
		

First	visit	to	Czernowitz		(Chernivtsy,	in	the	Ukraine).	

If	 someone	had	 told	me	 that	 in	my	old	age	 I	would	be	a	constant	visitor	 to	 the	Ukraine	 I	

would	have	 found	 it	 incredible.	 I	have	 two	recollections	about	 this	vast	country	 from	my	

childhood.	During	World	War	2,	I	would	put	tacks	on	a	wall	map	signifying	the	advance	of	

the	German	troops	 into	Russia	 	(I	did	not	distinguish	the	Ukraine	from	other	parts	of	 the	

Soviet	 Union)	 and	 the	 other	 was	 stories	 I	 heard	 from	my	 grandfather	 and	 other	 family	

members	 of	 the	 pogroms	 that	 occurred	 during	 their	 childhood,	 the	 anti-Semitism	 of	 the	

local	population	and	the	fear	of	conscription	for	life	in	the	army	of	the	Tsar.	This	was	the	

major	 reason	 for	 the	move	 to	 Scotland.	 	My	 fear	was	 reinforced	 by	 films,	 stories,	 and	 of	

course	 the	 adaptation	 of	 Shalom	Aleichem’s	 “Tevya	 and	his	 daughters”	 to	 Fiddler	 on	 the	

Roof.	Even	worse	were	 the	reports	of	Ukrainians	being	actively	on	 the	side	of	 the	Nazi’s,	

and	 the	massacres	 that	were	perpetrated,	 not	 only	 by	 the	Nazi	 SS	 but	 also	 by	Ukrainian	

Para	-military	in	villages	and	cities	alike.	Now	I	have	now	visited	some	of	these	same	towns	

and	villages.		

My	wife	Mimi	was	born	in	Romania	in	a	city	called	Czernowitz.		For	a	short	period,	1940-41	

the	city	was	part	of	 the	Soviet	Union	as	a	 result	of	 the	Molotov-Ribbentrop	pact.	Despite	

this	agreement	of	non-aggression	the	Germans	invaded	in	1941,	and	the	city	was	occupied	

again	 by	 Romania,	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 the	 Germans.	 Mimi	 and	 her	 family	 had	 a	

harrowing	experience	during	the	war,	were	in	a	ghetto	for	a	short	time,	hid,	and	escaped	

transportation	to	the	camps	 in	Transnistria	 in	the	Ukraine.	Their	 lives	were	saved	due	to	

the	 pressure	 of	 the	 Romanian	 mayor,	 Trajan	 Popovici	 who	 claimed	 the	 city	 could	 not	

function	without	 it	 Jews.	He	 saved	 20,000	 lives,	my	wife’s	 family	 among	 them.	 After	 the	

liberation	 from	 the	 Nazi’s	 by	 the	 Soviets	 the	 city	 became	 part	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union	 and	

annexed	to	the	Ukraine.		My	wife’s	family	left	as	soon	as	was	feasible	after	the	war,	lived	for	

2	years	in	Transylvania,	and	made	their	way	to	Israel	via	Cyprus.	My	wife,	Mimi,	made	the	

same	journey	via	Holland.	

	We	met	 on	 a	 kibbutz	 in	 Israel	 and	were	married	 in	 1957.	 For	 the	 first	 40	 years	 of	 our	

marriage	the	idea	of	visiting	Czernowitz	(now	called	Chernivtsy)	never	occurred	to	us.	The	

city	was	part	of	the	Soviet	Union,	we	were	both	afraid	to	visit,	and	in	particular	Mimi	was	

worried	as	to	whether	she	would	be	allowed	back	out	(her	US	passport	gave	Czernowitz	as	



place	of	birth).		We	had	been	to	Romania	in	the	1970’s	and	although	the	experience	was	not	

wonderful,	we	saw	Czernowitz	from	afar	across	the	border.	This	was	during	the	Ceausescu	

communist	regime	in	Romania,	with	shortages	of	food	and	a	nasty	bureaucracy.	Although	

Romania	 is	 a	 beautiful	 country	 and	we	have	 visited	many	 times	 the	 first	 Romanian	 visit	

deserves	a	chapter	of	its	own.	

	With	the	fall	of	communism,	Mimi	began	to	think	perhaps	the	time	had	come	to	visit	 the	

place	of	her	birth.	She	had	also	joined	an	E-mail	group	of	ex-Czernowitzers,	which	started	

as	 a	 genealogy	 group,	 and	 expanded	 into	 nostalgia	 for	 the	 “	 good	 old	 times’”	 of	 the	 city.	

Thus	we	decided	in	2002	to	visit	the	city.	

	I	had	nightmares	before	this	visit.	In	my	dreams	I	visited	the	graveyards	of	my	ancestors	

murdered	 in	 the	 pogroms.	 	 I	 saw	 myself	 being	 beaten	 up	 by	 Anti-Semitic	 thugs	 and	

skinheads.	 I	 saw	 a	wasteland,	 a	 depressed	 place,	 nowhere	 to	 stay,	 bad	 food.	 	 However	 I	

agreed	 to	 go	 along	 with	 the	 plans,	 fly	 to	 Budapest,	 drive	 to	 Suceava	 not	 far	 from	 the	

Ukrainian	border,	leave	our	rented	car	and	find	a	driver	to	take	us	to	Chernivtsy	as	it	was	

now	 called.	 This	 was	 easy	 since	 many	 travel	 agents	 provided	 this	 service.	 	 However	

crossing	the	border	itself	was	not	easy.	We	had	to	bribe	the	custom	officials	and	soldiers	at	

both	sides	of	the	border.	It	was	expected.	Slip	a	few	dollars	into	the	passports,	which	were	

handed	 to	 the	 officials	 by	 the	Romanian	 driver.	 	 I	 suppose	 everyone	 got	 a	 cut.	We	were	

accustomed	to	this	since	we	previously	had	similar	experiences	in	communist	Romania.		

Unlike	Western	Europe	or	even	Romania	the	road	from	Suceava	to	Chernivtsy	was	empty	

except	 for	 trucks.	 	 There	 were	 no	 or	 few	 private	 cars.	 We	 had	 booked	 into	 the	 only	

reasonable	hotel	in	town,	the	Cheremosh,	a	large	Soviet	style	piece	of	architecture.	What	I	

remember	most	was	the	lack	of	smiles	on	the	part	of	the	people	working	at	the	reception,	

the	small	dingy	room,	and	the	most	awful	breakfast	served	in	a	“	don’t	care	fashion”	and	no	

choice.	However	we	were	met	by	a	smiling	guide,	Zoya,	and	a	pleasant	driver	Sasha.	He	had	

some	official	tourist	job	but	was	moonlighting	as	a	driver.	The	two	of	them	were	great	and	

made	our	 trip	 extremely	pleasant.	We	 first	 visited	 the	house	 that	Mimi	had	 lived	 in	 as	 a	

child,	before	the	war,	and	the	house	in	the	ghetto	when	their	property	had	been	confiscated	

(never	 returned	 to	 them	 up	 to	 this	 day).	 	 Mimi	 became	 very	 emotional,	 and	 when	 the	

current	owners	allowed	us	 inside,	she	knew	her	way	around	and	remembered	where	the	

oven	had	been,	what	the	flooring	used	to	look	like	and	overall	felt	she	was	“	home”.	Nearby	



was	 the	 factory	 for	 making	 processed	 meat	 that	 belonged	 to	 the	 family	 and	 had	 been	

started	by	her	grandfather.	Our	driver	and	guide	took	us	to	the	places	she	remembered,	in	

particular	the	central	park	(similar	to	Central	Park	in	New	York),	the	sunken	rose	garden	

near	 the	Theatre	and	 to	what	had	been	 the	 Jewish	palace	of	culture.	 	This	was	an	ornate	

building,	which	is	still	beautiful	from	the	outside,	but	the	inside	seemed	dark	and	neglected.		

Apparently	 the	Russians	had	removed	the	Star	of	David	 that	decorated	 the	banisters	and	

anything	else	that	was	related	to	Judaism.	 	These	have	been	restored.	 	The	accompanying	

photograph	was	taken	much	later	as	can	be	seen	by	the	cars	parked	outside.		



	



	

	In	general	the	city	did	not	look	as	neglected	as	I	had	expected.	The	buildings	were	freshly	

painted,	Mimi	complained	that	it	looked	like	an	opera	set.	There	were	good	restaurants;	we	

did	 not	 have	 to	 eat	 at	 the	 hotel.	 Zoya	 and	 Sasha	 recommended	 a	 gourmet	 restaurant	 in	

what	had	been	the	Romanian	officers	club.	I	don’t	remember	what	we	ate,	but	I	know	it	was	

delicious.	 To	 our	 surprise	 they	 arranged	 a	 special	 dinner	 for	 us	 at	 this	 restaurant	 of	 “	

Jewish	 Food”	 for	 the	 following	 evening.	 	We	 had	 a	 private	 room	 (we	 had	 brought	 along	

another	visitor	from	the	hotel,	a	young	Canadian,	who	was	on	a	“	roots”	trip).	The	food	was	

elegant;	the	owner	made	chopped	liver	in	the	shape	of	little	mice,	Gefilte	fish,	really	stuffed	

fish,	Borscht,	and	the	vodka	flowed.	We	tried	different	brands.	 	When	we	went	to	pay	we	

found	 out	 that	 Sasha	 our	 driver	 had	 paid	 for	 the	 vodka.	 	What	 a	 pleasant	 surprise	 and	

pleasant	evening.	

We	visited	the	Jewish	cemetery	to	find	the	graves	of	Mimi’s	grandparents,	but	discovered	

that	 the	 cemetery,	 a	 huge	 expanse	 with	 approximately	 50,000	 graves	 was	 completely	

covered	with	weeds,	bushes	and	trees.	Even	the	pathways	in	between	the	rows	or	blocks	of	

graves	 were	 impassable.	 We	 hired	 someone	 who	 knew	 his	 way	 around	 to	 find	 the	

individual	graves,	using	an	old	plan	of	the	cemetery.		

The	visit	to	the	city	was	a	very	emotional	one,	yet	was	inspiring,	in	that	the	people	we	met,	

mostly	 non-Jews	were	 very	 helpful.	 Our	 guide	was	 of	 great	 assistance	 introducing	 us	 to	

members	of	the	Jewish	Community,	mostly	new	comers	from	various	parts	of	the	ex-Soviet	

Union	who	had	settled	in	the	town.	

	I	 remember	 it	was	 Shavuot	 (a	 Jewish	 festival-Pentecost)	 and	we	 visited	 one	 of	 the	 local	

“shuls”,	a	far	cry	from	the	great	Temple,	which	stood	in	the	center	of	the	city	and	had	been	

converted	 into	 a	 cinema.	 	 	 The	 rabbi	 insisted	 that	 Mimi	 sit	 separately	 from	 the	 men,	

although	she	was	the	only	woman	present	among	a	group	of	elderly	congregants.	I	got	very	

annoyed	 and	walked	 out	 of	 the	 service.	 A	 number	 of	 the	 congregants	 ran	 after	me	 and	

explained	that	this	was	an	orthodox	community	and	that	after	the	services	Mimi	could	join	

us	for	“Kiddush”,	the	drinking	of	wine	and	snacks.		Mimi	was	quite	satisfied	and	I	stayed	on	

for	services.		

	I	have	since	made	many	visits	to	Czernowitz.	During	our	second	trip	we	paid	a	side	visit	to	

one	 of	Mimi’s	 family	 ancestral	 villages.	 	 Shortly	 after	 the	war’s	 end,	 one	 of	Mimi’s	 great	



uncles	 returned	 from	a	 concentration	camp	 in	a	very	bad	condition.	He	had	 lost	his	wife	

and	two	small	children.	Before	the	war	he	and	his	family	lived	in	a	village,	Clevedin,	some	

50	miles	 from	 Czernowitz.	My	mother-	 in-	 law	 looked	 after	 him	 for	 a	 short	 period,	 and	

suggested	he	return	to	the	village	to	claim	his	house	and	property.		He	was	gone	a	couple	of	

months	and	returned	to	Czernowitz	in	much	better	health	and	spirit.	One	of	his	neighbors,	

a	young	woman,	had	fed	and	taken	care	of	him.	We	set	out	after	some	60	years	to	find	this	

individual.	We	drove	with	our	translator	and	driver	to	the	village.	We	had	no	idea	how	to	

begin	this	quest.	We	saw	an	old	woman	working	in	the	fields,	hoeing	potatoes.	We	stopped	

and	 asked	 her	 if	 she	 had	 known	 anyone	 by	 the	 name	 of	 Yaacov	 Fruchter	who	 had	 been	

taken	away	by	the	Nazi’s.	She	did	not	know	of	him,	but	mentioned	some	other	family,	and	

also	that	her	father	had	been	taken	away	by	the	Russians.	However,	she	was	much	younger	

in	 years	 than	 she	 looked,	 and	 suggested	we	 talk	 to	 the	 oldest	woman	 in	 the	 village.	We	

found	her	bedridden,	and	Mimi	and	Zoya	entered	the	house.	At	first	she	did	not	understand	

whom	Mimi	was	asking	about,	she	had	never	heard	of	a	Yaakov	Fruchter.	Mimi	then	used	

his	name	in	Yiddish,	Yankel	Fruchter,	and	she	opened	up,	a	stream	of	knowledge	came	out	

of	 her	 mouth.	 She	 remembered	 the	 whole	 family,	 not	 only	 Yankel	 but	 also	 his	 parents,	

brothers	and	sisters.	The	family	had	been	well	liked	in	the	village.	Mimi	finally	asked	who	

had	looked	after	Yankel	when	he	returned	after	the	war.	“Maria”	she	said.		She	had	been	a	

neighbor	and	had	tried	to	shield	the	children	at	the	time	of	the	deportation,	but	everyone	

knew	they	were	Jewish	and	could	not	do	anything	to	save	them.	When	Yankel	returned,	she	

cooked	for	him	and	brought	him	back	among	the	living,	a	natural	thing	to	do.	We	met	her,	

and	she	insisted	she	had	not	done	anything	out	of	the	ordinary.	I	have	a	picture	of	the	three	

old	women	with	Mimi.	Again	this	meeting	was	very	emotional,	and	we	participated	in	a	“	

ceremony”	 of	 drinking	 water	 from	 the	 well	 and	 the	 same	 cup,	 a	 sign	 of	 everlasting	

friendship.	



	

	

	

On	 that	 note,	 we	 returned	 to	 Czernowitz,	 back	 to	 Romania,	 spending	 a	 few	 days	 in	 the	

Bukovina	at	the	Casa	Elena,	a	first	class	resort	and	eventually	back	to	Bloomington	.I	have	

made	many	more	visits	to	Chernivtsy	since	then,	a	return	to	Clevedin	to	give	some	money	

to	Maria,	a	trip	with	my	son	Yuval	and	family,	and	many	more	accompanying	Mimi	on	her	

project	 a	 restoration	 of	 the	 cemetery.	 Mimi	 eventually	 put	 up	 a	 plaque	 on	 the	 house	 of	

Trajan	 Popovici	 honoring	 him,	 and	 reminding	 visitors	 of	what	 he	 did	 to	 save	 lives.	 	 Yad	

vashem	in	Jerusalem	has	listed	him	as	a	Righteous	Gentile,	who	saved	20,000	lives.		

	


