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The 9th day of Shevat is the Yahrzeit of Rabbi Eliezer Silver (1882-1968). Born in Lithuania, 

Rabbi Silver came to the United States in 1907, shortly after receiving rabbinic ordination. After 

a brief period in New York, the Silvers moved to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, where Rabbi Silver 

accepted a rabbinical position. Between the two World Wars, Rabbi Silver first took a position in 

Springfield, Massachusetts, and then Cincinnati, Ohio, where he remained for the rest of his life.  

 

Rabbi Silver was a tireless community activist. Upon arriving in America, Rabbi Silver helped 

circulate a petition against a U.S. treaty with Russia (as a protest against persecution of the 

Jews) and was active in World War I relief efforts. He founded numerous community 

organizations. Rabbi Silver was also an outstanding Torah scholar. As his reputation grew, he 

traveled extensively across the United States to adjudicate community disputes. 

 

Of all of his many activities Rabbi Silver is best known for spearheading efforts to rescue 

Jews from the Holocaust. In 1939, he formed the Vaad Hatzalah (Rescue Committee). The 

Vaad Hatzalah raised over $5 million for rescue efforts. The Vaad Hatzalah used all means 

(preferably legal but if necessary, illegal) to rescue Jews. Through the Vaad Hatzalah Rabbi 

Silver organized synagogues and was able to secure 2,000 contracts for rabbinic positions, 

resulting in numerous emergency visas saving Rabbis from sure death. He also used the funds 

to produce counterfeit documents and pay off smugglers -- in the end directly saving at least 

10,000 Jewish lives. In October 1943, Silver organized a rally of 200 rabbis in Washington; 

the effort prompted President Roosevelt to form the War Refugee Board, which rescued 

tens of thousands more from Hitler's ''Final Solution.'' 

 

After the war, Rabbi Silver dedicated himself to refugee relief efforts. He made numerous 

trips to Displaced Persons camps to help Holocaust survivors start a new life. He also 

sought out Jewish children who had been placed by their parents in Catholic orphanages, to 

spare them the horrors of the concentration camps. Often, the parents were killed during the 

war and there was no one to claim them. One poignant story frequently repeated about Rabbi 

Silver describes how he and Dayan Grunfeld of England came to a Catholic orphanage in 

Europe after the war looking for hidden Jewish children. The head priest denied knowing 

whether any of the children were actually Jewish. The rabbis decided to return at bedtime, and, 

when all the children were gathered together to recite their bedtime prayers, the rabbis loudly 

recited the Shema in front of the children. Many children in the room started crying and calling 

out for their mothers. Rabbi Silver looked at the priest, and said, "These children are mine." 
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