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Last of the Mohicans
Berkeley, California — Saturday Night,
March 19th, 1994
The Aquarian Minyan of Berkeley, which Zalman started 20 years

ago—now one of the world’s oldest and largest Jewish Renewal
communities—is co-hosting a farbrengen (a Hasidic gathering) for Reb
Shlomo and Reb Zalman, celebrating the 20th anniversary of when
they were both here for a farbrengen in 1974.

Reb Shlomo and Reb Zalman at the original Berkeley farbrengen in 1974.
Photographs from The Holy Beggars’ Gazette.

This is the first time I’ll be seeing Shlomo since my visit to his shul
in New York over two years ago. What I don’t know is that it will
also be the last time I see him.

The meeting room at Berkeley Hillel House is packed with
people. There are folding chairs set up in rows of semicircles. Like
most events that involve Shlomo, this one is starting late. Everyone
seems to understand and accept being on “Shlomo time.” People
have reserved their seats by setting their coats and other belongings
on them, and are now mostly standing up, wandering around and
talking to each other.
I find a seat near the back. My place in the Aquarian Minyan has
been very much in the background. In the 22 years since I left the
House, I haven’t yet found either a new role for myself in the Jewish
world, or a consistent spiritual identity. So when I do come to Jewish
events, I mostly sit in the back and observe.
Reuven Goldfarb, tonight’s master of ceremonies, decides it’s
time to get started. We’ll begin by hearing from Reb Zalman, and Reb
Shlomo can join-in when he arrives. Reb Zalman, wearing a beret and
smiling impishly, sits behind the mic in the seat prepared for him in
front of the room, and begins to talk about how the Lubavitcher
Rebbe sent him and Shlomo out to college campuses in December of
1949. He describes their first visit to Brandeis University:

Reb Zalman: So I had an accordion with me, and we had some
literature and tefillin I had collected from the shuls in New
Bedford and Fall River and repaired, and we come in the
middle of Hanukah to the Brandeis campus, to the cafeteria.
They’re playing some music and people are dancing and
there was a guy with a spotlight, who was shining it on
different couples. So we come in with our material, the
peklakh [packages] and everything else—the tefillin, the tape
recorder, and the accordion, and so on [laughs]. And it’s
almost as if the jukebox stopped for a moment—“Who are
those people?” They hit us with that spotlight in the face, you
know?
And we just set up our wares at one of the cafeteria
tables, and Shlomo begins to talk and tell stories. There’s one
guy saying to me, “It sounds like what he’s saying is like
Hindu mysticism.” [audience laughs] So I say, “Come here.”
So Shlomo’s in this corner telling stories and I’m in the
other corner talking about the Upanishads and the Sefer
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Yetzirah.* And so it happened, we set up shop at that time,
and it’s been going like this for a long, long time.**
Reb Zalman reminisces some more, gives teachings, sings
niggunim and tells beautiful stories about Shlomo. After about a halfhour, there’s a commotion in the back of the room. It soon becomes
clear that Shlomo has arrived. He is greeting people, hugging and
kissing them. Zalman stands up, claps his hands, and sings Shalom
Aleikhem and a melody that is traditionally sung on Saturday night:
Dovid, Melekh Yisrael
Hai, hai, vekaiyam.
“David, King of Israel lives, lives and endures.” Everyone in the
room follows Reb Zalman’s lead, standing and singing to give this
honor to Reb Shlomo. Then Zalman changes one of the words:
Shlomo, Melekh Yisrael
Hai, hai, vekaiyam.
The mood is joyful and playful. After trying to hug everybody in
the room, Shlomo finally makes his way to the front. He and Zalman
hug each other and exchange a few words. Then Shlomo sits next to
Zalman.

Reb Shlomo: Zalman told me that he was sharing with you the
beginning of our humble careers. We’re coming to Brandeis
University. Did you tell them that the director of Brandeis
said that he’ll arrest us next time if we come? No? [laughter]
Listen to me, if he would not have told us he’ll arrest us,
most probably we wouldn’t have gone there twice! But ah, he
wants to arrest us, that means we’re doing so much good.
You know, if you ever want to do something and nobody’s
against it, don’t bother doing it. [laughter and applause]

The Upanishads are a collection of Hindu mystical-philosophical scriptures. The Sefer
Yitzirah, the ‘book of formation,’ is one of the earliest kabbalistic texts.
*

This and the selections that follow are edited transcriptions of Reb Zalman and Reb
Shlomo’s dialogue, which was recorded and distributed by the Aquarian Minyan. My
edits were for the purpose of clarity and concision.
**
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Anyway, I don’t know the way Zalman told it to you, but
here’s the way I remember it.
Okay, we are walking in there and there’s this Hanukah
dance. Because what is Hanukah? Let me tell you: Hanukah
is latkes and having fun. At Brandeis University, that was all
there is to Hanukah, right? [laughter]
So Zalman and I, we come like great generals and divide
this big dining room. Zalman says, ‘I take left,’ [laughs] and I
take right. Okay, I want you to know, it really took a lot of
kishkes out of us because, now we are a little bit professional,
right? [laughs] But then we were just like, beginning. And
suddenly, slowly, slowly, the whole dancing stopped. Half of
the hevra were sitting at Zalman’s table; Zalman was talking
to them, and the other half was talking to me. Because the
young people were really hungry; they wanted to know what
Hanukah was all about. It was going on for a long time.
Finally it was time for the dining room to close, and we
were just about to leave. And there was this young pre-med
student who took a liking to us, actually more to Zalman. So
[to Zalman] if you remember, at Brandeis University from the
dining room down to the parking lot there were two
thousand steps. [laughter] They were absolutely ice. So he
says to us, “Aren’t you afraid to go down? It’s ice!”
So Zalman told him this unbelievable Premishlaner
story.* It’s a story we heard from the old Lubavitcher Rebbe.
This is approximately 200 years ago. The heilege [holy]
Premishlaner would go every midnight to immerse himself in
the mikveh. But the mikveh was not as simple as it sounds. It
was a river. And in order to go down to the river, you had to
go down a very steep hill. Okay, maybe you make it down,
but it was ice! How do you make it up? He made it down, he
made it up! [For the Hasidim who saw him do it, this was
considered a miracle.]
The next Shabbos, the Hasidim say to the Rebbe, “How
did you do it?”
This is a good line to remember forever. He says, “If you
hold on to above, you don’t fall below.” If you hold on to
above . . . ssss . . . you don’t fall below.

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Premishlan (1728-1771) was a disciple of the Ba’al Shem
Tov who eventually emigrated to the Holy Land and is buried in Tiberias.
*

4

So Zalman told him this story. Then we went down [and
somehow we made it]. Obviously we were holding on to
above! [laughter]
The next time we come, this boy is [totally different] . . .
Fire, fire, fire! So we asked him what happened. So he says,
“Do you know? I went down, but I [slipped and] rolled
down. I couldn’t make it. When I got down there, completely
broken and bruised all over, I realized that I am not holding
on to above.” Ssss . . . .
So I want you to know something friends . . . you gotta
hold on.
Now I want to share with you one more thing, which is,
saying a little Toirah-le (teaching) in honor of my holy Rebbe
Zalman.
You know, when I go to the synagogue, when I go to
learn, when I open the page in the holy book, I’m not
interested in more information. Sure, the Torah’s gevalt, I
want to learn every word of the Torah; but what we need the
most—we need something to hold on to. When I go to the
synagogue, I want someone to tell me one word to hold onto.
You know what is a true friend? You know, 20,000
people can walk up to me and tell me, ”Hey, we love you.”
But it’s not strong enough for me to hold onto it. [whispers]
And then I meet one person who says, “I really love you.”
[silence] Oh, and I can hold onto that . . . for a long time. So I
want you to know, Zalman and humble me, we realized: the
Yiddishkeit [Judaism] the way [it was when we started]—I’m
not knocking it, it’s holy and beautiful—but it wasn’t strong
enough to hold onto.
You know today, a lot of people invite people for Shabbos,
and it’s maybe like, getting better. Well I would say most
probably Zalman was the first to mammash [really] realize
that Shabbos is something to hold onto. . . . [whispers] I need a
Shabbos to hold onto. . . . So borukh Hashem, we have a teacher
like Zalman.
You know what the Torah is? “Eitz hayyim hee l’mahzikim
bah.” [She is a Tree of Life for those who hold onto her.]* Do
you know the difference between the Tree of Knowledge and
the Tree of Life? It’s very simple. The Tree of Knowledge has
*

Proverbs 3:18.
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nothing to hold onto; it’s good information. The Tree of Life .
. . [you can hold on to forever.] When you teach Torah,
[you’re not just giving information]. It’s mammash from my
heart to your heart.
I want you to give the biggest yasher koah to Zalman for
all the teachings you’re doing, for all the Shabboses, for all the
weddings, for everything. I can only tell you Zalman, you
have to live another hundred years, because we need you,
mammash. [cheers and applause]
Reb Zalman: Shloima, I don’t like to be lonely. I don’t mind
another hundred years, but without you, toive nisht [it’s no
good]. [cheers and applause]
Reuven, who has been sitting in the background, watching and
listening closely, steps in at this point. He says, “Can you talk a little
bit about the differences that exist between you and how you manage
to bridge that?”

Reb Zalman: People used to say, “I’m more of a Shlomo Hasid
than a Zalman Hasid,” or the other way around. [Sings the
familiar melody for the Four Questions on Passover] Ma
nishtana . . . What’s the difference between Shlomo and
Zalman? [laughter]
I used to say it like this: I’m the most Piscean Aquarian,
and he’s the most Aquarian Piscean, and this is how we make
our link together. I think the wonderful thing about Reb
Shlomo is, the way in which he is permeable toward the
right; they don’t have access to come to me.
Reb Shlomo: Has v’shalom (God forbid) why not?
Reb Zalman: Because that’s the situation: it’s not that I’m
stopping them, you know? If you want to know what’s the
difference, the difference is that Shlomo manages to keep
people from prior to the paradigm shift [in evolutionary
consciousness] connected to his vision. That’s the wonderful,
wonderful thing; that they find a common language and a
common experience with Reb Shlomo, and he midwifes them
to experiences that otherwise they wouldn’t have, and which
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they can share with you. It’s a lot easier when you begin from
the heart than when you begin from the mind.
Way back then at Brandeis it was sort of clear, you know?
He was in the corner telling the mai’ses [stories] and teaching
about Hanukah, and I was talking about the Upanishads and
evolution to some guys on the other side. And if you want to
know a difference, that’s a difference.
Reb Shloima, how would you characterize it?

Reb Shlomo and Reb Zalman at the Berkley farbrengen on March 19th, 1994.
Photo by Laurel Cline. [323-222-2539]

Reb Shlomo: If you think that we are less good friends because
we are not the same—thank God we are not the same—‘cause
God doesn’t need two Shlomos, and he doesn’t need two
Zalmans, right? He needs one Zalman, and he needs one
Shlomo. [laughter]
But, let me tell you the difference, and Zalman correct me
if I’m right. [laughter]
I’ll tell you something very deep. When Zalman and I
began, there was something in the world to become more
universal. There was something in the world and it was
good. Zalman is awesomely universal; and I am awesomely
Jewish.
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Zalman first takes you for a trip around the world. Then
he says, “Come to my Simhas Torah [holy day of rejoicing
with the Torah], and you have it all right there.” I say, “If you
want to go to India, mazel tov . . . it’s holy to be there; but . . .
for me, I say, ‘It can’t be that it’s not in Yiddishkeit [Judaism],
it can’t be! So I drown myself in the old, holy books. It has to
be [there].
And you know something, both approaches are very
holy. Some people need Zalman’s way, and some people
need my way. Obviously God needs both ways, you know?
Otherwise we wouldn’t be here.
Zalman has to leave, because he has some days of travel ahead,
and he needs his rest. Shlomo will stay to do some singing with his
daughter Neshama who is traveling with him. She is a beautiful
young woman, a talented musician, very devoted to her father and
his music, but obviously with the creativity and drive to be a voice in
her own right.
Reb Zalman and Reb Shlomo get up to say goodbye to each other.
I look at these two old men, standing together in front of us. They go
back to the Jewish world of Europe before the Holocaust. They knew
the Hasidic rebbes of that era. They are carriers of the seed-stock of
spiritual wisdom of a generation that was destroyed. They brought it
to American and planted it in the souls of a new generation.
Zalman stands with his arm around Shlomo, smiling. “We’re the
last of the Mohicans,” he says.*
The next day, Sunday, Shlomo is at the Sunday school of
Berkeley’s Orthodox synagogue, Beth Israel. Passover will be the
following week, so Shlomo is conducting a kind of practice Seder for
all the children. I want to take Noe and Adam to see him. They’ve
heard me talk a lot about Shlomo. Whenever we have a Seder, or light
candles for Hanukah, or spend Shabbos together, I try to tell at least
one Shlomo story.
Noe, who turned 13 last year and decided not to have a batmitzvah, says she doesn’t want to see him because it would be too
embarrassing. I try to talk her into it, but I can’t. Adam, who is nine,
is curious and wants to come with me.

A reference to the James Fenimore Cooper novel of the same name, in which the
Mohican warrior, Chingachgook speaks of the end of his family line.
*
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When we get to the synagogue and go into the room where
Shlomo is, we see him sitting at a low table with lots of little children.
We’ve arrived a little late and there is no more room to sit, so I stand
behind him and Adam stands next to me. Shlomo is telling stories to
the children, and they are listening with eyes wide open.
After the practice Seder is over, children and their parents are
milling around, waiting to talk to Shlomo, who is still sitting in his
chair. Shlomo looks a little tired, a little unfocused. I walk up to him,
bend over, give him a hug, and introduce him to Adam. Shlomo’s
face lights up and he says a few words to Adam. Adam doesn’t say
anything, looking a little shy and smiling. I look at the two of them. I
want to remember this moment.
The president of the shul walks up and says the adults are waiting
for Shlomo in the next room. He’s promised to spend an hour with
them. Looking tired, he laughs weakly, flashes him a “V” and says,
“Peace, brother, I’ll be right there.” I help him get up out of the chair.
Once he’s standing, Shlomo’s eyes focus on mine. “So when will I
see you again?” he says. After he’s done at the shul, he has to rush off
to the airport. I’ve got to get Noe and Adam back to Half Moon Bay.
I look at him, take a breath and shake my head. “I don’t
know,” I say.
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