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THE JEWISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY
OF BRITISH COLUMBIA
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) was
founded on January 25, 1971, under the direction of historian Cyril
Leonoff, with assistance from the National Council of Jewish Women
and Canadian Jewish Congress, Pacific Region. By 2002, the
JHSBC’s collection had become so extensive that it became
apparent that a formal archives was needed to house their records.
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia ( JMABC),
administered by the historical society, officially opened to the public
on March 25, 2007.
The JHSBC is the preeminent and authoritative body for the
gathering and sharing of community memory of Jewish life in
British Columbia. Through its publications, education programs,
public events and the operation of the archives, the JHSBC collects,
researches, preserves, exhibits and interprets archival material
and artifacts related to the history of the Jewish people in
British Columbia.
The society’s holdings comprise records from 70 organizations,
families and individuals, and cover the years 1860-2011, with
predominant dates of 1920-2005. As of publication, the archives
holds 1,000 linear metres of textual files, 300,000 photographs and
700 oral history interviews.
The Scribe is the annual journal published by the JHSBC. As an
anthology, often with peer-reviewed articles, it seeks to cover
all aspects of the Jewish experience in British Columbia and
Western Canada, including history, culture, art, literature, religion,
communal activities and contributions to the development and
progress of Canada.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

While this issue of The Scribe begins with a cautionary essay about the
state of Vancouver’s Jewish history – and that of smaller communities
in general – the amount of material collected for this year’s edition is
a hopeful sign. At almost the same number of pages as the 2009
and 2010 issues combined, the 2011 The Scribe proves that there is
no dearth of material on our community, and that there are people
willing and able to help preserve our collective history.
For the second year in a row, Dora and Sid Golden and their family
have ensured that this journal is published. This type of support is
invaluable for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that an
annual publication offers an ideal medium through which to highlight
the extensive collection already amassed by the Jewish Museum and
Archives of British Columbia. It also spurs creation, providing those
curious about a particular aspect of community history with the additional motivation of publication for compiling, analyzing and communicating their research.
There are no peer-reviewed contributions in this issue of The Scribe,
but, as attested by the copious amount of endnotes, the articles in this
issue are well researched and well documented. While there is a need
for more trained historians to engage with the available archival material and for the community as a whole to take more of a vested interest in recording the voices of our elders, contributing historical documents and fostering scholarship, this issue underscores the incredible
resources that do exist. Every author in this issue of The Scribe took
it upon themselves to research and write an article about an aspect of
communal Jewish life in British Columbia, or to review a publication
that documents other aspects of Jewish history.
Included in this issue are articles on the National Council of Jewish
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Women, both as an example of the need to give a rightful place to
Jewish women’s organizations in the account of Canadian Jewish history, and as an example of an organization that has had an impact
beyond the Jewish community; an in-depth look at the 60-plus-year
history of Vancouver Hillel and the influence it has had on generations of students; and personal insight into the role of a Jewish prison
chaplain in British Columbia.
In the Focus on Recording Community History section, the interview
with Cyril E. Leonoff and Irene Dodek provides a glimpse at how the
JMABC’s Oral History Program began, and oral histories provide
much of the basis for the look back at Congregation Beth Israel since
its establishment in 1925. The oral history excerpts and selected
images from the JHSBC collection offer but a hint of all that the
archives has collected to date.
In the Books in Review section, there are four publications that, in
very different ways, attempt to preserve specifically Jewish history,
collective and individual. Appropriately, JMABC archivist Jennifer
Yuhasz completes the journal’s articles with her report, which
highlights the delightful discoveries that can be found in the archives
– most recently, in the form of a Hadassah-WIZO advertising book
long thought discarded, work attributed to artist Jack Shadbolt.
Everyone can contribute to the work of the archives, if not by
donating items and/or financial support, then with an article, essay,
interview, commentary or review in The Scribe. Submission information is found at the end of this journal. Back issues of The Scribe can
be downloaded from http://www.jewishmuseum.ca/Scribe, while
current issues can be obtained by contacting the museum directly at
604-257-5199 or info@jewishmuseum.ca.

Simon Goldenberg: The State of Vancouver’s Jewish History

9

THE STATE OF VANCOUVER’S
JEWISH HISTORY
By Simon Goldenberg
On March 1, 2011, the Jewish Museum and Archives of British
Columbia ( JMABC) relocated from the Jewish Community Centre
of Greater Vancouver to a much-smaller space at the Peretz Centre
for Secular Jewish Culture. According to Molly Winston, then-education coordinator at the JMABC, the move “was mainly for financial
reasons.”1 JMABC archivist Jennifer Yuhasz noted that it was difficult to get foot traffic to the third floor of the community centre and,
as a result, the setting became financially unfeasible.2
At first glance, the move may appear a minor change, the Peretz
Centre being a little more than one kilometre away from the
museum’s original location, but the need to relocate – which was
mainly financial – speaks to the current interest in and accessibility of
Jewish history in Vancouver. The new location is no longer a
museum in the conventional sense: there is no room for exhibits and
artifacts and the archives are stored elsewhere. This is an unfortunate
development for a community already suffering from an underdeveloped local history, though, perhaps for this reason, it is not a
particularly surprising event.
What historical sources are available on the Jewish community of
Vancouver? What are the challenges that face historians who would
like to document the Jewish history of a city like Vancouver? And
what work would need to be accomplished for Jewish history to
become more a part of Vancouver’s general history?

Vancouver as a Small Town
In his review of Lee Shai Weissbach’s Jewish Life in Small-town
America: A History, Glenn C. Altschuler provides a synopsis of
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Jewish immigration patterns into small towns:
German Jews, who arrived in the mid-19th century, sought integration into civic and political institutions and gravitated toward
Reform Judaism or secularism. Between the 1890s and the 1920s,
they often clashed with Eastern Europeans, who tended toward
ethnic solidarity and religious orthodoxy.3

The Jewish community in Vancouver developed in a similar fashion.
Among the first Jews to come to British Columbia were English and
German Jews. They emigrated out of a desire to find success in the
frontier. Those who went to Victoria, B.C., came as early as the mid19th century, trying to capitalize on the region’s gold rush. The second wave of Jewish immigrants arrived in the early 20th century,
mainly to escape pogroms in Eastern Europe, and desiring religious
freedom in a comparatively egalitarian society.
Culturally, these groups were very different: in large measure, the first
group attempted to achieve success via politics and economics, while
the latter group held on to their roots in founding the city’s first synagogue and maintaining the Yiddish language. Until the Second World
War, these groups were not just culturally segregated, but geographically, too, with Western Jews settling in wealthier neighbourhoods and
Eastern Jews primarily living in the lower-income area of the East
End.4 Whether there was truly a clash between the groups is an
undeveloped segment of history and one worth a closer look, but it is
apparent that the two had little in common in a manner consistent
with the Jewish communities of contemporary small-town America.
According to the 1891 Census, there were 85 Jews in Vancouver –
primarily from England and Germany – a relatively late date to mark
the first recorded Jewish residents in the city.5 The first significant
influx of Jewish immigrants would not arrive for another decade.6 As
of 1996, Greater Vancouver had approximately 20,000 Jews, compared
to a population of 40,000 in Portland and Seattle – two similarly populated cities in the Northwest Coast.7 In 2006, Jews composed about
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one percent of Vancouver’s population, a ratio that has decreased since
its peak in the mid-20th century (1.5 percent).8 By looking at the
numbers from the early and modern periods, it is evident that the city’s
Jewish population always has been small compared to that of other
populous cities in North America. This raises the possibility that,
despite Vancouver’s status as the metropolis of Western Canada, in the
context of Jewish history, the city should be viewed as a small town.
According to Weissbach, one difficulty in chronicling small-town
Jewish history is that communities in larger cities are more attractive
to scholars because the larger population offers more easily accessible
and abundant sources. One might also consider the thought held
within the Jewish community that Jews are an urban people. Many –
Jews and non-Jews alike – are aware of the significance of the Jewish
population in cities like Montreal and Toronto, but not smaller places.
This association may have been internalized, so that Jewish history in
rural and even mid-sized locations is often overlooked.
Another observation is that, typically, untrained historians create the
historical work produced in small communities:
To the extent that the stories of truly small communities have
been chronicled, most have taken the form of brief congregational histories and local studies prepared by amateur researchers….
Moreover, the authors of these accounts generally have been
unfamiliar with specialized techniques such as demographic
analysis, and unconcerned with the need to verify and document
their findings. As the historian Louis Swichkow once observed,
studies of the history of small Jewish communities have tended
to be “hastily conceived, haphazardly compiled and hurriedly
published.”9

This critique is leveled from the perspective of a professional historian, who is more concerned with methodology and accurate analysis,
as opposed to the amateur or hobby historian, who simply wants to
make historical knowledge more widely accessible.
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Source Evaluation
Most historical publications that include information on the
Vancouver Jewish community are either national or local in scope.
Out of necessity, national sources address most individual communities briefly because of the sheer volume of material they are
attempting to cover, so there will be Census, immigration or other
data on various communities, but not a full depiction of “the Jewish
experience” in these smaller places. In such works, Vancouver is
rarely discussed because it lacks the long history and larger population of Jewish communities in places like Toronto or Montreal.
Although Vancouver is currently home to the most populous Jewish
community in Western Canada, this is a relatively recent development. Until 1991, Winnipeg had a larger Jewish population than
Vancouver.10
In the landscape of local Jewish history, the main voice is undoubtedly that of Cyril E. Leonoff. Leonoff has published books, he founded the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) and
helped create the JMABC.11 One of Leonoff ’s earliest works,
Pioneers, Pedlars and Prayer Shawls: The Jewish Communities in British
Columbia and the Yukon, was published in 1978; it is structured as an
informative collage on the development of the Jewish community
in British Columbia. The book is a collage in that the presented
history is not connected through a narrative or an analysis, but by its
general relevance as “Jewish.” Each topic – whether a person, place or
organization – provides a snapshot: each one is highlighted in bold,
accompanied by a photograph and a few paragraphs of explanation.
The style is similar for the JHSBC’s In the Footsteps of Jewish Vancouver,
1886-2006,12 a guidebook on the historical locations of Jewish
Vancouver: each location is paired with a caption, photograph and information below. This format is not unique to Leonoff and the JHSBC,
of course. Commonly used for museum guides, coffee table books and
tourism brochures, the layout is practical, designed so that a reader can
turn to the index and easily find information on a topic of interest.
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In the preface to a special issue of The Scribe in 2008,13 Leonoff writes,
“The emphasis of this paper is a broad survey of the origins and development of Jewish … institutions in British Columbia.” Leonoff, who
is not trained as an historian, is well aware that he is not providing an
academic study of the local Jewish community, and he is honest about
that fact.14
While academic history is too large a field to define, there is a fundamental difference in the work produced by the academic community
and Leonoff: specificity. Historians are concerned with a precision
and variety of sources in order to analyze a subject to their fullest ability. Leonoff doesn’t delve into in-depth analysis or dig very deeply
into the archives for a vast amount of behind-the-scenes material;
rather, he explains the basics, the who-what-when of the Jewish community in a succinct and accessible fashion that can be shared by a
diverse audience. Leonoff may summarize a figure like Zebulon
Franks in a few paragraphs; however, a historian may want to write an
entire chapter, or even a book, on Franks’ life and legacy in the context of Jewish settlement, the development of British Columbia as a
whole or other such frameworks. Or, when the Orthodox community is discussed in Leonoff ’s texts, for example, it is typically for various achievements, such as the foundation of the first congregation;
their daily lives, if discussed, are romanticized for their poverty and
hard work, while the fact that they lived in a “ghetto-like” atmosphere
is not examined.15
From two separate reviews of Leonoff ’s work, a conclusion can be
drawn about the current state of British Columbia’s recorded Jewish
history. In a 2007 issue of B.C. Studies, Jean Gerber reviewed Pioneer
Jews of British Columbia, a collection of essays on provincial settlement
edited by Leonoff. Gerber critiques the authors’ reluctance to investigate problematic relationships, such as Jewish settlers and indigenous traders, or inner-community cultural divides. Gerber’s conclusion is concerned with the state of local Jewish history: “The essays in
this collection will serve mainly as raw material for ... [the] as-yetunwritten history of Jewish settlement along the West Coast of
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Canada.”16 One year later, in the same journal, Prof. Ira Robinson
reviewed the special edition of The Scribe mentioned earlier.
Robinson applauded the “comprehensive” structure of the book, and
hoped others will “utilize Leonoff ’s work in their own studies, which
will continue the work of understanding this pioneer Jewish community.”17 On the surface, each historian appears to take an opposing
view: Gerber adopts a slightly critical tone, while Robinson uniformly praises Leonoff ’s contributions to the field. Yet, the pair shares a
similar sentiment: the academic community can build on Leonoff ’s
work.18 The Jewish story is an area of Vancouver’s history that has yet
to be developed academically in significant measure and, if this project is ever undertaken, Leonoff ’s texts will play an important role.
As for other attempts to present Vancouver’s Jewish history, there is
the JMABC’s Oral History Program – which people can access on
site by appointment and/or from which they can request material. A
variety of communal publications – such as those produced for synagogue milestone celebrations – rely on Leonoff ’s work, and the Jewish
Western Bulletin, the 81-year-old B.C. Jewish community newspaper,
now called the Jewish Independent, is another primary source for such
publications, as well as for Leonoff ’s work. There is also Opening
Doors: In Vancouver’s East End: Strathcona,19 which is a collection of
interviews with people who lived in the neighbourhood in the first
half of the 20th century; in it, a few of the speakers are Jewish and
they share some of their experiences of living in a densely populated
Jewish community.
Another source of historical work on the Jewish community is university theses/dissertations. Gerber, Marlene F. Hier and Christine
Wisenthal each wrote on different elements of the Jewish community in Vancouver. The studies all address undeveloped aspects of
Vancouver Jewish history, and are supported by years of work.
Unfortunately, these types of documents are not easy to acquire so,
although unique pieces of history are available, they are the kinds of
material unlikely to be found by someone with a basic curiosity: one
issue, therefore, is making the scholarship more accessible.
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A Survey of Scholars
In preparing this essay, a group of historians was interviewed about
the state of Vancouver Jewish history.20 Most of the participants are
academics in the field of history.
The act of chronicling the history of a Jewish community in North
America is a relatively recent practice, especially in western cities.
Almost every scholar interviewed mentioned that, until recently,
ethnic minorities were not thought to be worth the time of historians. In recent decades, however, minority communities have begun
to document themselves as a group, as well as within the larger community (e.g. a city’s history). This paradigm shift has put historians
focusing on ethnic communities in the position of playing catch-up,
as they rush to collect sources and capture voices that will soon disappear. Additionally, since the field of ethnic history is young, it
does not have a definitive format, which can create work lacking
procedural consistency.
To delve into Vancouver Jewish history in a manner congruent with
the standards of academia, there needs to be a reservoir of sources to
which the historical community can turn. More than one scholar
pointed to the absence of primary sources as a cause of limited
scholarship in this area. Primary sources take a variety of forms –
government records, diaries, interviews, physical objects, recordings,
etc. – all of which are used to establish facts and/or perspectives. If a
historian cannot sufficiently demonstrate what occurred then they
cannot write on that topic, as Prof. Harold Troper said in an interview,
“A historian is only as good as their sources.”21
This problem is more complicated for historians of ethnic communities because they do not have access to the body of sources that generally exist in larger, more dominant communities. While a scholar on
Jewish history might prefer a Jewish publication to, for example, an
article in the Vancouver Sun to best understand the community at a
certain time, like many other smaller Jewish communities, Vancouver
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does not have enough Jewish sources to support the level of scholarship practised by trained historians. Therefore, historians must invest
in the collection of sources, rather than analysis. Prof. Richard
Menkis emphasized the importance of manuscripts because, in addition to dates, they offer a look at what happened behind the scenes
and in the moment. Troper suggested that, to reach beyond “history”
and to everyday life, sources such as diaries and business records
are necessary.
According to The Jews in Canada, “By 1980, the historians had at least
published some respectable, if generally somewhat pietistic and unanalytical, works that sketched the broad outlines of Canadian Jewish
life since its origins.”22 To apply this generalization to most of the history produced in Vancouver would not be unfair. Problems include a
lack of investigation into any unflattering history, source analysis and
accounting for multiple perspectives; in sum, the work often provides
historical summary, rather than analysis. One difficulty is the youth
of the field: just as the sources have not been fully collected, neither
have proper methodologies been established for analyzing the sources
and drawing conclusions from them.
Of course, critical scholarship relies on people being interested in conducting such work. Leonoff explained that there is a deficiency in the
number of educated practitioners, namely historians and archivists,
with an interest in local Jewish history. In Vancouver, the University
of British Columbia offers a diverse history program, yet there were
only two Jewish history courses offered this year: modern Jewish history and history of the Holocaust.23 Neither course provides a comprehensive examination of Jewish history, nor is there much focus on
the community in Vancouver or elsewhere in the province. If students
are not exposed to the material and the methods of researching and
analyzing it, it is hard to imagine that an expertise will develop independently. And it is not a localized problem for, as mentioned by
Weissbach, historians rarely study small Jewish communities. The
bulk of trained historians in Canada who research Jewish communities explore Toronto, Montreal and other cities before considering
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Vancouver or Victoria, let alone smaller places. The evaluation of the
importance of B.C. Jewish community history will have to change in
order for academic interest in the field to develop.
Community interest on a general level is trickier to assess. Too small
an audience led to the relocation of Vancouver’s Jewish museum; on
the other hand, Leonoff said it is chiefly donors and volunteers from
the community who have supported the JHSBC since its foundation
(i.e. not museum entry fees, book sales or other such income sources).
The first statement represents the general population as unable to generate enough curiosity to support a museum, yet the latter suggests a
portion of the community is intimately involved with their history.
Leonoff also suggested that conventional ways of presenting history,
like in a museum, have become outdated – to upload history online
may be a more enticing format for the contemporary community.
Another possibility is that Vancouver Jewish history is not considered
unique from that of other cities. For example, a common Jewish
immigrant experience is employment in the garment business; in
1914, one-quarter of working Jews were involved in the industry,24 yet
this part of the Vancouver Jewish experience is under-developed.
When the garment district is mentioned, it relies heavily on sources
from New York and Toronto – cities with better-documented histories – and one must consider whether the Vancouver garment district
(in what is now Gastown) was not so different from that of other
cities. If historians (and those with the financial resources to support
their work) could envision the uniqueness of Vancouver Jewish history, perhaps it could support a regional identity, and a general audience
may be further intrigued.
As to what a “comprehensive history” of the Vancouver Jewish community might look like, Gerber recommended the inclusion of Jews
throughout British Columbia because the community began in
Victoria and moved around the province during the gold rush.
Geography can play a central role in a community’s ethos and to contrast Northwest Jews with those from other regions might prove a
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provocative consideration. History of this nature would further the
potential of portraying the distinctiveness of the Jewish experience
not only in Vancouver, but in the province as a whole, offering insight
to the question, What does it mean to be Jewish in British Columbia?
Menkis said that Jewish history could not be labelled comprehensive
until Yiddish-speaking culture was studied; the incomplete examination of Yiddish culture being a reminder of the barrier between the
two waves of Jewish immigration, in which Eastern European Jews
have been given less attention. As a method of measurement,
Robinson stated that comprehensive history is one studied from the
inside (the Jewish community), yet its complexity is understood by the
outside (non-Jews). All of the scholars interviewed stated that strong
ethnic histories address a range of topics, including cultural change,
immigration patterns and internal communal divides. For this to
occur, there needs to be a range of research conducted by a range of
researchers, in order to supply new and varied perspectives.
To offer a complete understanding of B.C. Jewish history, more
trained historians must engage with the material and the historical
materials must be more easily accessible. Archivists and historians
familiar with Vancouver Jewish history agree on this point, even if
they disagree over methodologies. Jewish history archivists are essential in the discovery and storage of sources and, to strengthen
Vancouver Jewish history, they have to continue compiling a strong
body of sources with which the historical community can engage. As
well, the success of historical renewal relies on the larger community:
it is important to establish a communal effort to record the voices of
local elders, contribute historical documents and initiate practices to
foster scholarship in the future. It will require a dedicated effort
before the local Jewish community has the ability to integrate their
history into Vancouver, British Columbian or Canadian history as
more than just a footnote.
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“PUT UP OR SHUT UP”:
WOMEN’S VOLUNTEER GROUPS IN
CANADIAN JEWISH HISTORY
By Barb Schober
History has been less than kind to many North American Jewish
women’s organizations, particularly those that were active before the
1970s and the emergence of a feminist movement clearly articulated
as anti-patriarchal in its ideology and goals. In the writing of
Canadian Jewish history, women’s groups not immediately identified
as Zionist also have been more likely to suffer short shrift. As for
women’s groups operating outside the framework of Canadian Jewish
history as a “tale of two cities,” namely, Montreal and Toronto, that
would be strike three.
Given these historiographic trends, it is not especially surprising that
most accounts of the Jewish experience in Canada have found little
regard or room for, to use one extended example, an organization like
Vancouver’s chapter of the National Council of Jewish Women
(NCJW), a volunteer group established in 1924 and dedicated to
service in the local community. This lack of attention, it should be
noted, can in no way be attributed to the scarcity of an archival record.
On the contrary, the Vancouver NCJW, like its many counterparts
throughout the country, generated a very large amount of material of
potential interest to historians. How then to explain the virtual
non-use of such a resource? More importantly, what might such a
body of material contribute to a more complete account of Jewish life
in Canada?
In his most recent work,1 historian Harold Troper deemed the 1960s
to be the “defining decade” for Canadian Jewry, but, for the
purposes of this study, the period of interest is the 1920s to the late
1950s, the decades that marked some of the Vancouver Jewish
community’s most formative institutional and demographic growth.
During these years, the city’s recorded Jewish population rose from
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just 1,376 people in 1921 to 7,301 people in 1961, a growth rate of
more than 500 percent.2 By the post-First World War era, the small
German Reform-oriented group that had arrived a generation earlier
had been supplanted as the community’s dominant element by Jewish
immigrants of more recent East European origin.3 Much of the
population inflow also came from other Western Canadian and
U.S. cities.
Immigration from Eastern Europe continued until the late 1920s,
followed by a post-Second World War wave of Holocaust survivors
and several hundred Hungarian Jews after 1956. From its modest
beginnings, the community throughout these decades experienced
steady upward mobility and a gradual residential shift away from the
East End immigrant districts of Vancouver into newly opened suburban areas to the west. By the late 1940s, the Oak Street corridor was
the community’s new locus and home to new Orthodox and
Conservative synagogues, followed by the 1962 opening of a new
Jewish Community Centre ( JCC).
The centre’s construction marked the culmination of a tremendous
fundraising effort by the Vancouver Jewish community and
exemplified one of its most defining traits – the tendency toward
organizational affiliation. Despite the community’s relatively small
size, this trend began in 1910 with the formation of a B’nai B’rith
International chapter, followed shortly by various groups devoted to
Jewish education, mutual aid, youth, Zionist activities and numerous
women’s groups, such as synagogue auxiliaries, Hadassah-WIZO,
Pioneer Women and B’nai B’rith Women, all established during the
1920s and 1930s. In 1924, Vancouver’s first chapter of the National
Council of Jewish Women emerged from this period of organizational proliferation, or, as one worried local rabbi lamented, “communal
over-organization.”4
Due to its distance from Canada’s major Jewish population centres
and its much smaller size, Vancouver Jewry has received far less
attention in studies of Canadian Jewish history than Montreal
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and Toronto. Likewise,
when discussed at all,
only women’s groups
active in the latter cities
have found their way into
the national narrative.
Even so, the manner in
which general studies of
Canada’s Jewish community in the 20th century
have been written has
failed to shed much light NCJW Tikvah Branch arranging toys at Vancouver’s
on the role of Jewish harbour, Vancouver, B.C., 1950.
women’s volunteer organizations overall. Invariably, the main subjects of such works are the
now-defunct Zionist Organization of Canada (ZOC) and Canadian
Jewish Congress (CJC), once the two largest Jewish national bodies,
whose top echelons were almost wholly male-dominated before the
1970s. Although many women’s volunteer groups worked in cooperation with both organizations at the local level, the history of ZOC
and CJC and, consequently, much of the history of Canada’s Jews, has
been written up as the decisions and struggles of men, or, as historian
Paula Draper put it, in terms of “male immigration, male labour and
male contributions to society.”5
This male-dominated assessment is particularly true of the accounts
of the earliest Jewish settlements in Canada, but even studies of much
of the 20th century have largely relegated the role of women to the
sidelines of history. For instance, in his study of the post-Second
World War Canadian Jewish polity, Daniel Elazar, a prolific
authority on the inner workings of North American Jewish
communities, provides a profile of the “average” Jewish community
leader as a middle-aged businessman or professional.6 As another
example, consider Gerald Tulchinsky’s 2008 work Canada’s Jews: A
People’s Journey, a volume that is often used as a textbook for Canadian
Jewish studies.7 In fairness, Tulchinsky did include women in his
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narrative, but the weight of the discussion, as with previous general
histories, lies with Montreal, Toronto, CJC and Zionist bodies. Only
in the context of the latter are women’s groups addressed at any
length. While Hadassah-WIZO and Pioneer Women receive sympathetic treatment, as well as some female labour activists, the Jewish
women’s club movement as a whole is briefly covered in a few paragraphs based on exactly two primary sources, an autobiography and a
cookbook issued by Hadassah in the 1950s, seemingly confirming the
view that during much of the postwar period Jewish women passively accepted their role as the “matriarchs of suburbia,” content to be
socially, spiritually and culturally dependent on their husbands. Put
simply, such volunteer groups were most frequently seen, both at the
time and now, as adjuncts to the main Jewish communal structure.8
Far harsher assessments of “club women” have been leveled in several
feminist critiques. Aviva Cantor, co-founder of the periodical Lilith,
likened Jewish women’s voluntarism to a “sheltered workshop” and a
“distorted form of occupational therapy,” a lifestyle whereby women
were programmed for permanent servitude, dependency and
inefficiency, keeping them at harmless tasks lest they threaten their
husband’s position or challenge the power relations of the Jewish
community.9 Such critiques define feminism as nothing short of a
frontal assault on gender hierarchies, and they castigate groups like
NCJW for failing to question traditional views of femininity in favour
of a “comfortable acceptance of the status quo.”10
In fact, NCJW is often singled out in class-based analyses as
especially guilty in this regard, the perception being that it was an
organization of “leisured” women and, therefore, less in touch with
the problems of Jewish women than working-class, politically
motivated groups like Pioneer Women, who, in at least one study of
Canadian Jewish women volunteers, are given sole credit for a truly
feminist agenda that encouraged women to think beyond their home
and family in a politicized manner.11
Historians with a broader definition of feminism as anything advanc-
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ing the cause of women have framed the activities of NCJW in terms
of “domestic feminism” or “social housekeeping,” the idea that members were not so much claiming a new role for women through their
volunteer work, but rather extending traditionally female
qualities of care and nurture to the world at large; in other words,
renegotiating the boundaries of the private, women’s sphere to include
public life.12 According to this view, even if their activities entailed a
radical redefinition of appropriate behaviour for Jewish women,
volunteer organizations glorified the very same notions and
stereotypes of womanhood that sustained inequality, once again,
failing to challenge the division of gender roles that kept women
subservient and isolated from any true power in the community.
These criticisms, paradoxically, have often been accompanied by the
assertion that volunteer groups have been the lifeblood and backbone
of the Canadian Jewish community. How then is one to reconcile the
fundamental importance of groups such as NCJW with their
marginalization or outright dismissal as historical actors? If Jewish
women only enter history when they become professionals or assume
leadership roles in the top ranks of organizations like CJC, to what
purpose might a historian consult an archival collection such as the one
belonging to Vancouver’s National Council of Jewish Women? How
is it possible that volunteer groups were both formative and powerless?
At least one way to pursue these questions has been suggested by
American historian Hasia Diner. In an important article laying bare
the analytical double standard of viewing Jewish women volunteers
(the term volunteer is never applied to male communal workers) as
outside and decoupled from political culture, Diner draws on more
expansive definitions of politics as any interaction between
individuals as they engage in shared enterprise and the “capacity of an
actor to shift the probability of outcomes in dealing with others” to
assert that a lack of formal power certainly did not prevent women in
the voluntary sector from affecting change.13 Moreover, as Eliane
Silverman pointed out in a brief piece about NCJW, by engaging in
so-called “women’s concerns” – children, immigrants, the old, the sick
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White Elephant sign for the
Hadassah Bazaar collection,
Vancouver, B.C., 1953.
While Hadassah-WIZO
receives some recognition
from Canadian Jewish historians, the Jewish women’s
club movement as a whole
is only briefly covered, using
sources that seem to confirm
that “during much of the
postwar period Jewish
women passively accepted
their role as the ‘matriarchs
of suburbia.’”

– Council women were, in fact, at the centre of issues of power and
powerlessness, working, like many others, to alter the political and
social system.14 With these insights in mind, Vancouver’s NCJW
archives can be approached, with considerable justification, as an
important resource for exploring how Jewish women, no less so than
Jewish men, were attempting to shape their communities.
If, as Diner has posited, most historians have shied away from
viewing Jewish women as political actors because of the assumption
that equality of power is a prerequisite for inclusion in the realm of
politics, they may also have done so for less ideological reasons,
namely, the massive amount of time and energy that would be
involved in a thorough examination of the archival materials
generated by each women’s organization in each Canadian Jewish
community. This would be a nearly impossible task for a writer
attempting a national history. For Vancouver’s NCJW alone there are
more than 13 cubic metres of textual material, including minutes,
general correspondence, annual reports, policy statements,
newsletters, photos, scrapbooks and decades worth of coverage in the
Jewish Western Bulletin (JWB), all of which dates from the 1920s and
early 1930s. These records include materials generated by the
national body, the National Council of Jewish Women of Canada, as
that body’s directives and activities naturally influenced regional
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branches and vice versa. There are also many hours worth of oral
history interviews with several dozen local NCJW pioneers, as well as
later activists, that are available through the Jewish Historical Society
of British Columbia ( JHSBC). In my case, I was fortunate to be able
to personally interview numerous members who were active with the
organization prior to the 1960s, some of whom generously shared
their personal collection of NCJW documents.
Although the total volume of the Council collection is quite large, it is
also slightly random and incomplete for certain years, having been
stored in various basements and personal file boxes. This suggests that
many documents survived mostly due to individual efforts to maintain
a record, not necessarily with any future thought toward donation to an
official archives, as would have been the case with larger bodies like
CJC. Similarly, it is not difficult to see how some historians who
might make the effort to peruse such a collection would be quick to
dismiss the public role of Jewish women. Their activities were often
marginalized at the very moment of source creation, such as coverage
in the JWB. Regular news of women’s organizations appeared in the
paper on a separate page whose title went through several permutations, from “Women’s Page” to “Of Feminine Interest” to “Women’s
Weekly Whirl,” usually mixing coverage with “social” news, the term
ascribed to the community’s gossip column. Meeting announcements
and reports would emphasize such details as the floral arrangements of
luncheon tables or the names of tea pourers, while all advertising in
this section was clearly aimed at female consumers, with ads for household goods, local entertainment, wedding products and so forth. Even
when the content of the announcements was serious, the overall
impression generated by the women’s page is one of separateness, insularity and superficiality.
Are feminist critiques correct then? Were the members of NCJW
simply middle and upper class elitist housewives playing at cards and
social work? Did they join because it was the appropriate thing for
women of their era to do? What does the archives as a whole reveal?
Certainly, the overall biographical profile of many of the charter
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members confirms some general observations made of Council
women. They tended to be North American-born, university-educated, non-Orthodox women, married to men who were prominent in
communal affairs. Unfortunately, very few of the earliest members
recorded interviews with the JHSBC, as they passed away before the
organization’s oral history project was initiated. Nonetheless, the
existing interviews with numerous members active during the 1930s
to the 1950s reveal a great deal about their motivations. The theme
that is by far the most prominent is a strong family background in
personal philanthropy and community building.
While most early NCJW women were not immigrants themselves,
they were often just one or two generations removed from Eastern
Europe, deeply influenced by the example of tzedakah (righteousness,
charity and justice) set by their parents and grandparents. Childhood
memories abound with family homes and businesses open to all in
need, day or night. A number of members had worked as secretaries
and bookkeepers in the family store, where they witnessed firsthand
the importance placed on providing opportunities and material aid
with dignity and respect for the recipients. They recall with great
pride that the names of their parents had become synonymous with
Jewish philanthropy and the founding of communal institutions in the
cities across Canada that they had helped to settle. These values and
traditions also appear to have been influential in their choice of a
spouse, as a large percentage of the most active Council members in
Vancouver had husbands who were likewise extremely involved
in community life. Deeply personal family connections were such that
more than one woman felt that volunteering was “in her blood.” In
recalling why she had initially joined NCJW, longtime member and
1941 section president Bernice Brown added another compelling reason: NCJW had a feeling of being rooted in the New World when not
much else in Western Canada did, especially in Vancouver, where even
the so-called “old timers” were relative newcomers.15
Although the term “service” in regards to Jewish women’s volunteerism has taken on negative connotations in most contemporary
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analyses, seen as unremunerated grunt work
and a prime example
of the exclusion of
women from communal decision-making
and leadership roles,
the archival materials
once again reveal a
much more complex
dynamic. The official
motto of NCJW may
have been “faith and NCJW mobile preschool bus, Vancouver, B.C., 1975.
humanity,” but it was
ruled by a more pragmatic philosophy of “see a need, fill a need.” Put
even more plainly by Vancouver’s Thelma Ginsberg, when you believe
in something, “you either put up or shut up.”16 In practice, what this
meant was that any need Council women identified, any gap they
pointed out and any project they undertook was an implicit criticism
of the status quo, backed by corrective action.
Their programs may not have been articulated as such at the time, but
the boxes and boxes of NCJW materials devoted to various projects
leave little doubt that women were on the front lines of what has often
been identified as the central internal political problem of (North)
American Jewry – the rationalization of self-governance and bringing
order to institutional disorder.17 In Vancouver, it was NCJW that
established the first Jewish community centre (called at that time
Neighbourhood House), a summer camp for children and the Golden
Age Club for seniors. Services provided for new immigrants included English classes, and even a noodle-making enterprise, to help
immigrant women who were out of work at the height of the
Depression. A well-baby clinic initiated and run by Council for several years ensured that Yiddish-speaking mothers could receive medical care for their children and kosher-friendly diet instructions.
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Although such programs of “Canadianization” have been criticized by
some as an example of Council’s class and social bias, they were
roundly appreciated as otherwise unavailable essential services by
those who used them. It has become something of a point of pride in
successive Vancouver NCJW anniversary books to mention that one
of the babies regularly brought to the clinic was David Barrett, who
later became the first Jewish premier of British Columbia. A less
well-known but equally significant case can be found in a note dated
1949 from a young woman, the daughter of a farmer, who was at the
University of British Columbia (UBC) training to write and teach. In
thanking the group for providing her with a scholarship, she reveals
that she, too, had been one of the children cared for at the clinic.18 It
was NCJW policy to identify needs and initiate programs in order to
prove their necessity and viability, so that larger bodies with greater
resources could take them over. This did indeed come to pass with
every single one of their major endeavours, some of which became the
model for city-wide programs, another clear indication of their
success and relevance.19
Even the most cursory examination of the NCJW documentation of
their own activities challenges the notion that volunteer work was
mindless drudgery that simply reproduced gender hierarchies. The
organization as a whole set a very high premium on an effective and
informed membership. It was a very straightforward philosophy:
“Increase your knowledge and thus your influence.”20 The primary
reason that the Canadian sections became an independent national
body during the mid-1930s was to encourage greater interest in
Canadian affairs and politics, particularly as international crises
intensified. A 1938 letter from the national office to thenVancouver president Bessie Diamond urged that, “We, in Canada,
must strive to understand our own Canadian foreign policy and all
economic and social factors determining the policy adopted by our
government,” a message that was oft-repeated throughout the
organization’s literature.21
In addition to introducing many women to committee work for the

Barb Schober: “Put Up Or Shut Up”

31

first time, Council experience afforded most members their earliest
exposure to the use of parliamentary procedure and public speaking.
Among the earliest Vancouver NCJW activities was a reading circle
that over time evolved into detailed study courses and discussion
groups, which required participants to take turns presenting papers
they had researched and written, much like a seminar.
Correspondence and grant applications reveal that members were
soliciting information from, among other sources, libraries, political
parties, Hansard, the department of health and the various United
Nations bodies established after the Second World War.
All-women public debates were another novel feature introduced by
Vancouver NCJW, as well as panel discussions on topical issues
during which members both moderated and participated. Almost all
of the important Council meetings featured guest speakers, among
them authors, professors, judges and numerous members of the
provincial and federal governments. The breadth of the organization’s
educational program is suggested by a list of topics from 1932-1936,
including nationalism, state insurance, socialism, world affairs,
monetary policy and the psychology of racial prejudice. Crucial
experience in community involvement was also gained by virtue of the
organization’s structure itself. The group had an elected executive,
as well as an impressive administrative setup and a large number of
committees, ranging from entertainment and treasury to social
welfare and legislation.
Judging from the voluminous materials devoted to budgeting, the
skills developed through Council work also included considerable
fundraising prowess, a subject that occupies a great deal of attention
in Canadian Jewish studies but seldom involves any discussion of
women. Those seeking to show how money and power were wielded
in the community would likely not think to look through 20 boxes of
Council materials. However, consider an event as seemingly innocuous as a 1935 Valentine cabaret put on by the Vancouver NCJW
Juniors, a subsection comprised of younger, mostly unmarried women.
The evening’s program seems very quaint, indeed, with a long list
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of couples and
patrons, but it also
includes more than
12 pages of advertising space sold to
local businesses,
while subsequent
meeting minutes
reveal that proceeds
from the event
were used by the
group to buy a
cabin for the aforeNCJW Opportunity Store, Vancouver, B.C., 1968.
mentioned summer
camp.22 This was the type of donation typically limited to affluent
businessmen. Vancouver’s NCJW also used the proceeds from the
eventual sale of their summer camp to purchase more than $10,000 in
Israel Bonds, which they then leveraged into part of the seed money
to build the new Jewish Community Centre, a project they had been
strongly endorsing for many years.23
Although such contributions do not typically enter into national
histories, they are examples of the financial power women’s groups
could exert at the local level. Tulchinsky’s Canada’s Jews, as
mentioned, does refer to a 1950 Hadassah-WIZO cookbook, but only
to emphasize the traditional nature of such a publication. Vancouver’s
NCJW also produced a number of cookbooks, yet what stands out
from an archival point of view is the documentation behind their
creation, such as budget projections, advertising solicitations, the
obvious printing savvy of the cookbook committee and, moreover,
confirmation that the ongoing profits raised through the cookbook
sales were used to fund university scholarships for women and other
projects of Council’s choosing. A thrift shop that the group opened
in 1953 provided further financial freedom to pursue their objectives.
Refugee work and involvement in Jewish immigration are two more
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oft-visited subjects in Canadian Jewish history where the full scope of
NCJW’s role has seldom been recognized. In the late 1930s, more
than one thousand German and Austrian Jews travelled through
Vancouver on their way to Australia, while others who had managed
to escape via the Far East were allowed temporary entry. In both
cases, the massive job of coordinating shelter, hospitality and the next
step of the journey for these refugees was in large part taken up by the
city’s NCJW in cooperation with CJC and local B’nai B’rith chapters
in the form of the Joint Refugee Committee. Several Council women
were active members of this committee, most notably Bessie
Diamond. Diamond personally met each group as they arrived by
train or ship, managing large teams of local volunteers and drivers.
Her own home was constantly full, and her correspondence reveals
frequent exchanges with immigration officials in several countries on
behalf of refugees who had arrived in Canada or were trying to gain
entry. She desperately explored every avenue possible to help secure
visas, including marriage laws.24 Subsequent letters show that, among
those lucky enough to reach Vancouver, many maintained lifelong
contact with the Diamonds. At the war’s end, Diamond continued to
provide her essential knowledge and connections assisting refugees in
claiming legal entry.25
Another active NCJW member, Jean Rose, was instrumental in the
settlement of Vancouver’s youngest Holocaust survivors, with
involvement from the entire organization, while former Council
Juniors president Lottie Levinson personally went to Europe to help
survivors immigrate to Canada in her capacity as an UNRRA (UN
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration) field worker.
During the Hungarian refugee crisis of 1956, it was once again
NCJW that was called upon to coordinate the massive task of settling
the several hundred Hungarian Jews who came to Vancouver.
According to then-section president Leonore Freiman, a recent
immigrant herself, the group’s assistance was requested directly by the
Canadian government.26
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The widely shared nature of these efforts notwithstanding, such
successfully managed operations in a community as small as
Vancouver’s would have been unthinkable without the prominent role
of NCJW, at both the local and national levels. Although the mass
management of refugees might still be construed by some as merely
an expansion of home duties, the archival materials relating to the
organization’s postwar activities reveal an ambitious agenda that defies
such simplistic categorization. This was apparent even to observers at
the time. In a widely circulated in-house survey of NCJW conducted by New York University professor Dr. Sydney Hook in 1946, the
organization’s philosophy was described as “dignified Jewish survival
in a democratic world.”27 The report went on to note that, if literally
interpreted, several aspects of the organization’s program would make
its concerns coextensive with that of a government.28
In a pamphlet issued shortly thereafter by NCJW of Canada, it was
similarly declared that, “The important functions of Council are
education, culture and the development of a national consciousness.
Its purpose is to develop a body of educated, well-informed women
thus to improve the quality of our citizenship.”29 To this end, the
organization adopted a five-point program divided into departments
concerned with service to new Canadians, social legislation, international affairs, contemporary Jewish affairs and social welfare. Put into
practice, this meant that NCJW was increasingly stepping forward to
speak in the name of the entire Canadian Jewish community.
At the national level, NCJW chose to make its own submission to a
special 1950 Senate committee charged with investigating how
Canada could improve human rights. Led by former Vancouver section president Anne Sugarman, the national delegation emphasized
the need for the formal protection of basic rights and freedoms under
law. The Vancouver section, for its part, was also clearly eager to
make its own stand in support of civil rights. They were one of the
first groups to officially protest the ongoing disenfranchisement of
Japanese Canadians and to push for anti-discrimination by-laws and
a provincial bill of rights. To prove the need for such legislation, the
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section worked with the UBC Civil Liberties Union in sending “test
groups” composed of Council members and African-Canadian male
volunteers into public establishments and documenting the results.30
The findings were used as part of a presentation to the city council,
as well as to persuade other civic groups to join their effort: “The few
who dare must speak, and speak again, to right the wrongs of
many.”31 For the early 1950s, this is a particularly noteworthy example of political activism in defiance of the norms of “appropriate”
behaviour for middle-class women, even more so considering these
issues would have presumably been seen as the domain of the local
CJC Joint Public Relations Committee.
Whether or not such explicit political involvement was always
welcomed, NCJW’s postwar resolutions show an assertive stance on
many issues of public policy. Beginning in the late 1940s, the
national body consulted with the sections on a comprehensive set of
vital matters, taking positions in favour of immigration without regard
to race or origin, equal access to health care and social programs,
uniform tax laws and the separation of church and state.32 Contrary
to critiques of being out of touch with the changing needs of women,
Council was a prominent proponent of equal pay for equal work and
the enforcement of equality in employment opportunity as a basic
principle of democracy. In Vancouver, this position was taken up
several times in the 1950s by the section committee on social
legislation through letter-writing campaigns to all B.C. members of
Parliament, helping to pass the Fair Employment Protection Act in
1956. In a more general sense, it appears that the postwar years
brought renewed emphasis to a politically aware membership and
citizenry, always with a view to effective activism. As one conference
report put it, “we do not want action without study or study
without action.”33 Research groups and panel discussions during
these years included such topics as provincial politics, capital
punishment and atomic energy. To encourage interest in voting, the
Vancouver section sponsored numerous JCC meetings for the
candidates of civic elections.
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The group also took somewhat controversial stands on certain policy
issues, for instance, vocally protesting the postwar re-arming of West
Germany. As the Cold War and the McCarthyist culture of fear
intensified, they also denounced infringements on freedom of speech
and thought. This issue hit particularly close to home in Vancouver
in March 1953 when the local branch of the socialist-oriented,
secular United Jewish People’s Order was expelled from the Jewish
Community Council following a motion brought by the Zionist
Organization of British Columbia. The NCJW representative was
among the minority who opposed the expulsion. This stand undoubtedly exacerbated the view by some that Council was anti-Israel, a very
troublesome implication in a highly Zionist community such as
Vancouver. Although this accusation was demonstrably untrue, there
were indeed internal differences within Council regarding where the
group’s major priorities should lie, many feeling that the needs of the
local community should be paramount, while others believed that not
enough support was being shown for the Jewish state. In joining or
contributing primarily to NCJW rather than Hadassah-WIZO, the
latter being explicitly focused on aid to Israel, the perception was that
a choice was being made.34
One final set of assumptions about NCJW that the Vancouver
archival collection challenges is the notion that the organization itself
was autocratic and that it did not serve as a stepping stone to positions
of leadership within the wider Jewish community. By the mid-1950s,
there was a membership list of more than 600 women, including 100
members in the “business and professional” subsection, meaning
women who worked full time. The evening subsection was also very
large, with a schedule specifically designed to accommodate daytime
responsibilities. New members came from a variety of backgrounds,
including Eastern and Western Europe, the United Kingdom, and
other parts of Canada. Early in the decade, recent joiners Leonore
Freiman and Sophie Drache began studies dealing with group
dynamics through the UBC extension department, the forerunner to
adult education. They eventually drew relevant professionals in this
field to the Council program through workshops and extensive
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NCJW of Canada regional conferences. As the many reports of these
conferences show, the theories taught at such meetings placed
an emphasis on problem-solving methods, working with others
toward a common goal and ensuring that individual interests and
talents were being encouraged. Leadership training focused on cultivating the qualities of objectivity, accepting responsibility, having confidence, familiarity with one’s organization and the ability to delegate
duties and overcome differences. Contrary to criticisms, the purpose
of both types of training was to teach members “to think, discuss and
act democratically at all levels in the home and community,” as well as
to stimulate future leaders within council.35 Exposure to such courses
and ideas proved to be highly popular among participants, providing
many women with crucial skills in their personal lives and community work. Both Freiman and Drache continued to contribute to the
field for many years, becoming assistants in the UBC adult
education department and co-chairs of the NCJW national training
department, later opening the first consulting firm of this nature in
Canada to be run by women.36
Judging from additional examples, it appears that the NCJW
experience was an ideal training ground for other communal leadership roles. During the Second World War, first section president and
Vancouver Folk Festival founder Anne Sugarman ran the province’s
salvage program, an operation that channelled hundreds of thousands
of dollars to the provincial treasury. More often than not, the first
women to hold executive positions within Vancouver’s Jewish
federated bodies belonged to NCJW. Thelma Ginsberg, for instance,
became the vice-president of the Jewish Administrative Council in
1951 and the first woman to breach the contentious all-male
membership rule of the board for the Louis Brier Home, in addition
to her board membership with the Vancouver branches of CJC’s Joint
Public Relations Committee and the Canadian Council of Christians
and Jews. In 1965, she was named sub-chairman of the city-wide
Community Chest, the first woman and “non-professional” to assume
this position. Her pioneering efforts in bringing together volunteers
and professionals in the field of geriatrics, a very important discipline
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in a city with so many retirees, helped lead to the first National
Conference on Aging, which was held in 1965.37 In 1949, three very
active NCJW members, Edith Lando, Doris Gould and Flori Brown
were instrumental in the establishment of an independent women’s
division of the local United Jewish Appeal. To cite another case, the
first woman to hold the presidency (1974-1975) of the Jewish community’s reconstituted Reform congregation was Jan Pollack, the
daughter of a charter member of Vancouver’s NCJW and a longtime
section leader herself.
This is not to say that such achievements or Council membership in
general were without their tensions and personal sacrifices. Oral
anecdotes or brief allusions throughout the archives provide a glimpse
into these more intimate dynamics. Some of the organization’s most
successful leaders revealed in correspondences that they were at
times despondent about their role or absolutely terrified of
public speaking.38 Conference reports sometimes included candid
admissions, such as, “The lighter programs were a necessity for some
members who required their education sugar-coated.”39
Balancing home life and Council work, and jobs too for many, clearly took a toll on family life. A sign-up sheet for a 1953 blood donor
clinic joked, “Some of the women volunteered their husband’s
blood.”40 A musical skit performed to the tune of “Bloody Mary” from
the musical South Pacific at the 1956 conference hints at similar
strains: “We thought our husbands would flip their lids / When we
left them home to mind the kids / Our marriage probably is on the
skids / Now ain’t that too damn bad!”41 National president Reva
Gerstein, a practising psychologist, advised the same audience to
acquaint their children with “where Mummy goes,” adding, “We are
trying to be full women, with a responsibility to the next generation
in terms of family, and in terms of the whole community. These
multi-roled responsibilities are not problems. Recognize them as situations, new challenges.”42
Nonetheless, as Gerstein and other members later revealed, not

The note accompanying
this sketch drawn for
the National Council of
Jewish Women reads:
“28 May ’74, paid
to John Dunnett for
cartoon $20.”
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every husband was
thrilled to see his
wife acting as a
person in her own right. There were divorces. Some women returned
to school. Not all children understood.43 Even when husbands were
fully supportive, this was not automatically the case with all men in
the communal ranks. As one self-proclaimed “shit-disturber”
recalled, Council women were “not quite as stupid as some would have
liked.”44 Longtime member Shirley Kort described how it was not
uncommon to have NCJW members do all the research and leg-work
on a project only to have the (male) chairperson of the Community
Council give the presentation. She firmly believed, however, that
Council members learned to “play the game” and be subversive,
achieving their goals by strategic applications of pressure rather than
open antagonism.45 Other members, even at the time, were more
blunt. During a 1960 mixed panel discussion asking “Do women
dominate men?,” moderator Belle Averbach declared that women
weren’t dominant, just equal; they hadn’t lost their femininity, just
their patience: “We haven’t time to be subtle anymore. We must say,
‘Look, meatball, this is the way it should be done.’ Women decide the
unimportant things like buying homes, cars, clothes and food. Men
make the really important decisions, like ... well ... uh ... who should
be president.”46
Suffice it to say, very little in the Vancouver NCJW archival collection
corroborates the notion of a “volunteer ghetto” or “matriarch of
suburbia.” While, for some reason, the stock image of Council
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women playing bridge and mah jongg has entered the Canadian
Jewish historical narrative, there seems to have been little interest in
what NCJW members were doing and discussing after the “social”
hour. It bears repeating that this has not been for lack of evidence. In
fact, given the abundance of such documentation, the unofficial
Council challenge to “put up or shut up” might well be directed, more
politely, of course, to historians and critics who continue to reproduce
versions of the Jewish women’s volunteer movement that are more
caricature than history. Although it is an enormous undertaking, it is
difficult to see how the story of Canada’s Jews in the 20th century
might be a truer representation without a more politically attuned,
three-dimensional and integrated inclusion of these women’s organizations and their contributions to building community.
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NCJW VANCOUVER: THE GENESIS OF
A HEARING DISORDER DETECTION
PROGRAM FOR CHILDREN
IN BRITISH COLUMBIA
by Carol Spivack Weinstock
He’s stubborn. She only hears what she wants to. He’s a slow learner. Such labels have been pinned on children whose only problem
may be hearing loss.
Realizing that preschool children needed to have their hearing tested
before they entered formal education, the National Council of Jewish
Women, Vancouver section, began a pilot program in 1972.1 Their
goal was to screen Vancouver children aged three to five for treatable
hearing problems that had gone unnoticed by parents and teachers.
Such problems could range from simple wax buildup or an inner ear
infection, to something more serious. Help might involve moving a
child nearer the teacher, lip-reading instruction, acquiring a hearing
aid or medical intervention.
Little did NCJW know when members began the pilot that they
would be involved in a steadily evolving project for the next 20plus years.
Since 1970, the women had been looking for a social-action project
that would have definite impact. “We wanted something local and
something for children,” said Zoe Oreck, former project director.2
This was in line with the Vancouver section’s mission since its
establishment in 1924 as part of the International Council of Jewish
Women: “... a volunteer organization dedicated to the needs of both
the Jewish and general communities through advocacy, education and
social action.”
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Having heard about a project by a Council section in London, Ont.,
to test children’s hearing, the Vancouver women approached the
Greater Vancouver Metropolitan Health Services, now Vancouver
Coastal Health, and the Western Institute for the Deaf (WID).
Meetings with the city medical health officer, audiologists and public
health nurses identified a need and created a plan.
The professionals agreed that, while some services were available in
the city for congenitally deaf and severely hearing-impaired preschool
children, there was no organized screening program to detect less
severe hearing losses in this age group. Schools at the time provided
funding for speech therapists but not audiologists.
They told us “we could go with small units, almost like a little computer, into preschools and put [headphones] on a child to try to identify children with hearing problems,” Oreck recalled. “The point was
that many children that appeared to be disobedient and willful had
hearing loss, and there was very little way to identify it. Even the parents didn’t identify it at the time.”
And that is just what happened. Between 1972 and 1973, a small
number of Council members, trained by the WID to use borrowed
audiometers, visited preschools, nursery schools and day-care centres
to test children’s hearing, free of any charges.
Even minor hearing loss can, in some cases, delay language acquisition
and learning in school. “If we can catch them before they get into
school ... it changes a kid’s life, gives them a head start,” Oreck said.
This pilot program ended after a year for lack of funding, but it had
been enough to verify the need. Reports were written and advocacy by
Council, the City and WID led to it being revived as a more extensive
research project in time for the 1979 International Year of the Child.
The Vancouver Health Department developed a record-keeping system and provided a public health nurse for follow-up of any screening

failures. WID trained the
volunteers and did followup hearing testing. The
Vancouver School Board
provided lists of schools and
children, and access to them.
Council was responsible for
recruiting volunteers and
the hands-on testing.
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Until this time, no operat- National Council of Jewish Women mobile
ing funds were available. hearing screening, Vancouver, B.C., 1980.
The involved organizations
donated only needed services. Then, in January 1980, the Woodward
Foundation awarded NCJW a $28,500 grant sufficient to cover a halftime volunteer coordinator, audiology and consulting fees, and production of a videotape for use in volunteer training.
Eight volunteer teams began screening in February 1980. Most women
were Council members, but students and members of the wider
community also joined the effort. Each volunteer was required to
attend a daylong training workshop by Vancouver Health Department
staff and to have her own hearing tested at WID. Besides learning the
theory behind hearing screening and the procedures, volunteers practised on the audiometers and were supervised at their first sessions.
Each volunteer gave at least a half-day to the program each week.
At a screening session, a class of children received an explanation and
demonstration. Then individual children were taken to a quieter spot,
where one volunteer gave instructions and placed the headphones
over the child’s ears. A second volunteer operated the audiometer
behind the child, where she or he could not see the equipment or the
volunteer. A third recorded responses and completed paperwork.
The kids thought it was a game. They were asked to clap, lift a hand
or put a ring on a stick when they heard a sound through the special
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headphones. However, ambient noise was often a problem, resulting
in interruptions, inconsistent results and false positives. A child who
failed to hear the signals at least once in one or both ears was retested at school later the same day.
Absent children and those who were resistant were referred to screening clinics held at the Jewish Community Centre ( JCC) of Greater
Vancouver once or twice a month. Children who failed the initial
screenings were referred for further assessment at WID.
Volunteers sent out follow-up letters to parents, letting them know the
results of the screening and if further testing was required. Telephone
calls were made to parents to encourage any needed follow-through.
The project grew. At its peak, almost 100 volunteers were involved,
each woman working one shift a week Mondays through Thursdays,
mornings and afternoons.
“We had fantastic outreach. Women came to volunteer who were not
active Council members,” Oreck said, remembering how enthusiastic
the volunteers were because they quickly saw results. “It was a great
time for Council. We had a worthwhile project,” she continued, noting that many women did not work outside the home then, but wanted to be involved and feel useful.
In 1982, 4,500 kindergarteners and first-graders were screened in 90
Vancouver schools. Approximately 10 percent were referred for follow-up. Ninety percent of those who showed some hearing loss when
screened were treated, and later were able to function fully in class and
at home.
A significant result of this project was the education of parents,
teachers and health professionals on the subject of hearing loss and
the need for early detection. It also proved that organizations with
different scopes and interests were able to cooperate to build a
successful program.
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“It was absolutely a pleasure to work with the National Council of
Jewish Women,” remembered Laura Wang, audiologist for the
Vancouver Health Department, now retired. “They were dedicated.
They listened and they got things done.” She said this public-private
partnership built the program because everyone was devoted. “I have
nothing but wonderful praise for the ladies. They made things happen.”
As the research phase began to wind down, Council turned its attention to fundraising in order to purchase and equip a mobile hearing
clinic, a van that could both provide a better testing environment and
reach more children.
“We were involved politically, met with politicians and asked for
funds,” Oreck said, recalling a trip to Victoria for face-to-face talks
with provincial leaders. This resulted in $20,000 from the provincial
government in honour of the International Year of Disabled Persons
in 1981. An additional $135,500 was raised from the Variety Club,
B.C. Lottery and the Sertoma Service Club.
The van came into operation in 1983, staffed by two professional
sound technicians. It had a soundproof booth and sophisticated
equipment. The Vancouver School Board and the City shared the
costs for operating and maintaining the van, approximately $116,600
annually.
The van was officially presented to the Vancouver Health
Department on June 11, 1984, which was declared National Council
of Jewish Women Day by then-mayor Mike Harcourt. The day recognized Council’s 60 years of community service.
A report by the Vancouver School Board in December 1984 stated
that, in its first year of operation, the mobile clinic tested more than
7,000 children and identified approximately 400 with various types of
hearing defects.
Although Council’s hands-on volunteer program was phased out,
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its fundraising role
continued.

After the first van had
been in operation for
more than two years,
servicing Vancouver
public school children,
National Council of Jewish Women’s Mobile
NCJW
raised $65,000
Hearing Clinic, Vancouver, B.C.
to purchase a smaller
van. This second mobile clinic visited day-care centres, preschools and
independent schools and, during school holidays, community centres
and seniors care facilities to test community members, especially older
adults. One technician, assisted by a volunteer, staffed this van.
“We were the envy of Canada,” said Wang, recalling the Vancouver
screening program as a model that was written into university audiology textbooks.
Council’s main driving force behind this successful program was
Oreck. And, in 1986, her hard work was recognized when she
received a Canada Volunteer Award Medal and Certificate of Honour
at a ceremony in Ottawa. She was one of only 29 nationwide recipients that year, honoured for “outstanding voluntary contribution
towards improving the health and social well-being of their fellow citizens.” Her Certificate of Honour read: “Zoe Oreck realized a dream
that many thought was impossible: to establish a hearing disorder
detection program for children in her community.”
“I was honoured to have been a part of [the project],” Oreck said. “It
was hard to find a community-wide project with such excellent results.”
This model – to find a need, begin a project, establish its worth and
then pass it on for established agencies to continue – is how Council has
historically worked. For example, in the 1950s, Council established
one of the first Golden Age Clubs in Canada. Today, this program for
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Jewish seniors operates under
the auspices of the Vancouver
JCC as the JCC Seniors. In the
1980s, Council co-founded the
L’Chaim Adult Day Centre
with the Jewish Family Service
Agency. It is now supported
through the provincial longterm care system.
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City of Vancouver proclamation for National

In the 1990s, NCJW secured a Council of Jewish Women Hearing Screening
federal grant to pilot Home Program, Vancouver, B.C., 1984.
Instruction for Parents of
Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY ). Inspired by a project in Israel,
HIPPY taught homebound immigrant mothers how to be their preschool children’s first teacher. Simon Fraser University, Council’s
founding partner, still runs the program at Britannia Community
Centre. It has expanded to several Canadian cities, as well as aboriginal communities.
A successful project by one section of Council was sometimes
duplicated in other Canadian cities. A hearing program similar to
Vancouver’s was started by the Winnipeg Council section in 1974 and
passed along for the Manitoba provincial government and the city’s
school board to operate in 1976.
Vancouver section’s role in initiating and expanding services to test
children’s hearing was again recognized in 1990, when an audiology
centre was opened at City Square. Then-mayor Gordon Campbell
acknowledged NCJW’s role since 1972 for initiating and expanding
services to test children’s hearing.
In 2002, a report by the B.C. Ministry of Health Planning praised
the hearing program as an “exemplary model of care,” serving all age
groups and neighbourhoods across Vancouver. But such recognition
did not prevent the province from cutting 50 percent of its $800,000
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budget and half its 15 staff members that same year. Only innercity schoolchildren continued to be screened, rather than all
schoolchildren in the city and its suburbs. The vans were pulled from
service and, as at the very beginning, testing was again held in gyms
or classrooms.
Once again, Council stepped up. Members protested the cuts with
calls and letters to professional and political leaders. One letter by
Oreck and other Council members to Campbell, who had become
premier by then, stated that the “cuts have rendered the project practically ineffective” and asked to meet with him in Victoria to discuss
the matter.
Others long involved in the program also lent support. A letter by
Wang, by then the director of the audiology centre, stated: “The
Vancouver Community Audiology Centre emerged from a grass-roots
initiative ... and has grown into a comprehensive hearing health-care
program,” serving more than 20,000 people annually – preschoolers to
the elderly – offering screening, diagnosis and rehabilitation.
Nonetheless, the cuts were made.
Today, hearing screening is still performed, but the focus has shifted.
New technology allows the testing of all newborns in the province.
Kindergarten children in public and independent schools are also
tested and audiology support is offered to youngsters up to age 19.
Dependent adults receiving professional caregiver support are tested.
The original vans were replaced in the 1990s, but those too have been
retired for lack of funds.
Marianne McCormick, clinical supervisor for the Vancouver
Community Audiology Centre, recalled that the vans “were well loved.
People were sad to see them go.” Outreach and education is done at
community health fairs, but not screening. She stated that Council and
its allies were the impetus for the entire audiology program: “We’re now
working with kids whose parents came through the program.”
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Other NCJW Vancouver Initiatives
The Vancouver section of the National Council of Jewish Women
continues to spearhead many dynamic social action projects. Some
include:
• Education and advocacy locally against human trafficking in collaboration with Temple Sholom, nationally as part of a lobbying effort
for more effective public policies on that issue, and in partnership
with International Council of Jewish Women’s work with the United
Nations around violence against women.
• Books for Kids distributes books and brings authors into city schools
to promote literacy. Council collaborates with the Vancouver School
Board, Vancouver Public Library and Vancouver Coastal Health on
this project. Councils in Winnipeg, Toronto and Edmonton are considering duplicating this program in their cities.
• Operation Dress-Up gathers and donates gently used clothing to
disadvantaged youngsters. Council members have established ties
with sporting goods stores and other retailers to encourage responsible shopping habits by teenagers.
• Council is a funding partner of the Children of the Street Society,
a province-wide prevention program whose goal is to protect
youngsters from sexual exploitation and support their families
through education.
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ENDNOTES
1. Sources used for this article include websites http://www.ncjwvancouver.org
and http://vch.ca; various issues of the Jewish Western Bulletin, Province, Vancouver
Courier and Vancouver Sun from 1979-2002; and National Council of Jewish
Women minutes, reports, letters, files and archived materials.
2. Interviews were conducted with Zoe Oreck (in person, August 2, 2011); Laura
Wang (by telephone, August 4, 2011); Dianne Glass, Winnipeg section volunteer
in 1974, now national president of NCJW (by e-mail, August 7, 2011); and
Marianne McCormick (by telephone, August 18, 2011).
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HILLEL HOUSE FROM GENERATION
TO GENERATION
By Pat Johnson
On October 17, 2010, hundreds of Vancouverites assembled at the
heart of the University of British Columbia (UBC) campus. The occasion was the official opening of Hillel House: The Diamond
Foundation Centre for Jewish Campus Life. The new architecturally
designed facility contrasts starkly with the building it replaces – a 60year-old hut, in which generations of Jewish students and their friends
had met, planned, eaten, organized, played, socialized and commiserated. Representatives of all Jewish community organizations were represented, as was Hillel’s international headquarters in Washington, D.C.
Students, their parents and grandparents, alumni and longtime
friends of the organization who had made the new Hillel possible
celebrated and danced. An invocation and mezuzah-affixing by
Dr. Mordehai Wosk was followed by the ribbon-cutting by Isaac
Thau, who had chaired the capital campaign, with his wife Judy,
and Leslie and Gordon Diamond, their daughter Jill, and their
grandchildren, after whose family foundation the building is named.

ACTONOSTRY.CA

The campus has changed dramatically since 1947, when Hillel House
first opened its doors at UBC. The opening of the Diamond
Foundation Centre was the culmination of 63 years of dedication from
generations of B’nai
B’rith members, volunteers, students,
professional staff,
Acton Ostry Architects’
drawing of what would
become Hillel House:
The Diamond
Foundation Centre for
Jewish Campus Life.
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friends and supporters, without whose commitment to education and
Jewish continuity, neither the organization nor the buildings that
housed it would have been possible. But the historic moment that
would have been unimaginable a few years earlier was most immediately the result of a decade of challenges to Jewish students and of a
community’s realization that university campuses had become the
front line in a new battle facing the Jewish people.

Hillel Foundation’s Origins
Rabbi Hillel was born in Babylonia, in the generations immediately
preceding the Common Era, and migrated to Jerusalem, where his
reputation grew as a great thinker, theologian and humanitarian. A
limited amount is known of him beyond the wisdom he bequeathed
to posterity.
Dr. Abraham Leon Sachar (1899-1993), a renowned historian,
founding president of Brandeis University and, for decades, the international head of Hillel, said that the name of the foundation “was
chosen because that great rabbi’s patience, modesty, devotion to
Jewish tradition and, above all, his passionate love for Jewish learning
marked him indisputably as the ideal symbol of the Jewish spirit.”1
Two of Rabbi Hillel’s best-known adages are admired expressions of
a universal philosophy. In one account, Hillel and his theological rival
Rabbi Shammai are both asked by a potential, but impatient, convert
to summarize the entire Torah while standing on one foot. The
equally impatient Shammai cast out the prospect, dismissing him as
not sufficiently serious. Hillel’s response has been passed down for
2,000 years as an essential definition of Torah and, ergo, of Judaism:
“That which is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbour. That is
the whole Torah; the rest is commentary. Go and study it.”
Hillel, who did not share Shammai’s suspicion of outsiders, is also
remembered for a statement that encapsulates an essence of both
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Judaism’s particularity and its universalism, concluding with an
expression of Judaic justice’s sense of urgency: “If I am not for myself,
then who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am
I? And if not now, when?”
The organization that bears his name is a nondenominational Jewish
institution and its approach to religion is inclusive and
universalist, like the statements for which the rabbi is best remembered. In some ways, Hillel has served as a place for Jewish culture,
which transcends denominations. Rather than downplay religiosity
though, Hillel has attempted to provide diversity of opportunity for
students to explore Judaism from all theological angles.
Throughout the decades, Vancouver Hillel has had vitally close
relations with community rabbis. For most of the organization’s first
four decades, rabbis served as the professional leadership, usually part
time in conjunction with their pulpit responsibilities, but later also as
full-time executive directors. At times in the first decades of the
organization, Hillel responsibilities were taken up by the spiritual leaders of the city’s three largest congregations, representing the significant
spectrum of Jewish religious life: the Orthodox Schara Tzedeck, the
Conservative Beth Israel and the Reform Temple Sholom.
In recent decades, Hillel has welcomed rabbis from across the
religious spectrum to meet with students and to be involved in
programming around Jewish holidays and commemorations, for
regular discussions on diverse topics of ethical issues and to help
Hillel students explore their own Jewishness in ways that are
appropriate to their levels of engagement and interest.
Across the years, Hillel has been the location where thousands of erstwhile unaffiliated Jewish young people have experienced for the first
time Shabbat dinners, Purim spiels and festivities, Rosh Hashanah
dinners, Pesach seders, celebrations in the sukkah and other social,
educational and spiritual programs impossible to enumerate.
Examples from the last six decades, discussed here, hint at the nature
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JEWISH INDEPENDENT

of religious programming that Hillel students have been offered, but the creation of
the Hillel movement itself helps explain its
inclusive philosophy.
Hillel began in 1922-23, at the University
of Illinois, in Champaign-Urbana, thanks
to Prof. Edward Chauncey Baldwin.
“Professor Chauncey Baldwin lectured on
the Bible at that university,” UBC Hillel student David Youngson recounted in the
Jewish Western Bulletin in 1957. “As he
looked over his class at the beginning of the
semester, he imagined that his Jewish
students would bring with them a good
knowledge of ‘their book’ and that they
would be most receptive to his lectures. The
professor soon found that his Jewish students had no greater knowledge of the Bible
than their non-Jewish classmates and,
indeed, many of them would thank the professor not to address his remarks to them
during his lecture. Professor Baldwin was
amazed at this attitude and vocally expressed
his feeling that something should be done
about this situation at once. His words did
not fall on deaf ears. The B’nai B’rith organization in Illinois answered the call and the
first Hillel Foundation was established at the
University of Illinois in 1922.”2
A Hillel student and writer for the Jewish Western
Bulletin, David L. Youngson won a 1953 Hillel
scholarship to join 40 other young Jewish North
Americans on a summer of learning in Israel.
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Hillel International’s official history cites a rabbinic intern at Temple
Sinai in Champaign, Benjamin Frankel, seeing “a generation of young
Jews struggling to come to terms with America and their Jewishness.”
Jewish students are in “intellectual flux” Frankel told B’nai B’rith
leaders in 1924. “As a rule [the Jewish student] is passively Jewish and
he is not sure of his Jewish learning. When he enters the university
and finds what he interprets as anti-Semitism, he ducks his head in
the sand like an ostrich and thinks he has solved the problem.”3
With impetus from Baldwin, Frankel created at the University of
Illinois the template that would become Hillel.
“Local and national organizations already offered piecemeal programming for Jewish students,” states the official history of Hillel
International, The Road to Renaissance, 1923-2002. “Frankel’s breakthrough innovation, the birth of the Hillel concept, was to provide a
structure that brought together a variety of student-run opportunities
on a permanent basis under the guidance of a professional.”
Adopted by the Jewish service organization B’nai B’rith, Hillel spread
to Wisconsin, Ohio and Michigan. The broad strokes of Hillel’s
achievements were expressed in the 2002 official history of the
international organization: “Hillel helped the children of immigrants
find a place in the American Jewish community; it provided Jewish
education for those with little background and nurtured young Jewish
scholars; it helped Jewish students overcome open discrimination on
their campuses; it sent students off to war and welcomed them back
to campus; it protested persecution of Jews abroad and helped to open
the doors of civil rights in the United States; it celebrated Israel’s
victories, mourned its losses, and spoke out on its behalf. Hillel has
been the Jewish students’ ‘home away from home,’ a place where they
could share their fears and successes, where they could feel the
comfort of a family while asserting their independence from it, a place
where they could grow as individuals and as Jews.”
Vancouver Hillel’s Youngson offered this definition in the 1950s:
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A drawing of Hillel
House at the University
of British Columbia,
with the announcement
of its opening, which
appeared in the October
17, 1947, issue of the
Jewish Western
Bulletin.
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The actual
B’nai B’rith
Hillel House
opened on
November 5,
1947. This
photo was
taken in 1986.

“Hillel also serves as a representative of the Jewish
people to the non-Jewish students and faculty on the
campus. In this regard, Hillel at UBC has, for the
past four years, carried out a special events week in
January for the campus at large. During the special
events week, the Hillel House is often filled to capacity, mainly by non-Jewish students and faculty. Thus,
Hillel provides a vital public relations service....
However, most important, Hillel gives to the Jewish student on the
campus a sense of identification with the Jewish people at large....”4
Hillel’s history is integrally entwined with the larger world. An estimated 85 percent of Jewish young people still demonstrate the core
Jewish commitment to education by attending a post-secondary institution. Hillel’s role, among other things, is to provide a home on
campus for all these Jewish students. At the same time, as Youngson
said, Hillel also has played a key role in representing Jewish heritage
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and people to the broader campus community, where Canada’s next
generations of leaders are being trained.
The original Hillel House at UBC officially opened its doors on
November 5, 1947. On November 29, 1947, the United Nations
General Assembly passed Resolution 181 (II) – the “Partition
Resolution” mandating Jewish and Arab homelands to be realized in
May 1948. These events, incongruous and a continent apart, seem
coincidental but, as addressed below, may have represented two connected parts of a larger Jewish renaissance taking root just as the full
catastrophe of the Shoah was beginning to be understood.

Article’s Parameters
Compiling an organizational history is a challenge, not least because
nonprofits tend to keep sporadic records. Much of this history of
Vancouver Hillel has been reconstructed from reports in the Jewish
Western Bulletin, supplemented by random documents accumulated
over the years and through word of mouth. This article is an
attempt by someone who has worked with the organization for several years to compile as much knowledge as is available to create an
overview of the major events, activities, themes and landmarks in
the history of Hillel. It is in the form of a timeline animated by anecdotes, to give a sense to the reader of the life of the organization and
the people who have been central to its successes.
Also in the spirit of full disclosure, this article has been prepared in
conjunction with a permanent history book that is to be affixed in
Hillel House: The Diamond Foundation Centre for Jewish Campus
Life. That book will contain most of the information contained in
this article, but with an impermanent binding, so that additions can
be made in perpetuity, both for Hillelniks of the past to fill in the
blanks that they will undoubtedly find, and for Hillelniks of the
future to continue telling the story.
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Hillel’s Strong Foundations
By the late 1930s, British Columbia’s Jewish community identified
the value that a Hillel chapter would have for the community, but
world events delayed expansion. The origins of the British Columbia
chapter were described by Youngson in the Bulletin: “It was only natural that the idea of a Hillel Foundation at the University of British
Columbia should be conceived and implemented by active members
of the Vancouver B’nai B’rith. Nathan Fox and M.M. Waterman first
appealed for funds for a Hillel Foundation at UBC at a B’nai B’rith
convention in California in 1940. But it was not until after the war
that positive results were obtained. At the District No. 4 B’nai B’rith
convention in California in 1946, David Chertkow and Ben Pastinsky
renewed the appeal and obtained a sympathetic hearing. It wasn’t
long before the National Hillel Commission was convinced of the
need to establish a Hillel Foundation on the campus at UBC.”
Shortly thereafter, the regional director of Hillel, Rabbi Jehudah M.
Cohen, came to Vancouver from Los Angeles to meet with leaders of
the community and with Jewish students at UBC. At the time,
students had a Menorah Society that met at one of the army huts on
the campus on Wednesday afternoons and at the Vancouver Jewish
Community Centre and the Peretz School on Sunday evenings.
“During the summer of 1947, the Hillel committee appointed by the
[B’nai B’rith] Vancouver Lodge determined to have a building completed for the Jewish students by the fall of that year,” Youngson
wrote. “With the close cooperation of the university, Mr. M.M.
Waterman and Nathan Fox, building chairmen, made excellent
progress on the completion of the house. Hillel House was dedicated in an impressive ceremony on November 5, 1947. Dr. Abraham
Sachar, then-national director of Hillel and now [at time of writing in
1957] president of Brandeis University, was present to participate in
the dedication ceremonies.... Also instrumental in providing furnishings for Hillel House were Mrs. Faye Cristall and Gordon Angel.”
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Earlier that year, on January 12, 1947, Jewish UBC students met at
the Peretz school to adopt a constitution changing their club from the
Menorah Society to the B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation at UBC. The
creation of the new society would be followed later in the year by the
opening of the first permanent facility for Jewish students on campus,
a facility that would house Hillel until 2008.
“The cultural program is the base of all Hillel activities and it is the
main justification for the large investment which has been made in
the Jewish student,” Sachar said in his keynote address at the 1947
opening, titled “In Defence of Tomorrow.”5
Hillel student Max Langer took up the issue of Hillel’s purpose in an
article for the Bulletin after the facility had been in operation for a
time. “Hillel House serves as a place where Jewish students can eat
lunch together, play checkers, chess or shuffleboard, kick the football
around ... or just talk,” Langer wrote. “And what is considered by
some to be in itself a justification for Hillel’s existence is the fact that
Hillel is a place where Jewish boys can meet Jewish girls.”6
A humorous account in the Bulletin by the first Hillel director, Rabbi
David C. Kogen, described one of the first major events to take place
in the new building, a wedding that made history not only for Hillel,
but which was apparently the first wedding on the UBC campus.
“The groom, Leon Lipson, an ex-airman from Ottawa, said he wasn’t
nervous at all – he was just tearing a piece of paper into small bits and
showering them on the floor. The bride, Toby Parker, who had arrived
from Montreal five days before the wedding, admitted her nervousness.
But then, a girl goes through this ceremony only once in her life,” the
rabbi wrote. “Both Leon and Toby asked that the ceremony be as simple as possible, since their parents and families were all back east. But
the Hillel students couldn’t let one of their buddies take the fatal step
without being on hand – to see that he didn’t back out. So, Bud
Gurevich, Hillel student president, and his crew set about decorating
the house with flowers, getting a wedding cake and taking care of all the
trimmings. Professor and Mrs. M.W. Steinberg both helped. The pro-
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fessor acted as one of the witnesses and his wife spent a day baking for
this occasion....”7
The flip side of the Jewish-boy-meets-Jewish-girl story – intermarriage – emerged early as a topic of discussion.
The Bulletin reported in 1950: “Some forthright views on the
problems facing Jewish youth today, with which the Hillel
Foundation of B’nai B’rith attempts to cope, were presented by Rabbi
Jehudah M. Cohen, Pacific regional director of Hillel.... He pointed
to statistics which show only 10 per cent of children of mixed
marriages involving Jews remain within the Jewish fold.”8
The topic raised sharp discussion again four years later, in 1954.
“The packed house gave evidence of intense interest by both Jew and
gentile alike, in the problems of intermarriage,” read an article in the
Bulletin. “Danny Goldsmith, Hillel president, asserted that ‘the
preservation of the Jewish people is a practical, long-term problem.’
Being a small minority, the Jews are naturally concerned about the possible disintegration of the Jewish people through large-scale intermarriage.... During the informal discussion that followed, a Negro student
expressed his disgust at hearing the foregoing comments. When, he
asked, will we realize that we are all members of a single humanity?”
The article concluded: “Of course, the answer to his question has not
yet been found, but the ovation he received when he had finished indicated that the others present felt concerned also.”9

Israel at the Heart
In addition to simchas and intellectual debates, Hillel also launched
itself as a centre for advocacy. One of the first actions taken was to
urge that modern Hebrew be added as a curriculum subject at UBC.
In a supportive editorial, the Bulletin said the question received
positive reaction from university administrators: “A letter from Hillel
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to the university points out that, as trade increases between Canada
and Israel, ‘a knowledge of modern Hebrew will prove practical for
many Canadians.’”
A debate among Hillel students, on January 14, 1954, addressed the
suddenly emergent issue of the Diaspora’s relationship with the new
Jewish state: “Resolved that Jewish life cannot exist outside of Israel”
was the focus, and the discussion covered issues that, in some respects,
remain unresolved.
“Speaking in favour of the motion, Larry Freeman declared that one
of the main forces that has kept the Jews from assimilating has been
anti-Semitism,” the Bulletin reported. “In America, we fortunately do
not suffer the humilities and degradation that have been known to
other Jewish communities.... In America, there is no such division,
and the Jewish minority must inevitably be engulfed in the huge
majority. Attempts to maintain the individuality of Jewish life in
America are failing. Mr. Freeman pointed out that this generation of
Jewish young people have no sense of Jewish value.... Mr. Freeman
concluded that, where there is no anti-Semitism, the Jews in the U.S.
and Canada will assimilate.”10
The Bulletin article continued, “Isy Wolfe, first speaker to argue
against the resolution, claimed that Jewish life can and is surviving in
America. He stated that there is an upsurge in Jewish activity, as
evidenced by the increased number of Jewish institutions being built
throughout the land. Mr. Wolfe felt that the Jews in the Diaspora
have an important role to play in seeing that the state of Israel does
not lose sight of its goals and become another Levantine country with
the name Israel. Both Israel and Diaspora Jewry will sustain each
other. He went on to say that the majority will never accept the Jews
completely and, at any rate, most Jews feel that they can contribute
more to the sum total of Western culture by remaining separate than
by becoming part of the mass.”
Israel has been at the heart of Hillel’s identity from the start. It
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appears to have been Hillel’s approach all along that the Jewish
people’s self-determination in the form of Israel is intrinsic to
Jewish identity whether in Eretz Yisrael or in the Diaspora. The
issues raised in the 1954 debate – Jewish assimilation and
continuity, Diaspora relations with Israel and the apparently constant concern that new generations of Jews do not have a sense of
Jewish values – have defined Hillel’s mandate. Indeed, Wolfe’s
assertion that many Jews feel that they “can contribute more to the
sum total of Western culture by remaining separate than by
becoming part of the mass” foreshadowed by 50 years the 21stcentury motto of the international Hillel movement: “Distinctively
Jewish, universally human.”
Organizationally, the Vancouver B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation, and
its successor the Vancouver Hillel Foundation, proceeded in a
seemingly straight trajectory. This historical progress, though, is
punctuated by a number of notable leaps forward.
In December 1952, Cohen, the Pacific regional director for B’nai
B’rith who was central to the chapter’s birth, returned to UBC to
announce that the branch, until then considered a “counsellorship”
was upgraded to a “foundation,” with Kogen going from “counsellor”
to “director.” In his presentation, Cohen brought mixed messages;
hard truths that the movement – and the Jewish people – would need
to confront in order to survive and thrive.11
Cohen reported on surveys conducted at Columbia University and
Harvard concluding that “young people have shed the obligations of
organized Jewish life but have not broken with their heritage.” He
reported that, “Of the 200,000 Jewish students attending university in
the United States approximately two-thirds are influenced by the
Hillel program.”
This broad impact was not only reflected by the UBC chapter, but surpassed, according to kudos given to the organization in the early
decades of its existence. In 1959, for example, the Bulletin wrote:
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“Ever since Hillel’s founding at UBC, it has become one of the
strongest groups in North America. Its membership is one of the
largest on any campus and the attendance to cultural and social events
surpasses that of many larger colleges in the United States and
Canada.” A year later, the head of programming for Hillels across
North America, Dr. Alfred Jospe, sent this message to Rabbi Bernard
Goldenberg, then the Vancouver Hillel director: “Among our smaller
units with part-time guidance, your Hillel unit probably has the
most intensive and I would think also effective program of any which
I know.”
One reason for Hillel’s success in Vancouver is that a number of devoted individuals in the community recognized the value of the organization not only to the students, but to the entire community, which would
be enhanced by the Jewish identity and leadership of students who
come through the Hillel program. At the 10th anniversary celebration
of Hillel at UBC, in April 1957, the founders of the organization were
recognized and honoured. Special presentations were made to members of the first board of directors, headed by Fox, the first Hillel chairman. In an act of institutional continuity, the new student executive for
1957-58 was officially installed by Bud Gurvin, who had served as the
first student president of Hillel 10 years earlier.
In a substantial Bulletin article by Youngson, the achievements of
that first decade were laid out. Youngson claimed that the house at
UBC was “the first such building to be constructed specifically for
Hillel use on any campus” and that it was also the first building to
be constructed “on the University of British Columbia campus to be
dedicated to religious education and inter-faith cooperation.” The
latter statement seems hyperbolic, given the existence of faith-based
colleges at UBC before Hillel arrived, but perhaps is justified by the
qualifier “inter-faith cooperation.”12
Youngson also noted that, “Hillel has been fortunate to have the
following community leaders serve as its chairmen: Nathan Fox, Jules
Ablowitz, David Chertkow, Nathan Nemetz, Leon Tessler, M.M.
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Participants in Hillel’s 10th
anniversary event, which was
featured in the April 12, 1957,
Jewish Western Bulletin.
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Waterman, Nat Ludwig,
Morley Koffman, the late
Norman Levin and Jack
Aceman, the present
chairman. Hillel has also
been fortunate in having the services of Mrs. D. Tobin as its treasurer over these many years.”13
Also crucial to the beginning of Hillel was the decade-long leadership
of Kogen. Having served as Hillel counsellor and director since the
opening, Kogen left Vancouver in 1956 to take up a new post with a
“national Jewish organization” in New York City, which goes
unnamed in the Bulletin’s report of his departure.14 In fact, Kogen was
taking up a position vice-chancellor of the Jewish Theological
Seminary, where he would serve for four decades. He passed away in
2005. Kogen, who also served as rabbi at Beth Israel, was replaced in
his Hillel duties by Rabbi Bernard Goldenberg, then spiritual leader
of Schara Tzedeck.
By 1960, when Goldenberg left Vancouver, including his roles as
Schara Tzedeck’s rabbi and Hillel director, he opined that Hillel
would require a full-time director because “the Jewish student
population at UBC is showing greater interest than ever in Jewish
community affairs and problems.”
Filling the rabbi’s shoes fell to UBC English professor Dr. Moses
Steinberg. In one of countless examples of continuity across the
decades and the generations, when Steinberg passed away, in 2011,
his grandson, Baruch Huberman, had just completed two years as
president of Hillel at Simon Fraser University (SFU).
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Receptive to Change
Hillel was evidently open to addressing controversial topics from the
start, which put the organization in good stead as the tumult of the
1960s succeeded the comparative social quiet of the 1950s. The
approach to philosophical subjects was done from a universalist
perspective, in keeping with the openness of the organization’s namesake, as a report from 1960 indicates:
“Hillel Foundation’s annual week-long cultural event presented before
the general UBC student body ... will feature this year a number of
prominent speakers in a discussion series entitled the ‘Image of Man.’
The series will explore the various images of man as seen through the
perspective of various religious points of view, the humanist or
secular point of view, as well as that of the ‘beat’ or ‘hipster.’”15
As the decade progressed, the full force of social and religious change
would be felt, perhaps never more than in the impact of a single weekend in 1965, which was reported in a staccato style that may have
reflected the “new journalism” emerging at the time or merely the
stream-of-consciousness of the student reporter.
“First annual Hillel retreat met last weekend ... at Royal Towers
hotel, New Westminster. The retreat was under the direction of
Rabbi John M. Sherwood of Temple Sholom, new director of Hillel
at UBC, but he would be the first to agree that the main attraction,
in more ways than one, was Rabbi Zalman Schachter of the
University of Manitoba.... Rabbi Schachter led services – not
ordinary services, mind you, but services such as no one there has
ever experienced before. He led singing, both at the table and away
from the table, he delivered a couple of fascinating talks, but, above
all, he just talked to people – to anyone who wanted to talk to him....
Friday services presented interesting contrasts. They were led by
Rabbi Schachter in traditional Chassidic garb, but, in the congregation, boys and girls sat together, and many of the boys did not wear
kippot. Although the service followed the traditional order, much of
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it was in English, and a few new melodies were introduced – the
‘Shema’ done to the tune of ‘Shenandoah,’ for example, and the
Kiddush, to ‘Home on the Range.’... Jews today must learn to cast
off the old, Sunday school beliefs about God and to develop more
mature and sophisticated points of view. Second, Jews must gain a
body of knowledge about Judaism. And ... Jews must learn that the
important part of Judaism is neither being a Jew, nor being Jewish,
but rather acting like a Jew – ‘Jewing,’ is the way Rabbi Schachter
phrased it.... The group reconvened later in the afternoon for
Mincha services and dinner. At Rabbi Schachter’s suggestion,
dinner was eaten in complete silence, the effect of which proved
somewhat of a surprise, and a surprise it is certainly difficult to
communicate! Skeptics can try it.... A little singing followed and
then Havdallah, made in a typical ‘Zalman Schachter fashion,’ over a
bottle of Coca Cola, two matches and a bottle of perfume from a girl
who happened to be standing near him.”16
Change was coming within Judaism and outside. As the AfricanAmerican civil rights movement turned global attention to the
shortcomings of the American ideal, in the mid-1960s, Jewish
activists were among the first and strongest of its supporters. At
UBC, Hillel held five noon-hour programs on the topic “Whose
Problem is Prejudice?” And racial shibboleths were not the only ones
being shattered in those years. Hillel was home to frank discussions
on topics such as “Classical and Current Religious Thoughts on Sex.”
The sense of speed with which social change was coming in the
middle of the 20th century was expressed in 1966, when Cohen,
Hillel Pacific regional director, told colleagues, “The students of the
fifties went to school when the stream of history was wide and moved
slowly. Today, the stream is rushing through a narrow gorge. We are
living in a period of rapid social change....”
Demographic changes were a major factor. Though Jewish young
people were always disproportionately represented in post-secondary
education (where not limited by numerus clausus) the combination of
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veterans’ education benefits spiked university attendance in the 1940s
and 1950s, then the baby boom resulted in an exponential growth in
demand for post-secondary education in subsequent decades. By
1967, Kitsilano and Gastown burgeoned with new arrivals from
across the country as the Summer of Love had its particular manifestations in Vancouver. The theme of Hillel’s student retreat that year
was “Can You Turn On With Judaism?”
This time of global tumult was an opportunity for Hillel to find a
balance between adherence to tradition and capturing the wave of
change. The leader of Hillel International expressed an openness to
the radicalism that seemed to be engulfing campus life and spun it
in a way that warned campus Hillel leaders not to discount the
legitimacy of the activists’ concerns.
“Jewish college activists who oppose the ‘Establishment’ should not
be counted out as alienated Jews, Rabbi Benjamin M. Kahn, national
director of B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundations, told the annual Hillel
summer institute,” the Bulletin reported. “Rabbi Kahn said there are
‘positive signs’ that Jewish youth of the new left not only seek to
identify with the Jewish community but to enlist its support.... The
alienation campus activists feel toward the Jewish community is apt to
be ‘either temporary or superficial, or both,’ he said. The gap between
students and their parents’ generation is not over a difference of
Jewish values, Rabbi Kahn said, but exists because Jewish students
cannot tolerate the failure of adults to join them in their rebellion
against the false values, materialistic standards and the status quo.”17
Kahn said the Jewish community must show Jewish youth that “its
social concerns and theirs coincide” to prevent their loss as future
leaders in Jewish life.
Across the continent, young people were upending traditional forms
of expression to make new statements about the world and their place
in it, as Hillel students, then under the guidance of Rabbi Marvin
Hier, spiritual leader of Schara Tzedeck at the time, who would later
go on to found the Simon Wiesenthal Centre and Museum of

70

T H E

S C R I B E

Tolerance in Los Angeles, did in 1969.
The Bulletin reported: “Students at B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation on
the UBC campus are planning to offer a What’s Happening Now?
experience ... written and directed entirely by students ... the totally
cynical, non-repetitive, conscious experiences of a logically illogical
Jewish boy named David. Hillel Players have promised it will be a veritable eye-opener.”18 It was reviewed afterward, somewhat cryptically:
“The play, written, revised and produced by students, poked gentle but
sharp fun at many of Hillel’s problems and activities.” The theatrical
offering, staged by Jeffrey Goldberg and Jerry Adler, may well have represented the first use of the term “multimedia” at Hillel or in the
Bulletin – the word appeared in the March 7, 1969 issue.

Hillel in the 1970s
While Gestalt and yoga became part of the Hillel programming
repertoire, some of the passionate debates of the past continued with
intensity. As but one example, in 1971, theologians and rabbis
Richard Rubenstein and Irving Greenberg faced off in a Hillelsponsored debate on whether God is dead or alive.
“Leading advocate of the ‘God is Dead’ movement, Dr. Rubenstein
stated: ‘What kind of religion can men have in a world where there is
an Auschwitz? I don’t believe that there is a power over all. Man is
his only God – man is his only authority. I believe in the amoral God
of nature, the God of the land. What stays alive is what adapts to
life’s circumstances. I don’t believe there is anyone who has authority
to tell me what to do – I feel the links with God are broken – I feel I
am responsible for my own actions.’
“The ‘God is alive’ proponent, Rabbi Greenberg, spoke of the importance of the Exodus. ‘We were slaves and then there was the Exodus.
To be a Jew is to live in the light of this event and to have hope and
to treat human beings with dignity. I can’t now look on outsiders with
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contempt, because I, as a Jew, was once an outsider. Every aspect of
life was changed in light of this reality and to live in this reality is to
struggle now for all. This is the fundamental Jewish life style and
hope. It is a credo of faith.’”19
The Bulletin’s headline wryly summed up the debate’s conclusion:
“Engrossing debate fails to settle if God dead or alive.”
The role of women in the world and in Judaism was also being
discussed and debated.
“Traditional and rabbinic views toward marriage and the relationship
between the sexes are no longer relevant to modern life, Dr. Annette
Kolodny stated during a recent three-day seminar on ‘The Jewish
Woman,’ held at Hillel House ... a disproportionate number of
women writers in the women’s liberation movement are Jewish. Their
message of ‘how frustrating, how difficult, how confining’ it is to be a
Jewish woman in contemporary North America, is reflected in their
writings, Dr. Kolodny pointed out.... The talmudic view of woman’s
primary role is that of wife and mother, she said, and this has led the
North American Jewish family to encourage its sons to succeed and
its daughters to marry well.”20
On another occasion, Kolodny, described as “an outspoken advocate
of the women’s movement and head of the woman’s studies program
at UBC,” spoke on “The Jewish Woman: Servant and Outsider.”
Hillel students in the 1970s and 1980s also were deeply engaged in
international political issues. Most important, they were involved in
the movement to free Soviet Jews, who were effectively prevented
from leaving the Soviet Union, as well as being prevented from
practising their religion or celebrating their heritage. By the first
decade of the 21st century, Vancouver Hillel was invigorated by new
student leaders who were born in Russia, Ukraine and elsewhere in
the former Eastern Bloc.
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And, of course, the war in
Vietnam, which was
stoking a firestorm of
civil dissent and protest
on American campuses,
had ramifications for
Hillel as well. At the
international level, B’nai
B’rith Hillel Foundation
affirmed the “right and Seymour Levitan lecturing at UBC Hillel, in 1973.
obligation” of its campus
directors to counsel students on “conscientious objection, selective
conscientious objection and the draft.... The Hillel Commission also
... criticized public failure – the adult Jewish community included – to
distinguish between violence-minded campus elements that ‘want to
destroy the democratic system’ and those who express ‘dissatisfaction
and concerns’ by seeking radical change through peaceful means.”21
Writing in 1973 on the occasion of Hillel’s 50th anniversary, Hillel
International director Jospe observed: “Thousands of young people,
among them our best and most sensitive students ... are searching
for better ways to express and act upon their moral and spiritual
concerns.” Jospe issued a plea for the necessary resources to meet
the challenges of this generation: “What could Jewish life in
America be like in another generation if the entire American
Jewish community were to share in the work initiated and supported mainly by B’nai B’rith in the past to provide the human and
material resources that will bring the potential for Jewish life on
campus to full flowering?”

Birth of the Modern Hillel
Early in the 1980s, Hillel students (at this point part of a national
Jewish student group known as Network) took up the rights of
people with disabilities.
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“Last month Ron Ritch, a third-year UBC engineering student and
[Hillel director] Rabbi Daniel Siegel installed a wooden ramp where
stairs used to be at UBC Hillel House.... With the initial barrier
broken, Network students hope that all Jewish institutions, retail
stores and facilities will follow suit.... Jewish disabled should be able
to go to shul, attend community programs, buy kosher meat and
kosher bread, they point out.”22
The focus on access was a student-initiated priority, which reflected
the attitude that the overall Hillel movement was adopting toward
decision-making and leadership. While the student-up model of
Network met with resistance from some Hillels, Siegel said he was
the envy of other Hillel directors who experience “friction” with their
Network affiliates: “Here in Vancouver, we have the reputation of
being smooth and cooperative,” he said.
Issues that were being addressed during this time consisted of some
perennial concerns – for example, Hier spoke on “Engagement and
Marriage in Jewish Law,” assimilation, threatened Jewish communities, and Israel and the media – as well as comparatively new matters,
including Nazi war criminals, combating cults and Ethiopian Jewry.
Sample topics of discussions held during this time included “What
Kind of a Rabbi Do You Want?” “Why is Jewish Culture a Dirty
Word?” and “Should Israel Sell Arms to West Germany?”
At one student event, “recent incidents of ‘JAP [ Jewish American
Princess] bashing’ on U.S. college campuses and the increased attention
paid to the ‘JAP’ image were also a topic of discussion,” according to the
Bulletin. “There was much debate among students as to the true nature
and origin of Jewish stereotypes, both male and female. There was a
consensus, however, that the perception of Jews as family-oriented
remains strong and that non-Jews admire this commitment to family.”23
As students were focused on existential and intellectual pursuits, the
Hillel administration was focused on some very fundamental infrastructural and organizational updating.
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The Bulletin reported on the 1987 transition when Siegel departed as
Hillel’s director and was replaced by Dr. Mordehai Wosk:
“An estimated 250 guests braved cold temperatures, freezing rain and
hazardous driving conditions to find a warm welcome at the newly
renovated postwar building. Representatives of all local Jewish groups
and synagogues and friends of Hillel swelled the ranks.... The
history of Hillel – past, present and future – was highlighted in a
broad-ranging program chaired by Dr. Wosk.... Said Dr. David
Strangway, UBC’s president, ‘Hillel House will provide a quiet place
where students going through rapid changes can come to reflect and
reevaluate who and what they are.’... B.C. Supreme Court Chief
Justice Nathan Nemetz, past president of B’nai B’rith, once chancellor of UBC and a member of Hillel’s founding committee, welcomed
Dr. Wosk back to Vancouver to ‘lead us in a new period of our
history....’ Alumnus Matty Khalifa injected a note of humour into the
program with memories of the old Hillel when, ‘If you slammed the
front door, the back door opened.’”24
In his three years as head of Hillel, Wosk initiated many programs
that continue to run today, while expanding Hillel’s reach by also
serving as Jewish campus chaplain for UBC, SFU and Langara
College. One of Wosk’s first and still one of his most impactful acts
was a matter of “housekeeping” that proved to have a very direct
impact on the organization and the university for the next century.
Shortly after Wosk became Hillel director, an expansion of UBC’s
Brock Hall student services building almost resulted in the relocation
of Hillel House. When the small rectangular building was constructed in 1947, it was in a relatively remote part of the campus. As the
university grew, the student services building was built next to it and,
eventually, a major parkade popped up on the other side; in the 1970s,
the Student Union Building and student gym opened across the
plaza. What was once a campus backwater had become very desirable
real estate.
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The Wosk family recognized the long-range benefit of the location
and it was the intervention of Wosk and his father, the late Morris J.
Wosk, a lifelong friend of both Hillel and the University of British
Columbia, that prevented a large-scale move for Hillel: “[T]he homeaway-from-home for Jewish students at UBC was raised onto a truck
and fitted with wheels,” read the article in the Bulletin. Necessitated
by the expansion of Brock Hall, “The building was recently moved
100 feet closer to the edge of the Student Union Building Plaza,
the core of activities at UBC.... Much work, including landscaping,
painting and reorganizing the Hillel library and furniture, needs to be
done before UBC’s fall 1990 semester begins, [executive director
Mordehai Wosk] noted.”25
In the end, accommodating the expansion of Brock Hall was a benefit. In addition to being moved closer to the centre of campus, the
long occupancy of Hillel at this site was a deciding factor in the
decision by the University of British Columbia, 20 years later, to
approve the construction of the new Hillel House and to extend the
occupancy agreement on the space until 2084. By 2011, Hillel was
the sole remaining non-university body remaining in the academic
centre of campus.
While word-of-mouth history held that the original Hillel House had
been one of several decommissioned then recommissioned Second
World War-era barracks that continued to dot the campus into the
1970s and 1980s, research indicates that it was a purpose-built structure
that coincidentally resembled the simple, utilitarian, rectangular barracks nearby.
The building received several upgrades over the decades. In 1952,
Hillel House had received the first of what the Bulletin called a “Face
Lifting”: “The house is in need of painting inside and out. A new
linoleum is also needed to cover the floor in the main meeting room.
This softwood floor has been badly worn by constant use for four and
a half years.”26 Later, the paper’s social columnist commented that “the
painters and decorators did a good job out at Hillel House recently and
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Necessitated by the expansion of Brock
Hall, Hillel House was moved 100 feet
closer to the edge of the Student Union
Building Plaza in 1990. Sending the
building on its voyage are student Mike
Senior, left, Hillel House secretary Susan
Angel and Hillel executive director
Dr. Mordehai Wosk.

JEWISH INDEPENDENT

their results are really worthwhile seeing.... An intensified
program has been launched by
Hillel this fall and a high point
will be reached when the fifth
anniversary of Hillel at UBC
will be celebrated with an ‘Open House’ affair on November 5.”27
The facility was redecorated again in 1969: “Newly redecorated and
refurnished for the first time in 20 years, Hillel House features psychedelic colours outside, carpeted interior, a music library and a book
library as well as cubicles for students.” Regrettably, colour photos of
the psychedelic outside paint job do not seem to have survived.
By the time the building was moved, it was clearly showing its age,
but it was not only Morris Wosk’s financial support that gave the
building a much-needed renovation – he and Mordehai Wosk also
invested “sweat equity,” pitching in with students and community volunteers to make necessary repairs to the 40-year-old building.
At the time of Hillel’s 50th anniversary, Morris Wosk made a
commitment to Hillel that he would strengthen the organization by
matching dollar for dollar the amount raised by the community to a
total of a million dollars. That campaign launched a new era in the
life of the organization, a well-resourced period of increased
professionalism that made possible later expansion to other campuses
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and eventually to the new UBC Hillel House.
During Mordehai Wosk’s time as executive director, Hillel adopted
the student-centred leadership structure it has today.
“The student board itself, though not a new entity, has been
revitalized in an effort to give students more input into programs and
campus activities – activities that ultimately affect them,” Wosk told
the Bulletin at the time. “The result of this student empowerment has
been the dramatic increase in student participation in campus and
communal affairs.”28 Committees created at this time focused on
social activities, Israel Week, media watch, recruitment, world Jewry,
library, Soviet Jewry, Syrian Jewry and Holocaust Awareness Day.
While he served as Hillel director for only three years, from 1987
until 1990, Wosk’s affiliation with the organization has never ended.
He has served on the board of Vancouver Hillel for the two decades
since then and, since 2005, has been a member of the Hillel
International board of governors. He established and continues to
chair the Vancouver Hillel Endowment Foundation.
Through a tradition of annual awards endowed by Drs. Mordehai and
Hana Wosk, thousands of student leaders have been inspired to
dedicate themselves to excellence in Israel programming, Jewish
programming, tzedakah, tikkun olam and service. An additional
Mordehai and Hana Wosk Award is presented annually to a “senior
student exemplar” whose contributions throughout their university
career reflect the model of global citizenship and Jewish engagement
that Hillel encourages and the Wosks exemplify.
While the Vancouver B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation was modernizing and laying a foundation for the future, a similar dramatic
restructuring was taking place internationally. At that level, Hillel
was professionalized under the leadership of Richard Joel, who led
the organization from 1989 until 2003, at which time he went on
to head Yeshivah University.
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Under Joel’s guidance, Hillel became independent of its B’nai B’rith parent organization in 1994, with a board of directors including lay leaders,
students, professionals and representatives of federations and B’nai
B’rith. Local Hillel foundations were encouraged to create their own
boards of directors based on the international model, and Vancouver
Hillel followed in 2005, going from the Vancouver B’nai B’rith Hillel
Foundation to independence as the Vancouver Hillel Foundation.
Capping the governance changes was the creation of a new Hillel
International board of governors in 1994, chaired by the Canadian
business leader and philanthropist Edgar M. Bronfman. Together,
Bronfman and Joel imagined a “Jewish renaissance” – “a joyful celebration of Jewish life and the strengthening of Jewish communities on
campuses and beyond.”
With Joel and Bronfman at the helm, a generation of philanthropists
joined them to revitalize Hillel. For example, Michael and Judy
Steinhardt launched the Jewish Campus Service Corps, which sent
recent graduates to work at Hillels to engage unaffiliated Jewish
students, and Lynn and the late Charles Schusterman championed
the expansion of Hillel in the former Soviet Union.
In Washington, D.C., in 2002, Hillel dedicated the Arthur and
Rochelle Belfer Building, home to the Charles and Lynn
Schusterman International Centre, creating Hillel’s first permanent
headquarters in the heart of the U.S. capital.

Decline and Renaissance
In 1990, the results of the National Jewish Population Survey were
released. The study’s headline statistic was that a full majority of
American Jews were by this time marrying non-Jewish partners and
not raising their children as Jews.
Later in the decade, Prof. Alan M. Dershowitz would explore the
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threats to Jewish continuity in his book The Vanishing American Jew.
The statistics and their grim implications in Dershowitz’s cri de coeur
inspired action in Jewish communal circles.
In this environment, according to the official history of Hillel,
“Everything began to change. Hillel bolstered student, professional
and lay leaders by providing them with training and encouraging
them to take ownership of the organization locally and internationally.... Hillel established a process of accreditation to provide universal
standards of excellence throughout the system. A new Hillel logo was
created that formed the Hebrew letters for Hillel into a dynamic
flame.... And, to underscore a desire to engage all Jews on campus and
beyond, Hillel adopted a new mission statement: ‘Maximizing the
number of Jews doing Jewish with other Jews.’”29
When Wosk left his role as director of UBC Hillel in 1990, he was
replaced by Zac Kaye, who remains, 20-plus years later, a member of
the Hillel family, as director of Hillel for Greater Toronto. The
impact of the two men, building on those who came before them,
received special recognition when Joel came to Vancouver in January
1994 to present the William Haber Award for excellence in campus
programming to the Vancouver B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation.
Joel warned that, if student empowerment is resisted, danger awaits
the entire Jewish community: “There is a grave likelihood our young
people will turn their backs on Jewish campus activities, and on the
Jewish community in general, once they graduate and enter the workforce.... Hillel should not strive to be a religious centre, or a fraternity or sorority for Jewish students.... Instead, Hillel must define itself
as a launching pad for Jewish life.... We need to offer multiple entry
points into the Jewish community for ‘passive identity’ young Jews.”
In doing so, he said, Hillel could provide unaffiliated Jews “with
opportunities to network with other Jews, to feel a sense of belonging
and pride in being Jewish.”
When Kaye left Vancouver to oversee Hillel in Toronto, he echoed Joel’s
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words: “We translated Hillel from being perceived as a service to something that students actually feel ownership of. If you want to establish
long-term commitments, students have got to feel that ownership.”
Kaye’s replacement, Rabbi Kenneth Kaufman, who served as Hillel
director from 1995 to 1997, emphasized connections between Hillel
students and the broader community, such as working with elderly
people and under-privileged children: “I think it’s really important
that Hillel not only offers opportunities to students to get things for
themselves, but also that it offers students an opportunity to give [to
the community],” he said.
Gabe Meranda took over from Kaufman in 1997, in time to celebrate
the organization’s 50th anniversary. Marking that landmark before
400 people at the Four Seasons Hotel, the Wosk family announced
the challenge campaign that would raise Vancouver Hillel to new levels of resources to fulfill its mission.
A year later, in 1998, Joel returned to Vancouver, expressing his vision
for student empowerment, inclusiveness and diversity: “We believe
that the role that Hillel should play with you is to empower you,
which broadly speaking means to provide you with resources, stimulation, professional staff that can work with you, challenge you, dare
you and encourage you to risk and urge you to build a community of
communities on campus.... Not just one club where you can all get
along with each other but, as Jews always do, a large family that can
be dysfunctional and fight but can come together as a family.”

Globalizing the Intifada
In September 2000, the seven-year-long Middle East peace process
broke down. Rejecting a proposal from Israel, the Palestinian leader
Yasser Arafat abandoned negotiations and began an organized uprising that has become known as the Second Intifada.
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In September 2001, the United Nations-sponsored World
Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and
Related Intolerance took place in Durban, South Africa. While
aspects of the planning for the official UN conference had given signs
of an anti-Israel bias, it was at the parallel nongovernmental organizations conference that the most shocking events took place.
The NGO Forum, in its official statement, accused Israel of being a
“racist, apartheid state” guilty of “racist crimes including war crimes,
acts of genocide and ethnic cleansing.” It was in Durban that the
anti-Israel movement unveiled the apartheid libel that would be its
rallying cry for the decade, and demanded boycotts of and divestment
from Israel. Explicit, unabashed antisemitism was expressed openly
and the debunked Victorian-era fable The Protocols of the Elders of
Zion was handed out as fact.
The Durban conference combined the employment of antisemitic
imagery and rhetoric with an effort to “globalize the intifada.” And,
three days after the conference, on September 11, 2001, a new historical era began with the terror attacks on New York and Washington.
Vancouver Hillel, like its sister chapters across Canada and the United
States, was taken by surprise by the anti-Zionism that began sweeping campuses. Throughout the decade, anti-Israel events and rallies
became commonplace. Israel-bashing pamphlets, posters, campus
media articles, student-government resolutions and even professors’
lectures became components of 21st-century campus life. Students
who had never felt the sting of antisemitism and whose connection to
their Jewish identity had not been central to their character before
were now seeking out support. Vancouver Hillel and Hillel chapters
continent-wide responded to their demands for the resources and
education to counter the arguments and strategies of the other side.
At McGill, graffiti warned, “There will be no more anti-Semitism
when there are no more Jews.” Swastikas appeared on campuses
across the country. A kippah-wearing student at York University was
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beaten up. Screaming, physically imposing thugs attempted to silence
pro-Israel speakers, students and events across the country. A visit by
Binyamin Netanyahu, then a former Israeli prime minister, was met
by a riot at Concordia University in Montreal in September 2002.
Two years later, that incident was used by the university administration to ban Ehud Barak, another former prime minister, from speaking, citing fears of additional violence.30
Closer to home, limits to discussion and threats to civil discourse were
felt at Simon Fraser University, where Israel’s consul-general, Yaacov
Brosh, was escorted from a meeting hall for his own security after
dozens of screaming opponents drowned out his speech in 2004.
Dr. Michael Stevenson, the president of SFU at the time, expressed
his dismay in a statement after the fact: “I am embarrassed that such
behaviour could have occurred at SFU, and I apologize to the consulgeneral and to others in the audience who were effectively silenced by
the protesters at this event. Although I have been assured that there
was no violence or threat of violence on this occasion, there was a level
of verbal aggression that is inconsistent with university norms for
open debate and discourse.”31
A year later, Brosh returned to SFU, to a still-raucous but more controlled chaos, in which he was able to complete his presentation and
lead a heated question-and-answer session.
Israel’s ambassador to Canada, Haim Divon, met with similar shouting protesters at Langara. He told Canadian Jewish News: “[I] was
shouted down, and met with curses and epithets. Invectives were
hurled with nearly frothing hate. They tried to hijack the program.
But I stayed to the end and I could see how this irked and annoyed
the Israel-deniers who wanted to send me out of the room.”32
RCMP suggested he cancel next day’s event at UBC, but Divon
refused and was met with a more civil response. “The answer for us
... is just to be there,” he said. “The minute we let them take over, we
have lost. But we are not running away.”
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When Divon’s successor as ambassador, Alan Baker, confronted protesters calling him a war criminal and a racist, he told the Vancouver
Sun: “I think the upsetting thing is the adjectives which have been
used to describe me as a war criminal, a racist. Obviously, these people don’t know what racism is and what war crimes are.”33
The atmosphere at SFU was enflamed by campus media, as well as
the student government. In 2002, the Simon Fraser Student Society
adopted a resolution declaring, “the Palestinian people have been dispossessed, occupied and oppressed for the last 50 years at the hands of
U.S. and Israeli imperialism,” and calling for a total right of return,
while dubbing Israel “apartheid.”34
In 2003, in an example of what was taking place in faculties elsewhere,
the University of Victoria School of Social Work adopted a resolution
that combined anti-Israel activism with the movement against war in
Iraq: “We ... denounce the illegal and unjust military aggressions
against the Palestinian people and the settlements and continued
occupation of their territory, in defiance of United Nations resolutions, by the state of Israel, with the complicit support of the U.S. We
are appalled by the continued and ongoing slaughter of Iraqi and
Palestinian people and call for an immediate cessation of all military
aggression against Iraqi and Palestinian civilians.”35
Visits by speakers like Noam Chomsky and repeated engagements by
like-minded figures such as Norman Finkelstein enflamed debate on
campuses throughout the decade. Activists employed tactics such as
mock Israeli checkpoints, at which student passersby were harassed and
subjected to anti-Israel caricatures and parodies of Israel’s security barriers. Israel Apartheid Week, which began in Toronto in 2005, spread
worldwide, including to British Columbia. And signs and chants such
as “Globalize the intifada” became commonplace and posters messaged
such things as “IDF=Gestapo.”
Hillel countered with speakers who sought to balance the one-sided
narrative, including American commentator Daniel Pipes, who chal-

84

T H E

S C R I B E

lenged the notion of Israeli aggression and recast the Second Intifada
in a different light. “The Israelis made concession after concession,”
Pipes told an audience at UBC in 2003. Instead of leading to feelings
of fraternity, he said, the concessions were perceived as first blood.
“Instead of negotiating something with the Israelis,” Pipes said, summarizing what he called a prevalent attitude among average
Palestinians, “[maybe] they could beat the Israelis.”36
Hillel students were well organized in 2003, when the students union
at Vancouver’s Langara College denied Jewish students space for an
event in which an Israeli Bedouin diplomat, Ishmael Khaldi, was to
speak about multiculturalism in Israel. Although the union did not
relent, a college instructor intervened and booked a space, and the
event proceeded.
While anti-Israel activists made their points by silencing the expression of others, Hillel took an innovative approach when New
Democrat members of Parliament Svend Robinson and Libby Davies
and other anti-Israel activists held a panel at UBC without representation from the Zionist side. The Bulletin reported: “In anticipation of
voicing dissent, Hillel members had prepared sheets of paper with the
words ‘I disagree’ printed on them to distribute to the crowd. Rather
than cat-calling or heckling, audience members simply held up the
signs in unison when speakers ventured into controversial territory.”37
On March 17, 2004, Hillel experienced vandalism when the six-footlong sign designating Hillel House, estimated to weigh about 100
pounds, was ripped from its moorings and disappeared. Some suspected a drunken St. Patrick’s Day prank, while others noted that it took
place the day after the Ubyssey published a letter from the Israel
Awareness Club and the Jewish Students Association condemning the
Alma Mater Society for co-sponsoring a visit by Chomsky.
In 2006, a football-sized boulder was thrown through a window of
the UBC Hillel House. No arrests were made and the crime
remains unsolved. Adding to the disturbing act was the fact that it
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took place sometime in the evening or night when the Jewish
community was marking the 68th anniversary of Kristallnacht, the
Night of Broken Glass.
It should be noted that these were two of very few acts of outright
vandalism experienced by Hillel in British Columbia. In 1969, the
student-built sukkah was vandalized and, in 1981, the Bulletin reported that a series of antisemitic slogans were painted across two Hillel
signs, including the words “Death to the Jews” and “KKK lives.”
While upheaval was occurring around the province in the 2000s, the
situation at Simon Fraser University was of particular concern.
“There’s no doubt that the situation at SFU is dire in the sense of
both anti-Israel and anti-Semitic perceptions,” Eyal Lichtmann,
Hillel’s executive director, told the Bulletin at the time. At UBC, he
said, “We’re setting the pace of the programming on campus as it
relates to Israel and the [anti-Israel] groups are reacting to us ... as
opposed to us reacting to them.”38 An important part of that, he
added, is having a place to meet, plan, organize and just rejuvenate
among friends for the work ahead. In 2004, Lichtmann and the board
of Hillel announced plans to open a permanent facility for Jewish
students and their friends at SFU.
Already sensitized to see the campus as the place where the next
generation of the Jewish community would be nurtured, communal
leaders and students themselves were now faced with the reality that
the campus was the place where the kind of radical movements seen
at Durban were taking the battle against Israel’s reputation and
legitimacy. The urgency of the situation and the empathy of the
Jewish community resulted in one of the fastest capital campaigns the
community had seen to date, under the guidance of Hillel president
Dan Shmilovitch and Lichtmann. Barely a year after making the call
to action, the organization opened the doors to the first Hillel House
at Simon Fraser University, in 2005 – a 1,300-square-foot multipurpose space in the brand-new Cornerstone Building in the new
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UniverCity development on Burnaby Mountain.
By the end of the decade, SFU had gone from one of Canada’s most
challenging campuses to one of its calmest. Student governments
worked cooperatively with Hillel and candidates for office became
regular attendees at Hillel lunches and other events. The Peak, the
student newspaper that had been a mouthpiece for anti-Israel views
earlier in the decade, became more balanced and, by 2010, was condemned in student media blogs as a voice for Zionism.
Hillel’s expansion to SFU led to requests from Jewish students at the
University of Victoria to open a Hillel facility there as well. A Jewish
family who owned a sprawling house immediately adjacent to the
UVic campus offered the home for rent and Hillel opened in time for
the academic year in September 2006. A year later, when Hillel was
granted right of first refusal to purchase the house, a friend of the
organization backed a mortgage and the permanence of Hillel at
UVic was assured.
Hillel students at UVic have become central to the Zionist movement
in the capital city, which has a small Jewish community, but a significant and implacable anti-Israel movement. The many anti-Israel
speakers who have come through Victoria have been challenged by
Hillel students at UVic and, on that campus, too, biased events and
material that would once have gone unchecked are now countered
because Hillel is there.
By 2006, Vancouver Hillel was operational with facilities on British
Columbia’s three largest campuses, providing a full range of programming, from Shabbat dinners and holiday celebrations to Hebrew
classes and topical lectures. Hillel had grown from a few dozen
members to more than 1,500 registered students.
The renewed urgency of front-line Zionist advocacy did not change
Hillel’s mandate – it was always a Zionist organization – but it shifted the emphasis and, in various ways, gave new vigor and mission to
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the organization and its students. While Israel advocacy, by necessity, rose in importance on Hillel’s agenda, it did not do so at the
expense of the other aspects of the organization’s mandate. The
strength that Hillel gained from an influx of Zionist students and the
community’s support lifted everything Hillel does. Many of the
young Jews who came to Hillel during this period were previously
unaffiliated and came to their Judaism, in a sense, through Zionism.

Advocacy and Support
The relationship between Israel and Vancouver Hillel has been
perhaps the most constant factor in the organization’s history. Many
Hillel students – and members of the B.C. Jewish community broadly – vicariously experienced the early years of Israel through the eyes
of writer David Youngson, who won the 1953 Hillel scholarship to
join 40 other young Jewish North Americans on a summer of
learning in Israel. Youngson covered his travels for the Bulletin,
beginning with his experience in preparing for the trip, at a time when
around-the-world travel was exceptional.
“Inserted into the passport were two notices reflecting current world
tension,” Youngson wrote. “The first stated that all Canadian citizens planning to visit behind the Iron Curtain must inform the government at Ottawa of the purpose of their trip and must keep in
constant touch with the Canadian or U.K. embassies behind the
Iron Curtain. Failure to do so may result in cancellation of the passport.... The second notice warns Canadians whose parents were
born abroad that they may be considered to be citizens of the country where their parents came from and, in such a case, may be
beyond diplomatic protection by Canada.... The prospective traveller’s preparations must also include a medical checkup and a series
of shots. In my case, I was punctured thirteen times (all in the arm)
for protection against a frightening list of diseases.... The traveller
to Israel also must obtain an Israel visa from the Israel consulate in
Montreal. It costs $9.80. Having gone through all this, there is still
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the transit visa to be obtained from U.S. authorities. Plane, boat
and train accommodations must be arranged and baggage must not
exceed a poor sickly 40 pounds.
“The whole procedure has been set out simply down to the last detail
for me by the Israel Summer Programs, that branch of the Jewish
Agency under whose auspices some 40 young people and myself will
be visiting in Israel.... During the first three weeks, the centre of activities will be Jerusalem. There will be lectures and seminars by the top
men in their respective fields. The remainder of the time will be spent
visiting all parts of the country, literally from Dan to Beersheba. We
will also visit the different types of private and collective farms and
industrial plants, religious shrines and archaeological sites, immigrant
work villages and even the Knesset. More important there will be an
opportunity for us to live as the average Israeli does, to see Israel as he
sees it.”39
Events half a world away were always followed closely by Hillel
students and, when tensions flared, Hillel House was the refuge on
campus for students concerned about the fate of Israel. Jean Gerber,
who was program co-ordinator for Hillel in the early 1970s, recalls
how the outbreak of the Yom Kippur War in 1973 affected the Hillel
membership: “It was a terrible time,” she told the Bulletin. “Students
came into the house. They needed to be in a Jewish place. They really needed to be together.”40
A similar need for mutual support and concerted action occurred
during the 1991 Gulf War. As the Bulletin reported: “During the
last two weeks, with the war in the Gulf raging, campus activity has
been at a high level of involvement. At the packed Hillel Tuesday
Hot Lunch Program, many students were not eating due to a
worldwide day of fasting and prayer.... Students took turns in calling over 550 families to alert them to the Community Solidarity
Meeting in Support of Israel....” The paper went on to note that
“Hillel and Jewish students participate[d] in a prayer vigil organized by UBC Chaplains.... With increased anti-war activity on
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campus, which has strong overtones of anti-Zionism, Hillel and the
Jewish Students Association are meeting on a regular basis to
decide on a planned response.”41
Hillel students, with the assistance of professors and local experts, as
well as visiting Israelis, educated themselves and their peers on the
topics of the day. When the First Intifada emerged, the Progressive
Zionist Caucus and the Hillel Israel Committee presented a panel
discussion titled “War or Uprising: Different Perspectives on the
Intifada.” The two groups also co-sponsored, with the Israel Program
Centre, a workshop on “Jewish Zionist Activism in the University.”
Beyond these exceptional events during times of conflict, Hillel student groups – under various names over the years, sometimes affiliated with national bodies, sometimes not – have presented Israel Week
educational programs for decades. These opportunities to share
Zionism with the broader campus community have focused on positive aspects of Israel’s contributions to the world, study opportunities,
Israeli culture and a range of other topics, including, when students
deemed it necessary, confronting head-on anti-Israel activism.
Zionism has been a cause for much celebration on campus, with Yom
Ha’atzmaut festivities, Israel-themed meals and parties, dances and
musical performances and, of course, with the rest of the Jewish
world, which had watched with anxiety as war seemed imminent in
1967, Hillelniks celebrated in joyous relief when Israel triumphed
over her combined enemies in the Six Day War.
Hillel students have benefitted from presentations by visiting Israelis,
which have been a significant part of Hillel’s lasting connections to
Israel. The list of thinkers and doers who have passed through the
doors of Hillel include some of the luminaries of the Jewish state,
including, in 1975, Gen. Moshe Dayan, and, in 2006, Ehud Barak,
former prime minister of Israel and the most decorated soldier in the
history of the Israel Defence Forces (IDF).
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In addition to visitors from Israel, Hillel has built strong relationships
with Canadian branches of Israeli organizations, including the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv University, who regularly send representatives to campus to explain to Jewish and nonJewish audiences the educational opportunities in Israel – opportunities of which many Vancouver Hillel students have taken advantage.
Hillel also has a close relationship with the Jewish National Fund,
with which it has frequently celebrated Tu b’Shevat.
But there is probably no single factor that has done more to solidify
the bond between Hillel students and the Jewish homeland than the
Taglit-Birthright Israel program. Since the first group of B.C. students participated in the free, 10-day Israel experience trip in 2000,
more than 1,000 Jewish youths and young adults have seen the homeland for themselves.
Partnering with major philanthropists and other organizations, it was
under Joel’s leadership that the Birthright program began. The idea
was first explained to Vancouver Hillel students in 1998 during a visit
to UBC by Edgar M. Bronfman, president of the World Jewish
Congress and chair of the board of governors of Hillel International.
He presented his vision for a Jewish renaissance and spoke of a dream
he called “Operation Birthright.”
“To do what has to be done, we have to give every child in the
Diaspora a present from one generation to the next,” Bronfman told
Hillel students and friends of the organization. “We want to make it
possible for every young person from 13 to 23 to have a meaningful
experience in the state of Israel.”
Jeff Nider was one of the participants on the Birthright trip who
had never been to Israel. He said his first visit to the Western Wall,
which took place the night they arrived, set the tone for the rest of
his experience.
“I started making my way to the Wall, [weaving] my way through all
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the Israelis to get an inch of space,” the first-year UBC student told
the Bulletin. “I took my note from my pocket, stuck it in the Wall, put
my hand on it and I sort of blanked out. I was overwhelmed with the
presence of God and felt like I was in the closest spot on earth to God.
I never dreamed that it could be as intense as it was.”42
This one student’s experience reflects the words of Avraham Infeld,
the former head of Hillel International, who told Vancouver Hillel
students, “You don’t go to Israel to tour another country. You go to
Israel to tour your own soul.”
The impact of the Birthright program is key to understanding the
successes of Hillel’s past decade. As anti-Israel activism emerged on
B.C. campuses, it was met and challenged by an ever-growing cadre
of Birthright alumni who had not only learned the history of the
Jewish state and its struggle for peace, but had witnessed it firsthand,
viewed it through the shared experience of peers from around North
America and found a deeper commitment to Israel and the Jewish
people through this experience.
While more than 1,000 young Jewish British Columbians have
experienced Israel through Birthright, an unknown number of students and alumni have experienced Israel in other ways. Because of
the nature of both campus and nonprofit organizations, accurate figures of post-graduate activities are based more on anecdote than reliable numbers, but, in the past decade alone, at least a dozen
Vancouver Hillel students, recent alumni and staff have volunteered
for service in the IDF, many have volunteered with Magen David
Adom as ambulance attendants and dozens have participated in
Zionist advocacy training programs, including Hasbara Fellowships,
the David Project and Stand With Us. Then there are those who have
studied at Israeli universities and yeshivot or made aliyah. The numbers, ultimately, are not as significant as the bond these stories represent between individual Jewish young people and the homeland of the
Jewish people.
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Hillelniks have found many
other ways to express themselves as individuals and as
Jews, and a crucial part of
Hillel’s social role has been the
celebration of arts and culture.

JEWISH INDEPENDENT

Living Life Jewishly

Music is an important means
of expression and, today, at any
given moment, a visitor to
Hillel will hear professionalcalibre pianists on the house’s
baby grand or Israeli pop blast- Vancouver Hillel students give away hugs for
ing from the sound system. free at the community’s Israel @ 60 celebrations.
Karaoke, jam sessions, open
mic nights and a student hanging out with a guitar are routine. Israeli
dancing has been a staple of Hillel programming over the decades and
remains a popular program today, alongside other physically active
offerings, including yoga, krav maga and Zumba.
Musical expression has been at the core of Hillel’s programming and
social activities across the decades. In 1956, the Bulletin reported:
“Monday is ‘song and dance’ day at Hillel House. A group in choral
singing led by Cantor Abraham Deutsch will study Israeli songs, as
well as Yiddish folk music, while another group will learn Israeli
dances under the leadership of Ruth Kron and Barbara Taylor....”43
In 1968, Cantor Murray Nixon discussed Jewish music and sang in
Yiddish and Hebrew. A short decade later, Hillelniks were discoing
through the 1970s and, in advance of a 1981 party, titled “Subliminal
Seduction,” event organizers promised the Bulletin that “enormous
swarms of people will have an irresistible urge to boogie.”44
In 2002, the paper reported, “The 150 or so young adults who attend-
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ed the B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation’s fourth annual semi-formal,
entitled ‘The Roaring ’20s,’ were too busy flirting, wolfing down
chocolate and showing off their best gangsta rap moves to notice the
disparity between Britney Spears and Duke Ellington. Still, the boys
and girls at the Sutton Place Hotel March 9 looked very sassy with a
splash of retro thrown in.”45
It may be that television has had a negative effect on amateur theatre,
with young people more likely to watch than participate in dramatic
offerings. However, early in Hillel’s history at UBC, live drama productions were a major part of programming, with performances of
Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, among others. The What’s Happening
Now? performance mentioned above seems to have been among the
last major productions Hillel undertook, although the fraternity
brothers of Alpha Epsilon Pi, the traditionally Jewish fraternity closely entwined with Hillel, regularly raises the roof at the inter-fraternity song fest. Recently choosing a staple from Spamalot, the brothers
offered a memorable rendition of “You Won’t Succeed on Broadway
(If You Don’t Have Any Jews).”
If live theatre seems to have declined in popularity, film has taken a
major role in cultural life at Hillel. The increasing ease of access to
what might once have been obscure films for limited audiences has
allowed Hillel to screen countless Jewish films over the years.
Emphatically not least in Hillel’s repertoire of attracting students is
the role of food. Shabbat dinners, seders, break fasts and meals shared
in sukkot all feed a need both material and spiritual. In Hillel’s case,
food is almost always on offer, but the weekly hot lunch that took
place for decades on Tuesday (and, in 2010, was surprisingly moved to
Wednesdays) is an institution that is probably responsible for more
friendships and shidduchs than any other single factor at Hillel.
Over the years, B’nai B’rith women, other volunteers and a number of
regular caterers and staff members have provided the “famous hot
lunches,” as well as refreshments for the many activities taking place
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in the house. A 1955 piece reports that the Louise Mahrer chapter of
B’nai B’rith, with the help of many parents of Hillel students,
equipped the Hillel House kitchen with service for 60 “and, during
the recent Passover holidays, a strictly kosher Pesach lunch was served
to fifty Hillel students by members of this chapter.” The Bulletin
reported, unsurprisingly: “The students were very gratified and
requested that these luncheons take place monthly.”46

Holocaust Education
Amid all of this activity, education about and commemoration of the
Shoah have become more central as the decades progressed.
Assimilating the magnitude of the destruction took time. As a field of
academic study, the Holocaust did not emerge significantly until many
years after liberation. The long years of comparative silence – by survivors and by the world – about all that had happened kept the full
comprehension of that history submerged. The capture, trial and execution of Adolf Eichmann, in 1961-62, is often viewed in retrospect as
the beginning of a new comprehension of the Holocaust, its magnitude and meaning. It was after this time that the realization took root
in the popular understanding that the Holocaust was not simply a
byproduct of war but something that needed to be comprehended as a
catastrophic human phenomenon apart from other history.
Like other organizations, Hillel seems to have reflected this slow
emergence of understanding. It appears that Holocaust commemoration and education became a regular part of Hillel programming in
the 1980s. However, there is a small but notable mini-review from
the Bulletin in 1948:
“My Father’s Tails by the Hillel Drama Society of the University of
British Columbia ... presented a poignant reminder of the tragedy
which befell the Jewish people in Europe but ended with a note of
hope for a happier future.... The difficult theme of pathos and bitter
despair was very ably handled by the actors from Hillel Foundation.”47
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Beyond this, it seems to have taken around three decades for the
Holocaust to become a regular part of Hillel’s programming. Each
year now, Hillel students educate their peers about the history and
causes of the Holocaust and participate in diverse commemorative
events. Frequently, a public reading of the names of Nazism’s victims
has taken place in a public place on campus. Silent vigils have taken
place, and Hillel students have been involved in community-wide
commemorations, including Yom Hashoah and the Kristallnacht
Commemorative Lecture, at which Hillel students have accompanied
survivors in the ceremonial lighting of six candles.
In recent years, special attention has been given to reinforcing the
value that “Never again” means never again for all people. Hillel
students have been at the forefront of warning of impending genocides in Darfur and Congo and about humanitarian catastrophes
worldwide, joining together with other cultural and interest groups to
educate about and agitate against threats of contemporary genocides.
And, in 2006, Hillel hosted Paul Rusesabagina, the inspiration
behind the film Hotel Rwanda and a hero who, during the Rwandan
genocide, saved 1,268 lives.
Over the years, lectures on Holocaust topics have educated Jewish and
non-Jewish students, as well as exposed them to firsthand accounts of
survivors. Lecturers have included the head of UBC’s department of
religious studies, Dr. William Nichols, and Dr. Irving Abella,
co-author of None is Too Many. Prof. Rene Goldman spoke on the
theme “Jewish Resistance in France” and Leon Kahn spoke about his
experiences as a partisan fighting the Nazis. Students also heard from
Prof. Rudolph Vrba, who escaped Auschwitz and told the world what
was taking place there (with tragically limited results). Many local
survivors of the camps have shared their stories with students, who, in
turn, have committed themselves to perpetuating the knowledge of the
Shoah after those who experienced it can no longer tell their stories.
“A lot of students saw that the onus is on us to take the opportunity
while these people are still living to try and learn from what they
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experienced,” said Melinda Baum, who coordinated one of Hillel’s
Holocaust awareness programs.
The lessons of the past are a part of the present, especially for students
who, during this decade, participated in such experiences as the
March of the Living, in which Jewish young people witness the sites
of the Holocaust, then continue to Israel. In the words of March of
the Living participant Kara Mintzberg: “I can now take on the
responsibility to retell these stories of the Holocaust to others, to the
children that I work with in camps, to anyone who has an interest in
the Holocaust and even to anyone who denies the Holocaust. By
going on this trip, I have become a living testimony to the history of
the Holocaust.”
As an example of Hillel’s Holocaust programming, in 2011, students
researched, designed and displayed in central locations on three
campuses a museum-quality exhibit examining the propaganda that
helped lead to the Holocaust and compared it with more recent and
contemporary forms, including communist imagery, Arab antisemitism and even examples of materials from democratic countries
that straddle a line between persuasive marketing and propaganda.
It is possible for young British Columbians to graduate from the
public education system having at no time encountered any history
of the Holocaust. This is even more likely among foreign students
studying in the province. Realizing the organization’s mission of
“distinctively Jewish and universally human,” Hillel students actively
imbue contemporary meaning in the commemoration of the
Holocaust by raising awareness of humanity’s failure to prevent successive catastrophes of such magnitude. At the same time, as a
Jewish organization, Hillel plays a crucial role not only in educating
the entire campus community about this tragic history, but providing
a space where Jewish students, including, now, the grandchildren of
survivors, can explore the meaning of these events.
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The 21st Century
History is best viewed from a distance, but the first decade of the 21st
century will stand out as a significant period in the life of Hillel in
British Columbia. After more than a half-century operating out of a
single small house on the campus of the University of British
Columbia, the organization expanded to Simon Fraser University in
2005 and to the University of Victoria in 2006. Both of these expansions were significant milestones in the life of the organization and
the campuses they now serve.
Worldwide events played an important role in the increased need of
Jewish students for resources and support, as discussed earlier. In
addition to these external factors, changes in the Vancouver Hillel
organization leveraged outside events to the advantage of local
growth, leading to a decade of unprecedented growth and expansion.
Lichtmann, who had been a Hillel student leader during his undergraduate studies at UBC, then program director for the organization,
was, in 2002, a member of the Vancouver Hillel board of directors
when Meranda left the executive director position to return to
Toronto. He stepped in on a temporary basis to replace Meranda,
until a permanent director could be found. In 2011, he continued to
lead the organization.
Vancouver Hillel has garnered international attention from its earliest years as an effective chapter disproportionate to the size of the
Jewish community it serves. The accolades have continued, with
Hillel International’s Exemplar of Excellence Award in 2000 being
presented to Vancouver Hillel’s student president Nuri Fisher, who
was commended for being “instrumental in provoking a renaissance
of Jewish life at Vancouver Hillel....” In 2005, the Exemplar of
Excellence Award for lay leadership went to Dan Shmilovitch, president of the Vancouver Hillel Foundation, recognizing his dedication and that of his predecessor as president, Kevin Glassman. That
same year, Hillel International’s Richard M. Joel Exemplar of
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Excellence Award was presented to Lichtmann, the first Canadian
recipient of the award.
These recognitions coincided with a formal process of accreditation
that cemented the two decades of professionalization begun in the
1980s. As part of the modernization, Hillel International created an
intensive, structured process through which Hillel chapters would
undergo reviews of their programming and service delivery, administration, governance and all aspects of operations. Peers from the
Washington headquarters and other local chapters analyzed every
aspect of operations and, in 2004, confirmed Vancouver Hillel as the
first chapter in Canada accredited under the new standards.
Vancouver confirmed its place on the Hillel map in 2005 in another
way as well, with two Vancouverites joining the board of governors of
Hillel International. The Bulletin reported: “In what are being hailed
as landmark appointments, two Vancouver men have been selected to
sit on the international board of the Jewish campus organization
Hillel ... Isaac Thau and Mordehai Wosk, both B.C. philanthropists
and leaders in the local Jewish community....”48
In recent years, “market research” has been done to identify the desires
and motivations of Jewish university students. The 2001 Hillel and
University of California Los Angeles study America’s Jewish Freshmen,
found that a majority of Jews attend schools away from home and
arrive on campus more interested in “politics, culture and social life
than in spirituality.” Offering non-intimidating points of entry that
appeal to students’ innate interests and that allow them to explore
their Jewishness on their own terms has been key to Hillel’s success.
Of approximately 500 Hillel chapters on about 800 campuses
(Vancouver Hillel, for example, is a single chapter on three campuses), each campus seems to develop its very particular culture.
Influenced by geography, general campus life, the wishes of students,
the approaches of staff and innumerable other factors, every Hillel is
different. Vancouver Hillel’s three facilities each exhibit significantly
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different characters. The University of Victoria facility, being a residential house, is partly funded by renting rooms to students, and the
Hillel director lives in the house as well, creating a sort of 24-hour
hub. At SFU, which is an overwhelmingly “commuter campus,”
almost all activity is centred on students’ schedules, which means daytime activities scheduled between classes for students who tend to go
“down the mountain” to return home by late afternoon. At UBC,
with its larger component of on-campus housing and comparative
proximity to the city, programs reflect both the round-the-clock social
needs of students, as well as the diversity of the student population,
which includes a significant mix of local students and those from
across Canada and around the world, whose social connections are
more dependent on Hillel than those who have developed networks
in their hometown.
Understanding the diversity of programming that takes place within
the walls of Hillel may best be achieved through several examples.
Hillelniks have joined annually with Ismaili and Baha’i students in a
Peanut Butter and Jam-a-Thon, a sandwich-making marathon that
culminates with the donation of thousands of sandwiches to local
shelters and drop-in centres across Greater Vancouver. Students
organized a vigil for victims of terrorism and successive annual vigils
for the release of captured Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, then celebrated
his release in 2011. They have organized a multifaith panel on the
religious significance of the land of Israel; raised funds for Pups for
Peace, an organization that trains dogs to detect explosives and warn
of attacks; arranged a visit by representatives of IsrAID, who told
campus audiences of Israel’s humanitarian response to crises in the
world; hosted representatives of the Canadian Jewish Political Affairs
Committee, who trained students on how to have an impact in
politics; organized Fashion for Passion, highlighting Israeli fashion
designers; heard Israeli perspectives on the Gaza Disengagement
from Aluf Benn, diplomatic editor of Haaretz and Israeli correspondent for The Economist, and Yoram Binur, Palestinian affairs
correspondent for Israel’s TV Channel 2; marked Rabin Day,
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commemorating the assassinated man of peace, with vigils,
educational displays and community-wide memorials; drew hundreds
to a presentation by Irshad Manji, the author of The Trouble with
Islam: A Wake-up Call for Honesty and Change; hosted successive
regional conferences of the Canadian Federation of Jewish Students;
and countless diverse other series and one-off events.
Beyond all of this, Hillels on all three campuses are home to regular
programs like the aforementioned hot lunch and numerous club and
committee meetings. On each campus, in the past decade, a general
structure has seen an Israel advocacy club and a Jewish students association both operating under the Hillel umbrella. These clubs each
have their own mandates, yet operate cooperatively and with much
overlap of membership and activity.
In addition, Hillel at UBC has increasingly become a surrogate fraternity house for the traditionally Jewish Alpha Epsilon Pi fraternity. In
the early decades of Vancouver Hillel, the fraternity Zeta Beta Tau
(ZBT) was the dominant Jewish men’s group on campus and the ZBT
brothers were involved with Hillel and much of the membership was
overlapping, but ZBT eventually disappeared from campus. After a
few years without a Jewish component in the “Greek life” system, a
chapter of the Alpha Epsilon Pi fraternity was chartered in 2003.
AEPi remains the only fraternity at UBC without a stand-alone house,
so when the Diamond Foundation Centre for Jewish Campus Life was
being imagined, Lichtmann advocated that accommodations be made
to provide space for the fraternity in the lower level of the new facility, and its office space is immediately adjacent to the games room,
which includes a pool table, video games and plenty of room to relax.
Whatever the lasting impacts of Hillel, the social change brought
about through the structured tzedakah and tikkun olam projects or the
myriad human connections created, the contributions Hillel has made
to campus life are acknowledged and appreciated by university administrations. For example, recognizing Hillel’s contribution to campus
life over six decades, UBC’s then-president Martha Piper announced
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in 2006 an agreement that will see Hillel remain at the heart of
campus until at least 2084. The proviso was that Hillel construct a
new facility that reflects the changing face of the neighbourhood.
Presented with the offer from the university, Vancouver’s Jewish community came together in one of the largest capital campaigns ever
undertaken. Led by Thau and supported by the three-term president
of Vancouver Hillel, Alan Marchant, as well as a committee of lay
leaders, volunteers, professionals and student advisors, the community successfully raised the funds to construct the building and hired
Acton Ostry Architects, which had also designed King David High
School, Congregation Har El’s synagogue and many other institutional facilities, to create what is now Hillel House: The Diamond
Foundation Centre for Jewish Campus Life.
The opening of the new building began outside with a blessing
from Wosk, followed by a dedication by Isaac and Judy Thau,
accompanied by Tamara Pearl, sister of the late journalist Daniel
Pearl, in whose memory a contemplative garden at the front of the
building is dedicated.
The crowd moved inside, where a formal opening ceremony
took place, emceed by students and welcomed by Marchant.
Representatives of the federal and provincial governments attended,
as did most of the city’s rabbis and leaders of almost every Jewish
communal organization. Hillel International was represented by
Tim Cohen, senior vice-president of development. Avraham Infeld,
now president emeritus of Hillel International, who has developed a
close bond with Vancouver Hillel over many years, delivered a
reflection on the significance of the day. (Having arrived from the
airport unexpectedly early by taxi, Infeld walked into the new Hillel
House to find a young couple passionately entwined on a couch. “It’s
working!” he shouted.)
Prof. Stephen J. Toope, UBC’s president, also spoke, focusing on his
understanding of Hillel’s role on campus:
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“Since it opened in 1947, UBC Hillel House has been a welcome
partner and a strategically significant component of UBC’s learning
environment – one that has provided a safe place in which three generations of Jewish students have been supported to grow intellectually, spiritually and socially, and from which they have richly contributed to the creation of a vibrant campus community,” said Toope.
“Their gift to UBC for the past 63 years has been their perspectives
and, specifically, their contributions to an informed and ongoing dialogue concerning critically important issues: human rights, racism,
nation building and the trials and triumphs of the state of Israel.... At
the same time, it is not an insular organization, but one that fosters
pluralistic and inclusive environments, and its activities have championed rights that are as important to other groups as they are to the
Jewish community.
“The simple truth is that the presence of Hillel on this campus has
made UBC a better university. Looking ahead, there can be no doubt
that even greater dividends await, and not only because of this new
building, but also because of fundamental synergies between Hillel
and UBC.
“UBC’s recently refreshed strategic plan, Place and Promise, features
commitments that are very much aligned with those of Hillel – commitments to student learning, to community engagement, to international engagement and intercultural understanding.
“This alignment positions UBC and Hillel to more effectively nurture
an environment where students will be encouraged and supported in
whatever aspiration they may have – students who are motivated to
even greater degrees by the recently adopted and wonderfully compelling mission statement of Hillel International: ‘Distinctively
Jewish, universally human.’”
Appropriately, by the time the university president made his speech
and the leaders of the community toured the building for the first

Pat Johnson: Hillel House

103

time, on October 17, 2010, students had already made themselves at
home in the new facility, bursting through the doors six weeks earlier, on the first day of the academic year, after a ribbon-cutting and
mezuzah-affixing ceremony led by student leaders. The first student
leadership retreat, Shabbat dinner and Saturday night party had
already broken in the new facility the weekend prior to the grand
opening, the first of what will be thousands of celebratory and social
events in this Hillel House.
The Talmud says, “As my ancestors planted for me, so I plant for my
children.” The ancestors of what is still a young Jewish community
planted the seeds of Hillel in 1947. Since then, the community and
Hillel have strengthened each other through decades of challenge and
achievement.
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BEING A JEWISH PRISON CHAPLAIN
IN BRITISH COLUMBIA
by Cantor Michael Zoosman
Since I began working two years ago as the Jewish prison chaplain for
the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC), I have not once lacked for
conversation topics at dinner parties. If someone broaches the subject
of my work, it invariably captures the attention of many of the guests.
The popular notions of danger and intrigue associated with prison
inspire some of this interest. For most of the people in the Jewish
circles I frequent, however, a significant factor leading to this curiosity is some variant of the question, “You mean, there are Jews in
prison?” And the popular disbelief is not limited to the Jewish world.
The frequency of this type of response reveals either widespread ignorance, or a popular unwillingness within the general mindset to accept
the fact of Jewish criminals. Regardless of the exact underlying cause
of this perception – or denial – it has never failed to catch me offguard (no pun intended). Perhaps my surprise is the result of being a
citizen of the United States, where prisons have become equal opportunity, as it were. Then again, maybe it is the intense press coverage
of such well-known figures as Bugsy Siegel and Bernie Madoff that
gives me reason for pause when I hear this reaction, not to mention
the plethora of prisons throughout the state of Israel. Indeed, one
does not have to look far to find evidence of an organization called
Jewish Prisoner Services International ( JPSI), based in Seattle, Wash.
Previously associated with B’nai B’rith, JPSI is dedicated to reaching
out and supporting Jewish inmates and their families and, for many
years, has been run by Jewish Chaplain Gary Friedman.
As Jews are everywhere, so, too, are the crimes of Jewish convicts allencompassing. It is true that many of those identifying with Judaism
include men and women convicted of financial crimes of varying
severity, from petty theft to “doctoring the books,” which is the most
common stereotype I have encountered for the Jewish criminal (à la
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Madoff ). Still, I would argue that just as many incarcerated Jewish
individuals can and do fall under the categories of sex offenders and
“lifers” convicted of murder and other violent crimes.
Ancient Israel was well aware of the reality of Jews in prison.
Millennia ago, the Torah described levels of punishment meted out
for those found guilty of murder or violent acts. The Tanakh (Hebrew
Bible) saw fit to include discussions of temporary pre-trial detention
(in Hebrew, mishmar), and the Talmud referred to how rabbis under
the influence of the Romans instituted what was called a kipa, or
temporary jail. Another biblical reference to Jewish criminals was the
talmudic notion of the individual who was ordered to serve his or her
victim in order to repay a crime. Perhaps most well known was the
city of refuge model (Ir Hamiklat), which provided for the unintentional murderer a protective community – safe from reprisals by
victims’ families – that functioned like a regular town.1
As of this writing, there were 29 individuals incarcerated within the 10
federal prisons of the Pacific Region (that is, within British Columbia)
who were requesting a Jewish chaplain. In addition, there were six
such individuals on parole or recently released into the Vancouver
community, bringing the total of B.C.-based federal offenders to 35.
It is difficult to locate exact figures of this tally of federal offenders
beyond the past few years, particularly for the local region (where
archival files only go back to 2005), but some national data do exist.
The public can easily access the total tally of the federal Jewish inmate
population across Canada for the years 2004 and 2009.2 According to
these data, the total number of self-declared Jewish convicts within
the federal system in the fiscal year 2004-2005 was 159 out of 21,702
inmates in all, or 0.7 percent of the total prison population. By
2009-2010, the percentage had remained static, with 156 self-declared
Jewish offenders out of 22,240 in all (again, 0.7 percent). If we
divide these total numbers by the five regions into which the CSC
divides Canada (Pacific, Prairie, Ontario, Quebec and Atlantic), the
average result is roughly 31.5 inmates per region identifying with
Judaism. This number is consistent with my tally of 35 total federal
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inmates currently in the Pacific Region requesting a Jewish chaplain.3
The only known source that identified the number of those seeking a
Jewish chaplain in the region specifically at any given time was an
article that appeared in the Jewish Independent newspaper in January
2007. Reporter Kelley Korbin cited 20 self-identified federally incarcerated Jewish individuals at that time in British Columbia. Based on
this source, it is possible that the number of federal inmates in the
Pacific Region requesting a Jewish chaplain increased by some 15
people in four years’ time.4
This article is by no means a comprehensive examination of the
prison system, or the Jews within it. I simply am offering an
overview based on my experience as a cantor and prison chaplain.
Like many of the chaplains before me, the contract for which I act as
the agent for Congregation Beth Israel is between the synagogue and
the federal government. Remuneration for my services in prison
outreach goes to the synagogue, on whose time – and dime – I do
this work, while I receive coverage of costs for pertinent travel and
meal expenses. My charge as Jewish prison chaplain only covers the
10 B.C. federal prisons – those housing individuals serving sentences
of more than two years in length. British Columbia also has nine
provincial prisons, which incarcerate convicts whose sentences are
shorter than two years; three of these also serve as remand, or pretrial, centres for those accused awaiting trial, which can take months,
even years, as well as those being held on immigration charges.
Finally, one other institution, Colony Farm, is a forensic psychiatric
facility for provincial inmates. The B.C. Ministry of Public Safety
administers these facilities and funding does not exist for any regular
formal Jewish or minority faith presence in these locations. I volunteer to visit Jewish inmates on the provincial level in these locations
if full-time chaplains make me aware of their presence. Currently,
there are at least three such individuals of whom I am aware, though
likely others exist.
The number of provincial prisoners identifying as Jewish to my
knowledge today is consistent with the numbers in years past.
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Provincial data per year – like federal information – are difficult to
obtain, but records do exist in the public domain at the Vancouver
Public Library for at least the year 1993. Census ’93: The Report of the
1993 Census of Provincial Correctional Centres in British Columbia lists
the total number of provincial inmates having “stated a religious
belief ” in Judaism as four, compared to 601 indicating a Christian
affiliation, 10 identifying as Buddhist, eight as Muslim, two as
Jehovah’s Witnesses and two as Mormon.5 This number reflects my
current count of three provincial Jewishly oriented inmates.

Jewish Prison Chaplains
Vancouver has been served by qualified rabbis of various congregations since 1892, long before Beth Israel was established and,
undoubtedly, a number would have ministered to prisoners, as
required. For example, Nathan Pastinsky of Congregation Schara
Tzedeck (1918-1946) is known to have made regular prison visits.
Regular Jewish prison chaplains from Congregation Beth Israel date
at least as far back as Rabbi Wilfred (Zev) Solomon and Cantor
Murray Nixon in the 1960s, and even to the synagogue’s spiritual
leader in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Rabbi David C. Kogen.
As Solomon explained, when he began his 33 years with Beth Israel
in 1964, he was involved in visiting the local jails and federal prisons
on an “on-call” basis.6 Over time, chaplains at the various institutions
put forth the idea of making these visits more regular, on a monthly
basis. Solomon did just this and, after 1967, the newly arrived Nixon
joined him “with enthusiasm.”7 In addition to these regular visits,
Solomon remained on-call at all the correctional institutions. “In any
given month,” he recalled, “I would meet with roughly a dozen prisoners [of whom] about eight were Jews by their own declaration. On
special occasions such as Pesach (model seder), pre-Rosh Hashanah
visit with the shofar-blowing, Hanukah with the candlelighting and
the sufganiyot, etc., the number of prisoners showing up increased,
though they were not all Jewish.”8 Solomon and Nixon made these
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COURTESY OF MICHAEL ZOOSMAN

visits on a voluntary basis. Only
in the last few years of Solomon’s
time at Beth Israel did one of
the chaplains develop a formal
contract with remuneration for
the federal visits. The modest
amount was split three ways
between the discretionary funds
of the rabbi, cantor and the
Rabbinic
Association
of
Vancouver (RAV). Rev. Dwight A scan of a drawing that one of the inmates
Cuff – the regional chaplain requesting a Jewish chaplain made and gave
to Cantor Michael Zoosman on a visit.
director – was the first to inform
me that I was not the only clergy from Beth Israel to be involved in
prison outreach. He and other prison chaplains fondly recalled
working with Solomon and Nixon and spoke extremely highly of their
dedicated service for years to the Jewish inmate population. They told
me that the impact of their presence was palpable for those inmates
asking for Jewish services, particularly near the High Holidays and
Passover. In recalling Solomon, Father Joseph Ostopowich – a chaplain at the federal Pacific Institution/Regional Treatment Centre in
Abbotsford – exclaimed, without hesitation: “Now, that was a rabbi!”
Some inmates as well still reflect on the majesty of Nixon’s liturgical
renditions, as well as the wisdom of Solomon, who also recalled “the
great enthusiasm with which the shofar-blowing was greeted” by
the inmates.9
After Nixon, z’l, retired in 1995 and Solomon shortly thereafter,
the reigns of prison outreach passed to other Jewish leaders in the
community. As far as I know, the first officially contracted Jewish chaplains for this region of the CSC were associated with Congregation Or
Shalom, in Rabbi Daniel Siegel, who engaged in the work prior to
2005, and Rabbi Itzhak Marmorstein, who served from 2005-2008.
Rabbi Shmuel Birnham, full-time spiritual leader for North Shore
Vancouver’s Congregration Har El, functioned in the same role from
2008, electing to pass the work on to me in August 2009. As I told the

112 T H E

S C R I B E

inmates from the onset, I never could promise to fill Birnham’s shoes,
but I certainly would do the best I could to follow in his footsteps.
While these clergy have been the officially contracted Jewish chaplains, we certainly have not been the only Jewish clergy to enter the
prison gates, as I mentioned previously. The earliest evidence of this
type of outreach is in prison visits in the 1950s by Rabbi Bernard
Goldenberg of Congregation Schara Tzedeck, as discussed below.
As well, many rabbis have visited unofficially with Jewish inmates
when they have been aware of a Jewish presence, particularly at the
provincial level, where the jurisdiction of the aforementioned federal
chaplains does not extend. I also carried out these types of unofficial
visits at North Fraser Pre-Trial Centre – a provincial facility – during
my first year in Vancouver, prior to being contracted with the CSC.
It is quite likely that most Jewish clergy who have served in British
Columbia have been called upon at one point or another to visit
congregants or other Jewish inmates.

Who is a “Jewish Inmate” ... and What Does He Eat?
One of the most important and unfortunate questions that so often
divides the Jewish community the world over is “who is a Jew,” and
the prison setting is no different. Recall that, by my count, the total
number of B.C. inmates requesting a Jewish chaplain as of this writing is 38. Roughly half of the 38 individuals identify themselves as
actually Jewish, either because of a family connection within the past
two generations or chosen affiliation based on shared values. About
10 in this group are Jewish by definition according to the most traditional standards of halachah ( Jewish law), which requires that one’s
mother was Jewish, either by way of an acceptable conversion or by
herself being the child of a Jewish mother and maternal grandmother.10 The count might be somewhat greater if one considers as Jewish
an inmate who has converted to Judaism under the auspices of a
Conservative rabbi or group of rabbis. The most inclusive mainstream definition would be to measure this group of 38 by most
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(though not all) Reform standards, which allow for patriarchal
descent and, therefore, defines a Jew as someone with a Jewish parent,
male or female.11 By this count, roughly 20 of these individuals would
then be “Jewish inmates.”
For those inmates incarcerated within federal facilities here, it is the
assigned Jewish chaplain’s method for deciding “who is a Jew” that is
most important. The chaplain’s opinion becomes even more significant when keeping in mind that, included in this responsibility is the
very powerful designation of the chaplain as the final arbiter of which
inmates may or may not receive a kosher diet. Each federal prison in
British Columbia has its own independent contract with either
Omnitsky Kosher Delicatessen or Kosher Food Warehouse for the
provision of kosher food for those inmates allotted that diet, a much
more costly and, at times, coveted privilege in the institutions. As the
current Jewish prison chaplain, this responsibility falls to me. As a
cantor at a Conservative congregation, I follow acceptable
Conservative standards of “who is a Jew” while engaged in my professional life. As a CSC prison chaplain, however, I am contracted by
the government to serve “anyone seeking the services of a Jewish
chaplain.” For me, then, the number of “clients” is indeed all 38 of
those asking for my services, as it is not within my mandate as a
chaplain to turn away anyone who wishes to meet with me. Neither
am I the first Jewish prison chaplain here to hold by this ruling. As
Solomon wrote, “no halachic proof was required” when discerning
with whom he would meet during his prison visits.12
This does not mean, of course, that all those individuals I see are on
the kosher plan. On the contrary, were that the case, I imagine
Judaism quickly would become the religion of choice for many
inmates who might wish to trade kosher food for other items, use it
as a form of manipulation or status symbol, or perhaps want to maximize their cost of incarceration for the institution. Instead, after a
sharp learning curve that continues to bend, I have begun to employ
the policy of approving the kosher diet to anyone (whether strictly
Jewish or strictly not) who has either:
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1. Demonstrated to my satisfaction that s/he has kept a certain level
of kashrut prior to his/her current incarceration (i.e. in the community or a previous institution) and wishes to continue doing so, or
2. Indicated a desire to try the kosher plan, subsequently attended at
least three more of my visits (roughly four to six months in all) and,
after conversations with me and perusal of educational materials,
demonstrated an understanding of what it means to be Jewish and
why s/he wishes to try the Jewish lifestyle, as well as the reasons for
and strictures of a kosher diet.
Either way, I also ensure that the individual understands that if s/he is
found to be violating the kosher diet, I will have to revoke the privilege.
What, then, of the religious and dietary needs of provincial inmates,
which remain outside the jurisdiction of the Jewish chaplain for federal institutions? Recall that provincial institutions are not under the
jurisdiction of the CSC, but rather the B.C. Ministry of Public Safety,
therefore, these facilities are much different in their operational policies and programs, for which there is much less funding available than
their federal counterparts. Furthermore, each provincial institution
operates independently from the other in terms of security clearances
and religious policies, and many other areas. The result is that each
institution is a much more difficult nut to crack in terms of its Jewish
needs. I try to reach out to every provincial institution’s chaplain to
find out if there is someone who identifies with Judaism and, since I
have begun reaching out, I have discovered a Jewish presence at five
of these provincial facilities, and have done my best to visit these
inmates, albeit quite infrequently.
Regarding kosher meal availability, to my knowledge at this time, only
two provincial prisons (North Fraser Pre-Trial Centre and Fraser
Regional Correctional Centre) have independent relationships with
B.C. Kosher to provide kosher meals for those inmates making the
request. Often, a telephone interview is arranged between the inmate
in question and a rabbi associated with B.C. Kosher to determine
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their halachic eligibility. If the rabbi discerns that the individual does
not have a Jewish mother and Jewish maternal grandmother, the
phone call is over and he or she is disqualified from the kosher plan
immediately. Use of this most stringent standard by provincial institutions in order to determine kosher diet status is understandable
given the higher costs of kosher meals for the institutions and the real
need to prevent the abuse of such a privilege. Unfortunately, in my
experience, this policy has unintentionally led to ostracism of individuals with Jewish fathers or with strong Jewish upbringings. At a time
after their initial arrest, when the individuals are most in need of
support from the faith communities with which they identify, they
instead are told by a Jewish religious authority that they simply are not
Jewish and are rejected from the only source of spiritual comfort they
know: Judaism. It is precisely for this reason that I do not hold by
strict halachic standards when discerning among the federal populations who is sincere in their kavanah (intention) of desiring the kosher
plan, and who truly seeks to find comfort in Judaism.
It has proven difficult at times for me to discern pure intentions and,
sadly, this has led me to have misread sincere candidates and been
fooled by skilled manipulation. Again, even if I feel the individual’s
motivations might be suspect and I do not yet grant the kosher diet,
I would never turn away someone who seeks out my services. It is a
fine line to walk, and one that takes up a considerable portion of my
time as chaplain, but a necessary one in this type of environment. The
most fitting description I have heard of this balance came from a rabbi
who worked for the Aleph Institute, the Chabad-sponsored Jewish
prisoner outreach organization in the United States. Speaking of the
relationship of chaplain to inmate, he quipped: “We respect them and
we suspect them.” Such must be the case when it comes to working to
determine dietary status in prisons, whether it be regarding kashrut
for Jews, halal for Muslims, vegetarianism for others or even healthrelated dietary restrictions. For many of these inmates, approval or
denial of such a diet is tantamount to acceptance or rejection of their
religious practices and faith altogether. Appropriate discernment is
thereby crucial before rendering a decision.
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“The Benefits Are Out of This World....”
So said Father Joseph Ostopowich, when I asked him whether the
perks for his position at the Pacific Institution/Regional Treatment
Centre merited the many hours he has devoted over the decades. It
took me a second, but I soon realized that he was not just referring to
health insurance or vacation days in his reference to “benefits,” but
rather to the End of Days. Like the other 12 full-time chaplains of
the CSC’s Pacific Region, “Father Joe,” as he likes to be called, has his
eye on more than just earthly benefits. These men and women are
Catholic priests and deacons, Protestant reverends, ministers and
pastors, aboriginal elders and spiritual leaders. They come from
across the continent and have dedicated their ministries to the offender population. They are mostly full time and are either of the
Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant faiths and serve at one or more of
the 10 federal facilities across the Lower Mainland. These prisons
include Ferndale (minimum) and Mission (medium) institutions in
Mission; Pacific (medium), Regional Treatment Centre (multi-level),
Fraser Valley Institution (women’s multilevel) and Matsqui (medium)
institutions in Abbotsford; Mountain (medium) and Kent
(maximum) institutions in Agassiz; Kwikwexwelhp Healing Village
(aboriginal healing centre) in Harrison Mills; and William Head
(minimum) institution in Victoria.
Added to the mix is a community chaplain overseeing those on parole,
as well as a slew of part-time chaplains who visit the minority religious populations. This group of individuals is under contract with
Her Majesty’s Government and includes among them a Buddhist,
Wiccan, Muslim, Sikh and Jewish chaplain, among other smaller
Christian denominations (i.e. Jehovah’s Witness). Unlike the fulltime chaplains who are attached to one or at most two institutions,
each minority chaplain ministers to all 10 of the federal facilities.
For the past two years, I have been making the rounds to each area of
prisons (mainly Mission, Abottsford, Agassiz and Harrison Mills;
Victoria is a bit harder to reach) every other Thursday, enabling me to
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get to each facility about once every six to eight weeks. Whether my
pastoral encounters with inmates take place in a prayer service, a study
session or one-on-one meetings, it more often than not is very meaningful – and not only for the inmates. We have sung, prayed and
heard the shofar together, observed holidays, studied Torah and even
learned Torah and Haftorah trope. Mine was hardly the first such
expansive definition of the role of Jewish prison chaplain; on the
contrary, I followed in a long line of individuals who thought outside
the box in terms of their service to this population, including
Solomon and Nixon. Solomon remembered fondly the nature of
their visits:
“Part of each visit we would meet with a group for discussion on the
holidays, Israel, exchange of ideas on various subjects of Jewish and
general interest, show and tell with Jewish ritual and art objects, musical renditions by the cantor, etc. Part of the visit was also meeting
with individuals for counselling. We also spent some time with other
chaplains, sharing our thoughts on what would be helpful for the
individual prisoners and for the groups.”13
This latter task – of working together with onsite chaplains – is also
one that has continued over the decades. Just last year, Beth Israel
hosted a semi-annual meeting of the prison chaplains of the Pacific
Region, the purpose of which was to discuss matters related to those
incarcerated.

Passover in Prison
The demographics of the inmates with whom I visit is telling. Clients
have ranged from traditionally minded Jews from strictly observant
Jewish homes to those who recently have discovered the Jewish identity of a parent or grandparent previously unknown to them and now
wish to explore Judaism. Some are Israeli, others Russian with little
English, but most are Canadian, many from here in British
Columbia. One of the most eager Jewish individuals is a gentleman
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whose mother is Jewish and whose father is aboriginal. Consequently,
he identifies as Jewish religiously, but culturally as aboriginal and, as
such, is located at the Kwikwexwelhp Healing Village. A very capable fiddler, he has created and performed for me a medley of Jewish
tunes culled from various Jewish music books that he has accumulated. With the inmates, I often strive to help them brush up on their
Hebrew reading skills, or at least introduce new letters to the fray,
with varying degrees of success. Each visit is filled with new lessons
and significance; by far, however, the most meaningful festival for me,
as other Jewish prison chaplains have echoed, has been Pesach.
“Ha lachma anya! This is the bread of affliction, which our ancestors ate in
the land of Egypt. All who are hungry let them come and eat.... Now we
are here; next year, may we be in the Land of Israel. Now we are slaves;
next year, may we be free.”
At the start of our seders every year, we lift our matzot (unleavened
bread) and sing this beautiful Aramaic text with its enduring message
of hope for redemption from slavery. We spend the rest of the evening
doing everything in our power to feel as though we ourselves were
enslaved in Egypt. We eat bitter herbs to feel the bitterness of
bondage, taste the tears we shed in Egypt and cast aside gastronomical concerns in order to consume matzah for eight days of rising levels
of misery. Lastly, we strive to consider in which ways we remain in a
form of bondage today, including physically, emotionally, mentally or
otherwise. We conclude the seder as we began it, hoping for messianic salvation from our suffering by proclaiming, “L’shanah haba’ah
b’Yerushalayim!” (“Next year in Jerusalem!”) Since the earliest seder I
can remember, I have sincerely tried to reach this transcendent level of
empathy, but it was not until my work with the CSC that I began
somewhat to understand how very palpable the experience of bondage
and prayer for freedom can become during Passover observance.
Jewish inmates taught me this lesson. With the assistance of full-time
chaplains, guards and staff throughout the CSC here, I have had the
honour of conducting several Passover seders each year for the Jewish
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populations in every federal facility of the region. It is impossible to
get to every institution during the holiday, so I make the trips in the
surrounding weeks. I strive for each seder meal to be replete with
home-made charoset (a favourite of inmate and cantor alike), a full
seder plate, gefilte fish, grape juice, matzah, macaroons, Haggadot
and other Passover seder “necessities.”
These sedarim (seders) have taught me renewed sincerity in expressing gratitude for the freedoms I so often take for granted. At a medium security facility in Abbotsford, one inmate’s voice broke as he read
“Ha lachma anya” in English, saying, “Now we are here; next year,
may we be in the Land of Israel. Now we are slaves; next year, may
we be free.” When I asked him why he paused, he said his parole was
coming up in the next few months, and that he hoped to make aliyah
to Israel as a free man upon his release. The ancient tradition of the
seder could not have been more real for him. An inmate at Mission’s
medium security location echoed the same sentiment in anticipation
of his upcoming release date. He added that with freedom comes a
new sense of responsibility, in his case adhering to parole and staying
away from negative influences, just as the Israelites had to face the
new challenges of life in the desert upon their liberation. At another
medium security unit, in Matsqui, an inmate commented on how
appreciative he was that he was free to celebrate the seder, since the
prison had just come out of a 10-day extended state of lockdown, the
result of violence elsewhere in the facility. One of my predecessors,
Solomon, also echoed the profound impact of Passover-related conversations with inmates, stating that “some of the liveliest discussions
with the prisoners were before Pesach – on freedom and slavery.”14
The inmates are grateful to receive annual Rosh Hashanah and
Passover baskets from the Jewish Family Service Agency ( JFSA) of
Greater Vancouver. One year, two prisons experienced the arrival of
a new Jewish inmate (via prison transfer) just before Pesach. The
prisons had determined how many Passover baskets they needed and,
therefore, could not provide matzah for the newcomers. In each case,
Jewish inmates gave the newcomers some of the matzah they had
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received as part of their baskets. They took literally the phrase of “Ha
Lachma” that invites “kol dichfin, yeitei v’yeichol,” “all who are hungry,
come and eat.”
Just as the inmates have taught me so much about Passover during
these seders, our meals together serve as a reminder for them that the
Jewish community has not forgotten them. It gives them a semblance
of Jewish and human identity in the face of the most difficult circumstances. For that short time, they let go of their troubles. Many even
are able to find a sense of humour in their plight. When I told them
that I was not allowed to bring in a shank bone because the prison
feared that it was a form of a shank (prison slang for knife), laughter
ensued despite their best efforts to keep straight faces out of respect
for me. Then, there was the inmate at Mountain Institution who
reminded me that I would have to open more than just one door if I
wanted the prophet Elijah (who visits all Jewish homes on Passover)
to get inside the prison. Another fellow responded to my explanation
of the talmudic notion of “putting a fence around the Torah” by saying, with a smile, “I’ve had enough fences for the time being, thank
you very much.” It was all I could do not to tell them after the sedarim
that I never had experienced a more captive audience.

Jews on Parole
In the relatively short period of time that I have served as a prison
chaplain, I have witnessed firsthand the difficulty that inmates face as
they attempt to transition back into the community, whether on a
form of statutory release, parole, or directly at the final termination
date of their sentences. As of this writing, there are five Jewish individuals living in halfway houses or in homes in Greater Vancouver
who either are on parole, have just finished their parole or have
recently completed their sentences, but continue to serve conditions
imposed upon them beyond their original sentences under Section
810 of the Criminal Code or because of pending immigration issues.
By the time this article goes to press, there will be two more Jewish
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parolees, for a total of seven.
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Support for those members
of the Jewish community
does exist and is growing.
However, more supports are
still needed. The JFSA has
been instrumental in developing programming that
addresses this population. Isabel Lever of the Jewish Family Service Agency
with a delivery of holiday hampers for prison, 1990.
The Jewish Food Bank,
run out of the JFSA, provides Passover and High Holiday baskets
complete with yontif (holiday) meals. Of late, the JFSA, in collaboration with myself, has developed the Bridge Program. The objective of
the program is to support parolees as they are released into the community. The initiative is directed to those inmates who identify as
having mental health concerns. The JFSA’s mental health outreach
worker is provided with contact information and information pertaining to the inmate’s past and present behaviours. From there, an
initial introduction is made through me, prior to the inmate’s
release. Once an inmate’s eligibility for JFSA programs is met, the
inmate is permitted to contact the mental health worker for further
needs assessments, after which, they are connected with a wide
range of JFSA services, from housing support to financial aid and
employment support, to name a few. Throughout this process, the
mental health worker, the CSC-mandated supports and I maintain
communication in an effort to help the parolee as they reestablish
themselves in the Jewish community. For many, having the Jewish
connection within the prison is invaluable and to have that connection continue through introductions such as the JFSA Bridge
Program can attribute to a positive, fresh start. Thus far, we have
seen some successes, as we continue to develop and tailor this program and its community partnerships.
In my official charge as the CSC Jewish prison chaplain, I also meet
regularly with each individual on parole, as well. Many of the men
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that I see are housed at Belkin House, an enhanced (higher security)
community residential facility or halfway house run by the Salvation
Army downtown. I often meet the fellows there and then we go
together for a cup of coffee. The feeling of being able to engage with
this individual outside of the prison walls is beyond description for
me, particularly after only knowing the person and meeting under
guard, lock and key within the institutions. This is a sentiment that
both the individual and I share, and it never fully goes away. The
sense of accomplishment is rivaled only by the individual’s first time
attending services at Beth Israel. One would be hard-pressed to find
an environment more diametrically opposed to a prison than a place
of worship. We daven together, shmooze, perhaps share in a Shabbat
meal, and I make introductions to others in the community as appropriate. One individual made a direct positive impact when he agreed
to accompany me to the funeral of an unknown member of the Jewish
community in order to ensure that we would have a minyan, the
quorum of 10 necessary for reciting mourning prayers.
As meaningful as Passover can be in a prison setting, it is all the more
so in the community. Our tradition teaches that we are obliged to feel
two contradictory emotions on this holiday: the bitterness of slavery
and the euphoria of redemption from Egypt. If a prison seder fulfills
the former, the first seder after incarceration makes very real the
celebration of freedom. This past year, two individuals on parole were
able to accompany me to sedarim at homes of members of our congregation and community. The gesture and extension of hospitality
touched each of them. For one of these individuals, it was the first
time he had been at a social gathering of any kind in no less than 17
years, let alone his first seder. Despite understandable anxiety about
whether he would be able to interact appropriately, he did so
admirably with not one faux pas. The confidence that this experience
gave this person was beyond measure.
For those fellows with nobody else to visit, the presence of anyone
means everything, and there is no visit I make with them that goes
without their extension of gratitude. In such cases, I again will often
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define my role as chaplain in a much broader sense; namely, as one that
includes advocate, liaison to legal aid where appropriate, supporting
presence at a hearing or team meeting of parole officers and case managers, dinner partner, or even driving instructor. Am I pushing the
boundaries of the role of chaplain? Yes, without question. But, as mentioned earlier, I am not without precedent or justification in doing so –
my predecessors and other minority chaplains have done the same.

Saving a Life – Saving a World
“I can’t tell you how much it means when someone from the Jewish community visits and listens to what I have to say. It shows I’m not forgotten....”
This was the admission of a Jewish individual incarcerated at the Kent
Institution in Agassiz. The comment came as I made my regular
rounds at the facility, British Columbia’s only maximum security federal institution. What matters most for these individuals is the mere
fact that a representative from the Jewish community has come such
a distance for the sole purpose of visiting them. The impact of a
Jewish presence in their lives is beyond measure and can make all the
difference in their rehabilitation, particularly if I am their only visitor,
which is too often the case. One chaplain recently opened my mind
to a new perspective on the significance of my visits. He pointed out
that, when someone hurts another individual, society rightfully seeks
to do its best to come to the aid of the victim first and foremost.
Unfortunately, he added, we very often lose sight of the fact that the
perpetrator of the crime also is in need of support, whether psychologically, spiritually or otherwise. Punitive measures without such
assistance leaves little room for rehabilitation or “correction”; rather, it
worsens matters for the individual and society in general in damaging
and potentially life-threatening ways. In this sense, I feel that prison
outreach work is tantamount to saving endangered human lives.
Like many individuals working to assist this population, my awareness
of this need and my desire to help is borne out of my own past expe-
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rience with prisons – in my case, a Jewish friend. Years ago, my university roommate and close friend – a highly intelligent, straight-A
student in linguistics and “nice Jewish boy” from New York – ended
up dropping out of school. His drug addiction had worsened in the
wake of his father’s untimely passing, and he could no longer keep up
with classes. It is now theorized that his drug use, mostly marijuana,
jump-started an underlying penchant for schizophrenia. This led to
a psychotic break once he was living at home, where he committed a
violent crime against his mother and was convicted of attempted
manslaughter. He was 22 at the time. His lawyer encouraged him to
try and plead non-guilty by reason of temporary insanity, but he
refused to believe that he had a mental health issue and did not want
to be “trapped” in a hospital for an open-ended period. Instead, he
pled guilty and was sentenced to four years in prison followed by five
years of enhanced supervision in the community.
I visited him closely throughout the New York State penal system
before helping him reestablish himself on supervised parole following
his incarceration. After a few months on the outside, he could not
handle the pressures of society and parole and had more hallucinatory
episodes. As a result, he confided in me one day that he was going to
commit a crime in order to get back to prison. When I told him I had
to report his threat, he said he understood entirely and, when I did just
this, he was re-incarcerated, reportedly saying “thank you” when he
was arrested. A judge told him that, given his threat, he would spend
two of his four remaining years in prison. His lawyer said he could get
that down to one year. In response, he told both lawyer and judge that
he wanted all four years in prison, presumably so that he would not
have to handle the restrictions of life on parole. The judge granted his
wish and he currently is serving the ninth and final year of his sentence
at Sing Sing on the Hudson River in New York.
In my continued visits to the various institutions in which my friend
has been held these past nine years and in our copious correspondence
through letters, I witnessed how so many more individuals like him
were alone and seemed also to fall between the cracks of the penal and
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mental health systems. It was then that I perceived the importance of
outside contact in order to – in some cases, literally – save a life.
As much of a difference as my visits make as Jewish chaplain, there is
always room for more to be done, and for more frequent visits. Given
that I am unable to make more regular appearances, I recently have
asked some members of our congregation and community to become
officially licenced volunteers to help foster a more regular Jewish presence at the prisons. The goal? To serve as representatives of our
Jewish community for those incarcerated. The requirements? Good
listening skills and the willingness to undergo a security check and a
one-day training seminar for volunteers. The first individual to volunteer for this work and complete the training was a Jewish
Vancouverite associated with Beth Israel. For months now, this individual has accompanied me on my visits to the prisons and made
rounds on his own. In that short time, he too has experienced the
sense of satisfaction that comes with knowing that he has made an
impact for the better on someone’s life. The inmates never fail to tell
me how much this civilian’s visits mean to them. His very presence
symbolizes for them a community that has not forgotten them in their
time of greatest need.
There are other ways of volunteering, as well. One example is by
becoming a pen pal with a Jewish inmate. Many inmates have asked
me if there is anyone in the Jewish community with whom they might
develop a written correspondence (care of Beth Israel, of course). Yet
another example of becoming involved is donating the use of a vehicle with which volunteers from the community could drive out to the
prisons. And, last but far from least, is assistance for parolees looking
for entry into the Jewish community and sources of employment.
“The Spirit is Hard to Find”
I strongly feel that the more we engage with and reach out to convicts,
the less likely these individuals will recidivate and return to prison.
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We may not be able to reach everyone, but I have no doubt that there
are many individuals for whom a greater Jewish presence would mean
the world. Indeed, in the Talmud, we read in Tractate Sanhedrin 37a,
“Whosoever preserves a single soul, [merit] is ascribed to him as
though he had preserved a complete world.” I invite you to join me
as we attempt to achieve this quest, one person at a time. In this way,
we might together strive to uphold what longtime prisoner rights
advocate Claire Culhane, who happens to be Jewish, also identified as
the most fundamental reason for prison advocacy: “the moral value of
the worth of every human being.”15
One person who I have come to know these past two years was born
and raised in a Jewish family and has spent the better part of the last
25 years at Kent’s maximum security prison, among other facilities.
He was the subject of many interviews by Prof. Michael Jackson, a
local ( Jewish) advocate for and scholar on prison reform who points
to Judaism as a motivator for his own interest in the cause. One of
several poems penned by this inmate as he attempted to “capture the
essence of his experiences as a prisoner and a human being” is called
“Escape from the Demon’s Lair,” and it appears in Jackson’s Justice:
Behind Prison Walls. It reads:
They’ve ravished my soul and raped my mind. / My spirit they
try to take. / For once behind these prison walls, / They think
we’re theirs to break. / It was accepted, in times past, / We had
rights; with freedom of choice / But once these doors to gloom
slam shut, / We’re robbed of even voice. / We can file complaints – policy claims, / On forms, with procedures fair. / But
to the very ones found hounding us – / What’s the odds you
think they’ll care? / I stand in awe of noble law – / More pointedly of its Spirit. / But caught up in its written word, / Most
people just won’t hear it. / The Spirit corrects the heart of man,
/ While the Letter disciplines the mind. / The Letter comes
easily from the hand of man, / But the Spirit is hard to find.16

As of this writing, construction is in progress and expansion is expected at almost every institution I visit. I believe there is no time better
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than the present to redouble our efforts as a Jewish community to support the “Spirit” to which the Jewish inmate refers in his poem. We
must do our best to reach out to the members of our community who
are incarcerated everywhere. As we read in the well-known aphorism
attributed to Rabbi Tarfon in the classic rabbinic text Pirkei Avot
(Ethics of the Fathers), Chapter 2, verse 21, “Lo alecha ham’lacha ligmor,
v’lo atah ven chorin l’hibateil mi’menah”: “It is not incumbent upon you
to complete the work, but neither are you at liberty to desist from it.”
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A CONVERSATION WITH
CYRIL E. LEONOFF
AND IRENE DODEK
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) was
founded on January 25, 1971, and the Oral History Program was the
first initiative of the society. The first oral history interview took
place in 1968, with Cyril E. Leonoff interviewing Ben Barish. To
date, the JHSBC has recorded approximately 700 oral history interviews, with Irene Dodek having recorded 76 of them and Leonoff, 96.
Reflections in Writing
In addition to the interview below, Dodek wrote the following short piece
about how she began doing oral history interviews.

PHOTOGRAPHER: NAOMI NELSON; JMABC L.12703

I was an avid listener as a child growing up in Cupar, Sask. When my
parents were in conversation, I had an ear open to the contents.
When my mother entertained some friends for tea (this occurred
often in our small town), I would join them, all the while listening to
them relate stories to each other. But what is most memorable for me
is when my three bachelor uncles came to visit. Whenever there was
a new pair of ears to listen, they
would eagerly tell their experiences as homesteaders – the
hardships of clearing the stones
to prepare the land for seeding,
the fire that burned their first
house and having to dig a foundation for the new one with a
team of horses and a large
Jewish Historical Society of British
Columbia founder Cyril Leonoff with
Irene Dodek, Vancouver, B.C., 2007.
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scraper, their friendly neighbours, taming wild horses, their disappointments when hail destroyed their crops, and so many more.
Many years later, circa [1970], Abe Arnold approached Cyril Leonoff
(now historian emeritus) to try to start documenting the history of
Jewish settlement in B.C. Cyril then approached several members of
the National Council of Jewish Women to come to an initial meeting.
I was one of those women.
Cyril began interviewing members of the Wapella Jewish Farm
Settlement, since his family was part of this settlement. This resulted
in the writing of his first book, entitled Wapella Farm Settlement: The
First Successful Jewish Farm Settlement in Canada. My mother’s
family was part of that settlement. Cyril asked me to sit in on his
interviews with my mother and her brothers, my uncles. Since they
were either in or approaching their 80s, Cyril felt I could jog their
memories because I had heard the stories a zillion times. It was while
listening to Cyril’s interviews that suddenly the light went on in my
head. If these stories are of so much interest, surely other people’s
stories would be equally so. And so began my interviewing saga.
I lacked confidence to go it alone, so I accompanied Cyril on several
occasions. Later, Ann Krieger and I would do an interview together.
This was not only to give each other confidence, but we used what is
now thought of as old-fashioned equipment. We used 60-minute
cassette tapes that had to be turned over after 30 minutes. One of us
would ask the questions while the other one watched the tape so that
we didn’t continue the interview when the tape stopped. Ann and I
worked well together. Either she or I would contact the prospective
interviewee, set up the appointment and ask the questions. At first, I
didn’t prepare questions in advance. They came as a normal curiosity
but without structure. The interviewee would often get carried off
course. With my inexperience, I had difficulty in keeping the
interviewee focused. As I became more experienced and more
confident in my focus, I prepared questions in advance, which could
later be fleshed out.
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Over the years, I realized that my interest and curiosity in people’s
stories were innate. They fully blossomed into becoming an
interviewer for the Shoah Foundation initiated by Stephen Spielberg.
My curiosity lives on. I continue to learn and benefit personally as an
interviewer for the Jewish Historical Society of B.C.

Speaking With Leonoff and Dodek
The following excerpts from the oral history of Leonoff and Dodek
provide a glimpse into the beginnings of the JHSBC and its Oral
History Program. The interview was conducted on July 21, 2011, by
JHSBC archivist Jennifer Yuhasz. It was transcribed by Yuhasz and
prepared for publication by The Scribe editor Cynthia Ramsay, current
owner of the Jewish Independent.
CL: I tried to look back, because we’re looking back 40-odd years or
more and just what the beginning of this Jewish Historical Society
of British Columbia was, how it developed and what the role
particularly of the Oral History Program was.... It was really the first
thing that we ... initiated in the society, I would say, and it started
really before the historical society was formed.

The Oral History Program’s Origins
CL: Well, I can honestly say, looking back, it started by chance
almost. It started by ... a chance meeting that I had with three Barish
brothers, who were uncles of Irene, they were her mother’s brothers. I
became acquainted with them at the Vancouver Jewish Community
Centre, which, at that time, was the new Vancouver Jewish
Community Centre, and which originated in the ’60s, early ’60s, and
these three Barish brothers were retired farmers from Saskatchewan.
The family and they had spent some three-quarters of the century on
the farm, which was ... the first real Jewish farm settlement on the
Prairies, called the Wapella Jewish Farm Settlement because it was
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northeast of Wapella, Sask. The chance was that the oldest brother,
Eli Barish, had seen my daughter, Anita, who was a pre-teenager at
that time, at the Jewish Community Centre among a bunch of other
kids. They were visiting the community centre [for a Purim carnival]
and he looked at Anita and said, “She looks like my old girlfriend on
the farm but 60 years earlier, she looks like Rose Brotman,” who was
my mother, who was also at the Wapella farm settlement and where
my mother was brought up. Well, she had been his sweetheart on the
farm and her memories as a young girl were manifested in my daughter, so when my wife came to pick her up, they met her and confirmed
that, indeed, she was the granddaughter of Eli Barish’s girlfriend at
the farm.
There was ... no recorded history of the settlement, nothing, and these
brothers had such vivid memories of the pioneer life on the farm and
their subsequent life as successful farmers, so I got very interested in
their stories. I ... felt that this was an unknown story and a story that
really should be brought to us, to the Jewish community in general ...
I think the dates were 1968/1969. I bought an old reel-to-reel tape
recorder, which wasn’t very high fidelity and it was a big thing, very
awkward and I started to interview these brothers. In the summer of
[1969], they said, “Well, you want to know all about the farm life,
where your family started, too, why don’t you ... visit the farm” ... and
we did in the summer of 1969 and I brought ... my son Blair along.
As a result of this, I started writing up this history based on these
taped interviews plus a lot of photographs that I had collected from
them and I interviewed, started interviewing, not only the Barish
brothers, but many other people who had come from the Jewish
colonies on the Prairies.
In December 1970, I delivered an address to the Jewish farmers to the
joint meeting of the Manitoba Historical Society and the Jewish
Historical Society Western Canada, which had been formed just a
short period before this. And the address, because of the personal life
of these people, that applied not only to Jewish farmers, [but] to ...
many of the ethnic groups that settled on the Prairies, it was so well
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Cyril Leonoff at Barney Kaplun Farm, Rocanville District, Sask., 1970.

received because they’d never had a talk like this before and it was ...
delivered to a full house.... I published a number of papers then on the
farm colonies and, ultimately, I visited all of the Jewish, pretty well all
of the Jewish, farm settlements at the time between 1972 and 1984.
That started our Oral History Program.
To look [at] the context of this oral history program, the question is,
Who was doing oral history at the time? Well, practically no one was.
In 1971, a newspaperman, Barry Broadfoot, left the Vancouver Sun
and, armed with a tape recorder, he travelled four times across Canada
talking to ordinary people about the Great Depression and issued two
books, and many others later, called Ten Lost Years, [comprising
hundreds of Canadians’ memories] of the Depression, and Six War
Years, [memories] of the war years, [1939-1945], all based on his oral
history tapes. These books were issued in the early ’70s, but he
started about three years later than we did. By 1972, the Provincial
Archives of British Columbia established an oral history division and
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initiated a quarterly ... Sound Heritage, that, ultimately, published 40
volumes, and this was also after we started. In October 1974, the first
Canadian Oral History Conference was held at Simon Fraser
University.... [In 1984, my book, The Jewish Farmers of Western
Canada,] was issued in Western States Jewish History and I was
awarded, in 1985, the Margaret McWilliams Medal, the main award
of the Manitoba Historical Society. That was kind of the beginning
of this thing.
Canadian Jewish Congress ... had the Jewish National Archives [at
Samuel] Bronfman House in Montreal ... but it really wasn’t
representative of all of Canada and there was great impetus to
establish Jewish historical societies across Canada because so little was
known about many other areas ... other than Toronto and Montreal
and maybe Ottawa. [By 1958,] Abe Arnold had been 10 years the
editor of the Jewish Western Bulletin in Vancouver, and 1958 happened
to be the centennial of British Columbia, which had been started as a
province in 1858.... Abe Arnold got interested in the history and put
out a centennial edition of the Jewish Western Bulletin at the beginning
of July 1958 and the whole edition covered the Jewish history of B.C.
as far as he knew it. He had also contacted David Rome – David
Rome was from an old family in Vancouver, he had studied in the
1930s at the University of B.C. and studied history and he was
looking for a thesis topic. His rather wise UBC ... history professor at
the time, says, “Well, we know nothing about the Jewish community,
why don’t you do a study and do your thesis on the Jewish
community?” And, indeed, he did.
The early Jewish community, centred in Victoria, was a very educated
group, mixed well in Anglo society, some of them were early B.C.
politicians, etc., and there was a lot of material available in the
Victoria newspapers of the day and also the B.C. Provincial Archives.
But, in Vancouver, virtually nothing was known of the Jewish history.
Arnold ... made the attempt to dig into Vancouver[’s] ... Jewish
history, [then he] ... moved from the Jewish Western Bulletin and
became, in the 1960s, the executive director of Canadian Jewish
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Congress in Winnipeg, and he started the Jewish Historical Society
of what he called Western Canada at that time.
Through Arnold and through Congress, the pressure was on to
develop a Canadian Jewish Historical Society and local Jewish
historical societies, and ... they prevailed on us to start a Jewish
historical society here. So, sponsored by Canadian Jewish Congress
and the National Council of Jewish Women, which was a very strong
organization, both of them were strong organizations in the Jewish
community at the time, interested in the arts and interested in the
history, they called a meeting together, which was Nov. 26, 1970, and
held the first meeting of the Jewish Historical Society of British
Columbia. And because of the work I had already done, I was
prevailed upon to become the president of the association, which I
don’t know why I accepted, but I did. Neither did I imagine it would
fill all my spare time over the next 35 years....
So, that’s how the Jewish Historical Society started. We were very
naïve ... we had no data ... no one gave us any money to start anything,
not even money to buy tape recorders ... so very quickly – on Jan. 25,
1971 – we [moved ahead and] ... the Jewish Historical Society became
an official society under the B.C. Societies Act.... And, of course, our
first program, because we had no other hard data, no archives or
anything ... [was] oral history. Many of these pioneers, or certainly
their children, were around, so our very first job was to start
interviewing those pioneers and their children while they were still
around, and that, of course, paid enormous dividends and it [that
history] would have been largely lost had we not started that kind of
[program] in the nick of time.... [In] 1978, I published our first book,
which was called Pioneers, Pedlars and Prayer Shawls: The Jewish
Communities in British Columbia and the Yukon. Again, much of it
came from the impetus of this, of our taped interviews.
We collected photographs and started collecting an archives,
whatever we could find in the early Jewish synagogues. Because they
were Yiddish speaking and were not really that fluent in the English
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language, they didn’t keep any minutes. In fact, we never found a
synagogue minute until Beth Israel was founded in the early ’30s.
And, finally, of course, the B.C. Archives, with their oral history
division, which is now defunct as such, they wanted copies of all our
tapes. In September 1991, Resource Guide to the Jewish Historical
Society [of B.C.] Oral History Collection was issued and it was compiled
and edited by Jennifer Beairsto, who was our employee then, and
Barry Dunner, also an early member of our society. It was funded by
the B.C. Heritage Trust and the Jewish Historical Society [of B.C.]
and the Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver.... They always
regarded oral history as something that was spoken and the archives
never emphasized ... doing these tapes in actual written form, but they
wanted summaries so that researchers would know what’s in them and
that they could listen to the oral history tapes themselves....
Now, oral history was a relatively new phenomenon in Canada,
although its origins were, I suppose, way back in history ... certainly
our [First Nations’] history was all oral history, yet it wasn’t until
the ’70s that it ... became popular as a historical medium. It was
originally eschewed by classical academic historians, who only
relied on written and documentary materials, but ... [with] modern
technology, portable cassette and now digital recorders, it became
popular ... and really came into its own, as can be seen from what I’ve
summarized here. The Jewish Historical Society was ... in the
forefront of this methodology in British Columbia and in the Jewish
community of Canada at large ... and so, in summary, oral history was
a new technique for collecting historical information and preserving it
in a tape-recorded form. It gave human voices and impressions ...
which is far more interesting than just stark, cold, black and white
documentary history. It created, really, a new element....
ID: To hear people’s voices and the emotion in their voices was also
very important in an oral history.
CL: Therefore, it became very popular, and it created source material
where ... none existed before. Who knew anything about women’s
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history, for example, or [First Nations’] history or much of the early
ethnic history in Canada, particularly in Western Canada? It was
particularly apropos to Vancouver’s early Jewish community, who had
neither the means nor the language skills to represent themselves
in written records.... And it was increasingly important in the
technological age, where documentary history has ... been much
replaced by impermanent electronic methods such as e-mails and
iPhones – people don’t write letters anymore, and much of this
history just disappears, it’s here today, thrown away tomorrow.
The criticism [is] that oral history is unreliable, it doesn’t have hard
facts, and [then there is] the subjective and selective nature of human
memory. However, we find that written records may also be biased by
human motivations, etc. So, it’s important, in doing these interviews,
that the information about the interviewees themselves be known,
what is their background, and also what is the purpose of the
interview. Of course, where possible, checks should be made by
traditional methods to check accuracy and, for this purpose, the
Jewish Historical Society, we collected also an extensive written
documentary and photographic archives, where it could be found. I
think you’ve got about 3,000 [square] feet of archives space
somewhere here. It’s [probable] that information would have been
thrown away when every secretary of every organization filled their
filing cabinets, the tendency was to throw it away ... and, of course,
personal records were the same thing.

JHSBC Oral History Program Interviewers
CL: Now, I’ll go a bit into who were these interviewers, who the
people who got interested in them. Of course, myself and Irene....
ID: But you started it Cyril ... and I followed. I shadowed you in the
beginning.... [Cyril] recruited people ... he recruited me. If I ever
slowed down, he was on my back to tell me, “Irene, this person needs
to be interviewed,” and I didn’t have the heart to say no.
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CL: We started ... on a very amateurish basis ... we eventually got
some portable [recorders], which we paid for with our own monies.
ID: [Cyril, you] provided the tapes, you bought the tapes out of
your pocket.
CL: [Eventually, we got some] portable cassette recorders and really
sat down and decided, well, who really should be interviewed, which
was a short list to begin with, but it became a very long list. The more
we got into it, the more interesting it became.... I might add that,
ultimately, Irene really became the professional in the field. You had
started work for an international group, you might explain that.
ID: Well, then I went on to become an interviewer for the Shoah
Foundation, the Steven Spielberg foundation [that] was interviewing
Holocaust survivors, [although] that came much later ... but I learned
through just doing ... each interview I did, I learned something more.
CL: But most of us started really as rank amateurs on the thing. Irene
really became the professional interviewer. And, looking back at these
tapes, she ... started to do in-depth interviews, often with many
sessions from the ... key people in the community. I’ll just mention
a few: Ben Wosk; Morris Saltzman was an early, senior Jewish
community worker in Vancouver; Jessie Allman with the Jewish
Family Service Agency, a very important organization; Justice Nathan
Nemetz; Jack Diamond; an extensive interview with Sophie
Waldman, the creator of the Waldman library, [who] had arrived from
Eastern Europe, and her husband and herself had been through the
early days of the Holocaust, and you did an extremely in-depth
interview with her ... covering her whole history, you might talk
about it.
ID: She told me that she had never told these stories to anyone else.
She felt comfortable enough to talk to me. And, the one thing I can
say about it, being an interviewer, is that you develop a bond with the
people who you interview. They’re telling you stories that they’ve
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never told to anybody else.
CL: And Sophie put a hold on her tapes, that they should not be
broadcast until her death. But there’s so much in those tapes that ...
should be written up in detail. And, certainly, Sophie Waldman
would make a whole Scribe in itself. And they [the tapes] lie there for
future generation and for people to utilize.
ID: Also Sella Heller. [There] could be a whole library of Sella Heller.
CL: Now, Ann Krieger was another principal early interviewer and
she was related to the Oppenheimer family by marriage. To my
knowledge, she was not a practising Jew herself but, somehow, she ...
seemed to come out of the woodwork and took an extreme interest in
interviewing these various people in the community.
ID: Well, in the beginning, I didn’t have the confidence to do an
interview by myself ... and neither did she, so we would go together.
And, in those years, we used tapes that we had to turn over, so one of
us would ask the questions, the other one would watch the clock to
make sure that we didn’t overrun our time. Ann was as interested in
history as I was.
CL: She was a very dignified lady.
ID: And she had a very nice manner in approaching people we
wanted to interview, and that’s important, to win their confidence
in us.... [Cyril] would say, “OK, Irene, this person needs to be
interviewed,” and I would sit down and write out questions. I was
always interested in, not only their involvement or participation or
existence in British Columbia, but who were these people, where did
they come from, what made them come to British Columbia ... some
of the questions that you use today are still the same ones that I used
in the beginning.... [I would call interview candidates] and say that I
thought that their story would be of interest to ... [the] Jewish
Historical Society and would they agree to be interviewed. Most
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often, they would say yes, because most people love to talk about
themselves.... [There are only] one or two that I can remember that
balked a little bit and ... it was like pulling teeth to get information out
of them, but most people were pretty good.... I would then do a
transcription myself and send it off to Victoria with the tapes, the
copy of the tapes.
CL: OK. Now, other people that were also materially involved in the
early times, there was Naomi Katz. She had worked on the
newspaper as a writer with Abe Arnold, as Naomi Pellin at that time.
She had written an article on women’s roles in the B.C. Jewish
community in the centennial edition of the Jewish Western Bulletin,
and she was very interested in following this up. She and I went to
several interviews and, then, through the years, she did several herself,
particularly interested in the women’s roles in Jewish history....
[Naomi] was very valuable in the early history of our interviews.
The other key one was Myer Freedman. Myer Freedman had arrived
in Vancouver as a four-year-old in 1914. He was ... [a] member of the
original Jewish community here; he had been in the early Talmud
Torah school in the earliest days in Vancouver. His ... father was the
director of the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery, actually, with the Chevra
Kadisha, the Jewish burial society. Myer knew the Jewish community
intimately and was, I must say, one of the ... first people in the
original Jewish community to take an interest in our work. Well, his
value, he interviewed old-timers like Dave Nemetz, very active in the
early Zionist movement; Harry Toban, early president of the
[Schara Tzedeck] synagogue. Because he travelled quite a bit – he was
in the shoe business – he interviewed people like David Rome;
Horace Ripstein, a very early Jewish family who were living in
Montreal; Kiva Katznelson was the first Jewish principal of the
Vancouver Talmud Torah who was [then] living in San Francisco; he
also interviewed some of the Palm Springs snowbirds because he
spent some time [there] in the winter ... so Myer was very important
also in these early histories, and introduced us to people ... that we
really had no access to. As Prairie people, as most of us were after the
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Second World War, it was very hard to break into the original Jewish
community, they were self-centred. We were kind of newcomers,
almost intruders, and they were very hard to approach and get to
know. Others ... assisted us in the early period, those were the key
ones, but Morris Saltzman did the odd important tape. Sally Tobe,
who knew a number of the doctors and was living on the North
Shore, West Vancouver, had access to people there. Jean Gerber, who
was first with Congress and then was with the Jewish Federation here,
she interviewed a few key people, like Lou Zimmerman.
Barry Dunner, under a government grant, [cooperating with the
JHSBC in conjunction with the] Jewish Festival of the Arts Society,
interviewed a number of people. He was the child of Holocaust
survivors and ... was the first director of ... the Vancouver Jewish
[Holocaust] Society ... [two others were] Charna Plottel and Hannah
Hirt. And two doctors got interested and interviewed some early
doctors ... Drs. Isaac Stoffman and Victor Hertzman.
Another interesting set of interviews was done by Daphne Marlatt
and Carole Itter. They ... did the interviews for Opening Doors:
Vancouver’s East End ... which also involved a number of interviews
with Jewish residents, people like Benny Pastinsky, son of the early
rabbi here, Myer Freedman, Gloria Harris. People like that, who had
been involved in the first Jewish community in Strathcona, and their
publication, called Opening Doors: Vancouver’s East End, was published
in Sound Heritage [in 1979], which was vol. 8, no. 1 [and no. 2], and
we got copies of their Jewish tapes.
There were also people who ... would only be self-interviewed. One
of them was Alfred Evans, who ran the B.C. Collateral Loan Co. in
Gastown. His father had started the business ... had come up from
Texas [to] the Klondike Gold Rush in 1898 and was an early pioneer
in the Yukon ... when he came back, he came through Vancouver and
decided to stay here and establish this loan company and service the
loggers and fisherman. And Alfred was very interested in our work,
that was the son already running [the] B.C. loan company, but he was
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a bit of an actor, a non-professional actor, and he did a tape of his
father’s history himself, an audiotape – he wouldn’t be interviewed.
Well, there’s certain disadvantages in people doing their own tape,
because they only tell their own story and don’t respond to the
questions. Another one who would not be interviewed but gave us
also a ... self-tape was Jack Austin, Senator Jack Austin. He was
interested but would not be interviewed by us. And then there were
people who wouldn’t be interviewed ... but very few, very few.
Now, the person, the one who I really regret ... would not be
interviewed, while Irene had done an extensive interview with the senior brother, Ben Wosk, and ... got his whole story ... his brother, who
became the most prominent Wosk and the biggest philanthropist,
Morris Wosk, never said no, but he would not be interviewed.... [W]e
approached him several times, even a few months before his death, he
always had an excuse why he wouldn’t be interviewed, and that was ... my
greatest regret, that ... he wouldn’t be interviewed.
ID: And several different people approached him because,
sometimes it depends on who approaches the interviewee, if they feel
comfortable with that person, but several people approached Morris
Wosk and he refused.
CL: [Overall,] people [were] extremely interested in telling their story
... and, through the years, we had very few refusals.... Even the ... most
prominent community members, like [Chief ] Justice [Nathan]
Nemetz, Jack Diamond ... Joe Segal, [Sam and Paul Heller] – they
were very honest and very honestly eager to tell their story....
ID: But people, interviewees would say, “What are you going to do
with the tapes?” That would be the first question ... “Why is my story
important?” So, of course, I [would] explain to them that they’re used
for educational purposes; that people at the university or in other
institutions that want to know about our community, they’re part of
the fabric of the community ... that seemed to satisfy their question.
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CL: But another person, there was Leo Levey, [who] was the leader
of the Trail Jewish community. He was ... a founder of it, he was
the key man in building that community and keeping the 22 families together ... and he was ... quite an important man in the general Trail community. He was treasurer of the hospital board there.
He was very active in all the Jewish, all the general societies there
... like the Kiwanis Board of Trade. And he came into Vancouver
... he was a newcomer and people hadn’t known the tremendous
contribution he had made to the British Columbia Jewish community since the 1930s. He was absolutely unknown. Well, he told
his whole story to me, he was eager to tell his whole story. Then,
he was prompted to write his own autobiography, which appeared
in The Scribe, and this [changed views], people got a new interest in
their lives through our society [the JHSBC]. And people like Jack
Diamond, [who] was undoubtedly a leading Jewish member of the
community, certainly the more Orthodox Jewish community. He
was a chief fundraiser of the Jewish community. And he was ... a
great philanthropist and very kind ... in the general community, a
great philanthropist [as well]. He had a big meat plant here ... but
also was head of the B.C. Jockey Club, [which was] responsible for
the horse racing. Any hard-up person, or any hard-up Jewish person that could not find a job, he always employed them in either,
quietly, in the meat plant or in the horse-racing establishment.
Without any publicity at all, didn’t seek any publicity. As long as
they put out and did their work, he sponsored them and kept them
on. By the time we interviewed him, he was already in later life,
and he had mellowed very much in those days.
ID: But Cyril, you know, we certainly are interested in getting the
stories of prominent people, people who were very active in our
Jewish community, but there are others that may not have had such a
high profile, but their story is also interesting. This is what I’m
finding. For example, newcomers. Now we have people from Chile,
from Turkey, from Argentina, Montreal. I don’t know, I’m interested
in what brought them here, what are they doing here, how did they
find our community, how is it different from their community. I don’t
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know, this is my feeling and, when I do an interview, those are the
kinds of questions I ask.
CL: In turn, our pleasure from interviewing these people was
immense. It put us, because we were interested originally, it really put
us into the inside, their intimate, almost, intimate lives.
ID: We got more pleasure, I think more, or as much pleasure, as a
person telling their story ... didn’t we?
CL: And we couldn’t, couldn’t really, stop interviewing. It became
almost an obsession with us and it was the most interesting part of
the work ... one of the most interesting parts of my life.... I was still
a practising engineer but all my spare time was [taken up in this
pursuit] ... probably at the sacrifice of my family, but that’s the way
it was ... and our spouses were pretty generous in allowing us
this time.
ID: It’s very difficult because [being involved in the Oral History
Program is] time-consuming and, unless you have a passion about
hearing people’s stories, most people don’t want to stick to it.... I
know, because, as Cyril said, we love it too.

Oral History Program Growing Pains
CL: OK. Let me cover a few offbeat stories that I think are worth
repeating; some of them are on the tapes. Most of these went very
well and, amateurs [that] we were, I think we were pretty effective in
the long run and did an awful lot for the history of our community.
[For example,] when Barry Dunner ... decided to do an interview
with Harry Rankin. Harry Rankin was Jewish ... he admitted to
being a Jew ... but ... wasn’t involved with the Jewish community at
all. But ... he was an alderman of Vancouver [for] over 25 years –
probably the most colourful alderman in Vancouver’s history. He was
a contrarian, he was very loud-mouthed. From his time in the
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Queen’s Rifles or
something in World
War II, he had a barracks-room vocabulary that was, recited
in council meetings or at women’s gatherings, almost uncouth. But
... the public loved him as a ... character. He was left-wing and [an]
extreme critic of our councils, which were mostly right-wing, and so
Barry did this interview with him, which he had agreed to, and
apparently a very excellent interview. He [Barry] came back and the
tape was blank. Never got that interview.
There was one anonymous old-timer in the community, I even forget
his name, who I wanted to interview because his family derived from
the early Victoria, or the, not even Victoria, early Vancouver Island
Jewish community north of Victoria, Nanaimo, etc. We sent a
student to interview him and he actually broke down, apparently,
during that interview, talking about his early relatives who had been
long dead, and couldn’t continue the interview, so that interview was
lost. One of our students – we had ... worked to train ... but she did
an interview in more recent years with Betty Averbach, our [ JHSBC]
president’s mother ... who tried to tell her story, very intelligent story,
and the student was always ... interrupting and trying to tell her own
story, so Betty was pretty aghast at the interviewer and, ultimately, she
was interviewed again to get her story.
Even Myer Freedman [did this], when he interviewed Dave Nemetz,
the early Zionist here, and Dave Nemetz started to tell the story of
what was dubbed the “Secret Army.” He was a Zionist in the ... Israel
War of Independence in 1948. They were using the Zionist camp at
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Crescent Beach to train Canadian Jewish soldiers who had been in the
Second World War but were prepared to go over and fight in the
Jewish War of Independence and they were training them, the “Secret
Army,” in British Columbia at this Crescent Beach camp. Well, Dave
Nemetz wanted to tell this story so, but Myer said, “No, no, that’s,
that was part of an illegal operation” as far as the Canadian government was concerned, and wouldn’t let Nemetz really tell this story ...
but a Jewish author out east, who was part of this, wrote a book on
this whole “secret Jewish army” and it’s all in written form in this book
and, so, needlessly really, Myer wouldn’t let Nemetz continue with his
story.... [And then there was another interview.] Myer was in the shoe
business and he had a prominent store on South Granville and he did
an interview with Harry Toban. The Toban brothers had a chain of
Toban’s Quality Shoe stores throughout Vancouver and the Lower
Mainland. So, he interviews Harry Toban, [and] asked Harry Toban
about everything in the Jewish community, but never asked him about
the shoe business. When I listened to the tape and I wanted to know
something about the Jews in the shoe business and, particularly, the
Toban family, there’s no information on it. While I talked personally
to [Harry] about the Jews in the shoe business, he himself never
talked about it on tape, so that was lost.
Another instance and I’ll quit with it. Rabbi [Wilfred] Solomon (and
his wife Phyllis) had been the significant postwar rabbi in the Jewish
community and he had been rabbi at Beth Israel for 35 years. When
he retired, his children were all living in Israel, so they left to go to
Israel. Marvin Weintraub, who had been an early prominent
president of and participant of the Beth Israel, wanted to do an
in-depth interview with them and he invited me to come along and I
wanted to do an oral history tape, but he had employed someone as a
volunteer who did video and things so, while he was doing the video,
I was ... also doing our cassette tape. After the interview, Marvin said,
“Well, the whole sound wasn’t recorded on the video that we did, we
lost the whole sound of it, the tape.”... I told him, “Well, you can dub
in, I have the sound on our cassette.”
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***
ID: [One that sticks out in my mind is] one of my first interviews,
[which was] with Isaac Lipovsky. Do you remember Isaac, who used
to have ... the food concession in the basement of Woodwards? He
had been a resident in British Columbia for many years, [but] I
didn’t know who he was, but somebody said, maybe you [Cyril], told
me, “You should go and interview him.” I started off with ... how did
he get involved in starting this restaurant in the basement of
Woodwards. (He, first of all I have to tell you, he was very reluctant
to be interviewed, but eventually he agreed.) So, I’m asking him
about the restaurant and then he starts to tell me they used to order
cabbages from [the] Chess brothers and, you know, then he went into
the quality of [the] cabbages and, you know, the price and so on and
this was way off my agenda and I’m thinking as I’m listening, “How
can I get him back, how can I get him back on track to talk about
his life?” I said, “Excuse me, Mr. Lipovsky, could we go back to the
beginning of when you first started the restaurant?” He stopped and
he blacked out. That was the end of the interview. He was on a train
of thought that was going to take him through cabbages and carrots
and whatever but, because I interrupted him, it interrupted his whole
way of thinking and that was the end of the interview. I never got
anything more from him. That was partly due to my inexperience in
that ... sometimes let a person talk even though it’s off your track ...
and then you somehow have to find a loophole where you can get
back on track.
And the one I have to tell you about, [Chief ] Justice Nemetz, when
you [Cyril] said, “Irene he has to be interviewed,” and I thought,
“My God, how am I going to interview this man?”... I was just so
worried about going to interview him. Here is this big man and
he’s in a huge high-rise downtown in a big office.... I came in,
introduced myself, “I’m Irene Dodek and I’ve come to interview
Mr. Nemetz.” “Dodek,” he said. “Any relation to Max Dodek?” I
said, “That’s my late father-in-law.” “Oh, Max, I knew him well.”
And we hit it off like that. A simple thing like a family name. It
was like interviewing my uncle, that’s how easy it was with him.
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Just a little story of sometimes just one thing that you mention and
... it puts that person at ease right away.
CL: But you also were very careful to try and get a background on
these ... people before you interviewed [them].
ID: Oh, yes, yes ... I try to get information from somebody, either the
family or the person themselves ... so then I call them and tell them
who I am and what the interview [will entail] ... sort of an overview
of what I’m going to ask them. Some people have asked me, “Can you
give me a list of your questions?” And I say, “Yes, I could, but I know
that our discussion is going to go all over ... these are just an outline
of what we’ll talk about,” and I say what we’ll talk about so that they
don’t feel intimidated by the word “interview.” Some people can be a
little bit edgy about that. It’s just a discussion ... that’s all it is....
CL: Jennifer [Yuhasz] ... you’ve listened to a number of these tapes,
what is your view of them, what do they do for you?
JY: Well, like you were mentioning, there’s a lot of pitfalls with oral
history interviews. You can’t take them as fact. [In oral history]
interviews, often names and dates are incorrect, but what I take from
oral history interviews, and why I find them so important, is that it
really fleshes out the historical facts of the [community] ... when
you add the oral history interviews to the historical record, it really
fleshes it out, makes it come alive. And a lot of people that listen to
the interviews are descendents of the people that were interviewed
and they just want to hear their mother’s voice or their grandmother’s
voice. And it’s very emotional for them ... so that, in itself, is
wonderful [and makes it worthwhile].
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A LOOK AT
CONGREGATION BETH ISRAEL
by Dorothy Grad
In 1925, a group of people who were looking for a congregation in
which men and women were not segregated, and where both English
and Hebrew were used in the services, met. Some of Congregation
Beth Israel’s initial membership was also formed by people who had
previously attended Temple Emanuel, which was situated in
Vancouver’s West End, but which had disbanded.1
The congregation was incorporated in 1932. Most services were held
at the Vancouver Jewish Community Centre on Oak Street at 11th
Avenue, while High Holiday services were held at the Peter Pan
Ballroom on West Broadway and the Park Theatre on Cambie Street.
Land was purchased at Oak between 27th and 28th avenues in 1944
and, in 1949, Beth Israel Synagogue was formally dedicated.
JMABC L.08603

The Beth Israel choir, circa 1953.
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This is not intended to be a definitive history of Beth Israel. There
is not room in this chronicle to include all of the stories and information about all of the synagogue’s rabbis, assistant rabbis, cantors,
teachers, Torah readers, executive directors, choirs, Sisterhood, Men’s
Club, United Synagogue Youth chapters, school and students, lay
leaders and others. However, back in 1992, I wrote to Rabbi David
C. Kogen and Rabbi Bert A. Woythaler, requesting their memories
of their years at Beth Israel. Their stories never were published, so,
19 years later, I am combining their recollections with those from
recorded interviews I did for the JHSBC with two of the early active
members of the congregation, Charlotte Boyaner and Irma Zack.
I have also included an interview conducted by Marvin Weintraub
and Cyril E. Leonoff for the JHSBC with Rabbi Wilfred and Phyllis
Solomon on the eve of their retirement from Beth Israel and some
thoughts for the future of the congregation with which Rabbi
Jonathan Infeld provided me.

Charlotte (Mrs. Harry) Boyaner
Interviewed by Dorothy Grad on August 20, 1997, for the JHSBC.
CB: I was married in Denver and then came to Vancouver.
DG: Did you immediately join the synagogue?
CB: Well, Harry started it. Harry went to New York in the fall of ’32
to visit with Rabbi Bokser. He was the first [BI] rabbi.
DG: Where were the first services held?
CB: Upstairs, at the old community centre. The first Friday night I
was here we had to go to services. I think the whole community came.
There were only 500 Jewish families then. We all baked for the Oneg
Shabbat. In the beginning, everybody went every Friday night. It was
a very social [experience], where everybody could mingle.
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Announcement scroll of induction of Rabbi Ben-Zion Bokser at Beth Israel Synagogue,
Vancouver, B.C., 1932.

The first month I was here, Francis Weinreb took me to a Sisterhood
meeting; Etta Koenigsberg was president. It was a very small group.
I was very active in the Sisterhood. I was chairman of the Sunday
school for three years; right after Bella Koch did it. In those days, we
collected the money and paid the teachers. It was quite a business.
For a couple of years, I was treasurer. I can remember some of the
teachers calling me, [they would ask] could I pay them ahead of time,
they were short of funds.
They didn’t have bat mitzvahs at that time, only the boys were
bar mitzvah.
We did start then with the Men’s Club dinners to raise funds, and then
we had gambling nights, where we rented the slot machines and stuff
to raise funds. That’s how we furnished the kitchen in the new BI.
DG: What about the Beth Israel Cemetery?
CB: Harry Evans owned the property or bought it and had a house
out there, or a shed, and cleared the grounds for the cemetery and
fixed it all up. He had a horse and he used to go out every day. I think
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he used to sleep out there sometimes, too. It was a long way from the
city and it was all fields around there. Now, it’s got a shopping mall
across the street.

Irma (Mrs. David) Zack
Interviewed by Dorothy Grad on November 8, 1996, for the JHSBC.
IZ: My father, Albert O. Koch, came in 1925 from Montreal. He was
born in New York and, when he was a young man, he went to
Montreal. His work as a salesman brought him to Vancouver. He
arrived in Vancouver in December from Montreal and there were
roses blooming in Vancouver. He decided, these guys are crazy not to
live here and, he said, “That’s it!” At the time, he was engaged to my
mother [Bella], who was also born in Montreal. He announced to her
that they were going to move to Vancouver. My mom, I guess, had a
pioneer spirit, so they were married and they got on a train and came
to Vancouver.
My mother’s family, who were very observant, practically sat shivah [a
mourning period] for her. They thought they would never see her
again. In those days, it was four days and five nights by train from
Montreal to Vancouver. My father, whenever he was in Vancouver on
business, he went to synagogue at the Schara Tzedeck on Heatley
Street. In Montreal, he had been associated with Shaar Hashomayim,
which is the Conservative synagogue. He decided to organize a
Conservative congregation here. He convinced a few other men to
join him, including Dr. William Morris, Izzy and Sam Chess, Harry
Boyaner [and] Nat Bell, he was a very influential man.
My dad put Nat Bell in as first president. They met at the [former]
Jewish Community Centre, second floor. The Talmud Torah was in
the basement. At that time, I think it was an afternoon school, I’m
not sure, but I know there was a school down there. We [Beth Israel]
had our own school, too, immediately, but we had our classrooms on
the second floor.
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Mother got involved with the synagogue immediately. Etta
Koenigsberg was the first president of Sisterhood. My mother was
involved with it from the beginning.
DG: Your parents were involved with the synagogue until their dying
days, were they not?
IZ: Yes, I guess my father served as president. He had a very long
term, getting it established and, then, during the building of the synagogue. And Harry Evans! That was another original. I remember
that because Harry Evans was also instrumental in getting [the] land.
The government asked them to please not go ahead with building the
synagogue during the war because of [the] conservation of war materials, of building materials, that sort of thing, so they put it on the
back burner till after the war.
DG: Your father was almost a permanent member of the board....
IZ: Oh, yes. He must have been off and on president for about 20
years. They established the cemetery and I know that Mr. Nat Bell
was instrumental in getting the property of the cemetery land. And,
if I’m not mistaken, as was Harry Evans. And Sam Chess was the
main fundraiser ... he was a dynamo.
DG: The men were active not just in the synagogue but also in the
community and they remained active after their terms of office
were over.
IZ: Yes, yes, yes. They were very interested.
DG: And they really left us a wonderful legacy.
IZ: [From] 1933 [to] 1940, Rabbi Cass followed Rabbi Bokser, a tall,
tall man with a booming voice, [a] beautiful singing voice.
DG: And he left to join the army, World War II. And then he went
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to Hillel at McGill. Rabbi Cass
was followed by Rabbi Glatt,
1941-42; Rabbi Levy, 1942-46.

The Rabbis of Beth Israel
Ben Zion Bokser, 1932
Samuel Cass, 1933-1940
Herman A. Glatt, 1941-1942
Ephraim M. Levy, 1942-1946
David C. Kogen, 1946-1955
Jacob Freedman, 1955-1956
Bert Woythaler, 1956-1963
Pincus Goodblatt, 1963-1964
Wilfred Solomon, 1964-1997
Charles Feinberg, 1998-2006
Jonathan Infeld, 2006-present

IZ: Well, we won’t talk about those
years. We’ll talk about the good
years. When Rabbi Kogen came
in 1946, as a very young man, he
brought his bride, Dena. He came
from the seminary [ Jewish
Theological Seminary in New
York City]. He also returned to
the seminary and became an assistant dean. And then it was Rabbi Woythaler. We’ve been so lucky.
And then, when Rabbi Woythaler’s wife became ill and they left,
Rabbi Solomon joined us. I mean, how lucky can we get?
DG: Were you and Dave [Zack] the first couple married in
the synagogue?
IZ: Esther Grey was the first, she was married in the chapel, I think,
a week before we got married. We were the first married in the sanctuary. It was a coincidence; it was not planned. It was a very beautiful wedding ceremony. Because it was the first, our parents felt that
they had to make the most of the sanctuary and it was just magnificent. They had candelabras; tall, tall, tall candelabras all the way down
the aisle. They must have had about 10 of them with tapers and then
they were all rigged with gardenias. And you can imagine how very
beautiful it was. However, the board was absolutely aghast. No one
has been able to have candles since. It was an absolute fire hazard!
But it was beautiful while it lasted.... I don’t think it took a week or
two for the board to take action.
DG: You were also very active in Sisterhood and as a national vicepresident. Did you have a portfolio as national vice-president?
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IZ: No, I did not. I did a few conventions in Florida and California,
leading workshops in leadership training, that sort of thing, but I did
not have a portfolio.
DG: You still have one foot in Sisterhood, I see you at the conferences.
IZ: Well, I support it, yes. I don’t have that active of a role.
DG: It has its place in your heart?
IZ: Yes, it does. Yes, it does.
DG: It would be very interesting if our mothers could come back and
see what’s happened with their Sisterhood.
IZ: They’d be gratified – we’re out of the kitchen! To reminisce about
those days and the fundraisers were dinners, and our mothers made
briskets and noodle puddings. They catered all these ... dinners, for
what? Three, four, five dollars and fabulous baking. Oh, they worked
so hard those women. I remember my mother telling me later,
and remember seeing it myself, if ever I saw any particularly fancy
baking or interesting cookie, and my mom would say, “No, that’s for
Sisterhood.” That was our life.
DG: That went on in all the Sisterhood family homes.
IZ: Yes, it was always the baking and the cooking, but they had such
fun, I mean, they really had fun doing it. And they were so important. And I think they established the tone, the friendship tone ... and
the education, they started the education, too, although that came
later. The Sisterhood established the religious school. I think my
mom was one of the first chairmen of the religious school. And then
the Men’s Club, they were a group of young men, and they had marvelous times and did wonderful things. And they also had dinners,
which the women, of course, catered.

156 T H E

S C R I B E

Now, Sisterhood maintains the kitchen, it doesn’t cook in the kitchen.
And also we had to have different guidelines for the kitchen when it
was established in our own building.
When I was growing up, I realized how fortunate I was to have the
mother and father that I did. I was always very conscious of that.
They were builders and they were caring. Certainly, I felt their care;
I grew up in a very secure situation. Yes, and they communicated their
caring by the community.... Thinking about these people, there was
Dr. Plant, Mr. Herman and Sam Albert. Some were leaders and some
were followers and doers. I’m reluctant to name names but those
three come to mind.
DG: What memories do you have of Hebrew school?
IZ: Teachers: Izzy Pelman, Bella Weiss, Miss Leiberman, Maury
Rothstein.
First confirmation class: 1943, we had an assembly every Sunday. I
remember Stan Korsch was school president. I remember I was president at one time. We had Keren Ami collections, 10 cents was a big
deal, huge deal.

Rabbi David C. Kogen
Rabbi Kogen came from the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York in
1946 (his first year as a rabbi) and returned there in the mid-1950s. In
1958, he was administrative assistant to the chancellor and, in 1966,
became vice-chancellor and then vice-chancellor emeritus; he died on
October 19, 2005.2 All of the information in this section was provided by
the rabbi.
New Facilities
We met at the Jewish [Community] Centre [at 11th and Oak] for religious school and Shabbat and holiday services. That wasn’t great, but
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worse than that was the 1946 High Holiday services at the Peter Pan
Ballroom. After one look at the Japanese lanterns, I decided we had to
find a better place for High Holiday services if I were to stay on in
Vancouver. So we hired the Park Theatre on Cambie Street for
Shabbat services and confirmation in the spring of 1947. In my own
mind, I decided that I would stay on in Vancouver if I could push the
congregation into a building program by the fall of 1948, two years
after my arrival in the community.
We began building in the winter of 1947-48 and occupied the new
synagogue for the High Holidays of 1948 [the High Holidays of 1947
were at the Park Theatre]. In 1947-48, Harold Kaplan, the architect
of our synagogue, was in close touch with me and came from Toronto
several times to explain what he was doing and why. At that time, I
picked the names for the classrooms and meeting rooms to be a march
throughout Jewish history. The BI synagogue was dedicated on
September 11, 1949 [by then, the school floor was already complete].
Our dedication committee wanted to invite Prof. Louis Finkelstein to
dedicate the building. When he could not accept this invitation, they
decided to give me the honour of delivering the address and dedicating the building.
The most touching moment of the dedication was listed on the program as Sam W. Chess, building chairman, turns over key to building
to Albert O. Koch, president. What actually happened then was that
two tall menorahs for the bimah were brought out, with a plaque dedicating them to the memory of [or, in honour of ] Albert Koch’s parents. Mr. Koch, who was not a very demonstrative person, broke
down in tears.
Lay Leadership
The human qualities of the lay leadership at Beth Israel made it
possible for me to accomplish a great deal. Albert Koch, Joe Satanov,
Dr. William Morris, Rhoda Cohen and Nathan Fox stand out
especially in my memory. A few words about each of them.
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Albert Koch had his sights set on making Beth Israel into a western
outpost of Montreal’s Shaar Hashomayim. He was interested in quality programs for the synagogue. He served as president of the congregation for 15 years and then turned the reigns of leadership to Joseph
Satanov. Albert Koch was indirectly responsible for the creation of
our minyan [more than 10 Jewish adults gathering for prayer]. After
one of his parents passed away – and we at Beth Israel had no daily
minyan at that time – we realized that we could not send him to
another synagogue to say Kaddish. We had to grow up fast and make
sure we had a daily minyan for Albert Koch and for any other members who were mourners.
Joe Satanov was an Old Country Jew who enjoyed hearing a Jewish
word, a d’var Torah, and who was dedicated to helping fellow Jews
locally and overseas. Like Albert Koch, he avoided the spotlight and
was a diligent, behind-the-scenes leader. I remember when he asked
David Zack to tell the congregation meeting about the “best kept
secret” of Beth Israel. That turned out to be the young married couples group that I organized on December 13, 1951. In 1954, that
group became the adult education area of the congregation by a push
from Joe Satanov and the leadership of David Zack.
Dr. William Morris was one of the early presidents of the congregation. He was forthright and always managed to say what was on his
mind. When the Men’s Club had a dinner for me just prior to our
wedding, Dr. Morris was not scheduled to be a speaker, but he decided that he had something important to say, [and] he said it: “Now that
our rabbi is about to be married, I am sure that he and Dena will have
a model Jewish home – something that we need in this community.” I
never forgot Doc Morris’ words. I also remember when some people
on the synagogue board of directors wanted to shorten the late Friday
night services on the assumption that this would bring more people
into the synagogue. Dr. Morris said, “I come to the services and the
services are fine. Why change for people who don’t come, anyway?”
Mrs. Moe Cohen [Rhoda] was the first BI Sisterhood president to
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attend a National
Women’s League
convention [fall
1950, in Minneapolis]. She
came back with a
better
understanding of what
should happen in
a Sisterhood and
in a synagogue.
She was espeThe Oak Street entrance to Congregation Beth Israel.
cially enthusiastic about new ideas concerning adult education and youth work.
She and Moe were also wonderful friends to Dena and me. This
generation of synagogue leaders served as good uncles and aunts
to us.
I also want to mention Nathan Fox, who was a member of Beth Israel
but, more important, he was the ongoing strong supporter of the B’nai
B’rith Hillel Foundation at UBC [the University of British
Columbia]. He was my strength and support at B’nai B’rith at all
times, and that was excellent for the Hillel Foundation.
And finally, I have to mention one other name: Bella Koch [Mrs.
Albert O. Koch]. She was a great lady who ran an exemplary household, where Dena and I were guests frequently, especially at the first
seder each Passover and to break the fast after Yom Kippur. She succeeded in implanting stable values in her daughters at a time of great
social and communal flux. She was a past president of the BI
Sisterhood when Dena and I were in Vancouver. She had a fine
understanding of the Jewish community.
When Dena and I were married in New York City, six Vancouverites
were present at the wedding. This was appropriate because we considered all of them to be extended family. They were Albert O. Koch,
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Sidney Liverant, Edward Mallek, Richard Newman, Robert Zien and
David Zimmerman.
Men’s Club and Sisterhood
The Men’s Club and Sisterhood were valuable arms of the synagogue
during my years at Beth Israel.
The Sisterhood sponsored the Beth Israel religious school until we
formed a school board. The Sisterhood also sponsored a series of
youth dances in the early 1950s that eventually led to the development
[here] of USY [United Synagogue Youth]. The Sisterhood had its
meetings on Wednesdays, usually as luncheons, with speakers or
musical programs. Several times over the years, we presented a version of Jewish Music Through the Ages written by Rabbi Morris
Goodblatt. The pageant of the holidays entitled Jewish Home
Beautiful must have been produced five or six times during my nine
years in Vancouver.
The Men’s Club usually had evening dinner meetings with speakers
on topics of the day. For many years, they sponsored an annual picnic
for the congregation and its children. One year, they bought the
kindergarten furniture for the religious school. In the 1950s, they
sponsored Father and Child luncheons once a year and Father and
Post-Bar Mitzvah Sunday morning services and brunches. [TNT,
Tallis and Tefillin, was started in 1976.3] They also helped keep the
daily morning minyan going.
Both groups raised funds for the synagogue.
B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation at UBC
My arrival in Vancouver coincided with the readiness of the B’nai
B’rith to launch a Hillel Foundation program at UBC. David
Chertkow was president of the BB Lodge. M.M. Waterman [affectionately known as “Pop” Waterman] and Nathan Fox were most
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devoted to this project. We organized the Hillel program in 1946-47
and began a building program immediately. “Pop” Waterman convinced the UBC authorities to give Hillel the land and to install the
utilities free of charge. The Hillel House was dedicated on campus in
November 1947 by Dr. Abraham Sachar, the national director of the
B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation. He pointed out that day that this
Hillel House was the first-ever built from the ground up for Hillel
purposes. [Before Hillel, the Jewish students at UBC were organized
as the Menorah Society.]
I became the counsellor to the BB Hillel Foundation at UBC and
served in that capacity until I left Vancouver in 1955. This gave me
an opportunity to work with the college age group, where I made
numerous friends. Each year, there was a Hillel Sabbath at Beth
Israel. Beth Israel also made available its auditorium for the dramatic productions of Hillel. In 1951, I invited Ian Dobbie to direct a play
– a one-act play – for Beth Israel teenagers. It was presented in our
auditorium after services on November 2, 1951 [Balfour Day] and was
entitled Exodus. This production led into the Hillel drama productions Our Town [March 16, 1952], Light Up the Sky [March 14, 1954],
and also a play about the famous Triangle fire. So, you see, there was
cooperation between Hillel and Beth Israel.
Israel’s Birth
The entire Jewish community of Vancouver identified strongly with
Israel at the time of the partition decision of the United Nations
[November 29, 1947] and the birth of Israel. A large number of volunteers went to Israel to fight in the War of Independence. Because
there were no diplomatic ties between Israel and Canada, I was asked
to notify the families of the pilots who fell in battle. One of those
pilots was Ralph Moster, son of Mr. And Mrs. Nathan Moster,
members of our congregation.
A memorial service for Ralph was held at Beth Israel on January 19,
1949, when Harold Freeman and I delivered tributes to Ralph’s

162 T H E

S C R I B E

courage and heroism. Since the entire operation of Canadians
fighting for Israel was then still sub-rosa, it was something of a surprise for us to learn that the synagogue phones were tapped by the
RCMP that night.
Planting Trees in Israel
In connection with Tu b’Shevat, the Jewish Arbour Day, one of my
early projects at [the] Beth Israel religious school was the planting of
trees in Israel by the pupils. Early in my stay in Vancouver, the BI
religious school planted more trees in Palestine [later Israel] than any
Jewish school west of Toronto.
In February 1955, they planted 153 trees. In addition, they made various contributions to worthwhile causes during the course of the
school year. For example, in the fall of 1954, they raised money for a
shipment of toys, games and refreshments to the Swedish Village of
Youth Aliyah, a project which I suggested upon my return from Israel.
The children enthusiastically adopted the idea of helping make life
more pleasant for the chronically ill children in that village.
Summer of 1954 Seminar Tour of Israel
For the summer of 1954, the congregation made it possible for me to
participate in a six-week seminar and tour of Israel for rabbis and
Jewish educators. While in Israel, I wrote a series of articles about the
country, its problems and achievements for the Vancouver Sun and two
articles for the Jewish Western Bulletin. The ID card from the
Vancouver Sun opened a lot of doors for me and helped get me into
many places, several of them with military escorts.
Arthur Goldberg, a former Vancouverite then living in Haifa,
arranged for me to interview Abba Khousky, the mayor of Haifa, who
made me the messenger to carry a letter to Fred Hume, the mayor of
Vancouver. Arthur also got me an interview with leaders of a Druze
village. When visiting the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, I deliv-
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ered a letter from the president of UBC, Dr. N.A. MacKenzie, to Dr.
Benjamin Mazar, president of the Hebrew University. During the
entire tour of Israel, I took many colour slides, which were later the
basis of lectures to the Vancouver community and the Beth Israel
Institute of Jewish Studies, at Hillel, in churches and to community
groups. Israel got good press in 1954-55.
Visitors Hospitality Committee
During my years in Vancouver, I encouraged Christian church groups
and other non-Jewish groups to visit Beth Israel for a late Friday night
service, to get a tour of the building, an explanation of the Jewish symbols and a bit of hospitality. By the fall of 1954, the program of visiting groups had expanded greatly. It became too much for one person to deal with this public relations function for the synagogue, [so]
it was, therefore, proposed that a Visitors Hospitality Committee be
established to welcome the visiting groups before the services, make
them feel at home and seat them. Then the Visitors Hospitality
Committee would guide the visitors through the building while the
congregation had tea in the auditorium. The guided tour would finish in the auditorium, where the visitors had tea and where the rabbi
could sit with them to answer questions about the synagogue and
Jewish life. By January 1955, Charles Walfish and Julius Balshine
guided the visitors and their wives and served tea to them. Soon after
that, Joel Genser joined the Visitors Hospitality Committee.
B.C. Penitentiary
At least three times a year, I used to visit the B.C. Penitentiary in New
Westminster. My visits – at or near Rosh Hashanah, Hanukah and
Passover – always coincided with the sending of special holiday food
for the Jewish prisoners by the Jewish Family Welfare organization.
Sometimes, the “graduates” sent in money to help make it possible to
continue the food program for the current inmates. I also used to visit
the Oakalla Prison Farm and Essondale [former mental institution].
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Lectures
Several times, I organized a lecture circuit for professors from the
seminary who had unique messages for our congregation and community. I found that Herzl[-Ner Tamid] Congregation in Seattle and
Neveh Shalom in Portland were ready to split travel expenses with
Beth Israel if I arranged the lecture tour. On this basis, we brought
Prof. Abraham Joshua Heschel in February 1953 and Prof. Mordecai
M. Kaplan in April 1955. Prof. Heschel’s lecture attracted a lot of
Christian ministers. One of them asked a question about the
Holocaust – and that was the first time that I [had] heard the topic
discussed in Vancouver. Prof. Kaplan spoke about his philosophy for
reconstructing the Jewish community.
We also invited Maurice Samuel twice for such lectures. He was well
known in those years. In fact, several of his books appeared in the
Hillel Library series published by B’nai B’rith.
The Beth Israel Orchestra
Lawrence Mallek, a past president of the Men’s Club, was interested in
classical music and had a secret ambition to conduct an orchestra. In
the fall of 1949, he issued a call to congregants and others in the Jewish
community to join the orchestra that he proposed to form. He succeeded in putting on at least three concerts – June 4, 1950; December
17, 1950; and a children’s concert on May 27, 1951. The auditorium
stage was built out to accommodate the entire 40-piece orchestra.
In connection with the BI Orchestra, I have to mention Helen
Mallek, Lawrence’s wife. She was an enabler who made it possible for
her husband to do a great deal of communal work. She helped her
husband realize the dream of an orchestra at Beth Israel and to serve
as president of the BI Men’s Club.
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In the fall of 1951, I suggested to a number of people
that we ought to install a
Hanukah electric menorah
on the roof of the Beth Israel
building and have the proper
number of lights turned on
every evening of Hanukah.
This is a practice that was
introduced in Israel many
years ago. There, menorahs
are placed on synagogues
and other public buildings.
A lot of people liked the
idea, but who would pay for
it? The Young People’s
League provided most of the
money and the rest came
from the religious school
Keren Ami fund. So, the
menorah on the roof was lit
beginning with Hanukah in
December 1951.
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The 1957 confirmation class at Beth Israel: Rabbi
B. Woythaler, Bill Seidelman, Linda Gould,
Sherry Corman, Diane Cooperband, Freya
Genser, Miriam Woythaler, Cecille Groberman,
Lynne Steinberg, Vicki Heller, Freyda Berman
and Shirley Dayson.

Rabbi Bert A. Woythaler
I served the congregation from 1956 to 1963. Among the highlights during my tenure:
1. My meetings with the young couples in various homes for an
evening of discussion.
2. The adult education program, especially the lecture series. One
that stands out in my mind dealt with emotional problems. The lec-
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tures were given by various psychiatrists, followed by my comments
based on Jewish thought.
3. We established the first contact with the University of Judaism with
a visit of Dr. Simon Greenberg, who spent a weekend with us.
4. I also remember a concert presenting compositions by Jewish composers, with members of the Vancouver Symphony participating.
5. The congregation had 400 members in my day and, since there was
no Reform congregation, it served the entire non-Orthodox religious
community.

Rabbi Wilfred and Phyllis Solomon
Interviewed by Marvin Weintraub and Cyril Leonoff on May 6, 1997, for
the JHSBC.
WS: My philosophy is “everything must be questioned,” ultimately.
***
MW: Can you recollect any of your impressions of our congregation
and of our Jewish community when you first joined us?
WS: Well, not only do I recollect my own impressions, but all of the
echoes in the community of what Beth Israel was to various people.
One of the things that at first shocked me was that there were many,
many people who referred to Beth Israel as the Reform congregation.
I assumed that this was out of a lack of knowledge as to the difference
between Reform and Conservative, but I also think there was the
impression that, by contrast to Schara Tzedeck, which – apart from
Beth Hamidrash, which was very small – were the only synagogues in
town.... People found it easy to sort of make things black and white.
There are so many grey areas in both congregations....
MW: This upset you, did it?
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WS: At first. I felt that we’d have to do some image building here. I
intended to make the impression and the reality that Conservative
Judaism was not only just as authentic as Orthodox [ Judaism], but
just as intensive in many ways and could be more meaningful if it
reached out to the community. So, my task was to see if we could
approximate that goal.
MW: Friday evening services were the big service at Beth Israel. I
remember you telling me that you intended to change that, so that
Saturday morning would be the major service, and you succeeded in that.
WS: And it shows. We’re somewhat unique, in that Friday night was
a social event, a time for people to meet, not that that doesn’t happen
Saturday morning. Many people were not prepared for the heavier
experience, you might say, or more onerous experience, of a long
Saturday morning service [and] found that this [Friday night] was
their level. As it turned out, our Friday night congregation and our
Saturday morning congregations were really, in one sense, two different groups. So, I would hope that it served the needs of many more
people and, yet, perhaps I should have encouraged more people to
look at Saturday morning as their main Shabbat experience.
Many Conservative congregations have eliminated the late Friday
night services and just had the early Friday night services. We tried
variations. People still wanted to come on Friday nights and you
couldn’t refuse them.
MW: You said that you felt that there was a Reform element within the
synagogue and, historically, there was. Were you looked upon more
Reform by your own congregants or by the Orthodox synagogue?
WS: You know, it was a mix. There were actually those who were
members of Beth Israel who, if they had a choice, would like to see a
Reform congregation. Ultimately, there was a Reform congregation,
and a number of our members, or the next generation, picked up on
that sort of feeling that that should be their direction. I think it was
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really mainly confusion as to what really [was] the difference between
Conservative and Orthodox and Reform at that time.
I think it was a matter of discovery. In those days, the Conservative
movement wasn’t that old that everybody knew what it was. I think
people discovered that they could be comfortable with it because it
allowed such latitude and pluralism.
MW: The one time when there was a small break off from our congregation to form a new congregation, it wasn’t a move to the left, it
was a move to a traditional right.
WS: And, with every new synagogue and every new configuration, I
found myself happier that more people could find their niche, you
might say, in the Jewish community, from a religious point of view. I
think that’s one of the strong things of how the community developed
– and to be able to do that without recriminations, without saying
we’ll have nothing to do with you and so on has been a great achievement. I was attempting to interpret Conservative Judaism and to
make it understandable and acceptable. I’ve always taken the position
that labels are not the most important thing and that I’d like to see a
congregation where all the members could find something of interest,
and acceptance of their own personal level, because not everyone’s
going to be at the same level. I think that’s been one of the satisfactions – that I found that, to some extent at least, we’ve been able to
have this pluralistic attitude while we were developing in our
philosophy. For example, the whole question of women’s participation
has been an evolution here rather than a sudden revolution.... Over
more than 15 years, yes. Trying to be sensitive to everyone’s level of
where they were is very difficult sometimes, as you know. It was a
large community, 12,000.
MW: In 1964, the congregation itself was about 30 years old.
WS: We were both in our mid-30s. There were enough young families so that we could have a sort of a fellowship with them. Also, we
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found that, from the point of
view of the congregation, it
was quite acceptable if
we associated with people
from other congregations. I
thought that was a very good
attitude and it helped us to
feel part of a community
rather than a job.
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CL: Well, in those years, of
course, so many of us were
immigrants. We were immigrants from the Prairies,
immigrants from Central
Canada, so it was a different
mix. I’m sure there were old,
established families in the
congregation, but there was a Rabbi Wilfred Solomon, left, and Cantor Murray
Nixon at a Beth Israel music concert, 1981.
great influx of newcomers.
WS: Yes, and you tend to gravitate toward each other. There has
been, in recent years as well, but not all of them come our way because
they can’t afford housing in Vancouver, so they’ll move out to the outlying districts. That’s one of the things that – I don’t know how that
can be turned around. I would hope to see in the next generation ...
some way to attract young people with young children and that may
be amazing good times.
You want to know what changes we’ve perceived? Whenever there
was some influx ... of an immigrant group, whether it [was] the Jews
who would come from Egypt, someone with a French background, or
the Hungarians in ’56, [they] were an important presence. A lot of
the Jews who were survivors of the Holocaust were quite evident as
part of our community. The influx from Chile then, later, from South
Africa, the Russian Jews, the Israeli Jews, all of these [people] added
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excitement and ferment in our community. So, this is one of the
things we could not escape, that it was a growing community and
growing in more than just numbers; such a variety of backgrounds and
interesting experiences to bring to this community.
I think it’s been a community growing not only in numbers and in
experiences but also, I think, in knowledge, in an awareness of what’s
important in Jewish life, and in a better understanding of Judaism. In
our own synagogue, in practice, too. In the early days, you never had
a Grace After Meals, a Birkat Hamazon, at any function. I think we
introduced it and, later on, it was picked up by other organizations....
[BI started reciting the Birkat Hamazon at all pertinent BI events
after Sisterhood and the schoolchildren learned and used it.]
The Tashlich ceremony on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, that was
something that Beth Israel also started and, at that time, we did it
jointly with Schara Tzedeck; or, the next year, I think, we did it with
Schara Tzedeck. Now, it’s a ... big event ... and it brings together the
entire Jewish community in a very informal kind of a basis, hundreds
of participants. And it’s an easy mix from the different synagogues.
MW: When you first started it there were a few dozen rather selfconscious people that turned up
WS: Oh yes, it was less then a few dozen.
So, those types of things. Simple things, like knowing terminology,
knowing that Birkat Hamazon means Grace After Meals and netilat
yedayim means washing the hands before meals, and making provisions for something like that, [and] the larger number of people who,
within our congregation anyway, who can lead services, who can read
the Torah, who can do a Haftorah and are aware of things so that you
don’t have to translate every little thing, and [who] are curious about
things and are interested in a deeper and more meaningful Jewish
education for their children, it’s not only acceptable but there’s a certain enthusiasm about it.
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One of the very positive developments along this line has been what’s
called a family service that’s held once a month at Beth Israel, where
not only parents and children but grandparents, parents and children
join and share the conduct of the service and it’s a wonderful experience. It’s not the old traditional junior congregation where you give
them a little Pablum, but it’s really an intensive experience. I think
that kind of development is really one that’s boding a good future in
our congregation. We need that kind of thing to attract from various
sectors of the community, as we’ve seen it happen, people who are
looking for that kind of family experience.
MW: So, both of you perceived an increased self-awareness
and knowledge of Judaism in our community and, yet, Vancouver is
notorious as the Jewish community with the highest rate of intermarriage and assimilation. Isn’t that odd that you should have those two
counter-currents going?
WS: It’s quite an acceptable thing in most families to realize that this
is going to happen, for better, for worse, but there are those who feel
that, if anything’s going to be done about it, it has to start with us
rather than from somewhere else. With regard to the higher degree
of both knowledge and involvement, I see this with those who’ve converted to Judaism – an exceptionally high degree of knowledge, of
concern, of interest, of involvement and leadership in the community.
To maximize the positive elements that are there, recently we’ve gone
so far as to try to reach out even to mixed marriage families and to say
that the Jewish partner should have every opportunity to still feel and
be accepted as a Jew and to navigate within the Jewish community and
the congregation. If, ultimately, it leads to the unity of the family and
their conversion, mazel tov, but, even if it doesn’t, we feel we must do
something for ... every intermarriager to make them feel still part of
the community.
MW: How do you go about doing that rabbi?
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WS: With difficulty, with a lot of effort. Rita Weintraub has been
very instrumental in trying to reach people who need to discover
that we’re there for them, which is sometimes the hardest thing,
because they have it either from their families, or from an impression that’s current in the community sometimes, that they’re outcasts or that they don’t belong. And how we do it, we’ve found that
there [are] certain programs that will attract people at holiday times,
something for their children. They may feel that they should give
their children their heritage by making it known that, where the two
parents, even though the mother, let’s say, who gave birth to the
child, is not Jewish and, therefore, the child is officially not Jewish,
it’s possible to do something positive, by where there’s an agreement
to convert the child.
MW: An agreement on the part of both parents?
WS: On both parents, with support from the grandparents, so that
the child is eligible and fits into a pattern of Jewish education, Jewish
camps, and then can make their own decision when they reach the age
of bar/bat mitzvah to accept it on their own, to be Jewish.
How have these questions come out of [yours regarding what has]
changed in the community? I would like to add to this: this idea of
knowledge, an attempt at self-knowledge; also, for example, the
proliferation of chavurot [fellowships/groups] that we have. This is
something new that started within our congregation, where you have
groups of people of similar interests who get together once a month,
plan their own education and social programs, and we must have eight
groups like that, that study on their own. There’s one ... that’s been
together for 20 years – they’ve celebrated holidays together, they’ve
comforted each other in times of sorrow, they’ve joined with each
other in times of happy occasions. There are other chavurot that just
meet to study once a month on a formal basis and on an informal
basis, and I think it’s a self-motivated thing – they will call in people
to help them from time to time, but it’s planned on their own and it’s
a joyous type of thing, also because it comes from them. I think this
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has been a significant factor in increasing an adherence to Jewish values and Jewish knowledge.
CL: How big was Beth Israel when you came, in number of families?
WS: I think it was 450.
CL: And what is it now?
WS: Eight hundred and fifty.4 Size is not, in itself, an indication of
activity or viability. When we’ve reached a point where most of the
members are superannuated and, even to the point where they can’t
even get themselves to the synagogue, then you can’t say that you have
a vibrant and vital and active congregation – and yet we love them and
want them to be part of our traditions and so on. But we must have
the other side to balance it – of new members who are young, who
have young children and we have to perhaps sacrifice to a point of
offering wonderful incentives in terms of the cost of membership, in
terms of the terms of and benefits of membership and for the sake of
... those young people there who are now the leaders. If you look at
our board, if you look at the active people who come, to a large extent,
[they] are the younger ones, and not to have a feeder is going to be a
problem in the future for this congregation.
MW: Rabbi, can you cast your mind back to the early days and see if
you can recall some of the innovative programs, the changes that you
brought to us at Beth Israel and what our responses to them were?
WS: We’ve touched on a few of the things that have become acceptable as the way we do things. Certainly, one of the most important
and far-reaching developments has been that evolution of women
being recognized equally, not only recognized in terms of the rights to
sit on the board or to vote, which was an effort at first to make that a
reality.5 I remember, when I first came, it was just understood that,
without a vote, the representatives of the women on the board were
the Sisterhood presidents.
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MW: Yes. In that first year that you were here, I remember we managed to get into the constitution two women to be nominated to the
board. They were not elected, they were nominated but they did have
voting rights....
WS: Who would have known that eventually we would have women
as presidents?
So, that’s one side of it, but the spiritual side of it is even more impressive – that the women not only said we want to be called to the Torah
and want to appear equal, but we’re willing to say that we are going to
be able to do what originally was done by every Jew who was called to
the Torah, read from the Torah. And so, the original core group of
those who were giving energy to these changes were those who were
willing to really study ... the issues involved and prepare themselves to
take a significant spiritual goal and that they would be accorded the
honours. I think that was a wonderful way to start, to some extent,
through the efforts of Sisterhood in the special Sabbaths that it conducted. Eventually, it became very widespread and, today, we find
many, many women who can read from the Torah and the important
thing is that they’ve inspired, not an equal number, but a large number of men to do what they never even thought they would entertain,
to be able to prepare a portion from the Torah or a Haftorah. After
bar mitzvah, this was something that belonged to someone else, to the
klei kodesh, to the officials of the congregation, rather than to the laymen. I think that’s now properly going back into the ladies’ court and
I think it got its impetus from the women wanting to be recognized
and to deserve, in a sense, recognition.
MW: I believe that you were sympathetic throughout that whole period to women being called up for an aliyah, were you not? Because, I
remember, Phyllis, of course, I remember was out in the forefront.
WS: I was sympathetic and I felt that women should work toward
that goal to the point where they wouldn’t be questioned anymore,
and I think we’ve reached that point. It started, of course, with a
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question of what’s the meaning of bat mitzvah, even though bat
mitzvah was accepted as the logical successor to confirmation which,
at one time, was the way girls were recognized. In the Reform [movement], confirmation was a substitute for bar mitzvah for boys and for
girls. Bar mitzvah was thought to be an antiquated idea, you know,
“Today, I’m a man” kind of thing.... Eventually [the service we have
now for bat mitzvah came] out of what started as the girls becoming
bat mitzvah by getting up and making a little speech or reading one
prayer ... and four or five of them all together and only on Friday
night, as if Saturday morning didn’t exist anymore.
MW: They read the portion of the Haftorah of the next day on
Friday evening.
WS: That’s right. Of course, at the beginning, it wasn’t even taken for
granted that every girl would have a bat mitzvah.
MW: And it was in groups – two, three, four.
WS: I wanted to make sure that, if the boys and girls get the same
education, that they would get the same recognition so ... it was definitely a very determined path that was set. We should have added this
to the list of changes that we’ve seen over the years, [the change] from
four or five girls all together doing very little, to girls on their own
doing the same as the boys, doing exactly the same or more than the
boys.... The logical step then was, “Why does it stop with bat mitzvah?” And, here, I can’t say that I led the change instead of, in a sense,
of making a decree or saying this must happen tomorrow, but [rather]
saying, eventually it will happen and that the congregation has to
accept it as well. It’s not just a matter of imposing it. There were
many who were not ready for it and, I feel, that, over the years, many
have become accustomed to the point where they would miss it if it
were otherwise.
MW: You ruled very early in this debate that it was completely
acceptable halachically [according to Jewish law], there was no reason
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halachically that a girl or a woman could not be called up for an aliyah.
WS: I felt, as the rabbi, that was my duty, to lead in the sense of
knowing what is the halachic position in our movement and my own
halachic position.
The philosophy was, with any kind of changes that were being
instituted, that they weren’t going to be suddenly thrust upon the
congregation, that they would evolve over a period of time and come
from the congregation; from a simple thing, like changing the
reading of Hebrew. When we first came here, the prayers were done
with the old European Ashkenazi way of pronouncing Hebrew and,
very gradually, slowly over a period of time, and I don’t even think the
congregation was aware of it, we switched to the Israeli form and
people were very content. It’s not as though we came in and said,
“This is the way it’s going to be and that’s it.” I think that’s been the
philosophy over the years, to bring about changes slowly.
MW: Did we do the right thing in making an interim arrangement of
having two services, one where women were called up equally with
men, and they weren’t quite egalitarian at the time because we still
didn’t consider them as part of our minyan ... and the other one, that
was more traditional, where the women were simply not recognized as
far as honours were concerned?
WS: Both services were equally traditional in terms of the content
and the style – only with respect to women’s participation, one seemed
to be less traditional.
MW: Did we do the right thing in making two services?
WS: I think we did. We went through a painful growth experience,
in that people were forced to, first of all, take a position and defend it
and understand why they wanted to go to all this trouble to go to a
different minyan or not. Many people would rather be told it’s going
to be this way or that way. I feel we learned a lot through the experi-
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ence. Ultimately, those who could not adjust and could not accept
philosophically or emotionally the change that was inevitable, clearly
[they] were given enough notice and enough opportunity so that they
could either gracefully or otherwise breakaway, as it were, and that did
happen. Twenty or so started a new congregation ostensibly for this
purpose – of not having to deal with that conflict of women being
called to the Torah. I think it was a healthy process. I think some
people got hurt in the process but they would have ultimately,
whatever route we took, if it was sudden or if it evolved. By evolving,
I think more people learned of what the real issues were.
MW: So it was educational?
WS: We had educational meetings and information sessions and articles in the Bulletin and comparisons to what was happening elsewhere
in the movement. The model for what we did was already happening
at the seminary, where two minyanim were taking place and I think
they also have now discontinued.
CL: The next logical step is a woman being on the pulpit. Women
rabbis in the Conservative movement, do you accept that?
WS: Philosophically, it was not the next logical step. In a sense, it was
the first step, for me, and that was the turning point where, 15 years
ago, we voted on that issue in the Rabbinical Assembly, and there was
a lot of politicking, a lot of emotions about it. Who’s going to be first?
Is it the seminary that is going to ordain them or will the Rabbinical
Assembly first say they will accept them? And the ball was being
tossed back and forth, and it was a painful process, again, but one of
having to examine, well, what is my position? Again, I had to then
take a stand and do it halachically, knowing that, halachically, really,
there is no reason why a woman can’t do what a rabbi does – teach.
Women have been teachers classically in Jewish life; it’s just having
that title. I came to the conclusion and, since, it’s been echoed by
some Orthodox thinkers, interestingly enough, at 50 years from then
maybe, maybe give or take 10 years, that there will be Orthodox
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women rabbis. They may be called something else, but they will certainly be doing what rabbis are doing and, in many cases, they are now
being principals of schools, counselling, and so, some of the rituals
may still be argued about – whether women can be witnesses, etc. –
but I think that the concept will ultimately have to evolve if orthodoxy
is going to be relevant at all.
I, finally, after years of struggling with it, decided to poll the congregation and say we’ll do it in our own congregation, find out if women
are willing to be counted in the minyan. I found out that they were,
and so we gave women notice for one year and announced it repeatedly, “If you object to being counted in a minyan, let us know.” One
woman responded negatively, and it turned out she wasn’t even a
member of the congregation, although she attended regularly. And
so, I felt that we were fully justified from a halachic point of view, saying women in our congregation, not necessarily in all congregations,
are willing to accept equally with men the obligation to make up a
minyan and that really satisfied my point of view, and I’ve studied
many halachic opinions on it, the requirement for counting women to
the minyan, still giving them the obligation to renege if they want to.
But, a week later, when we finally came out with our official position,
the movement came out with the same position for the whole movement. Now it depends on the local rabbi and, I think, the majority of
congregations now do count on women.
I feel that, through all of these experiences, not only the congregation
has grown but I have. And to feel that I am the same today as I was
33 years ago would be a great disappointment to me personally. I
think I’ve grown and I’ve learned from everyone. One of my greatest
delights was the Talmud class. We just finished 30 years and, in those
30 years, we went very slowly, at a snail’s pace, but the discussions that
came out of this, that brought the expertise from so many disciplines,
you know, doctors, lawyers, scientists, businessmen, people who could
always add their opinion from their experience, made it a growth
experience for me. And I’m very grateful for that. I wouldn’t want to
miss those sessions.
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The fireside sessions were Friday night. Instead of the sermon, we
would sit around the table with cheese and tea and cookies and people
would just, out of the blue as it were, come up with their favourite question and then something they always wanted to know or wanted to see
if the rabbi knew. We had good exchanges and different opinions.
And there are certain workshops that we did together, like the Pesach
workshop was done year after year after year. And we always wondered, who’s going to show up for it and what are we going to say
that’s different? And somehow or other, there [were] always new
faces and new concepts and new ideas that were brought out.
MW: Yes, and the two of you worked on those right from the beginning, didn’t you?
WS: I think so, yes. Another thing the two of us, I think, have done
usually was to let people know that it’s OK to be crazy in the synagogue for Purim or Simchat Torah as well, and we’ve had some wild
and crazy times. Yes, that’s been a big challenge for us; what kind of
costume are we going to wear this year for Simchat Torah? We’ve had
some real doozies.
MW: Phyllis, you had a few things that you started in the synagogue,
didn’t you?
PS: Yes. The very first thing I started, we called Institute Aleph.
There were really only two synagogues in the city and there was not
much going on education-wise for the women, there were no classes.
The idea came into being that we should start a morning class, and it
turned out to be a Thursday morning class, and we called it Institute
Aleph because we always felt that we were starting, we were always
starting from the beginning and there was just so much to learn that
we would never get beyond aleph.
That first year, it was going to be courses in basic Judaism and then,
as it turned out and the classes developed, we discussed history and
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philosophy and ethics and many other things. The first class, about
60 women came out, and they represented different parts of the community, people from Schara Tzedeck, because there was nothing else.
After that class, we had anywhere between 20 and 40 people that
would come on a Thursday morning for maybe eight sessions in the
fall and eight sessions in the spring. That group went on from 1967
for about 20 years, I think. Every Thursday morning, there were
about five or six people, women, who started with us in ’67 and went
all the way through. And then there were, of course, all these new
people. And this was a great joy to me because it was not just a question of teaching, it was a question of exchanging ideas. We sat around
the table and we discussed things.
I taught one year at BI, but most of my teaching has been with adults.
So, I’ve taught with chavurot. I’ve done sessions for Hadassah groups,
I went almost every month to the Louis Brier Home and taught there.
Sometimes, it was just before a holiday and I would talk about holidays. Sometimes, I would bring artifacts and discuss the artifacts.
One year, I taught Pirkei Avot [Ethics of the Fathers] ... and, of course,
I taught for BI’s class, I taught for the Jewish Community Centre
when they had a joint program with Langara [College]. I remember
teaching a course in Eastern European history and I looked out at an
audience of 40 and saw Chinese faces there and I wondered, “What
are they doing in a class on Jewish history in Eastern Europe?” So,
the teaching, especially for adults, has been the most delightful and
the most valuable learning experience for me.
I think one of the things that both of us did together that we enjoyed
was the [synagogue] museum [which was started in 19816]. Way
back, it was really the rabbi’s idea that we should put together a museum. There were so many beautiful artifacts that were not on view and
that were lost during the Holocaust and so forth that were now available, and so we started very early collecting items for the Jewish museum. Now that the museum has been re-done and we have proper
shelving for it, we’ve done exhibits from homes and exhibits from the
people who have items that would not [have been] seen by others if
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not for that venue. Occasionally, we’ve brought in exhibits and we’ve
accumulated a wonderful collection of items for the museum itself.
One of our goals was to have at least one item from every country
where Jews have been, especially where communities have been
destroyed. That’s what we concentrated on. Many of these items surfaced in Israel so, every time we took a trip to Israel, which was over
20 times, we tried to bring back something. And then, of course,
many of the people in the community, and this is also part of the history of the Jews that live in this community, have donated to the
museum items that were brought with them from Europe, items that
were used on the Prairies, items that are treasured in their family, and
they’ve donated that to the museum. So, the museum not only represents a variety of countries but a variety of Jewish backgrounds and a
variety, of course, of centuries as well, because we have items that go
from the 17th century all the way up to modern items.
MW: You’ve put on some very interesting exhibitions.
PS: And these are exhibitions that are seen by various schools, Jewish
and non-Jewish.
MW: Where do you think we’re going in this community?
WS: Hard to make predictions. I think it’s a community that certainly still has growth to it, it has a growing edge. I think that’s the most
optimistic feeling that I have – that it, the story, isn’t over, it’s just
halfway to becoming and reaching its stature. It’s now the third
[largest] Jewish community in Canada; maybe not in terms of its roots
and history but in terms of its growth and development, and its
potential. I think that potential continues to develop as we have more
day school education. I hope that, eventually, the Conservative movement’s contribution to day school education will be more fully realized
in our community, it’s beginning. I hope that the idea of daily prayer
will never, never cease to be an important core of Beth Israel. To me,
it was, every day, a part of getting there for 33 years and not drudgery
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at all, but something I would not want to miss. I was surprised when
I first came here that some people said the rabbi comes every day to
the minyan. I decided I must take a day off just as a matter of
principle. And the study sessions that we have after the minyan ...
indicate [that we do] not just ... pray as a rote ritual, but that we can
exchange ideas, and Jewish sources, and Jewish communal questions
and concerns. And I hope that will continue to be sort of a lifeblood
item of our congregation.
MW: Our congregation will demand that this goes on.
WS: Will demand that this must be a feature, and also that we can
develop more in terms of the chavurot, in terms of special services, as
that monthly one for the family service that perhaps we need to be
more concerned about singles, single parents, single unmarried. One
thing I think we have going for us in this community is a building of
respect between rabbis and congregations of different stripes....
CL: Rabbi, in the 111-year history of Vancouver, you’re the longest
serving rabbi, 33 years, almost a third of the history of Vancouver.
How would you like to be remembered?
WS: Well, I’d like to be remembered as someone who loved Judaism,
loved my work in the field that I’ve chosen and loved people, found
them to be fascinating wherever they were in this community, and
tried to create a certain modicum of unity for this community to grow
on. I hope that I’ve succeeded in some small way in doing this.

Rabbi Jonathan Infeld
Interviewed by Dorothy Grad in July 2011.
DG: What prompted you to apply for the position at Beth Israel?
JI: Lissa and I came to Vancouver on a holiday a couple years before
we moved to the city. We fell in love with Vancouver and decided to
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apply for a position, if one ever opened. It just so happened that the
year that I was looking to move on, from being assistant rabbi to my
own shul, BI was looking for a rabbi. Lissa and I also had a long list
of attributes we wanted to find in a potential new home for our family and in a synagogue. The only place that fit all of those desires was
Beth Israel. We were very excited by the opportunity to move to
Vancouver, and I was very excited by the opportunities at
Congregation Beth Israel. When the synagogue offered me a position, Lissa and I were delighted – we knew that it was bashert.
DG: How do you envision the future of the congregation?
JI: Beth Israel has a great future ahead of it. We are currently on a
very positive trajectory. Our membership is growing. The average
number of people attending services on a weekly basis continues to
increase. We see more and more young families participating in our
programs. We continue to serve the spiritual needs of our families.
And are looking forward to growing into a new building in the next
couple years that will take us far into the 21st century. We have only
achieved all that we have accomplished because of the many decades
of love and support of our members. We look forward to many more
great decades in the future.

Addendum
At an extraordinary meeting in April 2011, there was a positive vote
to proceed with a capital campaign and redevelopment of the Beth
Israel property that includes a new sanctuary, renovations to the
existing structure and more. The next chapter begins in Congregation
Beth Israel’s story.
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ENDNOTES
1. This congregration should not be confused with Congregation Emanu-El,
which was established almost 150 years ago in Victoria, B.C.
2. “David C. Kogen, JTS Administrator: Obituary,” Jewish Daily Forward,
November 4, 2005. http://www.forward.com/articles/2186. Accessed December 2,
2011.
3. Beth Israel’s 50th anniversary book.
4. According to Beth Israel’s 50th anniversary book, material from the exhibit
Creating Community: Images of Vancouver’s Jewish History (marking the Jewish
Historical Society of British Columbia’s 25th anniversary, and taking place February
13-March 12, 1997) and past presidents’ notes of their terms, the membership numbers were 251 families in 1958, 520 in 1963, 660 in 1978, from 705 to 850 in 1982
and 825 in 1997. In 2010, there were more than 700.
5. According to Beth Israel’s website, the role of women’s participation at the
synagogue first arose in 1969, while the issue of aliyot (being called to the Torah)
for women began in the early 1980s. After Yom Kippur 1986, the push gained
momentum and, in 1991, women obtained the right to full participation in all parts
of the service. The practice settled into its present form in 1995.
6. Beth Israel’s 50th anniversary book.
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FROM THE JHSBC COLLECTION:
ORAL HISTORY EXCERPTS –
ORGANIZATIONAL INVOLVEMENT
Jessie Allman
Interviewed by Irene Dodek, March 15-19, 1985, Vancouver, B.C. This
excerpt concerns her work with the Jewish Family Service Agency.
ID: What was the forerunner of the Jewish Family Service Agency?
How were people looked after before there was an agency?
JA: It was sort of part of the Jewish Community Centre. When I
came in, first of all, I didn’t want a full-time job, so it was OK ... they
just wanted a part-time worker. But when I got in ... I realized what
they needed was a full-time worker.

JA: Well, it depends. First of all, there was such
an influx from one period [to another] ... [once]
there was a ... man that came in, and he said ...
he [was] from the east, said he was Jewish, he
had no friends at all and he hadn’t eaten that day
and [so on]. So, you know, the first thing I
would do is feed them ... send them down to the
counter in the [ Jewish Community] Centre ...
and, when I sent someone down, she knew that
she had to feed them and, you know, a proper
meal. And I took out a $10 bill because that’s
usually what it ran into ... and he didn’t pick up
Jessie Allman at the Louis Brier Home and Hospital,
Vancouver, B.C., 1989.

PHOTOGRAPHER: RONNIE TESSLER; JMABC L.01295

ID: You, for many years, were the only worker, weren’t you? You were
the Jewish Family Service Agency.... What sort of cases would come
to you, do you recall, mainly?
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that $10 bill. And for some reason, I thought, [he] probably ... expected more. And he said, “I just can’t take it. I’ve been lying to you, I’m
not Jewish, I’m an Arab.” So, I talked to him a while. I didn’t give him
a $10 bill, I gave him a $5 bill and I phoned ... a worker at the Salvation
Army there. I said, “I have this young man here. He has no
connection here at all. He is of Arabic nationality and I’d like you to
help take care of him.” So, she said, “Send him round, send him round.”
And I worked with the Salvation Army, I worked with the United
Church. The United Church was very, very ... they just believed me,
that’s all. If I sent them [someone] , they didn’t give further investigation. And the same thing with the Salvation Army. I always, even now,
I never pass a Salvation stand, [when] I don’t stop to put something in.

Paul Heller
Interviewed by Ron Stuart, October 21, 1995, and November 11, 1995,
Vancouver, B.C.
The Jewish community was operated at the time mainly by volunteers
and, only in about 1942, I think, or ’43, when the community decided
to hire a full-time person to look after [things], this was an agreement
with the Canadian Jewish Congress and [the] Zionist organization in
the community to share their salary and then, at that time, when
Lou Zimmerman was hired, he stayed in Vancouver for the rest of his
life and did an outstanding job with every section of the community
without antagonizing anybody, which is not an easy thing.
A group at the time approached me. I became quite active as well
and, later on, I served two terms as chairman of the Jewish
Community Centre at the time, which actually was a combination of
Congress work and the centre in a much more limited way than is
done nowadays and, after that, I spent two years as chairman of the
Zionist organization.
Those were the years when the Jewish community was centred in the
building on Oak Street close to the Vancouver General Hospital and

this was also used by Beth Israel as
a synagogue – on High Holidays
they moved to Peter Pan Ballroom
on Broadway but otherwise it was
used for the rest of the year,
Shabbat and so on, as a synagogue
– there was a small library that
nobody looked after but that was
the centre of the whole life.
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In later years, when the community grew to such an extent that they
could afford to buy, I believe from
the city or from Canadian Pacific,
Sam and Paul Heller at the Pacific Pine
certainly the city, the property on Co., New Westminster, B.C., 1951.
the corner of 41st and Oak ...
[they] buil[t] the first Jewish Community [Centre] there. Within
time, with the community growing, they needed more diversified
activities and they also invested in a synagogue [Beth Israel] on Oak
Street and then Talmud Torah on the next lot; shortly afterwards, the
Schara Tzedeck congregation, which had quite a few even wealthy
supporters, decided to move from the East End of the city, which was
taken over by other minorities, [and] moved to Oak Street in [the]
1930s. We survived the community in Vancouver generally, and
cultural life, because of the great steps forward over those years.
When we came to Vancouver, we had a musical club and [the]
Vancouver Symphony, that played about eight concerts. I think I
mentioned before that the members of the orchestra, [there] were
only about 20, 25 of them who played professionally in music, the rest
were carpenters, electricians and office workers and played in the
orchestra at the same time, but it grew and, today, I think they have
about, I think, close to 50 performances or so a year, plus rehearsals,
with all fully professional people.
The music life in the university was very limited and, when Larry
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MacKenzie was president of UBC [the University of British
Columbia], he brought out Harry and Fran Adaskin; Harry [Adaskin]
became the first kind of musician-in-residence, whose purpose was
mainly to educate people about music, which he did outstanding[ly],
he was an excellent lecturer, extremely interested in modern music and
he contributed enormously to that. Only ... in 1960 or ... about that
time, the university decided to open a proper music department at
UBC ... and that was also the time when my children were planning to
go away to study in the States and they were pretty well teenagers and,
therefore, my wife ... decided to join the faculty and teach music at
UBC. Also, the theatre at the time when we came here was one small
theatre on Commercial Street called Little Theatre, in which the few
Jews who were here were very active....

Joseph Segal
Interviewed by Irene Dodek and Cyril E. Leonoff, April 13, 1997,
Vancouver, B.C.

JMABC L.09237

I think that we live in the most
wonderful country in the world. I
think we live in the most beautiful
city in the world. And we have to
appreciate it. And I do. I can’t say
that I lived this life without a conscience. I look at everything that I
have, and I appreciate it. I say, you
know, I’m very fortunate. You have
to look after the less fortunate.
And you have to give an individual
an opportunity, but many people
go through life with the attitude
that, “I don’t need it, but why the
hell should somebody else have it?”
If I don’t need it, I want somebody Joseph Segal in the Field’s warehouse,
else to have it. I don’t want waste, Vancouver, B.C., 1965.
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and I am not suggesting that anyone or very few people ever make a
sacrifice in giving something to someone else. Now, I can’t say that
I’ve changed my standard of living because I gave a lot of money away,
and I do, to the Jewish community and the non-Jewish community,
and I don’t know whether I would give the same amount of money
away if it was going to change my standard of living, looking at myself
in the mirror and being totally honest, but I do know some people
that resent helping someone else, even though they don’t need it
themselves. And I’m not talking about money. All kinds of help.
The most important. And I get this all the time.... I am a large
employer and I have many companies, [and] I get many requests to
help people. Provide a job. And that’s the most important thing. You
give an individual the tools, the ability, to make a living. And I’ve
done that. And I still do it.
***
The community side of it represents probably 40 percent of my time,
and that’s important. That’s why I work 12 hours a day instead of
eight. But the opportunities. We’ve got to pull this community
together, and the opportunities have to be available for the next generation. And the education for the next generation. I’m not talking
about a formal university degree, I’m talking about education: making
them understand what their responsibilities are to the community,
making them understand what the functions of the various organizations are in this community, making them understand that they have
a role to play and, if they don’t have a role, then there is no community. And my concern is that a generation from today, we won’t have
a community.... So, how do you reach the community? How do you
make them understand that, if they don’t need it, let somebody else
have it? How do you make them understand that you have to maintain organizations within the community that require funds? And it’s
not a question of convenience. It doesn’t matter if it’s a synagogue,
you expect the synagogue to provide services, whether it’s a bar mitzvah, whether it’s a wedding or whether it’s a burial. But you have to
sustain it. And a lot of people don’t. You’d be amazed at the number
of people that take it for granted ... so, I think that, whether you
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believe, whether you use, whether you’re a beneficiary or not, you have
an obligation to support, and many people are not doing that.

Marjorie Groberman and Bea Goldberg
Interviewed by Irene Dodek, November 28, 2007, Vancouver, B.C. This
excerpt concerns their work with the Hadassah Bazaar.
MG: There was a woman [who] came here from Toronto and she
started to tell us, she spoke at one of our Hadassah meetings and she
told us about the bazaar in Toronto. And I absolutely fell in love with
the idea and I spent a great deal of time with her and she described to
me this huge event but it went to the public and it was held at the
[Canadian National] Exhibition grounds in Toronto. And she told
me what it involved, but the key to that bazaar was selling commercial space, which we had never done. We had had bazaars before at
the old [ Jewish Community] Centre at 11th and Oak, but they were
not open to the public, and they certainly didn’t have commercial
space, and it was what our members put on....
I wanted to have the Seaforth [Armoury] because it was the biggest
place in town. I wanted to move from the Jewish Community Centre
at 11th and Oak to the Seaforth but we couldn’t rent it, they don’t rent
it. But, at that time, Bernie Isman ... was the president of the
Veterans Association ... and I appealed to him and he was able to get
the [armoury] on condition we made a donation of $300, so that’s
how we got the [armoury]. And then, it was 20,000 square feet, that’s
a huge place coming from the Jewish Community Centre.
Then we decided, we had to have a blueprint, and I didn’t really have
a clue of how to arrange the space but Goldie Edwards, who was a
very good friend of mine ... knew Alvin Narod, and Alvin Narod was
a builder here in town ... so we called him and he came over to
Goldie’s, and I explained to him what we had in mind, and he looked
at me like I was a lunatic. “You know,” he said, “The armoury is
20,000 square feet and have you got any money?” I said, “No, we don’t
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Hadassah-WIZO
women at a luncheon
table; a Jack Shadbolt
mural is in the background. Standing, L-R:
Mrs. Alfred (Ann)
Groberman, Mrs. Gerald
(Claire) Lancaster,
Mrs. Abe (Tressa)
Gurvin. Seated, L-R:
Mrs. Jimmy White, Mrs.
Moe Chertkow,
Mrs. Ben (Lil) Shapiro,
Mrs. Cecil (Marjorie)
Groberman, Vancouver,
B.C., 1953.
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have any money. Can you arrange to have booths?... I don’t know
about booths.” So, he said, “Well, OK, we can build the booths. I’ll
tell you how much lumber you need and you see if you can get the
lumber free.” So, I said, “Well, how much lumber do we need,” and
he said to me, “Enough to build a small house.”
So, Sam Heller was in the lumber business and I spoke to Sella
[Heller] and Sella said, “Well, I’ll tell you what ... we have wine for
dinner. I will get Sam good and drunk and, when I phone you, you
come to the house.” She phoned me in the middle of dinner and I
ran to the house and Sam knew I was coming and he said to me, you
know, “Marjorie what did you come for? Sella said you wanted to talk
to me.” I said, “Sam, I want to have a bazaar and I need enough lumber to build a house.” And he said to me, “Are you crazy?” I said, “I
don’t know how much it costs.” He said, “What are you prepared to
pay?” I said, “I’m not prepared to pay anything,” I said, “but we need
... enough to build a house.” So, he said to me, “I won’t give it to you
but I’ll sell it to you.” And my heart sank, and then he said, “I’ll sell
it to you for $1.” So, that’s how we got the lumber for the first bazaar
... and then Alvin and I blueprinted, he blueprinted, the [armoury]
into 10-foot booths and then we made a decision to sell the space for
$25 a booth ... I sold 60 spaces. I went to everybody in town and said,
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“This is a great thing and this is going to be wonderful,” and we sold
spaces. I went to Jack Diamond and Jack Diamond was fabulous. I
explained the whole idea and he said to me, “Fine, I will give you all
the meat for the bazaar and I will give you $100 for the tickets,” which
he did.... At the first bazaar, we gave a car [away] but it was illegal,
so I had to have a lawyer. So, Harold Freeman was the lawyer and a
couple of times it was brought up that we are doing something illegal
and I got kind of threatened and I said to Harold, “Harold, I’m going
to end up going to jail.” He said, “It’ll be the best publicity we ever
got, I’ll get you out.” But it didn’t happen. But his wife was the publicity chairman so she was involved, too.
***
MG: Going back to the beginning ... we built the booths. We didn’t
have any money, so Alvin said, well, all the husbands could come and
he would be the supervisor on a Sunday and we would build the
bazaar. And so the husbands came, including mine who couldn’t do
anything anyway. There were so many accidents and so many cut fingers and so many wrong things that Alvin finally yelled, “It’s over, it’s
up, I’m bringing in a crew.” And he was building a house, [so] he took
the crew from the house the next day and [they] came down and built
the bazaar. So that was the end of the husbands building the bazaar.
***
MG: The armouries had no power and they told me, “You have to
bring in all the power, there is no power.” And, so, I thought and
thought and, finally, I went to see Bill Nemetz, he lived behind me.
He was an electrical engineer, and I told him ... that we needed the
power.... He said, “You’re out of your mind to do this.” Long story
short, he brought in all the power. He did it all. It took me three
years to plan it. When I first started to talk about it ... I always
remember, it was at Lil Shapiro’s house, I was pregnant with Hildy
and I did not get the bazaar off the ground until 1952, it was three
years later.... Nobody knew about the concept ... I mean, I saw it in
my mind but ... I had to figure out what it looked like ... I had to do
it the way I saw it in my mind. Anyway, it was a very big success and

From the JHSBC Collection: Oral History Excerpts – Organizational Involvement

193

we stopped the traffic. When the bazaar opened ... there was a traffic jam ... that the police department had to come and clear the area
for people to get in. It was evidently sensational, and everybody was
thrilled. And that was the first bazaar for one day.
***
BG: But I want to make one comment. The Jewish community was
totally behind us, totally. We depended on them. You depended on
all the contacts that we had within the Jewish community and they all
felt a part of it. It was a uniting effort, you know, for the whole Jewish
community, and everybody came.

Albert Melul
Interviewed by Irene Dodek, July 19, 2011, Vancouver B.C.
ID: So, you’re a man with people skills, a lot of people skills. Now ...
you are a member of Beth Hamidrash and I’d like to know how you
got involved. I know you’re a regular attender of services.
AM: Well, Beth Hamidrash, again, is one of the projects in [which]
I am the founding director of the society, but the whole thing started
again like many other things. There was a teacher at Talmud Torah
who wanted to do something Sephardic. I forgot his name, he is a
rabbi now in California, and he came to me and says, “Albert, you
know, for the same reason, we should have something Sephardic here,
and all that.” So, anyway, we got our first services in my house and in
other houses; in the beginning, there were a few of us.
Then, because I was involved with the [ Jewish Community] Centre
and other things like that, our first Yom Kippur, Rosh Hashanah, I
rented the nursery at the JCC to have our first services. Then, of
course, other people took the mantle and things like that, and then
there was a group of Ashkenazi, which they were passing away and
they gave us their synagogue for one dollar ... [then] we started our
first constitution, which I signed. And, after ... like everything else,
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once it’s going, then other
people took the mantle....
[Only] when I see something is not working a little
bit, I get involved; when it’s
working, I get out. So, at
the present time, you know,
a few years I was on the
board, now I am not. There
are better people now.
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ID: So, there was a small
number of Sephardic Jews
when you first came here?
AM: Oh, there were many
Sephardic Jews when I Gamliel Aharon teaches a Sunday school class at
came here and then, little by Beth Hamidrash B’nai Jacob (now simply Beth
little, they more and more Hamidrash), while then-president Nazem J.
came, but then, because Aboody prepares to show a Torah scroll from
Vancouver is very expensive, Congregation Magen David in Bombay, India, to
the children, Vancouver, B.C., 1976.
we have many Sephardic
Jews in Richmond, Coquitlam, in other places. But there is a community, Sephardic, but not all of them. Beth Hamidrash needs more
members, it’s a small community keeping an ideal and we’re struggling with the budgets and all that, but we still are the only Western
[Canadian] Sephardic voice.
***
So, my involvement lately with that is to bring back the history and
the folklore.... After I retired, I needed a hobby and I decided to
get to know more about my culture, and then I [began] sharing it
with other[s] by giving workshops in Ladino, in Sephardic music
and singing.

From the JHSBC Collection: Images of Organizational Life

195

FROM THE JHSBC COLLECTION:
IMAGES OF ORGANIZATIONAL LIFE
JMABC L.16622

AZA group photograph. Back row, L-R: Bud Gurvin, Dick Newman, Morley
Kauffman, Gordie Katznelson, Hymie Mitchner, Mort Dodek, Byron Potter and
Bill Moscovitch. Middle row, L-R: Merwin Chercover, Gerald Levey, Bernie Laven,
Al Goldsmith, Izzy Diamond, Lionel Shapiro, Percy Gidleman, Jack Lederman and
Jack Wasserman. Front row, L-R: Eddie Lipson, Marvyn Shore and Bob Liverant,
Vancouver, B.C., circa 1945.

JMABC L.15721

Camp Hatikvah,
group in Arthur
Goldberg’s “Arts’
Car,” including
Arthur Goldberg
and Harold Lenett,
Crescent Beach,
B.C., 1946.
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JMABC L.13278

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14786

Jewish National Fund canvassing, L-R: Raymond Goodman, Ben Pawer (in car),
Lloyd Taylor and Brucye Klein, Vancouver, B.C., 1952.
Grade 4 Talmud Torah
class with teacher Gita
Kron. Clockwise from
left: Simon Wosk, Anita
Perel, Lloyd Panar,
Howard Levy, Sherry
Baker, Ruth Steinberg
and Barbara Barak,
Vancouver, B.C., circa
1960s.
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JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14345

Schara Tzedeck extension dedication, with Morris Wosk attaching the
mezuzah, Vancouver, B.C., 1965.

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.10000

B’nai B’rith Women Convention: group of women outside Canada Customs, holding an
issue of the Jewish Western Bulletin, 1970.

198 T H E

S C R I B E

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.11712

North Shore Hebrew School choir, North Vancouver, B.C., 1972.
JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14092

The Peretz School, front of the then-new building, with staff, Vancouver, B.C., 1975.
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PHOTOGRAPHER: MILT GOODMAN; COLLECTION:
JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14056

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN
FONDS; JMABC L.13886

Purim, Chabad Lubavitch,
Vancouver, B.C., 1981.

Vancouver
women’s ORT
spring tea,
Vancouver, B.C.,
1976.

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.12634

Rabbi Dr. Arthur Hertzberg delivers the keynote address at the closing banquet of the
Pioneer Women-Na’amat Triennial National Convention in Montreal, Que., 1981.
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PHOTOGRAPHER: SIDNEY BILD; JMABC L.16398

PHOTOGRAPHER: ARLENE GOULD; COLLECTION: JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS;
JMABC L.14228

Camp Miriam’s 30th anniversary weekend on Gabriola Island, B.C., September 19-21,
1986.

At the piano, Marshall Berger is joined by Richmond teens in costume, Richmond-Delta
Hebrew school, Richmond, B.C., 1987.
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PHOTOGRAPHER: SID BILD; COLLECTION: JEWISH WESTERN
BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.11807

L’Chaim Adult Day
Centre booth at a Jewish
Federation of Greater
Vancouver event,
Vancouver, B.C., 1988.

JMABC L.01103

JMABC L.13026

Congregants
from Or
Shalom at the
19th Annual
Gay Pride
Day Parade,
Vancouver,
B.C., 1996.

Groundbreaking
for Har El
Synagogue,
West Vancouver,
B.C., 1997.
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JMABC L.08093

Centre for Judaism of the Lower Fraser Valley minyan, Surrey, B.C., 2000.

PHOTOGRAPHER: RONNIE TESSLER; JMABC L.12651

Dr. Joel Kailia and West Kootenay Jewish Community Association members
encircled by their newly donated Torah, on Simchat Torah, Nelson, B.C.,
circa 2006.
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BOOKS IN REVIEW
An interesting history, but what about Canada?
Jews of the Pacific Coast:
Reviewed by Perry Seidelman
Three knowledgeable historians
have teamed together to write
this very interesting history.
Ellen Eisenberg is a professor of
American history at Willamette
University in Salem Oregon and
the author of The First to Cry
Down Injustice? Western Jews and
Japanese Removal During WWII, a
2008 National Jewish Book
Award finalist. Ava F. Kahn is
the editor of Jewish Voices of the
California
Gold
Rush:
A
Jews of the Pacific Coast: Reinventing
Documentary History, 1849-1880,
Community on America’s Edge
and Jewish Life in the American
by Ellen Eisenberg, Ava F. Kahn and
William Toll
West, and co-editor of California
University of Washington Press, 2010.
Jews.
William Toll teaches
336 pages. $50 US hardcover
American Jewish history at the
University of Oregon and is the author of The Making of an Ethnic
Middle Class: Portland Jewry Over Four Generations.
The authors’ purpose was to describe the influence of the American
Pacific Coast on Jewish immigrants and Western Jewish society and,
reciprocally, the effect (economic, religious, political and philanthropic) these Jews and the resulting Jewish societies had on the American
Pacific Coast. Emphasis is on the frontier nature of this territory,
which allowed newcomers the freedom to create and take advantage
of new opportunities.
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Jews of the Pacific Coast includes accounts of how many Jews spent
time in eastern North America before they came to the American Far
West, which, the book argues, helped them to become acclimatized to
their new country and to learn to read and speak English. Because of
its frontier nature, the Pacific Coast was more attractive to those who
were physically fit, less religious and willing to work and live with
non-Jews.
Although religious leanings ranged from Orthodox to liberal, the
communities, nonetheless, usually agreed on the need to assist Jews
who required help. This was reflected in how some of the infrastructure developed. For instance, although hospitals were needed to care
for the Jewish sick (and sometimes non-Jews), they were developed by
different groups according to religious observance: for example, Los
Angeles’ Cedars of Lebanon (formerly Mount Zion) was formed by
more liberal Jews and the City of Hope, situated northeast of L.A.,
was established by those who were more observant.
Seattle, Portland, San Francisco and Los Angeles are all depicted as
the areas with the highest concentrations of Jewish immigrants, but
this was especially the case in the latter two cities, and mostly in Los
Angeles. San Francisco became the centre of the region at first, with
Jews building networks that spanned various communities on the
coast, and the Western Jewish press became an important tool for
maintaining regional identity, with news about Jewish events
throughout the region. Jews gained influence in various areas and
served as mayors and judges and, later, as state and federal legislators.
Some communities grew because of “chain migrations” – for example,
Bellingham, Wash. – to which Jewish migrants came from one community in Lithuania.
There were communal divergences, according to Jews of the Pacific
Coast. For example, some Jewish immigrants brought Zionist sympathies with them, which met with some negative reaction from earlier
immigrants, who felt it was more important to concentrate on
American values and local needs. As well, Sephardi immigrants were
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perceived as different by many Ashkenazim, who had not previously
encountered Sephardim, which led to Sephardi immigrants keeping
more to themselves – Seattle became the centre for western Sephardim,
second only in size to the Sephardi community of New York.
The frontier character of the Pacific West allowed women more
opportunities for leadership roles in benevolent and other organizations. The National Council of Jewish Women, for example, began as
an attempt to lift women from subordinate roles. But, note
Eisenberg, Kahn and Toll, the union issues of East Coast Jews were
less visible on the West Coast, due to more opportunities for
merchandizing pursuits and, later, involvement in the movie industry
– with movie moguls attaining Jewish leadership and philanthropic
roles – and the establishment by Jews of an innovative clothing industry, with fashions popularized by movie stars. Postwar Las Vegas is
described as being initially developed by Jewish gangsters, although
later legitimized by Jewish casino owners, movie producers and savings and loan executives.
Ultimately, the attraction to the Pacific Coast brought young professors, engineers and graduate students who originated designs and
inventions that led to the development of large companies and a concentration by subsequent generations in professions such as law and
medicine. Resultant incomes, which were relatively high, became
critical for the financial support necessary for creating and maintaining religious and cultural institutions in the major, as well as smaller
or “edge cities” (Scottsdale, Ariz., for example).
Before, during and after the Second World War, pro-Nazi propaganda
and violence led to the forming of relationships of Jews with other
minority groups, explains Jews of the Pacific Coast. Support was given by
minority politicians for Jewish issues (especially Israel), with mutual
support from Jews for African American and Latino civil rights issues.
Among the many other noteworthy facts in Jews of the Pacific Coast
is that, in the 1960s, young Jews eager for “emotional outreach with-
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out theological trappings” were influenced by Shlomo Carlebach in
San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury, and this eventually led to the
Renewal movement.
Jews of the Pacific Coast is structured into six general chapters with
numerous subsections. These divisions reflect an emphasis on time as
well as on specific cities and regions. Numerous manuscripts, newspapers, oral and written histories and private papers are cited.
The book is easy to read and an excellent source of information, especially for university students or others researching this area.
Numerous vignettes take it outside the boundaries of the typical textbook, however. As but one example, there is a story that describes an
argument between a Portland rabbi and some congregants in 1880,
regarding continued orthodoxy versus the instituting of reforms – it
resulted in a fistfight and an attempt by the rabbi to shoot the congregant who first attacked him.
The preface of Jews of the Pacific Coast states that it explores Jewish life
in the American Far West, and the vast majority of its content does
emphasize Jewish life in the United States. This description is a more
accurate summary of the content than the title, which implies that the
entire Pacific Coast, including Canada, is to be equally discussed.
Mention is made of Canadian cities, including Victoria and
Vancouver, but with little explanation of how Jewish immigration
came to these places and how these cities later developed. Early mention of Victoria’s role on the Pacific Coast seems especially significant
– “Often Jews travelled to Victoria for weddings and burials and
brought men from that city to Seattle to lead services” – but there is
little follow-up.
Such perfunctory mention of seemingly significant locations is not
limited to Canada. Some U.S. cities are mentioned without much
discussion of their development into the 20th century. Ellensburg,
Wash., is mentioned as having, at one time, a Jewish mayor, and
Olympia, Wash., is mentioned as having “a Jewish cemetery and a
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Hebrew Benevolent Society, both founded in the mid-1870s.”
Nothing is said about why Olympia would have had a Jewish community that had evolved enough to have such institutions or what has
happened in Olympia since.
Jews of the Pacific Coast is a valuable resource for learning about the
influence of Jewish immigration on the American West Coast. The
variety of sources and the numerous anecdotes allows it to be not
just a textbook but also, in some parts, a descriptive and lively narrative. So, although it is written in a textbook format, it is also simple enough to read for individuals who have a personal interest in
the subject.
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A transformation of community
The Defining Decade: Reviewed by Cynthia Ramsay
The 2011 winner of the Helen
and Stan Vine Canadian Jewish
Book Award for scholarship
from the Koffler Centre of the
Arts was Prof. Harold Troper’s
The Defining Decade: Identity,
Politics and the Canadian Jewish
Community in the 1960s
(University of Toronto Press,
Scholarly Publishing Division,
2010). Given this, and Troper’s
impressive and hard-earned credentials, there’s no questioning
the high quality of this publication. However, while it is wellresearched and well-written, the
analysis focuses on the Montreal
and Toronto Jewish communities, which could make it a less
interesting read for members of
Jewish communities elsewhere
in Canada.

The Defining Decade: Identity, Politics and the
Canadian Jewish Community in the 1960s
by Harold Troper
University of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing
Division, 2010. 384 pages.
$35 paperback

That being said, it is understandable that Troper mainly examines
Montreal and Toronto in his look at the “Canadian” Jewish community in the 1960s: the vast majority of Jews in the country still live in
those two cities. It stands to reason, then, that those communities
shaped, more than others, the national Jewish presence and were
instrumental in the transformation that Troper details.
Troper argues, convincingly, that the organized Jewish community in
Canada changed drastically in the 1960s. This change was propelled
by several factors, not the least of which was that, in general,
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Canadian society became more tolerant and accepting of minorities
during that decade. However, it was also a time in which, with the
Six Day War in 1967, “shadows of Holocaust memory and concerns
for Israel increasingly dominated the organized Jewish community
agenda and coloured individual Jewish encounters with surrounding
Canada society.”
The 1967 war between Israel and Egypt, says Troper, resulted in proIsrael campaigns that “represented a sea change for the organized
Jewish community. By making Israel a central concern, the larger
organized Jewish community, and not just the Zionists, was affirming
that which Canadian Jews had internalized during the lead-up to war
in the Middle East and during the war itself – Canadian Jews were
indivisibly bound up with Israel.” And, it went beyond that, according to Troper: “Israel, the Holocaust and the historical chain of Jewish
being were welded together into a seamless mass.... Yes, Canadian
Jews lived in an increasingly welcoming Canada and, as Canadians,
they demanded equality of status with all other Canadians. But this
did not lessen their gut-level bond with Israel and Jews around the
world. There was a new centre of Canadian Jewish gravity.”
This new centre was “a shot of adrenaline for the organized Jewish
community” and, “The many who grew up understanding their
Jewishness as a familial artifact handed down from generation to generation ... woke up from the Six Day War to find their Jewish point of
reference shifted from the past to the present, from remembering to
being. Yes, there were still rituals that came with a storied Jewish past.
But, all of a sudden, there was a consciousness of obligations and
responsibilities that came with being Jewish. For many, being Jewish
suddenly meant doing Jewish.”
For anyone wondering how the current framework for Israel and
Jewish advocacy and fundraising came into being – and why there is
little or no criticism of Israel permitted – Troper’s Defining Decade is
a fascinating resource. He notes that, though it might have been
“sometimes grudgingly” acknowledged, there was general agreement
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at the time that “the umbrella-like Canadian Jewish Congress, inclusive of most elements of the community, together with local federations and their fundraising responsibilities, should take the lead in
representing Jewish interests. What is more, there was also overarching agreement on the need to maintain a healthy, professional and
well-funded community social-service network, to remain steadfast in
rooting out antisemitism, to be vigilant as regards events unfolding in
Quebec and, close to the Jewish heart, to maintain steadfast support
for Israel and Jews in distress.” With the demise of the CJC this past
summer, it will be interesting to see how the organized community
adjusts, and whether we will witness another sea change.
Of course, Troper’s analysis encompasses much more than this one
factor. In addition to Canadian Jewry’s relationship with Israel, he
examines the effects of the expansion of human rights protections in
society at large, as well as the persistence of antisemitism, as evidenced
in part by an increase in Neo-Nazi activity.
He dedicates a chapter to Quebec, the diversity of the Jewish community there, their struggle for publicly funded Jewish education (in
much detail) and their being caught, as mainly anglophone, in the
middle of Quebec’s Quiet Revolution and the rise of its separatist
forces. The discussion of the CJC’s decision to not make a submission to the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism in
1965 is noteworthy.
Troper dedicates a chapter to Toronto as well, of course, comparing
and contrasting the Jewish community there to that of Quebec – tapping into the sense of humour that pops up throughout the book, with
observations such as, “Measured against their own community, many
Montreal Jews regarded the Toronto Jewish community, like Toronto
itself, as narrow, uncultured and bland – like matzah, flat, dry and
tasteless.” Assimilation, it seems, was more of a concern in Toronto:
“Thus, unlike Jews in Montreal, individual Toronto Jews might sense
they had Jewish wiggle room in which to work out personal terms of
engagement with the larger mainstream. And, as the borderland
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between the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds in Toronto became more
fluid, the list of Toronto Jews who emerged prominent in business,
education, politics, and arts and entertainment grew in influence and
number. But again, the issue was not just if Jewish but how much
Jewish. In some cases, the answer might be ‘not very.’ This inspired
one wag to quip that, among the powerful in Toronto, ‘even the Jews
are Anglos.’”
Troper also dedicates a chapter to the Jewish community’s “passionate
fling” with Pierre Elliot Trudeau. To Montreal Jews, who were
“uneasy at growing nationalist and separatist sentiment in Quebec, at
threats to the status of the English language and at the seeming
inability of Lester Pearson’s Ottawa to comprehend, let alone get a
handle on, what was going on in Quebec, Trudeau’s progressive
image, his bilingualism and especially his determined federalism were
reassuring. Jews elsewhere in Canada may not have been as possessed
by the upheaval in Quebec, but many were drawn by Trudeau’s promise of a new, more open and enlightened Canada.” In Troper’s view,
and one of the examples he gives of how the barriers to Jewish participation in public life started to come down in this era, it was under the
leadership of Trudeau that Ottawa’s glass ceiling for Jews was broken:
“Where no Jew had ever been a member of a federal cabinet, during
Trudeau’s tenure as prime minister, four Jews served in his cabinets.
He appointed a Jew, Bora Laskin, chief justice of the Supreme Court
and a fistful of other Jews to federal-court positions across Canada.”
And the list continues.
While Troper covers several other topics – including the significance
of the Pavilion of Judaism at Expo ’67 and the Canadian Jewish community’s lobbying efforts on behalf of Soviet Jewry – the other major
one in Defining Decade, and the one with which Troper introduces his
book, is a meeting that took place on the afternoon of October 13,
1959. A delegation of “prominent Canadian Jews was ushered into
Rideau Hall, the stately residence of Georges Vanier, governor general of Canada. The delegation, led by Montreal whisky tycoon Samuel
Bronfman, was in Ottawa to officially launch a year-long celebration
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marking 200 years of Jewish settlement in Canada.” Thankfully, in
Troper’s view, the High Holidays that year postponed the meeting
until Vanier took over from the retiring Vincent Massey, who “harboured a deep and personal distaste for Jews. It has been argued that
Massey was no more antisemitic than the times in which he lived, no
more antisemitic than others in the social set he enjoyed. Perhaps so,
but this did not make Massey any less an antisemite. And, his antisemitism, if discreetly screened off from the public during his tenure
as governor general, certainly was very much to the fore during the
Second World War, when Massey was Canadian high commissioner
in London. As the crisis of European Jewry worsened and Jews desperate to escape the Nazis looked westward for haven, Massey fought
any suggestion that Canada should offer Jews a new home.” Troper
later states that this change, from Massey to Vanier, “was matched by
changes in the Canadian Jewish world. Even as Vanier greeted his
guests, the organized Jewish community in Canada was a key
coalition partner with liberal and progressive groups ... in actively
championing the enactment of laws to protect Canadians from racism
and antisemitism. Their efforts were then being rewarded with success. But this had not come easily or fast. For 50 years, the Canadian
Jewish community ... had cautiously and gently chipped away at the
rock of antisemitism in Canada.”
One reviewer thought that Troper’s otherwise comprehensive look at
the Canadian Jewish community was missing two things: “discussion
of the interaction between the community and Israel’s diplomats in
Canada.... As well, as a contrast to the quiet diplomacy that characterized the early part of the decade, Troper might have acknowledged
Ambassador Yaacov Herzog’s public debate in January 1961, with historian Arnold Toynbee, over the Jewish people’s historic right to a
homeland in Israel. It is no wonder that, given their bent at the time,
community leaders urged Herzog to desist from going ahead.... But,
for the Jewish students who packed McGill University’s Hillel House
and the thousands who heard the debate live on radio, the experience
vindicated their beliefs as Jews and Zionists.”1
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In addition to those aspects, while Troper does interview and cite
people and incidents from elsewhere, including Vancouver, it would
have been nice to read a more Canadian-wide examination.
However, as he says in Simon Goldenberg’s essay in this issue of The
Scribe, “A historian is only as good as their sources,”2 and resources
are limited in other parts of the country. However, if Troper’s conclusion is accurate, then perhaps there is reason to be hopeful, as the
desire to preserve Jewish history, and the willingness to support such
endeavours, at least in part, rests on the belief that there is something
unique and worth preserving of this history. Troper argues that the
“events of the 1960s intensified a gut-level sense among Canadian
Jews that there was no such thing as a stand-alone Jew. To be a Jew
was to be part of a distinctive people. Since the 1960s, the effort to
veil Jewish particularism by marketing Canadian Jews as no different
than other Canadians – except that Jews observe Saturday as the sabbath – has, for the most part, been missing in action. Cascading
events of the 1960s not only sparked a reconfiguration of Jewish definition, but also shaped the terrain on which the next generation of
Canadian Jews would walk.” He ends, “Just as rain-soaked students
protesting the plight of Soviet Jews stood under the shaded light of
their home-made Star of David, Canadian Jews today continue to
stand in the reflected light of the 1960s.” Hopefully, we have some
sparks left in us.

ENDNOTES
1. Shira Herzog, “Discovering a Homeland Abroad: How the Six Day War in
Israel Galvanized Canada’s Jews,” Literary Review of Canada (May 2011). Herzog’s
father, Yaacov Herzog, was Israel’s ambassador to Canada from 1960 to 1963; she
returned to Canada in 1974.
2. Simon Goldenberg, “Vancouver’s Jewish History,” The Scribe (2011): 15.
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A valuable resource and a must read
Passionate Pioneers: Reviewed by Al Stein with Shanie Levin
This groundbreaking book, nearly
500 pages including index, is the
result of nine years of determined
research by the author, a professional educator who has served
Jewish education in North
America and Israel as a teacher,
principal, curriculum writer, camp
director, consultant and as a trainer of teacher educators at universiPassionate Pioneers: The Story of Yiddish
Secular
Education in North America, 1910-1960
ties and colleges. It is obvious
by Fradle Pomerantz Freidenreich
from the integration of personal
Holmes and Meier Publishers, Inc., 2010.
536 pages. $35 US hardcover plus CD
narrative and objective reporting,
that the author’s motivation for
this research was personal as well as professional. Fradle Pomerantz
Freidenreich is the daughter of Israel Chaim Pomerantz, a noted
Yiddish poet, educator and cultural activist, whose extensive archives
“provided much of the source material for this book and pointed the
way to wonderful networking possibilities.”
Passionate Pioneers is the first comprehensive, documented record of
the 50-year heyday of Yiddish secular education in North America.
Until its publication, the Yiddish secular school movement and
Yiddish educational camps, which preceded the Hebrew camps, had
been largely ignored by historians. The reasons for this neglect were
partly ideological, according to Jonathan D. Sarna, who wrote the
book’s foreword: “... advocates of a Hebrew-centred Jewish religious
education disagreed fundamentally with the approach of the Yiddish
secularists. Another major reason ... is simply the difficulty in finding
reliable sources. Much of the available archival material is usually
limited in focus and primarily in Yiddish, therefore, beyond the reach
of the non-Yiddish reader.”
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Sarna notes that Passionate Pioneers “reveals, first and foremost, the
colossal dimensions of Yiddish secular education in North America
that included close to 1,000 schools in 160 different communities, 39
summer camps and who knows how many students. It distinguishes
between different types of schools: sequentially from early childhood
education to adult education, and ideologically from Labour Zionist
schools to communist schools. It introduces leaders and teachers, curricular and extra-curricular activities, and a wide range of communities: urban and agrarian, large, mid-sized and small.” It also includes
“the world of Yiddish secular summer camps, representing the full
spectrum of Jewish ideological movements of the time.”
A glance at the table of contents reveals the huge scope of this work.
The author’s introduction includes an overview, methodology, editorial and personal notes, and unusual connections. The book’s appendices include a listing of Yiddish secular schools (1910-1960), the
texts of popular Yiddish school and camp songs, a helpful glossary
and index, and a select bibliography. Its five major sections are:
1) Historical and Cultural Background, which includes a) The Jewish
Immigrant Experience, b) About Yiddish, Yiddishism and
Yiddishkayt, c) Jewish Secularism. This section alone is worth the
price of the book and will resonate profoundly in those reared and
educated within this vibrant but now almost vanished environment.
2) Jewish Schooling in North America, which includes a) Roots and
Development, b) Forms of Jewish Education.
3) Yiddish Secular Education, which includes a) A Historical
Overview, b) National Sponsoring Groups and their Education
Departments, c) Leadership and Governance, d) Yiddish Secular
Schools and their Formats, e) Curricula of the Shule Networks, f )
Innovations and Notable Features of Yiddish Secular Education, g)
Publications and Conferences, h) The Teaching Profession, i) The
Impact of National and World Events on the Shuln.
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4) Communities and their Yiddish Secular Shuln, which includes, a)
Chicago, A Community Study, b) Agrarian and Colony Schools, c) A
Multitude of Communities.
5) Jewish Education Summer Camps, which includes a) Jewish
Educational and Cultural Camping, b) Yiddish Secular Summer
Camps, c) Camp Boiberik, One of Many, d) A Multitude of Camps.
Pomerantz Freidenreich points out that “the worldwide Jewish education movement known as Di Yidishe Veltlekhe Shul Bavegung was
conceived in Eastern Europe. In North America, it took on a life of
its own under the leadership of immigrants, who had brought its leading ideas and programs with them from Europe. Many were Yiddish
secularists who believed in the importance of democracy, brotherhood, equality and social justice, as well as in the vitality and importance of Jewish culture and of the Yiddish language.” As they saw it,
Yiddish secular education and Yiddishkayt ( Jewishness) were the most
important ways of providing the community with hemshekh (continuity), in order to preserve a distinct Jewish cultural and ethnic identity.
Another potent force in the lives of these immigrants was the Jewish
labour movement, which was committed to the same socialist ethic
that was integral to the general labour movement. For the Jewish
labour movement, Yiddishkayt incorporated universal human dignity
and social justice that was measured by ethical and fair behaviour
towards one’s fellow human beings, not by how much Jewish tradition
one observed. These immigrants wanted to provide an education for
their children that would transmit clearly identified Jewish values:
“Many socialist members of Jewish unions were also members of fraternal Jewish organizations that sponsored Yiddish secular schools,”
writes Pomerantz Freidenreich.
According to the 1931 Canadian Census, 96 percent of the total
Canadian Jewish population of 155,700 reported Yiddish as their
mother tongue. In 1971, only 18 percent of a total population of
275,025 made the same claim. Yiddish was the lingua franca not only
of Eastern European Jewry, but also of first and second generations of
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immigrant North American Jews. According to Pomerantz
Freidenreich, “Most secular Jewish immigrants were strongly influenced by the essays and speeches of Dr. Chaim Zhitlovsky,” one of the
founding fathers of Yiddishism and a major proponent of Yiddish
secular education. He was also the leader of an early “back to the
land” Jewish renewal movement, which inspired the formation of
Jewish homestead farm colonies in the Canadian Prairie provinces.
“They saw Yiddish as the bond uniting Jews, as one of the most
important forces in combating assimilation,” writes Pomerantz
Freidenreich. “It was for them a symbol of Jewish creativity and continuity.” Zhitlovsky and his followers in Canada promoted cultural
pluralism, what we now call multiculturalism or multi-ethnic education, and this became a basic principle of Canadian Yiddish secular
schools, where the Yiddish language was seen also as a cornerstone
of “peoplehood.”
“The Canadian government, and the population at large, accepted
ethnic differences positively to a much greater degree than was prevalent, or could be expected in the U.S. at the time,” notes Pomerantz
Freidenreich. The importance of a separate, secular, modern and progressive day school education was recognized in Canada many years
earlier than in the United States and was not seen as unpatriotic. “In
the U.S., prior to 1960, the Jewish day school was not considered a
significant model in Jewish education.... Immigrant Jews sent their
children to public schools ... believing this would provide the best and
fastest way for their children ... to become ‘real Americans.’”
Pomerantz Freidenreich argues that, “Between the 1920s and the late
1940s, Yiddish secular schools played a crucial role in North
American Jewish education, although that role was not always adequately acknowledged.” Much has changed since those days, but “the
stamp of national awareness that most of the Yiddish secular schools
had always placed on their students was one thing that did not
change.” Pomerantz Freidenreich cites many examples of the strong
impact (emotionally and intellectually) that the shuln and camps had
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on the developing Jewish identity of their students. “If the Yiddish
language and Yiddish culture have recently become more visible and
attractive ... some of the credit can be rightfully accorded Yiddish secular circles, including the intensive Jewish formal and informal learning experiences provided by the shuln and summer camps. These
institutions succeeded in great measure, until the late 1940s if not
beyond, to instill in students and campers a love for and appreciation
of the rich and historic Yiddish culture and its contribution to
Jewish life.”
According to Passionate Pioneers, Vancouver, B.C., had four, possibly
five Yiddish secular schools, none of which was a day school. Records
are sketchy but an Arbeter Ring (Workmen’s Circle) school existed for
10 years in the 1920s. The Sholem Aleichem Shule was created by
the Sholem Aleichem Folk Institute, formed by a group of mothers in
1928: “Yiddish language and literature were the cornerstones of the
secular leftist curriculum.” This school, which was the forerunner of
the Vancouver Peretz Institute, closed around 1936 due to financial
difficulties and internal disputes, primarily about Zionism. The
Peretz Shule, formed by the Vancouver Peretz Institute in 1945 as a
response to the Holocaust, was modelled partially after the Calgary
Peretz Shule. At first, most of the teachers were volunteer mothers
who offered a four-day-a-week supplementary program and kindergarten. Most of the school supporters were leftists; the smaller, more
right-wing, pro-Zionist faction, eventually left the school. By 1960,
more than 100 students were registered. Notable staff during this
early period included Dovid Kunigis, Sarah Sarkin, Leibel Basman
and Ben Chud. The Peretz Shule is now the Peretz Centre for
Secular Jewish Culture and offers a comprehensive two-year B’nai
Mitzvah program and a primary school program on Sundays, almost
entirely in English.
In 1920, the Winnipeg Peretz Shule became the first modern North
American Jewish day school, challenging the monopoly of the yeshivot and, by 1929, 600 students were enrolled. Day schools followed in
Montreal, Toronto, Calgary, Edmonton and Ottawa. Most of these
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schools offered Yiddish and Hebrew programs for adolescents, in
addition to primary grades. Writes Pomerantz Freidenreich: “Between
1946 and 1949, two independent Jewish teachers colleges functioned
in Montreal: the Jewish Teachers Seminary of Canada (Yiddish) and
the Hebrew Teachers Seminary of Montreal. In 1949, they merged
into a single institution, the Canadian Jewish Teachers Seminary,
which offered teacher training at a college level for new teachers in all
types of Jewish schools.”
Shanie Levin, who contributed to this review, graduated from the
Winnipeg Peretz Shule after 14 years of instruction, including two
years of kindergarten. The school had a profound effect on her worldview, as well as her knowledge of Yiddish, Hebrew and Jewish culture
generally. This was reinforced at home by her parents, who were shule
activists. She remembers in particular a teacher named Lapin, who
created a unique method of teaching Yiddish, Hebrew and history
through the use of “lotto game cards.” She attended the 90th anniversary celebration of the Winnipeg Peretz Shule in 2003, along with
about 700 others, who came from all over the world. It was obvious
that those who attended had experienced a similar indelible effect from
their years at the shule.
I had the good fortune to be reared within the close-knit extended
family that was the Calgary Yiddishist community and attend its
Peretz Shule day and supplementary school for 12 years. I can readily attest to Pomerantz Freidenreich’s observations and conclusions
about the lasting effect of that experience – enjoyment in being Jewish
and mentshlekh, and living within “Yiddishland.” I witnessed the
dedication and untiring effort of a relatively small group of Yiddishspeaking immigrants, mostly self-taught intellectuals, determined to
transmit the Yiddish language and its cultural riches to following generations; their effort and success was duplicated in many other secular
Yiddish communities across North America. Among the more memorable of my teachers at the Peretz Shule in Calgary were Yekhiel
Shtern, scholar and pedagogue (older brother of Jacob Zipper of
Montreal), Joseph Mlotek, who, later in New York, with his wife
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Chana, published several important collections of Yiddish folk songs
and anthologies of Yiddish poetry, and edited the Yiddish section of
the Forverts newspaper, and Shimshon Heilig, author and painter.
In the afterword of Passionate Pioneers, Pomerantz Freidenreich speaks
eloquently about the decline and legacy of the Yiddish secular school
movement. “For many of us,” she writes, “it is not until later in our
mature lives that we are able to fully appreciate and value the contributions of those who taught and mentored us. The strong imprint made
upon the lives of those of us who are ‘products’ of this unique education are inestimable. We received an invaluable legacy of knowledge,
values and a particular weltanschauung, that has helped shape us as
adults, and has enriched the North American Jewish historical record.”
At a price of only $35 US, including a CD of popular school and camp
songs sung by the author, Shmulik Alpert, Chana Broder and others,
Passionate Pioneers is a valuable resource at a real bargain, and it is a
must read for anyone involved in Jewish education, past or present.
A version of this article, written by Al Stein, was published in the
July/August 2011 Outlook magazine, as well as the October 7, 2011,
Jewish Independent.
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Emotion recollected in tranquillity
Singing from the Darktime: Reviewed by Jonathan Wisenthal
Some of the notable virtues of this book
are evident before one actually opens it.
Although it is published by a university
press (McGill-Queen’s), it is a small,
modest-looking volume, promising
something restrained and subdued.
Even the name of the author is in character: simply S. Weilbach; what the “S”
stands for is never revealed to us. And
the preface at the beginning of the volume is signed “S. Weilbach, British
Columbia,” without any more specific
identification of place.
Singing from the Darktime:

This unassuming “Childhood Memoir
A Childhood Memoir in Poetry
and Prose
in Poetry and Prose” (its subtitle) is a
by S. Weilbach
wonderfully compelling, moving narraMcGill-Queen’s University Press,
2011. 128 pages. $18.95 paperback
tive of the author’s early years in
Germany and then in England, no
doubt long before she settled somewhere in British Columbia. The
story begins when she is five or six years old, in the late 1930s, in an
agricultural part of southern Germany, where her Jewish family were
cattle dealers, and it ends in rural England in the first years of the
Second World War. She, with her parents and one grandfather, have
escaped from Nazi Germany in 1939 on the ship St. Louis, which is
prevented from landing its refugee passengers in Havana and then is
turned away from other ports (in the United States and Canada) and
has to return to Europe, where she and her family were among those
who were allowed into England.
Weilbach’s account is carefully limited to the point of view of a young
child, so that, for the most part, historical context is deliberately
excluded. We hear, and see, and feel what a small girl would experi-
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ence, and other information is provided separately, outside the main
body of the book, in a brief, helpful afterword by University of
Toronto Holocaust historian Doris Bergen. Bergen tells us in a concise way about the plight of Jews in Germany in the 1930s, about
Kristallnacht in 1938, about the voyage of the St. Louis in May and
June of 1939, and about the life of Weilbach and her family in
England – and she, too, takes the story no further than the early 1940s.
One way in which the childhood perspective is reinforced is through
fairy tales. On the one hand, these are part of the protected world of
the young child; on the other hand, they are darkened by frightening
intrusions, which means that they are precisely appropriate for a story
about a Jewish child in a hitherto comfortable family in Nazi
Germany. Her grandparents tell her “ ... deeply thrilling fairy tales /
With fearsome forests dense and dark / Or children gone astray with
bitter, frozen hearts.”
When the antisemitic persecution has begun to make itself clearly felt
in her village, the narrator “dreamed a dreadful dream”:
Hänsel and Gretel’s forest
Stretched all dense and dark
To the farthest ends of earth.
And no bird flew or sang.
And in her apron
Oma wandered all alone
With nothing in her hands.
I was afraid,
Yet still in blessed ignorance
With every anxious breath
Drew in the comfort
Of my parents’ bed.
And tried to think of happy ways
My scary fairy tale could end.

But Oma, the little girl’s beloved grandmother (to whom this book is
dedicated), is murdered by the Nazis in Auschwitz, and the girl’s
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father is not in the parents’ bed because he has been sent to Dachau
at the time of Kristallnacht – though he is later released, a broken
man: “The gaunt, now silent man / Who once had been my father.”
After the journey on the St. Louis and the family’s arrival in England,
the narrative shifts from verse to prose, which may reflect the fact that
the narrator is now a little older and, certainly, though still only seven,
more experienced. The prose section is a third-person narrative in
which the speaker in the earlier sections has become “Lala,” and then,
when she starts school, the teacher calls her “Ursula,” a name she does
not like. Nor does she like her life in London just before the outbreak
of the war; paradoxically, she finds this haven from the Nazis, this
“linoleum-floored room” in which she and her family are now living,
at least as distressing as anything she has encountered in life thus far.
Adjusting to an English school, and a language she does not know, are
stressful, but she does begin to adjust, and the book ends with a return
to verse and a return to rural life – the English countryside to which
she has been evacuated, along with many other schoolchildren, at the
beginning of the war.
This touching book may bring to mind Wordsworth’s celebrated
description of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings,” which “takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity.”
It is pleasing to reflect that this fine, meditative, Wordsworthian
recollection had its origin in the (relative) tranquillity of British
Columbia.
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Struggle: A Quest for Life, Love and a New
World, published by WinnetkaPressPublications this year, is a family history
told in novel form, written by Marvin
Blauer. The cover description reads:
“August 1914, a 15-year-old village boy
from Galicia and [the] beautiful girl he met
during a stop-over en route across Europe
to the ship that will take him to America
confide their dreams and share a last
embrace beneath a harvest moon. Their
life stories typify those of the 700-year-old
Jewish community of Eastern Europe.
“Morning brings a world in turmoil, one that would change and
change them beyond imagining – even as their corner of it edges
toward oblivion.
“A year later, Munya and Eva experience the special cachet of Vienna
– its lights, gaiety, and live-for-the-moment insouciance made more
special by the precariousness that surrounds it.
“In six months, their magic Vienna life ends. At 17, Munya is sent to
some of the bloodiest battlefields of that bloodiest of wars. Eva
returns home, where women, the very old and the very young struggle to maintain a semblance of normalcy in a grey, ominous world
relentlessly squeezed by a war that will not end. Each faces death.
“Imperceptibly, their love becomes the central sustaining force in their
lives. In the trenches and on a desperate home front, they struggle to
survive times that only the young can handle.
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“At war’s end, the couple, aged by its ravages, continue their struggle,
now directly focused on Canada – two people sharing a remarkable
love, reaching desperately for a new life in a new world.”
In addition to the story, Blauer includes 16 pages of images, including
maps and family trees, several sections bringing the history into the
contemporary era, and a glossary of foreign language used in the novel.

In Traces of the Past: Montreal’s Early
Synagogues (Véhicule Press, 2011), Sara
Ferdman Tauben documents “the movement and development of Montreal’s
Jewish community from the 1880s until
1945.... Her quest results in a fascinating
story that describes and defines the social,
religious and economic aspects of a distinct
group of people through the architectural
traces of its culture.”
Continues the book’s description: “The
decades surrounding the turn of the 20th century marked the era of
mass migration of the Jews of Eastern Europe. Fleeing poverty and
persecution, some came to Montreal. They left places with names
like Minsk, Pinsk, Morosh, Galicia and Dinovitz, to settle on
Montreal streets with names like St. Urbain, St. Dominique and St.
Laurent. To retain familiar traditions and familial connections, they
established small congregations, which recalled the homes they left
behind. The Pinsker Shul, Anshei Morosh, Anshei Ukraina and
Anshei Ozeroff were not only places of worship, but also places
where friends and family from the same country, area or town could
meet, exchange concerns, lend support to each other and resolve to
help those left behind.”
Included in Traces of the Past is David Kaufman’s full-colour portfolio
of Montreal’s synagogues (showing the buildings in the year 2000).
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Failure’s Opposite: Listening to A.M. Klein, edited by Norman Ravvin and Sherry Simon
(McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011),
“presents a fresh perspective on [A.M.] Klein’s
reception and legacy, exploring why he has
remained a compelling figure for critics and
readers. His experimentalism drew upon
strong traditions and fluency in several languages – English, French, Yiddish and
Hebrew – allowing him to develop a multilingual, modernist Jewish voice that is a touchstone for understanding Canada’s multicultural identity. His struggle
with the emotional and historical dimensions of diaspora is of considerable importance throughout his work, and is investigated through
the lenses of translation, voice and his relationship to other Jewish
writers. Contributors also re-evaluate Klein’s connection to Montreal
and the original ways in which he captured the atmosphere of his ‘jargoning city.’
“Failure’s Opposite reflects the many ways A.M. Klein is being remade
in the 21st century, both as a bridge to the past and a model for contemporary critical and creative work in Canadian literature.”

Henry Srebrnik’s Creating the Chupah: The
Zionist Movement and the Drive for Jewish
Communal Unity in Canada, 1898-1921
(Academic Studies Press, 2011) “assesses the
role of Canadian Zionist organizations in the
drive for communal unity within Canadian
Jewry in the first two decades of the 20th century. Two strands of Zionism, represented
respectively by the Federation of Zionist
Societies of Canada and Poale Zion, were

230 T H E

S C R I B E

often in conflicts that reflected greater disputes. The book also
describes Zionist activities within the larger spectrum of Canadian
Jewish life. Montreal was at the time the capital of Canadian Jewry,
but the Jewish communities of Toronto and Winnipeg also played a
significant role in these events. By providing a detailed historical
examination of the early Canadian Zionist movement, the book
makes a substantial contribution to our understanding of 20th-century Jewish life in Canada.”

The winners of the 23rd annual Helen and Stan Vine Canadian
Jewish Book Awards were announced by the Koffler Centre of the
Arts on May 30, 2011. Celebrating excellence in Canadian writing
on Jewish themes and subjects in 2010, there were six prizes awarded:
• Fiction: Alison Pick, Far to Go (House of Anansi Press Inc.)
• Politics and history: Tarek Fatah, The Jew is Not My Enemy
(McClelland & Stewart)
• Holocaust literature: Robert Eli Rubinstein, An Italian Renaissance:
Choosing Life in Canada (Urim Publications)
• Youth literature: Judie Oron, Cry of the Giraffe (Annick Press)
• Biography and memoir: Charles Foran, Mordecai: The Life and Times
(Random House Canada)
• Scholarship on a Jewish subject: Harold Troper, The Defining
Decade: Identity, Politics and the Canadian Jewish Community in the
1960s (University of Toronto Press)
Details on all the winners are available at kofflerarts.org.
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CONTRIBUTORS
Simon Goldenberg
Simon Goldenberg is a fourth-year student at the University of
British Columbia, where he is pursuing a double major in First
Nations studies and English. He began research on the Vancouver
Jewish community for a British Columbia history course.
Dorothy Grad
Dorothy Grad’s father, Dr. William Morris, is one of the founding
fathers and active board members of Congregation Beth Israel. Her
mother, Rachel Morris, is one of the founders and workers of Beth
Israel Sisterhood. Beth Israel was an important part of her growingup years.
Grad and her husband, Irving, have been involved BI members for
more than 50 years. She was an active member of the BI Sisterhood
board in the 1970s and 1980s, including being vice-president in 1975.
She was on the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia board
from 1992 to 2003, president from 1989 to 2001, and took several
oral histories.
Pat Johnson
Pat Johnson is the director of development and communications for
the Vancouver Hillel Foundation. He is a writer for the Jewish
Independent, and was a writer for and co-owner of its predecessor, the
Jewish Western Bulletin. His undergraduate degree in history is from
McGill University and he has a graduate certificate in journalism
from Langara College. He has worked extensively in media and communications, in business, and the nonprofit sector.
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Shanie Levin
Shanie Levin was born and raised in Winnipeg, where she attended
the I.L. Peretz Folk School day school program through Grade 7.
She then attended in the evening, through Grade 12. It was a
Labour Zionist school, where they studied Jewish subjects half a
day. The language of instruction during that time was Yiddish.
They also learned Hebrew, which they translated into Yiddish
rather than English. Other subjects were Yiddish literature, history
and Tanach. She is still involved in Yiddish groups, where they read
Yiddish literature.
Cynthia Ramsay
Cynthia Ramsay is the owner and publisher of the Jewish Independent
and the editor of The Scribe. She is also a Vancouver-based consultant specializing in health economics. Her report for the Commission
on the Future of Health Care in Canada, headed by the Hon. Roy
Romanow, was included in The Fiscal Sustainability of Health Care in
Canada (University of Toronto Press, 2004). She contributed a chapter to Dr. David Gratzer’s Better Medicine: Reforming Canadian Health
Care and is the author of several Fraser Institute publications, including the institute’s study on medical savings accounts for Canada. She
also authored Beyond the Public-Private Debate: An Examination of
Quality, Access and Cost in the Health-Care Systems of Eight Countries
(Western Sky Communications Ltd., 2001). Additionally, she has
written numerous articles – including for national Canadian newspapers and the New York-based Manhattan Institute – that have contributed to the Canadian health-care debate.
Barb Schober
Barb Schober is a PhD student at the University of British Columbia.
Her field of study is modern Jewish history, specializing in the history of the Vancouver Jewish community.
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Perry Seidelman
Perry Seidelman is the recently retired principal of Vancouver’s King
David High School. He assumed this position for five years, following his 32-year career as a teacher (history and social studies), department head and administrator in various Vancouver public schools.
During that time, he authored a number of curricular materials and
was a representative on various Vancouver School Board committees,
including the Secondary School Social Studies Department Heads
Committee and the District Special Needs Advisory Committee.
Seidelman is a third-generation Vancouverite whose paternal grandfather arrived in Vancouver circa 1885. Outside of his professional
career, he has served on the boards of Vancouver Talmud Torah,
Richmond Jewish Day School and Congregation Beth Israel and is
currently a member of the board and executive of the Jewish Museum
and Archives of British Columbia. He has also recently taken on the
responsibility of organizing the archives for King David High School.
Carol Spivack Weinstock
Carol Spivack Weinstock was born and raised in Winnipeg. She left to
study and travel, and later settled in California, where she studied journalism and worked in public relations, as a reporter, book author and
college journalism professor. She is now retired and lives in Vancouver.
Al Stein
Al Stein is a member of the Peretz Centre for Secular Jewish Culture,
where he manages the Kirman Yiddish and English library and coleads the Yiddish reading and conversation circle that meets at the
Peretz Centre. As a member of the Vancouver collective of Outlook
magazine, he regularly contributes Yiddish poetry and proverbs, with
translation, to the publication. He was chairman of the Board of
Education of the Peretz Shule in Calgary in 1972 and is currently
busy with Yiddish translations.
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Jonathan Wisenthal
Jonathan Wisenthal is a retired member of the University of British
Columbia English department, where he taught from 1964 to 2005.
Michael Zoosman
Michael Zoosman has served as cantor at Congregation Beth Israel in
Vancouver, B.C., since 2008, and as Jewish prison chaplain for
Correctional Service of Canada (CSC), Pacific Region, since the
summer of 2009. He holds a bachelor of arts in history and music
from Brandeis University (2003) and a master of sacred music and
cantorial investiture from the Jewish Theological Seminary of
America (2007). Special thanks to Jaynne Aster, regional chaplaincy
assistant for the CSC, for her guidance in locating relevant statistics.
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ARCHIVIST’S REPORT
This past year was another exciting year for the Nemetz Jewish
Community Archives of the Jewish Museum and Archives of British
Columbia ( JMABC). In 2011, the JMABC received a significant
number of new donations, welcomed and assisted researchers with
various research topics, continued the Oral History Program, and
continued digitizing and updating the website. All of these developments further increase public awareness and interest in the museum
and archives, and allow the JMABC to continue to grow, providing
outreach and access to more communities and individuals in
Vancouver and throughout British Columbia.
Acquisitions
Some notable new acquisitions include artifacts from Fes, Morocco,
that belonged to Zora Sharvit; BBG pins that belonged to Annette
(Segall) Seydel, donated by Irene Dodek; family photographs and
audio recordings, donated by Shirley Barnett; photographs and
archival records from Rose Yorsh; the entire Chelm Cultural Club
collection (1978-1986) from Ruth Hess-Dolgin; passports, temporary
resident cards, temporary working cards and the ketubah (marriage
contract) of Kiva and Mary Knopp, donated by Esther Caldes; photographs and subject files from the Jewish Independent; the entire collection of material from Shalom B.C. upon their closure; an early
photograph of the Gold family (Emanuel and Sarah Gold with six
children) circa 1915; and material from the creation and beginning
years of the Jewish Genealogical Institute of British Columbia, donated by Cissie Eppel.
The JMABC is extremely grateful to all its donors. This generosity
allows the JMABC to develop and continue to be a valuable resource
for researchers around the world. In order to preserve the history and
memory of the Jewish experience in British Columbia, we welcome
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and collect archives from people of all walks of life, with different
backgrounds and experiences. Please contact the archives if you wish
to make a donation.
Research
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia provides
research services. We respond to e-mail and phone requests, as well
as accommodate in-house researchers. Our users include professional writers, the media, students, genealogists, fellow archival institutions and members of the Jewish and general communities. In 2011,
the Nemetz Jewish Community Archives served 410 research requests
from around the world.
Many users of the JMABC’s resources are genealogists. The
genealogical community is a valuable and large group of researchers.
At the JMABC, we understand the significance of genealogical
research and, as such, we provide free access to two genealogical databases: ancestry.ca and findmypast.com.
JHSBC Oral History Program
Among the JMABC’s resources is the Oral History Collection. The
Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) has been
interviewing community members since 1971 and, to date, has
recorded approximately 700 interviews. The JMABC continues to
record and transcribe new interviews, as well as digitize old analogue
cassette tapes. In 2011, 19 new oral histories were recorded, 45 oral
history transcriptions were completed and one Oral History
Interviewer Training Workshop was held. Interviewees for 2011
include Al Stein, Gerald Lecovin, Dr. Ralph Yorsh, Rose Yorsh, Dan
Sonnenschein, Part 1 of Grace McCarthy, Ophira Schwarzfeld,
Rochelle Moss, Doreen and Solly Globman, Dr. Morley Lertzman,
Dr. Harold Laimon, Elizabeth Wolak, Albert Melul, Cyril Leonoff
and Irene Dodek, Sally Seidler, Arthur Chinkis, Marlene Cohen,
Geraldine (Gerry) Biely and Lyle Pullan.
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Digitization
This year, the JMABC completed two digitization projects: the Oral
History Collection Digitization and Access Project (1968-2007) and
the Online Photograph Database Project Phase 3: Leonard Frank
Logging/Lumber Collection (1882-1968).
As part of an Irving K. Barber B.C. History Digitization Program
grant, in May 2011, Anna Wilkinson was hired to digitize and make
accessible approximately half of the Oral History Collection. The
digitization process not only helps to preserve the oldest interviews
but also makes the collection much more accessible. Individuals can
easily scan digitized interviews for pertinent information, researchers
and community members can request copies of interviews, and the
general public will be able to listen to audio excerpts and read the
transcripts through the JMABC’s website. This digitization and transcription project was completed in December 2011, and Wilkinson
was able to digitize 364 oral history interviews, transcribe 19 oral history interviews and upload 130 oral history excerpts to the website.
As part of a Young Canada Works Building Careers in Heritage grant
and Canadian Heritage Information Network grant, in September
2011, Amber McBride was hired for an 18-week project of digitizing
the logging and lumber photographs from the Leonard Frank Photos
Studio fonds, and making the newly digitized photographs available
online. Leonard Frank is renowned as one of the great 20th-century
photographers of Western Canada. The Leonard Frank Photos
Studio fonds holds approximately 39,000 photographs; McBride has
completed digitizing all 1,600 of the logging/lumber photographs and
will be uploading approximately half of those to the JMABC website.
To view digitized oral history excerpts and digitized photos, please
visit www.jewishmuseum.ca.
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Future
In November 2011, an important discovery was made at the
archives. In the Hadassah-WIZO collection, watercolour sketches
painted for the Hadassah Bazaar in 1953 were found. From contextual information provided by a 2007 oral history interview with
Marjorie Groberman and Bea Goldberg, these sketches have since
been attributed to artist Jack Shadbolt.
As the Hadassah-WIZO collection is as-of-yet unprocessed, it wasn’t
known that this important item lay within it. This discovery proves
the importance of having an archives and it is important for people to
not throw away any material until they talk to an archivist, as their
garbage may be a treasure for the community archives.
People can support the JMABC and the celebration of Jewish community history in British Columbia by donating historical material to the
archives and/or donating financially to facilitate the processing of the
archives’ holdings. Oral history interviews and the collection of material are imperative in preserving the history of the Jewish community
of British Columbia, as well as important family memories. Without
the contextual information provided by Groberman and Goldberg’s
oral history, the JMABC would likely never have been able to identify
the found book as a Shadbolt work or been able to identify its purpose.
In 2012, the JMABC will continue to collect, preserve and process
archival collections, continue to make the archives available for
research, as well as continue to digitize photographs and oral histories
and upload material to the website. These developments and expansions will further increase the public’s awareness of the immense value
of the Nemetz Jewish Community Archives and increase the number
of researchers interested in viewing the archival material.
Jennifer Yuhasz, Archivist
Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia
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CALL FOR PAPERS
The Scribe
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia’s journal,
The Scribe, has been in existence since 1979. In 2009, it became an
annually published journal with occasional peer-reviewed articles.
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia is seeking
submissions for the upcoming 2012 issue of The Scribe, dedicated
especially to the history of Congregation Emanu-El, the Jewish
community of Victoria and the rest of Vancouver Island.
Contributions may include scholarly essays, oral history interviews,
commentary, and book and exhibit reviews. All scholarly essays and
oral histories should in some way pertain to Jewish life on Vancouver
Island. Scholarly essays may fall into the disciplines of history, art or
literary criticism, or the social sciences.
Back issues of The Scribe from 1979 to 2004 are published online at
http://www.jewishmuseum.ca/Scribe.

SUBMISSIONS
Submissions to be considered for peer review should be in editable
text format (MS Word preferred) and prepared using the Chicago
Manual of Style. The preferred length for articles is 5,000-10,000
words, but shorter or longer submissions will be considered and
reviewed. Proposals should be ready for peer review, with the author’s
name, contact information and article title on a separate page. A first
page of the article should include the title and a 150-word abstract.
Proposals are only accepted electronically as e-mail attachments,
indicating “The Scribe – Call for Papers” in the subject line. Book
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reviews and other material not requiring peer review also should
be submitted as an e-mail attachment in MS Word or another
editable text format. All submissions should be sent to Editor at
scribe.editor@gmail.com.
By submitting a work, you are guaranteeing that it is your own, that
you alone own the copyright to it, and that its content and the material accompanying it (e.g. photographs, maps, etc.) do not infringe
upon any existing copyright. By submitting a work, you agree to grant
the Jewish Historical Society of B.C. the right to publish that work in
The Scribe journal for no payment. Future online publication of your
work is included in your granting of publication rights to the Jewish
Historical Society of B.C.
For more information on submitting articles please contact:
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia

604-257-5199
http://www.jewishmuseum.ca/submissions
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