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The Invasion of Europe

The following travelogue of the adventures of a Mitzvah Tank in Europe during the summer of
1975 was written by David Skirter, a young Rabbinic student. He was raised in England, where his
family still resides, and studied diligently in the network of Lubavitcher Yeshivos in Paris and Israel.
He is now continuing his advanced studies at Lubavitch Headquarters, in New York.

His co-Tankist, Yossie Piekarski, grew up in New York and attended various Lubavitcher
educational instititutions in the area. He, too, is now completing advanced studies in New York.

They teamed up to become the *first wave’” in an unprecedented “invasion” of Europe; they
manned the Mitzvah Tank that was to visit communities which, before the summer of 1975, had never
been exposed to the Judaism that, because of its warmth and intellectual approach, has had un-
precedented success world-wide. Their travelogue is not a vacation guide to Jewish spots, but rather a
first-hand insight to the problems and isolation of smaller Jewish communities. Certainly, “‘no man is
an island,” and these two young men spent many weeks visiting and helping to educate Jewish
“islands” all over Europe, and to help them become, again, part of the “mainland.”’

By Dovid Schurder

With the inauguration of the Mitzvah Tanks in
America during the winter of 5735 (1975), I began
thinking about how such an idea could be adapted for
use in Europe. Though some of the more established
Lubavitcher communities (such as London and Paris)
had Tanks of their own, they failed to do any work in
many European cities. Until that time, the largest ob-
stacle in visiting various European communities was the
procuring of kosher food and accomodations.
However, the use of a mobile home, complete with a
refrigerator and stove, seemed to overcome that
problem.

By spring, when I had finalized my plans to visit
home during the summer, several people connected
with the Lubavitch Youth Organization suggested that
the opportunity would be perfect for spending a certain
part of my visit travelling with a Mitzvah Tank. I dis-
cussed these ideas with the people at the Lubavitch
Center in England, and they agreed that the summer of
1975 was ripe for a “‘European Invasion;” The tank
could not only visit communities, but also Jewish
camps and vacation spots. Progress had been made!!
An idea was being developed!

The next obstacle was the raising of funds and the
renting of a mobile home. The decision was made to
rent the mobile home in England, since most of the
literature that would be needed was available there, and
what was not available could be printed in Lubavitch
House in London. A mobile home was located and
rented for a period of six weeks, beginning on July 6. It
was small, but could easily be adapted for our needs. In
the meantime, funds were slowly coming in from
various cities in Europe, and the project seemed to
become nearer to reality.
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1 booked my departure from the U.S. for the night
of June 14, and my fellow-Tankist, Yossie Pickarski,
was to follow two weeks later. During this time, I was
to finalize arrangements in Europe and equip the tank,
while Yossie would tie up all the loose ends in the U.S.

Once in England, I sat down in front of numerous
maps, and began planning our intended route. I spent
hours trying to choose a direct route that would include
all the cities we wished to “attack.” A ticket had to be
purchased for a ferry-crossing from England is Calais,
France, but since Lubavitch Youth in France had
Tanks of their own, we had not intended to visit
France. I made a booking on a ferry from Dover,
England to Ostend, Belgium for July 8.

The next step was to stock up on food that would
not spoil. Boxes of matzohs and plenty of canned goods
were bought, sleeping bags were obtained, and I even
managed to get a hold of some inflatable pillows. All
the comforts of home!! I also bought some camping
cutlery, plastic plates and mugs, and a few pots and
pans.

The printing presses in London were kept busy
preparing leaflets in various languages. They would be
an immense help in explaining the various Mitzvohs
that the Rebbe had been stressing. All these things were
loaded, and the Tank was ready to leave, now only
awaiting its ‘“‘tankists.”

What follows is a travelogue of some of our ac-
tivities from July 7 until August 15.

Yossie arrived on July 7 from New York, loaded
down with candlesticks to distribute to girls and
women, and more leaflets. Since I had left New York,
the Rebbe had added two more Mitzvohs to his cam-
paign. Yossie, therefore, stocked up on all available
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Route of the ''Europe Invasion.”
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story. She’s from New York and works in an office on
the corner of 5th Ave. and 42nd St, and that every day,
all day long, the music from the Mitzvah Tanks on the
street below blasts into her office. Now, on her vacation
in Holland, she is again confronted with the same music
and the same faces!! She was very impressed, though,
by the fact that Lubavitch is so active all over the world.
This sentiment was common with people wherever we
went. People just couldn’t believe that we were really
there with a MITZVAH TANK!!

Before leaving Holland, we held a press con-
ferance, which helped to publicize our activities. It was
a shame, though, that such publicity couldn’t have been
arranged in advance.

Our next destination was West Germany, but our
trip there was rather drawn out, due to unforeseen cir-
cumstances. The problem started with the fact that our
gas tank only held 8 gallons. Therefore, when travelling
on the highway, we literally had to stop in almost every
gas station! (Europe is a little different than America, in
that its highways are not landscaped with gas stations!!)
On the last stretch of road before the German border,
we began to keep our eyes peeled for a gas station, but
there were none to be found. By the time we came to the
border, it was the middle of the night and our gas tank
was just about empty. We enquired about an all-night
gas station, but were told that the closest one was about
100 kilometers away! So, we took the second best
choice. We located the nearest closed gas station, and
parked there until the next morning, when we could fill
up and be on our way.

Though my personal sentiments were against going
to Germany at all, we were on a mission to help Jews
wherever they could be found, so that personal feelings

“Tanking” in the Alps on the Swiss-Italian border.
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couldn’t be allowed to interfere. We spent two days in
Hamburg, enjoying the hospitality of Mr. Kaminker.
During our stay, we spoke with families privately, and
in the Synagogue publicly. Not once did we encounter
any Jews that had been in Germany either before or
during the war. They had all come later, many from
Persia.

After having been joined by a young man from
Switzerland, we left Germany for Denmark. Though,
normally, we would have headed straight for
Copenhagen, the home of most of Denmark’s Jews, we
had already been informed that virtually the whole pop-
ulation spends the summer in a resort town, towards
which we directed our Tank.

Hornbeak, about an hour’s drive from
Copenhagen, is a small village on the shore of the Kat-
tegat. Much like New York’s Catskill Region, it’s a sm-
all village that suddenly springs into life with the arrival
of the summer vacationers.

We had already contacted two families in Horn-
beak, so we immediately consulted with them as to the
best methods of operation. They suggested two
procedures: firstly, house calls, and secondly, to park
outside of the main shopping centers. The town sported
a large religious population during the summer, and
therefore arrangements had been made for regular
deliveries of Kosher food supplies. One of the houses,
in addition, was used as a shule, This same house also
served as a storage area for frozen Kosher meat and
other Kosher products, and was open a couple of hours
a day to enable people to make their purchases.

During our stay, we met several Jews who, lacking
a strong commitment to Judaism, had been eating non-
Kosher food merely because they were unaware of the
availability of Kosher supplies!! They were genuinely
pleased to have us inform them of the hours when they
could purchase their Kosher provisions.

Though not originally on our schedule, we decided
to travel to Oslo, only a day away from Hornbeak
Upon arriving, though, we were dismayed to hear that
most of the Jewish population spent the summer on
boats off the coast! How we wished that our Tank was
amphibious!! Nevertheless, we had lengthly conversa-
tion with some Israelis. One had been in Oslo for two
years, and his wife taught in the singular synagogue of
the city, providing virtually the only Jewish education
available in the entire city!! The husband put on Tefilin
for the first time in his life, while the wife promised to
faithfully light candles every Friday, and to instruct her
students to do the same.

By this time, we had learned our lesson, namely
that the Scandinavian Inter-city highways were not
built for any vehicle wider than a motorcycle.
Therefore, we headed for Stockholm, Sweden, allowing
ourselves plenty of time for the trip.

The major event of this leg of the journey was the
heavy rainfall that accompanied us for several hours.
At times, the visibility was reduced to zero, but we
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literature pertaining to Kashrus and Family Purity. He
also found some room to stuff his clothes.

The finishing touches were added as we hooked up
a P.A. system to the Tank, and covered the outside
walls with brightly-painted signs. So equipped, began a
journey that was to make an impact all over Europe.
We left London for Dover England on schedule: a
mere 45 minutes late! We managed to arrive at the ferry
20 minutes before departure time, but the ship had not
yet begun to load. A couple of hours late, the ship final-
ly weighed anchor, and within 4 hours we were in Os-
tend, with the calm Channel behind us. Our D-Day had
begun!!

We cleared customs after a brief search of the
Tank, and headed for our first port of call, a vacation
resort called Knokke, less than an hour’s drive up the
coast from Ostend. We headed straight for Hotel
Motke, a Jewish hotel where the supervisor of the
kosher kitchen was a Lubavitcher Chassid. Upon our
arrival at the hotel, we encountered a group of
youngsters from Antwerp, and we spoke with them for
a few minutes in Hebrew. They agreed to put on Tefi-
lin, after which we excused ourselves and went into the
hotel’s synagogue to pray the afternoon service.
Between the afternoon and evening services, we spoke
to those assembled about the Rebbe’s request to learn
Torah and to give charity. We were given a hotel room
“on the house” and we retired for the evening.

In Knokke, there are two places where people con-
gregate. The older people sit on chairs near the beach,
and the younger people go to the tennis courts. Without
intention to discriminate because of age, we went to
the tennis courts. The courts there are the biggest in
Europe: about sixty courts in one compound, with a
restaurant in the middle. We felt that we would be able
to meet more people in such a massive place. During
the course of the day, we encountered many people,
mostly from Brussels and Antwerp.

In the middle of the afternoon, we left Knokke and
travelled an hour and a half down the coast to
Kokzyde, where there was a Jewish camp. There were
about 75 children in the camp, mainly from Antwerp.
We told them stories and taught them songs, and
generally tried to imbibe them with a little Chassidic
enthusiasm. Later that evening, we left for our next
stop, Brussels.

We arrived in Brussels late at night, and proceeded
directly to the house of the Chief Rabbi, Rabbi
Chaikin, who was expecting us. There, we took advan-
tage of the accomodations that he offered.

Rabbi Chaikin, himself a Lubavitcher Chassid,
told us that most of the Jews were out of town, on vaca-
tion. In fact, we found this to be the case in most of the
cities we visited. However, we decided to stay around
for the day and establish contact with those that had
remained in the city. Another Lubavitcher took us to
the center of town where, on a small side street, there
are several Israeli restaurants. We spoke to the

40

A 13-year-old Dane putting on Tefilin inside the Mitzvah Tank.

proprietor of one, a Jew from Paraguay, and we put
Tefilin on him and his son. We spoke about the Jewish
community in general, and then allowed him to return
to work. Because of the severe pressures of “Father
Time”, we made preparations to “take off.” Before
leaving, though, we encountered and spoke to quite a
few Israelis.

We pulled out for Amsterdam, Holland, via
Antwerp, where we stayed for a few hours. We didn’t
arrive in Amsterdam until very late at night. As we
didn’t want to disturb anyone, we parked the Tank in
front of the only Lubavitcher in Amsterdam, and slept
the night in the Tank.

Holland was the first country on our trip that had,
until then, never been visited by a Mitzvah Tank. The
idea scemed strange, but at the same time novel to
many of the people we encountered. Many of them
had had previous encounters with Lubavitch. Many
had been approached at the Western Wall in Israel, and
had been asked to put on Tefilin by LubavitcherChas-
sidim. Amsterdam is a large tourist attraction, and we
also met people from all over the world.

We took advantage of a photographic exhibition
of Jerusalem that was being held, and stationed our
Tank there. Across the street from the exhibition was
the famous Spanish-Portuguese Synagogue, several
hundreds of years old. Between these two big attrac-
tions, we were sure to meet plenty of Jews!

On one of the days that we were parked in this
spot, we saw a couple approaching us. The woman was
holding her hands over her ears and was shouting, “No,
no, no!!” in English. We could tell, from the expression
on her face, that she was being humorous. We asked her
what the problem was, and she told us this amusing
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An ltalian youth dons Tefilin for the first time.

The next morning, we crossed the Swiss-Italian
border, situated at the top of the mountain, and con-
tinued our trip to Milan, When we arrived, both Y ossie
and I agreed that Milan looked truly like a “ghost-
town.” The city had virtually emptied out, as everyone
had left for the mountains or the coasts. We were ad-
vised by Chief Rabbi Garelik to proceed directly to
Milano Marittima, on the Adriatic coast. There, we
contacted a Mr. Freedman who was vacationing there.
He, in turn, put us in contact with a young Yeshiva stu-
dent named Hertzel Lulyan, who studies in New York
but was in Italy visiting his parents. Together with his
help, and the help of the Namdar family, we spent the
first few days with quite a lot of success.

Though the city contains one Kosher hotel, we
visited others in the vicinity also. At one such hotel, we
got into a lengthly discussion with a large group of peo-
ple from West Berlin. Though they had had little per-
sonal contact with Judaism, they had read quite a bit on
their own.

HY AIDSHEE

HEZLZAR

The novelty of the Mitzvah Tank attracts Jews, both young and old, in
Rome.
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We eventually broached the subject on Tefilin with
them, but they responded negatively. After much
argumentation, one of the group, a young man of 24,
blurted out that he couldn’t put on Tefilin because he
hadn’t ever become Bar Mitzvah!! We, in turn, sug-
gested that we celebrate his Bar Mitzvah on the spot!!
The idea appealed to the group, and they followed us
into the Tank to partake of refreshments in honor of
this young man’s Bar Mitzvah. Afterwards, the “Bar
Mitzvah man” put on Tefilin, to make the celebration
complete.

Our next stop was at Forte dei Marmi, on Italy’s
west coast, where another Yeshiva student from New
York, Zev Tauby, helped us to a great extent. A few
days later, when we were ready to leave Forte dei
Marmi, Zev joined us on our trip to Rome.

Rome has a fairly large Jewish community, but
most of the Jews there are ignorant of Judaism.
However, we found them to more eager to learn than in
any other city that we visited. Fo- the complete dura-
tion of our stay in the Jewish - men and women of
all ages were constantly crowdea around the Tank, re-
questing as much information as we could give them.

Our last stop in Italy was Ostia, a city about 30
miles south of Rome. Here, we encountered thousands
of Russian emigrants, awaiting permission to settle in
the United States. They congregate daily outside the
post-office, which we, in turn, picked as a parking spot
for our Tank. Virtually all the people that we met. both
young and old, were eager to put on Tefilin and to find
out about their heritage. When they arrive in America,
we certainly hope that those organizations that work
with Russian Jews will help satisfy their craving for
Judaism.

Though we would have liked to spend more time in
Ostia, our 6 weeks were almost at a close, and we had to
begin the trek back to England. We finally arrived in
England early Friday morning, the 15th of August,
after a tiring but extremely rewarding 6 weeks.
Hopefully, the work that we began, as the first
“Tankists” in many areas, will be continued on a larger
scale in the near future.

[ S
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A road-side breakfast in Germany.
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eventually arrived in Stockholm unscathed, though a
little damp.

Once in Stockholm, we proceeded to the Jewish
Community Center, where we spoke to many of the
people gathered there for the various activities that
were offered. We spoke to an elderly gentleman who
had never put on Tefilin even though he attended
Synagogue sevices fairly regularly. He remarked that
our request for him to put on Tefilin seemed quite
strange, but he obliged none the less.

The various heads of the Community Center ad-
vised us to proceed to a camp which is held annually
under their auspicies. The camp is located on the Island
of Vadda, in a minute village called Ylansta. There,
they said, we would be able to find Jews in fairly large
numbers. After several hours of driving through all
sorts or roads and “non-roads” we finally arrived at the
camp. We were granted permission to speak for twenty
minutes after the evening meal. We were informed that
most of the children had virtually no knowledge of
Judaism, and that no one was certain if all of them were
even Jewish!! During the time allotted for our presenta-
tion, we told a story from which a moral lesson could be
derived. Afterwards, all the boys over the age of 13
came into the Tank to put on Tefilin, while the girls
crowded around to receive candlesticks,

When all the interested children left the Tank, the
counselors came over and asked if we were in a hurry,
or if they could speak to us for a while. The result was
that we conversed with the counselors for several hours.
Many of their questions were cleared up, while others
were not. One of their main questions was, how could
they be expected NOT to compromise in Judaism, liv-
ing in a country like Sweden? We explained, of course,

Night program in the Swiss Jewish Community camp at Morgins,
Switzerland.
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that NOTHING was impossible, and that many thou-
sands of Jews the world over (even in America!ll)
shared the same problem as the Jews in Stockholm, yet
they were able to overcome it.

Alter parting with the group of counselors, we
returned to Stockholm for a short time, and then
started on our trek to Switzerland took much much
longer than planned, being that our Tank decided to
break down. After a few days of procuring parts for our
vehicle, we finally continued on our way.

1 ALDSHEY
MEZUZAN

Being greeted upon our arrival at the Swiss Jewish Community camp.

Upon our arrival in Zurich, we discovered that
there was only one summer camp still in operation, the
others having already closed for the summer. Upon the
advice of the Schmerling brothers, we decided that it
would be quite beneficial if we visited that camp. The
fact that the camp was going to close the next day
hastened our departure from the city.

The camp was run by the Swiss Jewish Community
and was held at Morgins, about 100 yards from the
French border in southwestern Switzerland. We arrived
just in time to help transport the camp’s baggage to the
station, since they were planning to leave early the next
morning.

After supper, the Head Counselor made a small in-
troductory speech, after which we spoke for about 20
minutes. Later that night, we left the camp and headed
for the road to Milan, Italy, via the St. Bernard moun-
tains (either named after the dogs, or vice versal!) With
energy that must have been heaven-sent, the Tank final-
ly reached the top of the mountains, where we spent the
night. Let it suffice to say that sleeping at an altitude of
over 7500 feet is quite enjoyable!!
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