
Today, we began our “roots” part of the trip to Belarus & Lithuania. My friend, 
Alexander Klepatsky, had set us up with a car and driver/guide Michael to take us out to 
the family home towns where Joyce’s two grandmothers were born. Today we headed out 
to Vysokoe, located to the southwest of Minsk, near the big city of Brest, and quite close 
to the border with Poland. This was the hometown of Molly (Malka) Wissoker Kaufman, 
Joyce’s paternal grandmother. Family lore was that she had emigrated with her family to 
Palestine at the young age of 9 months.

Michele is named after Molly. The trip of 350 km (about 200 miles) was negotiated 
smoothly over mostly interstate-class four lane highways.

There was a bit of rain along the way. We also passed by a huge upright but flat steel 
buffalo marking the boundary between the Minsk oblast and the Brest oblast. The smaller 
local roads eventually leading to Vysokoe passed by rolling farmlands, dense forests, and 
neat little villages, with homes bounded by fences, decorated with flower, and various 
other design motifs. We arrived to Vysokoe, took a few photos at the signpost as we 
entered the city and drove in. First stop was the local church, that turned out to be from 
the 1700s and now closed and under renovation. We asked some locals about the location 
of a Jewish cemetery, and went over to a nearby area of town, down a dirt road with little 
houses on both sides. At the end we saw a stock nest on a platform, some fruit trees (tried 
a very sour cherry) and finally to two disused partially destroyed buildings, one of which 
was a former synagogue and the other a Jewish school (cheder). A local man, tending his 
garden, next to the former synagogue was a font of information about the end of the 
Polish control (ceded to the Soviets in 1938), that the synagogue was turned into a sports 
hall by the Soviets, and the rest of the history is a bit garbled, but suffice it to say that the 
building would need significant renovation work to make it usable for any purpose (no 
roof, partial walls, no windows or doors, etc.). He also told us that approximately 50% of 
the town’s prewar population was Jewish, and that they were either murdered in place by 
the Nazis or sent off to their deaths on trains at a nearby train station (we never did find 
that station, however).

We were told that there was a park-like area and large nearby home of a Polish aristocrat, 
so off we went to see it for ourselves – this might be a precursor of the visit to Lepuny 
(Lithuania) where Joyce’s grandfather’s family worked much like serfs on the land of a 
rich assumed Polish aristocrat. The land held not only the partially restored main 
building, but also a sanatorium and school for sickly but recovering children, apparently 
run by the state for the nearby region of Belarus. We kept looking for remnants of a 
Jewish cemetery, passing by a neat little house on the outskirts of town, surrounded by a 
fence decorated with a grape motif. It was in fact work on vineyards that drew the 
Wissoker family to Palestine in the 1890s under Rothschild family sponsorship. We 
continued our quest in the downtown square/park, asked questions at a number of stores 



in an area that formerly was run by mostly Jewish shop owners. Finally we followed 
some locals to an area just near the local Orthodox church, and local market. There within 
a small wooded area had been a Jewish cemetery but only a single, fallen gravestone was 
all that was left of what likely had been a much more extensive record of Jewish presence 
in Vysokoe.

We left Vysokoe, and headed south to the large city of Brest, right on the main east-west 
rail line from Poland to Moscow. There we again saw a very clean, green and relatively 
modern city and visited a massive, impressive war memorial. This memorial was built 
upon a fortress that had been in use for years, probably dating back to the 1700s. The 
Germans had overrun the Soviet forces in 1939 and the memorial commemorates the 
fallen there with a massive star shaped image carved out of an even bigger block 
structure. Within the confines of the fortress, there were partially intact army barracks, 
tunnels, a huge sculpture of a Soviet soldier, and a newly constructed Orthodox church.

We headed into town for snacks of blinis, potato pancakes, and ice cream before finally 
beginning the return trip to Minsk. We did nap along the way, and significantly were 
treated to a view of a rainbow just before getting back to Minsk – was it a sign that the 
ancestors were pleased with what we were trying to do in visiting their hometowns?

More tomorrow


