
M any of us in Michigan have a hobby that 
pays for itself. We cultivate little kitchen 
gardens, growing our own vegetables 

and herbs in the backyard, a sweet hobby with 
edible benefits.   

Joe Lewis, for exam-
ple, gives an under-
stated description of 
his Oak Park crop: 
“My wife, Bobbie, and 
I grow a few things, 
but I doubt that 
ours are particularly 
interesting. We have 
a lot of dill, chives, 
some basil, garlic and 
horseradish. We also 
have some lettuce 
and spinach, and the 
beans and Swiss chard 
are coming up. Oh, 
and I planted some 
turnips and beets, and 
we have greens from 

both, but I’m not sure which is which.”
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Mark and Isabella Kostukovsky renewed their 
vows with 14 other Russian couples they have 
known since they were teens.
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Modifying the wound medicine model.
Ruthan Brodsky | Special to the Jewish News

F or people with hard-to-heal wounds, 
Dr. Bruce Ruben has found a way to 
simplify the extended journey that 

often leads from internist to specialists to 
surgeons to hospital or wound clinic. 

Ruben maintains he’s not doing anything 
novel in his practice other than centralizing 
the traditionally fragmented treatment of 
wounds.

“The typical treatment offered in most 
wound centers focuses on the wound and 
sending patients to various medical and 
surgical specialists needed to reverse the 
underlying medical conditions that give 
rise to the persistence of a sore or ulcer,” 
Ruben explains. 

“That system for delivering the neces-
sary treatments is fractured because a 

patient may need to visit a vascu-
lar surgeon, a plastic surgeon, a 
podiatrist and an infectious disease 
specialist. We’ve centralized these 
treatments in one place.”
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Patient Jack Ginsberg 
of West Bloomfield 
meets with Dr. Bruce 
Ruben at his wound 
facility, Encompass 
HealthCare. Ginsberg 
pets Inky, Ruben’s 
Blue Picardy Spaniel.

Gretchen Weiner of 
Livonia harvests some 
rhubarb from her 
backyard garden.

Garden 
Geeks

Green thumbs yield crops for 
the table and the hungry.

 Louis Finkelman 
Special to the Jewish News
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Giant Jewish Wedding
Under a huge chuppah, 15 couples — friends from former Soviet Union — renew vows.

| Karen Schultz Tarnopol
| Contributing Writer

Living in gratitude, they say, is 
the secret to a fulfilling life. An 
extraordinary group of lifelong 

friends originating from Lvov and 
Odessa, Ukraine, learned this lesson long 
ago. 

This remarkable group of 40 friends, 
20 couples, met in their teens, and even-
tually married while still living in the 
former Soviet country. Sadly, not one of 
these couples had the traditional Jewish 
wedding they longed for. Having a Jewish 
wedding was forbidden. 

“We couldn’t practice our religion. We 
didn’t have synagogues. We were prison-
ers, and we had to assimilate,” Tamara 
Friedman of Bloomfield Hills explains. 

Yanna Vaskel of Los Angeles, Calif., 
adds, “My grandfather, when I got mar-
ried, told me that it was the saddest day 
of his life that his first granddaughter 
couldn’t be married under a chuppah. 
He wanted to have the wedding under-
ground, but he was so afraid. He didn’t 
come to my wedding because it wasn’t a 
traditional Jewish wedding.” 

They all eventually left Russia and 
started their families in Michigan, New 
York, Illinois, California, Toronto and 
Florida. 

In spite of their distance, this group 
stuck together and cultivated a unique 
bond and love for one another. They 
reunite every Fourth of July in Michigan 
for what they fondly call their “birthright 
trip,” and they often arrange to travel 
together on at least one or two other 

occasions throughout the year. 
With so much history, Vaskel says, “We 

can talk for hours and never get bored. 
Every time we meet we become young 
again; we become teenagers again.” 

They are all parents and grandparents 
and have plenty to celebrate together. 
They attend each other’s simchahs and 

are there for one another during the not 
so good times, too. 

“Every couple is so special. Every per-
son has the most incredible personality. 
The way we click is unusual because we 
always come from the expression of love 
— it’s incredible. If we could be together 
all the time it would be perfect a situa-
tion. We are so treasured to be together,” 
Friedman says.

This year was a particularly special 
time for this tightknit group. Fifteen of 
the 20 couples came together to renew 
their vows and to have that traditional 
Jewish wedding together. The five couples 
that could not make it physically to the 
wedding attended by Skype.

The wedding was held at the Royal 
Park Hotel in Rochester on July 6 and was 
officiated by Cantor Michael Smolash of 
Temple Israel in West Bloomfield. 

A chuppah was designed specifically to 
fit all 15 couples underneath it. The sym-
bolism behind the chuppah, according to 
Bella Malin of Chicago, was “that it was 
not just about our commitment to our 
spouses; it was about our commitment 
to our friendship of 50 years, too. These 
friendships give a lot to us. They help us 

to stay young and beautiful because we 
are gentle with each other and we support 
each other. We share so much together.”

Each couple brought a kiddush cup to 
the wedding that was significant to them, 
along with a keepsake from their parents. 
They had a ketubah for each couple, chal-
lah and music from the Fiddler on the 
Roof.

It was a night to remember, like so 
many they share together. They finally 
had the wedding they dreamed of — a 
traditional Jewish wedding.

With such devotion to each other and 
to their families, it’s interesting to note 
that not one of these 20 couples has been 
divorced. The bunch has defied the odds. 
So aside from gratitude, what is the secret 
to their happily ever after?

“A husband’s pampering,” Vaskel says, 
“and it was a marriage made from love. 
It was love at first sight.” She and her 
husband, Ilysha, have been married for 
43 years.

Friedman adds, “When we were kids 
we really fell madly in love with each 
other. When I got married, I didn’t even 
have a ring. My husband, Jenia, is the 
most wonderful guy. Like everybody here, 
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More than 45 years of everlasting commitment to love and friendship is still going strong.
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Hands up: Love, happiness and beauty are in the air.
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he is really very special. He is a giver 
and it is very easy being married to 
him.” They have been happily mar-
ried for 45 years.

When Malin saw her husband, 
Arik, for the first time walking down 
the street, her friends asked her why 
she was staring at this stranger, and 
she said, “He is going to be my hus-
band.” Although her friends had their 
doubts, she didn’t, and she has been 
married to Arik for 40 years.

Natasha Shohet of Los Angeles and 
Luba Sukalsky of Toronto agree that 
a sense of humor, patience and com-
munication are essential for a happy 
marriage. Natasha and her husband, 
Shyrik, have been married for 15 
years, and Luba and her hus-
band, Slava, have been mar-
ried for 32 years.

Each and every one of these 
couples has an incredible love 
story to tell, but also a story of 
strength, hard work and com-
mitment to each other.

Mark Kostukovsky of 
Farmington Hills explains, 
“We are a very close family. 
We’re always together. It was 
not an easy life in the Soviet 
Union. It made us very close 
because we went through 
immigration together to come 
here, and it was very difficult 
to start here with nothing. 

“We worked hard to make 
sure our kids had a good life 
and a good education. We love 
each other and understand 
each other, and we are very 
proud of that.” 

He and Isabella have been 

married for 32 years.
As if the gratitude these friends 

have for one another, their spouses 
and their families wasn’t enough, they 
truly know how blessed they are to 
live in the United States. The Fourth 
of July “get-together” isn’t just a 
coincidence. When they speak about 
their appreciation for living in the 
United States tears come to their eyes 
because they know just how fortunate 
they are to be here. 

Gratitude has undoubtedly been a 
key to the blessings of this incredible 
group of friends. If this is any indica-
tion of the power of gratitude, it’s 
certainly worth a try.  ■

Friends For A Lifetime
Chicago
• Boris and Anna Tikansky, 45 years
• Arik and Bella Malin, 40 years
• Uri and Alisa Polonsky, 43 years
Toronto
• Lev Spitzin and Faina Puplis, 20 years
• Uri and Rosa Epelbaum, 43 years
• Slava and Luba Sukalsky, 32 years
• Mark and Rachelle Kogan, 45 years
• Boris and Mara Shteiman, 40 years
New York
• Valera and Lucy Dubovikow, 15 years
Florida
• Ilysha and Zhanna Shakov, 40 years
• Aba and Jenia Raskas, 31 years
California
• Ilysha and Yanna Vaskel, 43 years
• Shyrik and Natasha Shohet, 15 years
Michigan
• Mark and Isabella Kostukovsky, 31 years
• Jenia and Tamara Friedman, 45 years

Their hair may be thinner, but these men still have energy in abundance.


