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The Legacy of Kelm and the Hebrew Academy of Cleveland
Building a School, Building a Community
n 1943, the Hebrew Academy
of Cleveland was established
to be mechanech the Yiddishe
kinder of Cleveland. Since then,
this institution and the community of Cleveland have developed
into a thriving makom Torah. Rav
Nochum Velvel Dessler, shlita, son
of the famed Harav Eliyahu
Dessler, zt”l, and talmid of the
yeshivos of Kelm, Vilkomir, and
Telshe in Europe, has been at the
helm of this institution for close
to seventy years, bli ayin hara.
This Friday, 24 Teves, marks
the 57th yahrtzeit of Harav
Eliyahu Desser, zt”l. Rabbi
Simcha Dessler, son of Rav
Nochum Velvel Dessler and current Menahel of the Hebrew
Academy, has graciously shared
with us some fascinating stories
of his illustrious family history,
the legacy of Kelm, and how this
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The accepted practice was
that whoever bought the last
stamp would go to the post office
to restock the supply. One bitterly cold day, someone bought the
last stamp. Reb Nochum Velvel
Dessler, then a young boy,
watched as someone took the
stamp, smiled, and said, “Baruch
Hashem.” Reb Nochum Velvel
asked, “Why are you so happy?”
The bachur replied, “I am happy
that I have the zechus to go today,
in this frigid weather, and buy
stamps for the others.”
The other story involved a relative who spoke at Reb Nochum
Velvel’s bar mitzvah in the Kelm
Talmud Torah. He mentioned that
the last time he had been in Kelm
was for the bar mitzvah bachur’s
bris, at which point he left his
cane in the beis medrash. This relative was very pleased to find the

published posthumously by his
talmidim. It is a compilation of
notes from his shiurim and
shmuessen — both his personal
notes and notes taken by
talmidim. The talmidim also compiled a sefer on his chiddushim on
Shas, Chiddushei Harav Dessler al
Hashas.
Rav Nochum Velvel Dessler
was born in Kelm and spent his
early childhood years there. After
his family moved to London, he
attended the Etz Chaim Yeshivah
in London, and before his bar
mitzvah
he
returned
to
Lithuania, where he attended the
yeshivah ketanah in Vilkomir.
After his bar mitzvah in Kelm two
years later, he joined Telshe
Yeshivah and remained there
until 1940. During this time, he
had the opportunity to form a
close relationship with Harav

shelucha d’Rachmana ever since,
serving the school for close to seventy years. While he is no longer
present on a daily basis, his sage
guidance and advice in running
this large institution is sought
constantly.

Transplanting a Mesorah
Rav Nochum Velvel Dessler
embodies the mussar and values
of Kelm. “He is the bridge to the
past and the guide for the future.
He has the incredible ability to
take the glory of the world that
was and use it to build a future in
today’s culture,” explains Rav
Simcha Dessler.
“With impeccable character
and integrity, he combines the
commitment to mesorah that he
saw in Kelm with a modern professionalism. With this rare blend
of talents, he successfully built a
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mesorah has influenced the development of the Hebrew Academy
of Cleveland and modern day
Cleveland. May these memories
and the accomplishments of the
Academy serve l’iluy nishmas
Harav Eliyahu Dessler.

Chaim Ozer Grodzenski, zt”l, his
uncle, who was mekarev him.
During the war years, Reb
Nochum Velvel made a remarkable journey through Siberia and
Japan, finally docking in San
Francisco on Simchas Torah 1940.
From there, he traveled to New
York, where he learned in Torah
Vodaas. However, when the
Telshe Roshei Yeshivah re-established
their
yeshivah
in
Cleveland, he joined them and
became a maggid shiur there.
When Reb Nochum Velvel was
planning to go to Telshe, he went
to take leave of the Roshei
Yeshivah in Torah Vodaas. One
Rosh Yeshivah said, “Why are you
going to Cleveland? It is a midbar
shemamah (a desolate desert).”
The famous Reb Shraga Feivel
Mendelowitz,
zt”l,
replied
emphatically, “He should go. He
will be matzliach and turn it
around into a thriving community. In fact, I will send bachurim.”
Reb Shraga Feivel did indeed
send bachurim to learn in the
Telshe Yeshivah.
Shortly thereafter, the Hebrew
Academy of Cleveland was founded by Roshei Yeshivah and baalei
batim. One year later, at the
request of the Telshe Roshei
Yeshivah, Rav Nochum Velvel
Dessler assumed the position of
principal. He has remained the

The World That Was: Kelm
Harav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler,
a talmid of the famed yeshivah in
Kelm, descended from a distinguished family. His father was
Harav Reuven Dov Dessler, zt”l,
the grandson of Harav Yisrael
Salanter, zt”l, the founder of the
mussar movement, and his fatherin-law was Harav Nochum Velvel
Ziv, zt”l, the son of the Alter of
Kelm.
Kelm was the cradle of the
mussar movement. It was a place
where Shmuel and Yaakov might
come to a din Torah, Shmuel saying that Yaakov had paid him
back too much money, and
Yaakov complaining that he really owed Shmuel more money, but
Shmuel refused to accept it.
Two stories illustrate the
essence of Kelm. In the yeshivah,
known as the Talmud Torah, there
was a place where one could buy
stamps and leave payment.
Throughout all the years that this
service was available, there was
never one instance of missing
money.

cane exactly where he had left it
thirteen years earlier!
Reb Nochum Velvel’s grandfather, Harav Reuven Dov Dessler,
zt”l, and his brother Harav
Gedaliah Dessler, zt”l, were
anashim chashuvim who owned a
very successful lumber business.
They single-handedly supported
the Talmud Torah in Kelm. When
the Bolsheviks took over Russia,
they lost everything and were
transformed overnight from
wealthy men into baalei chov.
They had in their possession
many rubles that had suddenly
become worthless, but instead of
throwing them away, these baalei
mussar held on to them as a
reminder of the dictum “Rabbos
machshavos b’lev ish.” The family
still has these worthless rubles, a
reminder that Hashem runs the
world.

From Kelm to Cleveland
In 1928, Harav Eliyahu Dessler
left Kelm and moved to London
for parnassah purposes and later
became a Rav there. He subsequently founded the Gateshead
Kollel and Seminary, and, in his
later years, moved to Eretz
Yisrael and was the Mashgiach in
the Ponevezh Yeshivah for six
years, until his petirah in 1953.
The sefer Michtav Mei’Eliyahu,
for which he is so well known, was

mossad from a basement classroom with a handful of children
to the Torah Umesorah flagship
school that it has become.”
This sense of achrayus has
become a family refrain. After
the war was over, Harav Eliyahu
Dessler wrote a letter to his family, asking, “Why did we survive
when so many others perished?
Are we any better? Chas v’shalom.
We survived because we have a
mission to build.” This letter’s
message has imbued the family
with a mission to build Klal
Yisrael. It is a message that is
repeated at every family simchah.
In the 1940s, building Klal Yisrael
meant establishing kindergartens and strengthening shemiras Shabbos and kashrus. Today, it
means building yeshivos and kollelim.
Rav Simcha Dessler elaborated on this theme. “Just a few
weeks ago at a family simchah, I
quoted Harav Yosef Leib Bloch,
zt”l, who provides a fascinating
perspective on the dialogue
between Yosef and his brothers.
After meekly stating, ‘Mah nedaber, what can we say?,’ Parashas
Vayigash opens with a stunning
reversal. Yehudah courageously
steps forward, speaks harshly and
successfully changes the atmosphere from one of tension to one
of sympathy — after which Yosef

Hatzaddik reveals himself. What
changed?
“Harav Bloch explained that
the secret lies within the power of
achrayus. Yehudah suddenly
remembered ‘ki avdecha arev es
hanaar, your servant assumed
responsibility.’ Yosef, a man of
responsibility, recognized the
power of responsibility and
revealed his identity. Those who
accept the crown of achrayus, the
mantle of responsibility, are
blessed with siyatta diShmaya to
accomplish on behalf of Klal
Yisrael.”

The Hebrew Academy Today
Today, the Hebrew Academy of
Cleveland is a flourishing mossad
with close to eight hundred students and six thousand alumni.
The alumni are a source of great
pride to the school; they are

proud members, leaders, and
Roshei Yeshivah in Jewish communities around the world.
Rabbi Eli Dessler, the financial director, is responsible for the
growth and fiscal success of the
institution. The school consists of
several divisions on three separate campuses, including an
early-childhood division, coordinated by Mrs. C. Schottenstein; a
yeshivah ketanah headed by
Rabbi Asher Newman; the
Yeshivah High School, directed
by Rabbi Yissochor Fishman; a
girls’ elementary school, directed
by Mrs. S. Hefter; Yavne High
School, directed by Mrs. N.
Moerman; and a school-based kollel headed by Rabbi Zev Busel.
Dr. Louis Malcmacher serves as
the school’s president.
The Academy has become a
state-of-the-art institution, recognized in the Torah and secular
worlds alike. It has been the
recipient of many awards over the
years, including the Torah
Umesorah School of the Year
Award, the Star and Asset Builder
Awards from the state of Ohio,
and, most recently, two Day
School Excellence Awards from
the Partnership of Excellence in
Jewish Education (PEJE).
Commitment to outstanding
limudei kodesh and a high-quality
general studies program, directed
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Rabbi Simcha Dessler

Rabbi Klein and his fifth grade talmidim at the Hebrew Academy of
Cleveland.

by Rabbi Yitzchok Kasnett, are
core features of the Hebrew
Academy’s mission. Its goal is to
preserve the foundation on which
the school was built, while moving toward the future with excellence and innovation. The
Academy’s staff is extremely
committed, and there are many
instances where rebbeim and
teachers go far beyond the call of
duty.
A unique part of the Academy
is its kollel, which is based in the
yeshivah high school. Ten yungeleit learn two sedarim each day
and spend the evenings learning
with the high-school talmidim.
They build a kesher with these
bachurim, inviting them for
Shabbos meals and being
involved in their lives, offering
them true role models and
adding a singular dimension to
the ruach of the school.
The Hebrew Academy takes

pride in offering innovative curricular and extracurricular programs, many of which have
become models for other schools.
A Holocaust education program
called “The Living Memorial
Project” has been developed to
help students appreciate the glorious world that was, and it is
used in many institutions worldwide. Creative Middos Tovos projects such as Project BEAM (Be a
Mentch) and RAYS (Respect and
Yiras Shamayim), programs
designed to instill a love for Eretz
Yisrael, and after-school programs are just a few examples of
how the Hebrew Academy
attempts to provide an education
for life.
The Hebrew Academy is committed to the principle of
“Chanoch lanaar al pi darko” and
offers a sophisticated level of
services to its talmidim.The Pupil
Service Team provides a variety

of tutors, social workers and other
professionals whose services are
delivered without stigma.
Their Bigs and Littles
Mentoring Program, which pairs
graduates who have returned to
Cleveland with elementaryschool students, has been so successful that it captured the attention of the state of Ohio, bringing
about a kiddush Hashem.
Adult education is also an
integral part of the Academy’s
mission. For example, the school
hosts community lectures and
events such as the Chofetz Chaim
Heritage Foundation videos,
Rabbi Yisroel Reisman’s Motzoei
Shabbos shiur, and other video
shiurim. In addition, the
Academy produces “Peninim on
the Torah,” a compilation of Torah
thoughts on the weekly parashah
that is distributed in the community and around the world.

Since
1943,
Cleveland’s
Jewish community has flourished. It now has about 1,500
shomer Shabbos families and a
variety of shuls and schools. The
Hebrew Academy has been an
anchor for the community, and
many have settled in Cleveland
or have chosen to remain there
because of the school’s high quality of education. In fact, 343 of
today’s students are second- or
third-generation talmidim.
Cleveland is a warm community, energized by Torah, chinuch,
and a variety of kollelim and
chessed organizations. Combined
with attractive and affordable
housing, it is a wonderful place
to raise a Jewish family.

Chinuch Over the Years
Chinuch habanim has changed
in many ways over the last seventy years, and today’s mechanchim
face very different challenges
than those faced by their predecessors. Rabbi Simcha Dessler
graciously shared with us his
views on this delicate issue.
“The world of chinuch has
changed dramatically. Children
are different, and parents are different too. We live in a fastpaced, hectic environment that
too often conflicts with our most
sacred beliefs.
“Firstly, we must be there for
our children, nurturing and guiding them. As parents who are
busier than ever, we must set
aside our myriad responsibilities
and find quality time for our children,
demonstrating
our
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unequivocal love and regard for
them.The challenges that dot our
children’s world may be perceived by them as larger than
life. It is essential that parents
guide their children by placing
their challenges in proper perspective.
“As mechanchim, we must
assess our teaching styles and
realign our methodologies to
ensure our commitment to
‘Chanoch lanaar al pi darko’ —
not ‘darkeinu.’ Harav Leib
Chasman, zt”l, has said that just
as a glazier works with glass and
must be careful not to step on
glass, and a bookbinder works
with sefarim and must be careful
not to step on sheimos, so too, a
mechanech nurtures neshamos
and must be careful not to step
on neshamos.
“Finally,
parents
and
mechanchim should work cooperatively toward a stronger commitment to neshamah-based
learning, providing our tinokos
shel beis rabban with an appreciation of their relevance as links in
the chain of our glorious mesorah
and of their tafkid in this world.”
Editor’s note: This article is intended
to provide a taste of the wonderful
Jewish community in Cleveland and
one of its landmark institutions. It is
in no way intended to provide comprehensive coverage of all of the
many wonderful people and institutions that helped to form the
kehillah historically and continue
to support it today, nor is it intended to endorse this institution over
any of the other fine institutions in
the city.

