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This program is dedicated by Richard and Debra Parkoff in
memory of Richard’s parents, Avraham ben Yitzchak Hakohen, a’h,
and Rochel Bluma bat Yehoshua, a’h. It is my privilege to express
gratitude to the Parkoffs, who have been enabling this webcast and
the excellent webcast of my dear colleague Rabbi Steven Weil to be
viewed and heard and repeated by many thousands of individuals
all over the world.

There are many individuals to thank for this program. I will confine
myself to the names of the leaders of the Orthodox Union: President
Moshe Bane and Executive Vice President Allen Fagin; and of the
OU Israel Center, President Zvi Sand and Executive Director Rabbi
Avi Berman.

I must also thank my dear wife, Chavi, for lifting my spirits
whenever I immerse myself in the study of yiddishe tzoros, and to
my irreplaceable executive assistant, Mrs. Yocheved Goldberg.

I wish to thank Rabbi Neil Winkler, Rabbi Emeritus of Young Israel of
Fort Lee, NJ, for once again leading the recitation of the Kinot.

Finally, my thanks to all of you for joining me, in person or
electronically, as we memorialize the past and travel together along
the path toward restoration and repair, toward the geulah shelemah
bimehairah biyameinu.
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Chazzan Gershon Sirota: Remembering One Victim of the Warsaw Ghetto
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Rav Aharon Yehuda Leib Shteinman
Rav Yeshayahu Hadari
Rav Yitzchak Dzimitrovsky

Victims of enemy terror
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David Olivestone

he summer of 1942 saw the deportation of some

300,000 Jews from the Warsaw Ghetto, and there was

little doubt in the minds of those who remained about
their terrible fate. Groups of young people, the main one led
by 23-year-old Mordechai Anielewicz, decided to resist the
next round-up and managed to convince members of the
Polish resistance on the other side of the ghetto walls to
smuggle in some weapons. In January of 1943, when German
troops arrived to round up more Jews for transport to the
camps, they found themselves fired upon and had to retreat.

On April 19, when German troops again entered the
ghetto, they came under fierce attack. Using all kinds of
improvised weapons, the ghetto fighters continued to resist,
and it took nearly a month for the greatly superior force of
the Germans to overcome them. As David Kopel wrote in The
Washington Post, “The Germans had to spend more time
subduing the Warsaw Ghetto than they did conquering the
entire nations of Poland or France.”

Of the Jews still in the ghetto at that point, approximately
13,000 were killed in the Uprising. About half of them were
burnt alive or suffocated as German troops torched their hid-
ing places, while the rest perished in the fighting or soon
after. The remaining 56,000 were transported to Treblinka or

Warsaw’s Great Synagogue on Tlomackie Street
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Cantor Gershon Sirota

other death camps as the ghetto was systematically emptied
and its buildings destroyed.

One of those who perished during the Uprising was the
world-famous chazzan Gershon Sirota (1874-1943). Ironi-
cally, and sadly, it was not inevitable that he should have been
trapped in the ghetto during its last tragic days. He had been
abroad on a concert tour when he received word that his wife
was very ill. He rushed back to Warsaw and was there when
the war broke out. Although he himself might still have been
able to leave, he would not abandon his wife and family and
so he was among the 400,000 Jews trapped in the ghetto
when the Nazis sealed it in November of 1940.

Sirota was quite possibly the most gifted chazzan-
virtuoso in history. He possessed a dramatic tenor voice of great
beauty and immense power, with climactic top notes. But it
was not only because of his magnificent voice that he excelled
as a chazzan. Although he never himself composed, he was a
master of improvisation, always remaining faithful to the
appropriate steiger (musical theme). His congregants were
often deeply moved by the emotional intensity of his davening.

One of the first cantors to record phonograph records,
Sirota was chosen in 1905, at age 31, to become the Oberkan-
tor (chief chazzan) of Europe’s most prestigious shul, the
Great Synagogue of Warsaw. Known also as the Chorshul, but
seemingly referred to most often simply as the Tlomackie
Street Synagogue, it had seating for upwards of 2,000 and its
services were attended by the most prosperous elite of
Warsaw Jewry, Orthodox and otherwise.

Inevitably, Sirota was often compared to the leading
operatic tenors of his day. Serious music critics would men-
tion Caruso, or other great stars, and “the Cantor from
Warsaw” in the same breath. Caruso is said to have once
remarked how fortunate he was that Sirota, who received
many offers to sing in opera, chose to stay in the synagogue.

Sirota traveled extensively, giving concerts across
Europe and America, and he was the only one of Europe’s great
cantors not to eventually accept a position in the USA. Thus it
was that when the fateful telegram arrived telling him of his
wife’s illness, it was to Warsaw that he hurried home. [ 2
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When the ghetto gates snapped shut, there was no
escape. According to Cantor Samuel Vigoda, in his book
Legendary Voices, Sirota “succeeded in sending off pleas for
help” to his American concert managers and to others,
desperately seeking affidavits for himself and his family so that
they could obtain American visas. But it was to no avail.

Inside the ghetto, the Jews attempted to maintain as
much normalcy as was possible under the harsh and oppres-
sive conditions. There were many musical and cultural pro-
grams, and Sirota gave concerts, some in the Tlomackie Street
Synagogue building, consisting of both liturgical pieces and
operatic arias. He also led services.

In his diary entry for September 21, 1942, Hillel
Seidman, who was transferred out of the ghetto before the
Uprising began, relates how the Jews were able to daven on
Yom Kippur despite the fact that they were forced to work on
that day. In one workshop, says Seidman, Gershon Sirota
conducted the service. Even if his voice had diminished with
his advancing age, on this occasion there was no holding him
back. The gabbaim tried to get him to lower his mighty voice
in case the Germans would hear them, but he was too rapt in
the prayers to take heed.

In order to protect Sirota from being drafted for a forced
work assignment, he was given a uniform by one of the semi-
official Jewish organizations. According to Jonas Turkow, in
his book This Is How It Was, “The heart hurt as one looked at
the ageing world-honored Chazzan Gershon Sirota, mas-
querading in order to protect himself from the danger of
being captured by the Germans.”

In testimony she later gave to Yad Vashem, Miriam
Preiss-Feigenbaum relates how on Erev Pesach, April 19,
1943, the day the Uprising began, she joined the Sirota family
in the bunker where they were hiding at 6 Wolynska Street.
This resourceful woman even brought along a chicken that
she had obtained from a friend outside the ghetto. The friend
threw it over the wall at a prearranged location where the
Jewish policeman on guard was open to taking bribes to look
the other way. According to Preiss-Feigenbaum, Sirota’s wife
had already died a month earlier, apparently from natural
causes. But still with him in the bunker were one of his sons,
a daughter-in-law, and two grandchildren, as well as his single

SS General Jiirgen Stroop (center) inspects the damage to the ghetto

TheTlomackie Street Synagogue in ruins

daughter, and two or three other individuals. She stayed in
that bunker for only three days before moving to another
location, but she was aware that Gershon Sirota and most of
the others at 6 Wolynska Street perished there on April 27,
the last day of Pesach, when the bunker was torched.

In his journal entry for April 27, the infamous General
Jurgen Stroop, sent by Himmler to suppress the rebellious
ghetto, notes that “Today, a total of 2,560 Jews was appre-
hended in the former Jewish quarter and 547 of them shot.
An undetermined number of Jews perished, as usual, in the
fires or when the bunkers were blown up.”

Among the “undetermined number of Jews” on that day
were Gershon Sirota and his family.

Stroop was ruthless and utterly cruel. He gave instruc-
tions that the ghetto was to be emptied and its buildings razed,
and did not rest until his goal had been achieved. When it was
all over, he had killed the great chazzan and all the heroic Jews
who had dared stand up to him. Now, on May 16, as a grand
gesture of victory over the Jewish revolt, he blew up Sirota’s
beloved Great Synagogue on Tlomackie Street.

Prior to his own execution for war crimes in 1952, Stroop
took obvious delight in describing the scene to an inter-
viewer:

“What a marvelous sight it was. A fantastic piece of the-
ater. My staff and I stood at a distance. I held the electrical
device which would detonate all the charges simultaneously.
... After prolonging the suspense for a moment, I shouted:
Heil Hitler and pressed the button. With a thunderous, deaf-
ening bang and a rainbow burst of colors, the fiery explosion
soared toward the clouds, an unforgettable tribute to our tri-
umph over the Jews. The Warsaw Ghetto was no more. The
will of Adolph Hitler and Heinrich Himmler had been done.”
(Kazimierz Moczarski, Conversations with an Executioner,
New Jersey, 1981.)

The will of the Nazi leaders may indeed have been done.
But the voice of Gershon Sirota lives on through his many
recordings, a magnificent voice that continues to inspire the
Jewish people today as it did until it was brutally cut off, just
75 years ago.

(Abridged from my article in The Jerusalem Post Magazine, April 20, 2018.
www.jpost.com/Magazine/A-voice-from-the-Warsaw-Ghetto-551197)
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Rav Aharon Leib Shteinman
Photo Credit: Yaakov Naumi/Flashgo
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The Death of Righteous
MWen Is Equivalent To the
Yurning of the Temple

(Masechet Rosh Hashanah 18b)
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