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A brief introduction to the Shiurim of our revered teacher, Rav 
Elchonon Wasserman, ob”m (may Hashem avenge his death!) 

 
It is with fear and trepidation that we approach the task of setting down on paper an 

account of the life and accomplishments of the great Torah leader of our people in the 
generation preceding the Holocaust, Rav Elchonon Bunim Wasserman, may his memory be 
blessed. 

Clearly, the stature, genius and piety of Rav Elchonon cannot be adequately described 
or portrayed to today's generation. Our goal is merely to grasp at his coattails, to partake just 
a bit of the precious light that emanated from him through his shiurim (Torah lectures). These 
were delivered mainly as the head of Yeshivas Ohel Torah in Baranovich (Baranavichy, 
Belarus), where he disseminated Torah knowledge over the course of two decades (Sivan 5681 
- Tamuz 5701; 1921-1941), and earlier, during the difficult period of World War I, while in exile 
in Amstislav, Brisk and Smilovitz, Lithuania (today Mstsislaw, Brest and Smilavichy in Belarus). 
We refer not only to his words of Torah themselves, which are today well-known in Batei 
Midrashim everywhere, distinguished both for their deep integrity and clarity and their appeal 
to all Torah scholars, but to the lesser-known aspects of Rav Elchonon's methodology in 
delivering his lectures in particular, and his leadership of the yeshiva and the education of his 
students in general, for Rav Elchonon was one of the greatest educators of his day, cultivating 
thousands of leading scholars and capable students during his tenure in the yeshivos. It is only 
fitting that we publicize these accomplishments as well, so that we may strive to emulate his 
shining example. 

Rav Aryeh Leib Baron zt”l was Rav Elchonon's devoted disciple, who painstakingly 
committed himself to writing his master’s shiurim, those notes serving as the basis from which 
these lectures are presented here. Rav Leib thirstily drank in his Rebbi's words, and was 
personally involved with him for a number of years, out of a genuine desire to fully understand 
his great mentor. Later in life, he would often relate stories about Rav Elchonon, and even the 
finer details of the events in the Baranovich Yeshiva in general, and those regarding his Rebbi 
in particular, did not escape his memory. It is from his words, whether in memoirs, recordings 
or interviews, that we have arranged the following paragraphs. Let the path of transmitting 
authentic Torah not be forgotten by the coming generations; let this be a memorial and legacy 
for the Torah dissemination and methodology of our great Rebbi, Rav Elchonon. 

 
 
 
 

The Establishment of Yeshivas Ohel Torah of Baranovich 
 

"The foundation of our holy Torah, the soul of our nation, is the knowledge of 
and the organized study of Torah. Our living Torah is like the vertebrae, the backbone, 
from which life emanates to all of the extremities of our nation, just as the Ark of the 
Covenant lifted up and transported those who carried it (Sotah 35a).This is the basis 
of the Jewish people, the foundation upon which the great centers of Torah and 
tradition have been built, through which both the Written and Oral Torah have been 
preserved and passed on through the generations. From time immemorial, our Sages 
have established yeshivos and centers of learning, and there they fostered many 
students who spread Torah knowledge and rendered halachic decisions throughout 
the Diaspora. From the day that the Jewish People were exiled from their land, that 
long chain has never been broken, for the Torah itself has accompanied them from 
one exile to the next. In every locale where large segments of the Jewish people have 
found themselves, distinguished individuals, flag-bearers of the Torah, have devoted 
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their attention to strengthening Torah institutions and yeshivos, to disseminate Torah 
and illuminate the entire Diaspora with its glow. 

"... However, the era of assimilation arrived, with the evil winds emanating from 
the haskalah (so-called “enlightenment”) in Berlin and the powerful hand of the 
“reformers” of Judaism. They adopted the policies of Ahaz, who closed the Torah 
study halls, declaring, 'If there are no lambs, there will be no sheep’; therefore if there 
are no young scholars, there will be no yeshivos (based on Yerushalmi Sanhedrin, 
Chapter 10). They brought about widespread abandonment and ignorance of Torah 
throughout Western Europe, and then they began attacking the Torah institutions in 
greater Russia as well, instigating government decrees that barricaded the chadarim, 
talmudei Torah and yeshivos. Nevertheless, they were unable to quell the spirit of the 
pure-hearted Jews throughout Lithuania, Zamut (today called Samogitia, a region in 
Lithuania – ed.) and Poland, where the majority, in both general population and 
leadership, was comprised of loyal, believing Jews. There, our people have always 
been raised to cherish all that is holy, and they hold especially dear the Torah and 
those who study it. It was there, even in those times, that the yeshivos reached the 
peak of their success, and all of the arsenals of those would-be spoilers and villains 
could not budge the fortresses of Judaism from their place. 

"Then came the terrible days of the World War (WW I – ed.), and the whole 
world was thrown into chaos. We faced expulsions, wandering and harsh decrees, and 
the great yeshivos also were forced into exile. This was followed by the German 
occupation with all of its side effects. In this oppressive and chaotic state of affairs, 
various well-organized anti-traditionalist parties took advantage of the opportunity to 
spread their net to entrap the wholesome and naïve, to establish secular schools 
without any trace of Torah studies. They do not recognize that our Torah is the soul 
of our national identity, and the secret to our survival! And so, great danger now 
looms against religious education, from the enemies who seek to destroy it, both from 
without and within. 

"In these terrible, bitter times, evil winds blow from all directions to uproot and 
defile the basic principles of the Torah. In the countries of the Soviet regime, they 
have decreed an absolute ban on chadarim, talmudei Torah and yeshivos, many of 
which have subsequently found a haven in Poland. We have nothing left but the 
Torah, specifically the living Torah of the yeshivos large and small, and the preparatory 
mechinos. In times past, when all of the local batei midrashim were packed from side 
to side, and all Jewish children were educated and trained in the paths of Torah 
knowledge and fear of G-d, the yeshivos served their role as the cornerstone of our 
nation. How much more so are they essential now that batei midrashim have emptied 
out, and only very few individuals devote time to learning! If the yeshivos were to fail, 
G-d forbid, then Torah and fear of G-d would fade away from our nation, bringing the 
world to desolation." 

 
In these impassioned words, the great Torah leader of his generation, Rav Chaim Ozer 

Grodzinsky zt”l of Vilna, pleads with his readers to come to the aid of the yeshivos of Lithuania 
and Poland.1 From his desperate plea, we may grasp the terrible plight of the yeshivos in the 
period between the two world wars. 

When the First World War broke out in 5674 (1914), civil order collapsed in all the 
countries across Europe. Entire towns were uprooted, the inhabitants displaced to wherever 
the winds took them. Tens of thousands of refugees found their deaths at the hands of 
exposure and snow, starvation, thirst and disease, during those endless years of wandering. 
Even worse was the lot of our fellow Jews throughout Europe, who suffered cruel forced 

                                                 
1Kovetz Igros Achiezer, V. 1, letter #83, 92 
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expulsions, a clear expression of Esav's eternal hatred for Yaakov (Sifrei, Bamidbar 69). Men, 
women and children were driven from city to city without mercy, whole communities 
disintegrated, and glorious yeshivos scattered, never to return. 

As the fighting subsided, the survivors slowly returned to their homes, here and there, 
few in number, and they struggled mightily to return normalcy to their lives. The yeshivos, 
however, were slow to recover, as Rav Chaim Ozer describes in another letter: 

 
"Upon my return to Lithuania, I was astonished to see that both its physical and 

spiritual foundations had been demolished. The spiritual destruction was more 
extensive than the physical, and the most sacred institutions were hit the worst: 
abandoned batei midrashim, no chadarim for the children. Even in the capital city of 
Vilna, the sad situation is that there are so few chadarim that ‘a small child could count 
them’ (Isaiah 10:19)."2 

 
Under these terrible circumstances, Rav Elchonon arrived on the scene like an angel to 

save the yeshiva world. He was unfazed by all the challenges, be they physical or spiritual, that 
would spring at him from all sides. Although he and his family had also endured much hardship 
during the war, he sought no respite for himself, and bravely turned his attention to raising 
the Torah from the dust and restoring its glory.  

He began his activity while yet in Smilovitz, as soon as the dust of war settled down. Rav 
Elchonon realized that it would be impossible to teach authentic Torah within Russia's borders 
due to the oppressive yoke of the Bolsheviks, who had started to hound the tracks of all Torah 
teachers across Russia. When his Rebbi, the Chofetz Chayim, decided to uproot his entire 
yeshiva, Rav Elchonon joined him, and together they turned towards Poland, where they could 
spread Torah knowledge without fear. 

The entourage was forced to wait in Minsk for several months, until they could obtain 
official permission to leave Russia. Finally, in Sivan 5681 (1921), the government allocated an 
entire railroad car for the group, which would transport them out of Russia to Poland, which 
at that time included most of White Russia (Belarus). They arrived at Baranovich, which was a 
town centrally located at the junction of the rail lines bisecting Eastern Europe. 

 
 
 
 

The Structure and Atmosphere of the Yeshiva 
 
Baranovich was already home to a yeshiva, then under the leadership of the city's Rabbi, 

Rav Yisroel Yaakov Lubchansky zt”l (may Hashem avenge his death!),3 which had opened its 
doors only a few years prior to Rav Elchonon's arrival. The yeshiva was established in the style 
and spirit of the “Alter” of Novhardok (Navahrudak, Belarus), Rav Yosef Horowitz zt”l, who 
devoted his life to the spreading of Torah and the establishment of new yeshivos in every 
possible locale. In Baranovich as well, where his son-in-law Rav Yisroel Yaakov served as rabbi, 

                                                 
2 ibid., letter #72. 
3 Rav Yisroel Yaakov inherited the position from his father. During his father's tenure, the city of 
Baranovich had grown tremendously, due to its strategic location, and the Jewish community also saw 
significant development. After his father's passing, Rav Yisroel Yaakov divided the rabbinate with his 
brother-in-law, Rav Dovid Weitzel; one served as the rabbi of Old Baranovich, and the other as rabbi 
of the expanded new section of Baranovich. 
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the community saw fit to open a yeshiva to raise their children in the spirit of Torah and fear 
of G-d.4 

During Rav Elchonon's stay in the city after leaving Russian territory, Rav Yisroel Yaakov 
begged him to remain there, to take the helm of the yeshiva and deliver shiurim to the 
students who would be arriving at its doors. 

After so many years of experience as a Torah educator at Amstislav, Brisk and Smilovitz, 
Rav Elchonon responded favorably to the rabbi's request. He sought to develop a yeshiva that 
would serve as a breeding ground for genuine Torah scholars, guiding them towards true, 
sincere understanding of Torah. 

Rav Elchonon did not seek a yeshiva filled with gifted pupils, to whom he could deliver 
brilliant, complex presentations of a topic, spanning the width and breadth of the Talmud. Rav 
Elchonon was never attracted to polish and glitter. Only the genuine search for truth guided 
his path, through intense toil and review, time and time again, until the subject at hand was 
crystal clear. From that position of absolute clarity, his straight forward chidushim seemed to 
spring forth of their own accord.  

Rav Elchonon adopted this method of learning while still in his younger years. He was 
known then as "the prodigy of Brisk" due to his sharp mind and broad knowledge, and he 
would develop entire ma'arachos (complex, learned compositions) utilizing involved pilpul 
(casuistry), as prodigies would commonly do. It once happened that while speaking about 
Torah topics with one of the leading sages of the generation, that the sage criticized Rav 
Elchonon's method of learning, saying, "This is not the way! If you wish to grow in Torah, you 
must delve deeply into the plain explanation of the text (pshat)!" This brief comment seeped 
into Rav Elchonon's heart, and permeated his being like a serpent's venom. From that day 
onwards, he radically changed his approach in learning. Subsequently, clear pshat would 
define his methodology in both learning and educating.5 

It was with this principle of truth that Rav Elchonon led the yeshiva. Truth guided his 
arrangement of all aspects of the yeshiva's schedule, including the learning periods, shiurim, 
reviews, and even Shabbos and Yom Tov. The yeshiva published a special periodic journal 
named "Ohel Torah;" this too was completely devoted to the same lofty goal, as Rav Elchonon 
himself writes in the preface to the first volume: 

 
"The objective of this anthology, intended mainly for yeshiva students, is to 

train young students how to learn, through clear explanation based on straight 
forward,deep understanding of pshat. 

"We must realize that due to the lack of chadarim today to teach basic Gemara 
skills, most students entering the yeshivos have had no prior guidance in their 
learning. The more gifted among them presume that they are supposed to create 
chidushim (novel explanations) – in Yiddish, 'machen Torah' – but, in truth, that is not 
the proper approach! As I heard it from my Rebbi, Hagaon Rav Chaim of Brisk, 
'Creating chidushim is not for us; only the Rishonim had that power. Our job is only to 

                                                 
4Rav Leib used to say that the Yeshiva was opened up by Mrs. Kaplan (mechutenes of Rav Hirsch 
Guttman, see below), and by Reb Chaikel the sofer, to provide a proper Torah education for their 
children. The entire community reaped the benefits. 
5 The one and only time that the Yeshiva members were shown a narrow glimpse into the world of 
Rav Elchanan's genius was on Chol Hamoed, when Rav Elchanan would deliver shiurim in the Yeshiva 
on various topics. One time he delivered an astounding lecture regarding pidyon kodshim and peter 
chamor (found in Rav Aryeh Leib's notes, and Kovetz Biurim, Bechoros 1-2), a shiur that was vastly 
different than his usual method of learning. After the shiur, Rav Elchanan's son (Rav Naftali) informed 
Rav Aryeh Leib that this particular shiur was in fact the pilpul Rav Elchanan had delivered at his 
wedding, which took place before he had altered his method of learning, accounting for the different 
style. Rav Aryeh Leib's notes contain a number of shiurim that apparently took place during the 
vacation days of Chol Hamoed. 
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comprehend that which is written.' This task is impossible unless the only goal of the 
learner is to search truth for truth's own sake, without any other aim. 

"What emerges is that our esteemed rabbis, who will be writing for this 
collection, must remember to direct their words towards meeting this goal, to 
enlighten the minds of the learners and show them the way of clear pshat. It is 
therefore critical that the ideas printed herein be as clear as possible. Remember the 
words of our Sages, 'Any words of Torah without a guiding principle are not Torah" 
(Yerushalmi, Pesachim 6:1); in other words, any novel comment must have a firm 
foundation in the Gemara or Rishonim." 

 
For these reasons, Rav Elchonon chose to deliver shiurim specifically to younger 

students, whose souls were eager for Torah. They would learn to develop the structure of the 
sugya (Talmudic discussion), and also cover many Talmudic tractates, until their grasp of Torah 
and its methodology was both firm and deep. Afterwards, the students could turn elsewhere 
and learn Torah from the other heads of the great yeshivos scattered throughout Poland and 
Lithuania. 

 
 
 
 

The Shiurim 
 
Towards this end, Rav Elchonon set up six shiurim (grades or levels). The three younger 

classes were called the Yeshiva Ketanah (junior yeshiva), which held their studies at a different 
location, and the remaining three comprised the yeshiva itself. For the first five levels, Rav 
Elchonon appointed a staff of outstanding Torah scholars, who could provide the young 
learners with guidance and direction. Most of their learning centered around the lectures 
delivered by the maggidei shiur (lecturers). The ones known to us include: 

 
1. The mashgiach (spiritual mentor), Rav Yisroel Yaakov Lubchansky, was a product of 

Yeshivas Novhardok, and the son-in-law of the “Alter”(Elder) of Novhardok. He was the 
founder of the yeshiva, and ran it until handing over the reins to Rav Elchonon. He then served 
as mashgiach until the yeshiva disbanded in 5701 (1941). His persona and conduct, like his 
ethical discourses and teachings, were etched firmly into the hearts of the students, kindling 
the fire of integrity purity, faith and fear of Hashem. 

 
2. Rav Dovid Rapaport (may Hashem avenge his death!), author of Mikdash Dovid and 

Tzemach Dovid, was a lecturer in the yeshiva from 5688 (1928) until being arrested by the 
Communists in Sivan 5701 (1941). He was exiled to a labor camp, where he was exceedingly 
careful not to eat any unkosher food, even when his life was literally in danger. In the end, his 
strength failed him, and he fell ill and died. Eyewitnesses related that although he himself was 
on his deathbed due to his devotion not to eat the food served there, he would lovingly 
encourage the young Jews who surrounded him, "Eat, children, eat!" 

Rav Dovid would give a lecture twice a week for the senior students. He was beloved by 
the entire yeshiva because he would always patiently answer their questions with a smile. It 
was from him that many students acquired their method of learning. 

 
3. Rav Shlomo Heiman taught the fifth-level shiur, as well as two weekly lectures to the 

senior students, from 5681 (1921) thru the summer of 5687 (1927).6 
 

                                                 
6 See his letter to Rav Leib Gavie in Chidushei Rebbi Sholomo, Kesavim U'Teshuvos 42. 
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4. Rav Leib Gavie of Brisk (may Hashem avenge his death!), gave shiur to the fourth level, 
and led the morning service on the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. He served at the yeshiva 
until his final day, and was martyred together with the students in Tamuz 5701 (1941). 

 
5. The mashgiach, Rav Yitzchak Elchonon Waldshein, was also a product of Novhardok, 

who left his pure stamp upon the hearts of the yeshiva students. 
 
6. Rav Yisroel Gorski of Slonim gave lectures in the Yeshiva Ketanah. 
 
7. Rav Yosef Dov Zeldes of Slutsk gave lectures in the Yeshiva Ketanah. 
 
8. The righteous Rav Chaim Zvi Lieder served as mashgiach in the Yeshiva Ketanah. 
 
9. Rav Zvi Hirsch Guttman served as mashgiach and director of the yeshiva. He was Rav 

Elchonon's right-hand man in all matters pertaining to the yeshiva, and was responsible for 
the acceptance of students into the yeshiva. He also served as the prayer leader for Musaf on 
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Miraculously, his three daughters and sons-in-law survived 
the Holocaust: Rav Shmuel Felman of Bnei Brak, Rav Dov Yisraelsohn, and Rav Yisroel Mendel 
Kaplan, who later lectured at the yeshiva in Philadelphia, PA. 

Rav Dov Yisraelsohn’s son, Rav Yosef (who became the son-in-law of the famed Torah 
leader Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv), related that when his mother and her sister Rebbetzin  
Felman were young girls in Baranovich, they decided one day to collect bread on behalf of the 
students. Just as they had finished their rounds and turned towards the yeshiva building, Rav 
Elchonon happened to cross their path, and saw them carrying heavy baskets of bread. In 
response to his question, "What is this?", the girls replied that they had noticed the yeshiva 
students' hunger and discomfort, and decided on their own initiative to collect food so that 
they could learn without interruption. Rav Elchonon was moved by their devotion to the 
Torah, and he blessed them, "Lang zolt ihr leben" ("May you live long"). Indeed, the blessing 
of the tzaddik came true, and they both merited longevity. 

 
The fifth- and sixth-level shiurim were delivered by Rav Elchonon himself. 7Most of the 

learning was done by the students themselves. Rav Elchonon delivered a daily lecture of two 
hour's duration to the fifth-level students, and another daily lecture of an hour-and-a-half to 
the sixth level. In addition, he gave a weekly “general lecture” (shiur kelali), usually held on 
Shabbos, to the sixth-level students as well as a group of older students who had remained on 
at the yeshiva beyond the six-year program. 

Rav Elchonon's lectures required extensive preparation on the students' part. They had 
to study the words of the Gemara and Rishonim precisely and understand them well; only 
then would they be capable of grasping how Rav Elchonon understood the sugya. The style of 
the lecture was as follows: Rav Elchonon would begin to explain the Gemara rapidly. 
Afterwards he proceeded to Rashi, then to Tosafos. Even as he moved along, he clearly 
addressed every part of the sugya, analyzing the precise nuances of every word in the Gemara 
and Rishonim. Then he would move on to other opinions in the Rishonim, and at the end of 
the shiur he would often add his own chidushim (new ideas). Because Torah was so dear to 
Rav Elchonon, he considered and toiled over every letter of the Gemara and Rishonim. No 

                                                 
7 When the Yeshiva was first established, Rav Shlomo Heiman delivered lectures to the fifth-level 
students, and Rav Elchanan taught the sixth level. After Rav Shlomo left to Vilna to serve as the head 
of Ramailles Yeshiva at the request of Rav Chaim Ozer, Rav Elchanan began to deliver both daily 
lectures for the two levels each day. 
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comment was too trivial for him; even the smallest and most localized comments received his 
attention, as long as they would help to illuminate the sugya.8 

In this one and a half hour alone, Rav Elchonon's shiur would encompass an entire amud 
or even a daf of Gemara, deeply and with clarity. However, anyone who had not prepared the 
sugya well until he was fluent in it, would not fully grasp Rav Elchonon's intention. Rav 
Elchonon succeeded in explaining the material in direct fashion, not by presenting difficulties 
and then resolving them, but as part of his flowing explanation of the Gemara and Rishonim, 
utilizing exacting precision in examining their wording. Many questions that the students had 
found challenging, and even some questions of the great Acharonim, would simply disappear 
by means of his clear explanations. 

Many students who wished to know if they were on the right track in their learning and 
had understood the sugya properly would focus carefully on Rav Elchonon's precise wording 
as he presented his approach to the sugya. How happy was the student who realized that he 
had understood the Gemara correctly, and was on target with the opinion of his Rebbi! 

After his lecture to the sixth-level students, Rav Elchonon would repeat it to the fifth 
level. However, while in the first round Rav Elchonon would devote time to chidushim within 
the scope of the sugya, in the fifth-level presentation he was sparing in this regard. On the 
other hand, he would elaborate more, and put great emphasis on clarifying and understanding 
pshat in the sugya, to give the students a firm handle on understanding with clarity. 

 
 
 
 

Review Again and Again 
 
Our Sages often elaborate the benefits of review, and Rav Elchonon put this into practice 

in his yeshiva. The learning schedule included multiple reviews to ensure that the material 
would be absorbed well and implanted firmly in the students' minds. Each Gemara was 
studied initially amongst themselves in preparation for the lecture, the second time was 
during the lecture itself, which was then reviewed by the students among themselves after 
the lecture was over. At the end of the week, Rav Elchonon would test the students, and so 
they found themselves reviewing a fourth time. The test itself also served as a full review, for 
each student would be asked to continue at the point where his friend had left off. When they 
concluded a chapter of the Talmud, an additional round of review ensued, once again 
including preparation, Rav Elchonon's restatement of the original lectures (albeit in 
abbreviated form), and review afterwards. 

 
 
 
 

The Tractates Studied 
 
As his students testified, and as is evident from the published notes of his lectures, Rav 

Elchonon did not limit himself to those tractates in the Nashim and Nezikin sections of the 
Talmud that are most commonly studied in yeshivos. He wanted his students to acquire 
fluency in all parts of the Talmud. Therefore, he introduced additional tractates, such as 
Beitzah, Pesachim and Chullin, to the learning schedule. When the yeshiva was in recess and 
many students would return home, he would learn more obscure tractates, such as Temurah 
and Bechoros, with those who remained. 

                                                 
8 See the introduction of his student,  Rav Drori, to Kovetz Inyanim. 
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Additionally, he would not end the study of a tractate until it had been learned in its 
entirety. In the same vein, he would not skip over the agadeta (homiletic or narrative) portions 
of the tractate, for that too is the word of Hashem, requiring in-depth study. In order to insure 
that the tractate would in fact be studied cover to cover, his practice was to begin the longer 
tractates from the middle rather than at the beginning. Only after they had reached the end 
of the tractate would they go back and learn from the beginning to the middle.9 

 
 
 
 

A Rebbi who Resembles an Angel 
 
Most of the responsibility for the boys' intellectual growth lay on the shoulders of the 

mashgiach, Rav Yisroel Yaakov, who knew each and every student personally, and would guide 
them along the path of Torah and fear of G-d. Rav Elchonon, on the other hand, was primarily 
responsible for the yeshiva's schedule and the lectures. He did not find it necessary to know 
the personal details of all the students, especially since his lectures were filled with dozens, 
and sometimes over a hundred young scholars. Only when Rav Elchonon would test an 
individual boy, or when a student posed a question, would Rav Elchonon ask him his name. It 
was considered a mark of honor when a student merited Rav Elchonon recognizing his name; 
it showed that he asked such good questions that Rav Elchonon remembered him. 

Although superficially it seemed that Rav Elchonon was strict with the students and he 
occasionally spoke harshly to them, in truth, his compassionate heart was always concerned 
for their welfare and success. On many occasions, Rav Elchonon would see to the mundane 
needs of his many students. Even a student who came down with a cold would merit a visit 
from Rav Elchonon at his place of lodging; certainly anyone more seriously ill received Rav 
Elchonon's devoted care. In many cases Rav Elchonon would not rely on anyone else, and he 
himself would rush from one doctor to another to ensure that the student would receive full 
attention and proper treatment towards recovery. 

If that was the case for matters of physical concern, how much more so for spiritual 
matters! He never turned away a student’s request to have a sugya explained to him, or a 
request for advice regarding any matter. Rav Elchonon would answer patiently and with a 
smile, repeating two or three times if necessary, until he was sure that the student had 
understood, gained clarity, and was happy with the Torah he had learned. His lecture 
commitments were inviolate, and he never missed them, except for those occasions when he 
was forced to travel abroad to raise funds for the yeshiva. Even when returning from a long 
trip of many months, upon his arrival in Baranovich he would go straight to the yeshiva to see 
the students. If the time for the lecture had arrived, he would immediately stand at his place 
and deliver it with energy and drive, as if he had not just returned from an arduous journey. 
Only after a few hours would he return home to refresh himself.  

It is no wonder, then, that the students' hearts were overflowing with love for their 
Rebbi. As one of the students described it, "It is difficult to imagine how students could 
possibly love their Rebbi more than Rav Elchonon's students loved him." We can see a vivid 
example of this love from the following account: Rav Elchonon would serve his Creator, as well 
the needs of the yeshiva and of the Jewish world at large, literally with his last ounce of 
strength. It occasionally happened that he was overcome with fatigue in the middle of a 
lecture, and he would ask the students' permission to rest for five minutes. He would put his 
head on his arms at the table for precisely five minutes, and at their conclusion he would wake 

                                                 
9 Rav Elchanan would start Kesubbos at the fifth chapter (Af Al Pi), and Bava Basra from the eighth 
chapter (Yesh Nochalin). Bava Basra would take a year and a half to complete, while other tractates 
would be studied over the course of a year. 
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up by himself, and continue at the same place he had left off. During that entire time, the 
many dozens of young students, sixteen or seventeen years old (and some even younger), sat 
in absolute silence without moving, so as not to disturb their Rebbi! This astounding fact, 
which repeated itself on many occasions, shows the great esteem all of the students felt, and 
their appreciation of their tremendous opportunity to learn Torah from one of the giants of 
the generation. 

In this regard, the students related how in 5692 (1932), when the yeshiva's resources 
were on the verge of collapse and there was no other solution available, Rav Elchonon packed 
his bags, intending to go as far as America to garner support for the yeshiva. He was all set to 
leave when a messenger intercepted him with a long and urgent letter, signed by hundreds of 
students. Each and every student had signed, pleading with their Rebbi not to leave them, 
writing that they preferred to go hungry, as long as their Rebbi remained with them. 

The letter was effective for the time being, and caused Rav Elchonon to change his mind 
and remain with his beloved students.10 

 
Rav Elchonon's mark on his students was most evident. As they grew older, they often 

chose to pursue Torah at the great yeshivos of Lithuania and Poland, where they stood out at 
once and were considered blessed and fortunate. They arrived as scholars filled to the brim 
with Torah and fear of Heaven, endowed with the clear reasoning necessary to arrive at Torah-
true conclusions. Many of them even served afterwards as lecturers and yeshiva heads in 
various institutions, where they imparted to the coming generations how to learn with 
integrity and highly refined reasoning. Thus, Rav Elchonon's impact was not limited to his own 
yeshiva and generation, but rather was felt by all budding scholars, wherever they may be, in 
generations to come. 

 
With Torah blessings, 
 
Staff of the  
Institute for the Publication of Rabbi Elchonon's Torah 
Machon Ahavas Torah Baranovich 
 

  

                                                 
10 At a later date, when the burden became unbearable, Rav Elchanan was forced, against his will and 
that of the students, to travel to America for fundraising (Rav Yashar, Hachafetz Chayim U'foalo; Vol. 2 
p. 714). 
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Preface to the First Edition 

by the Chairman of the Institute for the Publication of Rav Elchonon's Torah 

Machon Ahavas Torah Baranovich 

 

With praise to Hashem, we hereby present to the Torah world the first volume of the 

series, Shiurei v'Chidushei Rebbi Elchonon, soon to be published. It contains the Torah novellae 

of our teacher, Rav Elchonon Wasserman (may Hashem avenge his death!). The material is 

prepared from the notebooks of our father and teacher, Rav Aryeh Leib Baron, one of Rav 

Elchonon's most prominent students. It is befitting to elaborate on the towering stature of our 

father, and on the exceptional bond that existed between him and his Rebbi, Rav Elchonon. 

Our father and teacher, Hagaon Rav Aryeh Leib Baron, was unique among Rav 

Elchonon 's students. He attached himself to his Rebbi and to his teachings to an astounding 

degree, following him closely for over five uninterrupted years. He kept track of every deed 

and statement of his Rebbi, stored them in his heart, and engraved them in his mind. Utilizing 

his sharp memory, and with much hard work, he succeeded in committing much of his Rebbi's 

Torah to writing. Even in our father's old age, he remained a devoted student, always filled 

with nostalgia for those wonderful years of his youth when he served his teachers, all 

luminaries of the Diaspora, and specifically his foremost teacher, Rav Elchonon. 

Our father was born on Ta'anis Esther 5672 (1912) ,11 in the town of Haradok, White 

Russia (Belarus), not far from Valozhyn. His parents were Reuven Baranovich, and Yehudis, 

who was named after her father Reb Yehudah Goldberg, a school teacher (melamed) in the 

city of Minsk. As a child, our father studied in the Talmud Torah of Haradok. Around the time 

of his Bar Mitzvah, the Rav of Haradok, Rav Eliyahu Ben Tziyon Garber zt”l (brother-in-law of 

the famed head of the Kamenetz Yeshiva, Rav Baruch Ber Leibowitz zt”l) included him in a 

core group of several local boys who would be sent off to nearby Rakov, Belarus, where a 

yeshiva ketanah (a junior yeshiva) had been opened by the young Rav of the town, Rav 

Avraham Kalmanowitz zt”l, in response to an open letter sent by the Chofetz Chayim, 

encouraging the opening of yeshivos in all possible locations. 

 

Facsimile: Announcing the opening of the yeshiva in Rakov 

 

Before his departure, his mother sent him to receive a farewell blessing from the 

elderly, blind school teacher, known to all as "Reb Yitzchak Ya'akov, the blind melamed," who 

would review Mishnayos by heart in the synagogue. When he told the melamed about his 

plans to "exile himself" to a place of Torah study (per Avos 4:14), the melamed inquired how 

he planned to make ends meet during his stay in yeshiva. The boy replied, "I will eat ‘teg’ (a 

boarding arrangement, literally ‘days’) with the local families," which was the typical, if barely 

adequate, arrangement for yeshiva students at the time. The elderly melamed, seeing his 

great devotion to Torah, responded in kind with a blessing taken from Tehillim 34:13, "ohev 

yamim lir'os tov," “one who loves ‘days’ will see only good.” 

During his year-and-a-half stay at the yeshiva at Rakov, he grew and matured, and 

soon he felt the desire to move on to a more significant place of learning. He sought the advice 

                                                 
11 This is according to our information. On the other hand, others have said that his bris was on 
Ta'anis Esther. According to our uncle Gershon, our father was born in 5671 (1911). 
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of Rav Mordechai Rogov zt”l (son-in-law of the rabbi of Haradok), and it was he that 

recommended the yeshiva in Baranovich (Baranavichy, Belarus). There, he would be able to 

grow in Torah and become a true Torah scholar. Our father did not hesitate; he immediately 

traveled to the yeshiva, to imbibe the sweet waters of Torah from the great leader of Israel, 

our master Rav Elchonon Wasserman. 

However, upon his arrival at the yeshiva after a difficult journey, he found to his great 

chagrin that the yeshiva was currently unable to accept new students, 12 and he was forced to 

turn away. While still in Baranovich, he met a representative of the yeshiva ketanah of nearby 

Stoibtz (Stowbtsy, Belarus), who was attempting to recruit all the students not accepted to 

Baranovich. Our father accepted then and there, and turned towards the yeshiva in Stoibtz; 

yet, he did not relinquish his dream of attending the yeshiva in Baranovich, and he longed for 

the day when he could fulfill it. Indeed, after a certain period, he returned again to Baranovich, 

only to be turned away empty-handed once again; the yeshiva was still unable to accept new 

students.  

The young man, whose soul longed to be able to learn in Rav Elchonon's yeshiva, could 

no longer contain his disappointment; he dropped his suitcases in the yeshiva's dining room 

and began sobbing uncontrollably.  

At that time, the yeshiva's dining room was located in a private courtyard belonging 

to a tzaddik of the Baranovich community, Reb Chaikel the sofer. Reb Chaikel would arrange 

food for the yeshiva boys, going door-to-door to collect funds for the yeshiva's daily meals. 

His wife, helping alongside her husband, would cook the meals, out of the wholesome love of 

Torah burning in her heart. 

This righteous woman suddenly heard the sound of crying from the dining room and 

went to see what the matter was. She found a young man, tears pouring down his cheeks over 

his great sorrow over not being able to join the yeshiva. The tzadekes could not stand to see 

the pain of a Jewish boy who wanted so much to learn Torah, and then and there she gave 

him her assurance that the matter would be sorted out. And indeed, due to her efforts, our 

father was accepted to the yeshiva, to his great relief. 13 

                                                 
12 The financial situation of the yeshiva was never good, and therefore, Rav Elchonon was not 
enthusiastic about accepting additional students. As he wrote to his student, Rav M.M. Yashar, "Our 
yeshiva relied for its existence on the support of the Central Relief Committee; when that wellspring 
dried up, we were left teetering at the brink... The number of students is steadily increasing despite 
my best efforts to curtail it, and this winter their number rose to over 200, G-d bless them, aside from 
the yeshiva ketanah of about seventy students" (He'Chofetz Chayim U'foalo, Vol. 2, p. 722). 
13 It should be noted that in those times, many of the youth in Haradok, as in other towns in Lithuania, 
gravitated towards secular Zionist youth movements of various sorts, such as Beitar and Hechalutz. 
Our father, on the other hand, was among the first group of boys who went to Baranovich to grow in 
Torah; this was considered an anomaly in the town. Every time our father would return to Haradok to 
visit his parents, the Rav of the city, Rav Eliyahu Garber, would send him all over town to speak with 
both the local parents and the youth. He tried to persuade them to attend yeshivos, and not be swept 
away by the tide of youth movements, which threatened to uproot the spark of Torah and fear of G-d 
from the youths' hearts. His clear message, as well as his respectable appearance as a ben Torah 
worthy of the title, had an effect on his listeners. As our Sages taught: "The Torah states, 'You shall 
love Hashem your G-d’ (Devarim 6:5). This means: Let the name of Heaven become beloved through 
you. Learn, review and serve Torah scholars, and let your dealings with others be pleasant. Others will 
then say of you: Fortunate is his father who taught him Torah; fortunate is his Rebbi who taught him 
Torah" (Yoma 86a). 
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In the yeshiva, he was placed in the fourth-level shiur, which was given by Rav Aryeh 

Leib Gavie (may Hashem avenge his death!), and the following year he went on to the fifth 

shiur, which was given by Rav Elchonon, due to Rav Shlomo Heiman's departure at that time 

to the Ramailles Yeshiva in Vilna (see Introduction).. At the end of that year, he was the only 

student to be promoted to the sixth shiur without being tested; that shiur was also delivered 

by Rav Elchonon. 

Throughout those years, our father cleaved to his Rebbi, thirstily drinking in his words 

of Torah wisdom. As our Sages teach (Chagigah 15b), "If a Rebbi is akin to an angel, seek Torah 

from his mouth!" He was inseparable from his Rebbi, and he committed all of the shiurim 

(lectures) he heard to writing. During the weeks of yeshiva recess especially, he utilized his 

time to meticulously record and clarify his Rebbi's lessons. We can discern our father's great 

devotion to his Rebbi's Torah from the notebooks themselves; despite the great poverty that 

was then the lot of yeshiva students, he endeavored to obtain paper, and then notebooks, in 

which to write up the lectures, which to him were more precious than gold. For example, we 

find written in one of his notebooks, "I was unable to complete the entire shiur, I was therefore 

forced to conclude here, because I did not have paper on which to record the entire shiur. 

May Hashem help me to discover on my own the explanation to Tosafos... and to recall the 

entire shiur." The words speak for themselves. 

In general, our father was blessed with tremendous clarity in comprehending the 

shiurim; in all of his notebooks, there are almost no erasures! Before writing, he would first 

explain and refine the content to himself verbally, putting each topic in its proper position. 

Only then would he sit down to record the entire shiur consecutively, from beginning to end. 

The notebooks containing Rav Elchonon's shiur kelali (“general shiurim” on given topics) 

comprise our father's efforts over Chol Hamoed, when he would write up all of the general 

shiurim that were delivered over the course of the previous semester.14 

Our father remained at the yeshiva of Baranovich even after completing the sixth 

level, as part of the kibutz (a group of senior students) of the yeshiva, until reaching the age 

of twenty. During that period, he also studied under Rav Dovid Rapaport (may Hashem avenge 

his death!), the author of Mikdash Dovid. Additionally, in light of our father's broad 

understanding and precision in recording his Rebbi's teachings, the yeshiva administration 

assigned him the responsibility of leading the review of Rav Elchonon's shiurim, and explaining 

them to the younger students.  

Rav Elchonon reflected our father's affection in kind; he related to him with fondness 

and drew him close. Our father would regularly accompany Rav Elchonon on his walk home 

from the yeshiva in the evening. In light of his position reviewing the shiurim with the younger 

students, they would walk and converse in Torah, and refine the shiurim.15 On one such 

occasion, Rav Elchonon asked if he was recording the shiurim in writing. Our father answered, 

"Everything that I have heard from Rebbi, I have written down." Rav Elchonon replied, "Very 

                                                 
14 One of the reasons for this was that Rav Elchonon would sometimes say several shiurim in a row on 
the same topic. At times, he would interrupt with a shiur on a different topic, and then return to the 
series of the previous weeks. A comprehensive summary was therefore best left for the end of the 
semester. 
15 Much of the Torah discussion that transpired between them was then recorded by our father as 
additional notes after the shiurim, transcribed in exactly that format: his own questions and Rav 
Elchonon's answers. 
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good! I am forgetting!" It goes without saying that our father also earned that "badge of 

honor" which only few in Baranovich earned: Rav Elchonon knew him by his name and city (as 

was the norm in Europe), "Leibel Haradoker." Our father also told us that in 5691 (1931), after 

he had already moved on to learn at the yeshiva in Mir, he was visited by his old friend and 

study partner from his days at Baranovich, Rav Naftoli Beinish (may Hashem avenge his 

death!), Rav Elchonon’s son.16  He asked if his father could please borrow the notebooks 

containing his shiurim, with the request, "Father wishes to publish a book now on Tractate 

Yevamos." Out of all of the hundreds of students of Rav Elchonon, this request was addressed 

only to our father and to one other student; 17this attests to the great reliability with which 

Rav Elchonon viewed our father's notebooks. 18Indeed, less than a year later, in 5692 (1932), 

Rav Elchonon published his famous Kovetz He'aros on Tractate Yevamos.19 

During the last two years of our father's stay in Baranovich, he ate the Shabbos meals 

at the home of the mashgiach, Rav Yisroel Yaakov Lubchanski (may Hashem avenge his 

death!), together with several other select students, and developed close ties with him. 

Similarly, according to the yeshiva rules, there was to be one designated prayer leader (ba'al 

tefillah) for the entire year, including weekdays, Shabbos and Yom Tov,20who would receive a 

stipend from yeshiva funds. During that period, our father was designated as ba'al tefillah, 

and people in the know informed him that Rav Elchonon very much enjoyed his performance 

of that task. 

 

Facsimile: A letter to his uncle in America, on Rav Elchonon's stationary 

 

When he was close to twenty, our father was virtually alone in his age group at 

Baranovich, as the other students had already moved on to other yeshivos, such as those in 

Mir, Kletsk, Kamenetz, Radun and Grodno (all in Belarus). Our father also wanted to move on 

to a yeshiva commensurate with his age, and he informed his Rebbi of this. Rav Elchonon asked 

him why he wished to leave the yeshiva, and upon hearing his satisfactory answer, he bade 

him farewell. 

Our father went to learn in the yeshiva at Mir, and for about five years he studied in 

the shadow of the saintly mashgiach, Rav Yerucham Levovitz zt”l. When Rav Yechezkel 

Levenstein zt”l was appointed as mashgiach, our father became very attached to him, and he 

                                                 
16 Rav Naftoli Beinush learned as a study partner (chavrusa) with our father for two years at 
Baranovich, and was his close friend. He was known as a tremendous prodigy, and he substituted for 
his father in delivering shiurim when Rav Elchonon travelled abroad on the yeshiva's behalf.  
17 We believe this was Rav Baruch Leib Sasson. 
18 Aside from what was printed in Rav Elchonon’s Kovetz He'aros, there were at least two additional 
shiurim later printed by Rav Elchonon, which Rav Naftali told our father had also been prepared using 
his notebooks. The shiurim were on the topics מְעִילָה בְקוֹנָמוֹת (printed in the monthly, Hapardes Vol. 6, 
32; in our edition Kesuvos #4), and יְדִיעוֹת מְחַלְקוֹת (printed in Kneses Yisroel Vol. 16, Iyar 5694, Shevuos 
#5 in our edition). 
19It is worth noting that part of this work apparently existed a few years earlier, in manuscript or on 
galleys. Our father refers several times in his notebooks on Bava Basra and Shevuos to "our Rebbi's 
book, Kovetz He'aros." Similarly, the letter of approbation from Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky, appearing 
in the front of the first edition, bears the date 12 Av, 5691 (1931). Apparently, Rav Naftali requested 
our father's notebooks at about the time when Rav Elchonon decided to prepare the book for final 
printing. 
20 Excluding Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when Rav Leib Gavie and Rav Hirsch Guttman led the 
prayers. 
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considered him his Rebbi in mussar (ethical and spiritual matters). He also kept a tremendous 

feeling of gratitude to the head of the yeshiva, Rav Eliezer Yehudah Finkel, who guided him in 

the ways of in-depth Torah learning. 

He learned at Mir for seven years, from Sukkos 5692 (1931) until the year 5699 (1939). 

In the summer of 1939 he travelled to his parents' home in Haradok, but did not return to the 

yeshiva for the month of Elul, due to the impending war (World War II). When war broke out, 

Poland was partitioned between Russia and Germany, and the town of Mir was conquered by 

the Russians. It was well known that yeshiva students were subjected to persecution in 

Communist Russia, and he therefore looked for ways to escape the hostile government. On 

Simchas Torah 5700 (1939), it became known that Russia was going to cede the city of Vilna 

to independent (non-Communist) Lithuania, and our father decided to travel there 

immediately after the close of the holiday. He cleverly found a way to outwit the local 

Communists, enabling his escape. 

A short time later, the rest of the Mir yeshiva also arrived in Vilna, and Rav Chaim Ozer 

Grodzensky housed the yeshiva in the Ramailles Yeshiva building, and later in the town of 

Kaidan (Kėdainiai, Lithuania).  

When Lithuania was also conquered by the Communist Russians, the yeshiva students 

began to investigate ways to escape the region. In the winter of 5701 (1940-1941), our father 

left Lithuania along with the entire yeshiva body, en route to Japan. At this critical hour, our 

father's devotion to his Rebbeim shone forth in its full splendor. Due to fear of the Communist 

authorities, those leaving Russia took almost no possessions with them. Our father, however, 

included among his essential items his notebooks of shiurim from Baranovich, a card he had 

received from Rav Elchonon, and photos of Rav Elchonon and the mashgiach, Rav Yisroel 

Yaakov. 21  In order to bring the notebooks out of the country, he had to obtain special 

government authorization; every one of the notebooks bears the stamp of the "Lithuanian 

Ministry of Culture." 

 

Photographs: Two surviving pictures of Rav Yisroel Yaakov and Rav Elchonon 

 

During their flight from the horrors of war, the Mir students, our father among their 

ranks, endured exile in many stages: from Mir to Vilna, from Vilna to Kaidan, and then to the 

Lithuanian villages Shat (Šėta), Remegola (Ramygala), Krok (Krakes) and Krakinova 

(Krekenava). From there, they escaped to Kobe, Japan by way of Moscow, Siberia and 

Vladivostok. From Kobe they moved on to Shanghai, China, and, after the war, to New York 

City. Throughout the seven years of exile, he was busy with acts of kindness, both for the 

community and for individuals. The yeshiva would not forget his relief work in those unsettled 

times, in addition to his devoted Torah study. As his Rebbi, the mashgiach, Rav Yechezkel 

Levenstein later wrote in a letter of recommendation: 

"The chosson, the Gaon, the great luminary, Rav Aryeh Leib Baranovich, 

famed for his great talent, does not need my recommendation, for his name is already 

well-known in the yeshiva world. However, as he is about to travel to distant locations, 

I wish to write a letter of introduction on his behalf, for those locales where he is not 

yet recognized. 

                                                 
21 To the best of our knowledge, this photo of Rav Yisroel Yaakov is the only surviving photo of him. 
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"He is among the great scholars of our yeshiva; he has learned within its walls 

for many years, and has excelled, through constant diligence and great skill, at 

developing deep chidushim (novellae) in all portions of the Talmud. His words 

illuminate the expanses of the "sea of Talmud," Rishonim and Acharonim. He also 

found the skills to accomplish great, challenging tasks on behalf of the community, 

and I am sure that with the light of his Torah, he will be able to have Torah influence 

wherever he goes, to help all community institutions to grow and flourish. May 

Hashem guide his steps to his true satisfaction always, and raise his pride with 

splendor among the great Torah scholars of Israel." 

 

Facsimile: Rav Yechezkel's letter of recommendation  

 

Even in faraway Shanghai, thousands of miles away from his Rebbi Rav Elchonon and 

from the Yeshiva in Baranovich, he was still attached to his Rebbi with all of his being. When 

a photo-offset machine reached Shanghai, the students of the Mir yeshiva were able to copy 

and print a number of Torah books. Our father and his fellow Baranovich alumni printed Rav 

Elchonon's book Kovetz Hearos in Shanghai in 5705 (1945), for the benefit of their fellow 

students, who could now use Rav Elchonon's teachings to examine the depths of the relevant 

sugyos (Talmudic discussions). 

In the summer of 5706 (1946), before Rosh Hashanah, the members of the Mir yeshiva 

moved to America, our father along with them. In New York, our father was reunited with Rav 

Avraham Kalmanowitz, who had known him since his days in the yeshiva ketanah in Rakov, 

and was also familiar with his activities on behalf of the Mir yeshiva while in Shanghai. Rav 

Avraham sent our father to Baltimore to raise funds for the yeshiva, and also suggested a 

shidduch (matrimonial match) with our mother, Rebbetzin Miriam. She was the daughter of 

Rav Chaim Eliezer Samson zt”l, head of Yeshivas Chofetz Chaim in Baltimore, one of the first 

in America to build a Torah institution outside of the New York area. The shidduch 

materialized, and the mashgiach, Rav Yechezkel Levenstein made the trip to Baltimore to 

participate in the engagement celebration. At the wedding, Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz of the Mir 

yeshiva officiated. 

Not long afterwards, the position of head of the yeshiva in Montreal, Canada became 

available. The previous head, Rav Eliyahu Chazan zt”l, left Montreal to become the head of 

Yeshiva Torah Vodaas in New York, and the yeshiva administration requested that our father 

come to fill his place. During the twenty-four years that our father served as head of that 

yeshiva, he sought no rest for himself. He toiled to establish a Torah center and to train 

students, and he was successful in raising many Torah scholars, products of the yeshiva, to the 

benefit of the Torah world at large. He also paved the way for the other yeshivos that later 

opened in Montreal, helping youth to realize their Torah potential, and often sending them to 

senior yeshivas in the United States, to continue to grow and achieve greatness.  

In the year 5734 (1974), he founded Beis Medrash Merkaz Hatalmud, teaching Torah 

there until the year 5766 (2006), when his health declined and he could no longer continue. 

During the 58 years that he spent in Montreal, he taught Torah to many thousands of people, 

whether at the yeshiva, at his beis medrash, or at the various synagogues in the city where he 

delivered shiurim. In his many public lectures, he succeeded with his pleasant manner in 

making Torah beloved by all. In this manner, he succeeded in influencing many families to 
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send their children to yeshivos, and thanks to his efforts the level of Torah study and mitzvah 

observance improved in all segments of the community. He was also known as an expert on 

the events and history of the pre-war yeshiva world and of the great Torah personalities of 

Lithuania, by virtue of his clear and detailed memory. In his final years, he travelled often to 

South Africa, where several of his children had settled. While there, he spoke hundreds of 

times, encouraging the South African Jewish community, which in large part traces its roots to 

Lithuania, to return to its Torah heritage. 

Our father was a man of many talents, proficient in varied aspects of Torah. While 

simultaneously delivering his shiurim and running the yeshiva, he also authored significant 

works on Gemara topics: Birkas Reuven, Birkas Yehudah, Nesivos Lev, Yishrei Lev, Mesamechei 

Lev, Yesamach Chaim and Netzach Yaakov. In addition to these, he authored a commentary 

Hagadas Halev on the Passover Haggadah, and Das Yehudis on Chumash; he published his 

final book at over ninety years old! Many of these titles bear the names of his family members 

who were killed in the Holocaust. His books contain letters of approbation from many great 

Torah leaders, including Rav Yechezkel Levenstein, Rav Eliezer Yehudah Finkel, Rav Chaim 

Shmuelevitz, Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank, Rav Dov Berish Weidenfeld (the Tshebiner Rav), Rav 

Aharon Kotler, Rav Yaakov Yisroel Kanievsky  (known as the Steipler; this approbation is 

considered one of the most notable ones that he ever issued, and it is known that he held our 

father in great esteem.) He also published many essays on Torah matters, printed in the 

monthly journal Hapardes as well as other journals and periodicals.22 

 

--- 

 

A constant refrain of our father was that we must follow in the footsteps of our 

righteous ancestors, in order to successfully raise our children even in the foreign environment 

of the exile (see Rashi, Shir Hashirim 1:8). We must preserve the memory, and attempt to 

reconstruct, the source of our Torah heritage, the pre-war Torah world in Lithuania, which 

was the cornerstone and foundation for the entire Torah world that has now been partially 

rebuilt, with Hashem's kindness, in both Eretz Yisrael and the Diaspora. Therefore, he would 

frequently cite the Torah teachings that he received from his mentors, describe their approach 

to life, and speak of our obligation to learn from their ways. 

He viewed this as a fulfillment of the obligation of subsequent generations to 

"establish a yeshiva at the grave" of the great Sages —l'hoshiv yeshiva al kivram (Bava Kama 

16b). As the Shitah Mekubetzes there cites from the Ri Migash: "For example, a sage that had 

led a yeshiva during his lifetime, and now (after his passing), the members of his yeshiva wish 

to honor him. They sit before [his grave] just as they sat before him during his lifetime, and 

recite the Torah teachings that they had learned from him." 

As we mentioned above, our father was apprehensive about trying to take any 

belongings with him out of Communist Russia, as were all Jews who were attempting to leave. 

In order to explain the degree of terror that enveloped them, we should point out that even 

those individuals who already held a visa or transit documents to other destinations, still 

required the approval of "Intourist," the Russian Ministry of Tourism, which was essentially 

                                                 
22 After our father's passing, we gathered the articles that were published in various journals, and we 
discovered more than a hundred Torah essays, besides many articles in Yiddish on the weekly 
Parshah, and columns on Jewish thought and history that were published in various newspapers. 
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the long arm of the infamous N.K.V.D., the Soviet Ministry of the Interior and secret police. All 

those who wished to leave Russia had to approach that office and declare their intention to 

emigrate. In the eyes of the Communists, the very idea of abandoning beloved Mother Russia 

was an unpardonable offense, which, if prosecuted, could lead to exile in Siberia, in the best 

case. Thus, anyone who had an appointment with "Intourist" felt a tangible fear of death.23 

For this reason, our father was apprehensive about bringing along any item that could 

label him as "an enemy of the Revolution" in the eyes of the authorities. He in fact elected to 

bury most of his possessions before leaving Russia. But despite all of this, our father risked his 

life to bring along those notebooks which were the most precious to him, the notebooks with 

Rav Elchonon's shiurim, together with a card he received from Rav Elchonon, a photograph of 

his beloved Rebbi, and of the mashgiach, Rav Yisroel Yaakov Lubchansky. Even bringing the 

notebooks out of Russia was no simple matter, and it hinged upon the approval of the 

"Ministry of Culture" of Communist Lithuania. They reviewed the content and confirmed that 

it was fit to export from Russia's borders, and did not contain anything that endangered the 

Revolution. 

 

Facsimile: A page of one of the notebooks 

 

Those precious notebooks, which our father recorded with holy trepidation, with 

deep contemplation, close scrutiny and much hard work, those same precious notebooks 

which he risked his life to bring along as he escaped from the bloody lands of Europe, through 

which we still have a small remnant from the previous generations seeped in Torah 

knowledge, were hidden away among our father's papers for many years. Before Kovetz 

Shiurim was republished in 5724 (1964), Rav Eliezer Simchah Wasserman, Rav Elchonon's son, 

approached our father and requested his permission to borrow the notebooks for use in 

editing the book.24 Our father, who was living then in Montreal, sent the notebooks to Rav 

Simchah with pleasure. What in fact happened, presumably because of disorganization in 

collecting the source material, was that not all of the notebooks were returned to him. It is 

reasonable to assume that our father's name did not appear on all of them, and at the end of 

the project, about eight notebooks (in our estimation) were not returned. Our father was 

                                                 
23 In this regard, it is worth noting a little known detail of a story regarding the wife and younger 
children of Rav Yitzchak Zev Soloveicthik zt”l (the Brisker Rav), who stayed behind when he left Vilna. 
As is known, the Brisker Rav left Vilna with his older children, and the Rebbetzin, with transit 
documents already in hand, was supposed to follow soon afterwards. Rav Yechiel Michel Feinstein 
(who later became her son-in-law) was supposed to accompany her to her declaration at "Intourist" 
to obtain an exit visa from Russia. However, when they arrived outside the building, the Rebbetzin 
was seized with terrible fright, and would not dare enter the building. This scene repeated itself 
several times; day after day, Rabbi Feinstein would try to persuade her to enter, and she would 
refuse. Finally, the Rebbetzin decided that it would be better to return to Brisk than to endanger her 
life at "Intourist." The Rebbetzin remained in Brisk until the Nazis reached the city. From that time on, 
her whereabouts are unknown. 
24 It should be pointed out that Rav Simchah was well-acquainted with the fact that our father was 
one of the most important students of Rav Elchonon, and he recognized that the close bond that 
developed between our father and his father, Rav Elchonon, was that of a Rebbi and his primary 
disciple. Proof of this is the fact that when Rav Simchah organized a public eulogy for his father Rav 
Elchonon in 5707 (1947) in Williamsburg, New York, he selected our father, out of all of his father's 
surviving students, to eulogize him before a distinguished audience, despite the fact that our father 
had just then arrived in America, and was not yet married. 
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greatly pained about this until his last day, as all those close to him can attest. Despite many 

searches, Rav Simchah, and his successor as head of the yeshiva Ohr Elchonon, Rav Moshe 

Mordechai Chodosh, regretfully could not find the missing notebooks. Only long afterwards, 

years after the passing of Rav Simchah, and after the passing of our father, Rav Chodosh 

contacted me with the news that he had found one notebook out of those which were missing. 

Of course, we rejoiced over this find as if over great treasure, and we thank Hashem for the 

retrieval of the loss. 

Several decades ago, my father, with a feeling of holy trepidation, entrusted into my 

hands the apple of his eye, his precious notebooks. He told me that he realized that he would 

not be able to see to their publication himself, and he expressed his wish that I should see to 

it. I was to check if all of the content had already been published in the various works 

containing Rav Elchonon's Torah, and if not, I was to work on publication.  

I do not deny that due to my preoccupation with various other matters, specifically 

my involvement with spreading Torah for more than two decades in the yeshiva and kollel of 

Ahavas Torah Baranovich, I allowed the matter of the notebooks to remain neglected, 

especially, I assumed, as most of the content had already been published. Even at a certain 

point when I began to work on them, I did so only lethargically. Then, suddenly, many 

disturbing events and troubles began to befall me, one after another, and I was at my wit's 

end. Then, I recalled the words of Rav Itzele, son of Rav Chaim of Valozhin, in his introduction 

to his father's monumental Nefesh Hachaim. Although his father had instructed him before 

his passing to publish the work, his preoccupation with running the yeshiva of Valozhin 

prevented him from doing so. He reasoned that his father would certainly not have wanted to 

interrupt his teaching of Torah to the public in order to publish the book. However, a short 

time later, he began to suffer terrible troubles, and he realized that they must be due to his 

delay in carrying out the will of his great father.25 With that in mind, I made a firm resolve to 

publish these shiurim, come what may, despite the fact that I realized full well that this would 

cost blood, sweat, tears, and tremendous resources. I aimed to present the shiurim as a 

finished product, readily understandable to aspiring Torah scholars everywhere. 

 

These shiurim on Bava Basra represent one layer of the grand edifice of Rav 

Elchonon's teachings; our hope and aspiration is to publish all of them in a befitting format, 

free of the many errors that have crept in over the years. May Hashem help us to complete 

this great project, in order to increase our understanding of Torah, so that many Torah 

students will benefit from its light. 

For this important purpose, I appointed a group of Torah scholars who toil over editing 

the material. At their head was the overseer of this project, an experienced, senior 

professional, my dear friend, Rav Aharon Zev Eisenstein. They edited and clarified the shiurim 

time and time again, working on every detail of every shiur. They verified them against other 

                                                 
25 I must mention in passing what transpired when I met (along with our project head, Rav Aharon Zev 
Eisenstein shlit”a) with my teacher and Rebbi, the late Rav Moshe Shapiro zt”l, to seek his guidance 
regarding arranging and editing Rav Elchonon's teachings. My Rebbi listened to all of our questions 
and doubts, and gave appropriate advice. He was familiar with the personal turmoil in which I found 
myself during that period, and as I was at the door, my Rebbi commented, "You are probably worried 
about Rav Itzeleh's words in the introduction..." I had not mentioned this at all! In his well known 
manner, he never failed to hit the target in getting to the root of a matter. May his memory be 
blessed. 
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sources in which the same ideas have been quoted in the name of Rav Elchonon, sometimes 

in identical format and sometimes with various differences. We spared no effort or expense 

necessary for this purpose. 

Our team studied the relevant Talmudic topics well, and worked hard at arranging the 

shiurim. After they concluded, the shiurim underwent another round of editing from 

beginning to end, with close precision. The following scholars took part in the preparation and 

editing: my sons, Reb Shimon Binyamin Aharon and Reb Reuven and Reb Chaim Eliezer, Rav 

Yeshaya Cohen, Rav Tzvi Trenk, Rav Shimon Eisenstein, Rav Menachem Klein, and especially 

our Chief Editor Rav Aryeh Roth, an adept and skilled scholar, whose input is evident on every 

page of this work. 

Even after all this, we were not satisfied, and we appointed my dear friend and great 

expert, the well-versed and meticulous Rav Yitzchok Blau, as well as Rav Shmuel Shub and my 

friend Rav Moshe Genauer. They reviewed the entire work, arranged, researched and 

critiqued, until the refined material emerged crystal-clear, and fit to be presented to the Torah 

world. 

Hashem's kindness never ceases, and He strengthens the weak. He gave me strength 

to oversee the project, to research any points that required clarification, to guide the editorial 

staff based on my familiarity with my father's character and tendencies, and my familiarity 

with my father's approach to and understanding of the Torah of his revered Rebbi, Rav 

Elchonon. 

 

 

 

 

Concerning the Notebooks 

 

The shiurim in the notebooks on Tractate Bava Basra are divided into shiurim kelaliyim 

(general shiurim on a designated topic), and daily shiurim, as described in the Introduction. 

On the notebook containing shiurim kelaliyim, our father wrote, "Delivered in the Winter of 

5690 (1929-1930)." One notebook of daily shiurim concludes with the inscription: "The above 

were the sixth-level shiurim of the Rosh Yeshiva, Hagaon Rav Elchonon Wasserman, in 

Yeshivas Ohel Torah, Baranovich," by his student, Leib Baranovich from Haradok, given daily, 

Year 5689 (1928-1929), on the chapter Yesh Nochalin. May Hashem illuminate my eyes [with 

comprehension]." 

Twenty of the shiurim kelaliyim on Bava Basra are similar in content to the shiurim 

which have already been published as Shiurei Rav Elchonon, by our father's friend since youth, 

Rav Shaul Kravitz. The daily shiurim on the chapters Yesh Nochalin and Mi Shemeis are similar 

in part to those printed in the work Ohel Yaakov (Zakheim), and the shiurim on these chapters, 

as well as on the chapter Get Pashut, are parallel to the notes printed in Chazon Yeshayahu 

(Dvorkes). 

Our father occasionally notes in the daily shiurim that a certain matter has been 

explained at length in a shiur kelali, and vice versa. It should be noted that at times, the daily 

shiurim contain material that is unoriginal, e.g., a question and answer of one of the Rishonim 

restated verbatim. Nevertheless, we included these as well, to preserve the feel of the shiur 

the way it was delivered. 
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Similarly, we endeavored to cite all of the shiurim and chidushim in Rav Elchonon's 

previously printed works that are relevant to the topic at hand. 

Some of the topics in our father's shiurim have been printed in memorial volumes 

over the course of the years (some were our submissions), such as Ohel Avraham, Hapardes, 

Bris Avraham, Even Tziyon, and the Kiryas Arba and Ohr Torah journals (as noted herein). Shiur 

#5 of the present volume was submitted by us to the Kol HaTorah journal (Volume 72, p.14). 

At the end of Bava Basra, there are several shiurim by Rav Dovid Rappaport, author 

of Mikdash Dovid— comments and references, as well as one shiur from Rav Isser Zalman 

Meltzer; these as well have been edited for inclusion with this volume. There are also 

additions and notes that our father himself inserted while writing up the shiurim; we printed 

these as well, attributed to our father, to yield a complete picture.  

Our hope and prayer is that these sefarim will be well-received in the beis medrash, 

and used and enjoyed by many; this will serve as a "yeshiva al kivram" for both the Rebbi and 

his disciple. 

 

Elchonon, son of Hagaon Rav Leib Baron,  

Chairman of the Institute for the Publication of Rav Elchonon's Torah 

Machon Ahavas Torah Baranovich 

 

 


