Penny postcard love story shows history of Russian Jewish emigrant
experience
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It began in the 1970s with a five-and-a-half page handwritten memoir dictated by an old
man named Abram Spiwak to his niece. It continued with the discovery of a bundle of
penny postcards he sent as a young man to the woman he adored. And it grew into a love
story for the ages and an epic saga of the American immigrant experience.
On Sept. 18 at the Guilford Free Library, Patricia Klindienst, a Guilford resident and the
2007 American Book Award-winning author of “The Earth Knows My Name,” will
expand on the five-and-a-half page memoir that came into her possession by way of a

friend. In it, Abram recounts how, in the summer of 1905, he fell in love with Sophie
Schochetman in the midst of revolution and widespread massacre of Jews in Czarist
Russia only to be forced to flee separately to America.
In a preview of a traveling exhibition opening at the Joseph Slifka Center for Jewish Life
at Yale in October, Klindienst will discuss the role that penny postcards, the cheapest,
most effective method of communication at the time, played in renewing the courtship of
Abram and Sophie, who would go on to marry, raise several children, and run a chain of
New York greenhouses that helped finance the emigration of dozens of family members
from Russia.
Klindienst spent six years piecing together a story that until then had only been known in
fragments. She recorded lengthy interviews of 36 members and descendants of the
original family. She sifted through boxes of old photographs, postcards, letters, travel
documents, and other ephemera long buried in drawers, closet, and suitcases. She tracked
down information such as ship manifests from the early 1900s and scoured materials
from newly-opened Soviet archives.
She also enlisted 200 volunteers from 16 countries to help translate the trove of family
correspondence from Yiddish, Russian, and Romanian, among other languages, into
English.
“There’s something so miraculous about these voices emerging from obscurity and
speaking to us with this urgency and intimacy,” she said in an interview recorded in
December 2013.
As much as the postcards allowed her to “recreate a moment in history in a personal,
intimate way,” she said, the larger aim of the exhibit is twofold: to tell the story of Abram
and Sophie in the context of the Russian Jewish emigrant experience, but also, as she put
it, “to show that what appears to have been irretrievable for decades can actually be found
and put back together.”
“No One Remembers Alone: A Love Story in Postcards by Patricia Klindienst” will take
place on Thursday, Sept. 18 at the Guilford Free Library at 7 p.m. and is free and open to
the public. To reserve a place, call the Reference Desk at 203-453-8282 or sign up at
www.guilfordfreelibrary.org.

