
 
 
Cuba letter #6 -- Meeting Other Jewish Leaders 
  
(We're back now, but here's more from Cuba, from our CAI group who just visited 
Jewish communities and brought them donations...) 
  

 
  David Tacher speaks with Irving Peyser in front of the Jerusalem Mural 

  
David Tacher is the leader of the tiny Jewish community of Santa Clara, a city four 
hours to the east of Havana. Silver-haired and exuberant, he showed us two of his great 
loves: 
  
First, the synagogue. He fought for years to get permission to turn a private home into a 
shul, and he's very proud of it. It's got a room for a Sanctuary, able to seat about 60 
people -- this is where Daniel's Bar Mitzvah service was held, with the 18 Jews of 
Cienfuegos joining the 18 Jews of Santa Clara, plus some others from another city 2 
hours to the east. There are small stained-glass windows, and a lovely Ark up front, 
flanked by a Cuban flag on one side and the flag of Israel on the other.  There's a room 
for a library, a kitchen, space for about eighteen people to eat together, and upstairs, an 
outdoor mural of Jerusalem. 
  
Second, David took us to his Holocaust memorial. He designed it and got it built; it's in 
the small Jewish cemetery on the edge of town. How moving to see this here, in the 
middle of Cuba -- a monument to the slaughtered, incorporating two stones from the 
streets of the Warsaw Ghetto. The stones were brought here by Miriam Saul of Atlanta 
in her luggage, just as we brought items to donate in our luggage. David had planted a 
tree by the monument; it's a custom that visitors water the tree, as a sign of Life Goes 
On. 
  



 
Yaakov Berezniak, leader of the Orthodox congregation in central Havana 

  
Yaakov Berezniak is a big bear of a man, 43, and the leader of the Orthodox shul in the 
old central part of Havana. His grandfather and father were leaders in the shul as well, 
and while Yaakov isn't a rabbi, he studied with Rabbi Shlomo Riskin and others in 
Israel. He also found a wife while in Israel; he said, "Who would marry me here?" 
  
Yaakov isn't shy about asking us for money. "Most of the members of our congregation 
are retirees. They try to live on a government pension of about $12 a month. It isn't 
possible. So they come here to eat. We get about 50 people for weekday morning 
services, and we serve breakfast afterwards. About 35-40 come each afternoon, and we 
serve them food then, too. We try to provide transporation for some of them -- after all, 
you can wait hours here to get a bus, so if you want to get something to eat in the 
morning, how else can you get here by 8 a.m. for Shacharit and breakfast? We also 
provide medicine, because you have to bring your own medicine if you go to a hospital. 
Your donations help us do these things." 
  
"I'm also the one person providing kosher meat to Jews in Cuba.   It's a 24-hour 
activity.   I leave at 3:00 a.m., travel 72 km away to a farm, and schecht (slaughter) 
three cows to get 1000 pounds of meat. I buy only the front halves of the cows from the 
farmer, because traditionally we don't eat the sciatic nerve in the hind legs. I remove the 
skin and bones, cut it up, bring it back to Havana, and get it all distributed -- all without 
refrigeration. Meat costs about $10 a kilo, and there's no way our people could afford it, 
so we provide this kosher meat free -- that is, your donations pay for it." 
  
"I'm also in charge of the Chevra Kadisha, the Burial Society. We make our own 
tachrichim, shrouds, on this 100-year-old sewing machine here." 
  
We had read that his congregation had support from Chabad/Lubavitch, and we asked 
him about that. The vehemence of his response was surprising: "No, no, no. They are 
bad. They made propaganda against Castro, and the government will not issue them 
visas any more. So we don't have anything to do with them any more. No, no, no. If the 
government issues them a religious visa to come here, then fine. But otherwise, no, no, 
we don't have any contact with them. None."   Was he speaking only to us? 
  
Why is there a fence around the synagogue, with barbed wire? "It's not because of anti-
Semistism. This is a tough neighborhood. Gangs. They tried to steal from here four 
times, so we put up the barbed wire. Then they stopped, but we left the barbed wire up." 



  
"There are no young people in this community. When kids get to be 14-15, they go to 
Israel. But I stay here. I'm the butcher and the Chevra Kadisha. Who'll do this for these 
poor seniors if not me?" 
  

 
Sammy, or Samuelito, Torah Reader for the Sefardi synagogue 

  
  
Sammy, or Samuelito in Spanish, reads Torah for the Sefardi synagogue in Havana. 
(The first Sefardi synagogue in town was built in the 1920's on Inquisitor Street -- how's 
that for irony?)  
  
Here, again, there is help for seniors: Access to primary health care, arts programs, and 
there's a Sunday School with classes for adults, while their kids go join other kids at the 
Ashkenazi synagogue a few blocks away. 
  
Sammy is a charming, effusive man of 68. "I'm an Ashkenazi, so what am I doing here 
at the Sefardi synagogue? Well, when the Rabbi left for Israel, they asked me to come 
read Torah here for three or four months, till they found someone else. Now it's been 
ten years." 
  
Did you have to switch melodies for chanting? "In Cuba, the melody doesn't matter." 
That's his way of saying, "No, I didn't," but our CAI members are looking at me, 
muttering, "Well, Cantor, I guess there's no job for you here." 
  
However, Sammy's next sentence is the punch line: "But la melodia del corazon es la 
mas importante!" "The melody of the heart is the most important!" I think I'm going to 
inscribe that quote on the door to my office. 
  
They have 2 women and 2 men in the congregation who know how to lead services, 
Sefardi style. There used to be a mechitza dividing women's seats from men's, but not 
any more; the congregation is now affiliated with the Conservative Movement. 
  
"Those Jews who left in 1959 thought they would come back. They never thought the 
revolution would last 55 years."  
  



Have any of your old friends who left come back, even to visit? "Some... a few... They're 
afraid -- not of what might happen here in Cuba, but of what others in the Miami Cuban 
Jewish community might say." No one hates the Castro government like the expatriate 
Cubans living in Miami. 
  
"I have been married four times. Two Jewish women, two non-Jewish. I have children 
and grandchildren in Israel, England and the US. Why do I stay in Cuba? Who's going 
to tell the story?" 
  
I ask Sammy for his full name. It's Zagovalov-Kovalsky, a good Polish name. I don't 
know why I wrote it down, but the next day we visited the main Jewish cemetery outside 
Havana, and right there was a stone for Moises Zagovalov-Kovalsky, who must be a 
relative of Sammy's. Maybe his father.  
  
I chanted El Maley Rachamim, the prayer for the dead, in front of that grave, but there 
were others with a connection to us. These included relatives of Julie Ripps, and 
several graves with the name "Schechter". These are cousins of Rabbi Jon Schechter 
of Basking Ridge; he is a great-grandson of Solomon Schechter, of Cairo Genizah and 
JTS fame. Solomon had a twin brother, Israel, who was an early pioneer in the Jewish 
re-settlement of what was then called Palestine, and one of Israel's sons became a 
long-time leader of the Patronato synagogue in Havana, where we had spent Shabbat. 
Small world, once again. 
  
We gazed at the gravestones, full of Hebrew letters and many Ashkenazi names, and 
thought, "This could have been us. What coincidences brought our grandparents and 
great-grandparents to the US instead of Cuba or elsewhere? Was that God's plan, or 
just chance?" 
  
Next: Billboards in a Communist country 

 


