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WE JUST CALLED HIM
“MONSIEUR”
RABBI ARON DOVID NEUMAN

I

was born in 1934 in the village of Vizhnitz, Ukraine.
When I was a small boy, my parents immigrated to
Antwerp, Belgium. Belgium had a large Jewish
community — some 50,000 Jews lived in Antwerp at
that time — and they hoped to have a better life there.
Unfortunately, our stay did not last long. In 1940, the
Germans invaded Belgium and immediately began
deporting and killing Jews. So everybody started
running. We ran across the border to France.
I was only six years old at the time, but I was old
enough to realize that we were fleeing for our lives.
We made our way to Marseilles where my
grandmother — that is, my mother’s mother — and
also my mother’s sister lived. A group of Lubavitcher
chasidim lived there, and we were welcomed warmly.
But the problem was there was nothing for us there.
By nothing, I mean that with the war going on there
was not enough food, and also not enough adequate
shelter to handle the influx of all the refugees. We
moved from house to house, from place to place. A
few months later the Nazis invaded Paris, and the
situation got even worse.
In the midst of all this chaos and upheaval, my family
was forced to split up. Only after the war did I get to
see them again. Meanwhile, I was sent to an
orphanage in Marseilles.
The orphanage housed some forty or maybe fifty
children, many of them as young as three and four
years old. Some of them knew that their parents had
been killed; others didn’t know what became of their
mother or father. Often, you would hear children
crying, calling out for their parents who were not there
to answer.
As the days wore on, the situation grew more and
more desperate, and food became more and more
scarce. Many a day we went hungry.

And then, in the beginning of the summer of 1941, a
man came to the rescue. We did not know his name;
we just called him “Monsieur,” which is French for
“Mister.” Everyday, Monsieur would arrive with bags
of bread — the long French baguettes — and tuna or
sardines, sometimes potatoes too. He would stay until
every child had eaten.
Some of the kids were so despondent, they didn’t want
to eat. Those children, he used to take on his lap, tell
them a story, sing to them, and feed them by hand. He
made sure everybody was fed. With some of the kids,
he’d sit next to them on the floor and cajole them to eat,
even feeding them with a spoon, if need be. He was like
a father to these sad little children.
He knew every child by name, even though we didn’t
know his. We loved him and looked forward to his
coming. I remember there was a kid who was jealous.
He also wanted to sit on Monsieur’s lap and hear
songs and stories. So he pretended not to eat, in order
to get his attention.
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Monsieur came back day after day for several weeks.
And I would say that many of the children who lived
in the orphanage at that time owe their lives to him. If
not for him, I, for one, wouldn’t be here.
Eventually the war ended, and I was reunited with my
family. We left Europe and began our lives anew. In
1957, I came to live in New York, and that’s when my
uncle suggested that I
meet the Lubavitcher
Rebbe. Of course I agreed
and scheduled a time for
an audience with the
Rebbe’s secretary.
At the appointed date, I
Refugees outside US Consulate
came to the Chabad
in Marseilles
Headquarters at 770
Eastern Parkway and sat down to wait. I read some
Psalms and watched the parade of men and women
from all walks of life who had come to see the Rebbe.
Finally, I was told it was my turn, and I walked into the
Rebbe’s office.
He was smiling, and immediately greeted me: “Dos iz
Dovidele! — It’s Dovidele!”
I thought, “How does he know my name?” And then I
nearly fainted. I was looking at Monsieur. The Rebbe
was Monsieur! And he had recognized me before I had
recognized him. It was unbelievable.

But what is even more remarkable to me is that a
scholar of such magnitude would — at the same time
— busy himself with delivering bags of food and
personally feeding small orphans. He never forgot that
saving lives is of primary concern. And I shall forever
be grateful that he saved mine and because of him, I,
thank G-d, have many children, grandchildren and
great-grandchildren.
______________
Rabbi Dovid Aaron Neuman lives with his family in the
Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. He was interviewed in
his home in November of 2013.
לע”נ ר’ ישראל יעקב וזוגתו מרת קריינא ע”ה לאקשין
ע”י בניהם ר’ נחמן ור’ אברהם ומשפחתם שיחיו

This week in….
> 5711 — 1950, the Rebbe requested that
chasidim and yeshiva students memorize his
father-in-law’s discourse, Basi Legani, in
preparation for his first yahrzeit, explaining that
studying the teachings of a Rebbe is the
deepest form of connecting with him.1 19 Kislev

Later on I learned how he came to be in Marseilles. He
and the Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka were trying to
escape Nazi Europe. In order to arrange the necessary
documents, he was travelling back and forth between
Nice and Marseilles. He must have found out about
the orphanage and the plight of us poor children, and
he came to our rescue.

> 5712 — 1951, following the annual Yud-Tes
Kislev Farbrengen, the Rebbe suddenly
distributed kos shel bracha, wine from his cup
to all assembled, a rarity at the time. The
Rebbe spoke to each individual as he passed
by. To one, the Rebbe advised: “Don’t try to
carry the whole world’s troubles on your
shoulders. The One above worries about that.”
2
19 Kislev

I heard that after the Rebbe’s passing, a notebook with
his handwriting was discovered. These notes covered
every aspect of Torah and delved into Jewish
philosophy, Kabbalah and the Talmud. Incredibly,
many of these notes were written at the very time
when the Rebbe was in France, at the beginning of the
war. It’d mind-boggling to me that even amid all that
chaos, he remained devoted to Torah study.

> 5739 — 1978, on the fiftieth anniversary of the
Rebbe and Rebbetzin’s marriage, the Rebbe
requested that a pamphlet be published
explaining the laws of family purity.
Additionally, he instructed that each city form
a committee to encourage couples to fulfill this
precious mitzvah, and ensure that the laws are
observed correctly.3 14 Kislev

לעילוי נשמת

הרה"ח אי"א רב פעלים תמים ואיש אמת
עבד ה' בקבלת עול והצנע לכת
ר' ישעי' ארי' ב"ר מנשה ע"ה טרייטעל

1. Toras Menachem Vol. 2, p. 126 2.Personal diary of Elya Gross.
3. SichosKodesh 5739 Vol. 1, p. 368.
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