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Synopsis


At the wake of the twentieth century, thousands of Jewish families left Europe in search of a better life in the New World. Most of them reached the shores of the United States, but some, like Leib Edri and Chaim Lubinsky, landed in South America, “where the subtle scent of this mingling of violence, laziness, revelry and gaiety always hovers in the air.”


Leib Edri is only sixteen years old when he decides to go to America. “I’m going to be rich,” he tells his mother, “and with the first money I’ll manage to save I will send for you and the rest of the family. I promise.” His mother begs him not to leave, but when she realizes that her pleas are of no avail, she makes him promise that he will remain faithful to his Jewish heritage. Both promises were kept!

In Chaim Lubinsky’s case, it’s the whole family that leaves the shtetl, fleeing the brutal Ukrainian anti-Semitism.

But the scope of the book reaches beyond the story of a few characters. Transcending the plot is the story of the birth of a Jewish community in South America. It unfolds in Lárida, “a bustling city of more than a million inhabitants” that the fact-checking reader won’t find on the map, but yet, a city whose Jewish community sprang up in much the same way as did those of Caracas, Quito or Bogotá.

Leib and Chaim are in their late teens and penniless when they settle in Lárida. They set up shop and immediately begin to prosper. There are hardly any Jews in town when the two arrive, but as the years go by they trickle in. León and Jaime––as they are now called––take a leading role in the incipient Jewish community.

During the thirty-five years they work together, Edri and Lubinsky amass a fortune, participate in the creation of community institutions, marry and bring children into the world. The book is really about these children: The descendants and their heritage.

Surrounded by a Christian world and the culture of Latin America, these young people are unable to withstand the forces of assimilation that sweep them towards their disintegration as Jews.

David Edri, León’s son, converts to Catholicism in order to marry the beautiful María Cristina Méndez, who comes from one of the country’s most distinguished families. The wedding takes place in spite of the opposition of his and her parents.

Interwoven with the story are ten letters that León receives from a friend in Jerusalem (they comprise 10 of the book’s 43 chapters). Through these letters the narrative follows the dramatic events in Europe and Palestine, which, even though half a world away, affect Jews everywhere.

Isolated from the mainstream of Jewish life in Israel and the United States, León Edri sadly realizes that wealth is the only thing he will be able to bequeath to his children. Destined to be lost is the rich cultural heritage he so much struggled to preserve.

