problem. Passports 
marked “USSR” were no longer valid! When Dodik was fi nally able to get all the 
documents he needed to leave the country for permanent residency abroad, he 
was issued Georgian passports intended only for temporary visits to foreign 
countries. Many months were to go by before Georgia fi nally began to issue 
passports that were good for permanent residency in a foreign country.

“March 13, 1995. Th is morning Manana gave birth to a baby girl, 3 kilos 400 grams. 
From 4 a.m. to 12:45 p.m., Iya and Sandor were with Manana, encouraging her to 
push, massaging her back, rubbing her arms, cooing over her and urging her on. 

When I showed up at Mount Sinai hospital at 4:30 p.m., I found a touching scene: 
the newborn beauty was sleeping peacefully in a plastic bassinette, with Mama 
Manana, Papa Sandor, Grandma Iya, and Uncle Edwin standing around her in a 
protective circle. Aunt Ilona was there too, fussing and off ering all sorts of help and 
advice. And now, they were joined by the thrice-happy Grandpa Vladimir. I gave 
Manana the news that the celebration in Tbilisi was already underway.”

“September 14, 1995. KLM, the Dutch airline, has brought the Davitashvilis – 
Dodik, Svetlana and Diana – to Toronto via Amsterdam. Th ey wheeled out the 225 
kilos of luggage they had brought with them. Such excitement, such tears, such warm 
embraces! Manana is in seventh heaven with joy. All of us are happy beyond measure. 
After all the tribulations they had faced, we expected to see them in worse shape, but 
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they’re holding up very well. Th e eldest 
daughter, Lyalya, is staying behind in 
Tbilisi with her family; so is Grandma 
Eva, who came from Baku to see her 
daughter off . Best of luck to everyone! 

For the time being, they’re going to 
live at our place: the parents will be 
staying in “Sandor’s rooms,” and 
Diana in Ilona’s old room. Dodik is 
complaining of chest pains… It’s 
hardly surprising. He has never 
depended on anyone in his entire life, 
has never asked anyone for help. He 
had always achieved everything with 

his own hard work – and now, he has no idea what tomorrow will bring…”
“November 7. Th e “big move” has been underway since the start of the month. 

Sandor and Manana have rented a three-bedroom in the same building, 120 Shel-
borne Avenue, while the “Dodiks” are moving into Apartment #1204, which has 
grown so dear to us. Th ey will be spending their fi rst night in it tonight.

Furniture has been a real pain in these past days… Today, my employee, Reuben, 
could not work extra hours, so Iya and I had to go over to the Weiszhauses ourselves, 
load up the mattress and the small couch they’ve donated on the roof of my Ford 
Taurus stationwagon, bring them over and then haul them up to the elevator for the 
trip to the 12th fl oor. We made a second trip for the dishes, one more mattress, and 
a large couch. Ilona’s friend who owns a furniture store has given the Dodiks four 
chairs, a headboard for a king-sized bed, and three glass-top tables as a gift. Th e 
superintendent of the high-rise building on Kipling Avenue gave me a footrest and 
two side tables for a couch left behind by previous tenants; I also got a desk for Diana 
from the super for 20 dollars… Our old TV set came in handy, and the phone service 
will be turned on today.

Of course, the proud Georgians had never heard of this kind of experience, and 
Dodik has already said a few times, “How can we repay these people for their kindness 
and help?”

“November 13. It’s been a while since I’ve used public transportation. Th is morning 
I went with Diana to the Bob Rumbal School of the Deaf-Mute in order to show her 
where the school is and how to get there. I picked her up at the school at 4:30 and we 
went home together. Diana enjoyed her fi rst school day and liked the school.”

“November 29. At 8:30, I was already at the Social Welfare Department with 
Diana. Th ey gave her a monthly stipend for the entire time she’ll be a student. Meanw-
hile, Dodik and Svetlana received their fi rst check of monthly assistance from the 
government. Of course, we all pay taxes, and it’s good to see them go toward something 
useful. Th ank you, kind and generous Canada!“

Newcomers to Toronto – David, Svetlana 
and Diana Davitashvili. September 1995.
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Th en, normal Canadian immigrant life began. Dodik rolled up his sleeves and 
threw himself into the vastness of the Canadian watch repair industry, in which he 
successfully learned the ropes and quickly understood the laws of an affl  uent soci-
ety in which repairing a watch is costlier than buying a new one… Svetlana’s culi-
nary art quickly earned recognition as well, which boosted her self-confi dence.

Manana and her parents were lucky to live in the same building; they could 
see each other often and spend a lot of time together. Sandor, as always, was very 
busy at work. But he was able to fi nd time for his baby girl Audrey: on the wall 
over her little bed, he made a mural drawing of a huge castle where Cinderella, 
the Prince, and other fairy-tale characters lived. Everyone admired this decoration 
in Audrey’s room; it stayed on the wall after they moved out of the apartment.

“October 12, 1996, Saturday. Today at 14:40, Manana has given birth to a boy! 
2.85 kilos, born a month premature. She went off  to the maternity hospital at 3:50 
a.m. Well done, Manana! Th e doctors did a great job too. Th e epidural helped. I was 
at the synagogue in the morning when Edwin came with the news: “We’re in labor!” 
Iya and Svetlana came back from the hospital at 8 a.m. because it looked like nothing 
was going to happen; then, Sandor asked them to come over again at 10 a.m. Ilona 
and Iya were off  right away… At 3 p.m., after lunch, Ilona called: “It’s a boy!” Hur-
ray! A grandson who will carry on our name! Let him be strong and healthy!

 By 5 p.m., I took Audrey, Svetlana, Dodik and Diana to visit Manana at the 
hospital. Audrey received her baby brother quite well, but it took a while before she 
was willing to approach her mother, whom she had apparently never seen lying in 
bed.”

Th e bris mila took place at the synagogue the following Saturday, October 19. 
Th e baby boy was named Gabriel Ezra Boruch; the last two names were in honor 
of his great-grandfathers. 

Sandor and Manana now lived the normal life of any young couple, with the 
same cares and worries. Th e father spent long hours at work. In the early years, 
Gabriel suff ered from various childhood illnesses, especially from frequent colds 
and coughs. Manana bravely bore all the trials and cares of motherhood; it was 
hard, since Audrey, too, was still quite young. Her parents and Diana helped out 
in every way they could.

Th e Passover of 1997 was a memorable occasion for us all: it was the fi rst time 
we held both of the seders at home. For twenty-two Passovers before that, we 
had always celebrated both seders at the crowded table of my hospitable cousin 
Joe Weltman, who had always invited me and my entire circle, from Mama 
Regina to the family of my brother Yuzik, and then Marat and his family as well.

Th en came a day when Joe Weltman told me straight up that he could no 
longer host our family which had so wondrously multiplied. Of course, it was 
getting harder and harder for Edith to receive a growing number of guests; but, 
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in addition to that, our family’s energy and zest had begun to stand out too much 
and dominate at the Passover dinners.

Iya herself made all the necessary dishes for the holiday dinner. Th e special 
Passover kitchen that Joe had once built and equipped with pride and joy in the 
basement of our house proved invaluable. Among other things, this kitchen inc-
luded a full set of separate milk and meat dishes.

In preparation for the seder, the traditional Passover dinner, I labeled with 
numbers the paragraphs in the Haggadah prayer books (which we have in three 
languages – Hebrew, English and Russian), which turned out to be a quick way 
to bring all the guests together. During the readings of the Haggadah, as the head 
of the table, I would announce the number and ask for someone to read the 
paragraph aloud, while all the others would follow the text and join in in unison, 
in whichever language they found easiest.

Our young people impressed everybody with their profi ciency in Hebrew and 
their knowledge and lively performance of Passover songs. Th e uplift, joy and 
enthusiasm were unforgettable. Th e three long tables set up in a single line comp-
letely occupied our dining and living rooms, and there were barely enough pla-
ces at the table for our entire group. For the fi rst seder, we had our family of 
twelve, the three Dodiks, the four Gertzoviches (Marat and Lina, Tolik and Sha-
ron), and Edwin’s girlfriend Claire. Altogether, twenty people! For the second 
seder, Ilona’s family went to the house of Paul’s parents, while we hosted Boris, 
Eteri and Mishiko as well as Yuzik and Svetlana.

Both of the celebrations lasted until half past one in the morning. All of the 
adults drank the prescribed four full glasses of wine. Everyone loved Iya’s dinner, 
and no one wanted to leave. In the morning, I told Joe Weltman about our seder 
and assured him that we still lived and continued the traditions of which he had 
laid the foundation in our family!

“October 27, 1998. A scene described by Manana: Gabriel, two years old, is sitt-
ing in the kitchen eating bread. He takes some bites out of the sides and says, “Look, 
mommy, now it looks like a ship!” Th en he turns his fork upside down: “A bridge!” 
Th en, when he just has a small piece of bread left: “A little boat!” What an exciting 
episode! Little Sandor used to be exactly the same way in Tomsk!”

Of course, all these events were unfolding against the backdrop of Sandor’s 
extremely heavy workload. During that time, he had become specialized in the 
design of government built school buildings in the provice of Ontario. He had 
also been one of the architects on construction projects in Jerusalem: fi rst City 
Hall, then the Israeli Foreign Ministry building, the construction site of which 
our proud son gave the family an unforgettable tour.

As the lead architect on the reconstruction of the historic building of the 
Canadian Embassy in Prague, Sandor made monthly trips to the Czech Repub-
lic for two years. After the project was completed, Sandor and his colleagues 
received the Grand Prix Prize from the Czech Union of Architects.
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“August 16, 2000. Anatoly and 
Larisa Gavrilin from Tomsk have 
stayed with us as guests from July 23 
to August 15. Th ere is no way I can 
describe everything that happened, 
but I will at least record a few 
things for memory. Yesterday, before 
we headed to the airport, when all 
of the hustle and bustle related to 
their visit was over, Anatoly asked 
us to sit down with them to 
exchange a few words. We sat down, 
and all four us were tearing up… 
It was Anatoly who broke the 
silence. “Vadik, Iya!” he said. “I 
knew you fairly well before, but it’s only now that we have seen and learned how kind 
and generous you are. Th ere are no other people in the world like you! Of course you 
could have spent this money on the needs of your own family, but you spent them on 
us to give us so much joy! Th ank you, my dears, thank you! Th ere are no words to 
thank you enough.”

I have a day-to-day calendar of the events of their stay. Here are just a few of them. 
First, the Canadian Consulate in Moscow denied them a visa. Distressed, the Gavrilins 
quickly bought a ticket to return to Tomsk and sent us a sad letter with an explanation. 
I was able to intercept them, and the active help of Riva Karstadt and her friends helped 

change the Consulate’s decision.
On the day of their arrival, we had a 

picnic in our back yard. Anatoly played 
my accordion in the presence of many 
guests. Excursions, surprises, picture-ta-
king, excitement! We were able to buy 
only three tickets for the musical theatre 
performance of “Mamma Mia”, from 
people selling spare tickets, for three sepa-
rate seats; Iya went with them. Th e show, 
with which they had long been familiar 
with the music, left them stunned.

In the evenings, we – Iya and I, Joe 
Weltman and Edith, Edwin and Claire, 
Marat and Lina, Dodik and Svetlana, 
Borya and Eteri, Jaff a and Simha – took 
turns hosting the Gavrilins, and the 
accordion was with us everywhere. At 

We are overjoyed by the visit of our friends 
from Tomsk – Anatoly and Larissa Gavrilin. 

Toronto, 2000.

Quebec City.
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Inga’s, we saw the wonderful movie, “Th e Buena Vista Social Club,” about Cuban 
musicians.

We took our guests on a car trip. First, the U.S. Consulate in Ottawa denied us 
the opportunity to take our guests to New York, but did not return the application 
fee. However, we got to visit Ottawa, the Parliament, the Museum of Civilization, 
the Casino, Montreal, and Quebec City with a boat tour; to enjoy French cuisine; to 
see the amazing little town of Cornwall and the Th ousand Islands. Our wheels cove-
red 1700 kilometers.

Th e Gavrilins have taken a heap of gifts for our friends back to Tomsk. After they 
got home, they called to say, “We just got back 10 minutes ago… Th anks for everyt-
hing! Our water’s been shut off … We’re very worried about the crew of the Kursk 
submarine…”

In late 2000, Sandor and Manana became the happy owners of a house – 
owned mostly by the bank, of course, with the young couple paying the mortgage 
and the interest. After a long search for which the criteria included not only 
aff ordability but proximity to us and to the Dodiks, they selected an old but cozy 
three-bedroom, two-bathroom house on Brucewood Avenue. Th e most promi-
nent feature of that house was a vast living room with a high ceiling, a fi replace, 
and a wide glass door that opened on an attractive patio.

For a two-month period, I became the organizer of construction work for 
home improvement and repairs. Th e biggest help came from Joe Weltman, who 
paid for the labor of the construction workers, the materials and the paint. From 
me, Sandor received electrical materials and a new electrical grid that my assistant 
Reuben and I had made. Marat contributed his labor for the installation of new 
plumbing in the house. We also installed a new heating and air conditioning 
system. Th e basement of the house was remodeled into an additional separate 
apartment for a lodger whose monthly rent payments were going to facilitate the 
mortgage payments to the bank.

Audrey and Gabriel now had beautifully decorated rooms and a bathroom. 
Dodik happily undertook the task of taking care of the garden, which, in addition 

At the end of 2000 Sandor’s family became proud homeowners.
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to several apple and pear trees, was soon enriched by a sweet little Georgian 
gazebo twined with grapevines.

All of our grandchildren were now growing up, and it was time to introduce 
them to the world of music. (In 1975, when Iya and the children joined me in 
Toronto, Joe Weltman bought an upright piano as a gift for us – a Canadi-
an-made instrument with decent sound. Ilona took lessons from Marina Gerin-
gas, which helped her win several competitions in Toronto. Th at piano still stands 
in our living room, and a family member or friend will play it on occasion.) Ilona 
bought a baby grand piano, and her children willingly began to study music.

When Ilona told us about her purchase at a Saturday night dinner at our place, 
Manana thought a moment, silent, and then said, almost to herself, that they too 
should look for an opportunity to buy a piano for the kids. Hearing her words, I 
wanted to do something to help them. Now, every time I saw a piano in apartments 
where I went to fi x an electrical stove or a refrigerator, I would ask the superinten-
dent to fi nd out if the tenants were interested in selling their instrument.

During one of my frequent sleepless nights, I suddenly remembered a story 
Manana had told a long time ago about her grandmother, Svetlana’s mother, Eva 
Rubenovna Bagdadashvili (her maiden name, Hasidashvili, was just as unusual). 
Th e grandmother and her younger daughter Meri were still living in Baku, in 
their old apartment where they had had a piano for many years. “What if…?”

In 1945, after the end of the second World War, the family’s next-door neighbor, a 
captain, came home to Baku from the frontlines, bringing back a truckload of hou-
sehold goods from Germany. Th e children were playing in the yard. When the back 
of the truck was opened, six-year-old Svetlana, Manana’s future mother, literally fell 
in love with the piano that stood inside. Th e little girl ran home and started begging 
her Papa, who had also recently come home from the war, to buy that piano for her.

 Manana’s grandfather, Ezra Pinhasovich, was quite a remarkable man. In the 
prewar years, the three Bagdadashvili brothers were well-known in Baku as 
designers and makers of made-to-order leather footwear. Th eir work was in great 
demand (one should not forget that quality clothing and footwear were hard to 
fi nd in the Soviet Union), and the gifted and sharpness Grandfather Ezra left 
substantial savings when he passed away. Th at money provided a comfortable 
living for his wife and two daughters for many years. Here is a detail that says a 
great deal about the grandfather’s abilities and his personality. Ezra Pinhasovich 
came back from the war with his left arm missing after being injured in combat. 
But he came up with some unique tricks to continue making excellent leather 
goods using only one hand. Moreover, every day until the end of his life, Ezra 
Pinhasovich managed to wrap the tefi llin around his one remaining arm with no 
help from anyone. His wartime medals for bravery in combat are now reverently 
preserved by his great-grandsons, Irakly, Ilya, and Gabriel. 
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It didn’t take long for little Svetlana 
to persuade her father to buy the piano. 
Ezra Pinhasovich went to see his neigh-
bor the captain at once. Th ey quickly 
agreed on the price, and so the piano 
was purchased fresh from Berlin. In 
accordance with local tradition in the 
Caucasus, the captain threw in a bonus 
to go with the piano: a large red velvet 
couch with broken wooden legs.

Th e piano became a family relic. 
Svetlana completed musical school 
using it for practice. Her sister Meri 
and her mother Eva played that piano 
as well. So did Manana as a girl when 
she came to visit her grandmother.

It was 1999, and the piano had been in 
the Bagdadashvili family for 55 years 
when I had my “What if…?” idea. I 
started hatching a plan to move the 
instrument from Baku to Toronto. 

Being a somewhat superstitious man, I decided to make this attempt quietly, 
without letting anyone know. Even Iya didn’t quite understand why I was sud-
denly making all these trips to the local library…

In late October, I placed a call to Baku. Grandma Eva and Aunt Meri liked 
my idea very much. I asked them to keep my plan a secret and promised to take 
charge of all the work and all the expenses.

At fi rst, a library staff er helped me fi nd on the Internet a leading American 
fi rm specializing in the transport of pianos. Th e company’s head offi  ce was in 
Montana, and I called them immediately. It turned out that they transported 
pianos only within the United States. Th e MOST cargo transportation company, 
popular among Russian immigrants, initially undertook to make inquiries to 
assist me, but in early February 2000 they turned me down.

A couple of weeks later a staff er from our local library called me to say, “Th ere 
is a company in Baku that can take care of the shipment, write down their fax 
number.” I immediately faxed my request to the number I received:

 “Dear Sir or Madam, please send me a telephone number I can call in order to 
speak with you. I am keeping my fax machine on for the next 8 hours in expectation 
of your response. Th ank you.”

Early the next morning, I received a fax: a copy of my own letter with “Murphy 
Int’l” and four telephone numbers written on the page. At the very fi rst number 

Manana’s grandmother – 
Eva Baghdadashvili. Baku, Azerbaijan.
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I called, a pleasant female voice answered, “Galina speaking!” And so on March 
2, 2000, I found a good fairy in Baku, employed at the cargo transportation 
offi  ce of the Baku airport. In subsequent documents, she is listed as, “Galina – 
Export Co-ordinator Supervisor Murphy International World Carriers Ltd.”

Galina explained that the air transportation of the piano from Baku would have 
to be paid for in cash, at the rate of about 4 dollars per kilo. In her experience, a 
mid-sized piano weighs 300 to 350 kilograms, plus packaging: “You have to be 
prepared to pay about 2,200 dollars, plus various charges to clear customs.” 

I was very lucky to have found an invaluable assistant in Galina. She promised 
me that she would immediately dispatch experts from the Museum of Musical 
Instruments to inspect the piano and draw up a document needed for permission 
to take it across the border confi rming that this particular instrument is not a 
valuable artifact. Th ey would charge $100 for such a document. For this kind 
help, I immediately promised Galina an additional sum for her personally, but 
she proudly and categorically refused. We agreed that she would send over the 
experts only after I had notifi ed the owners of the piano in advance.

Grandma Eva and Aunt Meri took the news of the experts’ visit in stride, but 
my next announcement – that I was wiring them 2,300 dollars to cover the expen-
ses – caused them to panic. “Forget about it, Vladimir! We’re not going to touch 
that money! If someone fi nds out we’ve received that kind of money, we’re dead!”

I quickly reassured them that I understood their anxieties, I would not send 
them any money and would try to fi nd some other way.

I called Galina, informed her of these latest developments and told her, “Galina, 
I can sense that you’re a very decent person. Can I send the money for all these 
expenses to you personally?” Her immediately response was a fi rm “no”: she knew 
that such an operation could cause major unpleasantness for her as well.

I persisted in looking for a solution. Meanwhile, Galina informed me that the 
piano had turned out to be fairly small, and its transportation would cost less 
than originally expected. Finally, Malkhaz Nanikashvili, the husband of Manana’s 
sister Lyalya who lived in Tbilisi with her family, agreed to help in a telephone 
conversation and gave me the number of his bank account, to which I transfer-
red the necessary amount in dollars on April 12, 2000.

Malkhaz was very busy with his job and couldn’t fi nd the time to make a trip 
to Baku, so that the trials of my patience continued. More than a year went by 
when, on June 12, 2001, Malkhaz fi nally informed me that he was going to Baku.

I continued to think about the problem of bringing over the piano regardless 
of any other events in our lives. Nothing could get in the way of my concern 
about that: not the Gavrilins’ visit, not the purchase of Sandor’s house or the 
home improvement work, not the joyful celebration of the new millennium. On 
New Year’s Eve, Iya gave each of our three children an envelope with 2,000 dol-
lars, while the parents of our Paul, Manana and Claire received big colorful 
Russian wooden matryoshka dolls with a vodka bottle inside. Everyone was stun-
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ned. I was fully supportive of Iya, of course, but the children were a little embar-
rassed. Once again, everyone saw a fi rsthand demonstration of Mama Iya’s 
boundless generosity.

On Wednesday, July 11, my electricians and I were installing a new lighting system 
in the underground garage of one of the high-rises we served when I heard my telep-
hone ringing. Iya said, “We just had a call from the airport, from Lufthansa Cargo. 
Th ere is a delivery for you from Baku, the sender is Meri Ezrovna Tetruashvili, Per-
vomayskaya Street 195. Th e weight of the cargo is 300 kilos. If you don’t pick it up 
by 11 a.m. tomorrow you’ll have to pay 65 dollars for each day of storage.” It was 
done! Th e next morning, I took my assistant Ruben Carreiro with me, rented a clo-
sed truck and went to the cargo delivery area of Toronto Airport. At the Lufthansa 
Cargo offi  ce, they fi rst sent me to the Canadian customs service where I had to pay 
a costum duty fee. Th e customs agent asked me about the content of the container 
which had arrived. I not only explained that this old instrument was a family heir-
loom of my son’s wife, but also showed him a faded photo of Eva Rubenovna, my 
daughter-in-law’s grandmother, sitting at this very piano. I had kept that photo seve-
ral months earlier when the Dodiks were showing us their photo albums, thinking 
it could be of use to me in my future actions. Th e Canadian customs agent generously 
said that he was not going to charge a fee for such cargo. I thanked him from the 
bottom of my heart: “Th ank you, Sir! You have made your own contribution to the 
gift I’ve been working to make to these good people!”

Using a mobile lift, the long-awaited high narrow box was easily rolled into 
the back of the truck (the piano was transported on its side, with the legs and 
pedals removed and packed separately), and then, with every possible precaution, 
we drove back to the city. Iya and Edwin were already waiting outside Sandor’s 
house, ready to help. No one was home, but I always have the keys to my child-
ren’s homes. I went inside and opened the sliding door into the backyard. Th e 
box was carefully lowered from the truck onto a cart from our workshop and 
then wheeled into the yard. Th ere were many words of gratitude for the Murphy 
International company and praise for the work of its packers in Baku. I remem-
bered at once how we used to marvel at the quality of packaging of the equipment 
delivered in a steady stream to the Volga Auto Plant from abroad, but the packing 
in Baku was even better. Th e lids, the legs, the pedals and the music stand had 
all been removed from the deck of the piano and packed separately, carefully 
wrapped in soft padding and then encased in several layers of waterproof plastic 
wrap. Th e piano’s hinges and fasteners lay in a separate bag.

Before we took the parts of the piano into the house, I found myself slightly 
at a loss. I thought the piano should be placed on the parquet fl oor in the dining 
room, while Iya felt it would be better to put it next to the fi replace in the large 
living room with wall-to-wall carpeting. Th ere was no choice but to call Manana 
at work and ask for her opinion.
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Grand piano has arrived to Toronto. July 12, 2001.
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“Manana, don’t be scared, listen to me calmly… I brought you a piano, we’re 
about to assemble it… Where would you like to put it?”

“What piano? Where from?” she exclaimed, agitated.
“I’ll tell you all about it later, Manana darling. For now, just tell me where 

you want it – in the dining room by the window, or in the right corner of the 
living room?”

“It’s better in the living room.”

Th at was how Manana found out my secret. Th e four of us dragged the piano deck 
into the house fairly easily and started on the assembly. Th e three majestic legs with 
the pedals were the fi rst to be put into place. Th e name of the manufacturer appeared 
before us, lettered in gold on the keyboard lid: “Ad. Knöchel. Berlin.” Another insc-
ription was found on the inside, near the strings: “Lexow Berlin. Grand Prix. Intrn. 
Music – Austerlung. Genf 1927.” Th e slanted pole for pedal reinforcement was mis-
sing from the package, but the locations of the bolts used to hold it in place looked 
dusty, suggesting that the pole had been missing for a long time. Everything else fi t 
into place, with no extra bolts or screws left over. We admired the results of our work 
and then left, locking the door behind us. We returned the truck to the rental offi  ce 
and then I went to our workshop to make a new pole for the pedals.

Words fail to describe the happiness of Manana, Dodik and Svetlana, the tears 
of joy in their eyes, when Iya and I came back two hours later to install the new 
pole and found them at the piano. Manana was especially emotional. Not only 
did she recognize the piano from the lingering smell of her grandmother’s apart-
ment, but she had also found inside the instrument several hairpins dropped a 
long time ago by one of the residents of the Baku apartment….

In October, I received a letter from Tbilisi written by Manana’s sister Lyalya:
“Greetings, Vladimir Frantzevich!
We are sending you a receipt for the expenses for the transportation of the piano. 

Th e receipt says 1,780 dollars, but Malkhaz spent an additional 120-130 dollars for 
tips and gifts for people who helped us with this matter. We are sending back the 
remaining amount – 200 dollars.

Warm regards to your entire family; hugs and kisses, Lyalya.”

I would like to end this chapter by jumping ahead by seven years. On October 
7, 2008, Manana held at her home a wonderful celebration of her mother Svet-
lana’s 70th birthday. Th is unforgettably beautiful event was marred only by the 
absence of Papa Dodik, taken away from us by an insidious illness a year and a 
half before this special date.

Th e birthday celebration turned out marvelously. It was a complete surprise 
for Svetlana, who had modestly suggested that Manana simply order pizza and 
invite our family over. Manana invited only the closest of friends and relatives, 
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and even so the house was fi lled to 
capacity: our family of 13; Manana’s 
sister Diana; Edith Weltman; our 
Paul’s parents and sister; Borya, Eteri 
and Mishiko; Inga and her children; 
Marat and Lina Gertzovich; and fi nally, 
Manana’s loyal and very likable friends, 
South African immigrants Gayly and 
Jeremy Pope with their two children 
and visiting mother from Australia, a 
friendly and elegant lady.

With the lights off , all the guests sat very quietly in the living room when 
Sandor drove up with Svetlana and brought her into the house, and Manana 
started helping her mother come down the steps into the living room…

Suddenly the lights came on, and there was a chorus of, “Happy birthday, 
Mama Sveta!” What surprise, what joy, what tears! Everyone came up to hug the 
birthday girl. All of the various dishes for the dinner had been lovingly and skill-

fully prepared by Manana. 
Th ere were toasts and gifts; 
the grandchildren came up 
with games to play…

But the evening’s most 
memorable moment came 
at the end, when Manana 
had fi nished serving the 
guests and sat down, fi lled 
with emotion, at the piano 
which had been in the 
family for over half a cen-
tury to play something spe-
cial for her mother. Th e 
sounds of the piano fi lled 
the hospitable home. With 
bated breath, everyone lis-
tened to the Nocturne No. 
2 by Frederic Chopin.

Sandor’s family at Audrey’s 
Bat Mitzvah.
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Th e fi rst time I heard about a country called England was as a small child, before 
the German occupation of Bobruysk, when my older brother Yuzik and his friends 
would let us, the smaller kids, sit with them in a long dark corridor of our barrack 
and listen to stories from books they had read – stories of Captain Cook, Robin 
Hood and Oliver Twist. A little later, when I had some blank space on the wall 
above my little bed, Yuzik pinned up a political world map, left over from Papa, in 
that space. My brother explained to me that the countries colored green on that 
map constituted the British Empire with its many colonies and dominions. 

By the end of World War II, England was already an inalienable part of the 
anti-Hitler coalition in my mind. 

While our family could not aff ord this, some of the neighbors in our barracks 
had radio transmitters connected to the city’s radio network with two wires. Th e 
three-waveband Record radio made its appearance in 1949. It was the fi rst Soviet-
made radio, manufactured at a factory in the city of Berdsk, and Mama Regina 
bought me this miracle of technology, saving up pennies from her miserable 
earnings. My father’s fi nal letters from the Kolyma camp in which he constantly 
expressed his worry about my studies and my future, arrived just before the 
purchase of that radio.

Th e Record changed my life completely. Th e entire world came to my room. 
BBC broadcasts, barely audible through the roar of Soviet jammers, told me every 
day about England, its history and its culture. Th at was when I fi rst learned about 
that country’s romantic nickname, “Misty Albion.” In my student years, there was 
a brief period when the Soviet authorities allowed the distribution of the small, 
colorful magazine Angliya (“England”), to which we had a subscription. At the 
height of Khrushchev’s reign, however, access to this magazine was cut off .

To my unexpected delight, in 1956 we received the news from relatives in 
Hungary that my father’s younger sister, Louise Roth, had been living in England 
for a long time. Th at was the beginning of our fi rst “invasion of Misty Albion.”

Of the seven children of my grandmother Hani Roth, her very personable 
daughter Kati – tall, athletic, very well-educated, an art lover, perhaps a little too 
talkative – was the most diff erent from her twin sister Louise. Quiet little Louise 
had gone to Vienna in the 1920s to acquire some sort of profession. She was 
given shelter by Grandma’s sister Aunt Bertha, wife to Rabbi Klein, a well-known 
person in Vienna. At fi rst Louise learned the skills of a dressmaker; then she 
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became an apprentice to a photogra-
pher, and was particularly good at 
draping models and customers. We 
have kept several samples of her work. 

During the Great Depression, Louise 
placed an advertisement in one of the 
Viennese papers, saying that a young 
woman was looking for a job as a 
housekeeper with room and board. 
A few months later she received a letter 
from England in which a wealthy fam-
ily off ered her its conditions. Louise 
accepted them. Shortly afterwards, at 
a train station in London, she was met by a couple which picked her up in their 
Rolls Royce and brought her to their estate, about 100 kilometers from London. 

It was a family of English aristocrats who had been breeding Arabian racehorses 
for several generations. Th eir farm also had some large cattle of special breeds.

Louise’s employers had two sons. Th e younger son married a commoner; as a 
result, the aristocratic family disowned him and barred him from the estate. Th e 
older son became a veterinary doctor, never started a family of his own, and 
remained at the estate for the rest of his life to carry on the family business. 

Th e gentleman died soon after the end of the war. Th e lady got old, and was 
no longer allowed to ride on horseback. Th e family ordered her a mechanical 
horse on which the lady of the house would spend several hours a day…

Soon after arriving on the estate, Louise won over the sympathy and trust of 
all the family members. She learned the language and ran the household.

In Tomsk and Togliatti, we received several letters from Aunt Louise that were 
forwarded to us from Budapest. Mama Regina regularly replied to her. Once, a 
parcel sent to Tomsk by our Hungarian relatives included, among other things, 

a pair of high-quality women’s 
pants which Iya and Svetlana at 
once skillfully altered into little 
suits for Sandor and Felix. 
A couple of years later, while vis-
iting Budapest, we learned that 
these were items Louise had sent 
over, from her mistress’s tennis 
wardrobe. 

Louise made only a few trips 
to Hungary to see her brothers 
and sisters – and every time, the 

My father’s sister Louisa Roth. Vienna, 
1926.
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day after she arrived, she would get a call from her mistress asking when she was 
coming home.

We fi rst met Louise in Hungary in 1968. She received us warmly, but without 
any special enthusiasm. On her trips to Budapest, Louise’s favorite pastime was 
to visit farms and pet the animals; her brothers and sisters had to patiently 
accompany her on these outings.

Th e most memorable part of our encounter was the adorable spectacle of our 
two-year-old black-eyed Ilona repeatedly taking off  Aunt Louise’s hat, putting it 
on her own head and boasting as she strutted around the yard of the Romai 
summer cottage, “I’m Miss Yot (Rott) and she’s Miss Yot!” Yes, there were indeed 
two Misses Rott in our large family at the time…

Th e lady of the house soon died, and Louise remained alone on the estate with 
her mistress’s elder son. Sometimes, the younger son started to visit as well. Th e horse-
breeding business gradually dwindled to nothing. From Louise’s letters, we know that 
the veterinary doctor would drive her to the farm market almost every day in the 
Rolls Royce to buy fresh vegetables. Once, Uncle Sasa sent us a catalogue of Rolls 
Royce automobiles when we lived in Tomsk; we examined it with interest, never even 
suspecting that this was one of the world’s most expensive models. Now we know 
what that was about: the doctor had used that catalogue when buying a new Rolls 
Royce, after which Louise had sent the catalogue to her younger brother Sasa…

Soon, the doctor, too, passed away. Louise remained all alone in the great 
mansion. Once, as a sign of special gratitude, the lady had given Louise her ring 
with a large diamond as a gift. Now, on one of his visits to the estate, her late 
employers’ younger son admitted to the lonely woman at the manor that he had 
always had a liking for that ring of his mother’s. Th e kind, simple-hearted Lou-
ise gave him the ring at once…

All of the relatives often discussed, with sarcasm and sympathy, a paradoxical 
fact: Louise had taken the job with the British family in 1930, and had been 

given a salary which, from the start, 
was deposited into her bank account. 
As time went on, her pay was probably 
increased. But over the past 30-plus 
years, Louise had never once looked 
into her bank account. First of all, she 
never had the time; second, simple soul 
that she was, she just didn’t feel the 
need to do that. She was given leave 
several times to visit her relatives, and 
each time the lady of the house would 
buy her the round-trip airplane tickets 
to Budapest and give her money for 
pocket expenses. 
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In 1974, when Mama Regina 
and I came to Toronto, one of 
the fi rst letters we received, 
much to our joy, was from Eng-
land, with the boldly indicated 
return address: “Miss Louise 
Roth, New Lodge, Plaitford, Nr. 
Romsey, Hants, England.” Lou-
ise congratulated us on such an 
important step, and sent her best 
wishes. Mama Regina started a 
regular correspondence with her. Several times, we even called her from Toronto. 
Louise and I were also happy when Iya and the children joined us in Canada. 

In 1982, when we were getting ready for our fi rst tourist trip to Europe, I 
wrote to Louise that we were planning to visit England as well. We got no answer. 
When, suspecting nothing unusual, I called her from London at the farm, the 
phone did not answer. Many years later, my cousin Jutka told us that she, too, 
tried repeatedly to visit Louise, but the latter clearly did not welcome such a visit. 
Aunt Ilonka suggested that Louise must have been concealing her Jewish back-
ground from her employers…

In 1983, our Hungarian relatives received a letter from England, written by 
a neighbor in the village who informed them that Louise was very ill and the 
neighbor had moved her to her own house and was taking care of her. Jutka went 
over to see her. Louise took Jutka to see the place where she lived. Jutka told us 
that the huge mansion was fi lled with antique furniture, and in the kitchen there 
were long strips of cobwebs hanging from the ceiling, accumulated over the years; 
the cobwebs actually hung below Louise’s height except in the passages between 
them, while Jutka had to bend down to move around at all.

In the summer of the following year, Louise died at the age of 83 in the arms 
of her good neighbor. Th e money from a lifetime of earnings she split equally 
between that neighbor and her Hungarian relatives. Jutka brought an urn with 
Louise’s ashes from England, and her sisters Ilonka and Lolo and brother Sasa 
lowered that urn into the same grave where their mother Hani was buried. Every 
time our family visits the old Jewish cemetery in Budapest, we take two bouquets 
of fl owers to place on that grave.

Our second invasion of Misty Albion turned out to be more romantic. After 
graduating from the University of Toronto, our younger son Edwin changed jobs 
several times and then, in 1993, was hired by the well-known Dov Friedberg 
fi nancial company where he has been working for over fi fteen years. Th e company 
offi  ce is in one of the city’s most beautiful buildings, BCE Place, with entrances 
on two of Toronto’s main streets: Yonge Street and Bay Street. 
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On a bright sunny day in September 1996, Edwin was on a break fi nishing his 
coff ee outside sitting on a marble bench when he noticed an attractive girl nearby. 
Our son approached her and introduced himself, “Edwin.” “Claire,” the young 
woman replied softly. It turned out that she worked in the same building, in a 
café in the food court. Th us began a friendship that soon became something 
more…

Claire Woodcock, who had received a bachelor’s degree in political science 
from the University of Lancaster, had decided, like many young British men and 
women, to spend a year working in Canada. Her ultimate destination was the 
distant city of Vancouver, where she was due to arrive in November; she was in 
Toronto for a short time with a few girlfriends.

Claire’s father had bought his daughter a ticket from Toronto to Vancouver 
and mailed it to our home address rather than Claire’s to temporary address. Th at 
was how Iya fi rst saw the young, pleasant-looking blonde who came over to pick 
up her mail. In the evening after work, Iya was waiting for me with news: “Th ere 
was a very nice fair-skinned girl with huge blue eyes who came over… I think it 
must be Eddya’s destiny!”

Claire fl ew to Vancouver and immediately sent Edwin a sad letter; then, a 
week later, she came back to Toronto. Shortly afterwards, her parents, who could 

We are designing and building plexiglass cases for Edwin’s room. 
Th ey will house Edwin’s Coca-Cola bottle and can collection from 

over fi fty countries. After the company found out about Edwin’s collection 
they sent him a present of a replica of the Coca-Cola bottle which was patented 

in 1915.
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tell that something serious was afoot, fl ew in from England to Toronto; in order 
to get a sense of the situation, they took a trip with their daughter to Washington, 
DC. Claire brought back a gift for us from her parents: a book about the Holo-
caust Museum which had just opened in the U.S. capital.

“June 1, 1997. Sunday. Yesterday, Sandor and Manana took Audrey with them and 
went to the Civil Court, where Manana got a Canadian Citizenship Certifi cate. 
Finally, this day too has come! In the evening, two broadcasts of local television news 
showed the citizenship ceremony and our lovely Manana. Sandor told us there was a 
mobile playground outside the courthouse where Audrey wanted to ride the carousel 
and even climb on a live donkey… Of course, three-quarters of Audrey were on the 
shoulder of Papa Sandor and only one quarter (one leg) was on the donkey – which, 
by the way, was sneezing the entire time.

Th is afternoon, Edwin and Claire accompanied us on our Sunday visit to Grandma 
Riza at the Baycrest Nursing Home. Th e only grandchildren with us were Ada and 
Adam (Serena was at a party, Audrey and her parents were visiting someone). As 
usual, we had ice cream. Edwin and Claire had a good time with us, and we enter-
tained our grandkids all over Baycrest. Suddenly, Ada came running to tell me, “Deda! 
Edya just kissed Claire! And not on the cheek but lip to lip!” 

I translated Ada’s words to Grandma Riza, and she burst out laughing loudly. 
Claire realized what had happened and told Edwin, who started laughing too.”

“June 9. In the evening, Edwin and Claire came home, their faces beaming. “We’ve 
got news for you – we’re engaged!” Oh, G-d! We have lived to see this, too!

It turned out that our son had called Claire’s parents in Sheffi  eld and, like a true 
gentleman, asked her father for his daughter’s hand in marriage. “Congratulations!” 
her father had told him.”

John and Penny Woodcock, along with 
their son Graeme, a modest and pleas-
ant young man, came to Toronto for 
the upcoming marriage of Edwin and 
Claire. Iya and I waited anxiously for 
our fi rst meeting with them. When 
they were still at home in Sheffi  eld, we 
had extended to them a sincere invita-
tion to stay at our place, in Sandor’s old 
quarters in the basement. However, the 
Woodcocks had gone directly from the 
airport to their pre-booked room at the 
Royal York Hotel. Th ey were surprised 
by the extra security at the hotel, where 

Edwin and Claire at their civil 
wedding ceremony. Toronto, July 1997.
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the guards carefully checked their documents and reluctantly allowed them into 
the lobby. To their incredulous surprise, an automobile cortege with a special 
escort pulled up at the hotel at the same time, and none other than the Queen 
of England, Elizabeth II, came out of the fi rst car and entered the hotel.

An hour later the Woodcocks were over at our place having dinner, and John 
repeated excitedly several times, “Can you believe it? We had to come to Toronto 
to see the Queen!”

At the table, we tried to fi nd mutual interests and things in common, but 
to be honest, their English was virtually incomprehensible to Iya and me. As 
far as we could understand, Claire’s parents admitted that this was the fi rst time 
they saw people from Russia up close…

To celebrate the engagement, Iya had a barbecue in our back yard that evening. 
We invited only the closest family and friends, including Mama Regina. Each 
was introduced to the Woodcocks. Sandor and Iya grilled the shish kebabs and 
the minced meat patties and were barely able to keep up with the demand. Yuzik 
played the violin, with accordion accompaniment that evening provided by his 
son Felix instead of me. Joe Weltman did his best to convince the guests from 
distant England of the “might” of our clan… Marat tried out his English on the 

Our children and their parents. Toronto, June 1997.



355

THE SECOND INVASION OF MISTY ALBION

guests. Champagne was opened and 
the toasting began… When Dodik, 
who had already off ered his lengthy 
Georgian-style congratulations, 
launched into his third toast from 
the bottom of his heart, Claire’s 
mother started to cry. We realized 
that this was the fi rst time these 
dwellers of Misty Albion found 
themselves at such a noisy gathering 
of open-hearted people who could 
barely speak English. 

More than ten years have passed 
since then. Our darling Claire 
decided to become an accountant 
and completed the program at the 
University of Toronto over six years 
of intensive studying in the eve-
nings. Th ey live in their own beauti-
ful new house, both of them have 
good jobs. And on Saturdays, when 
our entire family gathers at our place for dinner, people can look at Edwin and 
Claire and see with their own eyes that true love does exist!

Claire and Edwin. May 1998.
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THE BEST YEARS OF HER LIFE 

On June 11, 1990, Mama Regina turned 90. Ninety years old!
Th is was not an unusual age for Baycrest, the oldest nursing home in Toronto, 

or for the forty-eight residents of the ninth fl oor where my mother lived, or for 
the staff  serving them. Th e average age on the fl oor was higher. One little old 
lady, born in Poland, was 106 years old, and she conversed with me quite coher-
ently in Russian. However, for me, for our family, for our still-Soviet mentality, 
the 90th birthday of our beloved 
Grandma Riza was a true miracle. 
Back in those days, we could not have 
expected a greater gift from the 
Almighty! 

Of the thirteen children of Her-
mann Spielberger, of whom Regina 
was the twelfth, none except for her 
lived to such an age. Th e last of the 
sisters, Jolan, had died at the age of 86; 
as for Hermann himself, his family had 
lost him when he was 56.

Our joy on the day of Mama’s 90th 
birthday knew no bounds. Iya was the 
ringleader of the celebration. In her 
childhood home, all joyful events were always celebrated festively and with 
respect. Iya organized a big beautiful celebration in our modest home in Toronto. 
More than forty people gathered. I brought Mama over. 

Everyone off ered her warm greetings. Our Regina sat in an armchair and smiled 
pensively. For the fi rst toast, she drank a full glass of wine. My brother Yuzef ’s 
violin played nonstop while I played some accompaniment on the accordion. 
Th ere was dancing: the Hava Nagila, the Hora, the Csardas and the fi ery Tzyga-
nochka (“gypsy girl”). Among the guests were Valentina and Vitaly Groisman 
from Togliatti, who took the story of our celebration back to Russia with them. 
Mama also received offi  cial birthday greetings from David Peterson, Prime Min-
ister of the Province of Ontario, and from Governor General, offi  cial repre-
sentative of the Queen of England, Ray Hnatyshyn. Th e greetings arrived in 
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beautiful envelopes. Th ey still hang on the walls of our home library, framed and 
covered with glass, next to our Canadian engineering diplomas.

In the large hall at Baycrest, a traditional monthly celebration – Mazl Tov 
Night – was held for those ninth fl oor residents who had had a birthday that 
month. Each celebrant sat at a separate table receiving his or her numerous (“Kein 
eyin hora!”) dear guests – children and grandchildren. Several birthday “boys and 
girls” were dozing at their tables… Th e tables were set with cakes, beverages, fruit 
and chips. Clowns passed around balloons to the younger visitors, blowing them 
up and twisting them to look like various animals. A band played on the stage; 
there were singers… A large circle danced the Hava Nagila, merrily pushing along 
the old folks in their wheelchairs.

In my memory, Baycrest is Mama’s ninth fl oor, where the residents only move 
around in wheelchairs. Very few of them are still able to go down to the restau-

June 11, 1990 – Mama Regina’s 90’th bithday. From left to right – Joe, Eleanor 
and Ruthy Posner, Valentina and Vitaly Groisman, our old and dear family friends 

Jeno and Agnes Weiszhaus, near Iya stands Elena Shafi rovich, and beside my 
brother Joseph stand Riva and Jeff  Karstadt.
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rant on the fi rst-fl oor three times a 
day. Th e rest are fed in the cafeteria on 
their fl oor, according to an individual 
menu compiled by a nutritionist. 
Many of them, including my Mama, 
are no longer able to hold a spoon on 
their own. Th ey need to be fed. And 
this is done, with amazing warmth 
and patience, by the fl oor’s entire staff  
– the nurses, the nurses’ aides, the vol-
unteers – all from diff erent countries 
but most of them good-natured, 
slightly slow-moving, always-smiling 
Jamaicans. Some had already learned 
to talk to the old folks in Yiddish. 
Tears welled up in my eyes when I fi rst 
heard these dark-skinned nurse’s aides, 
who had overheard me speaking Hun-
garian, address Mama as “Anyu!” 

(Mama), or even speak the Hungarian phrases, „Anyu! Jó napot! Hogy vagy, 
anyu?” (“Mama, good day! How’s it going, Mama?”)

Th e kindness of these people is one of the reasons our family so loved to spend 
winter vacations in Jamaica. Staff  members from the Philippines addressed 
Regina as “Mama Rott” and called me “Papa Rott.” And so I once again became 
a Papa, and she became my child…

“September 2, 1985. Bought a Sony Walkman radio for Mama and taught her 
how to use it. She already knows how to turn it on and tune in to a music station.

Mama Regina in Miami. Florida, 
1979.

Baycrest, 9’th fl oor.
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Th e age and the situation of these elderly people, the ninth-fl oor residents, are 
troubling and sobering, making us reevaluate our daily blessings again and again.

Th ese old folks spend the entire day almost immobile in their wheelchairs. Of 
course, they are constantly thinking about something. Perhaps they are reminiscing, 
or planning something, but most of them can only be heard complaining about eve-
rything… To cheer them up and give them a chance to sense or hear a neighbor next 
to them, the wheelchairs are pushed out into the corridor during the day. Th e most 
“elite” spots – for the most restless of the residents – are the ones across from the eleva-
tors. It turns out that the constant opening and closing of the doors and the comings 
and goings of various people can distract and calm a person for hours on end.

Each resident has an individual well-lit room with closets, with an adjastable 
hospital bed, and with a spacious bathroom. However, none of them can use the 
toilet without assistance. Th ey sit in their wheelchairs wearing special adult diapers, 
which an attendant will change if asked. But one needs to ask in English, and my 
mother, our “modern-day hero,” does not know how to ask, even though she now 
understands the language decently. Th ere is only one caregiver on the fl oor who is 
fl uent in Hungarian, and even she works on a three-shift schedule. Th e other aides 
like Mama (after all, she can’t complain to anyone but me because of the language 
barrier), praise her neatness, her even temper and her always-good appetite. Th ey 
respect her and try to intuitively understand her, but more often than not, they do 
not understand her requests. And so my Mama spends entire days sitting in silence, 
in distress over her dirty diaper, waiting for me and gradually losing her spark… 
When I come over, the fi rst thing I do is quickly take her to the bathroom and sit 
her down on the toilet, and she relieves herself. She understands everything perfectly 
and is sincerely glad to have a clean diaper… Since Mama cannot speak to the 
personnel, they treat her like a small child. When I translate some of Mama’s answers 
and comments to the attendants, they are amazed: “Mrs. Rott, you are so smart! It’s 
unbelievable!”

Mama spent eighteen years living in 
Baycrest, and every day I tried to be 
there by 5 p.m. in order to feed her 
dinner. Of course she could have been 
fed by one of the attendants, but what 
can compare to the contentment and 
the expected privacy of a mother/son 
dinner? Th ese “rendezvous” I had with 
Mama were unforgettable.

“December 26, 1996. As usual, 
arrived at Baycrest at 5 p.m. to feed 
Mama. I sat down next to her; the din-
ners had not yet been delivered to the 

Guest from New York, Jeff rey 
Spielberger – grandson of Uncle Moric. 

Baycrest, 1984.
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rooms on her fl oor. Suddenly Mama said to me in Hungarian, “Th e only joy I’ve got 
left in life, sonny, is to wait for you every day…” “It’s a great joy for me too to see you 
every evening, Mama!” I said and kissed her tenderly.”

She was still a smart one, and I always had to prepare for our meetings and 
think over conversation topics; otherwise, I would quickly get admonished: “You 
already talked about this yesterday!” Any kind of “childish” conversation was 
unwelcome. On my way to see Mama, I always tried to listen to as much news 
on the radio as I could and recount to her the most accessible news stories so 
that she could recall them and think them over the next morning when she was 
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alone. I always told her about my workdays, too. Mama was particularly inter-
ested in news stories concerning Israel: “If only things were better for the Jews…”

Th e dinners were served fresh and hot. Mama always had a good appetite. We 
had long ago decided that she should stop wearing dentures in order to fully 
enjoy the taste of her food. She was served mashed or pureed food, but preferred 
to eat two or even three chicken legs the pieces of which I would place in her 
mouth after softening them up with my fi ngers. Another one of G-d’s miracles: 
most of the cooks at Baycrest cook in Hungarian style! A real “Csirke paprikas” 
was something that Mama would gladly eat every day. At the end of dinner, I 
would always get two sweet treats out of my pocket. First, I would give her a 
chocolate bar and say in Russian, “Here are your supplemental rations, Mama!” 
To that, she would usually smile, recalling the distant years at the Bobruysk 
timber plant when various bigshots would get something on top of the standard 
meager food rations in the “supplemental rations” category. Th e second treat, a 
piece of caramel candy, I would always give her just before my departure, before 
saying good-bye, so that Mama would be distracted and not too upset by my 
inevitable disappearance.

I never heard any complaints from our Regina along the lines that she had gotten 
tired of living and wanted to die. Never! She couldn’t say or even think such a 
thing. Occasionally on my visits with Mama, if I sat in silence waiting for her 
dinner, I would hear her say, “What sort of life is this, sonny?”

“What are you saying, Mama?” I would parry angrily, with the conviction 
necessary at such moments. “You want to die? You will die when your time comes, 
there’s nothing new about that. But for now you have to live! Look how beauti-

Regina has her fi rst great grandchild, Ada. 1991.
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ful everything is around you. Look at how much everyone loves you! So behave 
yourself and eat up! More vitamins! You need your strength. Otherwise to whom 
am I going to talk tomorrow about my work, about the successes of your grand-
children and great-grandchildren?” I think this optimistic tone helped improve 
her mood.

On the eve of holidays or on Friday evenings, the old ladies from Baycrest’s ninth 
fl oor were no longer allowed to light the Sabbath or holiday candles by themselves. 
Each room had a nicely designed wall-mounted lamp in which the electrical bulbs 
went on automatically at the right time. On these occasions each resident was served 
a small glass of wine for dinner. Many residents no longer had the patience to wait 
to hear the words of the rabbi, who would come to the fl oor cafeteria that evening 
to read the Kiddush, the blessing for bread and wine. On many occasions, I 
observed a rather sweet scene: the rabbi hadn’t showed up for one reason or another, 
the attendants would be running all over the fl oor looking for a man who could 
read the blessing, and many of the old folks had already dipped into the wine.

Meanwhile, I would be helping Mama with her dinner in the corridor across 
from her room, just the two of us. Mama, her face serene, would listen to me say 
the Kiddush and almost never refuse a second glass of wine off ered by the attend-
ants. In accordance with our old “Bobruysk tradition,” she would leave nothing 
on her tray.

Th en dinner was over. Th e wrinkled cheeks of Mama’s still-beautiful face were 
fl ushed from the wine. Now it was the turn for the chocolate, which she would 
chew up with obvious pleasure with her hardened gums. I would take away the 

Soon she had fi ve great grandchildren.
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tray with the empty dishes, place it on a nearby cart, and return. Mama was 
already waiting for me to return and unwrap the obligatory caramel candy. As 
always, we tenderly kiss each other. 

„Szervusz anyu! Holnap jövök!” (“Good-bye, Mama! I will come tomorrow.”)
„Isten áldjon meg, fi am! Köszönöm, hogy eljöttél.” (“God keep you, sonny! 

Th ank you for coming!”)

In 1974, I had brought Mama to Canada as a woman suff ering from severe men-
tal illness. Th e terrible years of Stalin’s terror and Hitler’s occupation, which she 
had endured in Byelorussia, had badly damaged her mental health. In the last two 
years of life in the Soviet Union, she had been on the registry of a psychiatric clinic, 
but they used no medicines except for Luminal, which would usually cause her to 
pass out and sleep for more than 24 hours, after which her behavior would become 
uncontrollable and unpredictable. In Canada, once Mama and I fully realized that 
we would never return to the Soviet Union and perhaps never again see Iya and 
the children, whom we had left behind, this aff ected Mama even more, and her 
nerves were completely shattered. When Joe and I took Mama to a Canadian 
psychiatrist – an elderly doctor of Czech origins – he categorically told us that there 
was no hope of improvement: “Either take her home and get her round-the-clock 
attendants, or put her in a psychiatric hospital.”

One summer afternoon in 1976 Simcha Fordsham drove up to our house and from 
his trunk he pulled out a small silver spruce tree. He said this is cure your nostalgia 

for Siberia. On the right side of the car you can see what has become of this tree 
after 20 years.
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But fate took pity on my mother. I spared no eff ort to fi nd some way out of this 
situation, and soon someone referred me to a capable young psychiatrist named 
Joseph Vohlgelenter. When I brought Mama to see him for the fi rst time, my 
English was very poor. Th e doctor did not speak Hungarian, so after my brief 
explanation he began to speak to Mama in Yiddish while she replied in German. 
Dr. Vohlgelenter said that he knew what her problem was and would try to help 
us. Partly, the cause of the psychiatric disturbances lay in the fact that Mama, a 
vibrant and healthy woman in her younger years, lost her husband at the age of 38 
and never had another relationship for the rest of her life. Th is, combined with 
other woes – hard physical labor, lack of Russian language skills, the endless wait-
ing for her husband to return from prison, the daily struggle for survival, the fear 
for her children’s lives, terrors related to the Soviet secret police, Nazis, and bomb-
ing raids – all this immeasurable stress had caused her mind to become unbalanced. 
In addition to the blackouts, she was constantly haunted by visions of someone 
wanting to shoot her or rape her, or someone having sex with someone else…

Th e doctor prescribed medicines: haldol, anafranil and lithium – and cali-
brated the optimal dosage in daily telephone contact with me. And then, thank 
G-d, a miracle happened: Mama regained self-control and was once again able 
to live on her own, walk around and make her own decisions.

Until 1981 when Mama moved to Baycrest, she had lived in a two-room apartment 
rented for her on the seventh fl oor of an apartment building on Bathurst Street. 
Every morning at nine o’clock, a bus would pick her up and take her for the rest 
of the day to the special “adult day care” section of Baycrest, where old folks received 
meals, participated in various activities and were taken out on excursions. Mama 
had to be ready every morning and wait for the bus in the lobby of her apartment 
building, where she was brought back at the end of the day. 

 If she was not in the lobby, the driver would ring the bell for her apartment 
from downstairs, then wait for fi ve minutes and leave, after calling me at work 
to tell me my mother had not showed up. I had to run over to her place and fi nd 
out what had happened. More and more often, I would fi nd her lying on the 
fl oor. Th at meant she had fallen during the night and had not been able to get 
up. At the time she was still able to walk and take care of herself, but her mind 
was failing her more and more often. 

 I would fi nd her lying on the fl oor, undressed, in her own fi lth. Apparently, 
she had fallen on her way to the bathroom. Finally, Baycrest accommodated us 
by admitting her for inpatient nursing-home care.

Sundays became unforgettable days in our house on Shelborne Avenue. Just then 
(in 1988), Chrysler had come out with the fi rst minivan model, a true stroke of 
genius. We had bought a Plymouth Voyager, and every Sunday we would bring 
our family treasure – Grandma Riza in her wheelchair – to our home. Iya would 
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start fussing over the dinner preparations fi rst thing in the morning, while I 
would drive to Baycrest to pick up our grandmother. If I found Mama dozing 
in her wheelchair, I would let her sleep a little longer, standing or sitting down 
nearby, listening to her even breathing, watching my pride and joy sleeping 
peacefully before me. As always, my heart was brimming with infi nite gratitude 
to Regina for everything she had done to give life to me and to my family.

I would start waking Mama, whistling softly… A familiar sound sequence 
that has been in our family for a long time – “our whistle” – fl ows from my lips. 
We fi rst came up with this special whistle in the distant ‘40s in Bobruysk, when 
I helped my brother steal apples in the neighbors’ orchards to sell to German 
soldiers on their way to the frontlines…

“Th e Whistle” is still alive in our family. Iya and I were eager to spend all our 
earnings on travel every time we got a vacation, taking our entire family with us 
to see the world, to breathe the air of freedom, take in the beautiful sights of 
various countries around the globe. Th e best way to fi nd family members lost in 
the crowd in Madrid’s Prado Museum, in a Stockholm department store or in a 
multilevel market in Singapore – to round up my Iya, Sandor, Ilona and Edwin 
– was to sound “our whistle,” which did the job quickly and eff ectively. Our new 
acquaintances, members of our tour groups, would marvel and smile.

But back to Baycrest. Mama would hear the fi rst sounds of my “Whistle” and 
wake up immediately: „Józsi! Te vagy az?” (“Joszi! It’s you?”) For some reason 
when Mama woke up, she always spoke my brother Yuzef ’s name, not mine. 
Mothers probably always speak their fi rstborn’s name fi rst, even though in recent 
years my brother had been visiting Mother much less often than I had.

“Mama, it’s me, Vladimir. Good morning!”
“What, is it Sunday already? Yes? It’s time to go?”
“Of course, Mama. Of course! Let’s go!”
We would go to Mama’s room and start getting ready. In cold weather, it was 

harder to get dressed. Th e pains in Mama’s arthritic joints and the fact that she 
was sitting in a wheelchair did not make it any easier to put on her sweater or 
coat. But Mama had been patiently bearing these pains for a long time. I, mean-
while, could hear her grunting slightly with joy at the thought that she was being 
taken somewhere, that something would be happening, that she would spend an 
entire day with her son and her grandchildren.

In the elevator, the elevator operator would ask her the traditional question, 
“Leaving us, Mrs. Rott? Where are you going?”

“To visit with my son!” Mama would reply, smiling proudly.
I would wheel Mama up to the minivan in the parking lot, grab her fi rmly 

with both arms, lift her up into the passenger seat. Th en I would fold her wheel-
chair and we would drive happily to Shelborne Avenue. Outside the house, I 
would lift Mama out of the car and put her back in the wheelchair. Iya would 
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run outside and together we 
would lift our heavy but dearly 
beloved load up the four steps 
to the porch. Often, Ilona and 
Paul or Edwin would help out 
as well. Once inside the house, 
I would lift Mama up, Iya 
would remove her coat or 
sweater, and I would seat her in 
“Grandma’s armchair” that 
stood by the piano. Th at was 
where she would spend her day.

Soon, our children and my 
brother Yuzef would come over. 
Joe Weltman and Edith would 
often come. Jaff a Fordsham 
would drop by. Our old friends 
Marat and Lina Gertzovich 

would come also. Everyone would come smiling, everyone wanted to touch and 
kiss Grandma Riza, and if they were lucky, to get a kiss back from her. Everyone 
felt and almost believed that if they kissed Grandma Riza, it would recharge them 
with vigor and inspiration for the entire week. Everyone had a kind word for her. 
Th ey would boast a little and talk about their own aff airs. To everyone’s amaze-
ment, Mama took an interest in everything, and had something to say about 
everything she was told.

At exactly four o’clock, there’d be a phone call from Boston. Th at would be our 
oldest son Sandor, then a graduate student at Harvard. He too wanted to hear his 
grandmother’s voice and her good wishes. Sandor would ask confi dentially, “How 
are you feeling, Grandma Riza?” and she would answer, as always, with her strong 
Hungarian accent, “Bad!” Regina’s answers were almost always negative. I am hard 
pressed to fi nd an explanation for that. Of course, she would respond positively 
to our reports of our accomplishments and good deeds. Essentially, in spite of her 
advanced age, Mama was very wise and logical, and I would often turn to her for 
advice in order to hear her opinion of some diffi  cult situation.

As I recall from early childhood, Mama Regina never condoned empty chat-
ter. Th at was the one thing she disliked the most, and my brother Yuzef often 
got in trouble with her over that. And here she was now, sitting in her chair…

Joe Weltman, the most special among my numerous cousins, would come to 
see her. He had an excellent memory, despite being over seventy. He and Regina 
would start reminiscing about their youth in Hungary, about the villages – 
Garadna and Baktakek – where they were born and where they had left their 
relatives behind. Mama would gladly answer Joe’s questions; she still remembered 

Yaff a and Simcha Fordsham with their 
children. 1986.
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to whom the forester’s daughter was married, what the postman’s name was, why 
so-and-so never took a wife, where one could buy kosher meat, and to which 
village they went to the synagogue for the holidays. Mama would always correct 
any inaccuracies. But if Joe would start telling her, from the heart, “Auntie, I love 
you so much! I love you very much, Auntie!”, she would immediately say, “Th at’s 
enough! Let’s talk about something serious.” Th at’s the kind of person Regina 
was – even though she knew well that her nephew, the son of her fi fth sister, the 
affl  uent and energetic Mr. Weltman had come over to our place for her sake, to 
see, hug and kiss his aunt.

Dinnertime would arrive and the hostess, Iya, would invite everyone to sit 
down at the table. Grandma Riza, too, would be brought to the table in her 
wheelchair, where she could look proudly at her now-greatly expanded family 
and eat with much gusto. Iya and I would feed her from a spoon.

Taking Grandma to the bathroom at our place was no easy task. Th e wheels on 
the wheelchair were too wide to fi t through the narrow door of the bathroom, 
and I would have to left up Mama in my arms and carry her to the toilet, where 
Iya’s caring hands would help out, get her washed up and put on her diaper.

In those moments, Iya would always recall the now-so distant 1960s in Tomsk, 
when I had brought her, my pretty young wife, to the small apartment I shared 
with Mama – and in which we later had Sandor and Ilona. It was in this Tomsk 
apartment, practically in one room, that we spent a very diffi  cult long eight years 
together – the four of us and Mama. At the time, in addition to her mental ill-
ness, Regina developed an insane jealousy, a kind of uncontrollable rage that 
some “unworthy woman” could take away her baby boy… Iya, meanwhile, had 
an incredibly diffi  cult time adjusting to the role of young wife and daughter-in-
law – and an even harder time switching from the idyllic freedom of a Tomsk 
student dorm to the settled ways of a conservative Hungarian household, forged 
in poverty and struggle for survival. She had to get used to her new home’s 
fanatical and paranoid cleanliness and to the smells and tastes of Hungarian 
cuisine, so diff erent not only from the culinary habits of the student community 
but also from Iya’s favorite dishes from her mother’s kitchen in Ulan Ude. Regina 
was rude and vicious to her young daughter-in-law; she made unfair and absurd 
demands and often lost all self-restraint as she yelled and raged… Iya, a young 
instructor at the Polytechnic University and the mother of two young children, 
had suff ered a great deal from all of this. She had cried every day because of her 
mother-in-law’s verbal attacks, had defended herself as best she could and looked 
painstakingly for a solution. Th ank G-d, she had found the strength to bear it 
all and preserve our family intact.

And now, here we were, Iya and I, helping an elderly Regina with all her bod-
ily functions in our small bathroom. Sometimes Iya would say, with a warm 
humor and an aff ection that had grown over the years, “So, Granny, it’s gotten 
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to the point where I have to wash your butt… But don’t you worry, Granny, 
washing your butt is the easiest thing in my life.”

After dinner, if the guests had left already, Mama might enjoy a peaceful nap in 
her wheelchair, but she would never agree to rest on a bed. Most often she would 
remain awake. I would read to her from letters from Hungary or newspapers, or 
translate a television program.

Our children, too, would actively, lovingly and tenderly entertain Grandma 
Riza. Th ere was a special aff ection between Regina and Sandor, her grandson and 
the fi rstborn of our Tomsk dwelling. Th eir reminiscences were endlessly rich and 
vivid – everything from hours of standing in line in temperature of 20 below 
zero to pick up their allotted liter of milk to the fi rst habits of drawing and 
“architecture” when Grandma Riza and little Sandor would indulge their imag-
ination while eating together as they examined the shape of a piece of bread which 
changed after each bite.

And now, if Sandor was with us, he would sit next to his Grandma almost 
every Sunday and take her hand, and everyone would hurry to stand around 
them and hear something they had already heard so many times.

“Come on, Grandma, tell me the joke you tell so well.”
“Sandor, darling, I’ve forgotten it…” Regina would say in her broken Russian.
“No, Grandma, you haven’t forgotten. Please, go on and tell us!”
And then Grandma Riza would smile and mobilize her knowledge of Russian:
“Th is old lady comes to the doctor and says, ‘Doctor, I have gotten quite sick, my 

sight and hearing have gone weak… You know, doctor, I can’t even hear when I fart!’
“Th e doctor gave her a medicine and said, ‘Now you’ll be better, Grandma.’
“‘Doctor, is this going to make me hear better?’ asks the grandma.
“‘No, Grandma, it’s going to make you fart louder!’”
At that point, everyone present would burst into laughter. Regina would smile 

proudly, enjoying her success. And Sandor would be proud of his grandmother. 

Somewhere around 5 p.m., Regina would go into a funk. She would get agitated, 
start fi dgeting and whining: “Let’s go, what are you sitting around for, it’s time 
to leave, let’s go already…”

“What’s the hurry, Mama? Sit still! We haven’t had the coff ee and cake yet!”
After that, everything depended on her mood and her state. Usually, after 6 

p.m., Mama would calm down, and we could continue to make each other happy 
with conversation and mutual attention. If Mama and I returned to Baycrest 
around 6 p.m. on a Sunday, the service staff  on the fl oor would fi gure it out at 
once. “Oh, Mrs. Rott must have behaved badly today.” 

On the other hand, if I brought her back after 9 p.m., or even around ten, 
the attendants and the nurses would marvel and smile: “Mrs. Rott had a good 
time tonight! Behaved very well!”
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I would translate their words to Regina, and she would always say something 
nice in Hungarian. We would bid each other good-bye and exchange kisses.

“May G-d keep you, Mama! I’ll be back tomorrow!”
As always, she would thank me for spending the day with her, and the attend-

ants would take Mama to her room with the plaque on the door that read, 
“Regina Rott.”

What a joy, what a treasure it is to have one’s own mother by one’s side for so 
many years! Of course, Regina’s quality of life was gradually fading away, though 
her mind was still working fairly clearly and logically. For now, however, Regina 
was well-fed, well-tended, and surrounded by love and attention as she sat wait-
ing silently all day, wheelchair-bound. My daily dinnertime visits to Baycrest, 
the patience and kindness of the service staff , and our wonderful Sunday trips 
created a strong and life-affi  rming spring in Regina’s soul, a new clock of life. She 
knew that something specifi c and good was about to happen to her, and was 
constantly waiting for it. Th at was her life. All of my family and friends, to whom 
I am infi nitely grateful, changed and became kinder when they were around 
Regina; they did their best to ensure that these years – practically the best years 
of her life – were as beautiful as they could be.

I think that the long years of struggle for survival generated a kind of nihilism 
and harshness in Regina’s soul, as well as the habit of refusing everything, no 
matter how useful or kindly off ered, for fear of causing someone even the slight-
est inconvenience. After living in the Soviet Union for over forty years, she had, 
unfortunately, also developed the deeply ingrained habit of obeying direct com-
mands. When I gave her orders – “Eat!”, “Stop crying!”, “Let me trim your nails!” 
– Mama would always follow them. Th at’s what I told the attendants, too: “Don’t 
ask her if she wants something – just tell her, ‘Mrs. Rott, now you must do this 
and that,’ and she’ll do it.”

For instance, every Tuesday, Baycrest off ered the wonderful Hungarian Club, 
for which nice volunteers would round up Hungarian-speaking old folks from 
diff erent fl oors and bring them over in their wheelchairs. Mama would usually 
ignore my entreaties from the night before that she attend the Hungarian Club, 
and when an attendant or volunteer came over on Tuesday and asked her if she 
wanted to go, she almost invariably had a ready refusal: “No, thank you, don’t 
trouble yourself ”; or, even more simply, “No, I’m not feeling well…” Now that 
they took Regina to the Hungarian Club without asking whether she wanted to 
go or not, the attendants would eagerly report to me in the evening, “Yes, Mr. 
Rott, your mother went to the Hungarian Club!”

And Mama herself would happily and briskly report to me, “Th ey told us 
about the news from Israel and Hungary, showed us some pictures and a movie, 
and gave us fresh cake, cookies and coff ee!”
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Outdoor trips were a similar problem. In the summers, every Th ursday, ninth 
fl oor residents would be bused, with the help of cultural program staff ers and numer-
ous volunteers, to Toronto island, Ontario Place, the planetarium, or one of the city 
parks. No one from our family could join in this event, and besides, there were more 
than enough volunteers already. Th e evening before, I would always ask Mama to 
go; I would be quite insistent about it. I would also warn the staff  to just take her 
without asking. But oh, that super-kind, pure, democratic West! We ex-Soviet citi-
zens still couldn’t get used to the taste of freedom. I would come to see Mama around 
suppertime and almost cry with frustration: she hadn’t gone, of course. Someone 
had come up to her and politely asked if she wanted to go, and of course she had 
said no right away … and that was it! Anything to avoid having someone trouble 
themselves on her account, to avoid being a burden to someone.

As the years went on, our entire family’s devotion, respect and love for Regina 
only kept growing and becoming stronger. Th e attitude of the fl oor’s service staff  
was also admirable, beyond the highest praise. My extremely loyal attitude toward 
Mama and her situation played a role in this as well. 

 For many years, I took it upon myself to break some of Baycrest’s rules. Th us, 
the staff  were not allowed to take any gifts from “the parents” other than a box 
of chocolates for the entire staff  on the fl oor. I simply could not accept this. After 
our life in the Soviet Union, where one got kicked around at every turn, the 
staff ers’ boundless warmth and kindness toward Regina moved me to tears…

So I came up with an idea of my own, which I practiced for many years. I was 
able to compile a list of the fl oor’s staff ers, complete with home addresses for eve-
rybody. In the best years of the Ontario Province budget, there were as many as 
thirty-fi ve people working on the ninth fl oor. Every year, before Christmas and 
Hanukkah, I would buy each of them a box of chocolates along with some other 
gift – a vase, a piece of embroidery, a fi gurine – and deliver these small tokens of 
care and appreciation to their home addresses, all over the huge city of Toronto. 
My assistant Ruben Carreiro, who had worked with me for over twenty years and 
was already used to this tradition, would sit in the car and wait for me outside the 
buildings while I would race upstairs and deliver the gifts with hugs and kisses.

Mama’s appetite, blood pressure and blood sugar were normal, but she was ailing 
more and more from arthritis and had lost a lot of weight. A time came when she 
needed to constantly hold in her hands special plastic cylinders that allowed air to 
circulate to her palms, but they often fell out and got lost. Her fi ngernails grew 
very quickly and would cut into the skin of her palms, drawing blood. Every two 
weeks, Mama had to endure severe pain when I brought our famous Hungarian 
miniature scissors, a family heirloom dating back to 1931, and trimmed her fi n-
gernails, lifting up her fi ngers one by one. Her wrists could no longer turn due to 
arthritis, and I had to practically lie on the fl oor to reach her fi ngernails. Th e entire 
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fl oor could hear her shrieks of pain and her exclamations in Hungarian that only 
I could understand: “Why are you torturing me like this, you parasite?”

“Mama, I have to do this! No one else is going to do this for us!”
After all this necessary suff ering, I would pull a small bottle of red nail polish 

from my pocket, unscrew the lid with the brush, and put the polish on each of 
her fi ngernails which she silently endured. Th e staff ers who were walking past us 
marveled, “Mr. Rott does his mother’s manicure, too?”

Of course, this was far from a full manicure – but I did polish her nails, because 
the woman before me was our real, honest-to-goodness “Madame Rottikha.”

I will tell the story of where that nickname came from. In the years when the three 
of us – Regina, Yuzik and Vladimir – lived as a family, practically in isolation from 
the alien and often hostile world around us (sometimes we were the family of an 
“enemy of the people,” sometimes “sh**-ass foreigners” who could barely speak 
Russian or Byelorussian and wore funny clothes, and sometimes “maybe even 
Yids”), we did our best, under the leadership of the smart, downtrodden, often 

For Baba Iya’s 60’th birthday her children invited a professional photographer. 
Toronto, 1998.
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crying Regina, to protect ourselves and survive. Th at is why we often tried to joke 
around, make fun of each other, laugh boisterously at something funny. We often 
used pet names for each other that clung to us our entire lives. Th at was how “Rot-
tikha” came into existence. Our basically kind Byelorussian neighbors and Regina’s 
fellow unskilled laborers, who knew and remembered how far and how low she 
had fallen, never called her anything but “Madame” – “Madame Rottikha.” [“-ikha” 
is one of the Russian suffi  xes indicating a feminine word ending, and often added in 
the vernacular to words or foreign last names that do not have a proper feminine form. 
– Tr.] It didn’t matter what words, or what torrent of profanity, followed this title.

Meanwhile, Yuzik got nicknamed “Dedok” (Little Grandpa) because of his 
slowness and inability to get up on time in the mornings; he responded to this 
nickname his entire life and never took off ense. I was “Petushok” (Cockerel – 
young rooster) because of my lively temper.

With age, Regina’s bones became very fragile, and the medics at Baycrest no 
longer allowed me to take Mama home on Sundays: there was a risk that I could 
do some serious damage to her bones when I clutched her by lifting her up or 
putting her down in the wheelchair. At Baycrest, too, they now used a hydraulic 
lift to put Mama in bed or in the wheelchair.

Th e Sunday trips to our home stopped, but we came up with an alternative: 
“Sunday’s Ice Cream Parlor with Baba Riza.” Regina’s fi rst great-grandchild was 
born to our daughter Ilona. Since the summer of ninety-two, when little Ada 
fi rst learned to walk, she became a regular participant in the Sunday trips to 
Baycrest. Today, looking at the shy seventeen-year-old girl, it’s hard to believe 
that this is the same Ada who would always start dancing at the sound of any 
music. Ada was especially fond of a Baycrest attendant named Rose, a large, 
good-natured black woman from Jamaica. Th ey could spend a long time swaying 
their hips in tact with each other in a simple dance, while Grandma Regina 
looked on, beaming. Before too long, she had fi ve grandchildren – Ada (6 years 
old), Serena (4), Audrey (2), Adam(2) and Gabriel (1) – and Iya and I would 
gladly take all those who could walk to Baycrest. Th e little ones’ happy parents 
were always glad to get a three-hour break from the children.

“May 11, 1997. Ilona and Paul saw us all the way to Baycrest. Paul helped us get 
up to Regina’s fl oor and then started to leave. Suddenly, Ada began to cry. Th is had 
never happened yet – the oldest girl, Ada, crying because her father was leaving. Ada 
wouldn’t stop. Ilona came up from the car and started scolding her daughter. Audrey 
and Adam started to whine, Ada was crying… Suddenly, Grandma Riza exploded 
in broken Russian, her face red with anger, “Stop shouting!” and then to me, in 
Hungarian, “Vladimir, what’s going on? Has a war started?”

Suddenly, three-year-old Serena says to me in English, “Deda, I usually cry… But 
I can’t cry today because Ada is crying.”
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“September 1997, Sunday. After Baycrest, Iya and I brought the entire foursome 
to our place to feed them dinner. Usually when we take them home after dinner, the 
entire bunch of us takes Audrey home fi rst, and then we drive Ilona’s kids home. Today 
they were all behaving badly, having tantrums, being disobedient. Iya and I were on 
our last nerve. Finally I said, “Iya, you take Audrey to the elevator by yourself and 
I’ll drive the rest of them home.” Iya left with Audrey.

While driving, I said, “Serena, if you ever behave this way again, I’m going to take 
off  my belt and smack you on the tushie!”

Ada (sitting next to me): “Deda, did you do that to my Mama, too?”
I was taken aback, not knowing what to say since I didn’t want to interfere with 

Ilona’s child-rearing methods. Still, I said, “Yes, I did.”
“And to Sandor and Edya?” Ada’s next question followed immediately.
“Th em, too!” I said confi dently.
“And who taught you to do that?” Ada’s questions continued.
I was slightly at a loss for an answer, but then fi nally came up with one: “Baba Riza!”
Ada hunched her shoulders and grew quiet… Ilona was already waiting for us on 

the porch. When I told her this story, she approved of my replies.
In the evening, Ilona and Paul went out somewhere, and it was Iya who put the 

children to bed. She overheard Ada say, “Serena, we’re lucky that Baba Iya is with us, 
not Deda. Deda has a short temper…”

We would arrive at Baycrest in the morning, by 11 a.m.; the entire group would 
troop into Regina’s room where we left all the hats and coats, and then, pushing 
Grandma Riza’s wheelchair, we would go to the cafeteria and occupy a free table, 
and everyone would get ice cream – the fl avor of their choice. I would feed Mama 
with a spoon and she would look at the little ones. Th e children’s voices would fi ll 
the cafeteria, and the old folks at the nearby tables would melt as they watched our 
fi ve adorable kids. If there was time left, after the ice cream we would retreat to one 
of Baycrest’s many halls or corners where our grandchildren amused themselves by 
playing hide-and-seek. 

By 1 p.m., we would all go up to 
the ninth fl oor with Regina, pick up 
her lunch tray and retreat to the vis-
iting room on the fl oor. I would 
start feeding Mama, while Iya 
would take a single chicken leg 
from the tray and feed little pieces 
to the grandchildren. Regina not 
only smiled at the sight of the little 
ones who stood lined up, from tall-
est to shortest, and opened their 
mouths like baby birds, but herself 

My brother Joseph’s family musical 
ensemble performing at Baycrest. 1996.
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opened her mouth more willingly… After the chicken, each of the little ones 
would also get a teaspoonful of sweet jelly from Grandma Riza’s tray. Everyone 
would help return the empty tray to the food cart. Th en, after lunch, all eight of 
us would head over to Baycrest’s big atrium for the Sunday concert. 

Our grandchildren grew so fond of these Sunday trips that after Mama’s death, 
we continued to go to Baycrest for ice cream every Sunday for an entire year – 
but, unfortunately, our Grandma Riza was no longer there.

One thing that caused us great sadness was that in the fi nal years, Mama’s eyesight 
worsened considerably. Often, she could no longer see anything and could only 
make out shadows. Yet she had always been so fond of reading, had done such 
wonderful embroidery. Her handiwork has always been our pride. Our home, and 
the homes of all of Regina’s grandchildren, have fairly large-sized woolen “Persian 
rugs” with beautiful symmetrical designs hanging on the walls – rugs Regina had 
knitted before her marriage, when she was still living at home in Garadna. Iya keeps 
about a dozen other things she knit and embroidered with her own hands, starched 
and ironed, in a large folder that we show only to very special guests. Everyone 
admires and delights in these beautiful things Regina made.

More than once, I took Mama to the doctors, asking them to do something to 
restore her sight. Unfortunately, that proved impossible. Her affl  iction was red 
blood corpuscles in the eyeballs. When they moved, Mama started having hallu-
cinations. She thought that she could see faces, that someone was stealthily moving 
toward her, that some kind of pilots were parachuting from the ceiling in order to 
kill her… In those cases, not knowing how to help her, I would permit myself to 
stop her loudly and angrily, though I’m not sure I was doing the right thing. 

“Mama, stop it! Th is is nonsense! You’re a smart woman, you shouldn’t be 
talking like this! You know perfectly well that no one is going to kill you tomor-
row and your life will go on as before!”

After such a “counterattack” from me, she would usually think about it and 
calm down.

“April 17, 1998. Iya and I came to see Mama Regina. Suddenly Iya had a ques-
tion: “Grandma Riza, how old are you? Do you know?”

“Ninety-eight!” was the confi dent answer in accented but fairly comprehensible 
Russian. Iya and I rushed to kiss Regina. 

Meanwhile, my brother Yuzik lay dying in the palliative care department at 
Baycrest. He had been there for a year and a half with terminal brain cancer. I 
never told Mama about this tragedy, and whenever she asked where Yuzik was, 
I told her he was busy with work. But a mother’s heart always senses misfortune. 
She started to worry and was asking about him more and more suspiciously.

One day, on May 18, 1998, when my brother had one of his more or less lucid 
moments, Iya and I decided to bring him and Mama together so that she and Yuzik 
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could see each other one more time. One of the regular Sunday afternoon concerts 
was in progress at Baycrest, and we wheeled Regina and Yuzik, both in wheelchairs, 
into the beautiful, spacious atrium where the musicians were performing before a 
large crowd. When he was making a living in Toronto, my brother had often per-
formed before the same audiences. Now, his illness was approaching a critical point, 
and it had been a long time since we had taken him out in public. Hearing music, 
Yuzik became somewhat animated, raised his head from the pillow on in his wheel-
chair and started looking around attentively. Mama had been in the hall from the 
start of the concert, and now we were waiting for the program to end to try to 
bring them close to each other.

I had been wanting to do this for a while but had been afraid of the consequences. 
Regina could easily suspect that there was something wrong with Yuzik, but I 
was convinced I had to shield her from the terrible truth. On the other hand, I 
was also very distraught at the thought that my dear brother could die without 
seeing, even briefl y, his mother he hadn’t seen for nearly a year and a half now, 
since the time he was diagnosed with his terrible, incurable disease. By then, 
Mama’s vision had deteriorated considerably, and I hoped that she wouldn’t be 
able to see or understand much during her brief meeting with her elder son. All 
the more so since there was loud music in the hall, and this had to be even more 
similar to an ordinary meeting with Yuzik – just like in the good old days when 
his violin sounded in the Baycrest atrium.

Th e concert was over, and the audience was fi ling out of the hall. We were 
hoping that the elderly mother and her dying son would touch each other, feel 
and take joy in each other’s warmth, and then we would separate them forever. 
We were not at all sure that Yuzik would be able to speak, or that Regina would 
want to. Meanwhile, we had placed the mother and son’s wheelchairs right next 
to each other. Fortunately, Yuzik’s mind cleared even more; his eyes opened wide, 
and he exclaimed in a hushed voice, “Rottikha!”

Mama, too, opened her eyes wide at that moment and peered at the scene 
before her, focusing what was left of her vision. Her head was turning slightly 
from left to right, just as much as was necessary to distinguish and make sense 
of the shape and the contours of the object – either a chair or a bed – on which 
her elder son, her fi rstborn, was suddenly before her. One could see that Mama 
was making an intense eff ort to comprehend the situation. Yuzik reached for 
Mama’s hand with his own shaking one, and stroked her for a few moments with 
his palm, too weak to give his hand a squeeze. Not another sound was uttered.

Iya and I, in tears and barely able to keep from bursting into sobs, started to 
move the wheelchairs away from each other. Unblinking, intently watching the 
receding fi gure of her son, Regina helplessly realized the latest bitter truth which 
we had tried to hide from her and which, like many other woes and misfortunes 
in the past, could not be concealed…
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Yuzik passed away in May 1999, three days short of his seventieth birthday. I did 
not tell Mama of our loss, and she never asked again, because she felt and knew 
that there was no longer anything to ask about…

I remembered that, in the several years that had passed since Jolan’s death in 
Hungary, Mama had never once asked about her sister. Yet when Jolan was alive, 
the sisters had always enjoyed a telephone conversation on Hanukkah from year 
to year, when Rotary Club members gave each Baycrest resident the gift of a free 
phone call to any country. I never told her about Jolan’s death, and Mama never 
asked – I think she had the feeling that her sister was gone…

Every year on her birthday, Regina was given a beautiful and festive party at 
Baycrest. A large band of volunteers would play onstage. Guests, old and young, 
would eat cake and dance circle dances. Th e emcee for the evening would call 
out the names and tables of each birthday celebrant, starting with the oldest. We, 

Mama Regina’s 99’th birthday.
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Regina’s guests, would jealously wait every year hoping that our birthday girl 
would fi nally be the oldest – but there was always somebody older. On her 99th 
birthday, the grandchildren made a special gift and put it on Grandma: a hockey 
shirt with the number 99. Our very own Wayne Gretzky!

Every day, I still hurried to make it to Baycrest by fi ve o’clock, Mama’s dinnertime 
– except for Saturdays and days when I was out of town. Our unforgettable 
visits continued.

If I came early and the weather was good, I always tried to take Mama outside 
for some fresh air. Instead of spending half an hour in the small park near Bay-
crest’s main building, we preferred to take a stroll along the endless stream of 
rush-hour traffi  c along Bathurst Street. Many of the drivers who passed us by 
day after day recognized us; we had become a familiar detail of the streetscape. 
Mama enjoyed watching the traffi  c, sensing the fl ow of life around her.

Mama Regina died on October 1, 1999; she would have turned a hundred in about 
six months. It seems to me that even Regina’s death was unusual. I had always 
believed in my heart that we would be able to celebrate her one hundredth birthday 
together. Other than arthritis and natural aging, her health gave no cause for much 
alarm. Th ere were many good examples around. Especially inspiring was the cheer-
ful attitude of 102-year-old Mr. Leon Taff et, whom I had been picking up on Sat-
urday mornings and taking to the synagogue in his wheelchair for several years. A 
lonely little old man, he had once been the heir to the owners of a famous 200-year-
old Jewish bookstore in Krakow whose entire family had died in Auschwitz. He and 
I had been neighbors since 1974 when Mama and I, having just arrived in Canada, 
had moved into the high-rise building at 2700 Bathurst Street. When Mr. Taff et 
got very old and started needing help on Saturdays, I became his “means of trans-
portation.” Every Saturday morning, I 
would show up at his seventh-fl oor 
apartment, help him dress and take him 
to the synagogue in his wheelchair. Peo-
ple got so used to seeing us together that 
many thought I was his son.

Th e Saturday on which I had organ-
ized a celebration of his 100th birthday 
at the synagogue was truly unforgetta-
ble. Many families came to the dinner, 
over 200 people altogether. Many had 
fl own in from warm Florida just for that 
event. Mr. Taff et was proud and happy, 
and especially surprised that he didn’t 
have to pay a penny for such a feast. 

My lonely 102 year old friend 
Mr. Taff et. 2002.
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I dreamed of organizing something 
similar for Regina’s 100th birthday, 
and started to make plans in my mind 
but was superstitiously afraid to take 
any active steps too early. Reality can-
celed all these plans.

Back in Hungary, the husband of 
my cousin Jutka, the last of the Roths, 
had been gravely ill for a long time. His 
condition took a drastic turn for the 
worse, and Iya and I decided to make 
a trip and help them in some way. It 
was late September 1999. On the eve 
of our departure Mama caught a slight 
cold; she was wheezing and coughing a little. She was temporarily transferred to 
a hospital room with round-the-clock supervision by doctors and nurses. I went 
over there at dinnertime and fed Mama. I also gave the Filipina nurses a detailed 
explanation of how they should feed Mama in my absence: she had no dentures, 
but there was nothing to worry about; she was very fond of chicken legs, and 
what they needed to do was tenderize the meat with their fi ngers and put small 
pieces in Mama’s mouth, so that she could chew and swallow it herself, after 
which she could be given the next bit. Th e nurses followed my movements, 
watching attentively and marveling, and then told her, “You have a very good 
son, Mrs. Rott!”

I immediately translated their words into Hungarian for Mama, to which she 
replied, “I have a very good daughter-in-law, too!”

I translated her comment back to the Filipinas, and they all laughed, amazed 
that someone could have such a kind mother-in-law. When I came home, the fi rst 
thing I did was tell Iya about this episode. Iya’s joy and delight knew no bounds: 
this was, for all intents and purposes, the fi rst time Grandma Riza had spoken 
sincere words of praise about Iya in the long years of our life together. Our family 
still remembers and treasures this episode, and we often talk about it.

In Budapest, Iya and I took a room in a hotel on Margaret Island on the Dan-
ube; from there, we took daily trips to visit Jutka and her husband. On the fourth 
day of our stay, late at night when we were about to go to bed, the phone rang. I 
had a feeling at once that something was wrong. I heard Ilona’s worried voice.

“Papa, we just got a call from Baycrest – Grandma is not well… We’re going 
over there now.”

Iya and I waited quietly and tensely. About forty minutes later, the phone rang 
again. It was Ilona.

“Papa, Grandma Riza just … died! Sandor, Edwin, Claire and I are here stand-
ing by her bedside…. She’s still warm…”

100 year old Mr. Leon Taff et. 
Photo taken by Michael Beniashvili.
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 “My G-d, this, too, has happened! Anyu (Mama), I’ve lost you both – Yuzik and 
you…” I thought as I put down the phone. My eyes fi lled with tears at once. I looked 
at the frightened Iya, and we began to pack chaotically for the fl ight to Toronto.

Every year for the past several years, when I accompanied Mama to see the 
ninth-fl oor doctor, I had signed a “Do Not Resuscitate” document. Th is meant 
that if Mrs. Rott became very ill and lost consciousness in an emergency, I wanted 
her to be left alone; I didn’t want her to be tormented, to have tubes pushed down 
her trachea or to be revived with other painful procedures. Forgive me, Mama!

Baycrest complied with my instructions. I’m not sure if the attendant who 
was feeding Regina failed to wait long enough to give her the next piece of 
chicken or did a poor job of tenderizing it, but in any case Mama’s mouth was 
too full; perhaps she began to cough at that point, or her breath stopped, or 
something else happened – and then she was dead. Forgive me, Mama! I had no 
reason to bid you good-bye forever the last time we parted …

According to the Jewish calendar, the day of Mama’s death fell on the 21st day 
of the month of Tishrey, the last day of the Succoth holiday. Th is means that I 
can never have even a small memorial dinner at our synagogue in Mama’s mem-
ory on exactly that day; I always have to move it a few weeks forward, to another 
free Saturday that no one else has claimed. Otherwise, the dinner would have to 
be held in the special Succoth tent erected in the yard of the synagogue for the 
holiday – and this tent never has enough room for all the parishioners who want 
to remember the departed and have a good meal. Th e meal is always an abundant 
one: cholent (beans, potatoes, meat and spices simmered in an oven for 12 hours); 
sweet noodle pancakes and potato babkas; gut sausage stuff ed with fl our and fat; 
white and red fi sh; an abundance of warming beverages and fresh-pickled herring; 
drinks, cakes and fruit…

“June 11, 2000. Today, we celebrated Grandma Riza’s 100th birthday. Everyone 
shared their memories of her. Iya prepared a barbecue but the rain forced everyone 
inside. Th ere were 26 of us: Joe and Edith, the Marats, Paul’s parents, the Dodiks 
and all of Regina’s relatives.

My dearest Mama, my Anyu!”

At the interview in September 1974, the offi  cers of the Canadian immigration 
service tried to fi nd out the real cause of my decision not to return to the Soviet 
Union. I sincerely told them that one of the reasons was that I wanted to be able 
to have a grave for my mother, since my father, who died a prisoner, had no grave…

My dear mother’s grave has a tombstone of black Labrador stone. I treasure 
it especially, not only because of its front which has a list of Regina’s titles – 
Rizuska, Anyuka, Мадам Роттиха, Baba Riza – with an elegant line of her life’s 
itinerary underneath – Garadna—Miskolc—Bobruysk-Tomsk-Togliatti-Toronto 
– but also because the name of my father Ferenc Roth, who disappeared without 
a trace in Siberia, is engraved on the back.
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A part of Mama Regina’s 
gravestone bears the memory 

of my father Ferenc...
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In 1973, when Iya and I were visiting in Canada, Joe Weltman gave us a full 
list of the names of Regina’s brothers and sisters, and we wrote it down. Until 
then Mama had sometimes talked about relatives – but at that point, in another 
display of clear thinking, she began to actively clarify the information supplied 
by her nephew Joe. Th us, we obtained a list of the children of my grandfather, 
Hermann Spielberger: Layos (1876–1952), Moric (1877–1965), Armin (1878–
1953), Gizella (1879–1944), Seren (1881– 944), Geza (1885–1915), Hermina 
(1890 – 1890), Zelma (1895 – 1969), 
Ethel (1896–1961), Margit (1898–
1944), Wilmos (1899–1944), Regina 
(1900–1999) and Jolan (1904–1989). 
Needless to say, it wasn’t until later 
that we found out the dates of their 
life and death.

 Iya and I used this list during the sad 
years of our separation (1974–1975) 
when we tried to trace the delivery of 
our letters. Every letter from me or from 
Iya always included a request to send 
regards to someone from that list. If a 
letter with “regards to Gizella” came 
after a letter with “regards to Layos,” we 
knew that two letters in between (Moric 
and Armin) had been lost.

Th e desire to see our genealogical 
chart came later, in the general upsurge 
of enthusiasm and joy that seized our 
family when we gained freedom. We 
never again had to ask anyone for per-
mission to do anything. Know your 
rights, weigh your possibilities, and 
dare! Iya and I could not have dreamed 
of a greater gift for our children.

19 year old Regina. When Jutka 
Caputo arrived in the United States, 

she received this photo along with 
some photos of her parents from her 

Aunt Ethel.
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Lajos (Louis) 

8.07.1876 - 1952 

m. Fanny Moskowitz

1876-1949

Moric (Morris) 

1877 - 1955 

m. Ethel Bauman 

Armin (Aaron) 

8.04.1878 - 1953 

m. Reggie Rosenberg

1873 - 1963

m. Sarah (Sali) Veisz 

1854 - 1889 

Gizella 

30.12.1879 - 1944 

married Jan.30, 1898 

Elias Landsman

28.07.1870 - 1937

 

Szeren (Terez ) 

6.10. 1881 - 1944 

married April 24, 1900

Moric Weltman 

Herman  Spielberger 1863 - 1939

22.04.1851 - 1910 

born in Szala 

Geza 

1885 - 23.10. 1915 

Gerson Jakab Spielberger Moses

1827 - 05.01.1882 08.10.1853 -

m. Terez (Csorna) Fried

Joseph

m. Lilli Leichmann 27.041856 -  

Jacab Hermina (Chaje)

02.07.1856 - 1890  2 days  old 

m. Julia Veisz  

? - ?

Aron

10.03.1866 - Zelma

1895 - 1968 

m. Aaron Rosenbaum 

Niszel 1890  - 1958 

08.02.1868 -

Zartel

04.08.1870 -

m. Fanny Friedenberg Etel  born 6.00 p.m.

1873 - 1944 19.04.1896 - 1961

m. Moric Isaak

married Herman July 11 1895

Margit

26.06.1898 - 1944

m. Miklos Lissauer

1896 - 1932

Vilmos

28.10.1899 - 1944

m. Elsa Braun

19?? - 1944

Regina 

11.06.1900 - 1.10.1999

m. Ferenc Roth

25.12.1898 - 1950

Jolan

29.01.1904 - 1989

m. Egon Nemeti

1905 - 1944

m. Ferenc Romer

1905 - 1962

A piece of the Spielberger 
family tree.
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I had never thought that compiling the genealogical chart of Hermann Spiel-
berger’s family could become such a fascinating task, supported by the enthusi-
asm and the active help of numerous relatives in Canada and the United States. 
We often heard comments along the lines of, “Can you believe such a turn of 
events! You two had to be born in Byelorussia and Mongolia, bring Sandor into 
the world, and then bring him here and have him trained as an architect so that 
he could create our genealogical chart and tell us who we are!”

Most of the work was done by Sandor and myself, but Iya, Ilona and Edwin 
also made tremendous contributions to the project. Compiling the fi rst version 
of the genealogical chart was a project that took over ten years and was completed 
by the summer of 1987, when the memorial in Garadna was erected. Our rela-
tives received the notifi cation about the memorial together with a copy of this 
fi rst draft of the family tree.

Hermann Spielberger’s descendants did not actively maintain connections 
with each other, but our eff orts drew in many of them. Th ey started to write to 
us and to send photos, to clarify names and degrees of kinship. In addition to 
memories, family archives and especially old prayer books, which often contain 
the names of loved ones and the dates of their death on the last page. It was 
convenient to have these notes handy so as not to miss the anniversaries and days 
of remembrance for the dead. Th e religiousness of most of our American relatives 
wasn’t what it used to be, and now all of a sudden they had to look for their 
parents’ old prayer books around the house. 

We also carefully studied on the Internet the lists of immigrants who arrived 
in the United States in the late 19th-early 20th century via New York’s entry 
point, Ellis Island.

Clarifying and completing the fi nal version of the tree, of which I off er a 
reduced copy here, continued for another ten years. At this stage, we received 
invaluable help from our Hungarian friend, the intelligent, conscientious, and 

Florence  1925 - 2005 Sloan Alyson  1951 - 

m. Martin Schatz 1923 - m. Jonaton Lynn Lampel

m. Eugene Rowe  1961 -

Allan  1933 -

m. Marcia Friedman 1935 - Brian  1959 -

m. Carol Rum  1958 -

Judith 1929 - Zoe Elizabeth  1981 -

m. Paul Caputo Elliot  1962 -

Miklos  1932 - 1944 Steven  1966 -  ?? 1993 -

Geza  1930 - 1944 Michael  1959 -

Egon  1936 - 1944 Susan  1962 - Daniel  1998 - 

Felix Roth   16.11.1960 - Robert  2002 -

Jozef Roth   1929 - 1999

m. Svetlana Stepanova 1940 - Gera Roth    29.01.1963 - Maria  1997 -

m. Zalina Gogniev

m. Inna Kotenko Michael  2006 -

Sandor  1.01.1962 - Audrey Leora 13.03.1995 -

m. Manana Davitashvili 1961 -

Vladimir Rott    1935 - Gabriel Ezra Boruch 12.10.1996

m. Iya Yaroslavskaya 1938 - Ilona  4.07.1964 -

m. Paul Posner 06.07.1960 - Ada Rachel 18.09.1995 -

Edwin  20.10.1968 - Serena Yael 13.07.1993 -

m. Claire Louise Woodcook 1974 -

Adam Joel 3.06.1996 -
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beautiful Ilona Kercsi, who, while 
remaining in constant contact with 
us, spent several years studying the 
archives of towns and villages near 
Garadna. While telling the story of 
the construction of the Spielberger 
family memorial in Garadna, I 
mentioned twin girls, the daughters 
of the stonemason Imre Kercsi, who 
were present for the construction. 
Ilona was one of them: she had 
grown up to become our irreplace-
able assistant, and had uncovered a 
lot of fascinating Spielberger family 
information.

Here are just a few examples of what we were able to fi nd out.
My grandfather Hermann was the son of Jacob Spielberger (1827-1882) and 

his wife Teresa, nee Fried. All of their children were born in the Sala settlement. 
Hermann’s four younger brothers – Moses, Jozsef, Jacob and Aaron – moved to 
the United States in the 1880s. One of them was the great-grandfather of the 
famous fi lm director Steven Spielberg. 

Hermann Spielberger’s older sons – Layos, Moric and Armin – left for Amer-
ica, where they started to settle with their father’s brothers help. Th e younger 
son, Wilmos, who became the head of the family business in Garadna after his 
father’s death, sent his sister Ethel, an attractive girl with a slight limp, to Amer-
ica in 1923. She was received on the other side of the ocean by her older brother 
Layos, who soon found his sister a good husband.

While going through the archives, Ilona Kercsi found not only our heroes’ 
dates of birth but even such details as the fact that Ethel Spielberger was born 
on April 19, 1896 at 6 p.m., or that the second wife of my great-grandfather, 
Gershon Jacob, was named Lili Leichmann…

From the very fi rst meetings with our relatives, all of the descendants not only 
made lively eff orts to get to know each other but began at once to study each 
other closely, searching for similarities in faces, manners, conversation or behav-
ior, looking for manifestations of the powerful genes of our ancestor Hermann 
Spielberger. My opinion is that the possessors of these genes are usually highly 
intelligent and businesslike, energetic, decisive, proud and not very patient 
toward others, but reliable and loyal in critical situations…

Here are several stories from my relatives.
“Joe Weltman, 60 years old, son of Aunt Seren. Toronto, July 6, 1978.
… In October 1939, I was drafted into the Hungarian Army for two years. At 

the end of the summer of 1940 I came home on leave, but on September 5 was recalled 

Regina’s older brother, Lajos Spielberger 
with his wife and son. United States

1923.
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to my unit. Hungary was preparing for war with Romania in order to reclaim Tran-
sylvania. Soon Hitler intervened in this, and all Jews were removed from the Hungar-
ian Army. Th ey were organized into labor battalions for the purpose of performing 
hard physical labor. In May 1942 I tried to escape from a labor battalion when I was 
hospitalized for an appendectomy in Szikszo for three weeks…

Family of Hattie Zisk, Lajos Spielberger’s youngest daughter.

Descendants of Regina’s oldest brother, Lajos Spielbeger, at a wedding in New York. 
Th ey are representing the following families: Sheldon, Spielberger, Stark, Zisk, 

Schlissel and Ergas. Bronx, 1959.
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On January 15, 1943, the labor bat-
talions were loaded into railway cars and 
taken to Russia: Gomel, Bryansk, Kiev-
Darnitsa. Th at was where we heard the 
news that the Germans had lost Tunis. In 
the summer of 1943, we were marched 
on foot from Chernigov to Bobruysk. I 
knew that my aunt Regina lived in 
Bobruysk but was afraid that my attempts 
to fi nd her would place her in danger…

In August we made the journey on foot 
from Bobruysk to Pinsk, where we were held in a camp in Brodnitsa until March 1944, 
when we were transferred to Kovel by rail… Th at was also where our uncle Geza 
(Regina’s brother – V.R.) had been killed in combat during World War I… From Kovel 
we walked to Bela-Podlyask, where the Red Army surrounded us and started sending 
people back to Bobruysk… Karcsi Sos and I were able to get away from them and walk 
to Opochno-Radom, from where we made our way back to Hungary by October 1944 
by catching trains that were going in the right direction… Our house in Bakta stood 
empty. Th e neighbors told us that all my relatives were taken to Auschwitz…”

Ethel Spielberger and her husband. 
Brooklyn, 1960.

Joe Weltman’s family. 1994.
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 “Max Spielberger, 85, the Bronx, February 17, 1989. 
 … My father Moric (Morris) came to America in 1888. He got a job at a garment 

factory where he made trouser pockets for 
many years. … He spent 65 years serving 
as president of the Hungarian Synagogue 
on the East Side. Our mother had eight 
children… My eldest daughter Joan was 
a schoolteacher, but now she’s retired, 
while her son Brian and his father Melvin 
continue the business his grandmother 
started 65 years ago – hand-cutting lace 
for tailor shops. … My two grandsons are 
graduating from Cornell University. I 
write to all my grandchildren once a week, 
so they get more letters than anyone in the 
whole country…” 

Jerome Spielberger, a U.S. Air Force 
colonel buried at the Arlington Memo-
rial Cemetery near Washington, D.C., 
was uncle Armin’s son. Th e story told by 
Jerome’s wife Ceci Spielberger provides 
an interesting description of the lives of 
Garadna natives who moved to America. 

“Ceci Spielberger, 86, Tucson, Ari-
zona, 2008.

 …Vladimir Rott, our cousin, has 
asked me to write something about my 
father-in-law Armin (Aaron) Spiel-
berger. I don’t know how much truth 
there is in this story. Th ere are two reasons 
my father-in-law told me these stories. 
One is that I was always interested in 
family history; the other is that of the 
entire family, I was the only one willing 
to listen to him…

Jerome and I are people from com-
pletely diff erent cultures. Th e only thing 
we had in common was our love. In my 
family, knowing about one’s past was 
always considered important, and that’s 
why Armin talked to me about this.

Moric Spielberger with his youngest 
daughter Helen and her husband 
Henry Weinberger. United States, 

1950.

Family of Max Spielberger, Moric’s son. 
New York, 1983.



388

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 14.

My daughter Pepi Dunay has found a mention of my father-in-law in a computer 
search. It says that Armin Spielberger, unmarried, 24 years old, from Garadna, 
arrived to the United States via Ellis Island in February 1903 from Bremen, Ger-
many, on a boat called the Zeiten. However, he himself always told me that he was 
29 when he came here (people lied about all kinds of things back then) and that by 
then he had already spent several years in Vienna serving in the cavalry of the Austrian 
Army. When he came to the United States, he tried to join the U.S. Army Cavalry. 
Th ey liked the fact that he knew several languages, but his English was insuffi  cient 
for him to become an offi  cer. He traveled all over the United States by train. (When-
ever we named a place, he would say, “Oh, I was there when I had just come here…”) 
He settled down in Tampa, Florida, where there were many Spanish and Hungarian 
tobacco factories. He studied various brands of tobacco and the production of ciga-
rettes. Gradually, he somehow got close to the Bayuk family which has a cigar manu-
facturing business. Apparently, they had a factory in New York, where Armin had 
settled down at fi rst.

My father-in-law met my mother-in-law – her name was Reggie – at a dance party 
hosted by a Hungarian social club. She had come to the dance with a boy named Joseph 
Koller. He worked at the cigar factory with my father-in-law. Joe Koller soon married 
Grace Rosenberg, my mother-in-law’s sister. Reggie Rosenberg worked at a tailor shop 
in the same building. After their marriage, Armin and Reggie lived in Yorkville NY 
where German immigrants often settled. In 1906, they had a daughter, Zelma.

Th e Bayuk brothers owned several cigar factories scattered around small towns in 
the Eastern part of the country. Armin was sent to New Brunswick, New Jersey, and 
Joe Koller to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Despite a distance of 65 miles, the families 
maintained close contact. Hilda, Howard and Jerome were born in the house at 65 

Meeting with Max and Rose Spielberger. New York, 1989.
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Wykoff  Street which Armin had bought. Th e family also founded a Hungarian syna-
gogue. My mother-in-law was fairly religious, kept kosher and belonged to a women’s 
organization, but she also played bridge with her friends at least once a week. Armin 
worked and was a fan of the Yankees baseball team and the Notre Dame college 
football team. He was a member of the Hungarian Elks Club where he liked to play 
card games on Saturday nights. He was a very generous man, but everything had to 
be the way he wanted it. His way or no way!

Joe Weltman and others considered Armin a deeply religious man, but he was not. 
If he had to choose between a ballgame and the synagogue, he would choose the ball-
game. Since Reggie and Armin liked to do everything together, she always yielded to 
her husband, even though her sisters and his brothers considered it unacceptable to 
drive on Saturdays. Armin had two brothers, Layos and Moric, who lived in New 
York. I think one of them worked at the Post Offi  ce. 

When Jerome was in college (1931-33), the Bayuks closed down all of their small 
factories in various little towns and built a single large cigar factory in Philadelphia. 
My father-in-law was made the director of this factory, which occupied an entire city 
block. My father-in-law rented a room next to the factory where he lived Mondays 
through Fridays, and then he would drive home to New Brunswick for the weekend 
on Friday afternoons. Jerome was in college in Philadelphia, and he and his father 
saw each other at dinner only one night a week. After dinner they would go to a 
basketball game together, or to one of the Negro theaters to listen to the “great blacks” 
– Duke Ellington and Count Basie. Armin loved jazz.

In 1941, my father-in-law gave his wife a surprise: he sold the house and relocated the 
entire family to Philadelphia, into an apartment. My mother-in-law was barely able to 
survive this. She loved her house and her friends in New Brunswick. Armin said they had 
to move because, if the war started, gasoline would get expensive. And he was right. Zelma 
found a job in Philadelphia, Howard married Ruth, and Jerome married me.

When Jerome was in his second year in college (1932-33), Armin had a heart 
attack. At the doctors’ insistence he quit his job, and they went back to New Bruns-
wick. He would pick on my mother-in-law about little things. When he started tell-
ing the world’s best cook how to prepare food, she demanded that he go back to work, 
and even threatened to leave him if he didn’t. He went back to the factory and worked 
there until his death in the fall of 1953. At the time, my husband and I were in 
Germany with a unit of American troops, and the weather prevented Jerome from 
fl ying to his father’s funeral. Our youngest son Andy, who was born in 1959, was 
named after Armin.

As you already know, Armin and Reggie had four children. Zelma, who had 
graduated from two colleges, was fl uent in Latin, Greek, French, Hungarian, German 
and Spanish, and had an excellent job with the Philadelphia Jewish Federation. She 
never married and lived with her parents until their deaths. Th e second child, Hilda, 
died at the age of 15, a few weeks before her high school graduation. Th e third was 
Howard [Spielberg – V.R.], who was born in 1912. He could barely wait for his 
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high school graduation so he could start working and earning money. He was my 
mother-in-law’s favorite son, but ten years later Jerome was born, and he conquered 
the hearts of the entire family forever.

Jerome was the perfect son (until he married me), an excellent student who was 
ready to go to college at the age of 15 (that was a very young age, but he started any-
way), a good athlete – football, baseball, tennis and swimming. He was accepted into 
a prestigious Ivy League school and got a doctorate there. My mother-in-law paid for 
the education of all the children. Th ey only had to pay for housing and pocket expenses. 

Armin had an excellent job. Don’t forget that this was the Great Depression. Th e 
factory had a doctor, a cafeteria with good and sometimes excellent food, all the 
employees received two paid vacations a year (two weeks at Christmas and two in the 
summer). Th e factory had a bonus and pension funds. Th e labor unions were in 
despair – there was nothing for them to do at this factory.

Every year, Armin and Reggie took vacation trips. In winter they went to Florida. 
My mother-in-law liked Miami where she could eat kosher food and where she felt 
good among other Jews. Armin liked Florida’s western coast better… In summer they 
went to the New England states. Armin was generous not only toward close relatives 
but also toward poor people, even though this was never discussed. Sometimes he 
visited his stepsister Zelma Rosenbaum, a very beautiful woman who had fi ve chil-
dren. I think her mother was the second wife of Hermann Spielberger who left him 
and ran away to America. After the end of the war, Armin tried to fi nd all of his 
stepbrothers and stepsisters who had lived in Hungary before the war. Zelma, who 
had worked for the Jewish Federation, quickly made all the inquiries and gave her 
father the sad news…

Th e house at 65 Wykoff  Street was two and a half stories tall and had a large court-
yard. Th e house had a large hall at the entrance from where the stairs led to the second 
fl oor, where there were two bedrooms, a bathroom and stairs leading to the attic. To the 
left of the hallway there were a fairly large living room and dining room, then a large 
kitchen and storage room. On the other side of the kitchen there were two large bedrooms 
and a bathroom. Th e two spacious verandas added to the beauty of the house. My 
mother-in-law grew vegetables and fl owers. Th e house was full of life.

Of course, the birth of my daughter Pepi and, soon afterwards, Judy (the daugh-
ter of Howard Spielberg – V.R.) became a great joy for the family. Unfortunately, 
Armin did not live to see the arrival of my son Michael, who was born in Germany 
in 1951 and was only brought to his grandmother two years later. However, Armin 
got to see his grandson John, Howard and Ruth’s son.

In conclusion, I would like to say that Armin liked and respected me very much 
because I wasn’t afraid of him.

Also, a few words about my mother-in-law, who was a very intelligent woman 
and kept house in the Old World European manner.

Reggie Rosenberg was born in Hungary. Her father kept a tavern or something of 
that kind where people came to eat and drink. She had two brothers and fi ve sisters. 
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(My father-in-law often teased her sisters, calling them barwomen, and my mother-
in-law would take off ense to that.) Traditionally, people tried to get a lot of money or 
land as a dowry for a bride. But not for Reggie! Her father never would have forced 
her to marry a man she didn’t love. And so at the age sixteen, she took some kosher 
sausage with her to keep from starving and went off  to the United States. She had no 
relatives there. Some acquaintances told her she could get a job as a maid. But that 
was not for her! She was very good at embroidery and found a job at a tailor shop, 
which she quit when she married Armin.

By that time she had already brought all of her relatives over to the United States, 
starting with her sisters, who were the nicest! After the sisters came the brothers, then 
the parents. All the girls found good husbands: one a farmer in Idaho, one a jewelry 
store owner, one an insurance agent, one a cutter for a large clothing company, while 
Reggie and her sister married cigar manufacturers. Th e older brother became a barber 
and the younger a psychotherapist, he had his own offi  ce on 86th Street and Park 
Avenue in New York. He was the family star.

My mother-in-law never passed by a beggar without leaving a few coins in his cup. 
If she didn’t like something, she could “kill you with a stare”…

Reggie’s parents had an interesting story as well. Th e mother, named Pepi, was 
found in a fi eld as a baby. No one from town or the manor looked for her. Jews don’t 
abandon their children, even illegitimate ones, so she must have been left there by 
someone from the town or the estate. She was adopted by a Jewish family and raised 

At Andrew and Connie Spielberger’s wedding. In the middle is Ceci, the mother 
of the groom. California, November 2006.



392

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 14.

Jewish. Reggie’s father was an orphan from a Jewish family, with no background. Th e 
community married them as two orphans.”

For many years, I kept asking my cousin Jutka Lissauer, the daughter of Mama’s 
sister Magrit, to tell me something about herself. She lives in New York with her 
husband Paul Caputo and their two children. I am most grateful to Paul, who 
was fi nally able to get something out of his wife.

“Jutka Lissauer (Judith Caputo), 79 years old, Brooklyn, June 16, 2009. My last 
memory of Garadna (Hungary) is of my mother, my brother and me being forcibly 
tossed out of our house, the dolls my late father had given me as gifts being smashed, 
and my kitten crying.

Along with other Jews, we were forcibly taken by rail to Auschwitz. Once there, I 
was separated from my mother and brother. We were told that we would be reunited 
later; of course, this never happened. It was thus that, at the age of fourteen, I found 
myself facing hunger and destruction.

Along with others, I was put in a queue for the showers (as they called the gas 
chambers). And then a miracle happened: the German offi  cer who was running this 
operation took me out of the line and told me that he had a daughter my age and 
would not want his daughter to be in that situation. It was the only time I saw that 
offi  cer, but I still clearly remember his face.

After that, I found myself in the barracks of Auschwitz among a multitude of 
strangers. We were treated very badly there; we got very little food if we were fed at 
all. One day I recognized Geza Weltman, who for about two weeks brought me food 

Margit Spielberger.
Garadna.

Jutka Caputo’s parents, Margit and Miklos 
Lissauer. Hungary, 1928.
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he had stolen from the trains that brought 
supplies to the troops. Unfortunately, he 
was transferred to a diff erent camp.

By the time we were liberated by the 
American troops in April 1945, I 
weighed under 50 lbs. (22.6 kilos), had 
an infl ammation of the kidneys, and 
couldn’t eat. In order to restore my health, 
I was moved to the Red Cross hospital in 
Orebro (Sweden), where I stayed for over 
a year. I have lung problems to this day.

Even after I came to live with my 
Aunt Ethel in America in 1951, I kept hoping that my mother and brother would 
turn up alive. Nightmares from my past pursued me for years – even in the early years 
of my marriage.

And here is an entry from my diary:
“Toronto, September 2, 1998. Gera [German – tr.] Roth and Zalina have pro-

duced a boy on August 30! Congratulations! My poor brother has lived to see this day, 
thank G-d, but he is fading quickly… Yuzik is leaving us… Brain cancer… My 
brother can still smile his beautiful smile, can still feel happiness at the news that he 
has become a real grandfather, even though he was our “Dedok” [“Grandpa” – tr.] 
his entire life. Iya was with him when Svetlana brought the news to Yuzik on Mon-
day, August 31.

After liberation from Auschwitz 16 year old Jutka Lissauer sits in the middle. 
She spent more than a year in a Swedish hospital. Orebro, Sweden, 1946.

With Jutka and Paul Caputo. 
New York, March 2009.
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… My brother was a professional musician. For twenty-fi ve years, Yuzef Frantzev-
ich was the concertmaster of the Tomsk Symphony Orchestra in Siberia. He also 
worked in the same capacity in Toronto, where he was the concertmaster of the Scar-
borough Symphony for years … and now, he can no longer remember what instrument 
he has played his entire life…

Iya, smart girl, has devised a last game for Yuzik! Every time she visits him in the 
hospital, she places her wrist in his hand and starts humming the Cumparsita tango, 
while my brother obediently follows the beat of the undying melody with the weak 
pressure of one fi nger.”

Th e trip to Hungary in 2002 became a worthy conclusion to the “era” of our 
work on the family tree. Some of the people represented in that chart wanted to 
participate as well. Th e months of hard work on the program for this trip and 
the invaluable help provided by Agi Szimonfai, daughter of my Cepel friend 
Jozsef Szabo, made that trip truly unforgettable.

Agi had spent many years guiding tours around the world for Hungarian 
travelers, but by that time she was no longer in that business, having opened a 
sweets shop with a museum of marzipan fi gures on the shore of Lake Balaton. 
Nonetheless, she helped me plan the trip down to the last hour and obtained the 
best prices for us for every kind of service. Ilona Kercsi (the wife of Imre, the 
stonemason) and her two daughters, Ilona and Aniko, helped organize a part of 
the group tour in Hungary’s northern regions.

On the afternoon of March 23, within two hours, airliners from New York, 
Paris, and Toronto landed in the Budapest Airport. Iya and I, who had arrived 
in Hungary a week earlier, were meeting guests at the airport with a large Volvo 
tour bus. Th e bus had plenty of seats, and I took my cousin Jutka with us when 
we went to the north of the country.

John Spielberg, Basa Smila, Adam Spielberg, Leah Spielberg, Stephen Rosen-
baum and Bruce Friedman fl ew in from New York. Ceci Spielberger (Tucson, 
Arizona), Pepi and Mike Dunay (Boca Raton, Florida), and Andy Spielberger 

Oshawa symphony orchestra. Concertmaster Joseph Roth. Oshawa, Ontario.
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(Los Angeles) had changed planes in Paris. Our children and grandchildren – 
Sandor and Manana with eight-year-old Audrey and fi ve-year-old Gabriel, and 
Ilona and Paul with 10-year-old Ada, eight-year-old Serena and six-year-old 
Adam – fl ew in from Toronto. Th is group of relatives, 21 people altogether, 
represented the families of my Uncle Armin, Aunt Zelma, and Mama Regina.

Th e week Iya and I had spent in Hungary before the arrival of the guests was 
very stressful. Here are just a few episodes.

“We’re staying with Jutka, she is 78. After the death of her husband Laci, her lonely 
life in this large house has become even more austere and terrible. She’s stubborn, thin, 
ill-kempt, tries to skimp on every penny. Even when I buy all the food, it’s hard to get 
her to eat anything. I fi xed a few things around the house for her – the gas water 
heater, the cupboards in the kitchen… She tries to spray the fruit trees in the garden 
herself. Laci used to do that when he was alive. She can’t do it right, and it’s a health 
hazard. I fi xed the sprayer for her and begged her to get someone else to do the job, 
but her greed knows no bounds…”

“At my request, the Jewish Community Center of Budapest has agreed to host our 
group at its second Passover seder which will be held on March 28; we will celebrate 
the fi rst seder on our own. Even to think about it is breathtaking… “Bobruysk” is 
planning a Jewish seder in Budapest for his family and his American relatives! Who 
would have thought that we’d live to see such a day!

In response to my query, Agi Szimonfai looked up her childhood friend Tamas Kun, 
now a manager of the Pilvax Hotel, who promised to fulfi ll her request and undertook 
to prepare a seder for us. We met him today, a great fellow. When we came into his offi  ce, 
he was already holding a book of recipes for dishes from Hungarian Jewish cuisine. He 
promised to reserve the hotel’s large banquet hall for us. We took a peek inside this hall. 
It’s very beautiful, elegant, classically decorated with gold reliefs and crystal chandeliers. 
We also saw something incredible: the wall on the right side has a white marble relief 
depicting a large group of people gathered at a long table. An inscription underneath 
the relief indicates that the Hungarian Revolution against the Hapsburg monarchy was 
proclaimed in this hall on March 15, 1848. Th is is where the poet Sandor Petefy fi rst 
called upon Hungarians to rise up: ‘Th e Motherland calls you! Now or never!’

Iya, smart girl, has given Tamas the boxes of matzos fl our and ginger for soup dumplings 
which had been brought for the cook. Tamas promised to invite a consultant from the 
Jewish community for the preparation of Passover dishes. Accompanied by our good old 
family friend Manci Sipos, who had made the necessary inquiries in Budapest at my 
request, we went to a kosher store where we bought 12 bottles of white wine and one bot-
tle of red, 28 bottles of grape juice, 10 boxes of matzos, meat, chicken, cakes and cookies…”

“Pepi Dunay had warned me in advance that her mother, Ceci Spielberger, would 
not be able to go on lengthy excursions because of her bad back. Th e community center 
helped make the queries, and I was allowed to rent a wheelchair for a week at a 
nursing home in Uipest. Th e community center also gave me the telephone number 
for the Jewish cemetery on Avas Mountain in Miskolc, where my grandfather, Roth 
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Jozsef, is buried. I called and warned the cemetery keeper that our group planned to 
arrive in the morning or early afternoon on March 25, and he, in turn, promised to 
clean up my grandfather’s tombstone and clear the path toward it.”

After a joyful meeting and hugs of delight, we loaded up the suitcases and went 
north, toward Garadna. A strong wind blew sparse snowfl akes past the windows 
of the bus; inside, in the warm cabin, people held animated conversations, 
exchanged news, and studied the program for our trip which had been issued to 
each passenger. It was almost 8 p.m. when we arrived in the town of Encs, at the 
Kurek boarding house. After dinner no one wanted to go to sleep, and we sat 
down for tea at midnight.

“Garadna, March 24, 2002. Th ere has been a strong wind all night, and then the 
morning revealed the classical landscape of a Hungarian town outside the windows: 
well-tended houses, vast empty fi elds, and the silhouettes of mountains on the horizon.

After breakfast, everybody gathered in the large hall of the boarding house where 
the guests warmly greeted the four members of the Kercsi family who approached us. 
Every guest was handed an updated copy of the family tree, and I said a few words 
about every person present. Th e elder, Ceci Spielberger, shared her memories of Armin 
and Moric… Adam Spielberg, who is about to graduate from the University of 
Philadelphia with a degree in fi lm, has brought a professional-quality video camera 
and is fi lming constantly.

At 10:30, we went from Encs to Garadna. Soon, the Memorial was before our eyes. 
Th e giant Volvo bus was only able to get on the unplowed side of the fi eld. It was very 
windy. Th e men carried Ceci in her wheelchair, while the others walked toward the memo-
rial straight across the furrows. Th e granite of the Memorial was freshly polished, the 
clearing around it cleaned up perfectly. Th is was the work of Ilona Kercsi the elder, who 
continues her husband’s work of making tombstones and who had sent her workers to 
polish the stone, and Tibor Paulo, a Garadna policeman who had taken over the regular 
care of our Memorial from his father, the late Zoltan Paulo. Th e descendants of Hermann 
Spielberger surrounded our relic in a large solid circle, and for a moment everyone stood 
in silence. I loudly read the memorial prayer, the kaddish. People took photos.

Yet another unforgettable experience: the bus slowly drove up to building number six 
on Garadna’s main street, the Spielberger house. Th e current owners of the house, Bertalan 
and Erika Almasi, smiled broadly as they invited the slightly dazed guests inside the house. 
It was a unique moment! An unforgettable moment! Everyone sat at two large tables. Th e 
Kercsi family had taken care of everything – had ordered cakes and opened champagne. 
Th e celebration in Grandfather’s house was enhanced by the fact that today was Pepi’s 
birthday – she turns 60. So there was a toast to Pepi, too, and one of the cakes had a 
“Happy Birthday” inscription for her. During the visit inside the house, our grandchildren 
took quite a liking to a small black piglet; they didn’t want to part from it.

In the village of Baktakek, the driver was able to get further into the fi eld, where, 
in spite of the chill wind, everyone climbed up the hill on top of which is an abandoned 
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Jewish cemetery. We all came up to the grave and honored the memory of Moric Welt-
man, our Joe’s father.

In Tokay, which is not far away from Encs, the tour of the wine cellars and the 
tasting of six kinds of famous Tokay wine raised the general mood even more. We were 
already expected for dinner at the local restaurant; I had also invited Tibor Paulo 
with his wife Marian and the children. Th ere was applause to thank this family for 
their hard work on the upkeep of our Memorial. I gave Tibor a copy of our family 
tree; he refused to take money from me.”

“March 25, Budapest. … A very windy night, it seemed like the boarding house 
windows were going to get ripped out. … After breakfast, we left Encs, then drove 
about 60 kilometers to Miskolc. Th e descendants of Armin Spielberger in the group 
were quite pleased by the surprise I had in store for them when we drove up to a 
hospital building that had once housed the Tuzer Iaktany – the barracks of the Hun-
garian Royal Army in which Uncle Armin had served in 1902-1903…

Th e bus driver told me he couldn’t drive up to the Jewish cemetery on Avas Moun-
tain: because of the multitude of old wine cellars underground, vehicles the size of 
our Volvo are forbidden to drive in this area. Once again, rescue came from the mobile 
phone Ilona Kercsi had bought for me. After I called, fi ve white city cabs came to pick 
us up immediately, and the magnifi cent cavalcade began its way uphill.

I doubt that such a large group of well-wishers had ever gathered at the grave of 
my grandfather Roth Jozsef since the day of his funeral in 1913. I read a kaddish. 
We took a picture for remembrance. Th is visit had quite a surprise in store for our 
Ilona. It turned out that Grandfather’s Hebrew name was Joel, and he died on June 
3, 1913; Ilona’s son and our grandson Adam also bears the name Joel, and he was 
born on June 3.

At 2 p.m. we were already in Budapest. Th e driver dropped us off  on the embank-
ment of the Danube, next to the Parliament building, and then went to the hotel 
with our luggage, while we got on a riverboat already waiting for us, with a buff et 
dinner featuring many delicious dishes. We enjoyed our boat trip along the Danube, 
the fi ne food, and the beautiful sights of Budapest. After the end of the tour, the boat 
landed at the quay of Margarita Island, and then we were at the door of the Th ermal 
Hotel in which we had booked rooms.

For tonight’s dinner, Agi has selected one of the capital’s best-known restaurants 
– Th e Sad Shepherd, located at the top of Gellert Mountain. Th e wonderful dinner 
of Hungarian national dishes was accompanied by the exciting play of a gypsy music 
band willing to play any tune we requested. Outside the window, below, lay the city 
lights and the magical garlands of the underlights of the Danube’s bridges. Today is 
Manana’s birthday. Taken by surprise when the waiters brought a cake with her name 
on it, Manana was even more moved when the band immediately played ‘Happy 
Birthday to You!’ for her.”

“March 26, Budapest. Because of the rains in Europe, the Danube is fl ooding all 
of the nearby city streets, including tramway (streetcar) rails. It’s a rare sight…
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At 11:30, we went on a tour of the synagogue on Dohany Street. Everyone was 
struck by the beauty of the synagogue and the wealth of exhibits at the adjacent Jew-
ish Culture Museum. Th e tour guide, who spoke excellent English, held our attention 
with an exciting narrative.

We had lunch at the Mathias Cellar, a well-known restaurant in town. Th e menu 
was so rich that the entire group was groaning from the daily overeating, and I was 
forced to call the Wine Catacomb restaurant, where we were expected for dinner, and 
tell them that we wouldn’t be coming. I off ered profuse apologies and promised to pay 
the expenses they had incurred…

In the evening, we came back to the hotel, fatigued. It’s diffi  cult to describe the joy 
we felt while watching Paul, Ada, Serena, Audrey, Gabriel, Adam, Manana, Ilona, 
Leah and Adam Spielberg, Steven Rosenbaum, and Andy Spielberger cavorting 
together in the hotel’s thermal swimming pool. A miracle!

Meanwhile, the waters of the Danube are rising menacingly all around the hotel….”

“March 27, Budapest. Today was a beautiful sunny day, which greatly enhanced our 
bus tour to the upper part of the Danube. We saw the Visegrad fortress and admired 
the beauties of the Danube from the height of its walls. On the way back, we stopped 
in the antique little town of Saint Andre, a major tourist attraction, where a visit to 
a marzipan fi gures museum turned out to be an unforgettable surprise for our group. 
No one had expected the museum and shop owner, my old friend Karcsi Szabo, to 
meet us at the entrance and treat us to drinks and exquisitely delicious, elegant cakes 
and sweets for which he refused to accept payment…

Tonight turned out to be an unforgettable evening. After all, we got to spend the fi rst 
Passover seder dinner together. Everyone gasped in unison when the doors of the Pil-
vax Hotel banquet hall opened before us, astounding us all with the brightness of its 
lights and the length of the table set in the classical manner. Four waiters and a chef 
in a tall cap stood shoulder to shoulder. At the head of them was Tamas Kun, who 
greeted us. I introduced him to the guests, who expressed their appreciation with loud 
applause. Tamas started saying good-bye and explained to me that he was intimidated 
by the strictures of the proper preparations of the Passover menu described in the book, 
so he had invited the mother of a friend, an elderly Jewish woman, who had cooked 
our dinner.

I had invited Jutka and Manci to the seder; they sat to the right of me, marveling 
endlessly at what they saw. I sat at one end of the table, Mike Dunay at the other. We 
had brought the Haggadah books with us from Toronto, so each of our grandchildren 
was immediately able to fi nd his or her copy.

Mike presided over the seder ceremony. All the participants were remarkably active; 
everyone knew the melodies and sang very harmoniously. Our little ones had brought 
to Budapest, especially for this seder, an envelope made at school in which the afi koman 
was hidden – the piece of matzo that is hidden, and without which the meal cannot 
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Spielberger’s descendants from the United States and Canada visiting Hungary. 
2002.
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Th ree generations of the Rott family on Margit Island. Budapest, 2002.
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be fi nished; according to tradition, the child who fi nds the afi koman can ask for a 
reward. Th e fi ve little ones, all together, brought the ‘found’ envelope to the table; 
they’ll get the presents tomorrow from Mike and me.

In conversations before the trip, we had asked each family to prepare a short narra-
tive about their ancestors, and now, at this seder, the fourth glass of wine was followed 
by reminiscences. Ceci talked about how the offi  cer Jerome Spielberger and his family 
had moved all over the world while serving in the U.S. Army, from Labrador to the 
Philippines – but wherever they were, they always held a seder, with offi  cers of diff erent 
faiths in attendance. Steven Rosenbaum’s story was short; at the end, he pulled a pho-
tograph of his parents from his pocket and talked tearfully about his father.” 

Th e remainder of our trip was taken up with leisure activities, swimming in the 
hotel pool, and sightseeing in Budapest. Th e two-hour tour focusing on the his-
tory, architecture, and organization of the opera house turned out to be no less 
fascinating than the gala concert of national folk ensembles of various regions of 
Hungary. On April 3, the Americans went home pleased, with warmer feelings 
of kinship and vivid impressions of the country where their ancestors were born 
and had lived, and which they had left behind.

Our family stayed for an extra couple of days, on one of which we paid a visit 
to my cousin Jutka in her house on the bank of the Danube, in the fashionable 

Another visit in Toronto, from right to left: Gunilla Likwornik, 
Michael and Janet Spielberger, Kyle, Edith and Brett Weltman, Vladimir, 

John Spielberg. 2007. 
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Our family in 2005.
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Romai district. Everyone wanted to see what the private residence of our only 
relative in Hungary looked like. She was happy to receive such a large group of 
people so near and dear. To spare her the trouble of feeding us, Iya brought with 
her kosher juices and cakes and cookies appropriate for Passover. 

On another day, our entire family visited the cemetery on Kozma Street and 
brought bouquets of fl owers to the graves of Grandma Hani, Louisa, Ilonka, 
Lolo, Sasa, and their spouses. Once again, our children and grandchildren showed 
their increasing superiority when they deftly helped fi nd graves lost in the vast-
ness of the huge cemetery. Six-year-old Adam, Ilona’s little boy, asked me, “Deda, 
why do you keep taking us to cemeteries?”

“Adamchik, those who don’t revere their past will never have a future!” I 
replied.

To conclude this chapter, I will say that compiling the family tree of the 
Spielberger family not only brought their descendants closer to some extent but 
also generated a new tradition. When our family comes to the wedding of a 
relative, I tell them a little bit about the Spielbergers’ lives in Hungary and then 
give the young couple a copy of the chart, after fi rst entering the name of the 
new family member on it right there before the guests. We started receiving let-
ters with the names of newborn children, or people who had joined the ranks of 
the family as husbands or wives of its members.

On the copy of the Family tree of the descendants of Hermann Spielberger 
included here, the darkened squares belong to the 32 relatives who died in the 
camps during the Holocaust. On my own work copy, relatives with whom I have 
already met are marked in green. Shortly after our trip, all the American relatives 
who had traveled with us to Hungary sent us letters of appreciation.
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FROM TOMSK TO BALATON

“April 15, 2002, Budapest, A-2 Airport. …. Early in the morning, Sandor left the 
Th ermal Hotel where we were staying and fl ew to Prague, where he visits almost every 
month. He is a leading architect on the reconstruction of the old building where the 
Canadian Embassy id going to move. 

In Budapest, on the day the Americans left, I tracked down Joszef Kozma, my good 
Hungarian friend with whom I had worked at the Volga Automobile Plant in 
Togliatti, and got him on the telephone. His voice was barely audible. He was glad 
to hear from me and said that he was quite sick but still wanted to meet.

On the next day, at my request, Kozma fi rst went to the airport to meet our friends 
from Togliatti whom he also knew: Lilyasha and Vladik Pashko and Igor Prokopenko, 
the husband of Ellochka Kondratieva. Iya and I were barely able to recognize Kozma 
when he got to the hotel with the guests: a stooping, wizened man. He told us about 
himself and about his wife’s fi nal days. We talked for about forty minutes. I asked 
Kozma to have dinner with us, but he refused…

It is now 2 p.m. Th e thirteen of us – ten members of our family and three guests 
from Togliatti – have arrived at the airport. Our children and grandchildren are 
fl ying home to Toronto. Our “Saga No. 1” is over, and “Saga No. 2” is beginning…”

In May 1996, after receiving a kind invitation from university rector Yuri Petro-
vich Pokholkov, Iya and I had been delighted to attend an unforgettable event: 
the celebration of the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Tomsk Polytech-
nic University. Tomsk not only gave us the gift of sunny spring days, but fi lled 
our hearts with the fresh winds of change – tangible changes in the life of the 
city that had inspired the people to believe in the possibility of improvement, in 
the possibility of building a better future for themselves, even though the shelves 
in the stores were still empty, the streets and houses were drowning in dirt, and 
fi nding jobs was increasingly diffi  cult.

After a long fl ight, our mood improved at once when we saw that the arriv-
ing guests were being greeted with fl owers right on the airfi eld, by the gangway. 
It was an unforgettable sight: hundreds of people who had graduated from the 
TPU in diff erent years, the joy of meeting old friends, the hugs, people peering 
intently into familiar but aged faces. It was a pleasant surprise to see the follow-
ing inscribed on the walls of university buildings, and to hear it repeated many 
times:
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“On April 29 (May 11, in the new style), 1896, the Emperor Nicholas II 
approved the State Council’s decision of March 14 (26), 1896, to create a Prac-
tical Technological Institute in Tomsk. Sergei Yu. Witte, the Minister of Finance, 
wrote in his diary: ‘March, Day 5, 1896. Today, I crossed out the funding for 
the battleship and allotted it toward the launch of the Tomsk Technological 
Institute…”

We observed with amazement as the hymn, “Many years,” sung by a chorus 
of students from the Tomsk Seminary, sounded at the expanded session of the 
University’s Academic Council for the 100th anniversary.

On the third day, a huge crowd of Tomsk residents and TPU guests attended the 
opening of the university chapel, which had miraculously sprung up in the stu-
dent town thanks to the eff orts of a multitude of organizations, students, and 
private individuals. With the blessing of Alexei II, Patriarch of Moscow and of 
All Russia, the protopresbyter Haraim sanctifi ed the chapel. Old-timers remem-
bered that before the Revolution, the chapel of the Monastery churchyard had 
stood on that spot, and there were several cast-iron slabs with the names of 
scholars and notable citizens. We were also told that the construction of the 
chapel was largely overseen by activists who had once been part of the now-
defunct Department of Marxism-Leninism.

Th e most notable event that warmed our hearts was the anniversary concert for 
the 100th anniversary of the TPU held in the new building of the city theater. 
Th e concert was hosted by professional actors. We were especially thrilled by the 
mention of several names that were spoken from the stage for the fi rst time. Th e 
hosts of the concert listed the notable graduates of the university and then con-
tinued in animated tones:

“So many wonderful names! And, behind each of them, a truly special and unique 
life! Human lives are so varied, so short… Every life is just a brief moment in the 
endless stream of time – the past, the present and the future… But what graduates 
they were!

Dmitry Dmitrievich Bondarev, in 1909, built the fi rst Russian automobile, the 
Russo-Balt. Together with Sikorsky, he was the creator of the famous ‘Ilya Muromets’ 
(the fi rst Russian airplane – V.R.) He was the draughtsman and the builder of the 
present-day ZIL, the Moscow Truck Plant, and then its fi rst director as well! He was 
executed by fi ring squad in 1937, and posthumously exonerated in 1956…

Urvantsev, Nikolai Nikolayevich. After graduating with a degree in mining, he 
traveled to the lower reaches of the Yenisei and became the fi rst Soviet discoverer of 
the riches of Norilsk – unique deposits of polymetallic ores. He spent the years 1937 
to 1954 in the dungeons of Stalin’s camps. He was exonerated in 1956.

Kiriyaturov, Mikhail Ivanovich, was the creator of the fi rst mass-produced Soviet 
tractor and the organizer of its production at the Krasniy Putilovets plant, now known 
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as the Kirov Plant. Later, he became the director of the plant and the fi rst recipient 
of the Order of Lenin. Executed by fi ring squad in 1938, exonerated in 1956…

When the hostess spoke the last words, the slender Svetlana Gortseva slowly 
came out onstage with four six-year-old boys on her right and on her left, each 
holding a large burning candle. With accompaniment from the orchestra, the 
soloist gave a poignant and moving rendition of Giulio Caccini’s “Ave Maria.”

Half of the audience was weeping, everyone for reasons of their own….
Th e second part of the concert began with a performance of the symphony 

orchestra of the Tomsk State Philharmonic in which my dear brother Yuzik 
worked as concertmaster for twenty-fi ve years, and most of the musicians still 
had warm memories of him.

During the concert, the Sotto Voce vocal group performed Valentin Shush-
arin’s song, “Th e Guitar,” in a beautiful arrangement for the orchestra. Th e 
composer, who was in the audience, said to us after the concert, “Th at was a 
diff erent guitar…”

Th e members of our TPI Entertainment Ensemble of the 1960s, the esteemed 
Miniatures and Songs Th eater [MIP] members – M. Goldschmidt, Yu. Zhukov, 
M. Yavorsky, V. Yampolsky – took a walk down memory lane and performed some 
new short numbers, accompanied by the virtuoso accordionist Anatoly Gavrilin.

Th e Elegy Dance Company also gave an exciting performance as part of the 
program. Watching the attractive young couples in beautiful outfi ts, it was hard 
to believe that we were watching Broadway dances in our very own Tomsk.

In the fi nal part of the concert, the award-winning TPU-62 jazz band, led by 
Arkady Ratner, performed the traditional fi nale – our university anthem, “Th e 

Th e start of the second half of the Centennial Jubilee Concert of the Tomsk 
Polytechnic University. Tomsk, May 1996.
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Lyric Polytechnic” – and everyone present, performers and audience alike, started 
singing this anthem with words and music by Valentin Shusharin, fi rst heard in 
Tomsk in 1959.

Th e two-hour concert, performed with a high level of professionalism (with 
Yulia Ratomskaya as producer and a script by Vladimir Yampolsky), was fi lmed for 
television, and the videocassette with the recording became a cherished memento. 

Shortly afterwards, when we were back in Toronto, our friends in Tomsk sent us 
a record of yet another one of their accomplishments. It was a video recording 
of a celebration of the work of Valentin Shusharin. In our times, the works of 
this one-of-a-kind songwriter were never broadcast on Soviet radio; they were 
banned from the airwaves. Almost forty years later, the fact that a full concert of 
Shusharin’s works was performed and recorded was a huge event for both the 
composer and his fans. Th e program for the evening lists many sponsors and 
well-wishers who were there to help make this exceptional event happen. Many 
thanks to you for that, dear friends!

At the Valentin Shusharin concert, our soloist, Ludmila Pichugina, performed 
for the fi rst time his song, “Repentance.” With awe and gratitude, people heard 
the words of penitence:

“Please, Lord, forgive us, forgive all of Russia,
And give us strength for many, many years!”
Who is asking for forgiveness? A common Russian man, a master of ceremo-

nies from a humble vacation home near Tomsk, a poet and composer from the 
1960s who never gained offi  cial recognition. May the good memory of Valentin 
Shusharin live forever! I quoted the text of this song at the end of the chapter, 
“Father’s Letters.” Valentin gave his permission for it and was proud to see the 
translation of his lyrics in both the Hungarian and the English-language editions, 
which he received from us two weeks before his death when he was already living 
in St. Petersburg.

Th e generous people of Tomsk went even further. Th e talented Arkady Ratner got 
the idea of recording Valentin Shusharin’s songs in the rendition of their original 
performers. Unfortunately, after 40 years of engineering work, our original soloists 
– Yuri Dolgikh, who now lived in Omsk, Dzhambul Sazambayev, who was living 
in Ekaterinburg, and Valery Svistunov, who was in Khabarovsk – were unable to 
pay their own way to Tomsk. Th e people behind the project – Arkady Ratner, Yury 
Pokholkov, Vladimir Yampolsky, Mikhail Yavorsky – did everything they could, 
contributing both money and eff ort and recruiting additional sponsors as well. As 
a result, arrangements were made for transportation and lodgings for the soloists, 
a sound recording studio was found, and the TPU-62 orchestra was expanded.

Victor Korolev, an Honored Artist of Russia (a violinist who had once studied 
with my brother Yuzef ) did a new orchestral arrangement for Shusharin’s songs, 
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with help from Anatoly Gavrilin. Singer Ludmila Travkina, also an Honored 
Artist of Russia, and the Gloria vocal group were recruited to perform. Th e result 
was a truly unique concert, and the fi rst professionally made compact disc of the 
1960s student songs of Tomsk. We later heard that during the concert, an unfa-
miliar old man came out onstage unannounced, leaning on a cane, and started 
singing Shusharin’s song, “Th e Guitar.” Th e audience sat silently for a moment, 
and then burst into applause. Everyone recognized the old man as the regular 
performer of that song, Dzhambul Sazambayev…

On November 25, 2000, the souvenir CD, “Th e Lyric Polytechnic”, was delivered 
by mail to our house in Toronto. We were deeply moved by the autographs of the 
people who had worked on the disc and the inscription made by Viktor Korolev: 
“Dear Rotts! Th ank you for everything! Will be happy to meet you in Tomsk!” From the 
very fi rst sounds, Iya and I were captivated by the quality of the recording and the 
performances, as well as the unique new arrangement of these melodies so dear to 
our hearts. I had tears in my eyes while listening to the song, “You Should Not 
Wait Until the Fifth.” Dear Eleonora Varentsova, dear singers from the Gloria vocal 
group! I could not have dreamed of such a beautiful and gifted performance of my 
song. Heartfelt thanks to you all! … And Anatoly Gavrilin’s accordion variations 
in the song, “You Are Always So Sweet,” had never yet been so brilliantly performed.

Shusharin’s song from that CD, “Going Home,” along with my story about the 
Tomsk students going away on vacation, was broadcast on September 29, 2001 
in a program of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. Th e planned broadcast 
was moved twice because of the shocking terror attacks of September 11, 2001, 
when, along with thousands of human lives, the terrorists also destroyed one of 
the world’s architectural treasures, the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center.

And now, dear reader, I will continue the story of our “Saga No. 2.” Iya and I were 
quite distressed about the economic situation which had developed in Russia by 
then and in which our aging colleagues had found themselves: after a lifetime of 
working for the Soviet state, these people were now unable to aff ord a visit to the 
dentist or a phone call to loved ones, let alone a trip to Europe. Whenever we called 
them, we always sensed their agitation and uncertainty, and one of their fi rst ques-
tions always was, “Are your children helping you out fi nancially?”

In gratitude for the joy they had given us by organizing the Valentin Shusharin 
concert and recording the compact disc, we decided to organize a 10-day trip to 
Hungary for our friends who couldn’t aff ord it themselves. I am most grateful to 
the Moscow Center for Business Tourism and Education which punctiliously 
carried out all of my requests, as a result of which every one of our guests who 
was able to make it to Moscow was handed the Hungarian visa, the required 
insurance certifi cate, and the airplane tickets.
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On April 2, 2002, at the Budapest Airport, Iya and I saw off  our children and 
grandchildren who fl ew off  to Toronto at 2 p.m. At 3:20 p.m., at the same airport, 
we met our guests who had arrived from Moscow. We were holding in our arms 
the aged Solomon Vygon, Anatoly and Larisa Gavrilin, Yuri Dolgikh, Yuri and 
Ludmila Zhukov, Dzhambul and Svetlana Sazambayev, and Boris Yavorsky. To our 
great regret, the doctors did not permit Valentin Shusharin to accept our invitation. 
Th e group of Siberians was joined by our good friends from Togliatti as well: Vladik 
and Lilyasha Pashko and Igor Prokopenko, who had arrived two days earlier. We 
piled the suitcases into the trailer hitched to the bus waiting for us at the airport, 
and the excited, noisy bunch headed to … the village of Garadna. Th e Siberians 
had arrived from winter and straight into the warm sunny days of early spring.

Allow me to introduce our guests:
Solomon Vygon, a well-known Tomsk journalist;
Anatoly Gavrilin, Deputy Director of the TPU Long-Distance Education 

Institute;
Larisa Gavrilina, a senior instructor at the University;
Yuri Dolgikh, head of the Computation Center of the military industry plant;
Yuri Zhukov, a docent at the University;
Ludmila Zhukova, a senior instructor at the University;
Vladislav Pashko, a leading VAZ automobile designer;
Lilyasha Kondratieva, an applied artist and a member of the Russian Artists’ 

Union;
Igor Prokopenko, an applied artist and a member of the Russian Artists’ Union;
Dzhambul Sazambayev, deputy general director of the Urals Turbomotor Plant;
Svetlana Sazambayeva, the head of the draft and design bureau of the Urals 

Electrical Heavy Machinery Plant;
Boris Yavorsky, a physician and holder of the Honored Doctor of Russia rank.

And now, some excerpts from Solomon Vygon’s article published in two issues of 
the Tomsk edition of the newspaper Argumenty i Fakty [“Arguments and Facts”]:

40 YEARS LATER, THE FRIENDS MEET AGAIN…
“I would like to invite Iya’s and my close friends to Hungary and show you my 

native country of which I have so often spoken to you.” Vladimir delivered the 
astonishing news on New Year’s Eve. “Start getting your papers ready, because the 
Hungarian embassy is worried that if so many retirees enter the country at once, 
their economy will collapse… Get papers to prove that each of you has a few thousand 
dollars in the bank.”

(In this case, he wasn’t joking. Th e Hungarian consulate demanded that Rott make 
a deposit of 2 million forints – about 7,000 dollars – into the national bank, in the 
event that something happened to these Russian retirees during the trip. And he 
complied with this demand.)
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“But that’s terribly expensive, Vadim,” I said to him. “Where are you going to fi nd 
this kind of money?” (I don’t know why, but ever since his student days friends called 
Rott Vadim, not Vladimir.)

“I’ll go to the businessmen I know and tell them that I want to make a gift to the 
people I care about in Russia, to do some things to improve their health. I’ll ask them 
to give as much as they can, and if they can’t I will not take off ense. (In this way, Rott 
was able to raise about 45 percent of the required – and considerable – amount; the 
rest was contributed by himself and his wife.)

Despite this encouraging explanation, I – and all those Rott informed of his inten-
tions – had strong doubts that the trip would take place.

“Th ere were many times over the years when Iya and I thought that things weren’t 
going to work out, that everything would fall through,” Vadim candidly admitted 
when we wer already in Hungary. “But we continued to work to make it happen, 
because when we got this crazy idea – crazy from the viewpoint of those around us 
– we decided to trust our instincts and not retreat.”

[Th e article then goes on to talk about my parents, about my father’s death, about 
my life in German-occupied Bobruysk, my studies in Tomsk and my acquaintance with 
Iya, my Hungarian and American relatives, the move to Canada, the struggle for Iya 
and the children, the start of our Canadian life, and our children’s accomplishments.]

… While they rejected the Soviet system, Vadim and Iya never rejected the world of 
the people who had been around them in Tomsk, Togliatti, and Ulan-Ude. Having 
achieved a great deal, having traveled to more than 60 countries as tourists, having seen 
the wonders of the world, they have kept their fi delity to their youth, their friends, and 
the warmth that was the distinctive quality of the Soviet generation of the 1960s and 
’70s. 

“Iya and I stood on the edge of the Earth, the southernmost point of the Cape of 
Good Hope,” Vadim said once, “and, as it turned out, we were thinking the same 
thoughts. We regretted that we couldn’t share our experiences with our Russian friends. 
Everything we are doing for you now, we are ultimately doing for ourselves, because 
without you our experience is incomplete.”

[Vygon then writes about my ancestors, Garadna, the family tree, and the construc-
tion of the Memorial.]

… In the days that followed, we saw many things in Hungary – amazingly beauti-
ful palaces, churches and bridges, the parliament building, the crown of the Hungarian 
king and hunting trophies from all over the world, amazing collections of antique 
weaponry and a magical ballet at the opera theater, second only to La Scala in all of 
Europe; a sparkling Viennese operetta and a fast-dancing folk music band; a cellar full 
of Tokai wine, and the thermal waters of Lake Hévíz. But the Memorial on the outskirts 
of Garadna also made a strong impression. We thought of the well-tended small cemeter-
ies along Hungary’s highways and thought our own neglected ones – Tomsk-1 and 
Tomsk-2… Vadim comes to visit his grandfathers’ graves every two years.

“It seems to me,” he says, “that if I miss one such visit, I will never see Hungary again.”



411

FROM TOMSK TO BALATON

… Th e fact that Rott has forgotten nothing and lost nothing of the past became 
evident to us once again on April 8, when he asked us to meet in a separate hall an 
hour after supper. A cake and several bottles of wine were brought in, and then Vadim 
asked us to listen to “an audiotape recording.” It turned out that this recording was 
made at Vadim and Iya’s wedding in Tomsk, exactly 41 years ago. Th ose present – Yuri 
Zhukov, Yuri Dolgikh – listened with amazement to their own voices from four 
decades ago, and recognized the voices of the young Mikhail Yavorsky, Vladimir 
Yampolsky, and Marat Goldschmidt. 

… People of my generation remember that it was once considered “smart” among 
Soviet tourists abroad to sing in restaurants. Later on, it came to be seen as in bad taste: 
well-bred people, so it was felt, don’t sing in restaurants. But we had people in our group 
who didn’t spend a single day without music and song in their student days, and who 
had not seen each other in 30 or even 40 years. And so in every city Vadim would 
produce an accordion from somewhere, as if out of thin air, and the stars of the Tomsk 
student community of the 1950s – Dzhambul Salambayev, Yuri Dolgikh and Yuri 
Zhukov, Larisa Gavrilina – would sing to the accompaniment of TPU docent Anatoly 
Gavrilin. Th e rest, including yours truly, would hum along without words – the melo-
dies were too familiar and too beautiful. But that evening, in the old restaurant of the 
Pilvax Hotel where Petefy himself read his patriotic poetry 154 years ago, we would 
have been embarrassed to even think of songs. And then, all of a sudden, an old gypsy 
with an accordion showed up (he substituted for a band at the Pilvax) and started 
playing Hungarian melodies at another table where a group of 30- and 40-year-olds 
was dining. One of the people at that table started singing song after song to the gypsy’s 
accompaniment. He had a beautiful lyrical tenor voice, clearly not of amateur quality. 
After a half-hour concert the gypsy approached our table and started playing Russian 
melodies. Our group didn’t need a lot of persuasion; we started humming along too, and 
when the gypsy went out to have a smoke we asked him to entrust his accordion to 
Gavrilin. Th at was when the “second part” began – from Beethoven’s “Table Song” 
performed in Dzhambul’s mighty bass to “Th e Lyric Polytechnic.” Out of the corner of 
an eye, I could see that the Hungarian from the other table kept wanting to come up to 
us. When Gavrilin started to play the melodies from “Maritsa” and “Silva”, the man 
fi nally couldn’t resist the temptation, came up, and gave a passionate rendition of aria 
after aria from Kalman’s famous operettas, probably known to every Hungarian. Our 
people sang the arias in Russian; Rott was beaming with joy. In a word, the Russian-
Hungarian friendship night was a marvelous success. On the next day, the waiters and 
the hotel staff  bowed to us more than informally, and the entire hotel knew that there 
was “a group of artists from Russia” staying. Meanwhile, the Hungarian singer turned 
out to be the writer, journalist, and Hungarian television host Miklos Rezsnak.

Th e service personnel at the hotels, museums and shops in Hungary is attentive and 
polite – people value their jobs. Boris Yavorsky, a well-known Tomsk physician and an 
obsessive soccer fan, suff ered greatly from the absence of information on the fi rst games 
of our city’s soccer team, “Tom’”, until it occurred to him to ask a staff  member at the 
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Our friend’s from Tomsk and Togliatti visit Hungary. April, 2002.

In Garadna at the memorial.

In the old Spielberger house, dances the new owner accompanied by the music of Valentin Shusharin.
Behind him are Anatoly Gavrilin, the lady of the house and Djambul.

Our guests from Russia couldn’t 
come empty handed.

At the Europa-Fit Hotel.
Heviz.

At the Fisherman’s Bastion in Budapest.

In Szentendre with Karoly Szabo.

Restaurant at the Pilvax Hotel.

In the city of Esztergom.
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Europa hotel in Hévíz to get the information off  the website of his favorite club. To my 
surprise, by that very evening he received complete information on the game results.

It’s not easy to fi nd a Russian-language guide or interpreter in Hungary. People 
are much more likely to speak German. In Hévíz, a resort town near Lake Balaton 
where the Rotts brought our retirement-age team for four days of treatments in the 
waters of the thermal sources, buses carrying German tourists keep arriving one after 
the other. For the Germans, this is a nearby and, by their standards, inexpensive spa. 
Of course we remembered the Tomsk thermal waters, too, but we knew that it’s going 
to take another 100 years for the moneyed people in our parts to shell out the funds 
to create decent conditions there. But can you imagine how great it would be: diving 
into a pool of thermal water in winter after a ski run… How sweet it is to dream!

Solomon Vygon, Tomsk, April 2002”

Of course, the baths in the thermal waters of Hévíz, the comforts of the Europa 
hotel and its restaurant with an unbelievable selection of dishes for any palate made 
our trip truly unforgettable. It was so touching to discover that one of our guests 
took advantage of the opportunity and preferred to get only ice cream at the buff et 
at breakfast, lunch and dinner, while another adored fresh tomatoes and pears…

Th e medical program allowed each guest to have his or her teeth cleaned and 
polished for free. Our guests resisted at fi rst, worrying that given the poor condi-
tion of their teeth, the cleaning could do more harm than good. It was not easy 
for Iya and me to persuade them to step inside the dentist’s offi  ce – especially 
those who went fi rst – but everyone was delighted with the results. Each guest 
came out of the offi  ce beaming, demonstrating the sparkling white of their newly 
cleaned teeth. Our smokers were particularly ecstatic…

On the last, farewell evening, after dinner, everyone gathered in our room for a 
glass of wine. I turned on my tape recorder in order to preserve the memory of 
that evening. When Iya and I were planning the trip, we really wanted it to work 
out; and every day had brought many new impressions and much joy not only 
to our guests but to us as well. However, we had not expected to hear so many 
kind and heartfelt words of gratitude that evening. Just to capture the atmosphere 
of the general happiness and joy that we felt on that unforgettable evening, I want 
to quote some excerpts from that recording:

My voice (in Russian, then English): A unique recording. Today is April 11, 
2002. Hévíz. We are saying good-bye tonight. Twelve good friends are sitting around 
us. Good-bye, Hévíz, good-bye, Budapest, good-bye, Hungary!

Boris Yavorsky: An improvisation on a Young Pioneer theme for Vadik Rott, from 
the chairman of the council of our Young Pioneer squad, Borya Yavorsky:

He’s simply doing what he must,
He is one of a kind, my friends,
Our very dear Vladimir-basci [Hungarian for “uncle”],
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A simple, good Canadian man!
Solomon Vygon: I’ll start from afar, from Tomsk… Th e weather was disgusting… 

Mud everywhere, the snow hadn’t melted yet. We come to Moscow and there’s even 
more mud there… I was sitting in the waiting hall thinking: God almighty, why? 
How small we are! We have such a big country and yet we are so small, all of us… 
We can’t do anything… One person means nothing in this life. Th at’s the kind of 
mood I was in. And now, when we’ve come to Hungary and all these things have 
happened to us… I used to think a person was like a grain of sand, insignifi cant. And 
now I think a person can do anything! He can do anything if he loves other people 
and if he has so many friends!

Dzhambul Sazambayev: I want to sing a bit from Okudzhava’s verses:
I shall bury a grape stone in the warm fertile soil by my house,
and I’ll kiss the vine twig and gather sweet grapes, my reward,
and I’ll call all my friends to the feast, and love in my heart I will rouse...
Otherwise, what’s the purpose of living in this lasting world?
Dear guests, come to table, I extend you my kind invitation,
tell me straight in my face the opinion of me that you hold,
God almighty will send me forgiveness for my transgression.
Otherwise, what’s the purpose of living in this lasting world? 
[translated into English by Alec Vagapov – tr.]
Larisa Gavrilina: Of course, I experienced all this warmth, all this kindness two 

years ago, when we visited Iya and Vadim in Toronto. Th is time, of course, we have seen 
even more of the kindness, the generosity, the sincerity that these people off er… When 
we started to get ready for the trip, and everyone at the university heard about it, it was, 
“You’re going to Hungary? Twelve of you? He must be a billionaire!” So I propose a toast 
– to our billionaire! People say, “Well, it couldn’t have cost him that much.” And I say: 
“I don’t know how much it cost him, but when a man has three children and fi ve 
grandchildren he can certainly fi nd other ways to spend that money.” So, in principle, 
it’s not a matter of how much money a person has, not of opportunity but of how much 
he wants something. Th is man wanted something, and he did it! And that is why we’re 
all sitting here together, drinking vodka and eating oranges! And so: to the billionaire!

Svetlana Sazambayeva: In the old days in the Soviet Union, there used to be a TV 
show called, ‘Th e Obvious and the Incredible.’ Right now, it is obvious that we are 
sitting here together, with this wonderful group of people. At the same time, it is dif-
fi cult, incredible to believe that we are here – such a friendly group, so merry, with 
so much humor. And of course, I am happy to get to know you better, dearest Vadim 
and Iya! I’ve grown to love you and I will never forget you… Tremendous thanks to 
you, and thank you to everyone!

Yuri Dolgikh: Dear friends! Th anks to these amazing people, Vadik and Iya, we 
have spent several unforgettable days in this good country! Th ere are no words to express 
our delight, our gratitude for everything you have done for us. Th ere are things that 
are diffi  cult to put into words. Love, for instance… It is diffi  cult to explain why you 
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love someone. And it’s impossible to say. And that’s how it is now. So our great thanks 
to you, a big bow of gratitude! 

But my greatest discovery is Vadim himself, and what he has done: traced the roots 
of his family! Guys, this is a heroic feat! Th is is an example to us all. Th is is a job well 
done. It’s something that simple words can’t express. To dig as far back as one’s great-
grandparents, to fi nd – to build! To get the children and the grandchildren involved 
in this… For me, this is truly a great discovery. May G-d keep you, your children, 
and your grandchildren! And may all misfortunes pass your house by!

My voice: Th ank you, Yura, for these kind words. I will admit to you, I myself 
never thought it could happen. I never thought we would succeed in building the 
Memorial… Somehow, it all just came together. I never thought that today, on April 
11, I would see these dear faces before me! Shining faces! Shining from ice cream! 
You’ve all got pastries coming out of your nose. (laughter) Only Dzhambul eats no 
more than three, as a matter of principle. (loud laughter) I say to Yura, “Have another 
pastry.” He says, “I can’t, I’ve had enough!” “Have one for the guys, the ones that stayed 
behind in Omsk.” “Oh! Good thing! I’ll go get one more.” (laughter) I say, “Yura, 
there were a couple more of our guys who wanted to come but couldn’t make it… You 
should eat a piece of pastry for each of them, too.” “All right,” he says, “I will!”

I am grateful to G-d for inspiring us with such an idea. It’s not a question of money, 
you just need to have a good idea!

Iya: We are so happy that we could do this, that we managed to get it done… Of 
course it’s a lot of money, but … here we are, spending our children’s and grandchil-
dren’s inheritance!

My voice, continuing: You’re all unrecognizable now! You’ve changed so much in 
just ten days… Lyuda Zhukova, she used to say, “Swimming? Never! I can’t get 
undressed, I’m so fat…” And just today, she and this German fellow were racing each 
other in the sauna – who’ll undress faster? She or the German? (raucous laughter) Th e 
German lost his nerve and ran out, so friendship has won!

Yuri Zhukov: And I thought the sauna was women-only… (raucous laughter)
Anatoly Gavrilin: In the Tomsk province, and of course by extension in the Omsk 

and Sverlovsk provinces as well, I was the fully authorized representative for these 
dear people over the last several months. What sort of diffi  culties did I have? People 
would constantly turn to me asking, “Tolya, tell us, what are we going to do over 
there? Where are we going to go?” I would tell them, “I don’t know anything… Th e 
only thing I know is, you’re supposed to take swimming trunks with you.” (laughter) 
Th at was the only thing I knew. And today, when there are no secrets left, when 
everything has gone like a fairy-tale, our ten-day fairy-tale is coming to an end tomor-
row… Our Hungarian tour has confi rmed what I kept telling the folks: “If Vadim 
is in charge, we’re going to get only the best!”

But there were some things in the program that went beyond “the best.” What Yura 
said was right. Th e visit to your grandfathers’ graves, Vadim, shook us to the core! In 
Miskolc, we were astounded by the well-tended two-hundred-year-old cemetery fenced 
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off  by a stone wall, with the caretaker living by the entrance. And when he brought 
out a fat book and instantly found in it all the information on a 1913 burial, it took 
our breath away. We realized how badly we preserve the memory of our own ancestors. 
In this respect, you have taught us a most important lesson!

And the trip to the operetta! Kalman’s operettas at the Budapest theater! Th e very theater 
for which this great composer wrote his works! Th at was out of this world! Th e best! And 
the gypsy band with one hundred violins playing in unison – it just boggles the mind.

And the fi nal part of our program, this little town, Hévíz! What a blessed place! 
So peaceful! Such magical beauty! I would really like to come here again, to come 
back here!

Unidentifi ed voice: Come here and smile a lot?
Larisa Gavrilina: Sure, why not! With such a set of teeth! (general laughter)
Anatoly Gavrilin: As for the teeth… that’s a whole other story! Iya, Vadim, thank 

you! Our great thanks to you for being yourselves. For organizing such a trip! Right 
now, we simply can’t process it all. Once we come home and settle back into everyday 
life and work … then we’ll understand what we’ve experienced, what we’ve received! 

I wish you good health, and good health to your family too. A toast: To you two, 
and to our student fraternity! (General applause)

Yuri Zhukov: Iya and Vadim! I am very grateful to you for taking me back to the 
student days of my youth. Vadim and I fi rst met when I was in my second year and he 
in his fi rst. We were linked by … perhaps “friendship” is too big a word? At any rate, 
we liked each other very much. He visited our home, knew my parents. We visited his 
home. He came over many times to the tiny apartment that Lyuda and I received, told 
us stories… He’s a truly magnifi cent storyteller. I actually think he’s one of our best 
storytellers, even though we also know the Yampolskys and the Goldschmidts… His 
humor sparkles like fi reworks. Look at the way he can instantly take stock of a situation 
at the speed of lightning. He is a magnifi cent improviser and organizer. But the most 
important strain in his personality is the fact that even then, as a boy, a young man – he 
was 18-19, like the rest of us – he already wanted everything, anticipated everything. 
What’s more, Vadim, I believe that the credit for this goes not to you but to your grand-
parents, and your father and mother! It’s all in the genes! In the genes! You say it’s “from 
G-d”… well, I don’t know if it’s from G-d or from the genes, but the point is, it’s some-
thing that a person cannot be taught, cannot be raised to have. It’s from inside, it’s like 
a spring mechanism – it turns and spins. Look at him – he can never sit still. He only 
just brought the Americans over here; next he’ll organize someone else, invite someone 
else. It’s his way of life. Th is man is a motor, a fi rework, a geyser! 

I am really grateful to you for taking me back to my youth… Th is tape with your 
wedding that we heard – I had forgotten it, but you brought it and played it for us 
41 years later! It all came up before my eyes as if it was yesterday! We’ve all grown old. 
When we met at the airport, you asked me, “Zhukov, is that you?” By the way, you 
really haven’t changed a lot… A toast to him for taking us all back to the days of our 
youth, for giving us an opportunity to revisit it! As the poet Gusev said:



417

FROM TOMSK TO BALATON

“Our friendship is unbreakable forever,
Just as our youth forever lives!”
Ludmila Zhukova: For me, this trip is not just a “midsummer night’s dream” (a 

week earlier, we had attended a picturesque performance of Felix Mendelssohn’s 
ballet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream – V.R.) and a holiday in my gray and ordinary 
life, but also a major lesson I have learned in my old age. Next to people like Vadim 
and Iya, I think I have to become a better person too. I have received a great deal 
from them, and from all of you. Th ank you.

As for what we’ve seen, my biggest impression is from Hungary’s palaces, monuments 
and cathedrals. What amazing beauty! What an amazing country! And then we got 
to hear the recording of your wedding! You are truly remarkable people.

Yuri Zhukov (prompting his wife): Tell us where you were at the time.
Ludmila Zhukova: Oh, that’s right. I gave birth to my baby girl a month after 

your wedding, so back then I was too embarrassed to be among the guests – instead I 
spend the entire evening watching from the second fl oor, from the fi lm projection 
room, through the window for the projector. Yura really wanted me to come down, 
but I was too embarrassed…

My voice: Please note that this is no coincidence but a recurring pattern: on April 
8, Lyuda Zhukova is always afraid to show herself to people because of her big belly. 
(laughter) 41 years ago, and now. We’re on to you!

Lilyasha Kondratieva: After so many kind words people have said about you, all 
I want to add is that I am really grateful for the opportunity to meet your friends. We 
liked them so much that they’ve become our new friends, too. So if any of you have 
the time and the opportunity, please come and see us in Togliatti. I’m very glad I got 
to know you all. May G-d grant you good health and a long life! 

Igor Prokopenko (Igor is grieving for the loss of his beautiful wife, our loyal 
friend Ellochka Kondratieva): I’ve believed for a long time that men cannot live 
without women… Besides, I’ve always liked spying on happy couples. In these recent 
days, I’ve had a chance to see Iya’s role in this marriage. She’s a highly skilled conduc-
tor. I can only imagine how they spent their two years apart. Vladimir was alone in 
Canada, hurting and struggling… Here’s a toast for Iya, who underwent equally 
great tribulations, but she was able to endure it all and get out with the children! 

Vladislav Pashko: Th ere have been some wonderful toasts off ered today! … Over 
the course of these days, I have been watching you all. Each one of you looks at the 
others and does not see the wrinkles, the gray hair, the old age that has already befallen 
us all. What you see in each friend is yourselves, your own youth. And you are still 
young. Not a single one of you feels old. Th ank you for this opportunity you have given 
us to make a journey back into our youth.

Boris Yavorsky: Note how meticulously our trip was organized! On each of these 
ten days, not only did we have a pleasant surprise awaiting us in the program but we 
also found ourselves in a warm homelike atmosphere. We visited all the places where 
Vadim and Iya themselves wanted to go; we visited their best friends. We got to expe-
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rience everything that they themselves hold dear. Tomorrow, we are leaving this 
wonderful country. We feel happy, and we see the reality of our own lives in a diff er-
ent way…

On April 12, our bus delivered the entire merry bunch from Lake Balaton straight 
to the Budapest Airport. 

As we said our good-byes, Yuri Zhukov whispered in my ear, “Th ank you once 
again for the pocket knife…” During the busy days of the trip, I had already forgot-
ten the incident with his pocket knife. Ten days earlier, when our friends had arrived 
in Budapest, they did not look great. Th ey seemed tired, exhausted by the long trip. 
However, I was especially distressed by how sad and lost Yuri Zhukov looked. It 
turned out that when he was boarding the plane to Budapest, the security agent at 
the Moscow airport had mercilessly confi scated Yuri’s “treasure,” his favorite toy – a 
folding Swiss army knife. When he was taking the knife away and saw how dejected 
its owner looked, the agent hesitated a moment and asked Yuri if he didn’t know that 
such items cannot be taken on board an airplane. Yuri admitted that he had not 
traveled by air in years and, even on that occasion, had taken the train from Tomsk 
to Moscow. Th e agent did not relent, and the pocket knife went into the trash can. 
Th e entire group commiserated with Zhukov over this sad loss, which Yuri had 
gradually started to forget amidst the many impressions from the trip.

On the fi fth day of our tour, we had arrived in the popular tourist town of 
Szentendre, where Iya had seen a large selection of Swiss army knives in a shop 
window. I had immediately wanted to buy one of them, but Iya had insisted on 
calling Zhukov over to let him choose one for himself. Yuri was brought to the 
shop and invited to make his selection. Slightly sheepish and scarcely able to 
believe his eyes, he had said, “Th is one – it looks exactly like mine!” I had imme-
diately and happily paid for his “fi nd,” and handed it to him. No one had seen 
such a smile on Yuri’s face in a long time…

At two o’clock in the afternoon, our dear old – but rejuvenated – friends passed 
through passport control at the Budapest airport. Th ey waved to me for a long 
time. Iya went with them as far as Moscow; she was then going on to Ulan Ude. 
I stood alone and watched them disappear. In my mind’s eye, I could still see 
their faces, so dear and so full of warmth, so familiar for so many decades.

Vladik Pashko made an invaluable contribution to the success of the trip. He 
almost continuously fi lmed our experiences on video. After returning to Togliatti, 
he made copies of the video and sent them to all of the participants. Iya and I 
have already viewed it many times, and showed it in Toronto: a video in which 
our happy friends can be seen admiring the views in Hungary, singing our songs 
to the accompaniment of an accordion at the Spielberger house in Garadna, 
gaping at the exhibits in the Museum of Marzipan Figures in Szentendre, and 
dining at the historic restaurant of the Pilvax Hotel.
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THE JOURNEY INTO THE PAST

Inspired by the successful trips with our relatives and friends, Iya and I decided 
to try to realize yet another one of our dreams: the “2004 Tour.” On the occasion 
of a special date – the thirtieth anniversary of my arrival in Toronto – Iya and 
I decided to show our children and grandchildren the places where we were born, 
to visit Belarus, Russia, and Buryat-Mongolia, to see Bobruysk, Ulan-Ude, Tomsk 
and Togliatti. Th is desire grew even more after my old school friend Tamara 
Khoroshun gave me the happy news that my physics teacher Nikolai Nikolayev-
ich Vdovin was still alive. She had seen him in a Belarusian TV news report about 
an old folks’ home near Minsk.

Th e grandiosity of our plan gave concern, but all we needed for inspiration 
was to imagine the joys and the impressions such a trip would give us. Imagining 
the possible diffi  culties and surprises of so complicated a journey, Iya and I imme-
diately decided to shoulder all the travel expenses ourselves, even though each of 
our children, thank G-d, earned much more than we did.

Our children’s reaction to the idea of such a tour was somewhat startled and 
wary. I immediately announced the fi rst condition: every single member of each 
of the four families has to go. Otherwise, none of us go! Th e grandchildren’s 
spring vacations in April 2004 seemed like the most convenient time for this 
trip. Th e children looked into their own possibilities of taking time off  work, and 
at the Sabbath dinner two weeks later I was given a clear and specifi c time frame: 
they could all be at my disposal from 5 p.m. on Friday, and all had to be back 
on the job at 8 a.m. exactly two weeks later. Shortly afterward Ilona approached 
her mother with an off er to cover a part of the future expenses, but Iya said she 
had to consult me fi rst. When I was told about this, I said thank you and once 
again reiterated our decision: we pay everything. 

Th ere was more than a year left until the start of the trip. Intensive preparations 
began. Of course, it was important to fi nd low prices, but that wasn’t our top 
priority. What we had to do was: fi nd the most convenient fl ights for a group of 
13 and book the seats; have a bus at our disposal in each city; book the best rooms 
in formerly Soviet hotels and ensure that every room had a bathroom in it; make 
sure that everyone got three regular meals a day, preferably food they were used 
to. Finally, we had to plan a daily program for each city; in each of them, we were 
planning not only to meet with old acquaintances but also to hold a banquet for 
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friends and for the organizers of our program. Since the easiest way to reach 
Bobruysk was via Warsaw, we had to get entry visas not only for Russia and 
Belarus but also for Poland. As far as airline tickets and hotel rooms, Elena 
Suvorova and her tourism company in Moscow, the Center for Business Tourism 
and Education, was of great assistance. Still, in order to get everything ready, Iya 
and I fl ew to Moscow a year ahead of the trip in order to resolve various issues 
and forestall all sorts of risky situations and complications.

“May 9, 2003. Moscow – Vidnoye. At the Sheremetyevo Airport, we were picked up 
by Volodya Semyonov and his wife Lyuba, the daughter of Iya’s second cousin, in their 
own Audi. Th ey drove us through the capital’s downtown district. An hour and a half 
later we reached the Moscow suburb of Vidnoye, where a most unexpected sight 
awaited us in the woods that are rapidly being settled by a new generation of success-
ful Russians. Volodya Semyonov, a former resident of Ulan-Ude who moved to Mos-
cow with his family about ten years ago, has shown extraordinary talent and sharpness 
during those years, and had the material and organizing wherewithal to build his 
family a beautiful three-story mansion of red brick, surrounded by a brick-laid fence. 

Two facts will suffi  ce to 
demonstrate Volodya’s remark-
able love for his creation. He 
told us he had spent several 
years looking for a model for 
the roof of his future house all 

Simyonov’s house and fi replaces. Vidnoye, Moscow, 2003.
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over the world, and fi nally saw it somewhere in Iraq. And that’s how the roof of the 
mansion came to have three round turrets with pointy tops, decorated with black 
wrought-iron fl ags.

Also, in addition to three luxurious bathrooms, the house has three fi replaces, each 
of them decorated with unique, exquisitely beautiful painted tiles with fi ne indi-
vidual details. Volodya picked out samples of antique Russian painted tiles from old 
houses that were being torn down, and had a factory use them as models for the tiles 
for all three fi replaces in his house.

We spent two days enjoying the Semynovs’ hospitality. Today is Victory Day, 58 
years since the war ended. Th ere were TV broadcasts all day long showing the parade 
at Red Square, veterans’ stories, and Stalin-era songs.”

Our next two nights in Moscow were spent at the Slezkos’. Unfortunately, our 
dear friend Petr was almost unrecognizable: after a recent heart attack, he spoke 
slowly and dragged one foot when he walked, and no longer went outside. Th ey 
received us with tender care. Nina accompanied us around the city, helping us 
fi nd the addresses and offi  ces we needed. After Moscow, I headed for Belarus 
while Iya went to Buryat-Mongolia.

“May 16, 2003. Bobruysk. I still cannot quite believe it myself: this is the second day 
that I’m in Bobruysk! I’m staying at the Yavoroviches’. I’m being received very well, 
and my old friend Volodya Yavorovich just can’t stop telling stories and reminiscing. 

A few words about the past several days.
My compartment on the Belarus train that runs daily between Moscow and Minsk 

turned out to be clean and comfortable, with bottles of water and beer prepared by 
the attendants already waiting on the table. Nonetheless, I wasn’t able to get any sleep 
in the compartment at night: it was incredibly hot and stuff y – the windows don’t 
open, and the ventilation wasn’t working. “Th ey haven’t turned on the ventilation 
yet for this run,” the attendants explained, “they will for the next one.” Th e bumping 
and shaking kept me from sleeping as well: at each rail junction, the train was jolted 
badly. I spent the whole night wiping myself down with a wet towel and making my 
way to the toilet at the end of the car. I remembered our train trip through the desert 
in Australia, from Adelaide to Alice Springs. Our train was called Th e Afghan, and 
each compartment had not only its own lavatory but its own hot shower…

We arrived in Minsk on schedule. Th ere, I had to wait for the train from Bobruysk 
on which Tamara Khoroshun was due to arrive. At the station, I went to the bathroom 
and paid the cashier with a Belarusian banknote of 200 rubles.

Cashier: “Are you entitled to any kind of discount?”
Me: “What sort of discount could I be entitled to?”
Cashier: “Are you a disabled war veteran by any chance?”
Me: “No, defi nitely not.”
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Cashier: “Any kind of war veteran at all?”
Me: “No, I was too young for that… Do you off er discounts to foreigners?”
Cashier: “You’re a laugh riot, mister! Discounts for foreigners!...”
Th e bathroom turned out to be spacious and clean, with the walls done in gray 

marble.

It was a joy for us both to see Tamara Khoroshun again. I’m sure we’ve both changed 
a lot over the years, but her voice, her personality, her vigor are unchanged since the 
years of our childhood in Bobruysk.”

Tamara fi rst became a respected and trustworthy friend to our gang of lumber-
factory boys in 1945, when her father, Ivan Ageyevich Khoroshun, brought his 
family to Bobruysk where he had been appointed head engineer of the lumber 
factory. Our “ringleader” Dmitry (Dimka) Slinko was Tamara’s age, three years 
older than the rest of us, and we were sympathetic to his continuing eff orts to 
win the “friendship” of the slender and pretty Tamara. She did not reject him, 
but Dimka had dropped out of school and gotten a job at the factory as an 
apprentice fi tter. Tamara, with her usual serious attitude, set a diffi  cult condition 
before Dimka: to graduate from high school. In the end, much to our – the boys’ 
– regret, they went their separate ways. In 1967, I found Tamara at the auto plant 
in Gorky where she had been assigned to a job as engineer after graduating from 
the Moscow Institute of Lumber Technology. A mother of two, she looked sad: 
her husband’s unacceptable behavior was hurting the family. In 1969, after trad-
ing her Gorky apartment, Tamara returned with the children to Bobruysk where 
she got a job as a wood processing technologist at the lumber factory. Shortly 
afterwards, she started teaching at the lumber technical college where she works 
diligently to this day, despite her advanced age.

Th e chief engineer I.A. Khoroshun, a father of fi ve, and his family were well-
respected in town. Vova, a Down’s Syndrome child born in 1947, caused the 
family a great deal of grief. Anastasia Kuzminichna, the wonderful mother of the 
family, devoted the rest of her life to caring for him. After ten years on the job, 
the chief engineer of the lumber factory was unjustly held responsible for a delay 
in the delivery of oakwood paneling for the chambers of the “Palace of Friendship” 
the Soviet Union was building in Warsaw as a major propaganda coup – a delay 
that wasn’t his fault at all – and it cost Ivan Khoroshun his position. Ten years 
later, this energetic and experienced man became the head of the factory’s wood 
processing shop, from which the apartments of Moscow’s high-rises and the new 
Kremlin buildings got most of their parquet fl oors and oak woodwork products.

Th e Khoroshun children grew up, leaving the apartment empty. In 1997, the 
gravely ill Anastasia Kuzminichna said to her disabled son, “Vova, I’m not long 
for this world; we should die together!” “No, I don’t want to die,” Vova sensibly 
protested. Tamara, who stood by her dying mother’s beside, reassured her, “Don’t 
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you worry, Mama, I am not going to abandon Vova. He is always going to be 
with me.” Vova remained alone in his parents’ apartment, and Tamara moved in 
immediately to take care of him. She is still teaching at the technical college and 
still, to this day, tenderly and devotedly taking care of her helpless sixty-year-old 
brother. And now, on top of everything else, she had visitors coming from 
Toronto – and, in fact, she played an invaluable role in organizing the Bobruysk 
part of our trip.

“Th e Minsk Tourist Offi  ce, where Moscow referred me for assistance in organizing 
the Belarusian part of Tour-2004, seems willing to fulfi ll all my requests – but they 
won’t lift a fi nger unless they’re paid in advance. Th ey even forced me to let them make 
color photocopies of both sides of my main Visa credit card. First, I paid them 40 
dollars; then, they gave me a car with a driver who showed Tamara and me around 
Minsk so that I could choose interesting places for my family to visit on next year’s 
trip. It felt like my brother Yuzik was showing me around the city all over again… 
In addition to the gloomy Government House, the Janka Kupala Drama Th eater, 
and the Opera Th eater, all of which fl oated up in my memory from the past, there 
was another memorable and intense moment when, all of a sudden, we heard police 
sirens howling and the driver quickly turned onto a side street. In response to my 
surprised reaction, the driver explained, “Got to clear the road for ‘Bat’ka’ (‘Big 
Daddy’) Lukashenko” – the president, or rather the tsar, of Belarus.

Bobruysk, 1951, Class 7-B of Middle School Number 1. Vladmir is in the top row, 
third from the left. Physics teacher N. N. Vdovin – middle row, third from the left. 
In 2003, this photograph was shown by Vladimir to the 87 year old N. N. Vdovin, 

who was able to name each and every student without a single mistake.
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For additional pay, the driver helped me locate my former physics teacher, Nikolai 
Nikolayevich Vdovin. Th e special nursing home where he lived – the Republic Board-
ing House for War and Labor Veterans – turned out to be in a Minsk suburb about 
40 kilometers from the capital.

Th e meeting with Vdovin turned out to be an amazing, unforgettable event. Th e 
driver, who had spent a long time circling around looking for the building, brought 
us up to the second fl oor, Room No. 25. A moment later two cheerful, vigorous-
looking little old folks, a man and a woman, came marching up. I didn’t tell them 
who I was, and had warned Tamara not to say anything either. Nikolai Nikolayevich 
peered into my face and said a couple of times, “Don’t know. Don’t remember…” 
Th en he brought up his glasses from his room and peered at me again. I showed him 
our 1951 class photo which I had brought with me, and as he looked at it, 87-year-
old Nikolai Nikolayevich could still name each student – 50 years later. Finally, he 
blurted out excitedly, “You’re Vadim Rott!”

And that was when the joyful exclamations and the hugs and kisses began. Our 
joy was boundless. Tamara and the driver stood by and looked on in amazement. 
Vdovin’s wife Zinaida Petrovna, my former Russian literature teacher, had changed 
so much over the years that she never did start to look familiar to me, right up to the 
end of our meeting.

I showed family photos, talked about myself. I reminded Nikolai Nikolayevich of 
how, out of sympathy for my mother Regina, he had taken me – a chronic truant and 
a loafer – in his class and turned my life around. I also reminded Zinaida Petrovna 
of how upset I was when she gave me a fairly low mark for the Pushkin-themed poem 
I had written as my homework… Th ey had forgotten all of that, and now they laughed 
heartily as they listened to me reminisce. Zinaida Petrovna said several times, “You 
were always diff erent. You always stood out in your class.” I remembered several inci-
dents from my physics classes, and Nikolai Nikolayevich kept smiling and hugging me.”

“May 20, 2003. Bobruysk. Tomorrow morning, I leave the city of my birth. Six days 
fl ew by like an instant. I’m very glad I came here. Th e town is green but very poor. All 
the roads are in disrepair, there are potholes everywhere, so that drivers show true mira-
cles of agility behind the wheel as they navigate between them. Street lighting is almost 
non-existent, which reminded me at once of the war years. Taxi drivers were surprised 
and thankful to get tips. Th ey complained that, in spite of the very low rates, they spent 
most of their time idling – people were so impoverished that a ride in a taxicab was an 
unattainable luxury. On the other hand, there is a lot of boisterous activity outside the 
liquor vending stalls every evening – crowds of people, usually 30 to 40 strong, holding 
bottles and talking loudly. Valentine Yavorovich said that in some villages in the district, 
the women drink as much moonshine as the men, and a lot of it too.

Th e close-knit Verbitsky family not only held two wonderful dinners in my honor, but 
they’ve also been driving me and Tamara Khoroshun around in their car, showing us 
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the city and suggesting interesting sites for my family to visit on our trip. Of the city’s 
two hotels, I thought the Yubileynaya [“Jubilee” – tr.], with its friendly personnel, 
seemed more suitable. Th ey agreed to payment upon our family’s arrival, and allowed 
Iya to do some things in the hotel restaurant’s kitchen. We also visited the memorial 
grounds in the Kamenka village, where the Nazis shot 20,000 Bobruysk Jews on 
November 7, 1941.

Yesterday morning, Tamara came to pick me up, and we went to the lumber factory. 
As I walked around the city, I kept thinking, “My father walked here…”, “If it weren’t 
for my dear Regina, my children could have been hanging around these streets 
today….”, “What a wonderful gift nature has given human beings by allowing them 
to forget all the bad things…”

Tamara said, “Greet the security guard in a loud voice and boldly follow me 
through the checkpoint.”

Tamara Ivanovna Khoroshun, the highly respected director of faculty at the techni-
cal college affi  liated with the lumber factory, was instantly recognized, and the secu-
rity guard fl ashed a friendly smile to me as well. Good G-d! My entire life, the only 
way I had entered the grounds of the Bobruysk Lumber Factory had been by climbing 
over fences! And now, after so many years… But no – there was a period of about two 
weeks when we didn’t have to scale the lumber factory’s fences. Th at was in late July 
of 1944, when the German occupation was gone and the Soviet authorities had not 
yet returned, and all of the city’s fences lay on the ground where the Germans had 
piled them up while getting ready for street battles over the city…

Tamara brought me to the plywood manufacture shop, where the equipment, the 
premises themselves, and the fl oor looked very run-down and dirty, but the work 
process was as captivating as I had found it years ago. How fascinating it would be 
to fi nd out which ones of these machines was ordered for the factory by my father… 
I remember that, for many years after my father’s arrest, I used to look at the colorful 
drawings of wood-processing machine tools in German technical magazines. Th e 
forewoman of the high-quality plywood section Lena Shirokaya, a classic Belarusian 
beauty, turned out to be a former student of Tamara’s. Her explanations made the 
technological process of plywood production much more interesting.

We dropped by the lumber factory’s celebrated club. Unbelievably, there are no 
cultural programs there at all now. Only the bar is working… Back in our days, there 
were two movie screenings every day, plus performances by visiting artists. Th is is 
where I once saw the psychological experiments of Wolf Messing, to whom I posed a 
question in my mind, in Hungarian, about my age at the time (twelve)….

We also stopped by the Red House at Lenin Street, 88. With a melancholy feeling, 
I saw that the fi rst-fl oor apartment in which our family once lived bore the number 
11. Th e door of the apartment across from it opened, and an aging man came out. 
Tamara called him “Uncle Kamai.” He, in turn, told us that he has been working at 
the lumber factory since 1932, and actually remembers Frantz Rott, engineer.
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Our barrack (Schmidt Lane, 68) no longer exists; it’s been torn down and the place 
where it used to be stands empty and is overgrown with grass. However, the row of 
sheds that once belonged to the tenants still stands. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Even 
the hole in the door through which the chicken used to go in and out is still there, just 
covered up with a piece of plywood from the inside. And there’s the neighboring two-
story barrack where we lived in 1942 when they moved us in with the Kaskevich 
family; it still stands, and is densely populated…

Today I realized once again that I should thank my lucky star for taking me so far 
away from here. In my school years, I heard from my classmate Abram Zelikman that 
his father and several other middle-aged Jews used to gather for prayer at someone’s 
house, but overall I was so ignorant of all things Jewish as a child that I didn’t even 
know there was a synagogue in Bobruysk. Today, I was taken to see it. Many thoughts 
raced through my mind before I opened my camera and made a shot of the sad ruins 
standing in the middle of my Bobruysk where the probably beautiful synagogue once 
stood, before it was wrecked during the last war sixty years ago…”

When, planning to go to Bobruysk, I had applied for a visa at the Belarusian 
consulate in Ottawa, I was required to produce an invitation from a Belarusian 
citizen residing in Bobruysk. Tamara Khoroshun had immediately sent me one. 
Th e morning after my arrival in Bobruysk, she accompanied me to the police 

A reunion after 50 years, In the center: Volodya and Valentina Yavorovich,
behind them – Volodya Malishevski, Alec Shanter, Tamara Horoshun, 

and Shanter’s wife. Bobruysk, 2003.
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station where, after waiting in line, I registered and received a mark on the paper 
slip that was attached to my passport from the moment I had arrived in Russia.

“May 22, 2003. Budapest. Yesterday, early in the morning, after saying good-bye to 
my kind hosts, the Yavoroviches, I took a cab from Bobruysk to the Minsk airport. 
I was charged 10 dollars for 7 kilos of extra luggage weight. I was off ered a small 
sandwich and a soft drink on board the YaK-40 that fl ew me to Moscow. Th e Domod-
edovo Airport surprised me with a renovated look and its almost Western luxury. No 
one in Minsk or Domodedovo looked at my passport or the attached slip. Anatoly 
Gantman met me with his “new” 1992 Audi and brought me home, where the hos-
pitable Sofa was already waiting with a lavish dinner. After dinner, the Audi did 
not get us to Sheremetyevo: the engine overheated on the way. Sofa was left to guard 
the disabled car, while Anatoly got a taxicab to take me to the airport.

In Budapest, the shuttle minibus took nearly two hours to get from the airport to 
Romai. Jutka was already waiting for me behind the garden gate, incredibly thin – 
she weighs just 38 kilos – but well-organized and clear-headed, above my expectations. 

Tomorrow after dinner, I’m going to meet Iya who’s fl ying in from Moscow.”

Iya told me about her trip to Ulan-Ude. She looked around the city’s hotels while 
staying with her aunt Sonya Chernova. Vera and her son Anton accompanied 
Iya everywhere. Th ey took a trip to Lake Baikal and spent the night in a private 
vacation resort. While in the city, Iya met many old acquaintances. One of them, 
Sonya Vinevich, told her that with help from the American Jewish Joint Distri-
bution Committee (JOINT), a Jewish Community Center had been created in 
the city where people came every Friday night to celebrate the Sabbath. Happily 
surprised, Iya suggested to Vera that they attend this gathering. Th at happened 
to be on a Th ursday. On the next day, they bought two boxes of chocolates and 
went to the Center, which occupied two rooms and a kitchen in the old wooden 
building of a sports school. About thirty people had gathered, most of them older 
folks. Th e director of the Center, Elena Uvarovskaya, invited everyone to sit at 
the table and lit the candles. A young man said a blessing over a glass of wine, a 
loaf of chala bread was sliced and everyone was given a light snack. Th e newbies, 
Iya and Vera, were asked to introduce themselves. Everyone was surprised to fi nd 
out that the Jewish guest from Canada was born in Ulan-Ude. It turned out that 
quite a few people remembered Iya’s mother Rakhil Solomonovna and her sisters. 
An old man who was in attendance that evening told Iya that he still remembered, 
and could point out to her, the spot at the city marketplace where Grandpa 
Guterman once had his stall and repaired brass pots, pans, and primus heaters 
for the city residents…

During the extended conversation, it turned out that the city’s needy Jewish 
families were receiving small food parcels every month courtesy of JOINT, while 
a woman who had moved from Vladivostok to Ulan-Ude was helping old people 
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buy medicines out of her own pocket. In response to Iya’s question about the 
most diffi  cult problem facing them today, most of the old folks said that from 
the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992 – that is, for over ten years 
– hardly any of them had been able to aff ord a single visit to the dentist…

Th at night, Iya called me in Bobruysk and agitatedly asked if I would agree 
to donate some money toward dental work for the needy. Jewish Center book-
keeper Ludmila Kovalchuk was moved by the unexpected generosity of the 
Canadian guest. On Monday, when she brought Iya to the bank, she explained 
to the cashier, “Th is woman from Canada is donating a thousand dollars to our 
Jewish Center and wants to start a bank account to help old people…” Upon 
hearing this, the cashier at the bank started crying and marveled out loud, “Do 
such people actually exist?”

Th at was how the Rakhil Yaroslavskaya-Guterman Fund for Medical Aid to 
the Indigent Jews of Buryat-Mongolia was born. Th e Fund is managed by retired 
dentist Vera Gordienko (Chernova) in Ulan-Ude; its sponsors include our fam-
ily and a number of compassionate Jews in Toronto whom Iya and I ask for help 
every year.

Upon returning to Toronto, we began to work carefully through the details of 
the proposed Tour-2004 trip. One complication after another reared its head. 
For instance, when booking hotel rooms, I had to persistently explain that Man-
ana and Ilona were not willing to let their children sleep in separate rooms – they 
had to stay in the same room as their parents. Yet in Russian hotels, rooms with 
bathrooms usually have only two narrow beds…

We were planning the trip for April – but the summer schedules for domestic 
fl ights in Russia traditionally aren’t announced until March 1. So we had to call 
the airports, fi nd knowledgeable people, and ask naïve questions about the like-
lihood that last year’s schedule would be in eff ect again… Until we had that 
information, we couldn’t even decide from which point we should start out 
journey. At fi rst I had planned to use primarily local airlines inside Russia and 
reach our destinations by using connecting fl ights, but once they found out about 
my plans and the ages of the members of our group, the good-hearted airline 
dispatchers of Novosibirsk and Irkutsk gave me their fi rm advice: “Don’t rely on 
our schedules. Only change planes in Moscow!”

Because of our trip’s restricted time, we had to get from Ulan-Ude to Tomsk 
two days before the next scheduled fl ight from Ulan-Ude to Novosibirsk or Kras-
noyarsk (where we had to catch our connecting fl ight). Persistent phone calls and 
confi dential conversations about my problem fi nally helped me fi nd a man who 
had close connections to the command of the Transbaikalian Military District, 
who promised to transport our entire group and our luggage directly from Ulan-
Ude to Tomsk for the sum of 20,000 dollars. I tried to fi nd a way to transfer to 
him an advance payment on the sum he had requested, but he said I could pay 
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the entire amount when we met. I was quite happy about this decision until, a 
week before our departure, I called him to confi rm once again that, as we agreed, 
our departure from Tomsk was planned for 8 a.m. on such-and-such a day. Luck-
ily, what I heard from him was, “What do you think, we’re going to fl y on your 
schedule?” “Th en on whose?” I inquired naively. “We have our own schedule – that 
of the Transbaikalian Military District!” my Siberian business partner stated curtly. 
Now, I hope, the reader will understand why the Rott family of thirteen travelers 
made its way from Ulan-Ude to Tomsk by fl ying to Moscow fi rst, then catching 
a connecting fl ight and heading back East to Tomsk. Th is required an extra eight 
hours of fl ight time and a 12-hour layover in Moscow…

In each of the cities, our proposed eating facilities took their role very seriously, 
despite some baffl  ement at our dietary restrictions – for which our “local repre-
sentatives” had such easily accessible explanations as, “Th ey’re used to Canadian 
food” or “Th ey have a lot of children traveling with them.”

Each of our fi ve grandchildren and our daughter-in-law Claire received a loose-leaf 
binder for the trip, especially prepared by Iya and me and divided into chapters 
– one for each city we were going to visit. Th e front cover of each binder had a 

Our departure for a long journey. April, 2004.
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color map of the world, indicating the route from Toronto to Warsaw and then 
onward, to Buryat-Mongolia. On the back was the owner’s name and the words, 
“My trip to Poland, Belarus, Russia and Mongolia. April 2004. GABRIEL” (for 
example). Th e fi rst item in the binder was a transparent zippered pouch for paper 
keepsakes; then, a detailed daily, hour-by-hour schedule for the trip; then, a blank 
table into which one can enter the distance between stops and the duration of 
fl ights or bus trips. Th e binder also contained transparent pockets for memorabilia, 
paper money and coins. Th e section for each city included a set of copies of old 
photos from family albums as well as blank pages for future photographs. 

At the appointed time, on April 2, our entire group – three generations and 
four families of Rotts – gathered at the Toronto airport. It was an unforgettable 
scene. Everyone looked fresh and merry. Paul started fi lming. At 10 p.m., we 
were in our seats on board a Polish LOT airliner, and at 2 p.m. local time we 
were already in Warsaw, where, much to our delight, we saw a hotel representa-
tive waiting for us with a sign in his hands that read, “ROTT.” We tried to get 
as good a rest as we could, and arrived in Minsk the next morning. 

Each binder section for each city began with a questionnaire Iya and I had pre-
pared for that segment. During the trip, our grandchildren were supposed to 
listen to our or the tour guides’ narration and write down the answers to each 
question. For each correct answer, I gave a reward of 10 Russian rubles. (At the 
time, the dollar was worth 28 rubles 50 kopecks.) 

Th e questionnaire in each album section was followed by a city map which 
had marks with questions next to them and blank spaces for entering the answers 
– for instance, “Th is is the school from which Grandpa Vladimir graduated,” or, 
“Th e opera and ballet theater where every Sunday Iya used to go as a girl.” I will 
never forget the wide-eyed delight of the observant Gabriel when he fi rst opened 
the binder page with the map of Bobruysk marked with ten question marks: 
“Deda [Grandpa – tr.], I can get another one hundred rubles from this one!”

Arrival in Warsaw.
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Th e very fi rst question in the binder was the only one that had a ready-made 
answer: “2004-1974=30? – Th irty years ago, on September 4, 1974, Deda Vladimir 
Rott came from Togliatti to Toronto at the invitation of his cousin Joe Weltman (Jozska 
Bacsi). He brought with him our great-grandmother, Baba Riza. By agreement with 
Baba Iya, Vladimir and Riza became defectors – they did not return to the Soviet Union. 
Baba Iya, Sandor, Ilona and Edwin stayed behind in Togliatti. Vladimir was 39 years 
old, Baba Riza 74.”

Here are some sample questions for our grandchildren from the “Minsk and 
Bobruysk” section:

“With what countries does Belarus share a border? Answer: Poland, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Russia, and Ukraine.” “Where in Minsk did Uncle Yuzik study and work? 
Answer: Th e Belarusian State Conservatory, the Drama Th eater, and the circus.” 
“What time is it in Toronto when it’s noon in Belarus? Answer: Toronto is seven hours 
behind, so 5 a.m.” “How much did we pay for the entry visas to Belarus if a visa costs 
85 dollars for each adult and 75 dollars for each child? Answer: Th e visas for Belarus 

War Memorial beside Minsk. Victory Square.

Visiting Minsk.

In this pit on March 2, 1942 the Nazis executed 5,000 Jews.
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cost 715 dollars.” “What happened in 1931? How old were Baba Riza and Uncle 
Yuzik at the time? Answer: Th e Rott family moved from Miskolc to Bobruysk. Baba 
Riza was 31, Uncle Yuzik was 2 years old.” “How old was Vladimir in 1938 when 
Ferenc Rott was arrested? Answer: Th ree years old.” “How many years did Ferenc Rott 
spend in prison despite having committed no crime? Answer: 12 years.” “How many 
Jews were murdered in Bobruysk in 1941? Answer: 20,000.” Altogether, the “Minsk 
and Bobruysk” section contained 32 questions for our grandchildren to answer.

During a two-hour tour of Minsk, we saw the Opera Th eater and the city’s cen-
tral square, and stopped outside the Drama Th eater. But the most memorable 
part of it was the descent down cement steps into the pit in which the Nazis shot 
5,000 of Minsk’s Jews on a single day…

In Bobruysk, everyone was happy to see a large group of people meeting us as 
our bus arrived: Khoroshun, Malishevsky, the Yavoroviches, the Verbitskys, and 

Arriving in Bobruysk.

Jubilee Hotel. Bobruysk.
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Th e grandchildren and great grandchildren of Ferenc Roth visit the Bobruysk 
lumber mill. April, 2004.
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several other people I could barely recognize anymore… I asked for names, 
remembered them, and found myself in their arms.

Everyone was invited for dinner to one of the city’s best restaurants. Th e table 
was lavishly set. I introduced our family fi rst, then talked about each Bobruysk 
resident who was present. When greeting Valentina Yavorovich and her large 
family, I proposed a separate toast for my faithful friend Volodya, who had not 
lived to see that day: he had passed away six months earlier. Overwhelmed as 
everyone was with the excitement and joy of this meeting, nobody ate much, 
and there was general surprise when Iya and I had a felicitous idea and began to 
persuade our guests to gather the leftover food to take home with them. At fi rst, 
they felt embarrassed… However, we told them that in Canadian restaurants, it 
was common for the staff  to pack your leftovers for you in a plastic or paper 
container for you to take home. Much to our surprise, our guests immediately 
produced plastic bags from their pockets. Our banquets in all the other cities on 
our tour ended the same way.

Th e next day of our stay in Bobruysk began with an unforgettable visit to the 
lumber factory. If only Ferenc Rott could have known that such a unique delega-
tion would visit the factory 64 years later! Tamara Khoroshun served as our guide. 
She showed us the process of manufacturing plywood. What our grandchildren 
liked best was the operation in which the black traces of wood knots are removed 
from plywood veneer and replaced with clean veneer inlays. 

Eight-year-old Adam summed up the tour best when he declared, “I never 
knew plywood was made like this!”

Memorial in the village of Kamenka, located near Bobruysk. In this spot the Nazis 
killed approximately 20,000 Jews. Kamenka, 2004.
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On the evening of that day, an 
event took place that was unique 
for me, for our family, and perhaps 
also for Bobruysk: the Rott family 
organized and celebrated the fi rst 
Passover Seder. (My First Seder in 
Bobruysk!) Th e hotel restaurant 
gave us a modest-sized room for 
our use, and the cooks, under Iya’s 
supervision, prepared a Passover 
menu – most of the ingredients for 
which we had brought from 
Toronto along with a case of wine 
and Haggadah books. We invited 
our kind helpers Tamara Khoros-
hun and Alik and Ludmila Verbit-
sky with their granddaughter 
Katya to be our guests for the 
Seder. Th e emotions that Iya and I 
felt, our exhilaration at what was 
happening proved contagious, and our Seder began, continued, and ended on a 
high note. Everyone sang together, with joy and enthusiasm.

Before the start of the second Seder, the restaurant manager came up to me 
looking very fl ustered and told me that she had just received a telephone call 
from the city government announcing that some very important offi  cial was 
about to arrive with a guest for a private dinner, so our family would have to 
vacate the room we had been assigned. We were being moved to a corner in 
the restaurant’s main dining hall… Our group started busily moving our plates 
and food. 

As we began the Seder, I noted the symbolism of this incident: the Jews who 
left ancient Egypt where they had been slaves also encountered inconveniences 
and unpleasant surprises. Th e atmosphere at our table grew cheerful and relaxed 
once again. Shortly afterwards, our Seder guests wrote to us that they had seen 
a program on TV about a Seder in Israel, and they felt that “our Seder was much 
better and merrier!”

In Minsk, just before our trip to Bobruysk, the English-speaking tour guide had 
pulled up our bus to a huge monument and explained, “Th is is Lenin, the leader 
of the world proletariat.” During our tour of Bobruysk, Tamara, too, stopped in 
front of a giant monument and said, “Th is is Lenin.” To this, Sandor’s nine-year-
old daughter Audrey exclaimed in all sincerity, “Guys, I never knew that they 
have so many monuments to John Lennon!”

Our and my very fi rst seder 
in Bobruysk!
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Visit to the apartment in the “Red Building”, where our family lived up until 
July 1938 when my father was arrested.

It is hard to believe but the original shed, from where the Rott family goose was 
stolen in 1936, is still standing.
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As I work on this chapter, I never cease to off er mental thanks to our dear, kind 
son-in-law Paul, who presented us all with a priceless gift: a video of our trip that 
vividly captured the events of those unforgettable days. In each city we visited, 
local television showed a report on the arrival of a family from Canada – but 
Paul’s videos are far more detailed and fi lled with warmth.

For instance: at the “Red House,” the woman living in the apartment where 
my family had once lived in better days kindly allowed us to go inside. What an 
incredible moment that was: I had never been to that apartment since July 1938, 
and now I was standing here surrounded by my children and grandchildren and 
telling them in English about my parents’ bedroom, about the spot where our 
radio receiver had stood, about our kitchen… In the bathroom, everyone listened 
attentively to the familiar story of how Mama Riza was bathing Yuzik and me 
on the day of Father’s arrest…

It was good to see that our lot found everything interesting: my old school, the city 
market which had grown and sprawled, my conversation with a tenant at the still-
standing wooden barrack we had shared with the Kaskevich family in 1943. Th e 
tenant told us that the barrack still had no indoor plumbing. Th e grandchildren 
started eagerly pushing the handle of the outdoor water pump up and down, and 
then curiously studied the wooden structure behind the sheds – the outhouse for 
the barrack’s tenants (as the saying goes, “amenities in the yard”).

Th e Canadian travelers were also fascinated by the visit to the personal garages 
located on the outskirts of the city, where our bus was directed by Alik Verbitsky, 
who accompanied us and who at once opened the elaborate lock of the massive 

Communism’s architectural “achievement”, a Cathedral converted into a warehouse.
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Visiting Bobruysk.

Pictures from the Bobruysk Market.



439

THE JOURNEY INTO THE PAST

steel door of his own garage. He was bombarded with questions. Th e children, 
spoiled by Canadian conveniences, couldn’t believe that the owner of a car could 
leave it in a garage so far away from home and then get back home on foot or 
on public transportation…

Our departure from Bobruysk was delayed by nearly two hours, and so we were 
slightly late to the old folks’ home near Minsk where my beloved teachers, Nikolai 
Nikolayevich Vdovin and his wife Zinaida Petrovna, had been waiting for us on 
the porch. Th e excitement settled down, and the joyful meeting began.

High School Number 1, from which Vladimir grauated in 1954.

Memorial to General Bacharev, who died in the Battle for Bobruysk in 1944.
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We talked about each of us, showed albums, gave the teachers gifts. At the age 
of 88, my former physics teacher was still very active. He showed us his room 
and talked about the exhibits of the veterans’ museum of which he is the director. 
Th ey had prepared for our arrival at the old folks’ home in earnest; after the tour, 
everyone was invited to sit at a table lavishly set for dinner. Our hosts were slightly 
taken aback when we refused vodka almost in unison; indeed, we also barely 
touched the food, since we had had dinner in Bobruysk an hour earlier. 

Nikolai Nikolayevich proposed a toast: “To your grandfather Vadim Rott, 
who has been to seventy countries and tracked down his numerous relatives – and 
tracked us down, too, even though we’re not his relatives… We’re very happy 
that he did. Actually, we are slightly related on the Hungarian side!” added my 
old teacher, remembering the fact that after the war he was wounded, he was 
treated at a Hungarian hospital.

“On the Hungarian side, he’s like a father to us!” I added proudly.

My old school friend Svetlana Lesnikovich, now retired and living in Minsk, had 
notifi ed the Belarusian national television channel in advance of our arrival in 
the Veterans’ House, and now a fi lm crew was following Vdovin and us around 
everywhere. Several months later, Svetlana sent me a recording of the program 
aired on Belarusian TV: showing my story and my gratitude to the decorated 
war hero Nikolai Nikolaeyvich Vdovin, who had made such a signifi cant and 
wise contribution to my life.

In Minsk, when registering for the fl ight to Moscow, I was told to pay an extra 100 
dollars for excess luggage weight. While I was getting out my wallet, one of the female 
clerks at registration nimbly whispered to me that if I made the payment to them 
personally and did not request a receipt, it would only cost me half the amount. 
Mindful of my old training, I asked how I could do that. “If you agree, you can go 
ahead with the boarding,” was the immediate answer. “We’ll fi nd you…”

Reunion with physics teacher, 
N. N. Vdovin.

My former teachers 
the Vdovins.
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I told my children about this. One had to see Claire’s frightened eyes: she 
couldn’t quite believe Edwin’s assertion that “something interesting” was about 
to happen, and watched fearfully until she saw a woman in uniform calmly 
approach me and bid me good-bye with a “cash-laden handshake”…

Just like a year earlier when I was traveling by myself, the Belarusian airline 
took us to Moscow’s Domodedovo Airport. I asked the staff ers where they had 
passport control for foreign visitors. I was told that no such point existed at 
Domodedovo…

We had 12 hours of free time until our fl ight to Ulan-Ude. Anatoly and Sofa Gant-
man took us on a tour of Moscow on the bus I had booked. It was a warm, sunny 
day. Imagine what I felt, reader, when my entire family found itself on Red Square… 
We went to the Kremlin, visited the GUM department store where I remembered 
standing in long lines at the counters more than once over the years – this time, 
the shop windows were fi lled with beautiful and expensive goods no one was in a 
rush to buy. We took a ride along Tverskaya Street and Leningrad Avenue, then 
headed to Vidnoye for dinner and rest at the home of Iya’s niece Lyuba. Her hus-
band, Volodya Semyonov, proudly gave us a tour of his “palace.”

Here are some of the questions for the “Moscow and Russia” section to which 
our grandchildren were supposed to fi nd answers: “On what continents is Russia 
located? Answer: Europe and Asia.” “What is the population of Russia and of Moscow? 

Rott family in Red Square. Moscow, April 2004.



442

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 16. 

Moscow.

GUM, Moscow’s main department store.



443

THE JOURNEY INTO THE PAST

Arriving in Ulan-Ude.
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Answer: 143,524,000 and 8,316,000 people.” “How many time zones does Russia 
have? Answer: 10.” “What is the name of the world’s longest railroad and how long 
is it? Answer: Th e Transsiberian Transcontinental, 9,286 kilometers.” “What is the 
name of Russia’s currency and what is its exchange rate to the Canadian dollar and 
the U.S. dollar? Answer: 1CAD = 21.60 rubles, 1USD = 28.40 rubles.” “Which 
member of our family graduated from Moscow University? Answer: Baba Iya’s parents, 
Rakhil Guterman-Yaroslavksya and Bazyr Vampilov.”

Th e six-hour fl ight from Moscow was spent slumbering, except for my grandchil-
dren approaching me one by one to show me the answers they had entered in their 
binder sheets. At the Ulan-Ude Airport, we were the last passengers to come out 
into the terminal hall – not because we were so slow, but because the middle-aged 
Buryat baggage controller would not let us through until she had checked the 
number of each of our bags against the number on the receipt, even though I tried 
to convince her that the last name on all the bags was the same. Nothing helped.

As we entered the now-empty terminal hall, an incredible surprise stopped us in 
our tracks: we were being met by a most colorful group of people. Ahead of us were 
three women in ethnic costumes. A middle-aged woman, a member of Buryat-
Mongolia’s Russian Old Believer community, was holding the traditional enormous 
round bread-loaf topped with a salt holder. A young woman from the Jewish com-
munity was attired in a dress of Israel’s white-and-blue colors, while a representative 
of the republic’s native population was clad in a brightly embroidered Mongolian 
robe and a tall hat. Th e Old Believer started to sing, “Oi, welcome, our dearest 
guests! Oi, how happy we are to see you!” Th e Buryat girl off ered us a large cup of 
kumys, the country’s traditional horse-milk drink, which each guest symbolically 
brought to his or her lips. Among those meeting us at the airport were Elena Uvar-
ovskaya, the director of the Jewish Center, and the manager of our Charitable Fund, 
Vera Gordienko. In keeping with Buddhist tradition, a blue silk scarf – a symbol 
of respect and peace – was placed around each guest’s neck.

We stopped at the hotel for a few minutes to wash up and fi x up our hair, and 
then right away the bus took us to Lake Baikal. Th e 150-kilometer drive fl ashed 
by quickly; two hours later a vast ice fi eld opened before our eyes. Th at was how, 
on an April day, at a temperature of 22’C below zero, we saw the famous Lake 
Baikal, which contains 20 percent of the world’s fresh water and exceeds Amer-
ica’s fi ve Great Lakes in volume. A small local restaurant had our table ready, with 
an abundance of fi sh delicacies. Iya was ecstatic at the sight of the diversity of 
dishes made from the omul fi sh, which she had almost forgotten. Our grand-
children didn’t dare taste anything: they were too frightened by the dish at the 
center of the table, from which the huge eyes of a stuff ed fi sh were staring at 
them. Th at was a sight the children haven’t forgotten to this day.
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In the binder, our grandchildren were off ered the following questions in the 
“Lake Baikal and Ulan-Ude” section: “How long and wide is Lake Baikal? Answer: 
638 by 48 kilometers.” “How deep is the deepest spot of Lake Baikal (and, by com-
parison, of Lake Ontario? Answer: 1,637 meters (244 meters).” “How many rivers 
fl ow into Lake Baikal? Answer: 336.” “How many rivers fl ow from Lake Baikal? 
Answer: Just one: the Angara, the main tributary of the Siberian Yenisei River.” 
“What animal is endemic to Lake Baikal? Answer: Th e Baikal seal.” “What is the 
population of Ulan-Ude? Answer: 400,000.” “How many children were there in 
Shlomo Guterman’s family? Which of the children, in order, was Baba Ronya (Rakhil)? 
Answer: 10 children; 9th out of 10.” “What instrument did Baba Iya study in music 
school? Answer: Th e violin.” “How old was Baba Iya when she left Ulan-Ude? Answer: 

Trip to Lake Baikal.
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17 years old.” “What is the Rakhil Yaroslavskaya-Guterman Fund? Answer: A fund 
for aid by Toronto’s Jews to needy Jewish families in Ulan-Ude.” “What time is it in 
Toronto when it’s noon in Ulan-Ude? Answer: 11 p.m. on the previous day.”

After returning from Lake Baikal, we made a brief stop at the opera and ballet theater, 
where the attendants and ushers who greeted us were surprised to see that Iya remem-
bered and recognized each one of them. We treated them all to chocolates, and they 
unlocked the doors of the performance hall to let us take a look. Finally, we arrived 
at the hotel. Th e Buryatiya hotel was the best in the city. Nonetheless, many things 
struck us as unusual. Th ere were well-fed men who seemed to be hotel employees 
ambling around the lobby and looking us over, but not one of them off ered to help 
us with our heavy luggage that we had to get up to the third fl oor. However, a few 
of them had the initiative to whisper to various people in our group, “Take me with 
you to Canada, I can do any kind of work you want…” Th e hotel had no elevator, 
and Sandor, Paul and Edwin had to carry the bags up the stairs.

As soon as we settled in our rooms, the phone calls started. A soft feminine 
voice inquired, “Do you need intimate services?” We had a good laugh afterward 
when Manana told us they got such a call in their room as well. Sandor picked 
up the phone, heard the same question and answered politely, without thinking 
too much about what it meant, “No, thank you, we’ve got everything we need.” 
Manana asked him, “Who was that? What did they want?” “Actually, I’m not 
sure,” the tired traveler replied.

We all had dinner at Vera’s place. She gave us a warm reception, with her entire 
family in attendance. Aunt Sonya tenderly petted and kissed each of her “little Iya’s” 

Tyota Sonya Chernova and her family.
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grandchildren. But the joy of our get-together was marred by a sad occasion: it was 
forty days since the sudden death of Vera’s husband, Slava Gordienko…

During dinner, I stood up at the table and said, “My beloved family! Remem-
ber this day. Th ere has been yet another miracle. Fifty years ago, a seventeen-
year-old girl named Iya left this city, leaving her mother behind – and today, Iya 
has brought back her beautiful, loving, happy family to see the city of Ulan-Ude, 
which is so far away from Canada, and to visit the grave of her mother, our dear 

Visiting the Jewish Community Centre.

 A poster describing the charitable help provided to Jews of Buryat Mongolia, by the Rachel Guterman 
Charitable Fund.

Our family is welcomed by Valentina Alekseyeva 
– Chairperson of the National Committee of Buryat 

Mongolia.

Old man, standing on the right, who remembered 
and off ered to show us the spot in the Ulad-Ude market 
where at one time stood the repair booth of grandfather 

Shlomo Guterman.
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Baba Ronya. Congratulations, Mama Iya! Congratulations to all of you! And 
many thanks to you, Vera and Aunt Sonya, for always loving us and always being 
ready to welcome us as guests!”

On the next morning, an unforgettable meeting was held at the Jewish Com-
munity Center. All of its activists, young and old, gathered to greet us. Th e fi rst 
thing that moved us was the sight of a colorful “Dentistry Fund” board on the 
wall, with a large photo of Iya’s mother, a photo of our entire family, information 
on the Fund, and a selection of letters of gratitude from those it had helped. 
Some of the old folks thanked us in person and even showed us their fi xed-up 
teeth. We were greeted by Valentina Alekseyeva, chair of Buryat-Mongolia’s 
Committee on Ethnic Issues; she thanked us for our help and for our visit, and 
asked us to visit more often… She gave our four families albums with landscape 
photos of Mongolia and of Lake Baikal as souvenirs.

Th e Center’s leaders talked about their work. Of the two thousand Jews living 
in Mongolia, about three hundred rely on the Center’s services. Alexander Mar-
shalik, a Joint coordinator who had come from Krasnoyarsk especially to meet 
with us, gave us the translation in English.

Next was the visit to the cemetery. Th e priceless video fi lmed by Paul captured 
the magical moment: inside the metallic fence around the grave, surrounded by 
fi ve small but suddenly solemn-looking grandchildren, the proud Iya tearfully 
cleans the surface of the dark gray labrador headstone until the engraved inscrip-
tion can be seen more clearly: “Yaroslavskaya Rakhil Solomonovna, distinguished 
teacher.” Outside the fence, the rest of our family members and Vera Chernova’s 
family stand shoulder to shoulder. In the silence, I read the Kaddish with pro-
found emotion.

Our merry group was similarly subdued when the bus made its next stop and we 
entered the courtyard of the building at Kirov Street, 15. Th at was the wooden 
two-story house where Iya grew up. But the house turned out to be in horrifying 
condition: crumbling plaster outside, bent or missing banisters, smashed win-
dows, peeling paint… Two of the tenants, a man and a woman, recognized Iya 
and ran out to greet her, smiling broadly they exposed their missing upper teeth. 
Th ey welcomed our heroine with warm hugs, and we all melted emotionally. Iya 
introduced us: “Kolya and Lyuda Nikitin. He’s older than I am, and used to be 
my Mama’s ‘best friend’!”

Despite being slightly retarded, Kolya was once drafted to serve in a construc-
tion battalion of the Soviet Army, then later discharged as unfi t but only after 
three years of service… He often wrote letters to Rakhil Solomonovna from his 
military posting, but they were always the same: “You’re a lucky woman, Rakhira! 
You’ve got lots of bread, I’ve got little.” And “Rakhira” replied regularly to his 
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letters, enclosing a ruble in the envelope. After his discharge from the Army, 
Kolya showed “Rakhira” the document explaining why he was unfi t to serve: 
“Nikolai Nikitin behaved strangely. He collected empty bottles on the garrison 
grounds, turned them in for a fee, then bought gingerbread cakes, sat in a corner 
and ate them all.” But Kolya was not without a certain amount of ingenuity: 
when he got a job in sewage disposal (the job popularly known as “shit carrier”), 
he would fi ll up the barrel with a scooper, then set the horse running at a fast 
trot and pull the stopper out of the barrel, spilling the sewage on the street to 
speed up the process of disposing it.

Th e graveside of Rachel Solomonovna Yaroslavskaya Guterman, Iya’s mother.
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Building on Kirov Street, where Iya was raised.
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On our next visit to Ulan-Ude, Iya and I were pleasantly surprised. Th e house 
on Kirov Street 15 – apparently, as “most frequently visited by foreigners” – had 
been plastered and painted on the outside…

Th e visit to the Ivolga Datsan (Buddhist monastery), where we were warmly 
received by the Gunchen Lama Dagba Ochirov, turned out to be another won-
derful surprise for our family. Ochirov turned out to be an “old friend” of Iya’s. 
A year earlier, while fl ying back to Moscow after her trip to Buryat-Mongolia to 
make the preparations for our family’s visit, Iya found herself sitting next to a 
Buddhist monk, on the plane. Th ey started talking, and Iya realized that the 
monk was quite a worldly man. It turned out that he was the Gunchen Lama of 
the Ivolga Datsan, which houses and educates150 monks. He is also the rector 
of the Buddhist University affi  liated with the Datsan, which graduated its fi rst 
class of 25 college-educated Lamas in 2003. Th e Gunchen Lama was then fl ying 
to Moscow for a seminar on computers… 

Interestingly, when we were leaving Toronto to go on this trip, Iya had taken 
with her the last issue of National Geographic magazine, to which we have a 
subscription. Th at particular issue had 
a cover story on the Dalai Lama. Iya 
took the magazine with the picture of 
the Dalai Lama on the cover out of her 
purse and showed it to the Gunchen 
Lama. It turned out he had met the 
Dalai Lama in person. Iya gave him the 
magazine, and then got him a year’s 
gift subscription to National Geo-
graphic at the Ivolga Datsan address.

Th e Gunchen Lama asked a monk 
who was fl uent in English to serve as 

Original view of the synagogue built in 1880 in Verkhneudinsk (Ulan-Ude). 
Under communism it was converted into a rooming house, and today is houses 

University laboratories.

Farewell dinner in Ulad-Ude.
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our family’s escort. He gave us a tour of the Datsan’s temples and explained to 
us about Buddhism and their traditions.

Th e culmination of our visit to Ulan-Ude was a dinner at the Jewish Center on 
Friday evening where about seventy guests gathered – the Center’s leadership and 
members, as well as Iya’s former classmates, now grandmothers, and the current 
principal of the school they attended. It was a moving sight to see the women of 
our family light the Sabbath candles. Th e guests at the dinner heard and exchanged 
many kind words.

We used our layover in Moscow during our extended journey from Ulan-Ude 
to Tomsk for more sightseeing in the Russian capital. First, we took a ride on the 
metro and looked at some of the downtown stations. It had long been my dream 
to show my grandchildren one of the capital’s train stations, to share with them 

Ivolginsky Datsan – Buddhist Monastery.



453

THE JOURNEY INTO THE PAST

Back in Moscow

Dinner with Nina Slesko’s family.
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Railway stations in Moscow.

Moscow subway.
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the impressive depth of the tunnels, length of the escalators, and the grandeur 
of the stations. And now, we found ourselves at the famous Kazan Railway Sta-
tion. We stood huddled together and looked at the swarming human anthill. 
Adam was astounded by the sight of two men who were pummeling each other, 
their noses smashed and bleeding. I had to explain to him that it was the booze 
fi ghting, not the men…. After that, we visited the new “Victory Park” architec-
tural complex and looked at a panorama of Moscow from the Vorobyov Hills.

We dined at the Slezkos’. Our family was given a lovely reception by Nina Slezko, her 
daughter Elena and her grandson Petya. Th eir loyal old friends the Melnikovs also sat 
with us at the large table. And once again, our dinner was marred by sadness: our dear 
friend Pyotr Yakovlevich Slezko, whose invaluable assistance to our family is remem-
bered and treasured by every one of its members, had passed away a month earlier.

On the fl ight from Moscow to Tomsk, Iya and I received an unusual and delight-
ful gift. For our 43rd wedding anniversary, our children and grandchildren wrote 
down their wishes in a notebook titled “Th e Book of Gratitude.” – April 8, 2004. 

“Dear Mama and Papa,
We are sooo grateful for so many things!..
For your endless unconditional love!
For your boundles unlimited energy!
For your spectacular impossible dreams!
For your limitless selfl essness and immeasurable generosity!
You have taught us that nothing is impossible! Th at if you dream hard enough, 

want something bad enough, love something strong enough and work hard enough, 
that almost anything can be achieved!

Th at no challenge is too great!
No obstacle too unsurmountable!
No project is too diffi  cult!
You have taught us the meaning of love, friendship, loyalty, hard work, sacrifi ce, 

dedication, commitment, values, beauty, freedom, kindness, and appreciation.
For all this and more I am eternally grateful. I love you!
Ilona.”

“Dear Baba Iya + Deda,
Th ank you so much for all the time and eff ord that you put into our trip. Been 

tough some times when the beds are bad, and the toilet paper isn’t very soft at all, the 
air is dusty and dry, we still love you and we are all so greateful for everything.

It has been a very fun and educational trip. Hopefully we can do it again (just 
kidding!!) some time!! 

Love Ada.”
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“Dear Baba and Deda,
Once upon a time the Posner and Rott families went on a spectacular trip. And 

you guys brought that fairy tale to life! I am soooooooooo greatful for what you guys 
did. I don’t think I can list ALL of what you guys did, but I can try

1. You stayed up every night to organize this trip for us.
2. You paid a lot of your valuable money on something you didn’t have to do.
3. You got us binders and spent all your time and eff ort on fi ll in it with questions.
4. You hired a tour buses.
5. Made sure that everyone was comfortable in their rooms.
6. Went trough the pain of telling us 

your sad life story.
I would wright on, but I am running 

out of space. Oh, and one last thing. A 
poem:

Th ough when you were small you were 
quite bad,

Making little children sad,
You’re really grown a lot from then,
Make us want to come to Russia 

again.
Th is trip to Russia is relly fun,
I only wish it woudn’t ever be done!
Love – Serena Posner – Love.”

(Written by Serena. Dictated and thought of by Adam):
“Dear Deda and dear Baba,
I like the trip, but I like more your hard work and eff ort. Except, why do we have 

to move so often? And why is it usual to see drunk people on the street? And, I wish 
we could have shorter lines in the airports! I never knew how much trouble people 
had to go trough to make plywood. Th e interesting thing is that machines do all the 
work!

(Adam signed): Th ank you from Adam. I love you.”

“Dear Baba + Deda,
Th ank you for this great trip. My family would never have had the chance to 

understand the family roots.
If you have just told us about the roots – Dayenoo
If you had taken us on a slide tour and bought us books – Dayenoo
If when you had taken us just to Hungary to understand our Hungarian roots – 

Dayenoo 
If you took us to Belarus, Russia and Mongolia for city tours – Dayenoo (although 

quite incredible)
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But you did more. Your hearts and spirits in many steps of the trip and ultimate 
dedication to your past and future.

We love you Baba and Deda. Paul-Chick!”

“Dear Baba and Deda,
Ny как мы можем сказать спасибо за все это?!?
Th ank you fi rst and foremost for the sheer size of your dreams. Without all of your 

dreams none of this would have been possible. From your fi rst dream of wishing for 
a better life for your children to your latest dream of showing your entire family their 
true heritage, it is these very dreams that have come to defi ne the very shape of our 
lives!

We will never be able to fully appreciate just how much time & sweat & love & 
eff ort & phone calls & money & sleepless nights went into the planning & execution 
of this «fantastic jorney». But above all you must appreciate that you are fi lling each 
and every one of our heads with a lifetimes worth of memories. And you can sleep 
easy knowing that everyone knows exactly where they came from.

Love, Edwin.”

«HAPPY, HAPPY, HAPPY FORTY-THIRD ANNIVERSARY!
TO OUR WONDERFUL BELOVED PARENTS!
LOVE ALWAYS, EDWIN.” 

“Dear Vladimir and Iya:
A thousand “thank yous” for all the time and eff ort you have both put in to plan-

ning this amazing journey.
So far it has been an extremely interesting trip with many stops and stories. Look-

ing forward to visiting Ulan-Ude, Moscow, Tomsk & especially Togliatti.
Th ank you for letting me be a part of your family, but most importantly “HAPPY 

ANNIVERSARY”
Lots of love Claire.”

“Dear Baba and Deda!
Th ank you for all your work, for the sleepless nights and the money you invested 

to make the impossible come true! Many happy returns of this beautiful day. What 
can be better than to spend one’s 43rd anniversary surrounded by one’s family, in one’s 
native land! Th is year in Ulan-Ude, next year…?

 With love, Manyunya. April 8, 2004, 2 a.m., approaching Ulan-Ude.”

“Once there were two violinist who played in a jazz band side by side. Th en they fell 
in love and got married. Th e family grew and moved around the world, their minds 
and eyes were opened to beautiful things in life. Th e moments, that come once, the 
opportunities that will not happen again. Life is beautiful…
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…and who could have known 43 years ago, that their family of 13 people would 
be spending their anniversary far, far away from home, but close to their “real” home.

Th is trip is an unbelievable event in your lives. We are all very proud of all the 
achievements and determination of your two wills and hearts.

Th ank you so much, for having the imagination of making the impossible, possible.
Happy 43-rd Anniversary, Mom and Mr. Rott. We love you.
Sandor.”

“Dear Baba and Deda,
roses are red,
violets are blue,
fl owers are sweet,
but not as sweet as you.
When I did a play at school, you were there for me.
When my mother is away, you were there for me.
When I was born, you were there for me.
When I was sick, you were there for me.
When I need to fi x something, you are there for me.
When I am sad, you are always there for me.
Th anks for being the best grandparents.
From: Audrey.
P.S. Th ank you for taking us on this SPECTACULAR trip.”

“From: Gabriel. To: Baba and Deda.
HAPPY ANNIVERSARY!
I love you!”

We were able to spare only two full days for our visit to Tomsk, but our energy 
and endurance seemed to be increasing, and we were able to squeeze quite a bit 
into those two days. During our city tour, we fi rst stopped by our old apartment 

Arrival in Tomsk.
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at Kirov Avenue 57, where Mama Regina and I once received the young college 
student Iya Yaroslavskaya into the bosom of our family and where Sandor and 
Ilona began their lives. Th e current tenants kindly allowed us to look around and 
see anything we wanted, but the saddest sight of all was our former bathroom, 
where, as far as we could see, nothing had changed except for a few new tiles on 
the walls. From the window of our bus, we saw the maternity hospital where 
Sandor was born and the Gorky movie theater in which Ilona chose to make her 
entrance into this world. Of course, the antique homes – samples of Tomsk’s 
wooden architecture – made a memorable impression on everyone.

In the evening, our former colleagues from the Tomsk Polytechnic Institute 
Popular Entertainment Collective – Gavrilin, Goldschmidt, Zhukov, the Yavor-
sky brothers, Yampolsky – gave us a warm reception at dinner at the Beryozka 
restaurant. Here’s a poem Yura Zhukov composed for the occasion:

Who’s that stepping off  the airplane
In a noisy, merry crowd?
Who is coming for a visit
After fl ying through the clouds?
Could it be that, rising early,
Taking leave of all his friends,

…and right away to the Gavrilin’s, because not only will they welcome us, feed us, 
and shower us with presents, but they will also sing for their guests.
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It’s the mighty Shah of Persia
Come to us from distant lands?
Who’s that marching with his children,
Gait as lively as they come?
Could it be Rome’s Holy Father
And with him, his Holy Mom?
No, no, no, says Aerofl ot;
It’s the family of Rott;
Rott, Vadim, and Iya Rott,
And with them, more Rotts – the lot!
Everybody, here and there,
Is glad to see them everywhere.
Rotts are young at heart, and so
With them, too, we younger grow.
Th e Rotts are active, enterprising,
Full of ideas quite surprising;
Th ey have travelled far and wide – 
It’s said they do not sleep at night!
When they do not sleep at night,
Th ey make phone calls left and right,
Cell phone calls from dusk to light,



462

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 16. 

Helping keep their friends’ lives bright!
Here’s a toast from me to you:
Let your fondest dreams come true.
Let me keep this sweet and short:
Live long and prosper, every Rott!
Let them still stay up at night,
Making calls from dusk to light,
And come back another day,
For here to Tomsk, they know the way!
Let’s drink, under the skies so blue,
To Canada and Russia, too!

Th e next toast was off ered by Boris Yavorsky:
Our second-front ambassador
From the Zhiguli Heights came down,
Moved to Toronto years ago,
And settled in that town.
But we all know he still has much
Unfi nished business as a prophet.
He could still take us to the Moon,
Should he so wish – and get us off  it.
And now, our friends could not be nearer:
We’re sitting with Vadim and Iya!
So, colleagues, comrades, fi ll your glasses,
And drink again as the evening passes!
Here’s to long life and glorious plans!
To Rott, and to his splendid clan!

Th e next morning, our entire delegation was allowed to visit the Sibelektromotor 
factory that had once been my home. During the tour, explanations were provided 
by chief engineer Andrei Guselnikov, the youngest son of my former colleague and 
supervisor Eduard Guselnikov; his mother Galina proudly accompanied the tour. 
She was now retired and widowed for several years; in her student years, she had 
been one of the most prominent women in our electro-mechanical engineering 
group. As we walked through the shops, I too did my best to expand on our guide’s 
explanations of the electrical motor manufacture processes we were witnessing. 

Paul’s camera captured a special moment from our trip: the audience with Prof. 
Yuri Petrovich Pokholkov, rector of the Tomsk Polytechnic University. Our entire 
group sat down at the long table in the rector’s offi  ce, and he handed each of our 
children and grandchildren a gift: a picture, laser-burned into wood, of the Uni-
versity’s main academic building. Pokholkov’s gift to me was a wristwatch with a 
picture on the dial, issued in honor of the University’s 100th anniversary. Th e rec-
tor also gave Iya two tall crystal glasses on metallic bases; if you clink them, they 
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start to play the melody of the university anthem, “Th e Lyrical Polytechnic,” com-
posed in the 1960s by our student poet/composer Valentin Shusharin.

Th e local TV station in Tomsk aired a report on the visit from Canadian guests 
in its “Peak Hour” program, as part of a series of reports called “School for Sur-
vival.” Th ey wanted to know how two former Tomsk residents who had not only 
returned to visit their city after many years away from it, but even brought back 
their children and grandchildren, had succeeded in the modern world. Th e 

Building and apartment on Kirov Street where Sandor and Ilona were born.

Under the supervision of chief engineer Andrei Guselnikov, we are studying 
the working of the Sibelectromotor plant.
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Rott family with close friends in front of the Main Building of the TPU. Tomsk, 
April 12, 2004.

We brought our children and our grandchildren to our Alma Mater.
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Visiting with Lyudmila and Yuri Zukov.

Th e streets of Tomsk.
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journalist Vasily Maksimenko gave a detailed account of the history of the Rott 
family; the report also featured our visits to the Polytechnic University and the 
Sibelektromotor factory as well as brief interviews.

Sandor candidly admitted, quickly switching from Russian to English, “I really 
grew up in Canada and feel no nostalgia for Russia, but for my father, who has 
enthralled us all with this journey, this is a really important trip – for him, it’s a 
journey back into his youth.”

Ilona (who spoke only in English) talked about her small computer consulting 
business which helps adapt new technologies, and about her job teaching at the 
University of Toronto. She wrapped up by saying that, in her opinion, young 
people in Canada have more opportunities to fulfi ll their potential.

At the end of my own interview which was shown on the air, I said, address-
ing anyone who would hear, “We all live under G-d! And that’s it! G-d guides 
man, all you have to do is trust his guidance.” 

Th e popular and talented hostess of the program, Yulia Muchnik, invited Iya for 
an in-studio interview. Th e audience had a chance to see two charming women 
hold a fascinating, in-depth conversation about the meaning of an optimistic 
outlook on life in the modern world. Here is Yulia Muchnik’s fi nal question:

“You have been meeting with your former fellow students in these past few days, 
and they all say they envy you. And still, Iya Borisovna, I’d like to understand what 
your secret is. How does one build one’s life the way you built yours? In defi ance of 
everything. All the odds were against you! In defi ance of circumstances… How should 
one build one’s life? What’s the secret?”

“I’ll start with an example. I have always worked. Even when I had my third child. 
Th e dean said to me, ‘No educated person has three children.’ I replied, ‘Well, then I 
suppose I’m uneducated.’ He didn’t know what to say to that. Th ree children – that’s a 
good thing, isn’t it? Th ank G-d the three of them were born. I grew up alone. I didn’t 
have any brothers or sisters, didn’t have a father, didn’t have grandparents… My children 
and grandchildren, thank G-d, have both grandmothers and grandfathers…

“Th e secret is a simple one: work! Hard, intensive work, every day! Any family that 
wants to exist, to live – you have to fi ght for your love, for your work, for your fam-
ily’s well-being; you have to fi ght tirelessly, hour after hour!”

Th e farewell banquet at the TPU club was the culmination of our trip. Iya and 
I welcomed about seventy guests at the beautifully set tables. Pokholkov, the 
rector, off ered the fi rst toast and congratulated our family on having started a 
new tradition: TPU alumni coming to Tomsk with their entire families, which 
he promised to report at the next faculty council meeting at the University. 

Th e guests were already sitting at the tables when our eleven children and 
grandchildren, who were slightly late, came running into the banquet hall, single 
fi le. Th at was a beautiful sight; they were greeted with applause. Th e former 
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soloists of “TPI Popular Entertainment” from the 1960s, Yuri Dolgikh and Irina 
Kolodochkina, had come from the faraway Siberian cities of Omsk and Abakan 
just to see us, and they truly shone that evening. Th ey were joined by Larissa 
Gavrilina, and this recreated trio off ered the audience a moving performance of 
lyrical songs from our student years.

Th en, Viktor Korolyov, Honored Artist of Russia, appeared on the banquet 
hall stage, violin in hand. Many people got goosebumps when he announced 
that he was dedicating his performance to the memory of his fi rst teacher, Yuzef 
Frantzevich Rott. My eyes fi lled with 
tears at the tender sound of Astor Piaz-
zola’s romantic “Oblivion,” while 
Viktor’s performance of “Summer” 
from Antonio Vivaldi’s Four Seasons 
cycle, with its sharp détaché increasing 
in speed and volume, seemed to have 
turned on more lights in the hall.

It turned out that yet another violinist 
who had begun his studies under the 
tutelage of my beloved brother was in 
attendance. Th at was Sergei Zelenkin, 
who had served as concertmaster of the 
present-day Tomsk Symphony Orches-
tra for many years. Wearing an over-
coat with a long hospital gown peeking 
out from underneath it, he came up to 
greet us at the end of the evening, 
explaining that he had gotten out of 
the hospital for a short time (he had 
been hospitalized for heart problems).

Th e performance of our favorite old 
songs, to Anatoly Gavrilin’s accompa-
niment on the accordion, was a truly 
unforgettable part of the evening. Th e 
video recording of the banquet has cap-
tured the beaming faces of the TPI 
Popular Entertainment veterans – Lar-
issa Gavrilina, Marat Goldschmidt, 
Yuri Dolgikh, Yuri Zhukov, Irina Kolo-
dochkina, Valentin Shusharin, Yuri 
Pokholkov, Mikhail and Boris Yavor-

Hospital where Sandor was born in 
1962.

Semashko Hospital, where Ilona 
was born in 1964.
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Farewell dinner at the TPU Club. Tomsk, April 12, 2004.

Iya, V. Shusharin and A. Gavrilin.

Rector Y. P. Pokholkov welcomes us. Irina Kolodochkina, Yuri Dolgich, Larisa and Anatoli 
Gavrilin perfom.

Honourable Artist of Russia, 
Victor Korolev. His fi rst music 
teacher was my brother Joseph.
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sky, Vladimir Yampolsky – as they sing, with everyone in attendance singing 
along softly. At one point, Iya and I even whirled around in a waltz.

Sandor and Ilona went up on the stage to give the farewell toasts. Th e little ones 
– Audrey, Adam and Gabriel – came up at once and stood next to them.

“Dear friends!” Sandor said, addressing the gathering. “I am very happy to have 
had the opportunity to meet you all, because we’ve known you all for a long time. 
Everyone raise your glasses to your friendship, your love which knows no bounds! May 
all the veterans of TPU Popular Entertainment enjoy good health, so that we may 
meet again like this in the future!”

Ilona turned out to be wordier. Mixing up Russian and English and even appeal-
ing to her mother for help, she said:

“I am very happy to be here at home. I left Tomsk when I was three years old. 
Words are not enough to express my feelings… it’s a pleasure to be in the city where 
we were born. To see all of you, your faces which we know so well! When we were 
growing up, we saw you, we listened to your songs and your music. So you’ve given us 
a great gift. Our entire life, our foundation comes from you. In Toronto, we constantly 
feel this friendship, this love that we see now at this club, at this university, in this 
town! We are very grateful for that! We have already graduated from our own uni-
versities, but we do not have memories like yours. We know this is a unique group, 
with unique energy and unique love. We are grateful to you for giving us the gift of 
music, humor, and dance… Everything that is in us, in our blood, comes from you! 
And also: regards to the University of Tomsk from the University of Toronto! Th ank 
you for the friendship, the love, the warm reception!”

Th e guests started to disperse and go home. Meanwhile, our family was taken by 
colleagues from TPU Popular Entertainment to the club’s auditorium where, 43 
years ago, in 1961, around the same time of the year, in April, Iya and I had our 
wedding. In a relaxed and cheerful atmosphere, anyone who felt like it went up 
onstage and reminisced about that evening’s events. I spoke in English about our 
43 guests who contributed 5 rubles each. Yuri Zhukov remembered his own role 
as master of ceremonies, while Gavrilin reported as the offi  cial witness to the 
signing of the marriage papers. Mikhail Yavorsky recalled how the woman from 
the Bureau of Registrations who had come to our wedding signed the papers 
with us and said, “In the name of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, I now 
pronounce you husband and wife!”

After these words, just like 43 years ago, those gathered in the hall shouted in 
unison, “Bitter!” [the traditional call for the newlyweds to kiss at Russian weddings, 
to “sweeten” the supposedly bitter food and drink – tr.] Iya and I gladly “satisfi ed 
their demand,” to thunderous applause. Iya added, in Russian, “And the woman 
also said, ‘We hope that in a year, you come to us to register the birth of your baby 
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boy!’ And, on January 1, 1962, our little Sandor was born! … By the way, when the 
year 2000 was coming, I listened to a program on Canadian radio where listeners 
asked a doctor what they should do to have a baby born on January 1. Th e doctor’s 
advice was to ‘get to work’ between April 6 and April 10. And there you go – our 
wedding was on April 8, and little Sandor came into the world on January 1!”

On the next morning the university gave us two small buses, and we started out 
along a muddy road covered with ooze on our 250-kilometer journey to Nov-
osibirsk, where we were supposed to catch our fl ight to Togliatti. One bus was 
loaded up with our bags, while we rode in the other one, accompanied by Ana-
toly and Larissa Gavrilin, Yuri Dolgikh, and Irina Kolodochkina. Th is four-hour 
drive turned out to be no less entertaining and educational than our entire trip 
– and it was an unforgettable experience for the grandkids.

In this concert hall 43 years ago was our wedding.

Canadian grandchildren learn about Lenin.
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Th ere wasn’t that much time left until our fl ight when we encountered an unex-
pected obstacle on our way to Novosibirsk. We were already approaching the 
town when we were forced to stop at a railroad crossing with the gate down, and 
wait while a small locomotive kept senselessly pulling and pushing a single rail-
way car along the tracks to the right and to the left… Th is spectacle continued 
for about forty minutes while long queues of vehicles waiting to cross lined up 
on both sides of the railroad.

After we left the city, the Tomsk edition of the weekly Argumenty i Fakty (“Argu-
ments and Facts”) ran a long article by correspondent Solomon Vygon about our 
trip, illustrated with a photo. Here is the ending of the article.

I KNOW YOU WELL, MY NATIVE LAND
Th ey arrived in Tolamchevo about forty minutes prior to departure after getting 

stuck in a traffi  c jam at a railway crossing near Novosibirsk. What happened next 
was related to me by Anatoly and Larissa Gavrilin, the Rotts’ friends from Tomsk who 
went to see them off .

“We had just entered the building when we were approached by several policemen: 
they had quickly recognized the Rotts as foreigners, from the children’s English con-
versation and the quantity of luggage. ‘Your papers!’ Vladimir produced the passports 
and tickets. ‘Th ere’s an error in your visas. You have to pay a fi ne, 380 dollars per 
person, for the violation.’ ‘What violations?’ Vladimir asked indignantly. ‘We got our 
papers checked in Moscow, we’ve already made several fl ights from one end of the 
country to the other, and no one ever told us there was anything wrong with our visas.’

“Of course, the policemen had made their calculations. Th ey could see that these 
people were in a hurry, boarding was about to end: you start to argue, you miss your 
fl ight. Rott was taken to see the supervisor; we weren’t allowed to go inside the offi  ce 
with him. A short while later Rott came out of the offi  ce looking very red in the face. 
To all of our questions, he replied only, ‘Later, later,’ and led his family to board the 
plane. Th ey all looked quite scared, especially the children. Apparently, the genetic fear 
of the repressive Soviet machine is still in their blood and fresh in their memories…”

Th e road from Tomsk to Novosibirsk.
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Th ere you go – such a giant-sized fl y in the ointment of Tomsk hospitality. Th e 
reader familiar with our mores undoubtedly understands by now that the Canadians 
were being simply “pumped for bucks.” Well-informed people in Tomsk have said that 
the Rotts ought to send a complaint to the Novosibirsk prosecutor’s offi  ce because it 
looks like this incident was far from unique.

… I called the Rotts’ friends in Togliatti. Just like in Tomsk, all the meetings there 
were warm and full of heart. Th e Rotts have gone home. Vladimir is nurturing a 
new project: to celebrate his and Iya’s golden anniversary in Tomsk. God willing, 
they’ll do it! Unfortunately, I don’t think their children or grandchildren will ever 
want to go to Russia again, no matter how much their elders try to teach them to 
separate the good from the bad.

And now, back to the offi  ce of the police supervisor at the Novosibirsk Airport. 
“How did you enter Russia?” was the only question posed to me by the major 

who sat across from me behind a large desk. “Pay the fi ne, or we are going to 
deport you!”

“Deport us where? To Mongolia? To Belarus? To Poland?” I asked, trying to 
defuse this absurd threat and simultaneously showing him the three colorful visas 
that each took up a separate page in every one of our thirteen Canadian passports.

Th e problem was that, both the previous year and now, Belavia (the Belarusian 
airline) carried passengers from Minsk to Moscow via the Domodedovo Airport, 
which, at the time, had no passport control service for foreign visitors – which 
is why our passports were lacking a stamp indicating our point of entry to Rus-
sia. Th e reader will recall that I actually looked for passport control upon arrival.

Elena Suvorova, who had helped us organize our tour from Moscow, had 
warned me that at each hotel, we would have to pass registration and get a check-
mark and a stamp on the slips that were attached to our passports when entering 
Belarus. Th is absurd formality always cost us a lot of time and money, but I care-
fully abided by it nonetheless.

Now, I used the heap of receipts for our hotel registration payments to per-
suade the supervisor when I heard the announcement over the loudspeaker, 
“Passenger registration for the fl ight to Samara (Togliatti) is now ending…” Th e 
major insisted we pay the fi ne.

My family knows the phrase I often use to reinforce my own resolve. Th is 
time, too, I mentally said to myself, “I am from Bobruysk! Th ere’s no way I’m 
paying this.” Moreover, I couldn’t believe that, in the harsh conditions of devel-
oping capitalism in this country, an airplane could take off  and leave thirteen 
passengers behind at the airport. For some time, we faced off  silently against each 
other.

When the next sinister announcement came over the loudspeaker – “Boarding 
is now concluding for Samara” – I looked the supervisor in the eye and said, “In 
all the days of this diffi  cult trip which I undertook in order to show my children 
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and grandchildren the places where we were born and raised, this is the fi rst time 
I regret bringing them here.”

Th ere was another three minutes or so of total silence. Th en the major said, 
“All right, you’re excused. You can board.” I got up and held out my hand for a 
handshake. Th e major’s eyes open wide when he felt the strength of a Canadian 
electrician trained in snapping wires…

I ran toward my frightened family who stood by the registration counter. Audrey 
saw me fi rst and exclaimed joyfully, “Guys, we’re free!” Th e attentive Manana 
immediately got a paper cup out of her purse and poured me some water. I drank 
and stuff ed the empty cup in a side pocket of my shoulder bag. Th e impassive 
staff ers forced us to put not only our hand luggage on the scales but even the 
small pouches hanging around our grandchildren’s necks. Outraged, eight-year-
old Adam grabbed his pouch with his beloved rubber “moo-moo” (cow) from 
the scale and put it back on his neck. Nothing like that had happened in Moscow 
or Ulan-Ude, even though our bags were lighter now after being gradually 
relieved of the gifts we gave to friends – but now, when we were in such a hurry, 
I did end up paying 5,000 rubles ($230) for “excess weight.” Th e beginnings of 
capitalism were obvious: it was only after we arrived for boarding that the pas-
sengers on the fl ight to Samara were taken from the terminal to the large buses 
that would deliver them to the gangway.

While waiting to board the bus, I found myself next to two buddies who were 
slightly tipsy. One of them was holding a paper bag with the top of a bottle 
protruding from it, and the two friends would periodically partake of the bot-
tle’s contents. Th ey saw me smiling and noticed the paper cup sticking out of 
the pocket of my bag. “What are you laughing at? You want some too?” one 
of them asked. 

 Almost apologetically, I explained that I had been living in Canada for years 
and hardly ever got to see such things – and that I had brought my children 
and grandchildren back to my homeland, where they found everything fasci-
nating… Th e fellows were satisfi ed with my explanation and instantly took a 
liking to me.

Just then the bus stopped near the airplane, and all of its doors opened, letting 
the passengers out. Before us was a dingy old airliner with the barely visible 
words, SAMARA AIRLINES, on the side. We stepped outside on the airfi eld, 
and one of my two new friends cursed at the sight of the airplane and added, 
“Th is thing is not going to get us there!” Standing next to him, I pleaded, “Please, 
keep quiet! Don’t say that! See, there’s my daughter-in-law Manana coming out 
of the next door. She’s very sensitive… if she hears you, she’s never going to get 
on this plane!” Th e fellows understood and smiled at me. Meanwhile, nine-year-
old Audrey had her own peculiar reaction: “Deda! We’ve been fl ying CABAP the 
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whole time (that was her English-slanted reading of the word SIBIR, Siberia, in 
Cyrillic letters), and now we’re going to fl y this?”

Th e plane was as bad inside as it was on the outside. Th e walls and the seats 
were fi lthy, some of the seat cushions were torn. Th e rubber insulation of the 
window Paul was sitting next to had been partially ripped off , and soon after 
takeoff  the window was covered with a thick layer of frost.

We took our seats. Th e airliner shuddered, then started shaking slightly as it 
gathered speed for takeoff , and just then the long white plastic cover of a four-
bulb neon lamp fell off  the ceiling and landed in the aisle between seats. Every-
one sat still, frightened; the stewardess, however, picked up the fallen cover and 
imperturbably carried it off  under her arm, taking it to the end of the passenger 
cabin. After takeoff , Sandor came up to me and said, “Th e plane is in horrible 
condition. Even the life jackets under the seats are missing…” I reassured him, 
telling him that I was hoping to get to our destination in one piece, and pointed 
out that the absence of infl atable life jackets should not be a cause for concern 
since we were not going to fl y over water on our way to Samara.

Our unforgettable visit to Togliatti was made even warmer and more enjoyable 
thanks to the attention and care of our kind, loyal friends, Valentina and Vitaly 
Groysman, who took complete charge of providing us with housing, transporta-
tion, and food. We went straight from the airport to dinner at the home of 
“Mama” Valentina, where the entire large family was waiting. Th e table was 
groaning with homemade pickled foods prepared by our hosts: several kinds of 
marinated mushrooms, various vegetables and a rich selection of Volga fi sh.

In the “Volga Automobile Plant” chapter, I already described our visit to the 
production shops and our grandchildren’s measurement of the cycle of cars com-
ing off  the assembly line. Vladimir Pashko showed us his work area where exper-
imental forms of new automobile models are being developed, and gladly 
answered our questions.

Th e new tenant in our last apartment, on Banykin Street 6, kindly allowed us 
to visit. Th e children excitedly recalled various details from the past. Th e apartment 
was much smaller than they remembered. When leaving the building, we dropped 
by the Yegorochikins’ apartment to say hello, but Aunt Dunya was long gone.

Lilyasha Kondratieva off ered us dinner and hot meat rolls. Th e old, cozy, small 
dining area at her apartment had enough space to hold not only all of the new 
members of our family along with Lilyasha herself, her ninety-year-old mother, 
and Vladik Pashko, but also Galina Pestova, Nadya Pavlova, and Igor Proko-
penko, who had brought into this circle of friends the memory of his long-
deceased wife – the beautiful and sweet Ellochka Kondratieva, who had rendered 
invaluable assistance to Iya and the children when they were leaving the Soviet 
Union in 1975. 
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Th e visit to Togliatti brought the most joy and delight to our Edwin. Th e city 
of his birth turned out to be the most beautiful of all the cities we had seen. In 
a particularly memorable moment, our entire family was standing on the bank 
of the mighty Volga river – as it happens, right across from the Zhiguli 
mountans– while Edwin squatted by the water and, supported by his darling 
Claire, began to fi ll a small bottle with Volga water and sand in order to take it 
back with him to Toronto. 

After the tour, everyone was quite tired; but, while the rest of the group headed 
for the waiting bus, the energetic Ilona and Serena decided to repeat our familiar 
“Volga hike.” Th ey walked back from the riverbank to our house on Banykin 
Street, through a dense pine forest. As their guides and bodyguards, they had 

 Main building of the plant. (Length – 2,000 metres, width – 550 metres)

Administration building. Technical science centre of the plant.
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Main conveyor belt. Th e plant’s new city, Togliatti.

Unforgettable meeting with the leading specialists of VAZ, from left to right: 
Naum Shtrich, Iya, Anatoli Savchenko, Vladimir, Constantine Sacharov, 

Alexei Nikolayev, Nikolai Golovko. Niagara Falls, Canada, 
November 18, 1993.
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VAZ car designer 
Vladislav Pashko 
shows us where he 
works – Centre 
for the Design 

of New Auto Models.
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Vladik and Lilyasha welcome guests.

Kind and generous Valentina and Vitaly Groisman made our visit
to Togliatti an exceptional one.
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We visited our old familiar places in Togliatti.

Our house on Banikina Street. Kvass.

Th e apartment where Edwin was born.

In the front yards of our apartment building and school where Sandor and Ilona studied. April 14, 2004.

Our dear friends Igor and Galina Miloradovi led us along the old path to the Volga River.
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On the shore of the Volga River in front of the Zhigulevskoye Mountains.

Th is is the moment 
when Edwin discovered 
that he owed his life to 

Dr. Sophia Treister, 
who in 1968 talked 
Iya out of getting an 

abortion.

Farewell dinner 
in Togliatti.
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Galina and Igor Miloradov, our old and loyal friends from our student days in 
Tomsk – and, on that day, our tour guides in Togliatti.

For the big farewell banquet, all dishes were prepared from a family menu by the 
indefatigable Valentina Groysman. Among the guests were my faithful old 
friends: Yevgeny Shukhovtsev, Zhenya Kozlov, Oleg Yanchenko, Naum Shtrikh… 
Everyone was amazed, and Edwin was actually speechless for a moment, when 
Iya introduced another guest: Dr. Sophia Treister, the one who talked Iya out of 
having an abortion – the one to whom our family owes the existence of our 
youngest child, Edwin. 

As we were departing from Moscow, the “ointment” of our voyage into the past 
was marred by yet another giant fl y. At passport control at Sheremetyevo Air-
port, I came up fi rst as I usually did, introduced myself as the head of the fam-
ily, and handed over the entire stack of 13 passports. In response, I was rudely 
admonished: “What’s going on here? Hand everyone their passports right away 
and let them pass one by one!” And so even our little ones, Adam and Gabriel, 
approached the “scary man” for the fi rst time with their own identity papers 
in hand.

And then, once again, there was the angry command from the senior control 
offi  cer: “No go for the Canadians!” Th at was when they discovered that our 
passports had no stamps for the point of entry into Russia. Once again there 
were threats of a fi ne, once again my explanations, the tense waiting and, fi nally, 
once again, Audrey’s joyful shout, “We are free!”

While waiting to board the plane, our young ones inspected the shops and kiosks 
at the terminal, whereupon Ada approached me as a spokeswoman for all the 
grandchildren: “Deda, we’ve earned so much money from you … and now we 
don’t know what to do with it. We don’t like anything at the kiosks here…” 
I understood and said, “All right, let’s draw up a list and you can all hand me 
your rubles, I’ll exchange them for dollars and give them back to you in Toronto. 
Especially since you all still have to answer your questions for Poland.”

I had defi nitely had the right idea when, as part of planning our trip, I decided 
to spend the last two nights in Warsaw, at the capital’s best hotel, the Victoria. 
Each one of us was able to have a normal bed and shower, everyone ran to the 
pool for a swim, and at dinner at the restaurant all three granddaughters bragged 
to me, “Deda, you know, it was Claire who did our hair for all of us!”

Of course, Warsaw was fascinating too, and the questions for Poland were 
waiting for answers: What countries does Poland share a border with? What is 
the population of the country and of Warsaw? Who is Frederic Chopin? Next to 
what city is Auschwitz-Birkenau located? How many Jews were killed during 
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Warsaw – last stop of our family Tour 2004.
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World War II? Which one of our ancestors was from Poland? (Answer: Iya’s 
grandfather Schlomo Guterman, and Paul’s grandparents.) And several other 
questions…

When we were back in Toronto, all fi ve grandchildren presented me with their 
written answers for Poland. Each of them was owed a diff erent amount in dollars: 
some had failed to answer some of the questions, some had spent a part of their 
rubles on the trip… My next “educational” step – to settle with each grandchild 
by paying the amount I owed with a check rather than in cash – nearly caused a 
riot: “No, we don’t want it like that! We don’t know what that is!” Th e parents 
tried to defuse the sudden tension… None of the grandchildren were very will-
ing to try out this particular novelty of civilization…

Ilona wrote up a brief summary of our trip for friends and relatives. Here it is:
REPORT ON THE TRIP OF 2004 (APRIL 2-17)
 16: days of travel
15: suitcases at the start of the trip
-15C: the temperature that awaited us in Siberia, in Tomsk
1500: shots taken with digital cameras (not counting the 35 mm ones)
14: suitcases at the end of the trip (after giving away all the gifts)
13: merry travelers: 7 Rotts, 5 Posners and 1 Woodcock
13: hours of time diff erence between Toronto and Ulan-Ude
12: teeth in the mouth of a huge pike (in a restaurant on Lake Baikal)
11: hours of time diff erence between Toronto and Tomsk
10: cities visited
10: fl ights made (33,304 kilometers, 43 hours 20 minutes in the air)
10: rubles paid as a fee to use the “stand-up toilet” in the famous GUM depart-

ment store in Moscow
9: time zones covered during the trip
8: dinners with “friends-a-plenty”, with 8 to 70 guests attending
7: family members who spoke ONLY English
6: cities where we stayed overnight (Warsaw, Bobruysk, Minsk, Ulan-Ude, 

Tomsk, Togliatti)
6: hours of video fi lmed
5: brave kiddies endured this trip
5: unopened bottles of vodka left after just one dinner in Tomsk
5: $500 is the salary of the highest-paid professor in Russian universities, 

which equals half the pay of a McDonald’s employee in Canada ($7.00 an hour)
5: jars of marinated mushrooms received as a gift in Togliatti and brought 

back to Toronto
5: airlines by which we traveled (in order of descending quality of service: 

LOT, Aerofl ot, Sibir, Belavia, Samara)
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4: people found themselves on standby on the way home and nearly had to 
stay behind

3: visas needed for the trip: to Poland, Belarus, and Russia
3: nights spent in-fl ight
3: factories visited (the lumber factory in Bobruysk, the Sibelektromotor in 

Tomsk, the Volga Auto Plant in Togliatti)
2: people, Grandma and Grandpa, planned, researched, carried out, and paid 

for this trip, which cost more than half the price of a high-class ocean-view condo 
in Miami Beach. (“Spending your inheritance…” my parents said jokingly.)

1: happy family returned to Toronto
0: missed or delayed fl ights
0: lost luggage pieces
0: disappointments from this unforgettable trip

And that was the end of our two-week journey into the past. Th e experience and 
knowledge we gained is worth all the material expenses. I once overheard our 
grandchildren Adam and Gabriel talking as they played on the bedroom rug: 
“Th at was in Bobruysk.” “No, Adam, it was in Ulan-Ude!”

Everything else aside, the biggest joy for me was to see our grandchildren’s 
answers in their travel binders to the question, “How do you say ‘Hello’ in Polish, 
in Belarusian, in Russian and in Mongolian, and how do you say ‘Good-bye’?”
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BUDAPEST BRINGS DOWN THE CURTAIN

Hard to believe, but in 2004-2007 I had to make nineteen trips from Toronto 
to Budapest in order to punish dishonest people who made a brazen attempt at 
the remainder of the inheritance of the Roths, my father’s relatives, who by now, 
unfortunately, have all departed this world.

Unlike the Spielbergers, my grandmother, Roth Hani, and all of her children 
– the brothers and sisters of my father Ferenc – had spent most of their lives in 
Budapest, even though my grandfather Jozsef Roth had raised his family in 
Miskolc, where he had supplemented his income as a shoemaker and by selling 
tickets to villagers, who brought their goods to the city’s farmers market. In 1913, 
the father of seven died at the age of 43.

My father Ferenc was born in 1898. His sister Ilonka (Aunt Ilonka) was a 
year older. Th e twins Kati and Lujza were born in 1901; his brother Arthur, in 
1905; his younger sister Lolo, in 1906; and his youngest brother, Sandor (Sasa) 
in 1909.

Ferenc met Regina, his beautiful Rizushka, in 1918; but they had to wait eight 
years to marry, because as the eldest brother he had to help his mother raise the 
little ones fi rst. After Ferenc got married, Grandma Hani moved to Budapest with 
the other children.

Kati’s letters to her brother Ferenc in the Soviet Union, one of which I included 
in the fi rst volume of this book, show in what poverty the family lived. Arthur 
began to drive a truck but was soon 
imprisoned on charges of running 
down a pedestrian. Lujza, as we already 
know, went to England but the family 
received no assistance from her until 
after the end of the war.

For a variety of reasons, the next 
generation of the Roths consisted of 
fi ve people: my brother Yuzik and 
myself, my aunt Ilonka’s only daughter 
Jutka, and Uncle Arthur’s children, 
Andras and Mari.

Fortunately, the Roth family man-
aged to survive the terrible years of the Sasa and Luisa Roth, 1926.
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war, which they spent in the ghetto, 
and the battles for the liberation of 
Budapest from German occupation. 

After the end of the war, Grandma 
Hani and her daughter Kati, and 
Ilonka with her husband Miska and 
her twenty-year-old daughter Jutka 
continued to live in the former Buda-
pest ghetto quarter, in the same apart-
ment where they had lived for many 
months while the city’s Jews were being 
exterminated.

Th ey shared that apartment with its 
prewar owners, the Doboses, an elderly 
couple whose only son Laci had come 
home after the war, having miraculously 
survived the Bergen-Belsen Nazi death 
camp. Laci soon married Jutka, and the 

entire family, now connected by marriage, continued to live in the same building, 
Klauzal Ter No. 11, built at the very end of the 19th century from a design by 
Alexander Gustav Eiff el and currently protected as an architectural monument.

Th at was the apartment in which I fi rst saw my relatives when, in 1960, I 
fi nally received long-awaited permission to visit Hungary.

Th e Roths greeted their liberation from Nazi occupation with such joy and 
enthusiasm that Sasa and Arthur, like many other Hungarians, immediately 
joined the Communist Party (the Hungarian Laborers Party). Th ey even changed 
their last name to Rakosi, after the Hungarian Party leader at the time, despite 
the fact that he was a puppet of Moscow. 

Once, soon after the end of the war, we received a letter from Hungary that 
included a newspaper clipping with a photo of Sasa and a caption saying that 
“Comrade Rakosi Sandor often travels to the country’s rural areas to give lectures 
propagandizing socialism among peasants…” I remember the sad smile on Mama 
Regina’s face when she read the caption to us.

Jutka told us about a hilarious incident that the family talked about for a long 
time. Once, a factory in a Miskolc suburb received instructions from the Party 
leadership in Budapest to put up a sign announcing that, on such and such date, 
Comrade Rakosi was coming to the factory to give a lecture on building social-
ism. Th e “comrade” was none other than Sasa.

Th e factory management did not dare ask any questions of the higher-ups, or 
try to clear up the details. A brass band and a group of workers carrying red fl ags 
were dispatched to the train station to meet “Comrade Rakosi.” When he saw 

Jutka and Laci Dobos’s wedding photo. 
Budapest, 1945.
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such a to-do on the platform, 
Sasa lost his nerve and stayed 
in his seat in the train car until 
the welcoming group came to 
retrieve him. After that trip, 
Sasa changed his last name 
again and became Radai San-
dor until the end of his days.

Uncle Arthur kept the 
name Rakosi longer because, 
later on, discarding it would 
have “looked bad.” In 1956, 
when the Hungarian Revolu-
tion took place, Uncle Arthur 
immediately immigrated to Israel with his entire family. Th ere, in the land of 
their ancestors, the entire family proudly and permanently reclaimed the name 
of Roth.

In the preceding chapters, I described how, from the moment of Mama Regina’s 
fi rst postwar trip to Hungary in 1957, Papa’s relatives in Hungary became a 
source of generous and substantial material support for our Rott family in 
Tomsk. Many Tomsk friends and acquaintances took notice when Yuzik and I 
acquired high-quality long gray overcoats with “curly” sheepskin lining. Uncle 
Sasa showed extraordinary resourcefulness to have these coats made especially 
for us in Budapest.

Roth family in Israel: Arthur, Ila and their 
children Andras and Mari. 1962.

Roth family, during one of Luisa’s visits to Budapest: Luisa, Lolo, Ila (Sasa’s wife), 
Kathy, Mishka (Jutka’s father), Sasa.
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In my fi nal student years, my unusually elegant light brown shoes were the 
object of particular fascination from my classmates. Th ey were a little tight for 
me, but I wore them constantly and for a long time. In fact, they were already 
well-worn shoes handed down to me from Uncle Miska, Aunt Ilonka’s husband 
and a plumber in Budapest. Th e shoes never wore out because their tips and heels 
were reinforced with iron which I had replaced regularly, twice a year.

In Budapest, the people in charge had known Sasa for years as a loyal Party activ-
ist. Th at was my explanation for the fact that he was silent for nearly two years 
and ended all contact with us after our Hungarian relatives received the news 
that Mama and I had chosen not to return from Canada to the Soviet Union.

Th e letters he regularly received from us gradually reassured him. Uncle started 
to write back, and I kept 
inviting him to visit us. 
Finally, in 1984, in late 
summer, we managed to 
get Sasa over to Toronto 
for three weeks after send-
ing him an airplane ticket. 
He spent his fi rst several 
days in a rather anxious 
state, taking in the unac-
customed abundance 
around him as well as our 
family’s affl  uence and our 
unexpected religiosity. 

Th e way our family ral-
lied around our beloved 
guest, the tours we gave him 
of the most interesting parts of Toronto, the trips around the province of Ontario 
and to Niagara Falls – all of that gradually reassured Sasa and made him think.

Once, his nerves failed him. At one point, Sasa and I went down into our 
basement and retired into our home library in order to read the letters stored 
there which my father Ferenc had sent to his family from the Kolyma camps for 
twelve years. At fi rst, I read the letters and translated them for Sasa. Th ose were 
letters dated from 1938 to 1947, when my father was not allowed to write in 
Hungarian and had to mobilize all of his modest knowledge and his utmost eff ort 
to write in Russian, in his best handwriting, so that my brother Yuzik could read 
the letters and translate them for Mama Regina. Sasa listened attentively to my 
translation into Hungarian. 

By the middle of the second day, we got to the letters Father wrote in Hungar-
ian. Th ere were many more of them, and Sasa read them to me out loud with 

Sasa visited us in Toronto. 1984.
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visible agitation. I could see he was having a harder and harder time reading… 
Suddenly, Sasa threw down the letter, rose abruptly, climbed up on the chair, sat 
on the edge of the table, clutched his head and shouted almost hysterically, “And 
to think that I gave them my life…!”

We both froze in silence…
Sasa would never read another one 

of the letters his older brother Ferenc 
had sent from his place of imprison-
ment, even though I brought copies of 
the letters with me to Hungary more 
than once and showed them to rela-
tives. Th ese copies travel with me 
around the world to this day…

In addition to maintaining a regular 
correspondence with my Hungarian 
relatives and sending them many pho-
tos that chronicled the life and growth 
of our family, Iya and I liked to travel 
to Hungary in order to bring joy to our 
elderly kinsfolk, to bask in the warmth 

My father’s, Ferenc Roth, sisters and brothers: Sasa, Arthur, Lolo, 
Luisa and Ilonka.

Aunt Ilonka often said that 
our son Sandor greatly reminded 
her of her brother Ferenc in his 

youth.
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of their aff ection, and to thank them yet again for everything they did for us in 
diffi  cult times. But the laws of nature are inexorable. Our dear aunts and uncles 
in Budapest began to die: fi rst Kati and Lujza, then Lolo, then Sasa. Th e eldest, 
Aunt Ilonka, was the last to go…

Like most old people, the childless Roths denied themselves many things to 
set aside as much as they could “for a rainy day.” Everything they’d saved up went 
to their sole Hungarian heirs, my cousin Jutka and her husband Dobos Laci, who 
disposed of the old folks’ inheritance as he pleased. Jutka never had any children.

Back in the late 1960s, Jutka had introduced us to her close friend Clari. When 
they were young, she and Laci were friends with Clari and her husband. During 
the summer vacations, they often spent a lot of time boating in the upper reaches 
of the Danube, camping in tents. Soon afterwards Clari’s husband died in a car 
accident, leaving her alone with her daughter Kira (the names have been changed). 
Kira grew up, became a pharmacist and married a young lawyer, Dr. Zukari Erno, 
who worked for a science institute. On about three occasions, we met the young 
couple at the Doboses’, who called them “our children.” Iya and I were glad that 
Jutka and Laci had people who were close to them, who would look out for them 
in their old age and to whom they would, naturally, leave a part of their estate 
someday…

Eventually, the Doboses’ attachment to the Zukaris weakened. We no longer 
saw them when we came to visit Jutka and Laci, and when the Doboses’ new 
cottage was being completed, Laci spoke of Erno quite bitterly and indignantly: 
he had been counting on Erno’s help, but had not received any and was quite 
disappointed. He complained that the Zukaris had not even helped with trash 
removal.

Laci had spent a large portion of the money he and Jutka had inherited from 
their parents to build that cottage which was soon completed in Romai, next to 
the old wooden summer house on a large piece of land that had been in the 
family for a long time.

Romai is a prestigious, quiet, green part of Budapest, sprawled along the banks 
of the Danube. Th e house on Emöd Street became the address through which 
we maintained all contacts with Hungary in the subsequent years. Jutka wrote 
to us regularly and at length over the years, particularly buoyed by the arrival of 
our grandchildren. Her typewritten letters, always rich in content, make up an 
impressive part of our family archive.  Iya and I began to visit the Doboses every 
two years to bring some joy into their lonely lives.

Th e fi rst time Jutka and Laci visited us in Toronto, they were very proud to have 
been invited to spend several days in Ottawa as guests of their friend, the ambas-
sador of the People’s Republic of Hungary. Our status as defectors did not allow 
the Doboses to invite us along…
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After serving out his term, the ambassador and his family spent all of their 
summers in Romai, in the old house of Jutka’s summer place. When the guests 
from Canada appeared at the cottage, the ambassador’s family would quickly 
retreat into their house so as to avoid being “tarnished” by the association. Of 
course, that put both the Doboses and us in an awkward position…

After the collapse of socialism, everything changed. Now, every time we visited 
Romai, we saw a smile on the former ambassador’s face, and he was happy to 
look through the issues of Time magazine that we brought with us. In fact, they 
were loyal friends and turned out to be nice and kind people. But there was one 
thing our “Russian soul” simply couldn’t accept. When we sat at the dinner table 
with the Doboses and their friends, each family ate its own food – the guests 
brought theirs with them. No one shared anything.

While Laci and Jutka received pensions as retired government employees and 
had savings in the bank, with Laci keeping a close eye on the interest, he and 
Jutka lived extremely frugally, skimping on every penny, denying themselves. 
When the cottage was being built, Laci chose the cheapest contractor and cer-
tainly not the best. He also decided not to spend any money to have drainage 
installed in the fl oor of the basement in case of fl ooding, which he was strongly 
advised to do. Later on, these and other missteps caused them many hassles; Jutka 
had an especially hard time when she was left alone.

At one time, every year since 1962, Aunt Ilonka had been sending me full sets 
of the year’s newly released Hungarian postage stamps which she bought with 
her modest salary – much to the amazement of our other “old folks,” and to her 
own pride. She even became a member of the Hungarian Philatelists’ Society for 
that purpose. Ilonka lived long enough to send me her “Certifi cate of Honor” as 
a collector, which she received at the age 
of 93 for the 25th anniversary of her 
membership in the Society. After Aunt 
Ilonka died in 1994, Jutka and Laci imme-
diately announced to me that “they 
couldn’t aff ord that.” I off ered to pay for 
the annual new releases, but they wouldn’t 
agree to it. Th at’s why my Hungarian 
stamp collection ends with that year.

When I visited the Doboses, Iya and I 
would usually stay at their place for several 
days. We were given their bedroom while 
our hosts slept in the living room. On our 
very fi rst day, we had to listen to their hys- Aunt Ilonka.
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terical protests when we brought food for all four of us to share. After that food 
ran out, we had to resign ourselves to our hosts’ meals, which usually consisted 
of very tasty white bread slathered with an abundance of margarine from a large 
yellow jar and washed down with very light white wine purchased in two-liter 
bottles. On top of that, we “Russians” also had a lot of tea with sugar to that. Of 
course, after four or fi ve days of such a diet we could feel ourselves getting fat. 
Later, we realized that Laci was buying food at a special shop where low-income 
retirees got a good discount…

Uncle Arthur’s daughter Mari and her husband Vili, who live in Israel, have 
shared with us some amusing reminiscences of their visits with the Doboses. 
After walking around Budapest on their own, they would come back in the 
evenings after fi rst buying food and eating it on a bench in the park. Later on, 
Jutka would wonder as she put out the same bread and margarine on the table, 
“I think I smell sausage…?”

Every time we visited, we would ask Laci to take us to the Jewish cemetery on 
Kozma Street where our relatives are buried. Th e Doboses would always stand 
by indiff erently while I was buying the fl owers to place on the twelve graves of 
our loved ones, even though four of those graves contained their own parents’ 
remains. When this happened during our trips to Hungary from the Soviet 
Union, Iya and I would simply marvel at this in silence; later, when we were 
visiting from Canada, we couldn’t possibly take issue with it since we had been 
conveniently classifi ed as “wealthy bourgeois capitalists.”

During our visits with the Doboses, we always tried to fi ll our days with the joys 
of our reunion and with interesting activities, always dragging them to the theater 
and to concerts. When dealing with them, Iya and I never made any inquiries about 
their savings, never asked in which banks they kept their money or to whom they 
were planning to leave their house. We were somewhat curious about it, but not 
particularly interested; our life in Canada was so beautiful and so spiritually rich 
that we had no time for such topics. My morning ritual of putting on the tallis and 
the tefi llin was something that Laci regarded with antipathy, even though he him-
self had studied in a heder as a child and remembered a little Hebrew.

Once, on the Succoth holiday, I brought back from Toronto a palm branch 
with an etrog, which Iya and I enthusiastically shook in the morning according 
to the old Jewish tradition. Jutka was glad to join in and relive her childhood 
memories. Laci only agreed to hold the branch once, and even that was only out 
of gratitude and as a token of trust in my good intentions.

What worried me more was Laci’s nihilistic attitude toward his own burial. Sev-
eral times, when we visited the cemetery, I picked a suitable moment to ask the 
Doboses to show me the spot where they would like to be buried, or at least to 
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tell me next to whose parents they would like to have their fi nal resting place. I 
would explain that it would be a good thing for our children to know what their 
wishes were on the subject. Laci would always interrupt me with arrogant and 
rather foolish comments: “We don’t care, as long as it’s cheap… Th ey can scatter 
my ashes over the Danube for all I care…” Jutka’s attitude on these issues was 
more intelligent and more restrained, but she had to keep her mouth shut in 
front of her husband who had dominated her entire life.

In 1993, Laci became seriously ill. He and Jutka were still able to attend Sandor 
and Manana’s wedding in Toronto, but his stomach was already covered with 
pendulous bulges… Laci’s disease progressed, and the atmosphere in their house 
in Romai became more and more tense. Jutka was a devoted caregiver for the 
sick man.  At that point, we started visiting them every year.

On one of our trips, Laci, who was already bedridden, asked me to see what 
was wrong with the lock of their safe.  After a long search, Jutka found the only 
key and lifted up the rug that covered the door of the safe, mounted into the 
concrete wall. In fact, something seemed to be stuck, but I was still able to open 
the lock. I unscrewed the bolts from the inside, removed the lock and took it to 
the basement, where a variety of tools once owned by Jutka’s father Miska Basci 
– who worked as a plumber his entire life, more than half a century – were stored 
in a home workshop in one of the rooms. I fi xed the lock but insisted on having 
a couple of spare keys made for it. Jutka took me to the city where I was able to 
fi nd suitable blanks, and by that evening I had cut two more keys. While repair-
ing the lock, I noticed that the safe was stuff ed full of some sort of small boxes, 
and next to those were two high stacks of currency: green bills that looks like 
dollars, and an a longer stack of red bills that looked like Swiss francs…

“Budapest, March 28, 2001. Laci was buried today. But what sort of funeral was 
that? He actually died on March 9! We found out about it the next day when Jutka 
called us in Toronto. Her voice sounded strained. She said hurried, “Th e funeral is 
on the 28th. (?!)” 

I didn’t understand her at fi rst. I asked her again, then started to protest, trying 
to fi nd out if there was a chance to reduce this overly long wait, but Jutka replied, 
“Th at’s impossible!” and hung up.

Two days later, Iya and I fl ew into Budapest, but we were not able to stay at the 
house in Romai as usual. Jutka was glad to see us, as always; however, in the small 
bedroom that had once been Aunt Ilonka’s, we saw Zukari Erno, sitting at a table 
with heaps of papers on it. He had aged noticeably since we had last seen him. Erno 
greeted us rather coolly, without rising, and continued to study the papers before him. 
Th ose were various documents of the Roth and Dobos families, usually kept in the 
antique cabinet in Ilonka’s room. Th e door of the home safe was open, which means 
that he also had access to the papers that were kept there. I asked Jutka what Zukari 
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was doing there. “Getting our papers in order,” my cousin replied irritably. I thought 
that she and Laci must have made that decision long ago, and asked no further 
 questions.

Iya and I got a room at the Th ermal Hotel on Margarita Island, not far from Romai, 
and came to see Jutka every day after breakfast. Th e work that awaited us the next 
day was the hardest. It looked like the basement had been completely fl ooded for 
several days; in some places, the water was two fi ngers deep. We drained the water by 
scooping it up with buckets. Jutka worked tirelessly, Iya helped. Th e lower parts of the 
basement doors were bloated with water, and they were impossible to open. I had to 
take three doors down from their hinges and cut them off  at the bottom.

One day was spent cleaning up the entire yard around the house and burning 
fallen branches and last year’s leaves. I fi xed the faucets in the house. Jutka tried to 
get the Opel out of the garage and was able to do it, driving backwards and up a slope 
– what a girl! Th is gave me the opportunity to replace the worn-down ball bearings 
in the automatic garage door.

When we went back from Romai to the hotel, we took Jutka with us several times 
in order to feed her a decent dinner. And that was when we saw a diff erent Jutka. 
Watching her eat so greedily was a pitiful sight: she would come back to the buff et 
table two or three times to get more food, and would sometimes grab as many as four 
slices of cake….

Iya and I were over at the house in Romai every day trying to help as best we could, 
but the most absurd thing of all was that Jutka wouldn’t let us say a single word about 
Laci’s upcoming funeral. Whether it was because he had been so convincing, or because 
she was afraid of my interference – “it could end up being more expensive” – but she 
would quickly change the subject.

When leaving Toronto, I naively believed that I would be able to somehow ensure 
that the burial would be pushed up by at least a week. But under the circumstances, 
we had no choice but to go to the Lufthansa offi  ce and pay an additional $700 to 
exchange our return tickets to Toronto for a later date.

I couldn’t even get Jutka to tell me who was going to conduct Laci’s funeral. She 
kept telling me it was some sort of “neutral offi  ciant.’ Yesterday after lunch, some man 
showed up, wearing regular street clothes. Jutka did not allow me to be present while 
they talked. He left about half an hour later…

Th is morning, Zukari drove the three of us to the funeral in his car. Some sort of 
Christian cemetery in Buda. I held Jutka’s arm the entire time. Th ere were 10 to 12 
people already waiting for us in the small hall. A large, round ceramic urn stood on 
an elevation. It was Laci’s ashes… Th e man from yesterday, now wearing a black 
mantle, removed the crucifi x that stood on the elevation behind the urn and began 
to speak about the deceased. But what did he say? Nothing specifi c. Nothing but sug-
ary, vague lyrical clichés. Not a word about Laci’s family or his marriage to Jutka. 
He didn’t even mention that Laci was a Holocaust survivor. 
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Th e offi  ciant stopped talking. Th e door was opened. Snow was falling; a horse was 
already standing by the threshold. Th e cemetery worker placed the urn on the cart, 
and everyone hurried after it. It was a long walk; fi nally, we all stopped by a long 
wooden box perched atop a round post. On the front of the box were 12 or 16 doors 
with marble plates on them. One of the doors was open. Th e urn was placed inside, 
and the door was closed with a hanging lock on which a solitary wreath was hanging. 
Th e rest of the fl owers people had brought to the funeral were placed on the ground 
at the foot of the post. 

People began to leave, and at that point I started reciting the Kaddish loudly. 
Everyone stopped and began to listen. When I fi nished reciting, silence fell. Jutka was 
clutching my arm tightly, while I was proud that I had dared to read the Jewish 
blessing in such an unusual situation. At that moment, two women separated from 
the procession and came up to me. I recognized one of them as Jutka’s friend Klari. 
“Th ank you, Vladimir!” she said. “It has been so long since I have heard the Kaddish!”

At Iya’s initiative, we had stopped by a bakery on the previous evening and bought 
pastries, cake, juices and fruit. Th is morning we brought it all to Jutka’s place. At 
fi rst, as usual, she wouldn’t hear of it; but eventually, she helped arrange the food on 
the coff ee table in the living room. At least this way, ten people were able to come over 
to Jutka’s place after the funeral and have a nice meal – a modest memorial dinner.
Good-bye, Dobos Laci!”

Jutka and I then parted for a year, during which we corresponded regularly and 
I called her on a weekly basis. In March 2002, Iya and I found ourselves staying 
at Jutka’s place once again. We came to prepare for the visit of our American and 
Canadian relatives (21 people) to Garadna and Budapest the following week.

As I have written already, the entire group was glad that we had taken Jutka with 
us on our trip around the north of Hungary, and upon the return to Budapest she 
was our constant guest on tours, to theatres, and restaurants. She was happy that 
there were still so many people alive who needed and enjoyed her presence... 

On March 31 a memorable visit took place to Jutka’s house. Our entire fam-
ily including our children and grandchildren. Such a large number of family 
members had never previously been received at the Romai cottage. So as not to 
impose extra expenses on Jutka, Iya brought her own cookies and juices for the 
reception. Moreover, when planning this visit, Iya and I really wanted the chil-
dren to get a gift from Aunt Jutka that they would remember for their whole 
lives. Here, it is worth noting that other than the money they brought when they 
came as guests to Ilona’s and Sandor’s weddings, Jutka and Laci had never given 
our children or grandchildren a single present, even though we would have never 
dreamed of coming to their house empty-handed…

Th is time, on the eve of the visit, Iya and I bought pretty silver fi gurines of little 
ducklings in Budapest and persuaded Jutka to give them as gifts to each of our 
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fi ve grandchildren and to Claire, our daughter-in-law. After weighing the situa-
tion, Jutka initially wanted to reimburse us for the ducklings, taking from her 
purse a 1000-forint bill (about 4 dollars), but I objected: “Don’t, put it back! 
Th ey cost much more than that!” She agreed and then put the money back in 
her purse. Th e children were moved by the gifts, and our once-in-a-lifetime visit 
to Romai made an unforgettable impression. 

Th e next time I came to see Jutka was a year later.
“Budapest, May 22, 2003. Jutka was already waiting for me at the gate, extremely 

thin – 38 kilos – but “together” and sensible beyond my expectations. I thought I was 
going to sleep on the couch, but she let me have the bedroom as was the tradition. She 
maintains the house in fairly decent order, but the breakfast she served me today was 
pathetic – that’s how much she skimps and denies herself. Th e member of the household 
that suff ers most from insuffi  cient nutrition is the emaciated cat whom she kisses far 
more than she feeds him…”

“Budapest, September 17, 2003. I came over to stay with Jutka for six nights. We burned 
old leaves and branches. She is physically strong and works tirelessly, but has become 
even worse when it comes to scrimping and saving, mainly by denying herself everything. 

She got some document out of the safe and brought it to me to read. I looked it 
over quickly. It turned out to be an “Agreement of Inheritance” drawn up around 
2002. Signed: “Dobos Laszlone (Jutka), legator; Dr. Zukari Erno, heir; Zukari Kira, 
heir.” Th ere were also signatures from a lawyer and two witnesses. Th e text of the 
agreement shows that the heirs become the owners of the house eff ective immediately. 

Our grandchildren visit Jutka. Romai, Hungary, 2002.
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Jutka continues to live in it for the remainder of her life, but she has no right to let 
any third party into the house for either permanent or temporary residence without 
permission from her heirs. In return, the heirs agree to care for Jutka on a regular 
basis, providing her with all necessities, tending to her when she is ill, and eventually 
making the arrangements for her funeral. Th ey also undertake to pay Jutka a monthly 
sum of 25,000 forints (a little under 100 dollars) starting on February 1, 2002.

From Jutka’s complaint, I understood that she was now upset because more than 
a year had passed and Zukari had yet to pay her a single installment, and she didn’t 
have the nerve to ask for the money herself.

I asked Jutka why the Zukaris were the only heirs – what about Mari and Andras 
in Israel, and us in Toronto?  A frightened Jutka grabbed the “Agreement” from my 
hands, ran over to the safe, threw it inside and exclaimed almost hysterically, “I don’t 
need any of this! I don’t want to think about anything or worry about anything! Once 
I’m dead, let them take care of it all!”

Take care of what? I didn’t understand, but I didn’t want to continue the conver-
sation. It was clear that, with or without Jutka’s help, Erno and Kira Zukari had 
gotten far ahead of us. “Th e boat had sailed,” and there was nothing else to discuss.”

“September 18. Our granddaughter Ada just turned twelve. Just called Toronto to 
wish her a happy birthday and a happy day to Ilona’s whole family. 

Jutka and I spent the whole day at the Budapest Zoo. Back in our Soviet times, it was 
a truly magical place – but even now, we found many interesting things here and spent a 
wonderful day together, for which Jutka just thanked me from the bottom of her heart.”

“September 19. We took about an hour and a half to walk around the cemetery 
on Kozma Street.  Visited all the graves, left the fl owers, spent about an hour sitting 
on the bench. Th en we went to Klauzal Ter for a Friday night dinner at Sipos 
Manci’s. I brought a bottle of Tokai with me. Manci had made a wonderful dinner 
as usual – lots of salads and hot dishes, cake. Jutka ate everything with gusto and 
asked for seconds. I looked at her and felt sorry for the woman. How indelibly life has 
changed her! … She has absolutely no regret that she is no longer able to serve such a 
dinner herself. Incidentally, we usually move around Budapest by taxicab but my 
’superthrifty‘ cousin has never once even off ered to contribute to the fare…”

“September 20. In the morning, Jutka and I took the suburban train to St. Andre, 
where we visited the Museum of Marzipan Figures and were warmly received by its 
owner Szabo Karcsi, who off ered us treats and took us to the park for a couple of hours.

After the standard modest “lunch” at Jutka’s, we went over to Manci, and the three 
of us headed to the Operetta Th eater where I had vainly hoped to get tickets for the 
evening show. We had better luck at the Opera Th eater where we got tickets for a 
beautiful production of Eugene Onegin. It was a wonderful evening!”

“September 21, 2003. Tuesday, Warsaw. I’m at the airport waiting for my connecting 
fl ight to Toronto. What a time I had in Budapest!
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On Sunday morning, Jutka and I went to Cepel, to visit my faithful old friend 
Szabo Jozsef. His wife Magda made a wonderful dinner as always, and, together with 
our talkative host, the four of us fi nished off  two bottles of wine without even noticing. 
We shared warm memories of our time in Siberia, at the Sibelektromotor plant in 
Tomsk. Jutka was feeling at ease.

When we came back in the evening, we didn’t turn on the television but sat in the 
living room and talked instead. I suggested that the next day, we could go to the 
cemetery in Buda, fi nd the place where Laci was buried, and bring fl owers. Unexpect-
edly, Jutka rejected my plan. Reminiscing about the past, she suddenly decided to tell 
me about the dramatic events of her life.

Here are just two of them. It turned out that Laci, who had been the leader in the 
family their whole lives and had handled their fi nances on his own, had never con-
sidered it necessary to keep his wife informed of their aff airs. At one point Jutka had 
been in charge of the department of pharmacy construction in Budapest; she had also 
scrupulously kept a daily record of the family expenses in a fat ledger, meticulously 
noting even the smallest purchases. Nonetheless, after fi fty-four years of their marriage 
– of which he was a cancer patient for the last twenty-two years – Laci gave absolutely 
no thought to his wife’s future. After his death, it turned out that the cottage in Romai 
was registered only in his name, and Jutka had to do endless paperwork to retain 
possession of her own house and pay two million forints (about 10,000 dollars) in 
inheritance taxes. 

Moreover, Jutka told me sadly, her husband had had a mistress for twenty-three 
years before he became ill – and her mother Ilonka had kept trying to reassure her 
daughter: “It happens… you just have to put up with it.”

After this conversation, I couldn’t fall asleep until dawn. I listened to Jutka snuf-
fl ing deeply in the next room after taking the extra-strong sleeping pills which she had 
gotten used to, and which put her to sleep so quickly she can barely make it to the bed. 
I feel so sorry for her… What can possibly be expected from this tormented, harassed, 
lonely soul? After that evening, I saw that luxury cottage in a diff erent light. Its 
inhabitants had always been plagued by woes. It’s as if there was a curse on the place…

Yesterday, Jutka spent the entire evening helping me around the house. I fi xed the 
doorbell, which had been silent for a long time and which is essential to her now: she 
is quickly losing her hearing and can no longer hear the knock on the gate. I replaced 
the leaking hose of the handheld shower as well as the showerhead.  Also yesterday, 
Jutka and I bought a new washing machine. Th e cabdriver delivered it and helped 
me bring it into the house. I installed it and plugged it in, and Jutka and I learned, 
rather nervously, how to start the cycle. Poor woman, she’s such a bundle of nerves 
and fears…

Last night, I was fi nally able to meet Hunics Eva, a good neighbor I’d hear about 
before, living three blocks from Jutka.  Th ey’ve known each other for a while – they 
walk their dogs together. Eva, a pleasant and energetic woman, stopped by to meet 
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me after Jutka told her I was about to leave. I was very glad to know that they were 
friends; someone, at least, would be able to give my cousin some attention.

At my request, Eva called home, and soon afterwards her husband Hunics Jozsef, 
a tall, cheerful man brimming with good health, came over as well. We started to 
talk. It turned out that he was a former European champion for double canoe rowing 
and had won a silver medal at the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne. Th e Hunicss’ dog 
Freddie, a big, beautiful American bulldog, ran into the house trotting after Mr. 
Hunics. Jutka immediately ran over to pet him.

In the Hunicses presence, I chided Jutka yet again for her asceticism and begged 
her to take better care of herself, to stop skimping on food, to buy the best things for 
herself and cook some hot meals. I have no idea how much money Jutka has, but even 
her retirement pension should be enough to live decently.

Th ey are very nice people, these Hunicses! Eva promised to watch over Jutka. I got 
their phone number. After this meeting, I was more at ease as I got ready to leave…”

Now, I was making almost weekly calls from Toronto to Budapest. Jutka was 
always glad to hear from me, laughed at my jokes, and sent frequent letters. She 
was always interested in the accomplishments of our grandchildren, whose pho-
tos she received regularly and proudly showed off  to friends.

For Jutka’s birthday in late January 2004, our cousin Nemshitz Mari, Uncle 
Arthur’s daughter, came to visit her from Israel for a week.  Th ey had a wonder-
ful time together, shopping and going to restaurants, and I could hear their happy 
voices on the phone every day.

On the night of January 31, a telephone call from Budapest woke me up. It 
was Mari. “Vladimir, Jutka and I are writing a letter; give me your passport 
number. Jutka is making you, me and Andras her heirs. When you’re in Budapest, 
go see a lawyer and get an offi  cial will drawn up!”

Soon afterward, I received a letter from Mari, from Israel, with an account of 
her stay in Budapest and with a copy of the handwritten will signed by Jutka. It 
said that she was leaving her money to the three of us, while the cottage in Romai, 
as per the “Agreement of Inheritance,” would go to the Zukari family.

Jutka sent long and detailed letters with the usual regularity. Here is one of them, 
as a sample:

“Budapest, February 23, 2004, Monday. Hello, Vladi and Iya! It’s been quite a 
long time since I’ve written to you, and suddenly today I felt a strong desire not so 
much to get a letter from you as to write one to you, so here I am writing, and you 
read. First of all, I really love the second generation of our family, and even though 
my English gets worse from day to day, I nurture a deep love for your children and 
grandchildren. I’m sure each one of them will grow up to be a genius, in fact they 
already are. First of all I’ll tell you all about me, because I have no one else to tell. 
But I can’t change that now. I am so alone I’m even starting to forget words, the words 
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I loved to use when socializing with people, which is also over now. I don’t really take 
an interest in anything.

I’ve just turned 79 and I am actually somewhat surprised by that, but I don’t really 
have any regrets about the past three years; I can analyze what has happened during 
this time and what I have lost, over which I really don’t have any regrets either. (I 
can sense that she’s referring to Laci, her husband…. – V.R.)

You, Vladi and Iya, are special people, and even though you have your own cares 
you are willing to do a lot. It is my wish, and my hope, that we may spend many more 
beautiful years and meetings together. You are so intelligent in your planning that I’m 
sure this year, too, will be an interesting and unforgettable one for your family. Me, 
I can barely keep anything in my hands or in my head anymore. You already know I 
had to “grow old” early, for a lot of reasons. I didn’t want to tell you, but it just hap-
pened that way…

Let’s talk about something else. A week ago on Sunday, it was a beautiful sunny 
day. I went downtown, to the big hub where a lot of tramways run from, and took 
the one that goes to the Jewish cemetery and stops right at its gates. It was sunny and 
cool. Th e ride lasted about an hour with just a few passengers, fi ve or six of them. Of 
course people here don’t talk, they just look at each other. Over an hour, I had my fi ll 
of looking at people, and at strange houses and some sort of factories outside…

Vladi! I think and I feel that you shouldn’t do it. (Th is line is a continuation of 
Jutka’s reply to the question I had asked her during our last meeting: I had asked 
her if the urn with Laci’s ashes should be moved to the Jewish cemetery, closer to 
his parents. – V.R.) Let it all stay in your heart… I always liked going to the cemetery 
with you, and will continue going with you and Iya, but that won’t change anything 
about our dead… We’ll look at the graves. We know each of these people, we know what 
each of them had in their thoughts when they left us. I knew Laci very well, I knew each 
one of his thoughts. My knees would shake when I heard him whimper… I remember 
everything and I don’t want anything. Believe me, Vladi, starting with the graves in 
Garadna and Miskolc, your children, from the youngest to the oldest, will know every-
thing that has to do with them. But Laci has never been close to anyone. Except for 
Mama (Ilonka – V.R.). I still talk to Mama, and she still answers. Mama is everything 
to me! My only rock and protection! Please don’t be angry at me for speaking of this.

I beg you, Vladi, don’t do what you were thinking of doing.
Tomorrow morning I will take this letter to the post offi  ce. It will be a week before 

you get it, what can I do. Vladi, you still have enough time. As I recall, you are going 
on a long trip in mid-April. May you enjoy all sorts of good and beautiful things. I 
await your answer. Kisses for everyone. Jutka and the kitten.”

My telephone conversations with Jutka continued regularly. Once, she told 
me that Zukari Kira wanted her to check into the hospital to get herself fi xed 
up. While Jutka had a lot of ailments, this plan sounded rather vague. In early 
March, Jutka stopped answering the phone. I called every day and was getting 
worried. Finally I remembered that I had the Hunics’ phone number and called 
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them. Eva said that Jutka was in the hospital but was being released the next day. 
Two days later, a call to Jutka left us quite distressed: judging from her voice, she 
was quite depressed. Several times, she asked me who I was.  In the end she didn’t 
recognize me and hung up on me... Hunics Eva explained that Jutka was feeling 
poorly and in a state of severe depression. 

In late April 2004, our family’s unforgettable tour of Russia – Bobruysk, Ulan-
Ude, Tomsk, and Togliatti - was coming to an end. After two days of rest in 
Warsaw, the children headed back to Toronto while Iya and I went to visit Jutka. 
At the airport, we were met by our new friend Bordas Gabor, who had recently 
married Kercsi Aniko, one of the twin daughters of Kercsi from Encs.  He works 
as a policeman, but in his spare time, out of uniform, he drives us masterfully 
around the streets of Budapest. 

“Budapest, April 22, 2004. We’ve found Jutka looking older, but in a better men-
tal state than the previous times. Gabor drove us to the cemetery. Everything is so 
badly overgrown, we were barely able to fi nd all of our graves. Jutka and I have been 
having deep conversations. We’ve been mowing grass together, she keeps pushing the 
mower with the strength of a horse. Stubborn woman! Hunics Eva and Szabo Jozsef 
came over. I fi xed the electrical wiring in the house. Jutka made dinner.”

“April 23. Today, an envelope from the bank arrived in the mail for Jutka, con-
taining a document with endless numbers. Jutka studied it, then came up to me and 
asked, “Vladi, what’s this?” Iya and I looked at it. Seemed to be a bank statement. I 
said to Jutka, “We can’t even make sense of Canadian bank statements very well, and 
this one’s Hungarian. But you know what, tonight Iya and I are going to Csepel to 
visit the Szabo brothers who asked us over for dinner. I’ll show them this paper and 
ask to explain…”

Szabo Karcsi’s reaction astounded me: “Are you that stupid, Vladimir? Don’t you 
get it? Th is monthly statement says that all the funds from all of the accounts of Dobos 
Laszlone (Jutka) listed here have been removed, and on the same day! All the accounts 
have been cleaned out! Th e money has been transferred to other banks, to accounts in 
the name of Zukari Erno or Zukari Kira!!!”

I couldn’t believe it. Jutka had so many diff erent bank accounts? And with 
such amounts? Millions of forints? Th ousands of dollars or euro? How could I 
possibly tell Jutka about this?

We got back to Romai around midnight. Jutka met us at the gate, smiling, 
and let us inside the fence and into the house. I spent the entire next day ponder-
ing the best way to give her this news. Or maybe she knew about this and had 
done it herself?

It was Saturday. Th e Hunicses came over in the morning, then we all merged 
into the large crowds of people enjoying the weekend and took a long walk along 
the embankment of the Danube, where I watched Freddie run at a quick trot to 
distract myself from my thoughts…
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In the evening, the Zukaris showed up at the cottage. Kira had brought Jutka 
some sort of medicine… I was mostly silent, nervously mulling over the situa-
tion… I asked Kira to give me a list of the names and the dosage of the ten 
medicines Jutka was supposed to take daily. It was a tense atmosphere, of course, 
with everyone thinking their own thoughts… I simply couldn’t believe that this 
couple could have done such a thing to Jutka.

Th e next day was Sunday. I still couldn’t bring myself to tell Jutka about the bank 
statement. I fi xed the gate and oiled the locks and the hinges… In the evening, 
when Jutka and I were doing something in the yard, I casually “remembered” 
the statement. At fi rst she didn’t understand what I was saying. She started exam-
ining the document. Th en, her hands began to shake and her face turned white. 
Apparently this was news to her. I started reassuring her: “Don’t panic right away! 
Don’t worry! It could even be a mistake! … tomorrow morning we’ll go to the 
bank together and fi gure it all out.”

Th e friendly clerk at the OTP bank on Florian Square listened to me carefully, 
studying the agitated Jutka at the same time, then went to one of the cabinets 
and came back with several money transfer receipts. “Th is is your signature?” she 
asked Jutka. All the receipts were dated April 16 and bore Jutka’s signature. Jutka 
reddened even more and blurted out nervously, “It is my signature, but I’ve never 
given my money to anyone and I’m not going to!”

“What are you saying, auntie?” the bank clerk continued calmly. “About ten days 
ago, you sat here for several hours with some young man, over on that couch by the 
window, having a perfectly normal conversation with him. Th en you came over to 
me and told me to transfer the money, and you signed these receipts in my presence!”

“But I don’t want this! I want my money back!” Jutka almost howled.
“No, auntie, we can’t give your money back. You can get it back only if the 

man you gave it to wants to return it and signs the papers to transfer it back…”

We stood in silence for some time. Jutka’s eyes were fi lled with indignation. I 
didn’t know what to tell her… Finally I asked if she knew at what other banks 
in the city she had money; it would be a good idea to go there too and make 
inquiries. Jutka said she didn’t know. Th en I suggested going back to Romai and 
looking in the folders with her papers. When we came outside and headed toward 
the bus stop, Jutka saw a “CIB Bank” sign on Florian Square. She looked fl ustered 
for a moment, and then pulled me by the hand and led me there. Two emptied 
bank accounts quickly turned up at CIB Bank. On April 5, $4,426 dollars had 
been removed from one account in that bank, and 1,395,907 forints (about 
$6,500 dollars at the exchange rates of that time) from another…

At one point, Laci had managed all these accounts. Th ey had been in his name. 
Apparently, after his passing, Zukari had “helped” Jutka register these accounts 
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in her own name.  Jutka and Laci had had only one joint account which they 
had used for many years, in the Becsi Avenue branch of the Budapest bank.

I persuaded Jutka to stop by the nearest café, have a cup of coff ee and a sweet 
roll, and get some rest… Having recovered a little, we took the tram to that 
branch of the Budapest bank. Th e head of operations, Orosz Eva, rose from her 
desk and came out to meet us; she warmly greeted Jutka, who introduced me to 
her.  A tall, energetic, pleasant middle-aged woman, Eva addressed Jutka as “Jutka 
Neni” (Auntie Jutka), which immediately disposed me toward her. Eva gave Jutka 
a hug and listened to our hair-raising news. Th en, speaking to me more than to 
her, Orosz Eva said cautiously, “All this is only part of the problem. Th e Zukaris 
have sold a whole package of state treasury bonds they were able to obtain from 
Mrs. Dobos. Th ey are worth about 20 million forints. Th e bonds were sold in 
haste, without waiting for their maturity dates. Th ose dates were one to three 
months away. If they had waited, they would not have lost the substantial 
amounts of money due as interest on fi xed-term bonds. A Treasury staff er is about 
to send me a list of the accounts of which I will give you a copy.”

A long silence followed. Eva stood facing us, as much at a loss as we were, 
distressed that she couldn’t help us. One could see she felt sincerely bad for Jutka. 
She invited us to sit down at her desk and got Jutka’s account up on her screen. 
Eva showed us in the past week, there had been one withdrawal from her account 
– the electrical bill payment – as well as two deposits: her retirement pension, 
89,000 forints, and a 25,000-forint transfer from another bank made three days 
ago. I suggested to Jutka that this was probably Zukari paying the monthly sum 
he owed her under the “Agreement of Inheritance.” “He doesn’t pay me!” Jutka 
shot back angrily. Eva scanned down the fi gures displayed on the monitor and 
said, “Th is is only the second payment of such an amount in the past two years. 
Th e fi rst payment was made on February 23.” I noticed that there was over one 
million forints on the account…

Th e trip back to Romai seemed to go on forever. We took a tram and then two 
buses. Neither of us spoke a word the entire way. I couldn’t force myself to ask 
Jutka why she had done all this, what she had been hoping for. It was unbeliev-
able. 

Iya, who had spent the entire day worrying and waiting for us, was already 
standing by the gate. She hung on to my every word. I immediately told her in 
Russian how hopeless the situation was, told her the amount of the money that 
was lost, and then, anxious to reassure her somehow, gave her the amount remain-
ing in Jutka’s account at the Budapest bank. Iya gasped, her eyes open wide, then 
quickly collected herself, hugged Jutka and said, “Jutka! So you still have enough 
to live on, thank G-d! As for what they’ve stolen from you … it won’t do them 
any good! You’ll see!”
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We went inside the house, and Iya kept saying, “So much money! And to think 
that their whole lives, these people skimped on food, denied themselves every-
thing!” At fi rst I felt guilty about never having looked closely into the Doboses’ 
fi nancial aff airs before, but I quickly got over it: after all, they themselves had 
carefully kept it all hidden from us. Could it be that they’d been afraid of us?

We tried to talk to Jutka several times that evening. We asked her to give us at 
least some kind of explanation for what happened. Distraught, she gave no answers 
except, “No,” “Don’t know,” “Can’t remember.” One thing became clear: she was 
quite scared of the Zukaris. After taking her sleeping pill, Jutka went to sleep.

In the morning, I decided not to revisit the subject of the missing money, 
 particularly since we only had a couple of days left until our departure, and 
there was nothing I could do in this situation anyway. After breakfast, Jutka, 
sensing my mood, suddenly appealed to me tearfully, “Vladi, help me! I beg you, 
help me!”

My heart clenched: “When all is said and done, this is my Jutka! Mean-
tempered, secretive, stubborn, caring for no one but herself, but still mine! How 
can I leave her like this?”

Iya stood next to me. I thought a moment and said, “I will help you, but only 
if you really want it and only if you’re going to do as I say. Otherwise, it’s going 
to be a waste of time and money!”

“Vladi, I need your help. Help me!” was her response.

Two hours later, Jutka and I sat in the receiving room of a young attorney my 
Csepel friend Szabo Jozsef had quickly found for us through his grandson. After 
looking through the “Agreement of Inheritance” and listening to our story about 
the banks, the lawyer said, “I’m not going to do anything about the bank busi-
ness. Th at’s a criminal case, let the police handle it. But I can try to get the agree-
ment on the real estate in Romai annulled. It will cost you 10 percent of the value 
of the cottage. If you believe you could get 60 million forints for it today, then, 
within 60 days of my getting the ‘Agreement’ annulled, you must pay me 6 mil-
lion ($30,000 dollars)…”

When the attorney asked if Madame Dobos was willing to sign the document 
that would allow him to initiate legal proceedings to get the “Agreement” 
annulled, Jutka refused, admitting that she was very scared of Zukari Erno. 
Without Jutka’s written consent, legal action could not be initiated. I promised 
the lawyer that we would come back to him if Jutka changed her mind. I paid 
$250 dollars for that visit.

Th e lawyer’s excessive self-confi dence made me wary. I could sense that, with 
the level of bribery existing in Hungary right now, this young man was not going 
to spend a long time wondering whether he should work for us for 6 million, or 
help the other side if it off ered more money…
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When Gabor drove us back to Romai, we sat in his car quietly. Since we couldn’t 
see any other reasonable steps we could take and were getting ready to leave 
Budapest, Iya and I decided to write the Zukaris a frank letter, naively appealing 
to their decency. I wrote the letter in Russian while Magda, the wife of my old 
friend Szabo Jozsef worked hard on a Hungarian translation which we attached 
along with our letter.

Here is the text of the letter.
“Dear Erno and Kira,
I am writing this letter in Russian so that it would not be for the eyes of too many 

others. I hope you will be able to read it.
 On Saturday, April 24, when we met in Romai, we looked attentively into your 

eyes, and you seemed to us, as we had always supposed, a very well-educated and 
attractive couple, worthy representatives of the best of Hungarian society. I was quite 
concerned, but did not want anything to darken our meeting in front of Jutka.

As I have learned over the last few days, you have committed unthinkable, unac-
ceptable acts. If your mothers were alive, would you have dared clean out their bank 
accounts? Th is is unheard of, unimaginable for people of your social standing. Espe-
cially when such actions are taken toward a lonely, old, helpless friend of the family 
who has known you, Kira, since you were eight months old. We have known Jutka 
for 43 years. She and Laci have visited us in Toronto four times, and they have never 
said anything but good things about you and your children.

I cannot tell you how horrifi ed we were when, today, on April 27, 2004, we 
visited my lawyer in Budapest and let him see Jutka’s bank accounts, from which 
you have removed and appropriated more than 14,500,000 forints ($72,500), and 
the lawyer advised us to turn this matter over to the police immediately as a major 
criminal case – while Jutka was shaking and crying as she explained to us that she 
is afraid of you both, Erno in particular! She is scared… She is completely depend-
ent on you. You have the keys to every lock in her house and you come in without 
notice any time you want, even when she’s not home. (And I don’t mean when she 
was in the hospital.) 

Are you really going to tell me that Jutka voluntarily gave you more than half of 
the savings left from her relatives: the Doboses, Sebe Miska and Ilonka, Roth Lujza, 
Getler Lolo and Eno, Radai Sandor? Laci did not work the last 25 years and received 
a disability pension. Th en where did all these millions come from?

Erno, in each bank, the money transfer documents (I attach a copy of one of them) 
are fi lled out with your calligraphic handwriting and signed by Jutka’s shaking hand.

You have committed revolting acts, made terrible mistakes. Th ey will be terrible 
for your children’s future. We respectfully ask you not to tell Jutka about this letter. 
Let her fi nish out her days without the fear of being thrown out into the street.

You know that I come over to visit Jutka twice a year. I always take her to the 
cemetery to pay her respects and leave fl owers on the twelve graves of our old folks. I 
feed her, I do my best to dispel her fears and revive her spirit at least a little.
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I understand that she is getting older and it’s becoming more diffi  cult to deal with her, 
but that doesn’t give anyone the right to undermine her decisions and her will. (At the 
time I was writing this, I had no idea what had actually happened to Jutka. – V.R)

I ask you kindly to rectify these mistakes. Please return the following amounts to 
her account at Budapest Bank (Besci ut 38):

1.  Over 10,000,000 forints in State Treasury bonds.
2. 8,083 Euro withdrawn by you from OTP Bank (Florian Square 15).
3. 4,426 US Dollars from CIB Bank (Florian Square, 16/19)
4. 1,395,907 forints from CIB Bank (Florian Square, 16/19)
We understand that it’s not easy to correct mistakes, especially when it comes to money 

– but surely a good name and a good reputation are worth more than money. Neither 
you nor Jutka have any logical explanation as to why you have appropriated this money 
at precisely this time. In what category will you put it when you report your income? 

Today, the attorney wrote down Jutka’s statement that, after the hysterical scene 
you made at your place, she gave you 10,000,000 forints in the hope that “perhaps 
you will love her more.”

One more question. You know very well, and have known for a long time, that 
the Roth-Dobos family has three living heirs in the world at present: Nemshitz Miriam 
(Israel), Roth Peretz (Israel), Rott Vladimir (Canada). Nonetheless, on February 15, 
2002, you get a lawyer and sign a highly dubious “Agreement” with Jutka in which 
you designate yourselves as sole heirs to the property on Emöd Street. Why? I could 
understand it if this was the work of some swindler or thief. But surely these are not 
the standards by which people associated with Hungary’s best, world-renowned scien-
tifi c institutions conduct themselves. 

Have the courage to annul this “Agreement.” We, the lawful heirs of the Roth and 
Dobos families, are willing, in view of your longstanding friendship, to regard you as 
the fourth heir to the estate, with an equal claim. All of this can be settled with grace 
and dignity, setting a good example for your children, and without throwing money 
away on lawyers. Most importantly, let us work together to protect our Jutka’s peace 
of mind and well-being for as long as she is alive.

Erno and Kira, we have high hopes that you will settle our diff erences with dignity 
and grace.

Respectfully,
Vladimir and Iya”

Th e Zukaris’ fi rst reaction to this letter was to immediately return the 1,395,907 
forints taken from CIB Bank (Florian Square, 16/19). Th at was the only amount 
they returned. A witness would later testify that after Zukari Kira read my letter, 
she declared, “I will fi ght for this money tooth and nail!” 

As for us, given this entire situation and its sheer repulsiveness, as well as the 
distance between Budapest and Toronto and Jutka’s own behavior – her fear of 
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the Zukaris, her incomprehensible anxiety to please them – I had very little hope 
that we would be able to continue any eff orts to recover the money for her. Iya 
and I departed from Budapest, leaving Jutka under the Hunicses’ “supervision” 
and doomed to bear the “lawful care” of the Zukaris, who, even more assured 
now that right was on their side, were not likely to give her better care.

“Budapest, May 15, 2004, Saturday. Dearest Vladi and Iya! … I don’t remember 
anymore how our visit to the attorney ended, but I heard and understood a lot at 
the time. I don’t think you will have another opportunity to ask him what other steps 
we’ll have to undertake. … I went to one more bank, where it turned out that Zukari 
Erno removed more than a million forints from my account and, of course, told me 
nothing about it. What’s more, he demanded that the bank transfer this money in 
foreign currency. … I didn’t know anything about these withdrawals from my 
accounts, and now Zukari has told me that he took my money “just in case I run 
out of money someday – it will be so good for me to know that he has kept some of 
it safe.” I almost fainted when I heard this. And where am I now? I didn’t go to the 
bank for six weeks, I spent some of that time in the hospital too, and suddenly my 
money was gone. Luckily some of it remains, but it’s only a small portion of what I 
had before. It’ll be enough for me to live on, I’ll just have to be even thriftier… I 
haven’t heard from you at all since you left. Please write! Kisses to everyone. Jutka 
and the kitten.”

In late May, I had to send yet another letter to the Zukaris. In addition to repeat-
ing my advice to reevaluate their actions and return Jutka’s money to her, I also 
wrote:

“It’s understandable that after receiving my fi rst letter, you are angry and worried. 
But how am I supposed to feel when I called Jutka two days ago to talk to her and 
ask how she was doing, and she began to sob when she heard my voice? I was barely 
able to calm her down so that I could fi nd out what happened. Here’s what Jutka 
said: “A long time ago, Laci received reparations from Germany as a concentration 
camp survivor, 10,900 dollars, and yesterday a document came from K & H Bank 
showing that there was only 900 dollars left in that account. I was sure it had to be 
a mistake. Th is morning I went to the bank and they showed me that on April 5, 
10,000 dollars had been transferred to another bank, to an account under the name 
of Zukari…” You dared to raise your hand even to money paid for human suff ering?

In the event that you do not return the money you have taken from Jutka, my next 
step will be to appeal to your children. I will inform them of what has happened…”

By that point I had lost all hope that the Zukaris would ever return anything to 
Jutka. But life enters its own corrections. At the start of June, I made another 
call to Jutka, who told me she couldn’t talk to me right now – she had two women 
with her. When I asked who they were, she said, “Th ey’re from an organization 
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that makes home visits to old people…” I asked Jutka to write down their names 
and phone numbers. 

First thing the next morning, I called the previous day’s visitors. A self-confi -
dent female voice answered, “Somorjai Gabriella, manager of the guardianship 
division of the district council of the Th ird District of Budapest.” I introduced 
myself and said that I was calling from Canada, from Toronto, and expressed 
sincere gratitude for the fact that she and her colleague had found the time to 
visit my cousin, Dobos Jutka. Madame Somorjai asked me to stay on the line, 
spoke to someone in a low voice for about a minute, then came back and asked 
me to explain once again what my relationship to Mrs. Dobos was.

I explained, “My father, Ferenc Roth, was the brother of her mother, Ilonka 
Roth, so I am Madame Dobos’s cousin. Madame Dobos also has two cousins in 
Israel – the children of Arthur Roth, Aunt Ilonka’s younger brother.”

“Th at’s quite fascinating!” Madame Somorjai said. “We had something of a 
mix-up. A few days ago, Dr. Zukari Erno came here, showed us the ‘Agreement of 
Inheritance,’ and asked to be made Madame Dobos’s guardian as soon as possible. 
He said that her health has been getting much worse and she’s started to lose her 
mind. Dr. Zukari declared that Madame Dobos has no living relatives, he and his 
wife are the closest she has to family, and only he can be her guardian. We explained 
to Dr. Zukari that under Hungarian law, a person who has this kind of agreement 
with someone cannot be that person’s guardian at the same time. Dr. Zukari became 
angry and said that he would go to court to force us to give him that right. Th at is 
why members of the Guardianship Council went to see Madame Dobos, made her 
acquaintance and drew up an inventory of her property. 

“Th is is incredible! How brazen! How perfi dious!” I explained in response to 
Madame Somorjai’s news. 

Later, we would learn that when the Zukaris sensed danger after getting caught 
trying to get their hands on Jutka’s money, they turned to their lawyer for help. 
Among other things, the lawyer suggested that Erno should move quickly to be 
recognized as Jutka’s legal guardian: with a guardianship, his withdrawal of the 
money from Madame Dobos’s accounts would have been perfectly legitimate. 
Th at is why Zukari made a desperate attempt to reach an agreement with the 
Council of Guardianship.

I was beside myself with indignation. My heart ached for Jutka, and all of our 
Roths. Th at’s why, when Madame Somorjai asked me if I ever visited Budapest and 
said that it would be good if I stopped by the offi  ces of the Guardianship Council 
to see her, I immediately said, “I’ll book the plane tickets right away!” And thus 
began my regular trips to Budapest. I went there nineteen times in four years in 
order to help Jutka and try to defeat the Zukaris, who had treated her badly.

“Budapest, July 4, 2004, Sunday. So many events! Th ree weeks in Budapest – it’s time 
to take at least some brief notes, or I’ll forget…
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Somorjai Gabriella is a smart and pleasant young woman. Jutka and I went to 
see her together. Jutka immediately said that she was not in need of a guardian, but 
Gabrielle explained that since Zukari had fi led a lawsuit and it would be diffi  cult 
for Jutka to represent herself in court, she did need a guardian. I was given ten days 
to suggest a candidate of our own. I’m a Canadian, so I can’t be her guardian. For 
several days, I went over various names in my head and couldn’t think of anyone. 
Finally, I remembered: “Ilcsi!” Kercsi Ilona junior, one of the twin sisters from Encs, 
lives in Budapest; she is a university graduate and works at the Budapest Airport.

Ilcsi and her mother Ilonka came to see us in Romai. Jutka liked her. I took all 
three of them to dinner. At the restaurant, I gave them a detailed account of the situ-
ation. Ilcsi agreed to help me. Gabriella liked her too. While she won’t assume the 
guardianship until after the trial, Ilcsi is going to start visiting Jutka right away and 
will be looking into her aff airs.

Jutka and I went to see the young lawyer. She signed a paper attesting her consent 
to take legal action to annul the “Agreement of Inheritance.” I paid the lawyer $600 
dollars – “for starters…”

I brought $10,000 with me from Toronto; I’ve got expenditures every day, I hope it 
will be enough. A lot of money goes to taxicab fares, and I keep having to ask Gabor for 
rides as well. I noticed something dangerous: Jutka’s hearing is getting worse and her hands 
are shaky, and when she lights the gas burners on her stove she can’t hear that the gas is 
already coming out and bends too close to the burners; she could set her hair on fi re. Even 
though she resisted tooth and nail, I fi nally persuaded her today to let me have the gas cut 
off  and turn off  the stove. I bought her a microwave oven and we’re learning how to oper-
ate it. At fi rst she swore she wasn’t going to use it, but now she’s calmed down…

By the way, today is the 4th of July! 66 years since the day of my father’s arrest, and 
our daughter Ilona’s 40th birthday. I called to wish her a happy birthday.

Szabo Jozsef came over, we mowed the grass and trimmed the trees; Jutka helped 
out. She can barely walk but she’s still stubborn and ill-tempered. I took them to a 
restaurant and we drank a toast to both dates. I call Isya daily.

I haven’t seen Zukari Erno yet on this trip, while Kira comes over to see Jutka once 
a week and brings medicines. I told her that, according to the psychiatrists in Toronto, 
the dose of one of the stronger medicines she gives Jutka is too high for her age. I 
couldn’t believe my eyes: Kira immediately cut the dose almost in half. Can it be that 
she sets the dosage herself without consulting a physician?

One day, I was having a nap after lunch when Jutka woke me up: “Erno is on the 
phone, he wants to speak to you.” (?!) I put on a robe, turned on a portable tape 
recorder and held it close to the receiver.

“Vladimir, I’m warning you,” said Zukari’s anxious voice, “if my children fi nd 
out anything about this money, I’ll go after your children too and you’ll regret it your 
whole lives!”
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“Why don’t you tell me when you’re going to return Jutka’s money? How long can 
you go on tormenting a lonely old woman?”

“Jutka has more money than you’ve ever dreamed of! And anyway, her money has 
nothing to do with you. Why don’t you go back home to Canada and stop getting in 
our way!” Erno said viciously and slammed down the phone…

Th is past Tuesday, Jutka, Ilcsi, Gabor and I were at the district police precinct for 
questioning. We were received by a young, serious-minded female investigator, Gal 
Eva. She wrote into the record the testimony that each of us gave about what we knew 
regarding Jutka’s money removed from her accounts by Dr. Zukari and his wife…”

Jutka’s fate now depended on the decisions of three courts. One court was sup-
posed to appoint a guardian and a second to decide her degree of ownership of 
her own house, while a third tried to fi gure out how a person could simply give 
away millions of forints. Each legal case dragged on for months. Judges asked 
questions, lawyers would make statements, witnesses would testify (if they 
answered the subpoena), records were taken… I would come over, pay the court 
costs and the lawyers’ fees, and wait; gradually, this became less important for 
me than Jutka’s own well-- beeng. 

“Budapest, July 7, 2004. Waiting for the fl ight to Toronto. … For three weeks, I have 
been carefully but persistently nudging Jutka to discuss the issue of her future. Laci 
would have never allowed such a conversation but Jutka is smarter. By and by, she 
agreed. Just so that we could get a general idea, I suggested that we visit several homes 
for the elderly, and we went to see four of them. We looked at the rooms and the 
grounds, found out the cost of room and board, inquired about the menus, the activ-
ities, the waiting lists. One home was out of town, about twelve kilometers from 
Budapest; it was a beautiful location but we didn’t like the quiet and the boredom. 
Th e one place most to our liking was the Jewish home for the elderly in Ujpest, on 
Ferenc Liszt Street.  Many single rooms, each with its own bathroom. I was glad to 
see that my cousin was being less and less emotional about this issue…

… From my fi rst day in Budapest, I dealt with the issue of Jutka’s diet. She is 
extremely stubborn and unpredictable, and if it’s an issue of spending any amount of 
money at all it’s impossible to get her to agree to anything or even to have a decent 
discussion. But this time I simply couldn’t leave her to have a slice of salami and a 
bread roll in the morning. At fi rst I turned to the city’s Jewish community for help. 
Th ey referred me to the city Center for Social Assistance to Elderly Jews, run by Joint. 
Th is center off ers daily deliveries of hot meals to homebound elderly people.

Th e response to my inquiry, however, was invariably a sarcastic smile. After the 
initial polite reception, I would explain that I was a guest from Canada and wanted 
to organize the delivery of meals to a lonely old woman in ill health. Th ey would start 
taking down Jutka’s information, but when I got to her home address in Romai, the 
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reaction was always the same: “Oh, no way, Mr. Rott! Th at is so far away on the 
outskirts of Budapest! We’ll have to use up our entire budget on gas. We’ve never 
delivered to that area yet! People who live in Romai are not only able to aff ord their 
own meals – they’re the ones who should be helping Joint!”

Romai has its own service of hot meal delivery, good meals that you can order from a 
menu a day or even a week in advance. During those days, I placed the orders and paid 
for them. Exactly on schedule, the scooter would drive up and the young woman would 
ring the bell at the garden gate. But placing an order for the next day turned out to be 
a problem: Jutka would throw a hysterical fi t and start shouting that it was too expen-
sive, too much, not good enough, and would set aside a portion “for tomorrow.”  Th ere 
was no arguing with her, and so the girl would leave without taking an order. I would 
walk with her as far as the gate, give her a tip and pay for the next day’s delivery, leav-
ing the selection of menu items up to her. Today, as I was getting ready for my departure, 
I gave the girl enough money for a week’s worth of meals – and Jutka promised me that 
she would continue to order these hot meals herself, though not every day.

Nemeth Agnesz, the coordinator of one of the departments of Joint’s Social Service, 
fi nally agreed to help me out. She gave Jutka a home care assistant who will come to 
her place for two hours three times a week. Th is visiting home assistant, named Ida 
Berkám, appeared at Jutka’s place for the fi rst time after lunch yesterday. A slender 
middle-aged woman, she is good at her job, and she and Jutka understood each other 
at once.  My joy was boundless! Ida Berkám immediately examined Jutka, found out 
which pills she was taking daily, and promised to take her for new tests and show her 
to doctors in order to clarify the dosage. I called Hunics Eva, who immediately came 
over to meet Jutka’s home assistant. Ilcsi also came by in the evening to say good-bye, 
and all of us together rejoiced in the sight of a beaming Jutka who could feel that now, 
she was not going to be left alone anymore…”

“Toronto, July 9. Called Ida Berkám to ask how things are going. She said, “We 
had really good timing. I was at Aunt Jutka’s for three hours. Just then Gal Eva called 
from the police department, she had some kind of questions.  Th e two of us went to 
the precinct together and Aunt Jutka gave very logical answers. Her mind is sound 
and she’s in a good mood. Today at lunch she said, ‘I cannot get fat! … I’m an old 
maid … from Miskolc.’”

Ida Berkám would bring the food which she and Jutka would heat up in the 
microwave oven and eat together. On Fridays she would bring a double portion 
so there’d be enough for the weekend. Every morning she’d call Jutka to remind 
her to take her medicine. After a short while Jutka was unrecognizable. She would 
calmly and sensibly answer my questions on the phone and tell me about herself. 
One day she said, “Vladi, I am really rooting for you to get that money back 
from Zukari!”
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“August 10, 2004. Called Jutka. Today was the birthday of her mother, Aunt Ilonka. 
I off ered Jutka birthday greetings and she was surprised, but understood what I was 
talking about and thanked me. Gabor came in the morning to pick her up and drive 
her to the cemetery, where he helped her fi nd the graves. Well done, Gabor! Jutka was 
happy… In the evening, Ilcsi will bring cake…”

“August 30. When I called today, Gal Eva (a Budapest police offi  cer) told me that 
they had fi nally received copies of the receipts for the withdrawals made from Jutka’s 
accounts from all the bank branches, so next week they can start calling in members 
of the Zukari family for interrogation.” 

“September 4, 2004. I’m here at the Toronto airport, waiting to board a night fl ight to 
Budapest. I have to do something to help Jutka! … Most importantly, though, today is 
September 4. It’s thirty years from the day that Mama Regina and I fi rst set foot on 
Canadian ground. At the synagogue, they honored today’s anniversary by fi rst inviting 
me to read from the Torah, and then having Rabbi Ochs end his Saturday sermon with 
congratulations for the Rott family. I invited everyone who was at the service over for 
the Kiddush. Th e banquet hall was overfl owing. Everyone off ered warm congratulations 
to our family and rejoiced in this extraordinary event. How wonderful this is! Th ank 
G-d, we have lived to see this day, too! Especially in the light of the latest events in 
Beslan, where hundreds of children and adults die in a school building… Helpless, 
arrogant Russia, where are you being driven once again? What a pity it is!”

“Budapest, September 10, Friday. One of the most important events of these days was 
getting a new lawyer. As events began to develop rapidly, it became clear that we could 
not continue dealing with our young attorney. When friends in Canada heard about 
my problems in Hungary, they recommended a better-known fi rm the head of which, 
an experienced lawyer, took over Jutka’s aff airs with his assistant. I spent three days 
in meetings with them. On one of those occasions Jutka was with me. She gave sen-
sible answers to all questions. I had to pay a substantial “severance” in order to remove 
the young lawyer from the case regarding the “Agreement of Inheritance.” Th e expe-
rienced lawyer agreed to take on all three cases: on the guardianship, on the possession 
of the cottage, and on reclaiming the money. Th e hourly fee of $200 dollars that he 
requested seemed exorbitant, but I could see no other solution. I had to pay the law-
yer $4000 dollars as a “start-up” fee. Today, Jutka received a notice of the fi rst court 
hearing on the issue of her guardianship, scheduled for October 8…

Ida Berkám and the Hunicses met me with a complaint: they said it was more 
and more diffi  cult to get Jutka to pay for the meals Eva brought, and even for food 
for the kitten… Ida Berkám tried bringing the free kosher meals the Social Service 
delivers to old people in central Budapest, but Jutka didn’t like them. She goes to the 
bank herself to get her money, but when it comes to spending… Th e money I had left 
the Hunics Eva to pay for Berkam’s overtime work as well as the grass-cutting, the 
sidewalk-sweeping, and maintenance and repair at the cottage went almost entirely 
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to pay for Jutka’s meals. On the bright side, one can barely recognize her: her cheeks 
are rosy and she’s been gaining weight…

Zukari Kira comes to see Jutka once a week. Sometimes, she is accompanied by her 
husband. She brings pills and puts them into boxes while sitting in the kitchen with 
Jutka. If I’m home at the time, I simply say hello to Kira and then retire into the liv-
ing room. Sometimes Kira takes Jutka to a doctor, but Jutka is no longer able to tell 
me what doctor they visited…

Th is is the only help Jutka gets from the Zukaris, even though the so-called “Agree-
ment of Inheritance” imposes quite a few obligations on them. Understandably, they 
are quite busy trying to fi nd ways not to return her money. Ida Berkám says it was 
more than a month before they realized someone was coming over to see Jutka: “We 
were frying fi sh and potatoes when the Zukaris showed up. ‘Such aroma in the house!’ 
Kira exclaimed, surprised. ‘No wonder Jutka looks so much younger!’ Erno asked who 
I was. I said that the Joint Social Service had been sending me over to help Jutka for 
more than a month, at Vladimir’s request. To this, Erno said, ‘Soon, your help will 
no longer be needed – we are placing her in an old folks’ home…’ He wrote down the 
number for the social service. Th e next day, Nemeth Agnesz told me she got a phone 
call from Zukari: ‘How can you do this? Some relative 28 times removed comes over 
and asks for your help, and you give it to him and send someone over to Dobos? I 
want to come over and explain everything…’ Agnesz replied that they don’t deal with 
family squabbles and refused to see him.”

Yesterday, Bordas Gabor was driving through Romai with his colleagues while on 
duty and decided to stop by and see Jutka. He was in his police uniform, and at fi rst 
Jutka didn’t recognize him and wouldn’t let him into the yard – but then realized 
who he was, opened the gate and gave him a hug. Tuesday was a wonderful day for 
us. Gabor zipped us over to Miskolc at the speed of sound. We visited the Jewish 
cemetery there, and were pleased to see 
that the grave of our grandfather Roth 
Jozsef was well-kept: the grass had been 
mowed, the tombstone inscription fi xed 
up. Gave 50 dollars to Balog Istvan, the 
cemetery watchman. He’s known me for 
a long time and is the one who maintains 
Grandfather’s grave.

With help from Orosz Eva, we made 
sure that starting on October 1, Jutka 
will no longer have to go to the post offi  ce 
to pay her utilities fees in cash. Th e pay-
ments for gas, water, electricity, telephone 
and garbage removal will be withdrawn 
directly through the bank, which will cost 
about 45,000 forints every month.

Jutka and Vladimir at the gravesite 
of grandfather Joseph Roth. Miskolc, 

2005.
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I was told about an incident in which Jutka lost the keys to her house, though 
thankfully she was able to fi nd them. (Th e second set of keys, which had belonged to 
Laci, had been taken away by the Zukaris a long time ago.) Th e most exhausting part 
was not making an extra set (I made two and gave one of them to the Hunicses) but 
convincing Jutka that she should keep the second set in a very accessible place. Finally, 
she agreed to keep the duplicate key to the gate on a nail at the far end of the fence; 
as for the duplicate keys to the four front-door locks, however, I had to hang them up 
inside the house on the window-frame, hidden behind a fl ower. Jutka and I went 
over several rehearsals of what she should do if she loses the main set of keys. To get 
the duplicate, she has to climb up on the loggia and smash the side windowpane… 
My cousin was pleased with this complicated technological arrangement: “Vladi, if I 
didn’t have you I’d have to invent you…”

As always, we spent some time sitting on the veranda, then kissed each other good-
night. I’m fl ying home tomorrow…”

“September 11. At the Budapest Airport. It was around 11 p.m. when I fi nished last 
night’s entry. While I was writing, I heard a strange sound, a soft thud, as if something 
had fallen. I thought it might be the toilet lid. I listened, but everything was quiet; 
the light behind the bathroom’s glass door was off , so Jutka must have gone to bed 
already…

After I fi nished writing, I got undressed and went quietly to the bathroom. I came 
in and – oh, my G-d! Jutka lay on the fl oor, not moving! I rushed toward her. She 
wasn’t breathing, but I did fi nd a pulse. I kept stroking her arms, her chest, her face. 
I whispered her name. I got up from the fl oor to open the window. She stirred a little, 
gave my hand a light squeeze and brought it to her lips. she kissed my fi nger, and then 
her eyes rolled up… I placed a wet towel on her forehead. She moved, yawned… and 
started breathing in a deep sleep. I was frightened, not knowing if I should close her 
half-open eyes.  I covered her so she’s be warm, and put towels under her sides so that 
she wouldn’t catch a chill from the tile-covered fl oor. I called the Hunicses. Eva said 
she’d be right over… I ran to open the locks. Called Isya… Eva arrived in about half 
an hour, poked Jutka awake and bombarded her with questions. She replied in a low 
voice that she was very cold. I mustered the nerve to pick her up and carry her to the 
bed. Still half-dozing, she now gave more reasonable answers. We covered her with 
warm blankets, I moved up the table against the bed so she wouldn’t fall off  it… After 
a moment she was snoring. Eva left, and I spent the whole night going over to listen 
to Jutka’s snoring. I was quite shaken. “Could Jutka be dying, here in my presence? 
Th ey’re going to say I killed her…”

At 6 a.m., I heard her moving and went in, just in time to see her getting up from 
the bed on which she was sitting. “Szervus!” she said (Hungarian for “Hello”). It was 
the best “Szervus!” I had ever heard in my life! I told her what had happened to her. 
She couldn’t believe it. I lay down on the fl oor to show her where I found her and in 
what pose, and then picked her up in my arms….
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Ida Berkám gave a very simple explanation: Jutka takes a very powerful sleeping 
pill, so fast-acting that it should be taken only when you’re already in bed – otherwise 
you may fall asleep right away and fall down…

Got a call from Hunics. After breakfast, Jozsef drove Jutka to the post offi  ce where 
she had a registered letter waiting, informing her that the fi rst court hearing on the 
ownership of the cottage would be held on January 19, 2005.

I’m fl ying back to Toronto.”

“September 22. Two days ago, Hunics Eva said, “I’ve heard that the prosecutor has 
sent Zukari a warning that all the money must be returned to Jutka by Tuesday 
morning…”

And today, the assistant to my “experienced lawyer” told me that his boss got a call 
from Zukari Erno proposing a settlement. Th e response was, “First, give all the money 
back and then we’ll negotiate…”

“September 26. Th e Hunicses told me, “Th e second refrigerator had only six bread 
rolls in it. With Jutka’s consent, Eva turned it off  and put the rolls in the main refrig-
erator, also nearly empty. Th en in the evening Jutka calls and says she wants to return 
the second fridge to the store where it was purchased and get her money back. Jozsef 
tried to explain … but Jutka says, ‘We only just bought it recently!’ (I remember that 
it’s no less than twenty years old…)

She’s already gotten the red and green lights in the alarm system mixed up several 
times, and then she’ll call Jozsef: “Come over and help!”

And one more thing. After she was persuaded that she had mixed up the keys for 
the upper and lower front door locks twice already, Jutka agreed to let the Hunicses 
have a spare set of house keys…”

“October 5, 2004, Toronto. Today, I transferred another $10,000 dollars to my 
account at the Budapest bank. Orosz Eva told me that instead of the normal exchange 
rate – which is 194.20 forints to a dollar today – I got an exchange rate of 199.50 
forints to a dollar because my transfer was in U.S. dollars. Now, for two months, my 
1,995,000 forints will yield 9.75% annual interest. Before the case on reclaiming 
the money can be heard, I’m being asked to pay a “court fee” in the amount of 3% of 
the sum being litigated – that is, 480,000 forints…”

“October 29. I’m back in Budapest. Right after my arrival, I found an opportune 
moment and started explaining to Jutka that it would be better for her to move into 
a facility for the elderly than to continue sitting around an empty house alone. After 
a conversation, and long refl ections, she said, “I’ll move there in the spring…” I 
immediately asked, “In that case, shouldn’t we go to Ferenc Liszt Street where we were 
on July 29 and book a spot?” “We probably should,” she replied, sensibly. Th is morn-
ing, Hunics Jozsef drove us there. Two women, the director of the facility and her 
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assistant, received us in a warm and friendly manner. “Th ere is a spare room,” we 
were told. “We can have it painted and get it ready in three weeks. Make your deci-
sion, buy the furniture…”

“My G-d! What a stroke of luck!” I told them we’d let them know of our decision 
by Tuesday, November 2. “Oh, if only she would agree!” I thought. Th ey were willing 
to take in the kitten, too. You can go home whenever you want, they even give you a 
car once a month. Ida Berkám came over with an expensive, gorgeous lunch – too 
much for the three of us to eat. We spent the entire evening watching television, and 
no one said a word about the move.”

“October 30. Today was a Saturday. In the morning, Gabor drove us to the synagogue 
on Dohany Street. Th e service was held in the smaller hall. Jutka sat in the women’s 
row but kept casting glances toward me. Of course we were both agitated, our thoughts 
dashing back and forth between the past and the future. 

Around 6 p.m., Jutka told me herself, “We need to call the home for the elderly 
and tell them ‘Yes.’” I immediately called Iya to give her the news. Hunics Eva was 
very glad to hear it, too. In the evening, she brought us bean goulash made by her son.

In the evening, I found Jutka on the fl oor by the bed once again. She passed out 
while taking off  her stockings. I picked her up and put her down on the bed, and she 
responded with the Hungarian “Th ank you.”

November 1, 2004. After breakfast, I carefully asked Jutka for her opinion on 
whether Laci’s remains should be moved into her future grave at the Jewish cemetery. 
Her reply was a fi rm and unambiguous no.”

“November 2, Tuesday. What a day! I’ll just note the main points. In the morning, 
by 9 a.m., Gabor brought Jutka, Hunics Eva, and me to Ferenc Liszt Street. Jutka 
saw the now-familiar house and fi rmly declared, “I won’t go!” Of course, we were 
taken aback and unsure what to do; no one knows what to expect from her. We were 
barely able to persuade her to go inside. Th e director greeted us warmly once again, 
briefl y reminded us of the purpose of our arrival, and diplomatically asked, “Shall 
we continue…?” Jutka signed a number of documents. We took another look at a 
standard room. Th en went to the store to look at some furniture. It was clear that, 
with Jutka’s behavior as unstable and volatile as it was, there was no question of 
making so much as a peep about bringing some of the furniture over from her house. 
After all, she was sure she was leaving her home temporarily and would come back. 
In the shop, she looked at everything with a surly expression and didn’t like anything. 
I immediately gave up this naïve attempt.

We went to the bank to see Orosz Eva, who helped us transfer the money to pay 
for the room and get the necessary amount of cash from Jutka’s and my accounts. Th en, 
went back to the home for the elderly. We paid 2,500,000 forints for the room, which 
the tenant must buy for a certain amount of time after which the deposit is not 
refunded, and paid another 42,000 as a monthly charge for living there starting 
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December 15. Jutka kept 50,000 forints for expenses and gave me 400,000 for fur-
niture. We took Eva and Jutka to their respective homes. I have to fl y back to Toronto 
tomorrow, so Gabor and I hurried over to get to the popular KIKA shop to buy fur-
niture. I thought of the old Soviet adage: “Everything that’s on display isn’t in the shop 
for sale.”  We quickly rounded up all the necessary items: a bed with a mattress and 
a coverlet, a wardrobe, a table, chairs, a drawer chest, two nightstands. We bought a 
refrigerator in fi ve minutes. Th e store charged 25,000 forints for the delivery, they’ll 
deliver in two days. While we were at KIKA my mobile phone rang, and Orosz Eva’s 
voice said, “Vladimir, I’ve got Auntie Dobos here. She’s lost 400,000 forints and is 
looking for the money… Do you have it by any chance?”

We spent the rest of the evening in an emergency meeting with the Hunicses: Eva and 
Jozsef, Gabor, Ilcsi and I. After such a stressful day, we had to discuss our tactics and 
our plans for the near future when I would not be there. First of all, we should do noth-
ing to scare Jutka away from her current desire to move into a “better future,” which, 
unfortunately, will gradually turn worse for her… However, even if this doesn’t work 
out, we should not become distressed. Th e place where Jutka is moving, and the move 
itself, should be kept secret for as long as possible. It’s very important for us to visit Jutka 
as often as possible in the fi rst days, taking turns. After a while, we’ll have the visits from 
Ida Berkám resumed as well. Watch the empty cottage, water the fl owers, fi nd someone 
to remove the snow. In emergency situations, we’ll ask the lawyer for help.

I came to see Jutka before midnight. She met me, scared and angry: “I have noth-
ing left to live on! I spent three million today!” I was barely able to calm her down.”

“November 9. Hunics: “Th is morning, Kira took Jutka to some doctor once again. 
Jutka swears she didn’t say a word about the home for the elderly… Th en, Jutka took 
a bus to the market by herself and had her shoes repaired. Today we also bought a 
cage for the kitten and put him in there for the fi rst time. He cried a lot… He’ll need 
to get used to it.”

Th e lawyer’s assistant: “We sent a letter to the judge asking him to warn the Zuka-
ris that they cannot come to see Jutka before the trial and infl uence her.”

“November 10, 2004, Wednesday. Today’s news from Hunics Eva: “It was hard work, 
but we got Jutka packed. Ilcsi has been helping since last night. All the rags in the house 
are in such condition that it’s embarrassing to let anyone see them. We had to buy two 
sets of underwear as well as towels, a pillow, and a toothbrush…  Unbelievably, the 
district doctor’s case fi les did not have a list of the medicines Jutka takes, while the home 
for the elderly demands that such a list be brought along. I called the deputy director of 
the home and told her about the problems between Jutka and the Zukaris, who have 
been bringing her medicine. She was understanding and said that the home has its own 
staff  psychiatrist and other doctors who would prescribe drugs for Jutka and set the dos-
age. Jutka is supposed to move into the home for the elderly on Friday…”



518

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 17.

“November 11. Hunics Eva: “Hired a driver who moved Jutka’s favorite armchair 
and her TV set to the home for the elderly. Jutka went inside her new room at the 
home for the fi rst time, with me. Her reaction was calm. ‘Th e cabinet’s too small,’ she 
said. We straightened things out, put up her statuettes, put up the fl ower.”

“November 12.  Hunics Jozsef: “What a day we had today! I will confess to you, 
Vladimir, that if we didn’t know you and Iya we would have stopped even looking 
in Jutka’s direction a long time ago… Today is moving day. For starters, Jutka sud-
denly declared, ‘I’m not staying there overnight!’ Eva replied, ‘What will you come up 
with next? Th en why did Vladimir pay 2,500,000 forints and buy you all this fur-
niture? You want to leave? And who’s going to look after your kitten? Do you want 
him to become a stray?’ I added, ‘Look at the siphon bottle they got you! It’s transpar-
ent, you’ll be able to see how much water is in it!’ ‘Did Vladimir tell you to buy that? 
How much did it cost?’ ‘Just use it as much as you like and don’t ask!’

“Our car was loaded up to capacity. Jutka sat in the back seat. I got off  near our house. 
Along the way, Ilcsi got in to sit with Eva. I was so exhausted loading up various 

plates and hangers that I barely staggered up to our fl oor, drenched in sweat, and 
drank half a glass of the Crown Royal you recently brought me.”

“Hunics Eva: “Jutka’s admission into the home for the elderly started with a problem: 
she didn’t have her passport or her medical book, which she always carries in her purse 
and which every elderly person must always have in his or her possession. ‘I acciden-
tally left them in Kira’s purse when we were at the doctor’s…’ Jutka mumbled. ‘I 
know all about these accidents,’ the nurse in admissions said sarcastically. Th e direc-
tor of the home categorically refused to admit Jutka without these documents. Already 
at the end of my endurance, I pleaded with her: ‘If you don’t admit her now, I’m going 
to die…’ Th e director went into another room, started calling someone to ask for 
advice… I remembered your advice and called the lawyer’s assistant, luckily he was 
in. He immediately faxed the copies of the necessary documents which he has in his 
fi les, talked to the director, and promised to get the originals from the Zukaris and 
bring them over the following week. Th e lawyer’s assistant gave the director a detailed 
account of Jutka’s litigation over fi nances and asked that she be shielded from unrelated 
visitors for the nearest future. Th e director immediately instructed the security person-
nel at the entrance not to let through visitors by the last name of Zukari to see Mad-
ame Dobos. Th e director turned out to be a pharmacist by training. She was appalled 
at the number of medicines in the huge sack we brought over for Jutka. I promised 
Jutka I’d come to see her on Sunday. Accompanied by an attendant, she went up to 
her second-fl oor room…

When I came home, I called the Balais as you asked (Jutka’s friends, the family of 
the former ambassador to Canada – V.R.) and told them you had moved Jutka into 
an old folks’ home. She has her own, newly furnished room and is undergoing a 
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medical examination. It is inadvisable for her to receive any visitors at the moment, 
so we’ll give them the new address in about two weeks…”

“November 14, Sunday. Hunics Eva: “Th e day started with a nice fi rst visit with Jutka. 
She was happy to see Jozsef and me, she kissed and hugged us. Th e room is orderly and 
clean. We brought her some French salad and cookies, as well as two bags of kitty litter.

At the same time, the following happened. Th e Zukaris came to Romai to see Jutka. 
Th ey went inside the house and realized that she was missing, along with the new 
television set and the armchair. Th ey asked the next-door neighbor, who said that 
earlier that week she had seen a small truck drive away with the TV set and the 
armchair. Th e Zukaris rushed to the police.

Just as we came home from our visit to Jutka, the phone rang. A policeman’s voice 
said sternly, ‘You have committed a felony! You must immediately return the person 
you have abducted – she has not been taking her medicines for several days and could 
die at any moment!’ I was taken aback and didn’t know what to say, but my son 
Attila took the phone from me and calmly asked the policeman to tone it down, 
reminding him that interrogations are not conducted over the phone… I got hold of 
our lawyer’s assistant, who called the police precinct and faxed them a written expla-
nation. Nevertheless, an hour later there were two policemen standing at my door. I 
explained everything, showed them the paper you had signed attesting that I was your 
representative. I called the lawyer again, and after talking to him the policemen left, 
realizing that no one was in mortal danger.”

“November 25, 2004. Hunics Eva: “I visited Jutka today. Something incredible hap-
pened: Yesterday, at 6 p.m., the entire Zukari family showed up at the entrance of the 
Home for the Elderly, using the fake name of Szabo. Th e security guard didn’t fi nd them 
on the list of those barred from the premises and asked Jutka to come down to see them. 
She was happy to see familiar faces and invited the four of them up to her room. It’s a 
good thing the fl oor nurse on duty went with them, at least. Th e Zukaris were in Jutka’s 
room for about fi ve minutes. Th ey brought her her passport and her medical book. Th en, 
Zukari Erno shoved two papers at Jutka and she signed them without looking…”

“November 30, Budapest. It’s a stroke of luck that I was able to come here at this 
time. I’m staying with Sipos Manci on Klauzal Square. From there, I go to Ujpest 
every morning to see Jutka, sometimes taking a cab, more often by public transporta-
tion. Th e fi rst thing I did was take Jutka’s kitten outside; today, he went into the 
elevator more willingly and didn’t resist being on a leash. By 10 a.m., we had a meet-
ing in Jutka’s room: Jutka and myself, the lawyer and his assistant, and the police 
investigator who had come to clarify certain questions with Jutka.

At fi rst, the investigator took two very similar papers out of his folder, titled “Note 
of Receipt” and dated 2002 and 2003 respectively, and placed them before Jutka. 
Each document was signed by her. Here is the content of one of them:
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On December 10, 2002, Madame Dobos confi rmed with her signature that she 
has received from her heirs, Dr. Zukari Kira and Dr. Zukari Erno, in accordance 
with the “Agreement of Inheritance” of February 15, 2002, the monthly sum of 
25,000 forints as stipulated in the Agreement, on February 15, March 9, April 7, 
May 4, June 8, July 6, August 10, September 7, October 6, November 10, and 
December 10.

It became clear to me at once what false documents Jutka had naively signed on 
November 24 for her guests who hid behind the name of Szabo. Th e investigator said 
the two documents had been personally given to him by Zukari Erno earlier that week. 
After examining the documents before her, Jutka said quite sensibly, “It is my signature, 
but I have never seen this money or signed this document!...” When replying to the 
follow-up questions, Jutka became a little confused, so the lawyer repeated the questions 
to her in a simpler, more accessible form. Jutka told us that, even though she had been 
feeling ill in March, she never wanted to go to the hospital and had no idea how she 
ended up there. She also had no idea what kind of papers she had signed at the bank, 
but Zukari had told her she had to go and sign… When asked if she wanted Zukari to 
keep the money, she at once replied decisively, “No, I don’t!” “What about the cottage?” 
“No, I don’t!” “Do you want to leave anything to the Zukaris?” “No!” “Are there other 
people you want to inherit your estate?” “Yes!” When asked if she wanted the Zukaris 
to visit her, Jutka once again replied fi rmly, “No, I don’t!”, whereupon the policeman 
asked the director of the Home to give appropriate instructions to security…

After the questioning, Jutka went to have lunch, while Gabor and I went and 
bought a semi-wardrobe – a good addition to what she already has. Jutka has been 
gaining a lot of weight lately, she now weighs 48 kilos, and I am always bring her 
new clothes – Iya has a knack for shopping for them in Toronto – which is why an 
additional wardrobe was needed.”

“December 3, Budapest. Going back to Toronto. Have stayed at Manci’s this entire 
visit, starting November 23. I’ve made Jutka’s room even cozier, put in the new 
wardrobe and hung up the photos – but unfortunately, our Jutka is growing more 
feeble by the day. She fi nds it harder to walk, keeps forgetting everything, is constantly 
looking for something, but she is still extremely persistent and guided solely by the 
instinct of self-preservation.

Every day, I’d take the kitten out into the yard, and he has started getting used to 
it – but yesterday he managed to wiggle out of his collar. I had to expend quite a bit 
of eff ort running around trying to catch him, and in the rain, too – but I fi nally 
caught him, put the collar back on and made it tighter. A short while later the kitten 
got under a car parked in the yard and the leash got tangled in some bolts and nearly 
strangled him. I had to get down into the mud to free him, and then dive back under 
the car to untangle the leash…

I left Hunics Eva another 200,000 forints for expenses. Jutka can no longer aff ord 
to spend on anything herself. Today, however, she was indescribably thrilled when she 
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was taken to a beauty salon for the fi rst time ever. She got her hair styled and got a 
manicure and a pedicure, and all “for free”… Ida Berkám will visit Jutka twice a 
week (for 12,000 forints a month).

Th e day before yesterday, in the morning, Jutka and I went to a klezmer music 
concert. Th e orchestra performed in the dining hall. Jutka was feeling fi ne and did 
not let go of my hand for even a moment. Th e mood felt right and I decided to take 
her to Romai and visit the cottage. Th e Hunicses came over to pick us up. Eva was 
worried that Jutka would make a scene and refuse to return to the Home for the 
Elderly. But far from it. Eva and I were actually more emotional about it than Jutka. 
She could no longer select the right keys for the front door, and entered the house with 
an unexpected indiff erence. Nothing captured her attention: not the fl owers, well-
tended by the Hunicses; not the thermostat, set to the lowest point; not the well-kept 
yard… Good G-d, how fortunate that she no longer has to sit around watching over 
this empty house! I suggested to Jutka that she might want to take the typewriter with 
her, but she refused. She watched calmly as Eva locked the garden gate…”

“December 9. Hunics Eva: “Your Jutka, whenever Berkam or I tell her about some 
diffi  culty or problem, has a ready answer for everything: ‘It’s no big deal, Vladimir 
will come and take care of it!’ … Today, the security guard got distracted, and Jutka 
walked out of the Home for the Elderly through the door which had been left open 
and headed toward the market. Th e nurse had to run after her. … She didn’t want 
to get dressed in the morning and showed up at breakfast wearing a housecoat. She’s 
often rude, and has started avoiding taking medicines… Today, when I was putting 
away the food I had bought in the refrigerator, she suddenly asked, ‘Ida, be honest 
with me, is my Mama alive or dead?’

We don’t know why, but the Zukaris have been to the cottage twice, even though 
their lawyer has promised they wouldn’t do that. Jozsef was forced to change two locks.”

“February 2, 2005, Budapest. Today was a big holiday for us: we had a grand celebra-
tion for Jutka’s 80th birthday! I was able to make most of the preparations from 
Toronto. Th e director of the Home for the Elderly was a big help. Ilcsi gave her a 
decent sum of money for preliminary expenses. All the residents of the Home gathered 
in the dining hall after an early dinner. Besides Iya and myself, Jutka’s guests included 
the lawyer’s assistant, Ilcsi, Gabor and Aniko, Orosz Eva, Hunics Eva, Nemeth 
Agnesz, Ida Berkám, and Manci, who has known Jutka and all of the Roths since 
1945. Th ere were also guests of honor who fl ew in from Moscow: Iya’s niece Svetlana 
Guterman and her daughter Anya, neither of whom Iya had ever met before tonight. 
Iya dressed Jutka in a new suit bought especially for the occasion. Th ere was an abun-
dance of cake, wine, and fruit juice. Jutka was unrecognizable. Happy, clear-headed, 
grinning broadly, she sat at the head of a huge table laden with fl owers. Th e klezmer 
orchestra played spiritedly the entire two hours, just as I’d been promised, for 70,000 
forints. Several times, most of the guests clasped hands to form large circles for the 
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hora; even several wheelchair-bound residents were not left out. I’m sure not a single 
one of the Roths I have known has ever had such a birthday!”

“February 12, Budapest. We’re fl ying to Israel. Th e ten days Iya and I have spent with 
Jutka have fl own by fast; they were both joyful and tiring. Yesterday was an especially 
memorable day. Jutka was feeling good, responding quite well to jokes. She was dis-
traught and shook her head helplessly when she heard from us, for the fi rst time, some 
items from the “Inventory of Expenses” that Zukari had submitted to the court, 
demanding one million forints in compensation. Th e stack of documents the Zukaris 
are using to confi rm their expenditures on Jutka in the past year includes several gas, 
electricity and water bills that they supposedly paid… One could have doubted Jutka’s 
memory when she immediately said she always paid all those bills herself, but I had 
already taken this “Inventory” to the post offi  ce on Romai Street near the cottage, 
where Jutka usually brought her bills to pay in cash. Th e nice cashier asked about 
Jutka’s health, then checked the stamps on the bills and said, “Th ese payments were 
made here, but I’ve never seen anyone other than Auntie Dobos…” Now we know 
what the Zukaris wanted at the empty cottage. And when Jutka saw several receipts 
for milk and sour cream “for the cat,” she immediately said, “My kitten has been 
allergic to dairy products from birth, and I’ve never fed him any. I even have a note 
from the veterinarian (she gave the doctor’s name) who diagnosed this allergy.”

Amazingly, Jutka remembered, without prompting, some of the events from our 
family’s life in the Soviet Union: “the geese stolen in Bobruysk,” “the physics teacher.”

Th e lawyer’s assistant gave Jutka a big box of chocolates for her birthday, which 
she took back to her room. Th e next day, the box turned out to be almost empty. Jutka 
hid it under the mattress. Two days later, Jutka’s next-door neighbor (their rooms share 
a common bathroom), who has severe diabetes and can barely get out of bed without 
help, was taken to the hospital… Who would have thought!

In the same days, we witnessed another unfortunate incident that got the entire 
Home for the Elderly in a panic. All of a sudden, there was a smell of burning in the 
hallway of the second fl oor, and the fi re alarm went off . It turned out that one of the 
old ladies had turned on the microwave oven in her room, forgetting that she had put 
her letters and money in there for storage…”

“March 29, Budapest. Another fi ve days in Budapest. Other than the court and the 
meetings with lawyers, I spent all of this time with Jutka. She’s clear-headed but mean, 
which is normal for her. Knits a lot, tries to read – I saw her holding a volume of 
Chekhov – but complains that she forgets everything after two pages. She’s been quite 
rude to the nurses and attendants. Th e only authority she recognizes is Pollack Klari, 
who lives in a room at the far end of the corridor. Th is 92-year-old woman who lost 
both her mother and her son in Auschwitz is still quite clear-headed and ‘together’. 
She has a great deal of sympathy for Jutka and helps her in everything – watches over 
her to make sure she takes her pills, takes her to the dining hall at the right time. Now, 
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if the fl oor staff ers need to ask something 
of Jutka, they always ask Klari to help 
because otherwise Jutka won’t listen. 
Hunics Eva now leaves the money for the 
hairdresser and the manicurist with 
Klari as well, and she pays for Jutka 
when she’s not looking…

Yesterday Jutka had a sudden illumi-
nation: “Vladimir, I have a big worry: I 
really should sell my house…” “How can 
you sell it? It’s not your house, it’s the 
Zukaris’! If we can beat them in court 
someday, then you can sell it…” “Yes, 
that would be nice…”

“April 23. 2005. Called Jutka; she picked 
up the phone but speaks slowly and gets the words mixed up.

Hunics Eva gave me a major update:
“She has a good appetite but will eat only ‘tasty’ things – the treats that Ida Berkám 

or I bring for her… We haven’t found the suit Iya brought her for Passover – someone 
must have stolen it… I bought her a skirt but she didn’t like the color, so I had to 
exchange it.

Th e Zukari children have had some success in sneaking in to see Jutka. Believe it 
or not, today, when I was with her, Jutka took a piece of paper and wrote, all by 
herself, ‘Statement. I am now in litigation with Zukari Erno, so I do not wish to meet 
with any members of the Zukari family until the case is over. Dobos Laszlone. April 
23, 2005.’ Th ose are some pretty big words she remembered – good girl!

Hot days are coming. Th e old folks aren’t allowed to have air conditioners, they 
could catch a cold; so, today, I bought Jutka a huge fan at half price (4,600 forints). 
Th e cottage is in good order, I air it out and water the fl owers. A few days ago the 
alarm went off , the police came and called me; we went inside the house but didn’t 
fi nd anything out of the ordinary.

Th e new fi rm will trim the trees, spray them, and clean up the yard for 30,000 
forints. Th ey’re complaining that the yard is in bad shape because no one did that 
work last year.”

“April 9, 2006. Budapest. … Iya and I stayed at the Th ermal Hotel for ten days. On 
the day of our arrival, Jutka proudly handed us a letter she had written, with Ida 
Berkám standing at her side and praising her. Eva said they’d taken more than two 
hours to write it. We tried to read it, but unfortunately, even leaving the content aside, 
there weren’t even many words that were spelled correctly… Jutka was quite happy 
to see us.

Jutka Dobos at her old age home. 
Budapest, 2006.
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Jutka has gained weight quite noticeably – she’s now at 63 kilos… Th e next day, 
she tried on the clothes Iya had brought her, and this turned into an unforgettable 
event that lasted for hours. Hunics Eva, who was present, thought all the gifts were 
wonderful – but Jutka is Jutka: she immediately asked us not to bring her anything 
black or yellow, she doesn’t like those colors. I said jokingly, “Jutka, want to come to 
Toronto to work as a cleaning woman in our house?” “In my heart I’m always with 
you,” she replied diplomatically. Her behavior is getting worse, she often refuses to get 
dressed or go to breakfast. In court, however, she gave two clear-headed answers. “Who 
is Vladimir? – My cousin.” And: “Would you like to go back to live on Emöd Street? 
– No. I wouldn’t be able to live there on my own now.”

Th e lawyer told me that the police have conducted a laboratory analysis of both 
“Notes of receipt” which the Zukaris wanted to use to confi rm their monthly payments 
of 25,000 forints to Jutka, dated December 2002 and December 2003. Th e analysis 
showed that both documents were made at the same time.”

At this point, it is time to explain what the investigation into Jutka’s losses 
actually found. Zukari Erno obtained full information on the Dobos estate while 
sorting through the family’s papers after Laci’s death. We now know that there 
were some very substantial amounts.

Early in 2002, Jutka was happy to learn that a group of her close relatives from 
the USA and Canada – 21 people altogether – was coming to Hungary on March 
16 and would not only visit the house in Romai but also take her on a trip around 
the country. Apparently, Jutka’s joy did not quite fi t into the Zukaris’ plans and 
worried them quite a bit. Th at is why, on February 15, 2002, the “Agreement of 
Inheritance” made its appearance – a document that transferred the Romai cot-
tage into the Zukaris’ ownership, in exchange for their agreeing to look out for 
Jutka’s welfare for the rest of her life and guarantee her a monthly payment of 
25,000 forints.

At diff erent times, Jutka invariably stated that this agreement was signed in 
the kitchen of her own house, where the Zukaris had arrived with their lawyer 
– three people altogether. No one from Jutka’s side was present except for Jutka 
herself. But the document bore the signatures of two witnesses, and the Zukari 
side asserted that they had all signed the document at the lawyer’s offi  ce… In the 
end, Hungary’s bleeding-heart criminal investigation system located and ques-
tioned both witnesses and never went beyond their answers – even though both 
of the witnesses, having acknowledged their signatures, stated confi dently and 
in very similar language that they were both extremely busy with work and 
therefore couldn’t remember where they signed the document or who else was 
present. Nor could they remember what the other party looked like, whether it 
was a young woman or an elderly one, or whether the old woman before them 
looked at all familiar…

After getting the “Agreement of Inheritance” and never bothering to pay Jutka 
the monthly sum she was due, the Zukaris did not stop there. On January 25, 
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2004, in the presence of her cousin Miriam Nemshitz (Roth), who was visiting 
from Israel, Jutka wrote in her own hand a will in which she reiterated that, in 
accordance with the existing “Agreement of Inheritance,” the cottage would go 
to the Zukaris while all of the money she had in the bank was being bequeathed 
to her three cousins: Miriam and Andras Roth in Israel and Vladimir Rott in 
Canada.

Upon seeing this will, and hearing from Jutka the latest happy news – that 
Iya and Vladimir were coming to see her for two weeks on April 17, after another 
major trip to Russia – the Zukaris undertook their next perfi dious, inhumane 
move.

Jutka lived in the Th ird District of Budapest, which had all the necessary 
medical institutions. Nonetheless, on March 5, 2004, without an authorization 
from her regular doctor – which is absolutely essential in such cases – the Zuka-
ris brought her to the psychiatric hospital of the Eighth District (the clinic at the 
Semmelweiss Institute) and checked her in. Knowing my cousin, I am absolutely 
convinced that the only way they could have done this to Jutka was by deception, 
concealing from her the fact that this was a psychiatric hospital and convincing 
her that it was a “clinic where they’d get her fi xed up.” Th e admission record at 
the clinic describes the cause of admission as follows: “Th e patient (according to 
friends of the family who brought her) has become more forgetful after her husband’s 
death three years ago. Twice, she had diffi  culty fi nding the way home. Is extremely 
thrifty, despite having savings in three or four banks. Keeps studying and hiding her 
bank papers, lately has a lot of fear that her friends will appropriate her money.”

Th e Zukaris left Jutka in the hospital with three 100-forint coins in her pock-
ets, so she was only able to make three telephone calls – two of them to the 
Hunicses – after which contact with her was lost. Jutka later told us that on the 
second or third day, she began to demand that she be allowed to go home. Th ey 
started giving her shots after which her condition grew markedly worse, even 
though the doctor in her hospital records: “Mood is fair to middling, memory is 
worsening, appetite is bad, sometimes illogical, however does not avert eyes but always 
looks straight in the eye, understands and answers questions.”

Jutka was kept in that clinic until March 24. On the next morning, March 25, 
Zukari Erno took Jutka to the bank in order to redeem the State Treasury bonds 
and have her approve the transfer of about 20 million forints from her accounts 
to the Zukaris’… (It was on one of those days in March when I reached Jutka on 
the phone and she hung up after asking several times who I was – and Hunics Eva 
explained that Jutka was depressed after coming back from the clinic.)

Th e strange developments around Jutka continued. Whether it was due to 
spiraling greed or anxiety about the arrival of the relatives from Canada, but on 
April 5 Zukari hastily took Jutka on yet another “walk” during which they made 
very “productive” visits to the R&H and CIB banks from which her dollars and 
forints then vanished.
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Most likely, it was after this walk when she was at home alone that Jutka 
became wary and began to try to comprehend what had happened. She was upset 
about it the entire next day as well. Finally, in the afternoon of April 7, she went 
over to the Zukaris’ place by public transportation, with several transfers, and 
arrived there extremely agitated, demanding that they give her money back. Th ey 
received her quite badly, didn’t even invite her to sit down or take her coat off . 
At fi rst they rudely told her they hadn’t taken any money from her. Th en, Kira 
threw a hysterical fi t and began to yell, shout shrilly and pelt her with insults. 
Confused and drenched in sweat, Jutka had nothing to do but get up and leave; 
no one even saw her out. She got back to Romai on her own, took her sleeping 
pill and went to sleep.

On the same night, April 8, Erno and Kira opened the door with their own 
keys, entered the cottage, lifted Jutka out of bed while she was in a deep sleep, 
and brought her back to the Semmelweiss psychiatric clinic. Hard to believe, but 
the note on this hospitalization in Madame Dobos’s “case fi le” at the clinic repeats 
almost verbatim the previous one – except that there is no mention of money or 
the banks where it is kept, while the explanation, “according to family friends who 
brought in the patient,” contains a specifi c name – “Zukari Kira,” who states that 
she is “starting the process of assuming guardianship…”

In the patient evaluation section, the entire text is repeated without changes; 
in other words, Jutka’s condition could not be called poor or requiring hospi-
talization. Nonetheless, she remained at the clinic until April 15, and not because 
she needed any new procedures. Th e next day after Jutka’s arrival at the clinic, 
April 9, was Good Friday. Th e clinic doctor called the Zukaris and said that 
Madame Dobos’s condition was not such as to require her to spend the upcom-
ing Easter holidays at the clinic, and suggested taking her home but not leaving 
her alone if possible. Zukari Kira immediately said that they couldn’t provide 
“such conditions” for Jutka in Romai… Evidently, in this instance, the Zukaris 
found it quite convenient to forget their obligations toward Jutka under the 
“Agreement of Inheritance.” Still, Kira fi nally made up her mind and called 
Hunics Eva right away, to tell her about the call from the clinic and ask if she’d 
be able stay with Jutka for a couple of nights…

In the end, Jutka had to stay at the psychiatric clinic until April 15. However, 
this did not stop Zukari Erno from taking her to the Florian Square branch of 
the OTP Bank on the very next morning, April 16, and getting all the money 
she had there.

Th e Zukaris were irritated by the fact that Jutka had a growing number of 
sympathizers who visited her and provided all sorts of help that the holders of 
the “Agreement of Inheritance” had no desire and no intention to provide.

One evening, a strong wind broke a huge tree branch which fell off  the tree 
and cut the electrical wire, causing the power in the cottage to go out. Jutka tried 
calling emergency services, but the line was busy because many other people in 
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the neighborhood were having the same problem. Th e next day, Kira and her 
husband came over to lay out the pills. Th ey found out that the power was down, 
the refrigerator wasn’t working and there was no way to heat up food, but left 
without even trying to do anything. It was only late in the evening that the 
Hunicses stopped by to see Jutka while walking their dog. Jozsef immediately sat 
down by the phone and kept calling, demanding and waiting until, fi nally, they 
(electrical repair service) came two hours later and fi xed the problem.

I should add that Jutka’s second placement in the psychiatric clinic was not 
simply an act of panic on the Zukaris’ part but a carefully considered move. Th ey 
were counting on the rule under which a patient placed in such an institution 
for the third time is kept there indefi nitely and can be released only by the deci-
sion of a special medical commission. Th e Zukaris were in a rush to get her 
hospitalized a third time. Th at was why Jutka’s passport and medical book turned 
up in Kira’s purse…

At one of the court hearings, Zukari Erno had to blush when our lawyer pointed 
out the absurdities in the “Inventory of Expenses” supposedly spent on Jutka in 
2004, for which the Zukaris were demanding compensation in the amount of 
1.5 million forints. In addition to the above-mentioned utility bills and the milk 
for the kitten, they also listed the monthly purchase of eight rolls of toilet paper. 
However, the cottage on Emöd Street was one of the few houses in the city where, 
to the very last days, the owners hung up rolls of toilet paper they had saved up 
from the era of “socialism construction” – paper that was almost rock-hard and 
of a terrifying color. Jutka hadn’t been cooking for herself for a year, just heating 
up food; yet the receipts included the purchase of expensive smoked and spicy 
foods. Apparently in a hurry, they even attached receipts for food purchases dated 
November 25, when Jutka had been in the home for the elderly for two weeks 
already. Zukari also included a receipt for the purchase of an orthopedic attach-
ment to the back of the chair, which no one at the cottage had ever seen. Th e 
one thing in the “Inventory” that I found particularly striking was the notation 
of “Halapenz,” i.e., gratuities or tips – 20,000 and 8,000 forints paid in March 
2003 (!), 15,000 in April. Th e attorney’s secretary suggested that such amounts 
are often given as “gifts” to doctors. 

At another court hearing, an attempt was made to determine the legality of 
two “Notes of Receipt” the Zukaris had submitted as proof of monthly payments 
of 25,000 forints to Jutka. Not to mention the laboratory analysis which showed 
that both papers, dated December 2002 and December 2003, were made at the 
same time, the very form of these “Notes” was suspicious. How could an old 
woman signing such an important document remember the exact dates for each 
month when she was supposedly given this money? Why wasn’t a note issued 
after each payment? I asked the lawyer to request that Zukari produce the 
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monthly records on the basis of which these annual lists of “Notes of Receipt” 
submitted to the court had been typed up.  At our lawyer’s request, the female 
judge asked Erno at what time he usually made the payments and whether it ever 
happened early in the morning. Erno replied that it was always between 9 a.m. 
and noon. On the eve of the trial, I had given the lawyer copies of materials on 
Jutka’s Canadian and American relatives’ stay in Hungary in 2002. Th e daily 
schedule of their trip showed that on April 7, the guests had arrived on Emöd 
Street at 7 a.m. in a big Volvo tour bus and took Jutka on a day trip, which started 
with a tour of Visegrad and St. Andre and ended with an early dinner at the hotel 
and an evening trip to a ballet at the opera theater, after which a taxicab took 
Jutka back to Romai. A copy of the theater tickets and photos from that day, in 
which Jutka can be seen among the guests, confi rmed my story. Jutka’s neighbors 
had seen her leave early in the morning, and their testimony was entered into 
the record. With these documents in hand, the judge asked Zukari Erno how 
this jibed with the April 7 date indicated in the 2002 “Note,” supposedly con-
fi rming that a payment had been made to Madame Dobos on that very day? “I 
can’t remember every single date!” Mr. Zukari snarled viciously.

“February 7, 2007, Budapest, airport. … WE BURIED JUTKA!
Iya and I are fl ying to Frankfurt, then to Toronto. Eleven crazy and sad days. We 

buried Jutka…
Ida Berkám called on Friday, January 26, to say that Jutka had been moved to a 

diff erent section of the hospital and they had already paid 3,000 forints a day for her 
stay there until the end of the month. She lies in bed and hardly opens her eyes; she 
gets her food in bed and is running a slight fever. At dinner on Saturday Paul said 
this was very bad, she could get pneumonia…

Early Sunday morning, a call from Ilcsi: “Aunt Jutka is dead…” Iya and I couldn’t 
wait until the Malev fl ight on Tuesday. Edwin booked tickets online for a Lufthansa 
fl ight on Sunday and wanted to take us to the airport, but it turned out that Sandor 
was closer by. In Frankfurt, we had a six-hour wait for the fl ight to Budapest, during 
which I had to use my Sony-Ericcson mobile. I called Ilcsi, the Hunicses, and the 
director of the Home for the Elderly in Budapest. Everyone was actively helping 
organize Jutka’s funeral as quickly as possible. Ilcsi had the toughest job. She had to 
get Jutka’s death certifi cate to the Chevra Kadisha, the funeral service of the city’s 
Jewish community, by 2 p.m. If this was done, they had promised to hold the funeral 
on the next day, that is, Tuesday, January 30.

It was only two days later that we learned from Ilcsi what she had had to go through 
on Monday morning. Ida Berkám had agreed to meet Ilcsi at the hospital entrance at 
9:45 a.m. so that they could get the documents together. When Ilcsi came up, Ida calmly 
told her, “Don’t be surprised – Zukari Erno is already there, getting the death certifi cate.”

Yet another incredible act of perfi dy. Ilcsi (Kercsi Ilona) had been Jutka’s legal 
guardian! As such, only she could receive this document. And Ilcsi handled the 
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situation superbly. She immediately ran inside the hospital, where at that very 
moment Zukari Erno was at the registration window, presenting a copy of the 
“Agreement of Inheritance” and talking about his “duty to bury the deceased…” Of 
course, it was very important for him to get hold of the original death certifi cate. 
Zukari was already holding in his hands 12,000 forints which the hospital had 
refunded to him because they had not been spent during Jutka’s stay when the 
registration clerk, who knew that the Chevra Kadisha does not permit autopsies, 
asked Zukari, “What kind of burial are you planning to give the deceased and at 
which cemetery?” At a loss for words, Zukari turned red. At that very moment, Ilcsi 
placed her hand on the copy of the “Agreement” lying before the registration clerk 
and loudly told Zukari, “Th is funeral has nothing to do with you! Auntie Dobos 
will be buried next to her mother, just as she stipulated in her will. Vladimir is 
fl ying in from Canada at 2 p.m. and he is going to have a full, traditional Jewish 
funeral for her!” Ilcsi wrote the same thing on the copy of the “Agreement,” with 
her signature underneath…

Hunics Eva told me that the day before, on Sunday, she had gotten a call from Ida 
Berkám, who unexpectedly began to insist that Zukari Erno should be in charge of 
the funeral since he had the “Agreement” with Jutka. Shocked by this brazen sugges-
tion, Hunics concluded that Berkam must have been “spying” for the Zukaris all this 
time. She had also delayed Ilcsi’s arrival at the hospital to pick up the death certifi cate 
until 9:45 a.m. so that Zukari could get it at 9:00. Th is discovery was quite distress-
ing to us all…

Th en came Tuesday, January 30. After breakfast, Iya and I fi rst dashed to Sip Street to 
the Chevra Kadisha, where I paid 200,000 forints for the funeral. To my amazement, 
I was “politely persuaded” to put another 60,000 forints in a box for donations… 
Klauzal Square, where Sipos Manci and Hunics Eva were already waiting for Iya and 
me, was nearby.  I called a seven-seater cab, and we all headed to the Kozma Street 
cemetery to be there by 11 a.m. Orosz Eva, Szabo Jozsef, and Eva Abraham were already 
there waiting, as was Ilcsi, whom Bordas Gabor had brought in his car.

At the cemetery offi  ce, Iya, Ilcsi and I were invited to sit in the waiting room. 
Clerks came over and asked us to pay for the decoration of the grave, the tachrichim 
(burial cloth), the white sheet, and the labor of the two women who washed the body... 
Deutsch Laszlo, the rabbi from the Ujpest synagogue, took his duty very seriously and 
asked detailed questions about Jutka’s life and her parents. He wrote down the names 
of all those who were there to say good-bye to the departed…

At noon sharp, we were invited into the Farewell Room. Already seated there, along 
with our colleagues, was an elderly pair, a man and a woman representing the Ujpest 
Home for the Elderly where Jutka had spent the last two and a half years of her life. In 
the back of the hall, behind several rows of empty chairs, I saw four people who sat apart 
from all the others. I was barely able to recognize the Zukaris and their two daughters. 
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Erno had lost a lot of weight, and Kira simply looked terrible: gaunt and very pale, 
almost ashen-faced…

In the front part of the hall, a simple wood coffi  n stood on a low wooden plat-
form. It was covered with a black cloth, with the Star of David embroidered in 
gold thread. Four roses, probably brought by the Zukari family, lay on the fl oor by 
the coffi  n. In the large empty hall, the tenor of the cantor Toth Emil had an espe-
cially dramatic sound. His singing was soulful and very beautiful… Rabbi Deut-
sch remembered everything we had told him about Jutka and her family remark-
ably well. His speech was restrained and dignifi ed. At the end of his speech, the 
rabbi listed the names of all those who had come to say good-bye to Jutka, the names 
I had given him before.

I spoke after the rabbi: “Dear friends of Dobos Jutka! Th ere is another group of 
people the Rabbi did not name. Also present here is the Zukari family, the Doboses’ 
old friends who have also come to say good-bye to Jutka…

Today, we are participating in a dramatic event. Budapest is bringing down the 
curtain! Th e last member of the Roth family leaves Hungary, to reside at the cemetery 
on Kozma Street. We no longer have a living Jutka with us… Our big families in 
Canada and Israel are bidding her farewell, too. Our grandfather, Roth Jozsef, died 
at the age of 43, and his wife Hani raised seven children on her own, of whom only 
three left any heirs…”

Two cemetery workers lifted up the coffi  n, placed it on a light hearse mounted on 
four bicycle wheels, and rolled it toward the spot where Jutka’s parents, Ilonka and 
Miska Sebo, were buried. It was a one-kilometer march – an unforgettable spectacle! 
One of the workers was pushing the hearse with the coffi  n, while the rabbi and the 
cantor were walking behind him in long robes. Behind them, Iya and I, and then, 
in a double or triple fi le, our friends and the representatives from the Home for the 
Elderly. Th e Zukari brought up the rear of the procession.

Jutka’s funeral. Jewish cemetery on Kozma Street. Budapest, January 30, 2007.
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Szabo Jozsef walked a few steps ahead and took several photos of the procession 
with my camera. We walked fairly fast, and the cantor was soon out of breath. We 
had to stop several times… We symbolically threw earth on the coffi  n with a small 
metallic shovel while the workers nearby were using big ones… Th e cantor sang, “El 
malei rachamim!” Th e beautiful melody of this ancient prayer for the dead rang out 
over the graves of the cemetery, covered with a light dusting of snow. Th en I read the 
Kaddish, loudly and slowly. People started leaving. Th e Zukaris came up to the grave. 
I walked back toward them and said, “It is not customary to say good-bye here. I wish 
you all good health and joy in your family…” As I walked away, I heard their strained 
“Köszönöm” (thank you) behind me.

Gabor’s car and the seven-seat taxicab that drove almost up to the grave itself were 
enough to pick us all up, and only the four Zukaris walked slowly behind.

And now, Jutka is no more! … I don’t believe that any of our Roths in Hungary 
ever had the kind of funeral we gave her. A worthy and honorable thing!”

Th ese are excerpts from my diaries back then, recording the days when we cared 
for Jutka. Meanwhile, the complex, unpredictable legal casuistry and the manip-
ulations of lawyers on both sides continued. However, I was out of patience and 
no longer had any desire to continue taking part in this risky, brain-twisting 
game. I could tell that both lawyers were inclined to draw out the case at a slow 
pace, take their time, and get their 200 dollars an hour. (I don’t know what the 
attorney on the other side charged in hourly fees.) I believe our lawyer cut a more 
impressive and respectable fi gure; he was better-known, but he had a lot of cases 
at the same time and, it seemed to me, wasn’t able to focus on our litigation 

Th ey led Jutka on her fi nal journey: Eva Orosz, Eva Hunich, Manci Sipos, 
Gabor Bordas, Ilonka Kercsi, Iya, Eva Abraham and Joseph Szabo.



532

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 17.

quickly enough when it was necessary. Zukari’s lawyer, on the other hand, may 
have been less distinguished, but he was more focused and always came up with 
new tricks as he tried to prove that Jutka was always out of her mind and unable 
to comprehend the situation…

Finally, there came a moment when I said yes to the other side’s off er of a 
settlement. I had long harbored a wish that I had managed to keep a secret: in 
the event of a compromise, I would do whatever I could to make sure the cottage 
went to the other side. Th is place, which had witnessed and stored our family’s 
troubles, was not something I wanted to have – even though my concern with 
the condition and upkeep of the house might have given many people a diff erent 
idea. Th at is why, when the Zukaris made yet another off er of a compromise – I 
could add another 20 million forints to the sums they had originally received (or 
rather, deceptively extracted) from Jutka, and then I could have the cottage – I 
suddenly replied, “Let them give me 23 million, and they can have the cottage.”

Th at was the basis for the eventual agreement both sides signed on Friday, 
October 26, 2007. On the same day, I received the amount I was due, turned 
over the keys to the cottage to the other side’s attorney, and, quite unexpectedly 
for me, encountered blatant greed on the part of my own lawyer…

Th at was the end of several crazy years of sleepless nights, endless negotiations 
on the phone, fears, mulling over Hungarian court papers we couldn’t under-
stand, and expenses that grew like an avalanche. More than once, Iya and I had 
been prepared to just drop it. Once, when we were complaining about it to 
friends, Valentina Groisman of Togliatti said, “Come on, guys! Scum like that 
must be punished! Don’t give up!”

A few words about our farewell visit to the house on Emöd Street. While work-
ing with archive materials on Iya and the children’s fi nal days in the Soviet Union, 
we felt a burning desire to say some kind of special “thank you” to some of the 
people involved in those events. In mid-October, we brought a group of our old 
friends over to Hungary. For six of them, this trip was an expression of our 
gratitude and a gift from the heart. Th e program included Garadna, Miskolc, 
Balaton, Budapest … excursions, baths, theater.  I could think of no better way 
for Iya and me to say our last good-bye to the house on Emöd Street than in such 
unusual company.

It was with a great deal of agitation that I opened the four locks of the front 
door and stepped inside the house. Walking behind me were Marat and Lina 
Gertsovich, formerly of Bobruysk, now Canadians; Nina Slezko, a former Tomsk 
resident and now a Muscovite; guests from Togliatti, Galya Pestova and Nadya 
Pavlova; and Vera Chernova (Gordienko) and Ira Pokhosoyeva, who had come 
from Ulan-Ude. Not only were the guests curious to see the inside of a Hungar-
ian cottage, but each of them had heard a great deal about my beloved Hungar-
ian relatives. And now, here were Ilonka, Ferenc, Lujza, Kati, Arthur, Lolo and 
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Sasa Roth, staring straight at them: not long ago, I had made a collage of their 
photos on a large sheet of paper and put it up on the inside of the door of the 
wardrobe that had stood in Jutka’s room at the Home for the Elderly, so that 
Jutka could see the “old folks” every day. After her death, I had mounted this 
collage on the glass-covered door of the living room at the cottage.

Our guests looked inside every nook and cranny of the house, marveling at 
how clean and well-kept it was. No one had lived here for a long time, and yet 
the fl owers had been watered, the bed made, the carpets on the fl oor and the 
paintings on the walls kept intact. I lifted up the rug hanging by the staircase, 
and everyone saw the iron door of the safe, which I opened. I reached deep into 
the nearly empty safe and took out a small box which contained several gold 
rings and chains. “Take it, keep it!” a couple of voices shouted at once. “Oh no!” 
I said, closing the box and putting it back in the safe with no regrets.

From the money I had received, I deducted my expenses for the insane Toronto-
Budapest-Toronto shuttling of the last three years, and divided the remaining 
amount into four parts. One quarter went to the family of my brother Yuzik, a 
quarter each to Mari and Andras in Israel. Of course, there was more weirdness 
when, in order to receive the bank transfers from Hungary, my cousins had to 

At Jutka and her parent’s gravesite: Nina Slesko, Vera Gordienko (Chernova), 
Galina Pestova, Lina Gertsovich and Vladimir. 2007.
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legally prove that although they had emigrated to Israel under the name Rakosi, 
they had since restored their real last name, Roth.

Here’s what happened to the bulk of my quarter of the estate. After one of our 
visits with Jutka, Iya and I were on our way back to Toronto. Th e litigation against 
the Zukaris was just beginning. On the airplane, Iya read a magazine from which 
she learned that the last New Year’s ball, held annually at the Budapest Opera 
Th eater, had been attended by about fi ve thousand guests and raised one million 
forints for the city’s art gallery. “Vadya,” Iya said, “if we ever manage to win 
anything at all in this legal case, we’re going to give our share to some worthy 
cause in Hungary…”

In July 2008, Iya and I found ourselves in Budapest once again, in order to 
resolve a number of issues having to do with the printing of the Hungarian and 
English translations of the fi rst volume of this book. We had timed our donation 
to the Budapest Jewish Museum, one of Europe’s leading museums of its kind, 
to coincide with that trip. Th e museum is located in a beautiful annex to the 
majestic building of the world-renowned synagogue on Dohany Street. Th is place 
is one of the Hungarian capital’s best attractions, visited by throngs of tourists 
every day except Saturday.  Th e tourists pay for the entrance, pass patiently 
through some major security, and look at the museum exhibits and the syna-
gogue.

A while back, I had contacted Museum director Bekeszi Eva and told her of 
our plan. We worked out the details and agreed on the date. On July 21, at 11 
a.m., Gabor brought Iya and me to the synagogue where our Hungarian friends 
were already assembled.  After passing the security checkpoint, we were met by 
Museum director Bekeszi Eva and her colleagues. Th e introductions were made. 
Th ey gave Iya and Kercsi Ilona large bouquets of fl owers, and me a bottle of 
Hungarian Sliwowitz. Together, we went inside the museum. We all walked ahead 
of our hosts, passed the coat-check and began to go up the steps of the long 
staircase leading to the second fl oor. At that point, we heard our hosts’ voices 
calling us back to the small corridor near the start of the stairs.

Here, a surprise awaited us: there were two brass plates mounted on the white 
wall. Th e top one read, OUR DONORS, while the inscription on the bottom 
plate was: “Th e family of Vladimir Rott from Canada has made a donation 
to the Museum in memory of all the members of the Roth family (from 
Miskolc) who lived in Hungary.”

Th is was an exciting, unforgettable event. Bekeszi Eva said that they decided 
to mount the plate here, in this crowded spot by the entrance, so that people 
would see it and follow our example… She also added that people usually donated 
various items to the museum, but we were the fi rst to make a gift of money. Orosz 
Eva, an employee of the Budapest Bank, solemnly handed the director of the 
Jewish Museum a check for 1,000,000 forints on my behalf. I said a few words 
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about our family, opened the book and showed a photo of the large Roth family 
which had met me in Budapest in 1960 as well as a photo of our grandmother, 
Roth Hani, who had lived in the house on Klauzal Square and had been a con-
gregant at the Dohany Street synagogue for years. 

“After the presentation of the check, the museum staff ers gave us a tour of the 
museum and the synagogue, telling us about the exhibits and about the museum’s 
history. For Iya, one of the staff ers repeated the explanations in English.  

Th e synagogue was built in 1859, from a draft by the architect Ludwig Forster, 
who chose the Mauritanian style for both the inner and the outer decorations. Th e 
building’s two elegant, 43-meter towers that resemble minarets and have onion-shaped 

Th e Jewish Museum adjacent to the Dohany Street Synagogue hung a plaque 
commemorating the donation made by the Rott Family. Participants at this event, 
front row from left to right: Katalin Mezey, Manci Sipos, Dr. Eva Bekesi, second 
row: Eva Kovacs, Eva Orosz, Dr. Leve Tiborne, Vladimir, Iya, Ilona Kersci, top 
row: Vera Farago, Zsuzsa Kiraly, Joseph Szabo, and Gabor Bordas. Budapest, 

July 21, 2008.
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domes, were meant to recall the two columns of Solomon’s ancient Temple, according 
to the architect’s plan. Th is is the largest synagogue in Europe, with 1,500 seats for 
men and the same number for women, and the capacity to hold another 1,000 peo-
ple. Th ere is an organ in the eastern part of the main hall. Th ere are 28 Torah scrolls 
kept at the synagogue.

During the war, this building was at the very center of the city ghetto, which is 
why more than two thousand victims of Nazi terror are buried in the synagogue yard. 
Th e synagogue survived because the antennae of German radio transmitters were 
installed on its towers…

Th e museum was founded in 1896, when Hungary was marking its 1000th 
anniversary, and Judaism was represented as one of the country’s major religions. Th e 
bulk of the exhibits consisted of unique ceremonial objects made of silver, gold, por-
celain, and cloth, donated by members of the community.

In 1942, two staff ers of the Hungarian National Museum packed the Jewish 
Museum’s unique exhibits into wooden boxes and hid them in the storage spaces in 
the basement of the National Museum, where they were preserved intact.”

Half a year later, Iya and I made another trip to Hungary. We came back to the 
Jewish Museum, where we now felt we were practically family. Our joy and pride 
knew no bounds when we saw a new brass plate, next to ours, on the wall of the 
vestibule… Th is is wonderful! Let us wish the Museum a prompt acquisition of 
the badly needed passenger elevator which will give even more people the oppor-
tunity to see its unique collection.1

And with that, I was going to bring down the curtain on my Budapest. But can 
a curtain be brought down forever? Life goes on.

In late January 2009, I was invited to the Hungarian Academy of Arts for a 
presentation of my fi rst book, Joy from Sadness. Two weeks later, Mr. Rab Laszlo 
published his report on this presentation in the Népszabadság newspaper, under 
the title “Mr. Six Fix.” Th e article and the accompanying color photo took up a 
whole page. On the same day, an amazing letter arrived in Toronto by electronic 
mail from Mr. Diosi Lajos, professor at the Elementary Particles and Nuclear 
Physics Institute of Hungary.

As the reader may recall, Joy From Sadness features an episode from my child-
hood (at the end of Chapter 8, “Th e Return of Soviet Power”) in which my 
mother, Madame Rottikha, would collect bits of potatoes and cabbage from the 
plates she had been brought for washing and pass them through the window in 
a bowl. On the other side of the window, the greedy hands of famished men 
would quickly grab the bowl with the leftovers…

1  Th is book was already in print when we heard the great news, that in March 2010 the Museum 
had an elevator installed.
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As fate would have it, these starving men included a group of Hungarian Jews 
who had been brought to the occupied territories of the Soviet Union as slave 
laborers for the Hungarian Army. Th en, after the return of the Soviet regime, 
they became offi  cial prisoners of war.  Four of them left us a group photo when 
they were leaving Bobruysk to go back to their homeland in 1947; our family 
has kept this photo, and I included it in the aforementioned chapter of Book I. 
(Unfortunately, the Russian edition of Joy from Sadness is missing this photo, 
along with about a hundred others.)

Here is what Professor Diosi Lajos wrote to me:
“Dear Mr. Rott,
When reading Mr. Rab’s article in today’s Népszabadság, I was delighted to realize 

that you come from the Rott family my father used to know in Bobruysk. Dr. Diosi 
Imre (1918-1980) was a slave laborer in the Hungarian Army, then defected to the 
Soviets in 1944 and was held in their camps in Bobruysk (and in some other places) 
until 1948. He visited your home many times, which my mother and I remember 
well from his stories in the 1960s. He told us that your father was a political prisoner 
(imprisoned for no reason) and that his wife and children had endured bitter hard-
ships. We learned that you used to work at the Volga Auto Plant, and even found out 
your address in Togliatti, but the letter was returned stamped ‘No longer resides at 
this address.’ We still have that letter and the envelope somewhere… Tomorrow, I will 
tell my mother about this; it’s quite late now. I’m sure she’ll be shocked…

My apologies for such a long letter. Maybe you will be able to reply to me? Perhaps 
in Hungarian? 

Sincerely yours,
Lajos”
I instantly replied and asked for his phone number, which he sent to me shortly. 

I called him in Budapest. We were happy to hear each other’s voices. I said that I 
didn’t want to talk right now because it was going to be an endless conversation. I 
suggested that he should buy my Father’s Letters and Joy from Sadness in one of 
Budapest’s bookstores, and then we can carry on our acquaintance.

“Budapest, February 20, 2009. Dear Vladimir! I have purchased both books. You 
know, I am currently preparing a book of my father’s memoirs for publication, and today 
I had a photo in my briefcase next to your books which is going to be included in my book. 
On my way home, I took it to a shop to be scanned. Ten minutes ago, I came home, opened 
your book and couldn’t believe my eyes. A real miracle! Your book has the same photo! 
Neither my mother nor I knew the name of Adolf Grun, because in his memoirs my father 
always calls him Grun Rumi. And there was no one to ask. A miracle! You’ve got his name.

My Mama (86 years old) is reading your book right now and is shouting out to 
me from the next room that you met with Libenau Bela in Israel in 1986. Believe it 
or not, I visited them in 1986.

My most sincere respect to you for writing these books!
You will soon hear from me again. Love, Lajos.”



538

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 17.

And then, a human miracle happened. On June 9, 2009, before fl ying to 
Tomsk for the celebration of the 50th anniversary of my graduation with an 
engineering diploma, Iya and I changed planes in Budapest and stayed overnight 
at Sipos Manci’s new apartment. At 5:30 p.m., Diosi Lajos rang the doorbell. I 
was taken aback when I saw him because he bore such a resemblance to his 
father – Dr. Diosi, the lawyer who wrote a letter to the Hungarian mission in 
Moscow at Mama Regina’s request, 64 years ago in Bobruysk. Th e letter con-
tained a plea to help Regina Rott and her two children repatriate from the 
Soviet Union to Hungary. Incidentally, I brought a copy of the manuscript of 
that letter and gave it to Lajos as a gift. Lajos led us to his car where his mother 
Magda was waiting, and took us all to dinner. It was an unforgettable evening 
at the Taboni Terrace restaurant. Th ey were extremely likeable people. When it 
was time to pay for the dinner, Lajos and I both tried to convince each other to 
let the other pick up the tab. I insisted but Lajos simply didn’t want to lis-
ten. Finally, Iya’s words resolved the dispute. “Vadya! Back in Bobruysk, 
Mama Regina fed his father leftovers from the timber factory cafeteria so many 
times that his son simply must treat you to dinner once at a restaurant in 
 Budapest!”

I have never lived in Hungary, but I love this country; I have loved it since child-
hood, when I heard my mother’s wistful and adoring sighs. For me, Hungary is 
Garadna, the sparkling clean little provincial town surrounded by breathtakingly 
beautiful mountains and fi elds. One often hears that there are many bad people 
among the Hungarians, including anti-Semites. But, as the Russian proverb says, 

Photo of Hungarian prisoners of war in Bobruysk taken in 1947. Standing: 
Bela Libenau, Adolf Grun, sitting: Salamon Lipot and Dr. Imre Diosi. In the 

photo on the right is a meeting 52 years later with the widow and son of Dr. Diosi. 
His son Lajos Doisi was born in 1951. Budapest, 2009.
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there are black sheep in every family – and, as Mama Regina used to teach me, 
“All evil deeds will be punished!”

Garadna is home to the young, cultured, well-educated Marianna and Tibor Paulo. 
Marianna not only loves her children but gives all of her energy to care for the old 
people of her village. Tibor is a policeman, but he wants the Spielberger family memo-
rial to be well-tended at all times. And 
there is no point in trying to give him 
any kind of payment for his help, not 
even if you try to forcibly stuff  the 
money into his pocket. It won’t work 
– he won’t take it! Garadna is also the 
home of the wonderfully kind Minc-
sik Anna, who always rewards good 
people and good deeds with a ready 
gift – a newly handmade piece of 
color lace, a bright-colored napkin or 
a tablecloth.

Hungary is Encs, home to Kercsi 
Ilona-senior, an unsurpassed mistress 
of the art of the dinner table. We met 

A meeting in Garadna, standing from left to right: Marianna Paulo, Anna Mincsik, 
Margot Zadori, Ilona Kercsi (senior), Iya, Laszlo Apkorovich (Garadna’s Mayor), 

Manci Sipos, Reverend Laszlo Kostyal, Vladimir, Tibor Paulo, sitting: 
Katalin Mezey, Karoly Szabo, Joseph Szabo, and Eva Hunics. Garadna, 2009.

In the background on the right is the 
village of Garadna.
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her thanks to Kercsi Imre, her husband, the stonemason who built the Garadna 
memorial and who departed this world much too early… To attend one of Ilonka’s 
dinners is a boon that has no price, though of course she would never charge a price 
for it. As for her house, Iya insists to this day that it is the world’s cleanest and most 
orderly home. Her daughters, twins whose growth and whose lives we have been 
observing for more than twenty 
years, take after their mother. Th e 
mild-mannered, kind-hearted 
Aniko and her husband Gabor – 
my invaluable helper in Hungary 
– have already given Ilonka a 
granddaughter, the chatty Bianca, 
while the ambitious and beautiful 
Ilcsi is still studying while she 
climbs successfully and tirelessly 
up the career ladder: she is now the 
head of a department at one of the 
capital’s TV stations. 

Ilona Kercsi (junior) and her twin sister Aniko, along with Aniko’s husband 
Gabor Bordas and their daughter Bianca. Budapest, December 2007.

Short visit in Encs with the ever hospitable 
Ilona Kersci (senior).
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Hungary is Tokai, where Hudacskoni Kata, the owner of a fi ne wine cellar in 
Bodrogkisfalud Village, will always give you a friendly reception. She will cook 
and serve an unforgettable dinner, and then off er you to taste a full range of Tokai 
wines made from the grapes of her own vineyard. Moreover, the presentation of 
the wines will be so masterful that you will feel, with absolute certainty, that the 
last wine you tasted is the best kind of wine in the world. And then the charming 
hostess will pour an even better wine into your glass!

In the neighboring village, Olaszliszka, you will meet the friendly priest Kostjal 
Laszlo, a likeable and sensitive young man.  Even though his parishioners are scat-
tered over four villages, he always fi nds the time to help people, including the Kercsi 
family. Imre was a school friend of his, and asked Laszlo to watch over his family 
when he was dying. Laszlo is always organizing trips for his parishioners, not only 
to the Vatican or to Fatima, but also to Paris, Rome and other European cities; he 
is also the best at putting together programs for our tours when I bring yet another 
group of my friends to the region where royal wines are made.

For me, Hungary is also St. Andre – Budapest – Pecs – Seged – Kesthely: the 
magical Marzipan Museums, lovingly brought from Austria to Hungary and 
further multiplied by our dear and kind Szabo Karcsi. He left behind his wife’s 
grave, he left behind Puchberg and brought all of himself back to his native 
country in order to bring even more joy to those who come to see his Hungary. 
Uncle Karcsi’s kindness truly knew no bounds. How many thousands of visitors 
to the Marzipan Museum have received free souvenirs from this man!  How many 
people were helped by him! How he loved people! Our family, too, basked in the 
warmth of his aff ection and kindness. Here is one of Karcsi’s fi nal letters to us: 

“My beloved friend Vladimir! (November 4, 2007)
From the moment of your recent presentation of the book, Father’s Letters from 

Siberian Prison, which deeply shook me and everyone else in the audience, I decided 
to write a letter to you expounding my endless thoughts on this tragedy. Th e tragedy 
that befell you and millions of other people and families is an unforgivable crime, 
and I believe and hope that such a nightmare will never be repeated.

And now a few thoughts for your family, but mostly for you. In my school years, 
when we studied the Old Testament in our Religion classes, we read about a man 
named Job whom the Lord decided to test to see how long he would be able to endure 
the torments Heaven had in store for him. He lost his children, his wife, his property, 
but bore it all uncomplainingly. In recompense for his unshakeable faith, the Lord 
rewarded him with a new loving wife, with devoted children, and with wealth, and 
he lived in great joy to the end of his days. Having understood the hardships that befell 
you, and to some extent shared the pain of your ordeal, God has blessed you – just like 
the patient Job – with a new homeland, a beloved wife, exceptionally wonderful 
children and grandchildren, and your faith in God has made you a happy man. For 
me, you are the reborn patient Job of the modern world.
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And I wish you further blessings from God from the bottom of my heart!  Your true 
friend, Karcsi.”

To our great common sorrow, Szabo Karcsi left us in March 2009… Not only 
a very close friend, but he also paid for the Hungarian translation of Book 1 and 
half of this book. Th ank you for everything, Karcsi Bacsi!

I appeal to the people who have inherited his large estate: you have no greater 
duty to Karcsi than to erect a worthy memorial, immediately and in the best 
possible place, to Szabo Karoly, the creator of Hungary’s amazing Marzipan 
Museums.

Karci’s life fl ew by like a shining comet. Luckily for us, his older brother Jozsef, 
our tried and true old friend from our Tomsk days, from 1966, now lives in 
Budapest. He and his wonderfully kind wife Magda were the fi rst friends who 
hospitably threw the doors of their small house open to our family on every trip 
we made. Even when we vacationed on Lake Balaton, they entrusted us with the 
parental supervision of their teenage girls, Magdika and Agika, who are now 
moms and grandmas themselves.

Hungary is also Budapest! A city of unique inimitable beauty, of European cul-
ture, of unforgettable architecture. Anyone who has visited this city will remem-
ber it, and anyone who wants to visit can fi nd out for him- or herself that anyone 

Karoly Szabo and his marzipan creations.
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looking from the top of Gellert Mountain at Budapest’s night lights, the illumi-
nated garlands of its bridges and the glitter of the Danube is going to say, “My 
G-d, what beauty! How fortunate I am to be able to see all this!”

For me, Budapest is the Hunics family; the Hunicses are true patriots of their 
country who have caused my love of Hungary to grow. Th e energetic, smart, 
tireless Eva is always there to help people who need her. Jozsef, who has grown 
a little fat over the fi fty years that have passed since he stood on Europe’s cham-
pionship pedestals and won a medal at the Melbourne Olympics, is the kindest 
of men. We wept together when they had to put their loyal and reliable friend, 
Freddie the American bulldog, to sleep.

Budapest has many hotels for each 
taste, but if you have stayed at the 
Th ermal Hotel even once – that is, the 
thermal waters hotel on Margarita 
Island – no other hotel in the city will 
ever replace it for you. Margarita Island 
is located in the center of the capital, 
in the middle of the majestic Danube. 
Like all hotels, the Th ermal is having a 
rather diffi  cult time right now, but the 
staff  will still receive you with a home-
style friendliness. Th e food is wonder-
ful, the thermal pools are comfortable 
and accessible, the treatments are 

Visiting with the Shimonfai family at their marzipan café in Balaton. Keszthely, 2002.

Our friends the Hunics family: 
Eva, Joseph and Freddy.



544

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 17.

administered carefully and professionally… And how exquisite it is to go out for 
a stroll along the three-kilometer island where there is no public transportation, 
to walk along narrow paths under centuries-old trees, to sit on the riverbank and 
marvel at the endless fl ow of athletes of all ages who run almost soundlessly 
around the island along a never-ending terracotta path… You look after them 
and try to guess: “Is this one training for the Olympics? And this one just run-
ning for his own health?” Budapest is alive!

For us, Budapest is Orosz Eva. In her work time, she is a branch manager at the 
Budapest bank; the rest of the time, she’s a devoted mother to her daughter and 
son-in-law, as well as our reliable guide around the capital’s wonderful theaters 
and concert halls.

Budapest’s theaters are a whole other story! Where else can one feel the emo-
tions one feels in the old Operetta Th eater where Imre Kalman and Franc Lehar 
stepped through the doors so many times? Th e theater’s stage seems small, but 
what a stage it is!  At the Opera Th eater, there are lines every day for behind-the-
scenes tours, to see the dressing rooms and the technical equipment as well as 
the exhibitions on the theater’s history.

I sincerely believe that each music lover must hear, at least once in his life, the 
inimitable play of a real Hungarian gypsy band. It is impossible to describe! It is 
something that must be heard and seen! Just as one simply has to see the fi reworks 
in Budapest on the national holiday, the 20th of August.

We have seen many times how powerful the Hungarians’ yearning for art is, 
what fascinating forms of theater are born in that country. Hungary’s capital 
deserves infi nite praise. In our diffi  cult economic times, its leadership has deemed 
it possible to give the world two unique new modern theater buildings on the 
Lower Danube, with amazing architecture and acoustics.

Th e curtain in Budapest goes down only to go up again and again.
 Iya and I love to bring our friends to Hungary – not because we have nothing 

else to do with our money, but because we want to share that country’s beauty 
with our friends, again and again.

Th e moment you leave, you want to return…
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ONE FINAL TALE…

In my years of life in Canada, I gave many talks before my American and Canadian 
relatives and friends about the fate of my parents and about our life in the Soviet 
Union. At the memorial banquet we organized on November 20, 2005 to com-
memorate the 30th anniversary of Iya, Sandor, Ilona and Edwin’s arrival in 
 Canada, I told the story of our past yet again… Th ey listened very attentively, 
some even had tears in their eyes. I, too, was barely able to contain my emotions. 
It was all the more diffi  cult because Mama Regina, Joe Weltman, and my brother 
Yuzef were no longer with us. Th at was when I decided that I would no longer 
give talks about our story but would instead try to write it down, especially, since 
I have been keeping a diary since my school years and have always preserved letters 
and newspaper clippings that interested me, so there was plenty of material. 

On the very next day, Ilona’s husband Paul went with me to a shopping center 
and helped me choose a laptop Macintosh computer which, for four years now, 
has helped me speak to my reader.

And now, I have completed the second book of my memoirs – which, like the 
fi rst, ends with Chapter 18. I never thought I was going to write two volumes; 
however, my initial plan was for thirty-six sections, each of them meant to con-
vey the details of events so dear to my heart. Th ank you, dear reader, for the time 
you have given to my life story and my heroes.

In the late 1980s, I was often invited to give talks about engineering in the Soviet 
Union to chapters of the Society of Professional Engineers of the Province of 
Ontario. After one such presentation, I was approached by a man of about thirty, 
who said, “Th ank you for the fascinating information! My name is John Lermont. 
I am an engineer and was born in Canada, but our family has Scottish roots. I 
am interested in Russia because the Russian poet Mikhail Lermnotov was one of 
our family’s ancestors.”

Iya and I were delighted to make such an interesting acquaintance and invited 
John over for dinner. It turned out to be a wonderful evening. John was delighted 
by Iya’s borscht. Yuzik and Svetlana also came over to meet him. But the most 
interesting and unexpected thing came after dinner. John had brought a guitar 
with him and sang a Scottish song for us. Th en, Yuzik sat down at the piano, I 
picked up an accordion, and our whole Russian bunch performed the song “Th e 
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Commemorative dinner celebrating the 30’th arrival of Iya and the children 
to Canada. Banquet hall of the Viewmount synagogue, Toronto, November 2005.
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Lonely Sail,” to Mikhail Lermontov’s lyrics, for John. John liked the song so 
much he immediately wanted to learn it. We quickly brought over a volume of 
Lermontov’s poetry from our home library and dictated to John the Russian 
words, which he wrote down in Latin letters. Th at evening, we sang “Th e Lonely 
Sail” in a chorus again and again, and by the end John Lermont sang with us 
loudly in Russian and accompanied us on the guitar. As the gathering dispersed 
long after midnight, we unanimously concluded that this had probably been the 
best Lermontov commemorative evening in the modern world.

Once, Iya and I started remembering which amazing and joyful events in our 
lives we especially cherished. We ended up picking two: the extraordinary kind-
ness and generosity of Vivian and George Kuhl, and Valentina and Vitaly Groys-
man’s second trip to Canada.

“December 1998, New York. … Along with many other congregants of the View-
mount Synagogue, Iya and I received an invitation from the Kuhl family to attend 
the wedding of their oldest son, held yesterday at the New York Hilton. We drove 
from Toronto in our minivan, then spent three days with old friends in Brooklyn 
and stayed at their place. Last night we arrived in Manhattan, with the intention 
of setting off  for Toronto immediately after the wedding and spending the night at 
some roadside motel. After parking at the hotel, we were among the fi rst to go up to 
the third fl oor to one of the banquet halls, at the center of which was a large table 
with many candles in globe-shaped vases. It was the fi rst day of Hanukah, and it 
was easy to guess that the candles were meant for the wedding guests. Iya and I were 
emboldened enough to light two candles. Just then, Vivian and George came up to 
us, still wearing coats – they had just come in from outside. We greeted them with a 
hearty Mazel Tov!

Th e radiantly beautiful Vivian said, apologizing sheepishly, “Mr. and Mrs. Rott, 
I’m sorry! We were going to call you in Toronto but turned out to be overloaded by 
wedding preparations. I hope you will understand and forgive us. Today, you are our 
guests. Please take the room that has been booked for you at the hotel. We would also 
like to see you in the morning among the guests at breakfast.” Iya and I were moved 
to tears by such unexpected generosity. “Please don’t cry!” Vivian told us, trying to 
calm us down even as tears sparkled in her own eyes. “You still have time to go and 
get settled in your room, relax, get some rest.”

After giving our names at the registration desk, we received an envelope marked 
with the number 3450 containing two plastic key cards. Th e elevator immediately 
got us up to the 34th fl oor. Outside were the glittering windows of New York’s skyscrap-
ers. On the TV screen, we read the greeting, “Mr. and Mrs. Rott: Welcome to Hilton 
New York!” On the bed was a beautiful white box tied with a satin ribbon.  It con-
tained a personal greetings for us and a wedding events schedule, as well as bottled 
water, juice, fruit and biscuits.

Th e wedding was amazingly beautiful and well-organized.
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In the morning, we found the hotel bill under our door. After the morning prayer 
in the prayer room on the 40th fl oor and the buff et breakfast, I went to see 
the  cashier, who told me, “You owe nothing, Mr. Rott! Th e Kuhls are picking up 
the bill.”

“May G-d grant them good health and even more money!” was Iya’s and my 
heartfelt wish. Th e $280 bill included the room charge plus tax, $35 for the minivan 
parking, and $11.25 for telephone calls (one local, two to Toronto).”

In later years, several other friends gave us a similar reception – but this inci-
dent moved us very deeply. 

In the “Harvard” chapter, I described the visit of our dear friends, the Groysmans, 
from Togliatti in 1990: they arrived with 30 dollars, of which Vitaly spent 29 on 
a book, an Old Testament in Russian.

“May 11, 1996. Th e Toronto Airport. Iya and I are waiting for the arrival of the 
Lufthansa fl ight to Frankfurt. We are fl ying via Moscow to Tomsk for the 100th 
anniversary celebration of our Tomsk Polytechnic. Just 40 minutes before we were 
supposed to leave for the airport, our travel agent Linda Flodder dashed over with 
our plane tickets and our Russian visa. Th e gentlemen/comrades from the Russian 
consulate in Ottawa only issued the visas yesterday after a 14-day wait – “on princi-
ple,” just as we “asked and paid for” – and sent them via courier to Toronto; as a 
result, Linda had to fi sh out our papers at the city’s main mail sorting facility so that 
we wouldn’t miss our fl ight. What a time…

And then, yesterday, what an event! Th e Groysmans called from Eylat two weeks 
ago and announced that they’d be arriving in Toronto on May 12. At the time, we 
weren’t planning to go to Tomsk yet, but a couple of days later an invitation arrived 
from Yampolsky and Gavrilin. We decided to go. Th en, urgent preparations began: 
getting the paperwork done for the visas; booking the tickets, especially for travel 
within Russia; endless phone calls; Iya had to fuss around to get a message of con-
gratulations from the University of Toronto to the University of Tomsk so she could 
bring it over; the videos I had shot in 1992 had to be transferred to the Russian system; 
money had to be found and presents bought. In addition to all that, three days ago, 
permission was received to start the electrical work on the construction site at Kodiak 
Crescent for the RAM Computer company where my fi rm is doing the electrical work 
and the wiring. I had to quickly rent a mobile lift and bring in the 600-volt distribu-
tion panels, the switches and the wires…

And then, on May 9, another call from the Groysmans, this time from New York; 
they confi rmed their arrival in Toronto on the 12th (!). I started explaining to Vitaly 
that we were urgently fl ying to Tomsk on May 11, and they would be received in 
Toronto, just as warmly, by our children. Valentina took the phone, and we heard her 
agitated voice. “Iya, Vadik! I want so badly to see you, I really do! If we don’t see each 
other, then I came here for nothing… I don’t care about America, I’ve been here before. 
I want to see you!” “And Valya bringing you mushrooms, too!” Vitaly added into the 
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phone. Valentina went on, “If you have to go away, then please come over and see us 
on the evening of May 10 when our group arrives in Canada, in Stratford…”

At 6 p.m., after unloading most of my work tools from my Ford Taurus, Iya and 
I set off  for Stratford. It was raining badly and there were traffi  c jams on the highway; 
it took us two hours to get there. Th e Groysmans, who had grown a little heavier and 
a little older, ran out to meet us. Th ere were hugs and kisses of joy. It had been six 
years since they had last visited… Th ey dragged us at once to their room at a fairly 
good local hotel. Before we could say anything, Valentina hugged us both and launched 
into a lengthy speech: “Our dearest Rotts! I came here for a reason – to give you some-
thing. Please, please do not refuse to accept it – if you refuse, it would kill me!” She 
took a paper envelope out of her handbag, stuff ed it into my pocket and went on, 
“Th ere was a time when you received us as guests with thirty dollars in our pockets. 
You paid for my visa, you took us on a trip around Ontario, then you took us to New 
York and paid for us to stay for four nights at a hotel near Broadway. We don’t forget 
such things. And now, we’re really happy that we have the means to pay you back…”

I realized that the envelope had money in it. I decided not to look inside and tried 
to protest, but Valentina added, “Th ere’s 5,000 dollars in it. Use it as you see fi t…”

Iya and I were deeply moved by such a gesture from our friends. “Th at’s the Groys-
mans for you!” Meanwhile, they were already handing us a large bag fi lled with dried 
mushrooms. Valechka continued, “We made a special trip to the Penza region for 
these. I picked them, Vitalik cleaned them and mounted them on sticks for drying. 
Last time we were here, Vadya, you said you missed real mushrooms.”

At dinner, Vitaly introduced us to his group which had approximately twenty 
people in it. It turned out that they were all members of the Russian chapter of the 
Rotary Club, on a tour of the United States and Canada. We were surprised to see 
Vitaly produce a gold credit card and pay for the dinner. Groysman had always been 
an exceptionally practical and enterprising man, and now, after the changes in Rus-
sia, his talent for business had found a good outlet: along with his continued achieve-
ments in sports, Vitaly had, in four years, built a cosmetology clinic for Valentina 
with a staff  of nineteen, become the head physician of the 1,000-bed city hospital, 
and created the Vis-à-Vis clinic, a private center for alternative medicine.

We got home at 2:30 a.m. in the driving rain. Th en, early in the morning, we 
rushed over to Ilona’s place in our happy excitement. Paul, still not fully awake (8:30 
am) was surprised, but Ada and Serena were already running around in their little 
pajamas. I raced brazenly upstairs to the bedroom and woke up Ilona. “Kids, I’m so 
excited – I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t leave without sharing this with you. Yesterday, 
we came back from Stratford late at night, we saw the Groysmans. Th ey gave us a 
present…” I took a 100-dollar bill out of the envelope and handed it to Ilona, who 
was still lying in bed; then took out a second 100-dollar bill and gave it to Paul. 
“What is he, printing them or something?” Ilona asked. I handed the third bill to 
Serena, but she retorted, outraged, “I don’t want it!” I gave it to Ilona, then gave Paul 
the money for Ada and Adam, and Iya and I were off  to see Sandor. 
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8:40. It was still quite early for them when I rang from the lobby and quickly went 
up to the 15th fl oor. I gave Manana a hundred. “What’s this for? Take it back!” she 
said, looking scared. I said sternly, “Take it and listen to me!” I gave the next bill to 
Sandor. Audrey wouldn’t take it, of course, even though she was standing right there 
next to her mother. I gave it to Manana. Th en I said, “Kids, I just left 500 dollars at 
Ilona’s place, and I can’t leave you with less. So take another 200!” Th ey were agitated 
and confused.

We walked down to the 12th fl oor to the apartment of Manana’s parents. Dodik 
and Svetlana were still in their pajamas, and Diana, Manana’s younger sister, was 
still sleeping. (By the way, three days ago they fi nally found the right kind of hearing 
aid for her and she can hear for the fi rst time. She wears it constantly. Th is is wonder-
ful! She was so happy to hear our voices.) I woke up Diana, which wasn’t easy, and 
gave her a 100-dollar bill. “What’s this? What for?” Dodik and Svetlana shouted next 
to me, like the proud Georgians they are. When I gave each of them a hundred as well 
and made them accept the money, they began to protest quite earnestly. I reassured 
them, quickly explained to them what had happened, and Iya and I ran off .

We woke Edwin last; he is still living with us. When Joe Weltman heard our story, 
he was happiest about the dried mushrooms: “Oh, I remember those mushrooms!” he 
said. “Th ey tasted and smelled so good the last time!”

No matter how fast I write these memoirs, our children and grandchildren grow 
even faster, and anything I can say about them is only one episode from one of 
many happy days gone by.

“October 10, 1998. We have all assembled at our place for the Sabbath dinner. 
Iya remembered that she and I were expected at our friends at 3:30. She left the table 
and ran upstairs to the bedroom to change. Our “fi ve” (Ada, 7 years old; Serena, 5; 
Audrey, 3; Adam, 3; Gabriel, 2) immediately came running after her: “Baba! We 
want to see how you will change!” 

“October 16, 1998. Manana says Gabriel was sitting in his tall chair in the 
kitchen eating bread. He took a bite out of each side and said, “Look, Mama, a ship!” 
Th en he fl ipped over a fork on the table: “A bridge!” Th en there was only a small bit 
of bread left: “A little ship!” We remember very well how Sandor used to show such 
“sculptures” to Grandma Riza at that age.”

“October 25, 1998. Sunday. As always, Iya and I collected our fi ve grandchildren 
and went to Baycrest to visit Grandma Riza. Th ere wasn’t any popcorn on sale, so I 
bought everyone ice cream. It was a pleasure watching the children and Regina eat. Iya 
says, “Serena, when I’m as old as Grandma Riza, are you going to buy me ice cream?” 
Serena says, “No, Baba Iya, I’m not going to buy you ice cream because I have no money.” 
Iya: “And you, Audrey?” “No, Baba. I don’t have any money.” Iya then turned to Ada, 
whose reply was, “Baba, I’ll buy you ten ice creams! I told you I have more than 70 
dollars. More than 70 because Zeidi (her grandfather, Paul’s father) couldn’t give me 
my birthday present on Friday and then brought me money yesterday…”
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“March 21, 1999. Yesterday was Sabbath. As always, the entire family came over for 
lunch at 12:30, but Ilona’s family only showed up at 1:15. Ilona was the fi rst to come 
in: “Sorry, please don’t mind us! We have a problem: Serena baked a chala bread at 
school yesterday and was going to bring it over for Baba Iya, but we’ve lost it. We’ve 
turned the entire house upside down and still couldn’t fi nd it. Maybe I accidentally 
threw it away yesterday…

Ada and Adam came in, followed by Paul, who was pulling a weeping Serena by 
the hand. In her despair, she sat down on the stairs leading up to our bedroom and 
continued crying. Ilona came up to her daughter again and apologized, but that didn’t 
help. No matter how much Ilona tried to comfort her, Serena was inconsolable. I 
asked Ada for advice on what to do. “Nothing, just leave her alone!” the older sister 
said resolutely. A little later, Serena came in, still in tears, and sat down next to Ilona. 
Th e poor child, she was barely able to calm down.

Th is afternoon, our entire family went to the Game Hall to celebrate Audrey’s 
fourth birthday. Everything was lovely. Th en, suddenly, Ilona comes running: “We 
found the chala bread! Yesterday after we came home from your place, I kept wonder-
ing how this could have happened. I asked Adam if he had touched anything of 
Serena’s.” And then, the mystery was solved. Th e evening before, Ilona had put the 
chala bread in a small bag and left it on a chair by the door so they wouldn’t forget 
to take it with them. Adam saw that it was something of Serena’s … so he took the 
bag, carried it away, and put it down on Serena’s bed. When Serena was going to bed, 

Our grandchildren: Serena, Gabriel, Ada, Adam, and Audrey.
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she scooped up the bedcover and put it in the wardrobe. Th e entire family ran upstairs, 
and the bag with the chala bread turned up in the wardrobe! I came up to Serena 
right there in the Game Hall and expressed my joy at the fi nd. Little Serena, sporting 
an elegant new hairdo, laughed merrily in response.”

“April 5, 1999. Ilona invited the entire family to watch slides from Iya’s and my trip 
to Australia. While the guests were assembling, 7-year-old Ada showed her album, a gift 
from Edwin and Claire who always give beautiful, clever, intellectually stimulating 
presents. Th is album had blank sheets of paper, except for two eyes drawn at the center 
of each page. You had to use your own imagination to draw something around them. 
Ada made some very interesting drawings. Iya liked them and invited me to come over 
and look. We marveled at the drawings and praised little Ada. Her younger sister Serena, 
5 years old, added in her excellent English, standing next to Ada, “You know something! 
Ada drew all these pictures herself! But I was sharpening her pencils all the time because 
I wanted Ada to work on her pictures without getting distracted…”

“September 22, 1999. Today, Gabriel and Audrey (ages 3 and 4) are at our place, 
on Baba Iya’s watch. Th ey’ve been watching Gabriel’s favorite cartoon musical, “Fan-
tasia,” together for the umpteenth time. Th e children get very emotional as they watch 
the dinosaurs becoming extinct. Baba Iya tries to reduce the tension: “Don’t be upset, 
children. It happened a long time ago.” “How long?” Audrey asks. “Very long ago!” 
Baba Iya clarifi es. “Before Mama was born?” Audrey asks, amazed. Iya decided to 
correct the children’s fantasy. “Long before Mama was born!” she says. “Before Dodik 
was born, and before Dodik’s father was born, and before Dodik’s father’s father was 
born!” “Before the Japanese?” says Audrey, Sandor and Manana’s daughter, wanting 
to show off  her erudition.”

Iya and I are happy that we could not only learn together with our grandchildren, 
but often learn from them.

Ilona’s neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. W., are a rich and kind elderly couple. Mrs. 
W. bakes wonderful cakes and always makes them for Ilona for every holiday. 
Despite having two gardeners, she often comes over to weed Ilona’s insuffi  ciently 
well-tended garden with her own hands. Good neighbors, in other words. In 
April 2001, they went away to Florida for Passover, as they would often do. Th at 
year Ilona and her family were spending the fi rst Seder with Paul’s parents, and 
the second one with us. When Ilona was leaving home, she called us.

“Mama, there’s a box of special round matzos that’s been lying by the W.’s 
door since yesterday. Somebody brought it over for them. But they’re in Florida, 
and it’s drizzling outside. What should we do about those matzos?”

“I think the best thing would be for you take it and eat half of it at Eleanor’s 
Seder tonight, and bring the other half to our place tomorrow,” Iya said. “We’ll 
eat it. Th e W. will be fi ne with it, and the matzos will be put to good use.”

Iya and I and Sandor’s family went to celebrate the fi rst Seder with Manana’s 
parents. Iya told everyone about Ilona’s call. I was in complete agreement with 
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her: eat the matzos! Dodik and Svetlana objected, saying that it wasn’t proper. 
Sandor took my side. At the second Seder, at our place, Edwin supported us as 
well. After the Seder Ilona’s family went away for a weeks vacation, and we never 
found out what happened to those matzos.

Th en, one evening, Iya and I went over to the Weltmans’. We told them about 
the matzos and about our opinion of what to do with it.

“No, no!” Joe shouted. “You cannot eat it! You, Ulan-Ude, cannot eat it! Hmm 
… Bakta and Ulan-Ude!”

Iya took slight off ense at the “Ulan-Ude.” (Bakta was the village where Joe 
was born.) On the last night of Passover, I asked Rabbi Ochs about it.

“No, you can’t eat those matzos,” he said. “If you do, you’ll have to pay some 
kind of compensation to Mr. W… But you really cannot eat it as a matter of 
principle, because it isn’t yours! I understand your good intentions, but you can’t!  
Property takes precedence.”

We were amazed and delighted. After Ilona and her family returned, our fi rst 
question to them was: what happened to those matzos?

“Papa, the box with the matzos is at our place, still intact. When we wanted 
to open it and eat it, Serena said very sternly, ‘We don’t eat that! It’s not ours!’ 
and so we never touched it.”

We told many people about this incident and soon forgot all about it. But in 
late 2008 we suddenly started talking about that box of matzos at a family dinner, 
and Ilona remembered the conclusion to the saga. “I gave the box to Mrs. W. 
when they came back from Florida, and a few days later she told me happily, 
‘Last night my husband felt like some matzos, so we opened the box and ate it!’”

“April 2001. Th e other day, Iya was babysitting Audrey, Adam and Gabriel. Iya asked 
the grandchildren to help her clear the fallen branches in the yard. Th e children were 
helping rather reluctantly. However, when Grandma explained to them that it was 
hard for her to do this alone because she had a weak heart, the grandchildren went 
to work enthusiastically. Suddenly, Adam (5 years old) asked, “Baba Iya, where do 
you work?”

“You know, Adam, I don’t work anymore because I’m old…”
“But if you don’t work, then you must be digging ditches?”
“Why do you think so?”
“My mom said that if I don’t study well at school, I’ll never get a job and I’m going 

to spend my life digging ditches. Baba Iya, but if you don’t work, where do you get 
the money to live?”

“I’m old now but I’ve worked for years, and now I get a pension from the govern-
ment. I’m retired.”

According to Iya, her grandson was satisfi ed by such an answer.”
“December 2001. Five-year-old Gabriel asked Manana, “What’s a divorce?” Th e 

mother explained to the boy that sometimes parents live separately. “What’s a stepfa-
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ther?” the little boy asked, continuing to expand his knowledge of the world. Manana 
explained that too, as accessibly as she could, whereupon Gabriel said, “Mama, can 
you promise me that you and Papa are always going to live together?”

“June 2, 2004. With their parents away visiting friends, Iya took the Rott children 
to our place for dinner and overheard their conversation. 

Gabriel (age 8): “Audrey, if you get married, don’t get divorced!”
Audrey (age 9): “I know! It’s expensive! A lawyer costs a lot of money…”
“January 27, 2002. Serena (age 8) has a school assignment to build a wheel-

themed project. I promised to help her make the model, while Serena had to collect 
the “wheels” – metallic caps for juice bottles. Th e “collection” continued for two weeks; 
then, on Saturday, she and Ilona fi nally announced, “We’ve got the ‘wheels’!” On 
Sunday, I picked up Serena at 10:30 a.m., and we went to my workshop on St. Clair.

“Deda, you know how I collected the bottle caps? Mom (Ilona) gave each of us a 
bottle of juice and took one for herself as well and made us drink it. Ada threw up 
because she doesn’t like juice. But Adam and I and Mom were fi ne.”

Serena really liked the clever construction of the lock on the door of my workshop. 
We spent 5 hours building the model, and ended up making a truck. “Deda! Th is is 
the best car!” 

As we headed home, with Serena holding the model, I said, “Serena, if the teacher 
asks you why there’s such a big gap between the bed and the sides of the truck, tell her 
that it’s needed for rainwater drainage because it’s an open-bed truck… To that, 
Serena said, “No! I will tell her that she should try to do one better herself!”

One day we received an unusual invitation announcing that the Staples/Business 
Depot international retail store would be holding a presentation of a book by 
the winners of the All-Canadian Competition for the best children’s poems. Th e 
book was going to be signed by the winner from the Province of Ontario, a nine-
year-old student from the Associated Hebrew Day School, Serena Posner. For 
Iya and me, this was a huge surprise that left us extremely proud. 

It turned out that Canada’s schoolchildren had been invited to write a poem, 
using no more than 100 words, beginning with the words, “If I were…” Ilona saw 
the announcement and encouraged her daughter to enter the competition. Our 
darling Serena wrote a poem, “If I were perfect,” in which she humorously placed 
herself in various situations and fi nally concluded, “Anything I do is good because 
I’m PERFECT!” Over 8,000 Canadian children took part in the competition. Th e 
best 204 contributions were selected to be published as a book, which also included 
Serena’s poem. Money raised from sales of this book went to help the country’s 
schools – among them Serena’s own school which received 500 dollars.

On December 1, 2002, at 1 p.m., little Serena Posner sat at a big table at the 
STAPLES store signing copies of the colorful book for customers. On the table 
was a pile of these books and a huge cake with the inscription, “Congratulations, 
Serena!” A circle of excited fans stood around the table – everyone from the win-
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ner’s family to Joe and Edith Weltman. I bought ten copies which were imme-
diately sent off  to friends in Russia, Israel, and Hungary. Everyone enjoyed the 
cake, including quite a few surprised STAPLES customers.

“September 7, 2003. Audrey (8 years old) attends a children’s ballet school with Rus-
sian teachers. Recently, the school director announced that one-day-a-week classes were 
being canceled and the school would have only four-day-a-week classes, which, of 
course, would cost more. A family council was held at which Manana said, “Audrey, 
if you want to study ballet, I am willing to pay for four lessons a week, but then we’ll 
have to stop the swimming, skiing, and karate lessons. We don’t have enough money 
to pay for all of that.”

Th ere was a long silence, suddenly interrupted by seven-year-old Gabriel who lay 
on a couch nearby: “Audrey, if you want to go to ballet, I’ll pay for you.”

Manana says they, the parents, froze in shock when they heard their son’s off er.”

“December 27, 1998. With pride and joy, we keep watching the video recording of 
Valentin Shusharin’s anniversary concert, which we have received from Tomsk, and 
showing it to friends and family. We’ve written down our impressions of the concert 
and have sent it to colleagues and to the organizers and participants in the event. Th e 
longest and warmest letter was to Valentin himself. We even enclosed a large photo of 
our family. We’re happy we were able to send him another 200 dollars. in November…

Book signing at Staples by Serena, winner of a Canadian short story competition. 
Toronto, December 2002.
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And then suddenly, tonight, when we called Gavrilin, we heard terrible news. 
“Valentin is ill. A male disease… the prostate. It’s very serious. We’re helping him as 
best we can. Th e worst thing is that it’s a harsh winter, there’s nobody else with him 
where he lives. He’s alone, sick, depressed…”

“April 2, 1999. Larisa Gavrilina gave us the phone number, and today we called 
Shusharin at home for the fi rst time. I asked, “Who is it?” “Shusharin, Valentin 
Grigorievich.” “Shusharin, the composer?” “Vadim! Where are you? Where are you 
calling from?” “From our home in Toronto. Iya’s here too, on the second phone.”

Valentin became agitated. He fell silent and I could tell he was upset, even crying. 
“Guys, you don’t even know!” We started comforting him as he went on, “You know, 
guys, I was in the hospital! I had surgery. It was at the hospital that I got your letter. 
Th ank you! I re-read it many times and I loved looking at the photo of your big fam-
ily. It was a huge support. Th ank you!”

Isn’t it a miracle? We spent six months writing this letter – then we fi nally sent it 
off , and it found Valentin in the hospital. We talked for more than an hour. In the 
middle of the conversation, I ran out to get another prepaid phone card from the 
Korean shopkeeper just before he closed up so that we could continue talking.

Valentin told us confi dentially about his illness: an adenoma of the prostate. He had 
had an operation, and was now running a fever and taking Andokur. Due to years of 
taking antibiotics, he had a Proteria vulgaris stomach infection. He asked us to talk 
about it and to get him medical advice from some Canadian doctors. He also shared 
his big secret: many years ago, he was going out with a Jewish girl, and she had given 
birth to a boy. His son should be 23 years old now, and he has never seen him…

I tried insistently to talk Valentin into trying to break away from this sad and 
primitive morality that unfortunately is still dominant in Russia – a morality under 

Th ere was one summer where all of the grandchildren were playing soccer. 
Left: Gabriel and Audrey, right: Serena.
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which girls who get pregnant throw themselves into rivers, divorced parents are con-
sidered embarrassing and are rejected – or, worse yet, children are taught to hate the 
non-custodial parent – and half-brothers and half-sisters with whom one shares a 
mother or father are not acknowledged. I advised Valentin to track down his son right 
away, to get to know him, to invite him over for dinner, tell him about himself, give 
him a recording of the anniversary concert. I thought the idea appealed to him; he 
even sounded animated as he began to discuss the steps that would have to be taken. 
But then, at the end of our long conversation, he said wistfully, “No, Vadim, I can’t 
meet with him. What do I have to give him except for my tuberculosis and cancer…?”

Yet another secret: he’d like to sell his apartment and move to St. Petersburg to live 
with his younger sister, who lives in poverty with her disabled son whom she bore 15 
years ago at Valentin’s insistence… Iya and I tried to convince him that he shouldn’t 
leave Tomsk. It’s his city, where he is respected and needed. His sister has a tiny apart-
ment, it will be too small for the three of them. Let him spend a couple of weeks with 
his sister and he’ll see that we’re right… He said he has recorded a new cassette espe-
cially for us and wants to send it through the mail.”

“April 12. Dr. Tibor Juda could only see Iya and me about Shusharin’s illness after 
11 p.m. He looked carefully over the test results sent over from Tomsk a few days ago, 
and gave us the saddest possible news: “Th is man will not be around for long…”

“April 16, 1999. We called Valentin and tried to reassure him, told him that we 
had found out that Andokur was the most popular remedy in Canada. Th is cheered 
him up. We also told him what Dr. Juda had said: if he has Proteria vulgaris in his 
urine, that’s very bad. However, Valentin said that it was only in his feces; according 
to Dr. Juda, that’s quite normal and is never treated… Valentin said, “I’m feeling 
worse today, I’ve got severe pains in the lower back…” Bad news!

One of the last photos of Valentin Shusharin, along with his sisters 
and nephew.
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Meanwhile, Valentin did come through on his promise: we’ve received his cassette 
with new songs, of which we most liked “Th e Main Quad” and “It’s a Long Way from 
Tomsk to Canada.”

Valentin Shusharin died on July 7, 2009, in St. Petersburg. His younger sister 
Tamara, with whom he had lived the last two years, called us with the sad news. 
We immediately sent word to Tomsk. In the last years, we had talked to him and 
his sister a lot. When I was fi nishing the section on Magadan in the Russian edition 
of my book Father’s Letters From Siberian Prison, I used, with Valentin’s permission, 
the text of his song, “Repentance.” Two weeks before he died, Valentin was moved 
and excited to receive from us copies of the books Father’s Letters in Hungarian and 
English, and to see translations of his “Repentance.” Th e Valentin Shusharin Com-
petition for songwriters and performers, is held annually at the Tomsk Polytechnic 
University; this is the best way to honor Shusharin’s memory.

Published in Russia in 2008, my book Joy from Sadness fi rst appeared in the book-
stores in Moscow. Th e publisher I had chosen turned out to be very passive, and 
so I had to invest a lot of energy myself to make the book available for purchase in 
Togliatti, Tomsk, Ulan-Ude, and other Siberian cities. Despite the interest in my 
book in Belarus, especially in Bobruysk where several newspapers ran excerpts from 
it, the book never went on sale there. It was explained to me that the bookstores 
and libraries in the kingdom of “Big Daddy Lukashenko” are allowed to spend 
their money only on the purchase of books published by Russia’s state-owned 
publishing houses… However, with the help of some good people, about thirty 
copies of the fi rst volume of my memoirs did reach Minsk and Bobruysk.

When I was writing Joy from Sadness, Iya and I located, at Iya’s suggestion, my 
school friend Tamara Okhlopkova, of whom I hadn’t had any news in more than 
40 years. After many adventures, our search ended in mutual joy when we heard 
each other’s voices on the phone. Her voice had aged, she spoke in more of a 
village dialect and had acquired a Byelorussian accent… It turned out that Tam-
ara, now almost 70, was living in Minsk in an apartment once allotted to her 
father. My guardian angel and savior Maria Yakovlevna (I fi nally learned her 
maiden name: Merson) had passed away in 1966, at the age of 56. General 
Okhlopkov had died in 1978, aged 67. Tamara was living with her ailing, 
divorced son; her husband had been dead for several years (“he was a bit of a 
boozer”). Shortly afterwards, she received from me a copy of Father’s Letters. She 
sent me a rave review and admitted that she had known nothing about my fam-
ily before… It cost us a great deal of eff ort and a great many phone calls to get 
Joy from Sadness delivered to Minsk. Tamara waited impatiently for the book, 
knowing that, among other things, it told the story of her own family. She made 
daily phone calls to the vending stall at the book fair where the book was sup-
posed to arrive. Her 28-year-old son had died a month earlier… Finally the book 
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came in, and Tamara was supposed to pick it up the next day. Th ree days later I 
started calling, wanting to know what she thought of the book, but there was no 
answer.  After another three days, on May 5, 2008, there was a call from Minsk.

“Uncle Vadim? Th is is Katya Karubo, Tamara Okhlopkova’s daughter. Mama is 
dead… Cardiac arrest. Th e funeral’s on May 7. She wasn’t answering the phone, so 
we had to come over and break down the door. We found her lying on the bed…”

Unfortunately, Tamara Okhlopkova, one of the heroines of my book, never got to 
read Joy from Sadness. It was her daughter Katya who paid for the book and picked it 
up. When we spoke a couple of months later, she told me, “I read the book – couldn’t 
put it down. Uncle Vadim, it’s a good thing you married Iya, not Mama. Mama could 
never have endured the kind of tribulations Iya went through in her life…”

In Toronto, one of the fi rst responses to Joy from Sadness came from Rosa and Leonid 
Hirsch, who were deeply moved by my account of my past, including my life in 
Bobruysk which had once been their hometown as well. To celebrate the book’s 
publication, they invited Iya and me to a wonderful dinner where we were warmly 
received by them and their friends. Another immigrant from Bobruysk, the kind-
hearted Elena Vikhman, was so moved by Father’s Letters that, despite living on a 
modest pension, she persistently off ered me a small sum of money to support my big 
project and tirelessly promoted my book among elderly Russian immigrants.

Th ere was also the infi nitely kind Elena Shafi rovich, who left an indelible mark 
on the Russian immigrant community in Toronto. Before the start of the mass 
exodus of Jews from Russia, Elena Leschinsky had been an active and much-
appreciated staff er of the Kiev city committee of the Komsomol (Young Com-
munist League). Th en, by a twist of fate, she spent many years teaching Russian 
at a private French-language school in Toronto. For many new immigrants, and 
especially for friends left behind in the Soviet Union, she was a veritable Mother 
Teresa. We met Elena in the 1970s when we were taking Canadian exams to 
receive a professional engineering license. Ever since then, she was a regular 
participant in every special event in our family. Our children held the kind, 
attentive Lenochka Shafi rovich in particularly high regard. When we met for the 
last time, several days before Elena’s passing (she died in a single-bed room in the 
hospital’s oncology department after a long and painful illness), she still found 
the strength to praise me for Father’s Letters, which moved her very deeply, and 
to ask if I needed help with money for the publication of the entire book.

Another loyal reader of mine in Toronto is Marina Geringas (Balter), our longtime 
friend, well-known as a distinguished piano teacher in North America. We had 
known her family since our days in Tomsk, Riga and Moscow. I have already 
mentioned her aunt Gita Balter and the Mironovich family. Th ey were repre-
sentatives of Latvia’s old aristocracy whom Fate had scattered all over the world. 



560

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 18.

Marina’s father, a young Parisian architect, had won 
a competition for the best draft of some sort of 
architectural project in Moscow and moved to the 
Soviet Union with his wife in 1938.  Th e couple had 
been friends with the Russian émigré poet Marina 
Tsvetayeva and her family in Paris, and so the baby 
girl who was born in Moscow was given the name 
Marina. Stalin did not spare the architect Balter: he 
was arrested when Marina was eleven months old, 
and the family never saw him again…

Marina lends constant support to the “budding 
writer” by purchasing my books and giving them 
to friends as gifts.

“June 12, 2008. Toronto. Hello, Vladimir! My 
name is Victoria, and I write to you because I read your 
book, Father’s Letters from Siberian Prison. I got it 
as a gift from Marina Geringas. Th e book moved me 
deeply. Th e seemingly quotidian tone of the letters, in 
which your father never discusses the insanity and barbarity of the very fact of his arrest, 
or the details of the awful conditions of his imprisonment (censorship!), masks a cry from 
the heart. He was a strong-willed man, devoted and loving… Th ese letters are a historic 
document. Th ey show the moral power of a man who rose high above the inhuman 
system that put him in such conditions. Such a thing cannot be forgotten!

Marina has ordered for me your long book of which your father’s letters form one 
chapter. I can feel that you put an incredible amount of work into this book, indeed 
your entire soul, and I am most grateful to you for that, as I’m sure are many other 
readers. I wish you the best from the bottom of my heart!

Victoria Gimelstein”
Sometime later, after reading Joy from Sadness, Victoria and her husband Leon 

met with us and became our close friends. Leon has read the book in both Rus-
sian and English, has studied it carefully and remembers a great many details. To 
have such a reader is every author’s dream. Leon kept insisting that he wanted 
to help me in some way. And fi nally, this former Odessa resident, now a Canadian 
businessman, a talented engineer, and the owner of a very interesting machinery-
building fi rm, organized the delivery from Budapest to Toronto of a 550 kilogram 
crate containing 500 copies of Joy from Sadness in English. 

We have also received a moving letter from a reader in Israel. Marina Geringas’s 
friend, concert pianist Noemi Belinkaya, wrote:

“November 22, 2008.
Dear Iya and Vadim! Last night, I fi nished reading your book. I have no words to 

express all my feelings, my emotions, my gratitude to you for your gigantic labor. 

Marina Geringas. Toronto, 
2009.
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THANK YOU! Th ank you for sharing with us these events, thoughts, and feelings, 
sharing your entire life. Th e book is hard to put down – it is the work of a truly 
talented writer. Th ere is plenty of joy in it, plenty of grief, pain, and laughter through 
tears; the writing is lively and humorous, deep and truthful, and most importantly, 
simple, natural, very human, with no embellishments. Your book is a MONUMENT 
to your parents. I kept thinking how much your parents would have been proud of 
you. Your mother was simply a heroic woman who was able, in such an environment, 
in such horrible conditions, ALONE and with HARDLY ANY Russian, to take care 
of her two sons, give them an education, and raise them to be REAL HUMAN 
BEINGS. Of course, it was wise on her part to register you as Hungarian; it saved 
you all from additional troubles and perils, for, after all, you were not only “the fam-
ily of an enemy of the people” but Jews as well – it’s doubtful that you would have 
been left to live in peace (if indeed this can be called peace) no matter where you were. 
And then you got a higher education despite such an “explosive mix.” It truly brought 
a lump to my throat when I read about all the tribulations that your MOTHER and 
your family had to go through.

I know what it’s like to suff er such privations that even a couple of potatoes become 
a feast. My Mama, too, was left alone after Papa was killed in combat. I was sick, 
Grandma was paralyzed, my uncle was imprisoned under Article 58 [Article 58 of 
the Soviet Penal Code under Stalin provided penalties for “propaganda and 
agitation against the Soviet Union” – tr.] for illegally helping smuggle Jews to Pal-
estine by various routes. Th e KGB kept harassing Mama, demanding that she inform 
on her acquaintances. To avoid doing that, Mama would spend entire days walking 
the streets so that people wouldn’t stop by our place while she was there. And in such 
conditions, Mama still managed to sit with me at the piano, using a hot water bottle 
to keep my hands warm, but never giving me any breaks. It is to her that I owe my 
career as a pianist.

How wonderful that your Regina lived long enough to enjoy freedom, even if her health 
was badly damaged by then. And the moment when you said good-bye to Iya and the 
children, and admitted to your mother on board the plane that you were not coming 
back… How much courage, how much fortitude was needed to carry out your escape!

I also found out just how versatile your talents really are: you’re an engineer, a 
musician, a performer, and a writer. I will wait impatiently for the sequel.  God give 
you health and strength. May your family never again know grief and misfortune, 
may life always be bright and joyful.

THANK YOU, VADIM, for the pleasure, if I may say so, of reading a book about 
your life. I can only imagine how diffi  cult it was to write this and reopen old wounds. 
Congratulations on the publication of this book. It’s wonderful that you got it pub-
lished.

Wishing you the best,
Yours,
Noemi (Belinkaya)”
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No one ever taught me to believe in G-d.  My entire life, I had to be afraid of 
being identifi ed as a Jew. It was Joe Weltman who fi rst brought me to a syna-
gogue. I, a non-believer, saw many people – regular people – who were praying 
and deeply, fervently focused on their prayer, and I realized that there was some-
thing I didn’t know at all.  Th ere was something I hadn’t even imagined. Th ere 
was a vast world where I had never been. Some clever people fi nd it most con-
venient to simply reject this part of the heritage of world culture. I, on the other 
hand, begged Fate – and G-d – to connect me to the world of these people. Now, 
they respect and cherish me and my family, and accept us as we are.

Here is a typical incident. Abraham Davis is a federal judge in Toronto who 
handles civil cases; at the synagogue, he has long served as senior gabai, the 
attendant in charge of organizing the schedule for the service. He also makes sure 
that, on the days of the Torah reading (Saturday, Monday and Th ursday), people 
who either have a yahrzeit on those days – the commemoration of the death of 
a family member – or have some kind of joyful event such as an engagement, a 
wedding, or the birth of a child – are called up for the Torah reading. Before the 
morning service, Abraham Davis, who was sitting next to me, asked unexpect-
edly, “Mr. Rott, when is your yahrzeit? Th is week or next?” “No, I don’t have 
one!” I answered confi dently. He shrugged, and I started to think. “Oh! Grandma 
Ronya! Rakhil Solomonovna! Iya’s mother! Th e month of Elul, the 8th … the 
anniversary of her death is in two days!” I immediately apologized to Judge Davis 
and thanked him for looking out for me. Of course, on the day of her yahrzeit I 
read a memorial Kaddish, and in the morning I brought a bottle of whisky and 
fresh raisin biscuits to the synagogue to remember her good name.

A big surprise awaited me on Saturday, June 14, 2008. To celebrate the publica-
tion of Joy from Sadness in Moscow, the members of our Torath Emeth Congre-
gation (that’s the offi  cial name of our Viewmount Avenue Synagogue) organized 
a banquet attended by about 200 people. Th ey had called all the members of my 
family in advance, invited them, and asked them to keep it a secret from me. 
Other guests, including my relatives – the Weltman and Fordsham families – were 
notifi ed as well. Th ey did a masterful job of keeping me in the dark. Only Dr. 
Juda started asking me something on Friday evening, but someone signaled him 
behind my back and he stopped.

On Saturday, I was one of the seven people called up for the Torah reading. 
Eugene Kohn, a universally respected elderly man who has sat next to me all 
these years, whispered in my ear, “Vladimir, you’ve been called for the reading 
of the ‘Shi-Shi’ paragraph. It’s the most important part of today’s section!”  After 
the balkoire (the Torah reading specialist) had fi nished the “Shi-Shi,” I said to 
the gabai, “You already called me for the Torah reading two weeks ago, why did 
you call me again?” In response, Moti Seidenfeld, a kind man everyone loved, 
whispered to me, “Because I am very fond of Mr. Rott…” 
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After the conclusion of the Sabbath service, synagogue president Menahem Kuhl 
announced that everyone present was being invited to a banquet in honor of Mr. 
Rott, whose book had just been published in Moscow… I didn’t make out every-
thing he said and thought he had simply congratulated me; everyone started smil-
ing and saying something to me, and that was enough to make tears roll down my 
cheeks. We started coming down to the banquet hall, and I was greatly surprised 
to see my whole family standing next to Iya, beaming. I realized what was happen-
ing and didn’t know what to say. Iya whispered to me that this was a surprise for 
me, that everyone had received phone calls asking them to keep it a secret…

On Saturdays after the service at the synagogue, there will sometimes be a 
light kiddysh consisting of beverages and several hot and cold dishes. Th is time, 
however, there was a full, elegantly served lunch. Th e organizer of this surprise 
was a respected elder at the synagogue, Kurt Rothschild, who was already stand-
ing at the long main table – still unoccupied – and gestured to Iya and me to sit 
next to him. People were taking their seats, but no one was sitting down at our 
table. I asked Kurt Rothschild to invite everyone who had helped him to sit at 
that table. And then we had Alex Strasser, Max Rubinstein, Roni Rutman, Moshe 
Korolnek, and Itzchok Cohen sitting with us.

After Mr. Rothschild’s kind words toward me, I was going to say a few words 
– but then, my Iya, Professor Iya Rott, broke from Orthodox custom (women 
very rarely take the fl oor) came up to the podium and began to speak. She 
thanked the community for taking such a touching interest in the “budding 
young writer” and added, “In terms of our Jewish education, Vladimir and I are 
below elementary level – we can’t even read Hebrew – but we are really trying. I 
happily make my own small contribution to the synagogue by patching up or 
replacing the worn-out lining of Torah scroll covers.” Th e audience was pleased 
and moved by Iya’s speech. In my response, I said that I was infi nitely moved by 
such an honor and very proud of the fact that the 600-page Russian text of my 
book contains only three English words: my gratitude to the Torath Emeth Con-
gregation. After the dinner, people came up to me, smiled, and off ered respectful 
congratulations. Even small children shook my hand.

Later, Mr. Rothschild told me that many people had wanted to make dona-
tions so that he had to limit the number of donors. Nonetheless, a week later he 
handed me an envelope with 400 dollars in it: “Th is was left from the funds 
raised for the banquet. You can deposit it in the Fund for Aid to the Jews of 
Buryat-Mongolia that you patronize.” He gave me the names of the banquet’s 
other sponsors: Dov Friedberg, Eli Grossman, Robert Dohany, Abraham Blee-
man, Yaakov Eisenberger.  I thank all of you, my dear brothers!

Mr. Rothschild and I developed a warm and aff ectionate friendship, particularly 
in the past several years when I have been driving him to his offi  ce, located not 
far from the synagogue, every day from Sunday to Friday after the morning 
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service. He is over 80, but every morning I help him carry to the car not one but 
two or even three briefcases fi lled with various documents and letters. Th ese 
papers are appeals for help. Th is little old man is the president of the Mizrahi 
World Zionist Organization.

Mizrahi, an ideological and educational movement, was launched in 1902 in 
Vilnius and is now active in 37 countries around the world, helping schools and 
preschools. 

In addition to his constant concerns about fundraising for the organization, 
Mr. Rothschild often tells me what kind of cases he was handling the previous 
day – for instance:

 A family with eight children has lost its breadwinner, the young widow is desper-
ate and begging for help. A complicated divorce case, the husband has made the wife’s 
life unbearable, she has no money for a lawyer. A little girl in need of complicated 
surgery needs to be transported immediately from Israel to Toronto. Money is needed 
to pay for the surgery, for the parents’ housing during their stay in Canada while the 
child is in the hospital, and for the airfare. Th e Jewish nursing home where Mama 
Regina spent her fi nal years, Baycrest, is appealing for help since it cannot raise enough 
donations to cover the growing expenses…

And Mr. Rothschild spends the entire day making phone calls, inviting people 
over or visiting wealthy individuals and fi rms, talking about what he needs most 
at the moment, and asking for help. He is rarely turned down…

I learned about charity as a child when postwar Bobruysk, like many other 
Soviet cities, started getting “American aid” – railway cars fi lled with fabric cuts 
and slightly worn or even new clothes donated by American Jews to citizens of 
the USSR who had endured wartime privations. It was a huge help for everyone 
who received it.

When I got to know Joe Weltman, his generosity and his interest in helping 
others amazed me but also served as an example to me.

Th e charity of the Jews who surrounded us in Toronto, their readiness to 
respond to requests for help, including their support for our Buryat-Mongolian 
Fund, won us over completely. I have previously mentioned that the well-known 
Olympia and York fi rm owned by the deservedly respected Reichmann brothers 
gave 5,000 dollars to our son Sandor when he was admitted into graduate school 
at Harvard. It should be noted that the fi rm had a special section where three 
people worked only on the distribution of charitable aid…

Th e Torah teaches us all to give 10 percent of our income to the poor and the 
wretched; children in religious families grow up seeing collection boxes in the 
house in which donations are deposited daily. Gradually, I learned that it is very 
important for a person to learn to give, because no matter how much you give, 
your sense of satisfaction will always be greater.

Vera Gordienko (Chernova), the executor of our fund in Ulan-Ude, called 
one day and announced, very upset, “Our city Jewish Center is in danger of being 
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shut down! Joint is cutting its funding to Russia, the center in Krasnoyarsk is 
already closing…” Iya replied, “Don’t worry! I’m sure that as long as there are 
Jews like Mr. Rothschild in the world, the Joint is not going to close you down!”

Kurt Rothschild is an electrical engineer. He used to own a large electrical fi rm 
which he sold, and now he has been working for Mizrahi for thirty years with 
no compensation and responding to anyone in need. He doesn’t like to talk about 
himself or his aff airs. One day, I thanked him for doing such noble work. In 
response, he told me about an episode which I recorded in my diary when I came 
home.

“January 11, 2006. Toronto. As always, after the morning service, I drove Mr. 
Rothschild – whom I’ve gotten to know very well – to work.

“You know what happened yesterday, Mr. Rott? My granddaughter was driving 
her friend to the airport. She was running late and was driving very fast. On High-
way 401, a policeman pulled her over and started writing a speeding ticket. My 
granddaughter started whining and begging him to take pity on her. “All right,” the 
policeman says, “I’m going to write a ticket for a lower speed so that you don’t get a 
point on your license.” While writing the ticket, he saw her last name (she is not a 
Rothschild) and asked, “Are you Jewish?” “Yes, I am.” “Have you ever heard of Kurt 
Rothschild?” “Of course – he’s my grandfather!” Th e policeman was actually stunned 
into silence for a moment. Th en he says, “My wife’s Jewish… Her father used to say 
that there is this man, Kurt Rothschild, who helped him a lot as he did many other 

From left to right, the honourable gentlemen: Kurt Rothschild, Rabbi Mordechai 
Ochs, and Albert Reichmann. 2008. 
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people. No, I can’t give Kurt Rothschild’s granddaughter a speeding ticket!” He tore 
up the ticket and let her go. My granddaughter called as soon as she got to the airport 
and told me about it!”

I usually come to the synagogue by 7 a.m. for the morning service – but my Mr. 
Rothschild is already there in the adjacent room, taking a Torah lesson from some 
rabbi.  Th at means he got up early in the morning with his briefcases, took a cab 
or rode two stops on the city bus, and started his studies at 6:30. He’s not the 
only one studying. Next to him, I see Moshe Korolnek, Dr. Juda, and somebody 
else. At 7 a.m., they join us for the service.

I cannot fi nd the right words to describe to my readers – above all, my readers in 
Russia with whom I have a lot in common – what a phenomenon I discovered in 
Canada.  Th at phenomenon is the religious Jews’ passion for constant study and 
exploration of the centuries-old legacy of Jewish sages and Talmudists. At fi rst, it 
surprised me: “Why do they waste so much time studying these ancient folios? 
Doctors, lawyers, engineers, wealthy businessmen … what do they need this for?”

In those years, Peretz Friedberg, Emil Tannenbaum, and Alex Silberstein were 
still alive; they were all people of means, and very generous. Yet I saw them most 
often not during prayer but during group study sessions. Today’s youth isn’t too 
diff erent from them. It is especially moving to watch fathers explaining things 
of wisdom to their little sons while sitting over a book, or older brothers to 
younger ones. Th e obvious conclusion: Jews are smart because they are constantly 
studying. Th at’s what their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers did. 
Th ese people can imagine no other way of life. How can one not go to the 
synagogue, how can a Jew not keep kosher, how can one allow one’s children not 
to study the Book?

A respected elderly member of our congregation, Yitzchok Cohen, told us 
while reminiscing about his years of suff ering in the Nazi camps that, when 
darkness fell over the barracks, one could hear the prisoners quietly reciting their 
evening prayers. With no books, they remembered, and recited by heart, even 
the dramatic and lengthy Yom Kippur texts…

I am reminded of the fl ights between Toronto and Tel Aviv, in the atmosphere of 
the free world. At the appropriate hour, a small group of men assembles; calmly and 
habitually, they don their tallit and t’fi llin and pray in deep concentration. Th ey need 
it; they cannot do otherwise. Other men of the same ethnicity remain seated in 
silence. Some are lost in refl ection, some have already prayed, while others come from 
several generations of atheists; their fathers were not taught to raise their children but 
to build socialism. Or, even more likely, they grew up without fathers…

In late June 2008, I got a phone call from New York. “I’m Semyon Golbin; I 
studied with your brother Yuzik at the Minsk Conservatory, then we played in 
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the Tomsk orchestra together… I have fond memories of the hospitable Regina 
Germanovna, about whom I was happy to read today in the newspaper article. 
I’d like to buy your book…”

I at once remembered the tall, curly-haired cellist who sometimes visited our 
home, as mild-mannered and kind a man as Yuzik was. In Tomsk, he and his 
wife had had a small child, and when they came to our place they sorely envied 
our room which Yuzik had received from the Philharmonic, because they them-
selves rented a tiny space in a barely heated basement room.

Semyon said he had found us after reading an article in the New York paper 
Novoye Russkoye Slovo.  It turned out that the world’s oldest Russian paper had 
published a lengthy review of the fi rst book of my memoirs in three issues (June 
30, July 1, and July 2, 2008); it had been written by Vladimir Ostrovsky, a former 
Minsk resident now living in Vancouver whose interesting political articles often 
appear in this newspaper and other Russian-language publications in North 
America. Th e article ran with several photos from the editors’ archives , including 
a well-known photo of Stalin that I myself never would have used with that piece.

I greatly cherish my longtime friendship with the talented Yuri Zhukov, our col-
league since our school years, and now a professor teaching descriptive geometry 
to students in Tomsk. I thought long and hard before I decided to include in my 
book the incident of the “Yves Tushenko” skit that I found in my diaries from my 
college years. Yuri – who, like many of us in those days, was under the infl uence 
of Soviet propaganda and hewed to the general party line of the Central Com-
mittee of the CPSU – sarcastically mocked the poet Evgeny Yevtushenko’s state-
ments made in France. At the time, we had some serious disagreements over it.

I didn’t want to hurt Yuri’s feelings, and so at fi rst I decided not to include 
that episode in the fi rst volume of the book. However, it was a stark example of 
how we wasted our energy and our talents in those days. In the end, the episode 
was included. Th e book was eagerly awaited in Tomsk, and Yuri was one of the 
fi rst to buy it. I waited nervously for his reaction.

“April 30, 2008, Tomsk. Vadim! I read Joy from Sadness and it was such a 
pleasure – the whole book, the style, the truth, how intensely you share the pain we 
have all lived through in this “great country” of ours. I teared up at several points, 
which I don’t think ever happened to me before. Yours is only the third book of all 
I’ve ever read to have truly aff ected me and moved me. (Th e others were Simonov’s 
Th e Living and the Dead and Aitmatov’s Th e Executioner’s Block.) You’re not an 
engineer; you’re a writer. Or a WRITER-ENGINEER. I look forward to your second 
book! My best to Iya. Yu. Zh.”

“April 30, 2008, Toronto. Our dearest YURI ZHUKOV! You have no idea what 
wonderful medicine you’ve sent me, what a waterfall of inspiration I have received 
from you. Th ank you for your kind and deeply felt words! Today, your letter arrived 
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at just the right moment. Since early in the morning, I have been running around 
and fussing nervously, dealing with a dozen day-to-day problem. Iya can barely 
contain her impatience as she watches me fuss. Most importantly, I should be writing, 
fi nishing Chapter 9 of Joy from Discovery – but too many things get in the way… 
In other words, day-to-day cares are grinding me down, and I keep getting let down 
by unreliable people everywhere – whether it’s book deliveries, fi nances, business, or 
Hungarian aff airs. (Just imagine, the 53-year-old woman who inherited the Roth 
house in Budapest died the other day… I told Iya quite a few times that that house 
was cursed, and I’m glad I got rid of it, but I had no idea…) In other words, it’s been 
a tough day, and then, suddenly, a letter from Zhukov. Believe me, Yura, I actually 
teared up at the thought that I have such companions as you on my life’s journey – 
people who care so passionately about events and causes. Th ank you!

Do you know what I did next? I ran to the basement, to our library, got out my 
already-famous canvas briefcase (today, looking through my diary notes, I discovered 
that the briefcase made it to Toronto from Togliatti on June 20, 1984!), got out Th at 
Red Notebook and started looking, and found it: On July 3, 1958, Yura Zhukov 
wrote down the words of the “Forest Song” and then added this note: VADIK, NO 
MATTER WHAT, IT’S GOOD AND IT’S NOT FOR NOTHING THAT WE 
ARE MAKING OUT COLLEGE JOURNEY TOGETHER. AND HOW ABOUT 
OUR GUYS?!?! – ZHUKOV. Th at’s 
where we came from, and I proudly cher-
ish this past and my friendship with you!

Time to end this letter. And, just to 
give you a small glimpse of what’s going 
on – among a dozen upheavals today was 
the fact that on March 24, Nina Slezko 
sent your brother Eduard a copy of the 
book from Moscow, but it is still getting 
there at a snail’s pace. Just like in Buda-
pest, the publishers listen skeptically to my 
“fi bs” about how the book sent to them 
on the same day from the Moscow pub-
lishing house is also “moving along…”

Hugs to you, Zhukov, and good night; 
I bow to your Lyudochka. Yours, V.R.”

Th e fi rst book of my memoirs includes 
a photo of the members of the Tomsk 
Polytechnic student fi lm studio. Th e 
Zhukov brothers are on the left; on the 
right is Sasha Konoplyov, one of my 
friends from those years, an excellent 

Participants of the University fi lm 
studio: Yuri Zhukov, 

Edward Zhukov Alexander 
Konoplev and others.
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artist and a daredevil motorcyclist, 
with whom I had lost touch after the 
1960s. In my student-era diary, which 
I often shoved before my talented col-
leagues so that they would write a few 
words to remember them by, I found 
a page, dated June 24, 1959, with a 
drawing and autograph by Alexander 
Konoplyov; a photocopy of that page 
is reproduced here. About ten years 
ago, I left such a photocopy with Yuri 
Zhukov, asking him to fi nd Konoplyov 
and give it to him – but Konoplyov 
didn’t get it until the summer of 2008. 
We immediately got in touch by 
phone. I briefl y told him about myself, 
about Toronto, about our children. 

Early in the fall, I got a letter from 
Sasha.

“September 2, 2008, Kiev.
HARVARD, LAS VEGAS AND 

TORONTO … and what a vortex in 
one’s head.

Th e Rotts, a family of renown, live somewhere in that distant land.
Old drawings we preserve and cherish, nostalgic for our youthful past.
Much happiness to you, dear Iya! Vadim, may your good fortune last!
Hello, Vadim and Iya – so near and so far! Contact has been established. We’ve 

received everything, thank you. We were moved to tears by the amusing drawings from 
our naïve childhood (“My God, how naïve we were…”)

We rejoice in your successes. Th e only envy we feel is envy without malice: you 
yourselves have crafted your diffi  cult and fascinating fate.

We’d like to invite you to our 50th wedding anniversary on October 23 of this year 
(unfortunately, in absentia?). It would be great if you came over here sometime… In 
a word: good memories, best wishes, hugs!

=We= (Sasha and Natasha Konoplyov)”
 From Sasha, I found out that unlike most students from our university, he 

got a special security clearance, graduated with a diploma in physics and technol-
ogy, and was assigned to a job in the closed, high-security city of Seversk, to the 
Tomsk-7 project, colloquially known as “Atomsk.” Five young engineers were 
sent to run the nuclear reactors at the unit. Th ese reactors were constructed 
according to the highest standards that existed in the country, and were chock-
full of all sorts of automatic controls. But two months later, there was a serious 

A cartoon drawn in my diary by 
Alexander Konoplev in 1959.
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accident at one of them: the graphite rods got stuck in an upright position, and 
the temperature inside the reactors began to rise to critical levels. Konoplyov and 
his colleagues who were on duty at the time had no other solution but to quickly 
cut a hole in the reactor’s cover using a blowtorch, and then, using a board, to 
push the graphite rods down into the uranium rod zone. Th e critical overheating 
of the reactor was stopped, but everyone involved got a huge dose of radiation…

Alexander was a fanatic of motorcycle sports. When the Czech travelers Zik-
mund and Hanzelka decided to make their auto run across the Soviet Union, 
Konoplyov managed to fulfi ll his dream and join them – even though Tomsk-7 
employees were categorically forbidden all contact with foreigners. Th e reader 
may remember the almost comical story, from the fi rst book, of how Hungarian 
specialists were allowed into Tomsk to set up the automatic machinery units at 
the Siberian Elecrtic Motor plant, located no more than 25 kilometers from 
Seversk…

Later, Alexander was one of the top specialists working at the nuclear power 
station in Voronezh. Th en, disaster struck in Chernobyl, and Konoplyov was 
immediately sent there to lead the work on the cleanup – and received signifi cant 
additional doses of radiation. Soon, he brought over his wife Natasha and then 
the children to live with him. Natalia Konoplyova, a pharmacist, worked in a 
laboratory in a zone of elevated radiation levels. As a result, the entire family, 
including children and grandchildren, now suff ers from the consequences of 
radiation exposure in Chernobyl…

Alexander said that after being exposed, his body supposedly developed a kind 
of immunity to radiation, and so he was holding up somehow… One of the times 
when he crossed the Polish border on a motorcycle, the radiation control detector 
went through the roof. Th e border control agents got nervous. Th ey made him 
come back and started inspecting the motorcycle and measuring its radioactivity 
levels, but the counter remained at zero. Th en Alexander himself was made to walk 
through the checkpoint, and the counter shot up again. Th ey made him take off  
his clothes, which likewise showed no traces of radiation. But when the motorcy-
clist passed through the arch naked, the counter shot up… Th e border control 
agents could only clutch their heads and stay far away from him.

After Chernobyl, Konoplyov retired and got an apartment in Kiev, where he 
settled with his family. However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it turned 
out that he was now living in a diff erent country. Th e special pension he received 
from Moscow wasn’t enough to support his family with all its health problems, 
and Alexander began to moonlight as an instructor for a driving school…

In October 2006, Alexander was hit by a car while walking on the sidewalk. 
A young driver who had borrowed Daddy’s car without permission to give his 
girl a joyride had been blinded by the headlights of a car going in the other direc-
tion, and run up the curb. At the Kremlin hospital in Moscow, 27 pieces of bone 
in Alexander Konoplyov’s shattered right leg were fastened with screws to a tita-
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nium rod implanted in his leg. But, for some unknown reason, the titanium rod 
fell apart a year later. He had another operation, but his leg still won’t heal, and 
the new screws won’t stay fastened to the porous bone and keep shifting under 
the skin. Alexander has to rely on two crutches to walk – but he still can’t aff ord 
to quit his job at the driving school and has learned to cope by placing a board 
over the pedals and pressing it with his left foot.

Alexander said he had wanted to buy my book for a long time, but it wasn’t 
available in Kiev; an old friend of his, the editor of the Moscow-based magazine 
Za Rulyom [Behind the Wheel], had been promising for six months to bring him 
a copy personally but still hasn’t done it. I was in luck: I found a good friend in 
Toronto, Svetlana Stupnitskaya, who took a copy of the Russian edition of Joy 
from Sadness to Kiev.

“September 13, 2008, Kiev.
Greetings to the amazing Rott family!
We read the last page, closed the book, stared into the Cosmos… How sad. It makes 

me sad for OUR life. A few individuals (all right, maybe hundreds) make it somehow 
… but not millions. Th e country, the nation, the gene pool are in a bad place. And 
still we try not to lose our spirits, no matter how much our lives have been cursed. We 
keep trying, we have revolutions and reforms – and here’s the end result: not from 
socialism to communism, but from socialism to “capitalism.”  And how much talent 
has been crushed, how many lives wasted! I myself was the son of an “enemy of the 
people,” and an “enemy” myself. (On August 5, 1937, my father went to the baths 
with his buddies, and wrapped the soap and the loofah in a newspaper with a photo 
of Comrade Stalin. Th e sauna attendant gave him a disapproving look… Father was 
arrested at 2 a.m., and at 3 a.m. my mother went into premature labor and gave 
birth to me.)

Th en, a nightmare that lasted for years. And fi nally, another extraordinary event: 
formerly a “suspect,” I managed to fi nagle my way into a job in the nuclear industry 
and became a bearer of information stamped “top secret” and marked “K” for “Krem-
lin.” I knew the integral quantity of plutonium in the country. Forget about going 
abroad; they wouldn’t let me leave Tomsk-7 to go on vacation.

Yet somehow in 1964-65, this Jacobin managed to hook up with the Czech motor-
ists Zikmund and Hanzelka and go on a 42,000-kilometer run across all 15 Soviet 
republics. Th en I won fi rst place in two international quiz bowls on Czechoslovakia 
and got prizes: a unique motorcycle and a trip for two. Semischastny’s people [the 
KGB – tr.] said I’d get my skull bashed in if I dared to so much as think of going 
abroad, and some honcho swore he’d eat his own tie if I went. But I did (he’s a clever 
one, that Sasha!). Th ey took away my pass and wouldn’t let me out of Seversk. I man-
aged to get into the trunk of Ligachev’s car and get past three barbed-wire fences, then 
motored across the border and reached the fi nish line in Prague at the right time… 
I became an “enemy of the people,” a traitor within the nuclear industry. I was sen-
tenced to 8 years without a trial – but when things went so far as Lefortovo and 



572

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 18.

Matrosskaya Tishina [two of Moscow’s main prisons – tr.], there was a campaign 
mounted in the West in my defense. I am most grateful to Hanzekla, Zikmund, Gusta 
Fučíková, Zatopek, and President Antonin Novotny, who called Brezhnev on a direct 
phone line (two days after Brezhnev’s ascension to power), and asked that I get a full 
amnesty and be allowed to fl y to Prague in the morning in order to receive the Fučík 
Medal (that was the fi rst one, for friendship; later on I got two more – one for auto-
mobile testing and one for my role in the launch of the Czech Nuclear Power Station).

And that’s my story… I don’t know what’s come over me, getting all maudlin. Time 
to wrap up.

Some pals wrote up my tale of woe on the Internet, we’ll fi nd it later. In the meantime, 
we are happy for you. Yours is not a story of fortune’s favorites, but an example of the 
triumph of homo sapiens over thuggery. It wasn’t luck; you had to fi ght for everything. 
And we are happy for you from the bottom of our hearts. Th ank you for throwing our 
lives completely out of whack. We devoured the Book (this is the fi rst time I started a 
book and couldn’t put it down). Th ank you for all the phone calls (please don’t trouble 
yourself anymore), for the photos, for the bikers from Boulder. We now know your entire 
family by name, the whole happy baker’s dozen. Keep up the good work!

We embrace you, and hope, naively (?), for a face-to-face meeting. Th e leg will 
heal, I’ll kick away the crutches (hopefully without kicking the bucket … just kid-
ding). =Yours, Sasha and Natasha=”

Iya and I invited the Konoplyovs to come to Budapest for a week and spend a 
vacation with us. We started preparing for the exciting meeting. Alexander 
assured me that the Hungarian Consulate would easily give them entry visas, 
remembering his major contribution to the launch of the nuclear power station 
built in Hungary. He was so sure of it that he didn’t even go to the consulate 
himself – he sent Natasha. She stood in line with everyone else, and received a 
fl at-out rejection. Th e documents she had brought were suspect in every way: he 
was getting a virtually illegal pension from Russia, with no papers to back it up; 
the papers documenting his income, apartment ownership, and the makeup of 
his family were all handwritten. 

Alexander, who had already received a paper from me confi rming that the 
expenses for their stay in Budapest had been covered, was stunned by the refusal. 
He had one last hope: “Vadik, write down four sentences in Hungarian for me in 
Russian letters, right now … I’ll memorize them overnight, then I’ll go to the Hun-
garian Consulate in the morning, get down on my knees, and repeat those sentences 
all day – maybe they’ll take pity on me..”

Of course, that idea was hatched from despair. I quickly joined in looking for 
a solution – I really wanted them to come. Th ere is no describing everything that 
happened, but in the end, our Hungarian editor and publisher, Mezey Katalin, 
located some former university classmates at the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, 
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explained the situation to them, and asked for help. I forwarded the instructions 
to Konoplyov: he was to go to the Consulate immediately but come in through 
a special entrance, one that was not for ordinary applicants….

“October 22, Kiev. Greetings, our dearest compatriots!
Hurray! It’s done! It’s now easier to get into damn Albania behind its iron curtain 

than into our very own Hungary. Still, they did give me the visas. As the vice consul 
explained, the European Union is very vigilant about following all the strict visa rules 
at the consulates in Hungary, and this makes everything dreadfully complicated. Th is 
victory is owed not just to our persistence or to the prayers of monks on Mt. Athos, 
but above all to the go-getter wisdom of the Tomsk-Canadian-Magyar Go-Getter-in-
Chief, Vadim-Vladimir. I bow to you and give my thanks. Th e consulate took a more 
understanding attitude thanks to resourcefulness on both sides; everything was settled, 
and we parted as friends.

Our authorities, however, yielded to Vadim’s… On our side, the international 
Chernobyl Union paid a raucously enthusiastic tribute to the ambassador and the 
consul who showed sensitivity to Chernobyl survivors. As for Vadim giving us a hard 
time, he was right: he knows the specifi cs of the Hungarian situation much better 
than we do, and his trump cards turned out to be stronger, too. He’s a graduate of the 
school of Tomsk and the school of life (mommy + daddy have done a good job), I dare 
the bureaucrats to beat that! Meanwhile, all we did was use a teakettle to trace a 
circle on super-fake seals – though we are innocent in the eyes of God, since we con-
scientiously converted the amount of our pensions from rubles to hryvnia (Ukranian 
currency) according to the National Bank rate and did not cheat “the Soviet system.” 
Th en, all of a sudden, we got a call from the offi  cial handling our case, and he said 
that the National Bank rate had to be verifi ed by a seal immediately. To the question, 
“What kind of seal?” he replied, “Any seal.” We didn’t have a bank seal on hand and 
had to slap God knows what on that paper. When saying good-bye over coff ee, we all 
shared a good laugh…

In a word, we are going (!!!) and arriving in Budapest-Keleti at 9:50 on the 28th 
– and in the evening, I’ll be at the presentation, hugging Iya and not Katalin.

Th ank you for everything, guys: for this marathon, for the world’s best wedding 
gift. On the 23rd, we’re going to get a message of congratulations in the main Ukrain-
ian newspaper. When pals from Moscow and Kiev asked who else was joining in, I 
said that the main players in the golden anniversary saga were people from Tomsk 
and Toronto. Best of luck to you, happiness, and good health! =K=”

October 28 was quite an eventful day. We met Alexander and Natasha at the 
train station – they had brought a huge bouquet of fl owers from their anniversary 
celebration in Kiev – and helped them move into the Th ermal hotel. Th en, there 
were the fi rst baths, the dinner, stories...  Th en, in the evening, there was the 
presentation of the Hungarian edition of my book, Father’s Letters, at the Writers’ 



574

IN DEFIANCE OF FATE. CHAPTER 18.

Club. When I addressed the gathering, I also said a few words about my guests 
from Kiev. Konoplyov congratulated me on the publication of the book and 
presented me with a watch – a gift from the mayor of Ukraine’s capital.

Th eir visit fl ew by quickly. Our guests spent most of their time in the thermal 
baths. Our ability to go on excursions was limited by Alexander’s bad leg, but I 
did manage to take them to Garadna.

Th e fi rst to write to us after their return home was the Konoplyovs’ daughter 
Aelita:

“November 9, Kiev. Dearest, darlingest Vadim and Iya, hello!
Papa and Mama are overwhelmed and delighted by the amazing, fantastic trip 

and by the goodness of your hearts! Papa’s gotten some pink back in his cheeks and 
some glitter in his eyes. His leg is better. Mama looks wonderful.

Th e shirts are just adorable, we had a really tough time dividing them among 
ourselves. Th e children are happy and grateful for the marzipan and chocolate candies 
– so pretty, so tasty, so unusual, and such variety too! Mama took a copy of the Hun-
garian edition of your book to the Consulate.

A bow of gratitude from me to you for what you did for Papa and Mama. (Th is 
was during Papa’s recuperative period and really boosted his vital energy. As for 

Alexander and Natasha Konoplev. An unforgettable reunion after 53 years. 
Hungary, 2008.
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Mama, she deserves such a royal gift for her infi nite patience and devotion to Papa; 
you’ve seen it yourself.) I can hardly fi nd the words to express my happiness that my 
parents got such a great honeymoon trip. I’m sure that, according to the “law of ther-
modynamics,” your kindness will be repaid to you in full. I pray for your health. =Elya 
and everyone else=”

“November 23, Kiev. Greetings, our dear and beloved Iya and Vadim! We’re gradu-
ally digging our way out of the problems that, as usual, have come down on our heads. 
Someone is sick, someone needs a lift, someone needs training or medical care, etc. It’s a 
big family, and I’m the only man. I have to fi ll all the gaps by working at the driving 
school with no days off , even on Saturdays and Sundays… =Yours, Sasha=”

“December 6. … I’ve managed to catch my breath a bit. About the leg: the overall 
trends are good, but there’s been some migration of the screw. Th at’s a delicate way of 
saying that the screw has come loose. Th e reason is that the bone is too porous. But my 
main concern is the trial. I had to quit my job because of it, it’s taking up a lot of 
time. Th e other side has hired experienced lawyers who are trying to prove that I was 
drunk or tried to throw myself under the car… Meanwhile, I’m always going from 
one sick child/grandchild/great-grandchild to another. I don’t belong to myself. I get 
very little sleep…”

“December 25, 2008. Kiev. Dearest Rotts! Reporting on the tempestuous aff airs of 
the last two weeks of this month. First of all, Merry Christmas to all of your Catholics, 
and Happy Last Week of the Year to you. 

Most importantly, despite icy roads and my crutches, I managed to make trips to 
Russia, to Voronezh and Kursk. Good news: Medvedev, the President of Russia, has 
awarded me the Medal of Valor (mostly for Chernobyl). News to crack you up: they 
handed me a “90th anniversary of the Komsomol” medal. 

Of course, I overexerted my leg, and now I’ve got swelling and edema again. I 
remember the golden days when the Budapest thermal pool was helping me. I’ve had 
it with the courts, where the fellow keeps trying to bribe his way out of being held 
responsible for running me down. I’m trying to get a special permit, as a disabled 
person, to build a garage in our yard… Th ank you for a fairy-tale that has become 
a poignantly beautiful reality!

=Always yours, Sasha and Natasha=”

In the fi nal days of 2008, we received touching news from Bobruysk. Tamara 
Khoroshun, an energetic woman and a devoted friend, was enthusiastically pro-
moting my book not only among old friends, but also in the city’s libraries and 
museums. Th e book was not in the stores, but the 40-something copies sent 
through the mail were snatched up immediately. Excerpts from the book, pub-
lished in the city’s newspapers under the titles “In Defi ance of Fate,” “Th e Barrack 
on Industrial Street,” and “Occupied Bobruysk,” found a lot of interested read-
ers whose feedback I received. Th e work of the lumber factory museum and 
library, which created a wall display called “Reclaimed Names” devoted to former 
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factory employees who died as innocent victims in the meat grinder of the state 
terror of 1937-38. After reading my book, they respectfully added Roth, Franz 
Iosifovich, to the photo and the list of the dead.

My dear fellow Bobruyskers! What you did is marvelous! I have talked about 
your wall display, and shown pictures of it, in several countries where I have 
spoken at presentations of my book of memoirs. Th e unanimous delight of the 
audiences shows the highest appreciation for your contribution to the cause of 
humanity, to the cause of peace among people and the triumph of justice.

A letter from Tamara Khoroshun:
“Bobruysk, December 13, 2008.
Our dear, lovely Rotts!
Th e best of wishes to you for this year, next year, and many, many years to come!
We are saying good-bye to a year in which we all got to take pride and joy in our 

friend, our “local boy” – Vadim, a hardworking and hero excellent fellow who has given 
us and the world a superb book. It is a book that meets the challenge of capturing an 
entire era as it really was, with no inventions, fantasies, or borrowings. It involves a vast 
amount of work that he did, with help from his nearest and dearest, his family. You all 
contributed to the birth of this book – and it was born! It was written by our “hometown 
boy,” not just Vadim or Vladimir, but a real WRITER! Yes indeed!

People are reading the book. My co-workers have been reading it in one sitting; 
they can’t put it down. Th ey’re waiting for the second volume. Several people have 
asked by now: When is Volume 2 coming out? Th ey give the book very warm praise. 
Th ere are tears, emotions, laughter, tension, joy.

Th ere is an icon called “Th e Joy of All the Sorrowful.” Th e name sounds so much 
like the title of your book! Truly, it’s a small world…

Th e presentation of the book turned out very well. Th e students at the technical col-
lege were interested, despite a heavy load of coursework. Th ey regretted, however, that 
they’ve been unable to get the larger book so far and could read only Father’s Letters. 
Th ey talked about all the innocents who had to endure all sorts of horrors and humili-
ations in those years, who faced fear and death; talked about them with so much feeling 
as if these were people they intimately knew. Th ey were most impressed by Father’s 
attempts to infl uence, instruct, educate and teach his sons from a distance. Some of the 
boys said, “Ferenc wrote such intelligent, interesting letters. But why didn’t Regina write 
back to him?” I explained to them that it was due to censorship, coupled with the fact 
that Regina didn’t know Russian and was forbidden to write in Hungarian.

Th e refreshments after the presentation turned out well, too. Everyone was pleased 
and grateful.

Vadim, your school is preparing for its 75th anniversary. Once I fi nd out the exact 
date of the celebration, I’ll let you know. I want to give the principal a copy of your 
book as a gift. I think the school can take pride in knowing that you have turned out 
to be such a worthy man. Your father would have been so proud of his Vladimir – of 
his success as a human being, a friend, a father, a professional, and even a writer.
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After my book “Father’s Letters” arrived in Bobruysk, Tamara Horoshun and her 
colleagues organized a presentation for their college students. With great trepidation 

and gratitude we received the news that at the Bobruysk Museum, on the wall 
of the “restored names” of the victims of Stalin’s regime the name of my father, 

Ferenc Rott, had been added. Bobruysk, November 2008.
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We are all happy for you, Vladimir Frantzevich! Best of luck to you and to darling 
Iya, your guardian angel. Best of health to you, your children and your grandchildren! 
I wish you much happiness and good fortune, great accomplishments, joys, and God’s 
blessings! Kisses to all of you! 

Happy New Year! May you have a happy and radiant year! Yours, Tamara.”

Our entire family carefully examined the photos Tamara had sent. When our 
children saw their grandfather’s portrait on the display wall, they said, “Papa, it’s 
not for nothing that you wrote your book! Because of it, your father has found 
his place on a display wall in Bobruysk.” Of course, I could not even have 
dreamed of seeing my father’s photo next to that of A. I. Zubritsky. I was three 
years old at the time, but I remember when Zubritsky, the lamber factory direc-
tor, was arrested. I remember his kind and brave family, which tried to help 
Regina Rott in her plight… Our grandchildren were of the opinion that the 
teenage boys and girls of Bobruysk captured in the photos were no diff erent from 
their Canadian peers.

In one of the photos made at the presentation of my book in Bobruysk, there 
was an elderly woman I didn’t know next to Tamara Khoroshun. In a subsequent 
conversation, Tamara said, “Th is woman knows your whole family quite well; she 
was even upset that you didn’t write about them. It’s Nina Pichushkina.” Oh, good 
G-d!  Pichushkina! Th at’s incredible. Tamara gave me her home telephone number.

Nina Pichushkina! Of course – I had long forgotten her name. She was the 
same age as I; her family had lived in the barrack on Industrial Street where Mama 
Regina received our fi rst domicile after her husband’s arrest. Th e last time I saw 
Nina was in October 1941, when the Germans occupied Bobruysk and kicked 
all the tenants out of the barrack in order to convert into a fi eld hospital. Nina 
reminisced, “Your mother got the smallest room in the barrack. Our family lived 
at the other end of the corridor, but I came over to your place sometimes. I 
remember that your Mama spoke a foreign language… Because there was no 
empty space on the walls of the room, your Mama hammered many nails into 
the door from the inside and used them to hang up towels, clothes, sacks… In 
the middle of the door was a large nail on which Yuzik’s violin hung in its case. 
He would pick it up in the mornings to go to music school…

I reminded her of a wartime treat – the boxes of khalva [a popular Russian 
dessert of Middle Eastern origin, made of ground nuts and rich syrup – tr.] which 
some of the older boys had stolen from the German food storage warehouse. 
Nina corrected me and said it wasn’t khalva but biscuits from soldiers’ ration 
packs. 

She also told me that her brother Victor, who was the same age as Yuzik, had 
once gotten a large box of butter off  a slow-moving German truck. Th at butter 
helped feed their family for a long time. “Ever since then, butter makes me nau-
seous to this day,” Nina said sheepishly.
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In Book One, Joy from Sadness, the 
chapter “Th e Tomsk Polytechnic” 
includes a photo of our student jazz 
orchestra in which Iya is sitting with a 
microphone in her hands. Behind her, 
in the brass instruments row, there is a 
pleasant-looking young trumpet player 
who is looking at Iya. He is Valentin 
Trofi mov, a geological prospecting 
major who had gotten stuck with the 
cute nickname “Th e Chemist,” which, 
in his student years, mistakenly marked 
him as a chemistry major – a “women’s 
section” at our university. I had not 
seen him since our graduation from 
the TPU. Half a century later, Valentin 
saw Joy from Sadness in a Moscow 
bookstore. Th ere is not a single word about him in the book, but Valentin was 
delighted to see the photo, in which he looks very nice.

“March 27, 2008. Moscow. Hello, Vadim! You are still Vadim to me and I can’t 
wrap my mind around the name “Vladimir Rott.” I found your e-mail address on 
the Serena Publishing website. I’m Valentin Trofi mov, stage nickname, “Th e Chemist.” 
In our jazz orchestra, I was always staring into the back of your bald head, and later 
on at the lovely fi gure of Iya, as I sat in the trumpeters’ row since 1959. As for your 
“Puppet Th eater,” that’s another story.

Today, I happened to pick up a copy of your book, In Defi ance of Fate: Joy from 
Sadness, and memories came fl ooding over me. I am sending three copies to Tomsk 
(to Tolyan, Marat, and Yampolsky), and one to Omsk, to Dolgikh. I myself have been 
in Moscow since 1971. And if this letter reaches you, I’d very much like to talk. Th ank 
you for the book! (So far, I’ve only skimmed it.)

Best wishes, Valentin”
We replied at once:
“Our very dear Valentin the Chemist! We were overjoyed to hear from you. We 

have never forgotten you, and in recent years Gavrilin has given us updates. You’ve 
always been One of Us, a great fellow. I’d like to think that you’ve had the life you 
deserve. I have no patience to hit the computer keys; please give us your phone number 
so we can hear your voice. Hugs, Iya and Vadim”

“March 28, 2008, Moscow. Greetings, Iya and Vadim! Was happy to hear from 
you directly. Last night, Vadim, I decided to leaf through your book before going to 
bed, and the next thing I knew it was 3 a.m. On page 306, I found a photo of the 
orchestra; I don’t have that picture – there I am, in fact, sitting behind you two!  
Everyone looks so young! Even Tolyan’s got his curly hair (on your balcony).
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After getting my engineering degree in Tomsk, I worked in Omsk; then I graduated 
from the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs of the USSR, served 
at several of our embassies abroad, fi ve of them in Denmark as the attaché for science 
and technology. I quit my government job in 1995, and since 1996 I have been 
working for a company called Russian Farms, twisting cows’ tails! I’m handling all 
the foreign contracts: from the purchase of dairy farm equipment in the United States 
to the import of pregnant heifers, mostly from Holland and Germany. Right now, 
we’re looking at the possibility of importing pregnant heifers from Canada; if it comes 
through, I may get a chance to come visit you. It’s actually an American project, there 
are a lot of U.S. professionals working on our farms…

I’m sending as an attachment a photo of my family, with our beloved Ford Focus 
in our arms. On my right is Galina (she died two years ago of a heart attack, we’d 
been together for 40 years – I don’t know how I survived after that, especially the fi rst 
year), in front of me, my son Mark, born in 1967.

At the tail end of your stage career, including our tours in Kazakhstan and Omsk, 
we worked with two new emcees, Mark Podlubny and Vadim Luzyanin. After grad-
uating from the university, Mark organized a Short Plays Th eater in Omsk. I was a 
member of the troupe for two years, but now as an actor (that’s where my experience 
at your Puppet Th eater came in handy) and only occasionally picked up the trumpet.

Mark Podlubny was my closest friend my entire life. He died after a stroke and a 
series of heart attacks fi ve years ago in St. Petersburg, leaving his beautiful wife a widow. 
It is this fancy lady from St. Petersburg, Janna, formerly of Omsk, who now lives with 
me in Moscow and has brought me back to life. She has a grown son in St. Pete’s (and 
two grandchildren) and a daughter in Eilat, Israel (with another two grandchildren). 
Janna’s got a sister in New York and other relatives in Los Angeles. If I can get a visa, 
maybe we’ll scoot over to the States in the summer. I was there in 1971, as a stage 
manager with the Omsk Russian National Choir, and we toured 43 cities in 23 states…

Enough stories for now. Give my best to Canada; I saw it once through Niagara 
Falls. My phone number is [xxx]. (Janna usually picks up the phone.)” 

Th e fi rst time we spoke on the phone, we talked and talked; we remembered so 
many names, relived so many moments…

“Vadim, I remembered you all these years because I couldn’t forgive the 5-ruble 
fi ne you cruelly slapped me with at our last jazz orchestra rehearsal.”

“Valentin, my friend, what are you talking about? I remember no such 
thing…”

“Stop pretending, of course you remember! You were the one who introduced 
this draconian discipline in the orchestra – you have to pay a one-ruble fi ne for 
every minute that you’re late for rehearsal. Well, I was fi ve minutes late, and so 
you took my fi ve rubles!”

“Trust me, Valentin, I really did forget. If I’d remembered, I’m sure I would have 
mentioned it in my chapter about my student years at the Tomsk Polytechnic!”
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After that conversation, I accidentally found in my papers two pieces of Soviet 
paper money printed in 1961, a one-ruble bill and a fi ve-ruble bill. I put them 
in an envelope and sent them to Valentin at once: a reimbursement of the fi ne, 
with interest. “Th e Chemist” got it, and we had a good laugh over it and told 
many old friends about this.

We resumed our friendship. Th e tireless Valentin became my trusted helper 
in sending copies of Joy from Sadness to some Siberian cities and to Belarus. 
Th e crowning moment of our renewed friendships was Valentin and Janna’s 
trip to Budapest, where we spent a week together relaxing at the Th ermal Hotel. 
At the presentation of Joy from Sadness at the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts, 
I proudly introduced the Trofi movs to the audience as honored guests from 
Moscow. 

Among the letters my father Ferenc Roth wrote home for twelve sad years from 
the Siberian camps, there was one dated October 1946 in which he wrote:

“One meets our folks here, too.  Last winter, there was a nice young man living 
next to me, Grosz Emil from Visk, which is near Csop. We had many good days 
together. A few more Hungarians have arrived recently. I try to help them all as best 
I can, as they are all very frightened by our hardships…”

A 50 year reunion with Valentin Trofi mov, a colleague from our TPU jazz band 
days. Hungary, 2009.
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Father believed that every man who disappeared from his milieu must have 
been released and on his way home; he hoped that one of them would stop by 
to see us and say something kind about him. Th at’s why he always gave us the 
names of these “lucky men,” of whom we never saw a single one. Th e only one 
who came to see us was Belyavsky, a former lumber factory worker who was 
released from Kolyma and allowed to go home to die, with an incurable form of 
tuberculosis. It was he who told us under what kind of torture my father was 
forced to sign a confession that he was “an enemy of the people.”

But here is the continuation of one man’s story. On August 12, 2009, my 
telephone rang. An unfamiliar female voice, sounding anxious, asked for Mr. 
Rott. I identifi ed myself. Th ere was a brief silence on the phone, and I thought 
the woman was crying. Th en, she went on, “I don’t have a copy of your book. 
But my neighbor, Ada Roth, brought over a copy of Father’s Letters to show me. 
Your Papa writes about a young soldier from Visk, Grosz Emil… Th at was my 
father! I’m Marika Grosz.”

I was taken aback. It turned out that the man in question, Grosz Emil, had 
passed away in Toronto, in 2002! I asked for her address and immediately brought 
her a copy of Joy from Sadness. I was greeted at the door by a very pleasant-
looking blonde woman. We hugged as if we were brother and sister. Emil had 
lived in Toronto for more than 30 years… We had been there for almost as long, 
and yet Mama Regina never got to hear a fi rsthand account of Ferenc’s years of 
suff ering in the camps. 

“Papa never talked about what he endured in his years of captivity in the 
USSR,” Marika said. “Sometimes he had nightmares and would shout in his 
sleep, ‘Magadan! Magadan!’ In the morning, when we asked him what that 
word meant, he never wanted to explain. Now, from your book, I know what 
Magadan is…”

She showed me a photo of the young soldier, or maybe sergeant, Emil Grosz. 
Yes, he was a good-looking man in his younger days. Before we parted, we agreed 
that Marika was going to read my book and then watch a three-hour videotape 
in which Emil remembers the war years, and then we would meet again. Th at’s 
what we did. Marika came over for dinner, bringing a large bouquet of fl owers 
and seven pages of notes on her father’s story.

Grosz Emil, a young soldier from the Czech battalion, had crossed the front-
lines with forty of his fellow soldiers in 1939, after the start of the war in Europe, 
hoping to fi nd a happy future in the land of socialism… Th ey all ended up in 
Magadan. A group of about 600 former servicemen was sent to work in the 
mines. Most of them died in the fi rst year, unable to survive the harsh winter 
and the meager food rations...

It was during that time that Emil Grosz met my father. Ferenz never so much 
as hinted at the work he’d been assigned to do in any of his letters. Now, the 
secret was suddenly revealed: until the moment when Father found himself in 
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the prison hospital, he was mining 
gold in Kolyma. A team of ten pris-
oners had to break off  pieces of ore 
with a pick-axe, load them into 
carts and push them to the surface. 
Th e daily quota was 100 carts per 
team…

Emil Grosz returned to Czecho-
slovakia in 1948, married and moved 
to Hungary. He lived in the city of 
Debrezen until emigrating to the 
West in 1964. In Toronto, he worked 
as a fabric cutter his entire life.

During the conversation at din-
ner, Marika mentioned that he had 
been employed by the Olympia 
Leather company. We realized at once that this was Sos Karcsi’s fi rm. Iya immedi-
ately said, “I’ve seen this man!  When I was getting a coat, Joe Weltman took us to 
Sos’s factory where this old man was masterfully cutting multilayer packs of 
leather…” As the conversation went on, we realized that Iya and I had been very 
close to Ferenz Roth’s former protégé on another occasion. Emil Grosz attended, 
as did we, one of the annual Hanukah dinner and dance parties organized to raise 
funds to help orphaned Israeli children.  Marika remembered that that evening, 
Ada Roth’s husband was ill and they took their father along instead…

Our acquaintance continued. On a warm, sunny Sunday in September, we 
gathered at the Parde Shalom Jewish cemetery at the grave of “the lucky man 
from Magadan.” Marika brought along her brother Janos and her daughter 
Pamela, and Iya photographed us all next to Grosz Emil’s gravestone.

In early March 2009, a crate was delivered from Budapest to Toronto, carrying 
the batch of printed copies of Joy from Sadness in English. Our good friends Dov 
and Nancy Friedberg organized a presentation in the banquet hall of our syna-
gogue, with the invitations sent out in advance. 

Ever since she arrived in Canada, Iya had been sincerely fond of Nancy. She 
will never forget, and still talks about, the time she attended her fi rst service at 
the synagogue and was approached by a pleasant-looking young woman who 
introduced herself, smiling, and began to speak to her in English. At the time 
Iya did not know the language, but they were able to explain using hand gestures 
that each of them had three children. Ever since then, they have been close 
friends, and sometimes refer to each other as sisters.

Instead of the expected two hundred guests at the presentation, there were 
almost three hundred in attendance – but we were able to seat everyone. At the 

Emil Grosz’s daughter, son and 
granddaughter. Toronto, 2009.
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entrance to the hall, our fi ve grandchildren sat at a long table selling my book. 
Getting ahead of myself, I will say that 96 copies were sold that evening…

One of the names I put on the guest list was that of the respected Canadian 
member of parliament Joe Volpe, the representative from our district, who had 
helped many people, including our family, with immigration-related issues. At 
one point he had been the Minister of Immigration. I certainly didn’t expect the 
super-busy Mr. Volpe to respond to the invitation – but, on the eve of the pres-
entation, there was a phone call from Ottawa. Mr. Volpe’s secretary thanked me 
on his behalf for the invitation and said that he had decided to accept and was 
going to fl y to Toronto the next day and attend the event.

Th e Friedbergs never thought the invitation was going to be accepted, and 
so the news that the guest of honor was coming after all excited us all the more. 
Mr. Volpe was one of the fi rst guests to arrive. At fi rst, the guests were treated 
to a beautifully served buff et dinner, after which everyone sat down in chairs 
set up in a semicircle in front of the podium. Dov was the fi rst at the micro-
phone. He congratulated my family and me on the publication of the book 
and talked about his impressions of it. His speech made it clear that he and 
Nancy were already quite familiar with the book’s content. I spoke for nearly 
an hour, giving a talk I had already repeated and fi ne-tuned several times in 
front of Russian and Hungarian audiences. I thanked the guests from the heart 

Book launch for the english version of “Joy from Sadness”. Viewmount synagogue 
banquet hall. Toronto, March 2009.
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for accepting the invitation and for taking such a heartwarming interest in the 
story of my family.

After me, Mr. Volpe took the microphone. He thanked me for the invitation 
to this event, and said that he knew our family and had read my fi rst book, 
Father’s Letters, which he considered to be very useful reading for Canada’s 
younger generation. “I am an immigrant too,” Mr. Volpe continued. “As a boy, 
I was brought to Canada from Italy, and my early years passed in Toronto in 
Kensington Market district with its endless vending stalls, where most children 
spoke Yiddish, even in school. So, when I was asked, ‘What country do you live 
in?’, I would always say, ‘Th e Jewish one…’” In conclusion, Mr. Volpe presented 
me with a Canadian fl ag streamer and a folder with the engraved seal of the 
Canadian Parliament, containing an offi  cial message:

“To Vladimir Rott
Our lives acquire a higher meaning when someone tells our story to the future 

generations. Such stories make our personal experience more signifi cant and impor-
tant. Th at is why historians and storytellers have a special place in our society. 

My colleagues in Parliament join me in my congratulations and gratitude to you 
for sharing with us your memoirs about the fate of your family, and for the inspiration 
they give.

Th e Honorable Joe Volpe, Liberal Party, Member of Parliament
Representative of the Eglington-Lawrence District
March 7, 2009”

Our grandchildren are overjoyed by the fi rst sale to the Honourable 
Mr. Joseph Volpe, Member of Parliament of Canada.
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Mr. Volpe’s speech was very warmly received. I apologized to the deeply moved 
audience and asked for permission to describe one particular incident addressing 
Mr. Volpe personally. “Th is incident,” I said, “is going to be in the second book 
of my memoirs, which I am writing now and the presentation of which Mr. Volpe 
may be unable to attend…” Th en I continued:

Dear Mr. Volpe! We are all very grateful to you for your willingness to spend this 
evening with us. Many thanks!

And now I want to read an excerpt from my speech to the guests 16 years ago at 
the wedding of my son Sandor and his wife Manana. Here is this excerpt:

“Esteemed guests! You have noticed that, unfortunately, there are four empty seats 
at the head table today. … Many of you know how much we wanted to have 
Manana’s parents and her two sisters sitting in those seats, how hard we tried to 
make it happen.

Dear Rabbi Ochs! Charles Diamond! Kurt Rothschild! Albert Reichmann! Riva 
Karstadt! Th e young and energetic Paul Costa! Our Member of Parliament Joe Volpe, 
tireless and always ready to help people! We know that you tried to do everything you 
could not only to keep those four chairs from being left empty, but to make our great 
country of Canada a kinder, better place! Many thanks to you all!

Mr. Volpe! Not only have you won our respect and support, but from now on, before 
every parliamentary election, every piece of greenery before our homes will be waiting 
for placards with your name on them!”

Th at was said 16 years ago. Ever since then, it’s been a tradition: the next elections 
are announced, and we get a phone call from Mr. Volpe’s offi  ce in the city asking for 
permission to put a placard with his picture in front of our house. We always answer 
in the affi  rmative, and they bring and put up the wooden pegs on which the placard 
is mounted. Before the elections, the lawns of many houses on our street sport a rain-
bow of motley colors: red for the Liberal Party, to which Mr. Volpe belongs; blue for 
the Conservative Party; orange and green, for the New Democrats…

But during the recent elections, there was a dramatic change on our street. Th e 
Conservative Party had declared that in the event of its victory, it would guarantee 
the passage in the Province of Ontario of a law on government fi nancing of private 
schools. Th is is a longtime sore issue, with promises to resolve it made only around 
election time. Th is time, however, the Conservatives promised it fi rmly. Th e entire 
street was now decked out in blue placards, and only in front of our house was there 
a lone red placard with a picture of Mr. Volpe…

On Friday evening, I went to the synagogue, left my house, walked across our 
Shelborne Avenue. At that moment, a bearded Jewish man caught up with me and 
began pointing at something, confi dently demanding an explanation. At fi rst I 
couldn’t even understand what he was pointing to – maybe I had parked my car 
badly? But he was persistently demanding an answer. Finally I realized what he was 
talking about: “Volpe!” Th e man didn’t like my red placard: “What do you want that 
guy for? We don’t vote for him! Take it down now!”



587

ONE FINAL TALE…

“But this is Volpe! Do you know who he is? Do you know how much he does to 
help people, including Jewish families? You have no idea how much he did just for 
my family alone!”

I gave him several examples. We walked together to the end of the block. On Bath-
hurst Street, we went our separate ways, but as we parted my opponent said, “Inter-
esting! I didn’t know that! You know what … I think I’m going to vote for Volpe, too!”

Our guest of honor and everyone else smiled at this campaigning zigzag. 
Meanwhile, I continued:

My fi rst experience with the lawn-and-placard part of the Canadian election system 
took place long before my acquaintance with Mr. Volpe. It was soon after Iya and the 
children arrived. We moved into our house, and a few days later a red placard “sprouted” 
suddenly on our lawn in front of the house. I noticed only that a few of the neighbors 
had such placards, while the rest were either blue or green. At the time, our family, still 
dealing with language shock, was being shepherded through Canadian life not only by 
Joe Weltman but also by an elderly Hungarian-born couple, Geza and Hainal Furst. 
Geza didn’t speak any English at all, but Hainal had no compunction about it. I, on 
the other hand, found it very convenient to ask her questions in Hungarian. When the 
next elections rolled around, a placard was put up on our lawn again, this time a blue 
one. When I dropped by the Fursts’ place for some purpose or other, I saw that they had 
an orange placard on their lawn and asked, “Aunt Hainal, who orders these lawn 
placards and how do you know which color you need?”

“Nobody orders them – they just put them up. As for the color, who cares! Last year, 
my neighbor Schwartz profi ted the most from the elections: they put up three placards 
on his lawn! So he ended up getting three stick for tying up tomatoes, all for free!”

Th e audience laughed heartily. I couldn’t have thought of a better way to end 
my book presentation. 

Having fi nished this paragraph, I found myself thinking, “Elections, voting, 
choosing…” You quickly get used to freedom in the West and start to understand 
its essence; you adopt an accepting and trusting attitude in order to become a 
part of this world; but, as to slightly paraphrase a wise proverb, “You can take a 
man out of Bobruysk forever, but you can never take Bobruysk out of the man…” 
Perhaps even in my thoughts, the reader will occasionally detect a certain “revo-
lutionary” mindset, when you don’t want to accept things as they are but imme-
diately want to suggest your own solution or improvement… How else could it 
be? After all, we have been nurtured on “Marxism-Leninism.” (In the early years 
of Russian emigration, Americans sarcastically noted this trait in most refugees 
from the “land of victorious socialism.” In my own recollection, the phrase most 
common heard from immigrants from Russia was not, “How do you fi nd a job?” 
but, “Th ey do everything wrong here!”) I would very much like the reader to 
believe that my refusal to accept some things does not stem from ignorance or 
empty fantasizing. It comes from the heart, from my love for these two wonder-
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ful countries, America and Canada; after all, if you love someone, you want to 
help them become strong, healthy, and happy, to become the best.

As a young man, I heard, and later read, the remark Winston Churchill made 
in the House of Commons in November 1947:

It has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government, except for all 
those other forms that have been tried from time to time.

Th is line was troubling, even somewhat disappointing – but you can only feel 
a river when you are swimming in it. So let’s swim!

As I immersed myself in American-Canadian life, there were certain things 
I found strange and even unacceptable. In the beginning, my Soviet past made 
it diffi  cult for me to understand my North American kinsfolk, who, with very 
few exceptions, eagerly badmouthed or even cursed the President or Prime Min-
ister currently in offi  ce. At fi rst, I didn’t believe what I heard; however, as time 
went on and only the names changed, and every single politician both in Amer-
ica and in Canada sooner or later found himself on the “blacklist,” I started 
thinking, “Th ere is something I don’t know, something I don’t understand, and 
everyone else around me is so smart and well-informed…” Th en, when Pierre 
Trudeau came to be seen as a Canadian national hero (something I had never 
doubted, even in the days when he was being hounded), I decided that there was 
only one logical conclusion: voters in the Free World have a special knack for the 
candidate they can very soon start loudly anathematizing. 

I never liked Barack Obama as a presidential candidate, for one reason only: 
he would come out on the podium and declare, “We need change!” or, “Yes, we 
can!”, and the crowd would cheer. But no matter how closely I listened, he never 
said a word about what to change, or how, or at whose expense. To me, it was a 
classic case of “buying a pig in a poke.” But he got elected – and, less than a year 
later, people were already badmouthing and cursing him.

My relatives and friends give me puzzled looks when, in response to their 
imprecations against the latest head of state, I exclaim, “But didn’t we all vote 
for him and elect him?”

I feel especially bad for the democracy of the Free World, Canada in particu-
lar, when we see politicians debate each other on TV and practically rip out each 
other’s throats, resorting to frank insults and crude language. And these are 
educated, intelligent, sophisticated people!

When I ask my friends for some sort of explanation for this muck and this 
boorishness, the standard answer is, “Politics! Th ese people have lost themselves in 
politics!” … It seems to me that the morality of our society suff ers most from the 
feral battles of politicians. It would be so much better if these people put the inter-
ests of the country and of society’s elevation fi rst, and behaved in a dignifi ed man-
ner.  Surely a vicious snarl is not the best way to report back to the voters. My 
apologies to Canadians, but for me, such behavior from politicians serves as an 
example of nothing more than bad manners and the degradation of social morality!
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View of New York from the observation deck of one of the towers. 1994.

Remembering the twin towers of the World Trade Centre.
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When I look back at the years gone by, the fi rst thing that comes to mind is 
the terrible catastrophe that aff ected us all: the destruction of the World Trade 
Center towers. New York, the capital of the world! Still-living people plunging 
helplessly to their deaths from great heights… Th e great creation of architects 
and builders turns to dust, with thousands of living people inside… For years, 
thousands of people came here to admire the unique beauty of the WTC build-
ings. It was an unforgettable structure, inside and outside. Every visitor came out 
fi lled with joy, inspired to live more beautifully.

And all that was destroyed! Only a monster, a nonhuman can conceive and 
carry out such a thing. Th e antihuman madman planned the murder of inno-
cents, including his own Muslim brothers! 

In its naïveté, the Free World let down its guard and allowed this disaster to 
happen. Are we ever going to learn to stand up for ourselves? Perhaps I am mis-
taken, but it is frightening for me to see how quickly people forget the tragedy 
that befell them, how poorly they remember the perfi dious attack on themselves. 
Th e irresponsible Michael Moores of the world, caring for nothing but money 
and cheap popularity, have reduced the Free World to such a state that one feels 
ashamed when watching old footage of George W. Bush, the elected president 
of the United States, standing among the rescuers and the survivors and watch-
ing in numb horror as body after body is pulled from the rubble. Meanwhile, a 
brazen, well-fed scribbler circulates, for profi t and cheap sensation, the monstrous 
slander that destruction of the WTC was the work of the U.S. government 
itself… It is with similarly base motives that the press, especially the Canadian 
press, tearfully urges compassion for a Guantanamo resident, “a Canadian boy 
arrested in Afghanistan at the age of fi fteen” when he killed an American sol-
dier… But shouldn’t we be grieving for the soldier?

And how much taxpayer money has already gone to the lawyers and journal-
ists fussing around this “boy”? It seems to me that schools which train lawyers 
and journalists should be ashamed when the students they have nurtured use the 
smokescreen of “human rights” and “freedom of speech” to consistently defend 
evil and sling mud at good, sapping the nation’s creative energy, warping the 
young shoots of progress and vital optimism.

On each anniversary of the catastrophe of September 11, 2001, we deeply feel 
the pain of this terrible event. On TV, a live broadcast of a memorial rally at 
Ground Zero; they are showing the sorrowful eyes and the tears of the relatives, 
and read the names of the three thousand dead. America is in mourning, and 
every sane person anywhere in the world shares in that grief. It is a diffi  cult day 
to get through… Th ree years ago, Iya and I were fortunate to go on a tour of 
Canada’s Newfoundland province. Our eyes fi lled with tears when residents of 
the Gander airport city told us proudly and excitedly that on that tragic day in 
September when all fl ights in the United States had to be canceled, the kind 



591

ONE FINAL TALE…

residents of this little town with a population of just eight thousand sheltered in 
their homes 14,000 passengers from over a hundred airplanes stranded at the 
airport. Th e entire world could see that nothing could break the generosity and 
the fortitude of the good neighbors these two countries are.

And one more thing. More and more often, we’re told, under the guise of 
objectivity, “Opinion polls show more and more people in favor of withdraw-
ing our troops from Afghanistan…” Th is is yet another scribbler with a yen 
for self-promotion and money. No sane person can fail to understand that 
Afghanistan is a disaster and a threat to humanity. One’s heart aches for each 
soldier who lays down his life for our children’s future. But to leave? Turning 
Afghanistan over to humanity’s enemies is the same as cutting one’s own throat. 
Today, the entire world is one big family living together. Sick family members 
must be treated, and vicious enemies must be neutralized. Any reasonable 
person should understand that to withdraw from Afghanistan is to let thugs 
into your own house. Th ugs and beasts in human form can be stopped only 
by force.

Our family is infi nitely grateful to each soldier fi ghting against the Taliban in 
Afghanistan, bless them all! Of course he fears for his life; but he also says bravely, 
looking us straight in the face from the TV screen, “I have come here to fulfi ll 
my task: to give freedom to the people of this country and make sure each of its 
children can go to school!”

Of course there will come a day when this terrible war in Afghanistan will be 
over. I pray to G-d that this would happen as soon as possible. I sincerely hope 
that by then, every free country will pass a law under which any family that has 
harbored or aided a mad killer who has entered the country for the purpose of 
blowing up and murdering innocent people is going to be deported – even the 
children and grandchildren – and have all of its belongings confi scated. Th ere is 
no other way to fi ght terrorism. Otherwise we might as well say, “Gentlemen of 
the left, please take your place in line for the cemetery! Every family must report 
in its entirety, in an orderly manner!”

Th e world has forgotten, doesn’t know, and evidently no longer wants to know, 
where the war in Afghanistan came from. In fact, it all started when, after the 
death of “the leader of all the peoples,” Bulganin and Khrushchev seized power 
in the Soviet Union and went on their fi rst trip abroad, to India. Th ere, they 
quickly realized that Marx and Engels and Lenin and Stalin had fooled them, 
that “building communism” was a stillborn idea, and that the Soviet Union could 
not feed itself. However, they worked out that they could keep building the 
“shining future” indefi nitely if they could just get their hands on the oil of the 
Persian Gulf. In that case, the Soviet Union could relax and drink vodka for years 
– while the “forever decaying” West kept buying its oil and feeding the land 
behind barbed wire posturing as the society of “the shining future.”
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Th at was how Soviet troops found themselves in Egypt, where the KGB “helped” 
the Egyptians elect Nasser instead of King Farouk. Around the same time, young 
Yasir Arafat received the rank of senior lieutenant in a Soviet military academy. 
Soon, the long-term rule of Haile Selassie collapsed in peaceful Ethiopia, and young 
offi  cers trained in Soviet “military” schools set about “improving” it. Th ey also 
“helped” neighboring Yemen and Somalia. Today, these countries and their millions 
of inhabitants are in mortal agony and chaos. Israel interfered with Soviet plans in 
1956, and the Soviets viciously dubbed it “the Zionist enemy.” But imagine what 
might have been: Israel and Palestine, living and building in peace, with no rockets 
or bullets! Today, it could have been the best country on earth!

Th e abject poverty of the Soviet Union and its peoples would not let the country’s 
leadership rest easy. Th ey had to start moving toward Persian Gulf oil, via Afghan-
istan. At fi rst, its peaceful ruler King Daoud was invited to Moscow for a “friendly 
visit”; soon enough, “friendly” units of special KGB troops removed him from 
power “after numerous pleas from the working people of Afghanistan…” Th e KGB 
didn’t have the patience to handle the Moscow-installed temporary leaders, Karmal 
and Amin. Someone whispered to Brezhnev that “the country is almost ours,” and 
the Soviet Army invaded Afghanistan… But America got in the way – America, 
which has always helped the wretched and the doomed. Same as now…

But let us return from the problems of world politics to the lives of our family 
and friends – in other words, the main topic of this book.

Our eldest son Sandor works for Adamson Associates Architects fi rm, known 
for such projects as the Twin Towers in Kuala Lumpur, Canary Wharf in London, 
and several high-rise buildings in New York. In the past three years, one of the 
fi rm’s projects was the Las Vegas City Center, which opened on December 16, 
2009. Sandor was the manager of this project and supplied the working blueprints 
for the construction. It was one of the world’s biggest construction sites. Th e size 
of the project can be judged from photo included here, and also from just two 
fi gures: the cost of construction was nearly $10 billion, and the underground park-
ing garage can hold 18,000 cars… Almost every week, on Monday or Tuesday, 
Sandor would fl y to Las Vegas and then return to Toronto early Friday morning 
and go to the offi  ce… Meanwhile, at the offi  ce, nearly two dozen architects were 
working on tasks for which Sandor had either sent or brought the instructions. 

 Iya’s and my parental hearts were fi lled with infi nite pride and joy when, early 
in May, Sandor arranged for us to tour the construction site. Th e city of Las Vegas 
itself makes an amazing impression that is diffi  cult to describe – it’s something 
that has to be seen. Th e size, the imagination, the beauty – everything is over-
whelming. But when we entered the Venetian St. Mark’s Square, with gondolas 
and bridges across canals, and realize that it was all built under a barely visible 
roof and there was air conditioning … we had no words!
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Th e culmination of our trip, however, was the morning when one of the 
construction supervisors came to pick us up in a Land Rover, had us put on 
helmets, protective goggles, and color safety vests and took us to the construction 
site. He spent two hours answering our questions and giving us a tour of future 
shops and hotels, the Elvis Th eater, the basements, the enormous casino halls. 
Th ere were about 8,000 workers labor-
ing on the site that day. We only stopped 
three or four times, and when some of 
the construction workers approached 
us, the supervisor would say, “Th ese are 
Sandor’s parents…” “Oh! Very nice to 
meet you!” they would say with a smile.

As the year 2009 wound down, it 
brought us another remarkable event: 
the 50th anniversary of my graduation 
from the Tomsk Polytechnic University. 
Somehow, that date had slipped my 
mind. But even in Las Vegas, a phone 

Th e construction of the City Centre project in Las Vegas was completed in 
December, 2009.
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call from Tomsk found us. I heard the familiar voice of Vera Khorkova: “Vadim, 
where are you? We’ve been looking for you for two weeks. June 10th is the 50th 
anniversary of the graduation of our class. We’ve booked your hotel room and 
we’ve got you scheduled as a speaker…”

My still-energetic former classmate gets things done at a furious pace, and 
Vera was a big help to us. Unfortunately, in today’s Russia under Putin, there is 
such an “orgy of freedom” that, in order to get an entry visa, we were required 
to produce an offi  cial invitation from Tomsk. Vera promised to get one imme-
diately. In addition, a Russian consulate offi  cial warned that, in order to avoid 
diffi  culties when exiting Russia on the way back, one should get a document 
from the Directorate of the Ministry of Internal Aff airs certifying the registration 
of our temporary residence in Tomsk. Such strict rules had previously existed 
only in Soviet times, when one couldn’t make a single step without permission 
from the authorities. I asked Vera to go to that Directorate and fi nd out what 
sort of document it was, so that we wouldn’t be faced with any additional require-
ments when already in Tomsk. Further attesting to the resurgence of an atmos-
phere of rampant bureaucratic abuses, three days later a bewildered Vera admit-
ted that no one at the Polytechnic wanted to sign our invitation. “From Canada? 
We don’t know them!” In response, the offi  cials at the Directorate told Vera that 
she could send the invitation in her own name after having it certifi ed by them, 
but fi rst she had to submit papers confi rming that she owned her apartment and 

Architect Sandor Rott organized a behind the scenes tour of the City Centre 
construction project for his parents. May 2009.
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had money in the bank. Fortunately, Vera was able to fi nd Vladimir Yampolsky, 
our former colleague in the TPU Entertainment Ensemble, who quickly signed 
the invitation, using his position at the University. Getting ahead of the story, 
I will say that we went through the registration process and paid a tariff  of 300 
rubles per person – but no one ever asked us for those papers, and I brought 
them back to Toronto as a memento…

Before going to Russia, Iya and I fi rst visited Israel, where our good old friends 
Yuri Shapiro, Vladimir Yurtchenko, and Akiva Seninsky organized two unfor-
gettable meetings with Russian-language readers for me. Th e hall of the new 
modern library building in the town of Kiryat-Yam was fi lled to capacity. Many 
people had already read Joy from Sadness, and the meeting went very well. 
Another presentation was held in the town of Hadera, where our former com-
patriots not only greeted my talk with warm applause but also treated us to 
food and vodka…

Our fi ve-day stay in Israel was all the more joyful because, for the fi rst time, 
some good old friends had joined us in this legendary land, fl ying in from 
Togliatti. I have already mentioned their names: Lilyasha Kondratieva, an award 
recognized People’s Artist of Russia, and her husband Vladislav Pashko, the head 
designer of the Volga Auto Plant and 2006 winner of the “Best Designer of Rus-
sia” title. Iya and I really wanted these talented masters of their craft to see as 

Book launch for “Joy from Sadness” in Israel. Kiryat Yam, 2009.
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much as they could of the Holy 
Land’s sights, so we helped them 
out a little with the hotels and the 
tours – and, in the evenings, enjoyed 
their excitement about the Dead 
Sea or about Jerusalem…

In our student jazz orchestra in 
Tomsk, there was a modest Russian 
girl named Zoya Kovalyova, who 
used to sit next to Iya and myself. 
Before entering the University, she 
had been raised in an orphanage 
where she had been given the 
opportunity to study at a music 

school as well, with a specialty in violin. Zoya got her TPU diploma in radio 
technology and soon married her classmate Sasha Afrimson; thirty years later, he 
brought his wife and two daughters to Israel. Sasha passed away soon after the 
move… Zoya was left to raise the children, and one of her grandchildren had 
already served in the army. At my presentation in Kiryat-Yam, we nearly choked 
each other in a hug.

Zoya Afrimson and her older daughter Lena had come from Tel Aviv just to 
see us. We had already met them in Israel several years earlier and had maintained 
contact. Lena, who has a Ph.D. in the medical sciences, does research in cellular 
biology. Zoya is retired; she used to clean apartments to make some money, and 
then started giving private lessons in music and mathematics – but now, she no 
longer has the time to do it, because she plays the violin in two amateur chamber 
orchestras! We were already overfl owing with joy and pride when it turned out 
that Zoya had also taken up painting. At our home in Canada, we have a remark-
able portrait of Iya – half-Mongol, violin player, and beauty – that Zoya painted 
about a year ago. She also started writing poems – wonderful poems, full of tal-
ent, kindness, and love and gratitude toward Israel.

On the full fl ight from Moscow to Tomsk, we were surprised and pleased to learn 
that most of the passengers on board the Boeing were going to their graduation 
anniversary. However, Iya and I were the only ones with a 50th anniversary 
celebration; for the rest, it was either the 25th or the 10th. Th e atmosphere on 
the fl ight was quite animated, and we could feel once again that Tomsk was a 
student town.

In 1959, 126 people in our faculty got diplomas in electromechanical engi-
neering. It was sad to hear that 54 of our colleagues were no longer among the 
living, while of those still with us only 32 engineers were able to attend the 50th 

A reunion with our friend from the 
University jazz band, Zoya Afrimzon 
and her daughter Lena. Israel, 2009.
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anniversary celebration. It was hard for me to recognize most of them, so I would 
simply come up and ask up front, “Who are you?” Th ere was recognition, hugs, 
joy. Th e meetings and the activities were interesting and well-organized. We made 
the rounds of the academic quads, went on a tour of Tomsk…

Regretfully, Iya and I could feel that even thought our Polytechnic University 
had been graduating specialists for over 100 years, no one had truly put any 
heart in organizing anniversary meetings with alumni. Th e lack of intergen-
erational bonds surprised and saddened us. Here we were, groups of former 
TPU students walking down the corridors of the main building – and today’s 
students, young and well-dressed, were simply passing us by without so much 
as a look and keeping their distance. Not only did they not bother to say hello, 
they couldn’t even spare a friendly look. Th ey simply don’t care about 
these grandmas and grandpas walking around the campus. Yet, without a past, 
there is no future.

Alumni who come to anniversary celebrations should have organized meetings 
with today’s students; each guest should have a large, bright-colored name tag with 
his or her graduation year in large script, and, better yet, with a photo of the same 
person in his or her own student years. Th is will create an atmosphere of pride in 

Th e 50 year reunion of the graduates of the Tomsk Polytechnic University’s 
Electrical Engineers. In the front row, second from the left is our professor 

of electrotechnics, Tamara Yuriovna Mogilevskaya. Tomsk, June 2009.
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one’s alma mater and bridge the generation gap. Continuity is extremely important 
for the education of the young, and it warms the hearts of the old.

We stayed an extra three days in Tomsk. On one of those days, a banquet for former 
members of the TPU Entertainment Ensamble was held at our beloved university 
club, with about forty people in attendance. Evgeny Starozhilov traveled from 
Novosibirsk just to see us, as did Yuri Dolgikh, from Omsk, and Ludmila Pichugina 
(Kulebakina), from Seversk. A few of Iya’s former classmates, whom she likewise 
hadn’t seen for about fi fty years, came in to meet with her as well. We had also 
invited two of our former professors to the banquet with their spouses: Tamara 
Yurievna Mogilevskaya, a TPU alumna from the class of ’45 with whom many of 
us had studied the theoretical foundations of electrotechnique and Boris Leoni-
dovich Stepnanov, with whom fi rst-year student Iya Yaroslavskaya had taken a class 
in descriptive geometry in 1955, which later became her chosen career.

Of course we are not the same people we used to be – we are all over seventy 
years old now – but how wonderful that we were all together again! And, the 
moment our old melodies began to sound, there truly was a feeling that it had all 
happened yesterday. Anatoly Gavrilin never put down the accordion, and Larisa 
Gavrilina and Yuri Dolgikh sang our songs, mostly Shusharin’s. Our soloists’ voices 
were as good as ever, after all those years. Th e well-known Tomsk violinist Viktor 
Korolyov, an award recognized People’s Artist, played the Monti Czardas and the 
Piazzola Tango in memory of his teacher, my dear brother Yuzef. Arkady Ratner 
charmed everyone with a brilliant performance of colorful Jewish songs. Volodya 
Yampolsky and Misha Yavorsky kept up a constant stream of jokes and witticisms, 
while Yuri Zhukov and Boris Yavorsky read poems. After several tries, Iya managed 
to get her former classmates, the women from the mechanics faculty, to join her 
in a Russian dance. Th e grannies did great! A video recording made at the banquet 
became the latest addition to our home archive, and our Canadian friends to whom 
we’ve shown it marvel at the amount of energy these Siberian elders still have.

I am trying to fi nd the right words to describe the next day’s big event: a visit to 
a truly unique museum. In the 1990s, during a brief fl ash of freedom in Russia, 
an “NKVD Pre-trial Prison” museum was created in Tomsk with help from the 
Memorial Society. It occupies several actual cells in the basements of one of the 
Stalin-era dungeons. Later, Putin began to openly resurrect the cult of the “leader 
of the peoples” in Russia and to bring back Stalinist ways, and, regrettably, the 
Tomsk Museum of the history of political repressions in the 20th Century 
remains the only one of its kind. In this museum, the Soviet period is understood 
not as an object of imperial nostalgia. which the state is now reviving, but as an 
era when human rights were suppressed and eliminated by totalitarianism. Alex-
ander Solzhenitsyn was this museum’s fi rst distinguished visitor. Tomsk was part 
of the route of his return from exile.
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I had already maintained a long-distance acquaintance with museum director 
Vasily Khanevich for several years – we had been introduced by Anatoly Gavri-
lin – and he had sent me his book, Siberian Bialystok, which had shaken our 
entire family.

In 1898, under Stolypin [a reform-oriented Prime Minister – tr.], tsarist Rus-
sia had given some free plots of land in Siberia to poor Polish peasants. A few 
dozen families of hardworking farmers from the Bialystok area traveled by rail 
to Novosibirsk with their horses, cattle and tools, then made their way by 
steamboat along the Ob river to the northern part of the Tomsk province. 
(Incidentally, it was also from the Bialystok area that Iya’s grandfather, Shlomo 
Guterman, traveled to Siberia around the same time.)  Th ey selected an unpop-
ulated patch of taiga to the north of the town of Kolpashevo, cut down the trees 
and uprooted the stumps, and built quality houses and barns, as well as a cathe-
dral and a school. After several years, they became the most successful wheat 
producers and the most affl  uent settlement in Siberia, under the name of Sibe-
rian Bialystok. Th eir life as hardworking farmers ended with the advent of the 
Soviet regime, which soon began to confi scate cattle and force peasants into 
collective farms… Th e NKVD was particularly irritated by the fact that the 
residents of the settlement had a longstanding tradition of visiting relatives in 
Poland and received many letters from abroad, in a foreign language.  As Stalin’s 

After our visit to the Tomsk Museum of the NKVD Interrogation Prison, Director 
Vasily Khanevich (centre), along with the Gavrilins and Rotts. 2009.
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Great Terror was launched, they began to be hounded by accusations of espio-
nage, sabotage and connections to capitalist countries… In 1936-38, the NKVD 
arrested every adult male in Siberian Bialystok. Th ey were cruelly tortured, and 
most were executed by fi ring squad.

I will not describe the horrifying objects and documents displayed at the 
museum, but one thing I saw simply took my breath away. In the fi rst volume 
of my memoirs, in the chapter, “Father’s Arrest,” I tried to answer the question 
I often heard from my North American relatives – “Why was Ferenz Roth 
arrested?” – and came up with a scheme to somehow explain the method by 
which innocent people were arrested en masse. I will remind the reader of what 
I meant by “a fateful chain of absurdities”:

… for instance, the city of Vitebsk reports to the Byelorussian NKVD in Minsk that 
50 “enemies of the people” have been caught in the past month. Th e city of Gomel 
reports 60 arrests. Meanwhile, the city of Mogilev reports to Minsk that 30 “enemies 
of the people” have been rounded up, unaware that its numbers were a bit on the low 
side compared to the others. Th e head of the Byelorussian NKVD in Minsk then has 
to suspect that something has gone wrong in Mogilev: either their “vigilance” is not 
up to par, or the NKVD offi  ce in Mogilev has been infi ltrated by “the enemy.” And 
so a commission from Minsk is dispatched to Mogilev to investigate.  Rumors of these 
goings-on in Mogilev reach Bobruysk – and, fearing for their own skins, the local 
NKVD leaders get so “vigilant” that soon they can proudly report that “100 enemies 
of the people have been rounded up in Bobruysk.”

Th at was my oversimplifi ed vision of the events of that time. But it turns out 
that everything was much simpler and much more horrifi c. At the museum, I 
saw copies of two incredible documents. It turns out that an NKVD secret order, 
dated July 30, 1937, established a QUOTA for each republic of the USSR spec-
ifying how many people had to be arrested and how many of those had to be in 
the “FIRST CATEGORY” of punitive measures – that is, had to be SHOT.

Th e head of the Omsk section of the NKVD sends a memorandum to Moscow:
“As of August 13 (1937), 5,444 persons in the Omsk province have been arrested 

in the fi rst category. 1,000 weapons have been confi scated.
Please issue orders … to increase the fi rst-category quota to 8,000 people.”
And this horrible document bears Stalin’s resolution and signature:
“To Comrade Yezhov: increase the fi rst-category quota to 8,000. J. Stalin”
Th e next document is a handwritten note from Stalin, co-signed by Stalin and 

Vyacheslav Molotov: “SET AN EXTRA FIRST-CATEGORY QUOTA OF 6,000 
PEOPLE FOR THE KRASNOYARSK REGION. J. STALIN, V. MOLOTOV”

On the museum wall, I saw a quatrain that could have been an exquisite epigraph 
to my book Joy from Sadness:
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In this life, many torments and pangs await,
But no bitterer emptiness
Th an having your children snatched away
To be raised by somebody else…
Th ese lines were written by Nina Gogen-Torn, a poet and a prisoner in Stalin’s 

camps. A photo of this lovely woman hangs on the wall next to her poem.

And here is another tale from the NKVD Pre-trial Prison Museum in Tomsk, 
from a video Vasily Khanevich showed us.

In the prewar years of mass repressions in the USSR, the NKVD headquarters 
of the town of Kolpashevo stood on the high banks of the Ob, the mighty Sibe-
rian river. Getting rid of the bodies after executions became a problem, with so 
many victims. In Kolpashevo, the butchers dug long trenches right underneath 
the NKVD headquarters building. Th e bodies were dumped in the trenches and 
covered with lime and pine-tree branches; then, more bodies were laid on top of 
the branches, and so on, in several layers. 

Years went by. Th e wooden building of the old NKVD headquarters was torn 
down, and only the Ob continued to carry its waters toward the Northern Sea.

On May 1, 1979, Kolpashevo had its mandatory Mayday rally, held in every 
Soviet city and town. Th e rally was over and people were going home, some of 

Copies of top secret NKVD documents outlining by region the number 
of people that need to be arrested and the number of those that need to be killed 

(fi rst category). 
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Edict signed by Stalin and Molotov, ordering the increase of the total 
numbers of those that need to be killed. Th e numbers are raised t

o 6,600 for the Krasnoyarsk region, and to 8,000 for the Omsk region.
1937.
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them carrying rolled-up fl ags and banners. Suddenly, they saw a group of boys 
walking toward them, carrying human skulls on sticks.

Th e waters of the Ob, swollen from the melting snow, had risen and eroded 
the high bank where the Kolpashevo NKVD headquarters had once stood. As 
the sand crumbled, dead bodies, preserved in lime and mummifi ed, began to fall 
into the water and fl oat… Th e skulls the boys were carrying each had one or two 
bullet holes in the back of the head.

People ran toward the river, where they were horrifi ed to see dead bodies 
protruding from the steep wall of the riverbank. People started coming up in 
rowboats, fi shing dead bodies out of the water and dragging them ashore. Some 
recognized relatives… Shortly afterward, a special KGB unit arrived. Th e people 
were chased away, and the area was cordoned off . Th e people began to grumble, 
demanding a decent burial for the human remains, but neither the local author-
ities nor the ones in Tomsk could make such a decision. A report was sent to 
Moscow, along with a request for instructions…

Th e bosses in Moscow didn’t know what this was all about, but they could 
guess. Andropov and Suslov personally took charge of the case and demanded 
that all evidence of the burial be destroyed, so as to avoid “subverting the foun-
dations of Communist ideology.” Th e terrible place was fenced off  along the 
banks. Th en, a motor ship arrived, and for two weeks its huge propellers worked 
incessantly, washing away the accursed riverbank and grinding up the remains 
of the victims. Th e people of Kolpashevo, who breathed the horrible stench for 
two weeks, would never forget what the “glory of the Soviet state” really smells 
like… Many bodies got past the propellers and fl oated downriver. Th e KGB 
quickly ordered the river to be blocked by rowboats; soldiers and civilian patrol 
members stood in the boats and used wire hooks to attach pieces of junk metal 
collected at the town’s factories to the fl oating bodies in order to sink them. Th e 
townspeople were getting upset. Th e older folks pleaded with the authorities to 
allow the burial of the remains.

At meetings in town and at the offi  ces of the Party committee, the city bosses 
tried all kinds of excuses to justify what was being done: “But these are just cat-
tle bones!” “Why make such a fuss about the remains of wartime deserters?” 
“We’re not going to bury state criminals!”

During the years of perestroika, the Memorial society and the relatives of the 
dead fi led legal charges, demanding punishment for those who did not allow a 
decent burial for the dead. During the trial, the mayor of Kolpashevo testifi ed:

Of course I saw this entire horrifi c spectacle. I saw the layer of bodies that was 
being destroyed… At the time, such events were not perceived as particularly extreme. 
All of the leadership’s actions were directed not at uncovering the truth, but at conceal-
ing it from the people.

Th e former Party boss of the Tomsk province, Yegor Ligachev, was called as a 
witness and declared:
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Th e province Party organization had nothing to do with this operation. It was 
overseen by totally diff erent agencies… Th e people who did the job – they were our 
people, good people! Th ere was no crime at all – people were just diligently following 
orders from above…

As Russia gradually returned to “vertical” authoritarian government, the case 
was dropped “for lack of evidence of a crime.” In 1992, the case fi les were turned 
over to the Chief Military Prosecutor’s Offi  ce, and access to them is now “severely 
restricted by federal law.” Th ese measures are part of the same trend as Putin’s 
order that schools across Russia adopt a single new Russian history textbook that 
hammers the restored cult of “the leader of all peoples” into the heads of middle-
school students, with the teachers responsible for conveying its message.

Th e Kolpashevo burial contained about 200 bodies of victims of Stalin’s terror. 
Altogether, according to the execution lists, about 1,500 people were executed 
in the Tomsk province in 1937-38. In the memorable words of a Tomsk regional 
history expert:

Th e Tomsk province stands on human bones. Everywhere you dig, there are corpses…

When we said our good-byes, the Museum director gave me a book which I did 
not open until I was on the plane. Th e book was published by the Tomsk Memo-
rial Society; its title is Such Is My Lot; or, Notches on a Splinter. Th e author, Ruth 
Tamarina, died in Tomsk; she had spent years in the gulag, where she had tried 
to write down her thoughts and observations unknown to the guards. Th ese 
notes, along with the author’s later commentary, became the foundation of this 
book – a book about humanity and the spiritual roots of survival. 

For visitors who leave the NKVD Pre-trial Prison Museum feeling as if they’ve 
been clobbered over the head, Ruth Tamarina’s refl ections are a good remedy. 
With the publisher’s permission, I quote:

“…I write these notes in the hope that they will help some people preserve their 
souls, help some of the people who are building a new life do everything they can to 
keep our country from falling back into the tentacles of a cruel creature – not even 
an octopus but a creature with many sneaky, sticky tentacles that suck the individual-
ity out of human souls and turn people into obedient cattle. It is likely that not only 
our children but even our grandchildren still have a long way to go.”

“…I was still afraid, but I learned to overcome my fear, to speak up and defend 
my convictions! And I suppose that’s exactly what we all must learn and teach our 
children, until we raise a generation of people who simply cannot imagine that one 
can go against one’s conscience and say things you don’t believe…”

“…I had very good luck in my new hometown, Tomsk. I even got the impression 
that Tomsk, where a street was named after Mark Reisman and he was posthumously 
awarded the title of Honored Citizen, hardly has any anti-Semitism – or maybe none 
at all, at least not the visible kind. Th at alone makes me happy to consider myself a 
Tomsker …” 
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“I believe that the so-called “ethnic question” has everything to do with what has 
happened and is still happening in this country since October 1917. And it’s not just 
about the Jews but about all “non-natives,” all those who look diff erent, or profess a 
diff erent religion, or think diff erently or speak a diff erent language.”

“Th e motto “divide and conquer,” as old as the world itself, espoused by chieftains, 
kings, and other heads of nations and states, was always enforced in Russia. Its rudi-
ments can be found even now, in the programs of all fascist-leaning parties and groups. 
But here’s a curious thing: Germany has repented for what it has done, for its devil’s 
dozen of years under Nazism. But the Communist majority in our State Duma refuses 
even to rise to honor the memory of victims of Stalinism, the memory of those who 
were unlawfully persecuted and perished in the gulag. And this, in the year of the 
40th anniversary of the 20th Party Congress at which these barbaric deeds were openly 
revealed.  Other than the brilliant, bitter fi lm by Tengiz Abuladze, Repentance, 
neither our country nor the world heard any repentance from anyone.”

“Nevertheless, I am by nature an optimist. … Even when, in our hard labor camp, 
we had to wear numbers stitched to our clothes, even when they were about to build 
prison zones within the prison zones itself … even then, I believed – what’s more, 
I knew – that this could not go on forever.”

“My faith and knowledge that everything must inevitably change for the better 
were irrational, with no logical foundation. But this faith is implanted deep in the 
human heart, whether by the Creator of everything that exists or by some other higher 
power; it is our divine spark. And today, too, I believe that changes for the better are 
inevitable, even though I am writing this at a time when it seems like things couldn’t 
possibly get any worse: in September 1998…”

“We live in a very diffi  cult time, a transitional time. We are like high school 
graduates who lived under our parents’ wing until the age of seventeen and have now 
been released to fend for ourselves, with no one but ourselves to count on – and so we 
have to learn a new way of life by trial and error. Such is the price of adulthood. It 
is a very high price for the country to pay. It is a very high price for each ordinary 
working family to pay. And I fi nd it heartbreaking that not only our generation but 
our children and grandchildren, too, will have to live through their own Time of 
Troubles… Have courage, believe in yourself, and never stop hoping – that is the only 
thing I can wish my own family and friends as well as the readers of this story. Th e 
old wisdom – “Th e road will rise to meet the one who walks it” – is truer than ever 
today. Or perhaps as true as it ever was.

Courage and good luck to you, my loved ones!
Tomsk, September 1998.”

How could this happen? readers who live in the Free World will ask. Why do so 
many people in Russia still say that “things were better under Stalin”? Why does 
Russia always support the world’s most odious regimes? Why does it vote for 
people like Zhirinovsky or Putin?
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Look at the dark stages of history this great and long-suff ering country went 
through. Th e medieval oprichnina [a special force instituted by Ivan the Terrible in 
the 16th Century to stamp out dissent – tr.] and the centuries-old system of serfdom 
look like child’s play compared to the ravages that befell the country when the 
Bolsheviks seized power in 1917. Armed by utopian ideas that were already in 
the air, acting in the name of “the shining future of all humanity” and using 
reckless propaganda as well as persuasion by bullet and famine, the Bolsheviks 
began to instill the belief that private property is a harmful and unacceptable 
legacy of the past while religion is “opium for the people,” that the family is 
obsolete and the time for free love has come, that there is no need to make din-
ner at home when you can be fed excellent meals at the public kitchens and that 
children are much better off  being raised by strangers than by their own mothers. 
Which of us former Soviet students did not at some point, when taking the 
Marxism-Leninism exam, regurgitate Lenin’s assurance that soon enough money 
would disappear too and would be good only for papering the walls of a lavatory? 
(At the time, the only kind of lavatory most people could imagine was a crude 
wooden booth with a hole inside, standing behind the sheds.)

“Accursed days” was what the remarkable Russian writer Ivan Bunin called 
that time.  Th ere was nothing left: no God, no conscience, no law, no mercy. Th e 
new regime brought nothing but famine, death, violence and brutality.

At the end of the 20-th century the world’s largest country nearly got rid of 
socialism – but then came another unlucky twist. Today’s perfi dious and greedy 
rulers – Putin and his cohorts – have plunged the country even deeper into the 
abyss of hopelessness and despair while stuffi  ng people full of pompous pseudo-
patriotism and stifl ing all free initiative. Instead of the voice of the Law, one hears 
only the decision of the “Khamovniki court…”

In order to lighten the tone of the narrative, I will quote an excerpt from Anton 
Antonov-Ovseenko’s book, Th e Th eater of Joseph Stalin:

It is said that the outstanding musician Samuil A. Samosud once conducted an 
opera at the Bolshoi Th eater, with the entire government in the audience. During the 
intermission he was summoned to Stalin’s box. Th e moment he came in, Stalin told 
him, with no beating about the bush, “Comrade Samosud, there’s something off  about 
your performance today … it doesn’t have any fl ats!”

Samuil Abramovich was dumbstruck and had no idea what to say: was this a joke? 
But no, all the Politburo members, all those present were nodding gravely and “yes’ing” 
Stalin: “Yes, yes, that’s exactly it, did you notice that? No fl ats!”

Of course, there were some among them – Molotov, for instance – who must surely 
have realized how stupid it made them look.

All Samosud could say was, “Very well, Comrade Stalin, thank you for pointing 
it out; we will defi nitely pay more attention!”
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Humor has always been a mirror that refl ected the goings-on in Russia. In the 
Khrushchev era, people hoping for a thaw cheered themselves up with jokes such 
as this one:

Th e following people have arrived in Vienna for international talks on the question 
of ending the occupation of Austria: President Kennedy with his wife, Prime Minis-
ter MacMillan with his secretary, President De Gaulle with his mistress, and Bulganin 
with Khrushchev…

Diff erent kinds of jokes are told in today’s Russia. Here’s one I heard from 
Arkady Gilbukh, formerly my deputy manager at the VAZ Auto Plant, shortly 
before he passed away:

In geography class, the teacher explains, “When we’ve got daytime here and the sun 
is shining, the Americans are in the middle of a dark night.”

“Serves them right, the bastards!” little Vasya exclaims, eager to please, and his 
response is drowned out by applause from the entire class.

Th e trip to Tomsk for the 50th anniversary of my graduation was nearing its end. 
We travelled to Moscow, where, in addition to the familiar, almost maternal 
hospitality of the generous Nina Slezko, yet another joyous event awaited us. 
Nina’s and my invitation to dinner was accepted by a truly legendary man, 
 Evgeny Artemievich Bashinjagyan.

Chief engineer Bashinjagyan had devoted his talent, his energy, his entire life 
not only to the establishment of the Volga Auto Plant in Togliatti, but also to 
the Yaroslavsk Motor Plant and to other enterprises of the Russian automobile 
industry. Forty-three years ago, in September 1966, he was the one who decided 
that I was qualifi ed to work at the future Volga Auto Plant. After that, I had the 
good fortune to work with him, learn from him, and see that our country had 

Visiting with Nina Slesko. Moscow, 2009.
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engineers with such an 
astounding level of knowledge, 
such infi nite devotion to their 
work, such admirable decency 
and self-restraint. He has writ-
ten several books about his life, 
which, unfortunately, have not 
yet been translated into Eng-
lish; for intellectually curious 
engineers, these books could be 
essential reading on self-disci-
pline, psychology, blazing new 
trails, and searching for new 
technological solutions.

I was told that Bashinjagyan 
had liked my fi rst book, 
Father’s Letters, which had 
been sent to him from 
Togliatti. Th en I decided to 
send him a copy of Joy from 
Sadness, and soon located his 
telephone number and called 
to introduce myself. Much to 
my relief, he perceived the 
book exactly as I had intended.  I really didn’t want any of the Togliatti folks, 
especially in this new “time of troubles,” to take off ense at my “foreign judg-
ment” of our common past – but I had tried to give an honest account of my 
feelings and experience. A response from Togliatti’s Main Man, Bashinjagyan, 
was exactly what I needed.

While awaiting his arrival, Iya, Nina and I came downstairs to meet him. 
Precisely at the appointed minute, a blue Lada Priora pulled up at the building 
entrance, with a chauff eur at the wheel. Evgeny Artemievich Bashinjagyan 
stepped out of the car. He had barely changed: at 84, he was still as trim, fi t, and 
energetic as I remembered him from the time I last saw him in 1972.

When we met, it was as if we were family. Th ree hours at the dinner table was 
barely enough for stories and reminiscences. Bashinjagyan was born in a well-
educated Armenian family in Tbilisi, in Sololaki, the city’s aristocratic Armenian 
district. At 18, he went off  to war. He spoke warmly of his mother, Gayane 
Alexandrovna, who, while living in Moscow, had created a comfortable home 
for him in the years of his work in Yaroslavl and Togliatti. He still continues to 
work as a consultant. In the last twenty years, his wife Valeria Sergeyevna has 
been taking care of him.

Meeting with Yevgeni Artemyevich 
Bashindjagian, the fi rst Head Engineer of the 
Volga Auto plant (LADA). Moscow, 2009.
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We talked about ourselves, about the children, showed him photos and the 
originals of my father’s letters, my diary from the school years… He was inter-
ested in everything, and we were amazed by his excellent memory and the sharp-
ness of his mind. We were very reluctant to say good-bye.

“September 24, 2009. Good day, Vladimir!
I am writing to you from Togliatti. Th is is Galina Plotnikova, a journalist. I just 

read your book, Joy from Sadness, which I got from Lilya Pashko. It has been a long 
time since I have held in my hands a book of such candor and such purity. Th ank you 
for telling the truth. I have lived in Togliatti my entire life. I am 52 years old, and 
only now, thanks to you, have I learned the real truth about the VAZ, which laid off  
27,600 people today as a sacrifi ce to the crisis or to heaven knows what. Your book 
fell into my hands in a truly amazing way: I came to interview Lilya as a wife and 
an artist, and I saw your book. I couldn’t put it down until I had read every word. 

Respectfully, Galina Plotnikova, the Gorodskiye Vedomosti [City News – tr.] 
newspaper.

Celebrating the Bar Mitzvah of our oldest grandson Adam, the son 
of Ilona and Paul. Jerusalem, 2008.
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As I write this, the year 2009 is coming to an end. It is exactly four years ago that 
I began to write my memoirs. I never imagined that it was going to be so diffi  cult, 
or that it would require so much patience, fortitude, and persistence. Th ere were 
so many sleepless nights, so many emotional moments, so many doubts… And 
now, there is still much to be done to make sure that this book, the second part 
of my reminiscences, also gets printed and reaches the reader.

Th e heroes of this book are the various people with whom my family came 
into contact over the years, who helped us in diffi  cult times and wholeheartedly 
shared with us the joys and sorrows of the lives we have lived. Many thanks to 
them all, and I beg the forgiveness of anyone I accidentally forgot to mention.

My dear reader, I am infi nitely grateful to you for your patience in reading so 
many pages of my memoirs. Perhaps it would have been better if I had been less 
wordy – but how could I fail to mention any of my heroes, people who are so dif-
ferent and yet played such a prominent role in our lives?

I have used the word “joy” again and again, but then I have lived such a won-
derful life! As I look back, I realize what a marvelous gift life is. And it can be so 

Our grandson Gabriel’s Bar Mitzvah coincided with the reading 
of the fi rst chapter of the Torah. Toronto, October 2009.
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much richer when a person knows how to rejoice in life and in all the good things 
he already has.

I am grateful to my heroes. Th ey have helped me make the greatest discovery 
of all: to realize that family is the foundation of human happiness and that Planet 
Earth is our home, a common home for all of us. A home is something one must 
love and take good care of, something one must put in order – and something 
one must clean up once in a while, sweeping away the trash and the dirt. Th en, 
it can be a fi t place for a long and happy life.

Toronto, November 30, 2009

Our traditional family New Year’s photo. Toronto, January 1, 2009.
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Hanna Gotfried – our families close friend 
and advisor of 36 years. 

Giovanni Cacciola – mine and and our families 
barber of 36 years.

Marvin Miller – my insurance agent of 35 years, 
with his daughter and recent helper, Wendy.

Jerry Balitsky – my lawyer of 34 years, and always 
there in my times of need.

George Farkas – our chartered 
accountant of 32 years, who always takes care 

of our tax returns.

Douglas Webster – our mailman of more than 16 years.Dr. Aaron Jesin – my family doctor of 25 years.

Dana Amemori, Dr. Teresa Magus, and Donna 
Saunders – our entire families dental team who have 
been taking care of all of our teeth for over 28 years.

Our irreplaceable, “invisible” helpers
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