
A Mystery Letter
While perusing the Igros Kodesh of the Frierdiker Rebbe,

I came across an intriguing letter addressed to Reb Yaakov
Chaim Kohn a”h of Melbourne, Australia, discussing the
establishment of Torah chinuch in Australia (volume 9,
pages 458-459, letter 3264, dated Tammuz 26, 5708 [July 2,
1948]—see sidebar). 
Who was Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn a”h, whom the

Frierdiker Rebbe addressed as his “honored and esteemed
dear friend”? I was surprised that several venerable, elder
Chabad Chassidim of Australia could tell me very little about
him or the context of this letter. My investigations led me to
two individuals living at other ends of the world, each of
whose parents were partners in a project set in motion by the
Frierdiker Rebbe over 60 years ago, which laid the
foundations for today’s flourishing Yiddishkeit in
Melbourne. In researching this letter, I interviewed Reb
Yaakov Chaim’s son, Reb Reuven Tzvi Kohn of Melbourne,
and his nephew in Montreal, Reb Reuven Tzvi Feigelstock,
yibodlu l’chaim tovim, both of whom explained that this
letter was a restatement of matters discussed in a prior
yechidus that the Kohn family and Reb Avrohom Feigelstock
had been privileged to have with the Frierdiker Rebbe in
5708. (It is to be remembered that already in 5702, the
Frierdiker Rebbe was corresponding with Jewish immigrants

to Australia, encouraging them to bolster Yiddishkeit in these
small enclaves and asking that they keep him informed “in
detail” of their circumstances. See also Igros Kodesh–
Rayatz, volume 6, pages 149-150.)

Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn and Reb

Avrohom Feigelstock

Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn was born in 5678 [1898] in the
village of Bonyhad, Hungary. He received a traditional Torah
education in cheder and yeshiva ketanah, but at age 17, upon
the outbreak of World War I, his Torah education was
interrupted when he was forcibly conscripted into the
Austro-Hungarian Army. After the war, a shadchan
introduced him to Leah Feigelstock, a young lady from the
town of Tzeilem in Austria, and they were married in 1925
in nearby Vienna. Reb Yaakov Chaim became close to his
esteemed brother-in-law, Reb Avrohom Feigelstock. 
A successful businessman, Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn was

an exceptional y’rei Shomayim who performed mitzvos
meticulously, as well as being a generous baal tzedakah who
supported the poor and needy. Despite the fact that his Torah
study was interrupted at age 17, the Torah knowledge he
gained prior to his conscription was substantial and would
prove to be of great importance in his later life.
Reb Yaakov Chaim’s wife’s brother, Reb Avrohom

Feigelstock, was a tremendous talmid chochom. Born in
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Tzeilem in 1890, he had studied Torah for three years in
Galanta, Czechoslovakia, as a talmid muvhak of Rav Yosef
Tzvi Dushinsky, as well as in the Pressburgh yeshiva.
(Pressburgh was the only yeshiva recognized by the Austro-
Hungarian Empire that bestowed upon its graduates the
status of “Rabbiner,” a position that granted exemption from
military service and bestowed the same privileges as an army
officer.)

Reb Avrohom Feigelstock

Reb Avrohom’s wife, Gitel Friedman, was a
granddaughter of the Chasam Sofer (Her father’s mother was
the youngest daughter of the Chasam Sofer). As an esteemed
talmid chochom in Vienna, Reb Avrohom Feigelstock
delivered public shiurim in Gemara both morning and
evenings. His shul davened every Shabbos morning from 6
a.m. to 9 a.m., and by 10 a.m. he had already finished his
seudas Shabbos. From 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. he would give a
shiur in Mogen Avrohom (commentary on Shulchan Aruch)
to balabatim, and in the afternoon he would test his son’s
Gemara class for two hours of rigorous examination on the
two blatt of Gemara, Tosefos and Meforshim that they had
covered in the previous week. 
Reb Avrohom was officially a businessman in the textile

business in Vienna. We say “officially” because his son Reb
Reuven Tzvi recalls that his father had more sifrei kodesh in
his place of business than he had at home, and while orders
for the business were being prepared by the workers, Reb
Avrohom Feigelstock would sit deeply engrossed in the
study of Torah, oblivious to the commotion taking place
around him.
In pre-World War II Vienna there was only one Jewish

school, and it differed from a Vienna public school only in
that its students wore yarmulkes, it was closed on Shabbos
(and open on Sunday) and offered a very limited Jewish
studies curriculum of Chumash and Nach. There were no
yeshivos or day schools in Vienna, so for two hours each
day, after attending this Jewish school, the frum boys would
attend Yesodei HaTorah, an afternoon study program where
they would learn Gemara.
Reb Avrohom’s sons, Moishe and Reuven Tzvi, were

withdrawn by their father from the school and for two years
(5694-95) they studied limudei kodesh in the mornings with
a private teacher and limudei chol (l’havdil) with a frum
private teacher in the afternoons. (In those days in Vienna, if
a student failed to meet government schooling requirements

and present school report cards to the government officials,
he could be arrested.) When Reb Avrohom could no longer
afford a private melamed for his sons, he organized a group
of over 30 parents to collectively hire a melamed to teach
their sons Torah in the morning, and a teacher of secular
studies (l’havdil) for the afternoon, to meet government
requirements.

The Frierdiker Rebbe Visits Vienna

At this time, the Frierdiker Rebbe visited Vienna for
medical treatment and he had a tremendous influence on the
Jewish community. Reb Avrohom Feigelstock took all the
students of the classes that he had organized to the Frierdiker
for yechidus. Reb Avrohom’s son, Reb Reuven Tzvi,
remembers the Frierdiker Rebbe at his hotel, seated behind
a desk. All the students went behind the desk and kissed the
Frierdiker Rebbe’s hand. The Rebbe then spoke to the class
and blessed them and they again went by the Rebbe (but this
time the Rebbe asked them not to kiss his hand). Reb Reuven
Tzvi remembered the Frierdiker Rebbe visiting Vienna again
in 5696 and how he said the maamar of L’cho Omar Libi.
With the German invasion and annexation of Austria in

March 1938, Reb Avrohom Feigelstock and his wife and
children managed to escape from Vienna via Czechoslovakia
to Budapest, with his sons Moshe and Reuven Tzvi obtaining
papers to continue on to England. His brother-in-law, Reb
Yaakov Chaim Kohn, was rescued and deported to a
Sonderlager (a milder division) of Bergen Belsen and later to
Theresienstadt, from where he was eventually liberated in
1945. His wife and six children survived the war years in
hiding in Budapest. 
Meanwhile in England, Reb Avrohom’s sons, Moshe and

Reuven Tzvi Feigelstock, had been interned as “enemy
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aliens,” and were transferred to Canada, where they spent
close to two years in internment camps until they were
allowed to move to Toronto and then Montreal. In Montreal,
Reb Reuven Tzvi immediately met up with Lubavitcher
chassidim and joined the nine bochurim who had escaped
via Shanghai (Rabbis Kramer, Greenglass, Hendel,
Tannenbaum, Gerlitsky, Rodal, Weinberg. Kotlarsky and
Stein. See Rivkah Aisenbach’s article in this issue –ed).
Meanwhile, Reb Avrohom Feigelstock left Europe for
Uruguay. During the war years, Reb Reuven Tzvi
Feigelstock would constantly ask the Frierdiker Rebbe for
brochos for the safety of his uncle, Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn,
and his family. In response, the Rebbe would send personal
letters to the Kohn family to give them brochos and chizuk.
(Because of the war, these letters arrived via Switzerland,
sometimes months after their date of postage.) Reb Reuven
Tzvi would communicate the Rebbe’s brochos that he
received for the Kohn family, who were thus aware and
appreciative of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s brochos and ongoing
concern for them. 
Reb Yaakov Chaim’s wife and family had found refuge in
the Swiss Consulate in Budapest and they were liberated in
January of 1945. Reb Yaakov Chaim was liberated from
Theresienstadt in May of 1945 and the family was finally
reunited in June 1945 in Budapest, where the family stayed
for the next three years. 

1948: Destination Australia?

In 1948, Reb Avrohom moved from Uruguay to New

York. At this time, Reb Yaakov Chaim and his wife decided
to begin a new life in Melbourne, Australia, where another
brother-in-law had already settled.
In those days, a trip from Australia to the U.S. was a

grueling 50-plus hour plane ride, which meant that another
opportunity to see their family would most likely be many
years away. For this reason, Reb Yaakov Chaim decided to
travel to Australia via New York in order to visit his brother-
in-law and sister-in-law, Reb Avrohom and Gitel
Feigelstock, and also to receive a personal brachah from the
Frierdiker Rebbe. During their stay in New York, Reb
Yaakov Chaim and his family met in Williamsburg with his
former rov, the former Rosh Beis Din of Budapest, the
renowned posek and gaon, Rav Yonoson Steif. In the course
of this meeting, Rav Yonoson asked Reb Yaakov Chaim,
“Why are you traveling to Australia? Australia is a midbar.
Stay here!”

Reb Yaakov Chaim’s Yechidus with

the Frierdiker Rebbe 

The Kohn family’s yechidus with the Frierdiker Rebbe
took place after Shavuos, 5708. Reb Yaakov Chaim invited
Reb Avrohom Feigelstock to join him, his wife and their six
children in the yechidus, which lasted for half an hour.
First the Frierdiker Rebbe gave his blessing to all present.

The Rebbe then reminded Reb Avrohom of the subject of his
yechidus many years earlier in Vienna, namely, “Chanoch
l’na’ar al pi darko….” The Frierdiker Rebbe’s eyes lit up
upon hearing that Reb Avrohom indeed remembered the

Reb Avrohom Feigelstock (standing ) at the wedding of his son, Reb Reuven Tzvi, 
with the Rebbe, who was mesader kiddushin.



precise content of that yechidus in Vienna over fifteen
years earlier.
The Frierdiker Rebbe then turned his attention to

Reb Yaakov Chaim, who took the opportunity to
mention that Rabbi Yonosan Steif had suggested he
reconsider traveling to Australia, as it is a midbar and
there was no Yiddishkeit there. The Rebbe asked Reb
Yaakov Chaim if he had already purchased tickets, to
which he replied that he had. 
The Frierdiker Rebbe said that being that he already

had tickets, he should travel to Australia, concluding,
“Dos vos ir zogt az es iz nit kein Yiddishkeit in Australia,
IR vet machn dort Yiddishkeit!” [This that you say that
there is no Yiddishkeit in Australia – YOU will make
Yiddishkeit!”] The Frierdiker Rebbe added, “and if
some day you must leave Australia, you will move to
Eretz Yisroel” (Reb Yaakov Chaim passed away in Eretz
Yisroel). The Rebbe also told them that Australia was
being m’akev (delaying) the Geulah, as it was a country
that needed more chinuch al taharas hakodesh, chadorim

and Torah schools, and more strong minyanim.
The Frierdiker Rebbe told the Kohn family that they

were his Shluchim to initiate and build up Yiddishkeit in
Australia. He outlined the activities he wanted Reb
Yaakov Chaim to initiate, including minyanim, shiurim,
a cheder, and chinuch for girls. The Frierdiker Rebbe
then told the Kohns:
“When a king sends an army into a war, it is the

king’s responsibility to provide his army with food,
clothing and all their necessities. As you are going as
Hashem’s soldiers to Australia, Hashem will provide
you with all your necessities.”
Reb Yaakov Chaim now had no doubt that Australia

was his undisputed destination.

Meeting the Ramash

Before they left yechidus, the Frierdiker Rebbe
asked that they should gezegenen zich mit mayn eidem
[bid farewell to his son-in-law] and he even instructed

“When a king sends an army
into a war, it is the king’s
responsibility to provide his army
with food, clothing and all their
necessities. As you are going as
Hashem’s soldiers to Australia,
Hashem will provide you with
all your necessities.”

The Letter of the Frierdiker Rebbe 
This letter appears in Volume 9 of the Frierdiker Rebbe’s

Igros Kodesh, pages 458-459, letter 3264, dated Tammuz 26,
5708 (July 2, 1948).

My Esteemed and Exalted Dear Friend,
Reb Yakov Chaim Kohn,
Sholom U’Vrocho!

In addition to my letter communicating my blessing of
boruch habo [“Blessed be he that has arrived!”] on the
occasion of your safe arrival in Australia, I hereby wish to
remind you of your moral responsibility to improve the
spiritual level of your new location. It is well-known
regarding the concept of “The steps of man are directed
by G-d” (Tehillim 37:23) that our Blessed and Exalted G-
d, The Cause of all causes and the Prime Mover, contrives
various circumstances in order to bring a person to a
distant land, not only for the individual’s personal success
or an improved financial situation, but for a special
Divinely-ordained purpose, namely, to rectify that place
and to illuminate it with the light of Torah and service of
G-d.

Now, first of all, you must banish despair and overcome
all hindrances and obstacles and get on with the task in
actuality with an inner, soul-felt enthusiasm and vitality.

It is most fitting you strengthen yourself to ensure you
daven with a minyan each and every day and introduce
after davening the recital of the daily portion of Tehillim as
it is apportioned for the days of the month. So too, you
should endeavor to establish a fixed shiur to teach Torah
publicly in shul between mincha and ma’ariv and to
ensure that the Torah study will be according to the level
of the listeners and you should endeavor to increase the
number of participants in this shiur of Torah study.

A great and fundamental principle is the immediate
establishment of a Torah cheder to educate the young boys
with a kosher chinuch and you must simply seek out
children and publicize in various ways so that young
people come together to study Torah Temimah, a complete,
undiluted Torah. And there are various ways to speak to
and touch the parents’ hearts and also the hearts of the
children themselves, to draw them close with all types of
affection so that they will come to study. And your sons
should study Torah with them and educate them in the
way of Torah.

So, too, it is most imperative that your wife and
daughters take an interest in Torah study and education of
girls in upright conduct; and great benefit will be gained
through publicizing and distributing the “Talks and Tales”
magazines both in Yiddish and in English. 

Please be so kind as to inform me as soon as possible of
your good activities in all of this, and may Hashem grant
you success materially and spiritually.



them how to go down the stairs from his office and how to
turn to find the office of the “Ramash,” as the Rebbe was
then called. (The Ramash knew Reb Avrohom Feigelstock
because during Reb Avrohom’s sojourn in Uruguay he had
started a girls’ school and had been in receipt of seforim and
educational materials from the Ramash, in his capacity as
chairman of Merkos L’Inyonei Chinuch.)
The families spent time with the Ramash, who first bade

farewell to the Kohn family and thereafter to Reb Avrohom
Feigelstock. The Kohn family left the office and Reb
Avrohom was at the door, about to leave, when the Rebbe
called him back and told him that he hoped he had no
farribel (was not offended) that he had first bid farewell to
the Kohn family and only thereafter to him (the Rebbe was
aware that Rabbi Avrohom was a great talmid chacham
deserving of honor). The Rebbe explained that because the
Kohn family were going on an exceptionally long journey
to a far-flung location, while Reb Avrohom was merely

returning to Boro Park, he had chosen to address the Kohn
family first. 

Post Script:

The son of Reb Avrohom Feigelstock, Reuven Tzvi, was
married in New York in Cheshvan, 5710. At the time, his
parents were living in Boro Park and his father was insistent
that his own Rov from Boro Park be mesader kiddushin.
However, Reuven Tzvi had his heart set on having a Chabad
Rov as his mesader kiddushin. In those days, the Frierdiker
Rebbe’s son-in-law, Rabbi Shmaryahu Gurary (known as
Rashag), as the menahel po’el of Yeshivas Tomchei
Temimim, performed this function. During discussions with
his son, Reb Avrohom unexpectedly said, “However, if the
Ramash will be the mesader kiddushin, I will withdraw my
demand.” He went on to explain, “If the Ramash can show
so much sensitivity and make the effort to call me back prior
to my departure in order to ensure that I left with no slight
bad feeling, then I will accept him as the mesader kiddushin
over my own Rov.” Following this development, and being
that Reb Reuven Tzvi was close with the Ramash, Reb
Avrohom approached him to be mesader kiddushin at his
son’s wedding, to which the Rebbe acceded in light of the
clear hashgachah protis. The children and grandchildren of
Rabbi Reuven Tzvi and Mrs. Sara Esther Feigelstock are
today rabbonim, heads of batei din, Shluchim and mainstays
of Chabad communities around the world.

The Shlichus Begins

On their journey to Australia, the Kohn family landed in
Sydney on Erev Shabbos and were forced to walked for over
four hours from the airport to the hotel in the city that had
been arranged for them. Their walk was reported in the
Sydney newspapers and made a huge kiddush Hashem (see
box).
On the very first day of his arrival in Melbourne, Reb

Yaakov Chaim inquired as to where he could daven with a
minyan. He was told that there was a minyan in the Beis
Efrayim Shul, but it did not take place every day as people
didn’t always turn up. Reb Yaakov Chaim refused to accept
this and worked tirelessly to ensure that a daily minyan
should become a reality. The unwavering attendance of Reb
Yaakov Chaim and his four sons each day made the
arranging of a minyan much easier. 
This was the Beis Efrayim Shul in those pioneering days,

when even a daily minyan was a struggle. Reb Yaakov
Chaim and his sons davened every shacharis, minchah and
maariv in Beis Efrayim. A stable minyan, daily shiurim, and
a growing cheder were all soon a reality as well. Reb Yaakov
Chaim also organized shiurim for his daughters together with
several other girls, which took place on Sunday mornings
and two afternoons a week after school at the Beis Efrayim
Shul. Reb Yaakov Chaim personally paid a newly-arrived
Beis Yaakov graduate, Naomi Weiss a”h, originally from

“If the Ramash can show
so much sensitivity and make the
effort to call me back prior to my
departure in order to ensure that I
left with no slight bad feeling, then
I will accept him as the mesader
kiddushin over my own Rov.” 



Bratislava, to teach the girls Parshas Hashavua, Chumash,
Nach, Dinim and Tefillah, using “Talks and Tales” as the
basis of the curriculum.
Not long after his arrival in Melbourne, Reb Yaakov

Chaim received the above-mentioned letter from the
Frierdiker Rebbe, reiterating the points of the yechidus.
The Kohns were pillars of the Beis Efrayim Kehillah.

From the once-struggling minyan of Beis Efrayim, there
grew the Adas Yisroel Kehillah, which attracted its first Rov
in 1952, with the arrival of Rabbi Yitzchak
Yaakov Neumann. It was here that many early Chabad
families also davened prior to the relocation of the
Shepparton Yeshivah to Hotham Street in Melbourne. The
Adas Yisroel community is today one of the world’s bastions
of Chareidi Yiddishkeit, and includes chassidim of all
varieties. Its mosdos span all levels, from kindergarten
through Yeshivah Ketanah, to its Kollel Beis Yosef. Its girls’
schools are of international caliber and its graduates are
pillars of frum communities around the world.
Reb Yaakov Chaim Kohn passed away in Eretz Yisroel in

1963. His mesirus nefesh and pioneering efforts for
Yiddishkeit have surely been rewarded. His grandchildren
and great-grandchildren today include talmidei chachomim,
kollel yungerleit and students of yeshivos around the world.
No doubt, in Shomayim, he derives much Yiddishe nachas

from the bountiful Yiddishkeit that has grown from the seeds
that he planted in the then-barren Australian terrain. 
In the words of the Frierdiker Rebbe (Hayom Yom of 25

Cheshvan), “Divine Providence brings every Jew to his place
of residence for the purpose of strengthening the practice of
Yiddishkeit and disseminating the study of Torah. And when
one plows and sows, things grow.”
(The author thanks Reb Reuven Tzvi Kohn of Melbourne

and Reb Reuven Tzvi Feigelstock of Montreal for providing
valuable background information for this article.) 
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Teachings of Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson” published
by Jason Aronson, New Jersey, 2000.

[Sydney Morning Herald, June 26, 1948, Page 1, slightly
abbreviated:

Jews Walk Seven Miles to
Observe the Sabbath]

A family of Hungarian Jews walked seven miles from
Kingsford Smith Aerodrome, Mascot, to the Hotel Australia
last night in accordance with a strict Jewish law…
The Kohn family – father, mother, four boys, and the two

girls – arrived from Hungary, via the United States, by plane
shortly before sunset, the beginning of the Jewish Sabbath.
They believe in abstinence from all forms of work, including
even the switching on of a light and the signing of forms,
during their Sabbath, which lasts from sunset on Friday to
Saturday night.
“Walking is the only form of travel allowed,” Mrs.

Kohn’s brother, Mr. S. Stock, of Melbourne, who met them
at the airport, said before the plane arrived. “lt was unusual
that this family of eight should all have come out of the war
in Europe alive. Because of this, G-d has a special
significance to them. Pan-American Airways sent a message
to the captain of the plane during the trip from America, and
the Kohns signed Customs declaration forms in the plane. I
have made bookings tor the family at the Hotel Australia.”
When the family arrived, Mr. Stock, who had not seen them
for 10 years, announced: “They will walk to the Hotel
Australia…” The Kohn family were accompanied by Mr.
Stock on the walk, which took two and a half hours.
They were placed in rooms on the third, fifth, and seventh
floors.
The hotel lifts were taboo, and there was a great deal of

running up and down stairs.
At 10 o’clock, the family still had not eaten.
Mr. Stock said that when they had said their prayers they

would have a meal of special Kosher food, brought from
Melbourne.
They would leave for Melbourne Sunday morning. n


