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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 1860-2010, with
predominant dates of 1920-2005. As of publication, the archives
holds 500 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 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

In this issue of The Scribe, the themes of continuity, identity and community arise in every article, oral history and book review, beginning
with the reprint of a speech that Prof. Chris Friedrichs of the
University of British Columbia delivered at the annual general meeting of the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC) on
November 25, 2009. In it, Friedrichs notes the relative youth of
Jewish history.
“It was only ... in the early 19th century, that Jews themselves started
to take seriously the idea of researching and writing about the experience of the Jewish people after the fall of the Temple,” he says, later
describing this period as one in which “Jews were increasingly
wrestling with the problem of defining exactly who they were. Were
Jews a separate nation, with a separate history? Or were Jews simply
a group of French or English or German people with a particular religion, but otherwise just like anyone else?”
While not weighing in on this argument, Friedrichs offers examples
of both sides, and notes that, once the door to the study of Jewish history was open, “there was an abundance of other research and writing,
books and articles about every aspect of the Jewish past.” However,
he argues, most Jewish knowledge does not come from professional
historians, but rather from other sources, such as family stories,
novels, films and museums and, he concludes, “It is the knowledge
of the Jewish past, with all its complexity, that animates Jews to
build for the future.”
All of the material in the 2010 The Scribe reinforces the idea that the
past is a motivating factor in creating the future – what Friedrichs calls
“the urgency of Jewish history.” It also highlights the contributions of
individual Jews, not only to community life, but to communal memory.
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In addition to the entirety of Friedrichs’ speech, this edition includes
a personal account of living as a Jew in the small town of Fort
McMurray, Alta., some 40 years ago (see “A Northern Passover” on
page 25) and a peer-reviewed study of the Jewish community in
British Columbia’s West Kootenay region (see “Living in Yehupetz”
on page 31). The struggle to define and maintain one’s Jewishness –
and to pass on a sense of Jewishness to the next generation – is a
central aspect of both these works.
Section II of The Scribe provides a glimpse into the oral histories and
images that have been collected by the JHSBC. This year’s focus is
“The Community Paper,” and so the section begins with excerpts
from the oral history of Mona Kaplan, former owner with her husband, the late Sam Kaplan, of the Vancouver-based Jewish Western
Bulletin. The Kaplans ran the 80-year-old newspaper for almost
half of its history and Mona Kaplan has donated thousands of photographs and other items to the JHSBC. (See Archivist’s Report,
page 139.)
The couple’s motivation for becoming involved in the Jewish press
was that, “Sam promised himself that day on our honeymoon, when
Israel was established and we were finding out about the Shoah, Sam
said ... he’s going to shout from the rooftops if there’s a Jew anywhere
in the world in trouble, that they won’t be in trouble if he can do
something. We just felt that ... there had to be a reason why we’re
here,” says Mona Kaplan. This outlook, especially when considered
with their contributions to the historical record, exemplifies
Friedrichs’ thesis of “the urgency of Jewish history.”
The first part of the newspaper’s existence – when it was the “official
organ of the Jewish Community Council of Vancouver” from 19301960 – is also touched upon in this issue of The Scribe. Featured here
are the voices of community members who were involved in the
Bulletin’s early years, along with photographs that illustrate their participation in the community at large. The images section ends with
two photos that will eventually form part of the JHSBC collection
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and which bring the history of the Jewish Western Bulletin to 2005,
when its name was changed to the Jewish Independent. The Kaplans
sold the paper to then-staff members Kyle Berger, Pat Johnson and
Cynthia Ramsay in 1999; Berger has since gone on to a job at the
Jewish Community Centre of Greater Vancouver and Johnson to
Vancouver Hillel, while Ramsay remains with the paper as the sole
owner.
The final section of this issue comprises several reviews of books that
also have as prominent themes continuity, identity and community, as
well as an extensive list of recent publications having to do with
Jewish history, both personally and professionally researched and
compiled.
To make your contribution to Jewish history – in the form of 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 historical society directly at 604-257-5199 or info@jewishmuseum.ca.
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THE URGENCY OF JEWISH HISTORY
by Prof. Chris Friedrichs
The following is an edited version of a talk given at the annual general
meeting of the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia at the Jewish
Museum and Archives of British Columbia on November 25, 2009.
The title of this talk may seem rather surprising, because, most of
the time, if we even think about Jewish history, it does not seem
very urgent. We all get dozens of urgent-sounding e-mails every
week about Jewish issues and concerns – about Israel, about antisemitism, about things happening in our synagogues or our community or about dangers to the well-being of the Jewish way of life at
home or abroad. But rarely does one get an urgent e-mail about
Jewish history.
Or consider what we spend our time reading. Most Jewish adults
probably have some huge book or atlas of Jewish history somewhere at
home – if for no other reason, because a son or daughter got it as a bar
or bat mitzvah gift and did not bother to take it along when they left
home. “That’s OK,” you probably thought, “because that book looks
really important and I will get around to reading it myself one day.”
But it is probably still sitting there on the shelf untouched, and probably will stay untouched for a long time to come. For Jewish history
does not seem like one of our most urgent priorities.
Yet, when you give the matter a little thought, you begin to realize just
how urgently people in this community, or any Jewish community, do
feel about Jewish history.
I will take as my example a small Jewish museum in Vancouver. I don’t
mean the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia, by the
way – I mean a much smaller museum. You may have passed by this
museum many times, without really noticing it. I am referring to a
large display case in the entrance hall of my own synagogue, Temple
Sholom. If you have ever gone to the Temple Sholom Sisterhood Gift
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Shop, you have passed by this display case. Next time you are there,
stop and take a look.
What will you see?
Not surprisingly, there are some objects that have to do with the history of the synagogue itself. For example, there is a prayer book personally donated by Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath, president of the Union
of American Hebrew Congregations, when Temple Sholom was
founded in 1964. There is a broken mezuzah and a smoke-damaged
copy of the Plaut Torah, which were found after the firebombing of
the synagogue on Jan. 25, 1985. There is a book with the names of all
the families and organizations that made contributions for the building of a new Temple Sholom after that event.
But there are also many other objects as well:
There is a set of tefillin from 19th-century Russia and a chanukiyah
from 19th-century Poland.
There is a copy of the book A Jewish State by Theodor Herzl, personally inscribed by Herzl.
There is a piece of masonry from the enormous Fasanenstrasse
Synagogue in Berlin, which was destroyed on Kristallnacht in
November 1938.
There is a first edition of Exodus signed by the author. No, this is not
a 4,000-year-old scroll personally signed by Moses. It is the novel
Exodus, signed by Leon Uris. In the 1950s, this novel was incredibly
influential in creating an understanding of Israel in the United States
and Canada, so a signed first edition is something quite special.
There is a copy of the Prayerbook for Jewish Members of His Majesty’s
Forces, used in the Second World War. There is the yellow star
(“Jude”) worn in Yugoslavia during the Nazi occupation by Isak Levi,
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At Temple Sholom
Synagogue, there is a
display case filled with
historical objects, some of
which are seen in the
photographs here.

a revered older member of Temple Sholom.
There is a chip from a brick from the crematorium at Auschwitz.
And there is much more. These objects are all interesting in
themselves, but even more interesting in most cases are the stories of
how they came there. Over and over again, members or friends of the
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synagogue have gone to the rabbi and said, “I have this incredible
object. I don’t want to keep it at home. I want people to see this, they
must see this, it is part of our history.”
I was thinking of this recently over Shabbat dinner with a group of
old friends. Everybody at the table seemed to want to tell a story,
a personal story or a family story that was also an historical story.
The stories, the places, the names were familiar, yet everybody at
the table seemed to want to tell them again, and what a jumble it
was: somebody’s parents in the North End of Winnipeg,
somebody’s grandparents in Lithuania, somebody’s great-uncle who
only spoke Yiddish, somebody’s relatives who went to Palestine or
left Palestine or perished in the Shoah or survived the Shoah
or came to Canada and left Canada. It was all Jewish history and
to everyone who was telling this or that particular story, it was
important, significant, urgent.
I call to mind an occasion, two years ago, after the death of one of the
giants of our community, Benjamin Dayson. I attended a shiva for
him and, following the prayers, as is quite customary, a member of the
family began to speak. It was Ben’s son, Philip. You might think that
somebody who had known his father for 70 years would talk about his
father’s character or his personality or his religious devotion or his role
in the community, and perhaps on some other occasion Philip did.
But when I was present, what Philip wanted to talk about was
history – the history of the Jewish retailers and merchants in small
towns in Saskatchewan and elsewhere on the Prairies, who had
established their little commercial enterprises in places you’ve never
heard of, building up their little stores or businesses step by step. Of
course, Ben Dayson was a typical representative of this group, but
there were many others as well. This was the tribute Philip wanted
most urgently to pay to his father – a beautiful discourse on Canadian
Jewish social history.
In general, Jews feel a profound sense of urgency about knowing their
history and telling their history. They are constantly telling them-
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selves and their friends and their children and anyone else who will
listen about the experiences of the Jewish people. This we must know.
This we must talk about. This we must remember. But remember
what – and why?
I think part of this sense of urgency is to make up for lost time. It is
related to the fact that “Jewish history” is not very old, maybe 200
years old at the most.
This statement may puzzle you. Not very old? Surely the main point
of that big fat book or atlas of Jewish history that your daughter uses
to prop up her lacrosse trophies is that Jewish history is very, very old,
that it goes back almost 4,000 years, that there were Jews in Palestine,
in Babylonia, in Egypt, in Africa, in Spain, in eastern Europe, in
India, in China for that matter, for hundreds if not thousands of years.
And yes, of course, the history of the Jewish people is indeed almost
4,000 years old – almost 4,000 years of unbroken existence as an identifiable human community. But Jewish history, that is to say the study
of Jewish history, is much newer. Let me explain.
Jews have always been obsessed by the past but, after the destruction
of the Second Temple, Jewish ideas of the past became ossified. There
was a long and rich Jewish history that stretched from Abraham,
through all the ups and downs recorded in the Bible and other scriptural records, down to the fall of the Second Temple. The traditional
way of thinking was that Jews entered a kind of post-historical period
after that catastrophe. They lived in exile, making do wherever they
were, while patiently awaiting the next event that would really matter
for them, the coming of the Messiah and the restoration of the
Temple. During the hundreds of years following the fall of the
Temple, Jews mostly talked and ruminated and wrote about what had
happened in biblical times. The holidays and fast days they celebrated all had to do with the major events of those times. Pesach, Purim,
Chanukah and Tisha b’Av, for example, commemorated things good
and bad that had happened during those days. Of course, Jews paid
attention to what was happening around them, but the events they
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experienced did not seem like the unfolding of something new. They
were just repetitions of the past.
Sometimes good things happened. There were times when people in
the host society tried to banish Jews but, for some reason, the attempt
was thwarted. Just to give one example, in 1614, the inhabitants of
the German city of Frankfurt, led by a baker named Vincenz
Fettmilch, attacked the Jewish ghetto and forced the Jews to leave the
city. Expulsions of Jews had happened many times before in German
cities but, in this particular case, the Holy Roman Emperor intervened, for a number of reasons but chiefly because the people in
Frankfurt had banished the Jews without getting his permission. So,
a year and a half later, the ringleaders of the anti-Jewish movement
were punished and the Jews were allowed to return home and settle
back into their own homes in the ghetto. The Jews of Frankfurt
knew exactly what had happened to them. To them, all this was not
the result of a particular set of socio-political circumstances in
Germany in the early 17th century. It was simply the story of Purim
all over again: a wicked leader, a new Haman, had hatched a plot to
harm the Jews but was prevented from doing so by a powerful ruler.
To commemorate their return, the Jews of Frankfurt instituted a
special local version of Purim, an additional holiday, which they
called “Purim Vinz.” For two centuries, this holiday was celebrated
every year in Frankfurt.
But mostly what Jews experienced in exile did not come to a happy
ending. Most attempts to banish Jews were successful: banished from
England in 1290, banished from France in 1306, banished from
countless cities in Germany in the 14th and 15th centuries, banished
from Spain and Portugal in the 1490s, massacred in Ukraine in the
1640s – there were some local variations and details, but basically each
new banishment or pogrom was just a repetition of what had
happened before, a new test of Jews’ patience until God would finally
send the Messiah.
Some chronicles were written about these events, but they were not
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widely read and, by and large, they were not considered an important
form of Jewish expression. In fact, the first person to try to write a
systematic history of the Jews since the fall of the Temple was not a
Jew at all. He was a Christian: Jacques Basnage, a French Protestant
clergyman, who wrote a book in the early 18th century entitled
L’histoire des Juifs, depuis Jesus-Christ jusqu’à present (The History of the
Jews from the Time of Jesus Christ to the Present). In the 1740s, a Jewish
author in the Netherlands, Menahem Man Amilander, for the first
time had the idea of publishing a similar history in Yiddish, but he
had no idea how to go about it, or how to even gather the information, so he simply used what he found in the book written by
Basnage. 1 And Amilander’s book does not seem to have had any
impact. Jews were discouraged from wasting their time writing or
even reading such books.
It was only a century later, in the early 19th century, that Jews themselves started to take seriously the idea of researching and writing
about the experience of the Jewish people after the fall of the Temple.
The first person to attempt this was a Jewish schoolteacher in
Frankfurt named Isaak Markus Jost. He did his own research, using
Jewish sources of information, but also plundering Christian libraries
for additional information, to try to establish what the Jews had experienced, how they had organized and governed their communities,
how they had expressed themselves in literature and so on, over the
previous 18 centuries. His book was published in the 1820s in nine
volumes entitled Die Geschichte der Israeliten seit der Zeit der Maccabäer
bis auf unsere Tage (The History of the Israelites from the Time of the
Maccabees to the Present).
Jost was really the father of modern Jewish history. Once he got started, many others followed in his footsteps and the idea of writing about
Jewish history became very popular.
Jost and the other Jewish historians of his day belonged to a new
movement in Judaism. They wanted to modernize Judaism, to break
away from traditional adherence to the traditional laws and rules
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about kashrut and Sabbath observance and so on, not in order to
assimilate into Christian society, but to reduce the visible differences
between Christians and Jews, so that their Christian neighbours
would regard them as members of the same society who simply
worshipped in a slightly different way. They also tended to reject the
idea that the main task of Jews was to patiently and passively await
the arrival of the Messiah. Instead, Jews should actively participate
in the societies in which they lived – and those societies were very
history-minded. The French, the Germans, the English, the
Russians were all very busy writing the history of their nations. Why
shouldn’t the Jews use the same research methods and write the same
kind of history?
This was easier said than done, because it was in exactly the same
period that Jews were increasingly wrestling with the problem of
defining exactly who they were. Were Jews a separate nation, with a
separate history? Or were Jews simply a group of French or English
or German people with a particular religion, but otherwise just like
anyone else?
The progressive Jews of the 19th century wanted Jews to be considered just like their neighbours, so that they would be granted the
same civil and political and economic rights as everybody else, but
they did not want Jews to become so much like Christians that they
would convert to Christianity. They wanted Jews to remain distinct,
but not too distinct. Meanwhile, traditionalist Jews wanted Jews to
remain more emphatically distinct, and discouraged interaction with
the host society.
Should Jewish history serve to inspire Jewish pride by emphasizing
the achievements of Jews in the past, or should it serve to show
Jews that assimilation and acceptance were an illusion, by informing and reminding them of the terrible sufferings and persecutions
of Jews? Should Jewish history be directed chiefly at other Jews or
should it also be directed at non-Jews, to show them that Jews have
been part of the larger society and, thereby, help secure and defend
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Most Jewish historical knowledge does not come from the research done by professional
historians; it comes from word of mouth, family stories, novels, etc. For example, the
Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia’s virtual exhibit Coming of Age:
Jewish Youth in B.C., features several photographs, like this one, which were donated by
community members.

the role of Jews in that larger society?
There was no common agreement. Therefore, Jewish history acquired
a tremendous urgency, because it became a tool by which any particular group of Jews would try to persuade other Jews to share their
understanding of what it meant to be Jewish. Once Jost opened the
door to the study of Jewish history, there was an abundance of other
research and writing, books and articles about every aspect of the
Jewish past. You just have to go into any Jewish library or book festival to see a tiny tip of the iceberg of this literature and be reminded
that this flood of publications has never abated.
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No Jew today would go back to an understanding of the past that
was based on simply retelling the story of Exodus or the exploits of
the Maccabees or the tragedy of the fall of the Temple. Every
Jewish group, every Jewish community agrees that it is impossible to
be Jewish without some understanding of what Jews have experienced since the Temple period – but, obviously, Jewish history, like
all history, is much too important to be left to the historians. Every
individual Jew has his or her own understanding of history and a
powerful impetus to share and communicate it. Most Jewish
historical knowledge does not come from the research done by professional historians who write about the history of the Jews; it comes
from word of mouth, family stories, novels, films, the experiences
people have when they travel and, I would like to think, it also
comes from museums. It is precisely because so little Jewish historical knowledge comes from books that the role Jewish museums can
play in this process is deeply important.
All of these ways of understanding Jewish history involve deep differences of opinion. However, there are some common themes, and I
want to mention three of them.
First, Jews are builders. Wherever they have lived, Jews have built
synagogues, schools and social institutions. Jews build and rebuild
and rebuild again.
In 1034 CE, the Jews in the small town of Worms in the Rhineland
constructed a synagogue. A stone tablet has preserved the names of
the generous donors who provided the funds for the building, so, 975
years later, we know that the synagogue was built thanks to Jakob ben
David and his wife, Rachel. During the First and Second Crusades,
the synagogue was severely damaged by anti-Jewish riots but, in 1175,
it was rebuilt and, a few years later, a women’s wing was added. In
1345, the Jews of Worms were banished and the synagogue was partly destroyed, but then the Jews came back and rebuilt it. In 1615, the
Jews of Worms were banished again, and the synagogue was plundered and looted but, the next year, Jews were allowed to return and,
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within a few years, they rebuilt the synagogue. In 1689, there was a
war, which caused the city to be bombarded: there was a great fire and
the synagogue was burnt down; in 1700, it was restored. On
November 9, 1938, the synagogue was firebombed and became a ruin
and, during the Second World War, it was levelled. Following the
war, with some help from the local government, the old synagogue
was rebuilt brick by brick and now it is used as a prayer hall by the
very small Jewish community of Worms.
And not only synagogues. Jews build and rebuild schools, hospitals,
old age homes, community centres and museums. Even the small
Jewish community of Worms had a museum from the early 20th century, until the Nazis closed it down. Jews build.
A second theme is this: Jews are international – and not always by
choice. We can talk about how many times the synagogue of Worms
was built and destroyed and rebuilt and reopened, but the history of
that synagogue also reminds us that Jewish history is a history of insecurity, instability, migration and movement. Jews wander from place
to place, sometimes because they want to pursue new economic
opportunities, sometimes because they have no choice in the matter.
Jewish communities wax and wane. Synagogues grow and decline.
Jewish schools open and expand, but they also lose students and close
down. In 1930, there were 150,000 Jews in Berlin. In May of 1945,
there were about a thousand Jewish survivors in Berlin. Today, there
are 20,000 Jews in Berlin. Who knows what the situation will be like
in 50 years in Berlin – or in Vancouver?
These two themes interact. Jews are builders. Whenever, wherever
they form a community, they proceed to build communal institutions,
yet they never know whether the institutions they build in any particular community will last. And that brings us to a third and last theme
of Jewish history: a constant, perpetual awareness of loss.
There were already many synagogues in Berlin in 1912 but, in that
year, the growing, prosperous Jewish community of Berlin built yet
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another one: the magnificent Fasanenstrasse Synagogue. Twenty-six
years later, on the morning of November 10, 1938, that synagogue was
a burnt-out shell, a pile of rubble, one little piece of which eventually
found its way to Vancouver. The fact is, you can never be sure that
what you build will last, but that very consciousness of loss is what
drives Jews to build. For unless Jews establish their presence and leave
their mark wherever they are, there will surely be no Jews in the next
generation who even know how to build, and how to carry on the tradition – either in the same place or somewhere else, as the case may
be. Here again, history comes in. Even if Jews must leave their
homes – in Germany, in Russia, in Poland or wherever – they take
with them their books and pictures, traditions and stories and use
those books and pictures, traditions and stories to build a new Jewish
life somewhere else. Evidence of this is in that little display case at
Temple Sholom.
When the Jewish museum opened its doors here, one of the very first
special exhibits that took place was the exhibit entitled Rabbi Among
the Lions, a photographic display about the experiences of Nathan
Asmoucha, the last rabbi of the dying Jewish community of Bulawayo
in Zimbabwe. Some questioned the aptness of this exhibit, not
because it was not striking or interesting, which it was, but because
the subject matter was not part of British Columbia’s Jewish history.
But they were wrong. In the first place, this is not the Museum of
British Columbia Jewish History, it is the Jewish Museum and
Archives of British Columbia, which is a bit different. And, in fact,
the exhibit had great resonance in our community. Why?
For one thing, both Rabbi Asmoucha and the photographer – his
sister, Tobi Asmoucha – grew up in British Columbia. There was
obviously a local connection. Yet there was another, more fundamental reason why this exhibit resonated so profoundly with so many people: it addressed the persistent Jewish theme of loss.
The Jewish community of Bulawayo is dying. This is not a tragedy
of the kind we know only too well from 20th-century history. It is

Prof. Chris Friedrichs: The Urgency of Jewish History

23

not the genocidal destruction of a Jewish community. But it is still
very sad. Not so very long ago, Bulawayo was a thriving Jewish
community, with two synagogues and a school and any number of
other communal institutions. After the regime change in 1980, Jews
in Zimbabwe began to realize that there was no real future for Jews
in that particular country, and they had to look elsewhere. The two
synagogues merged into one, and soon there will be none. The
Jewish school is still in existence, but it has some 500 African pupils
and only six Jewish pupils. In another generation, the Jewish
presence in Zimbabwe will be entirely gone. Yet the memories will
be preserved, and they will form part of the sense of identity of
new generations of Jews elsewhere in the world. The process of
communal loss is such a universal Jewish experience that the story of
this one place in Africa was and is something to which every Jewish
visitor could relate.
Nobody can predict the course of Jewish history in the 21st century.
Only one fact is certain – there will be Jews, and there will be a Jewish
history. If Jews could survive and recover from the Holocaust, they
can survive and recover from anything. But exactly where Jews will
live and what those places will be like is hard to predict. What will be
the new great centres of Jewish life a hundred years from now?
Perhaps Shanghai will be one of them. What will Israel be like in the
year 2100? Nobody can even begin to guess. And what about
Vancouver? Who knows? But we do know this: Jews must always
build in the hope that their communities will grow from strength to
strength. In doing so, one is not just building the Jewish community
of Vancouver, or British Columbia, or Canada, or any one city or
country. One is securing the future of the Jewish people as a whole.
It is the knowledge of the Jewish past, with all its complexity, that animates Jews to build for the future. And that, in the end, is why Jewish
history is and will always continue to be so very urgent.
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ENDNOTES
1. See Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, new
ed. (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1996), 82.
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A NORTHERN PASSOVER
By Gillian Levy
We arrived in Canada in October 1968 aboard the beautiful liner SS
France, which we had joined in Le Havre. Anxious to gain a foothold
in Canada, General Charles De Gaulle had requested the French ship
be diverted from its usual route to New York in order to pay a courtesy visit to Quebec, and we were fortunate enough to secure a booking on that memorable voyage. When the SS France sailed up the St.
Lawrence River into Quebec City, she was welcomed by firework displays, ships’ horns and hordes of small boats – everything that could
float came out to greet her.
We had moved to southern France from England a year previously in
search of adventure with our two children and an enthusiastic
Labrador dog, but were dismayed with the French education system,
where, at that time, smock-clad children still used slates and chalk
and were taught by rote, so we decided to move on. Canada seemed
an obvious choice for our next adventure because we spoke French
and, like many new immigrants who receive paperwork printed in
both official languages, we were under the impression that Canada
was totally bilingual.
Canada’s newest five immigrants (including the dog) disembarked in
Quebec City and set out to drive across our new country, heading to
Alberta. We had watched with delight a travelogue of the Rockies on
our transatlantic crossing and reached a family decision that we
would like to live close to such Western beauty.
We were used to driving around Europe, where a one-day drive could
take us through three countries, so Canadian distances were deceptive
for us. We knew only one person in the whole of Canada, an English
childhood friend of my husband, who had emigrated 10 years earlier,
so we planned to stop and visit him on our way – and this is how we
began our Canadian life in Melfort, Sask.
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An aerial view of Fort McMurray, taken in 2007.

There, we met a unique small Jewish community, remnants of the
Edenbridge farming settlement. We received such a warm welcome
from the remaining 12 families that it was very hard to leave them.
However, our stay was short-lived because, after southern France, one
Saskatchewan winter was enough to convince us to move on to
Alberta. As luck would have it, a Chinook wind was blowing on the
day we drove into Calgary and we were charmed by its comparative
warmth and to discover that the Rocky Mountains were within driving
distance. We immediately enrolled our children at the Talmud Torah
school and, once our son had accomplished his bar mitzvah, our children’s Jewish education became portable and observing traditions like
Shabbat, as we always had wherever we lived, accomplished the rest.
As new immigrants whose Old Country skills, gained in Britain’s then
booming textile trade, were not in demand in Canada, we did what so
many previous generations of immigrants have done, adapted and
learned new skills. We emerged reinvented, as a salesman and a legal
secretary, and so we went to where we could make money – north.
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Some 40 years ago, when we arrived in the small Alberta mining town
of Fort McMurray, the population was 6,000; amazingly, it is now the
third largest city in Alberta.
When we moved there, we found Fort McMurray town site to be
charming, situated at the confluence of two rivers and surrounded by
wooded hills. The winter temperatures were cruel but we quickly
learned to live with them, carrying survival kits of blankets, fuel and
food in our cars wherever we went and always keeping the vehicles
with a full tank of gas. Proper clothing was essential in daytime temperatures that averaged -40 degrees Celsius in mid-winter, and our
English Labrador would watch with astonishment as Husky sled-dog
teams, clad in belled coats and wearing booties for the ice, would trot
by his window. The cold was so intense during those months that, for
car engines to start, they were kept plugged into an electrical outlet
overnight with a block heater to warm the oil pan. Even with that,
my small import car, which had started to freeze up during our drive
north, refused to start again until April.
Once we were more settled, we learned that alcohol causes many
problems in northern settlements and Fort McMurray was no exception. Even out grocery shopping with the children, it was quite usual
to witness a drunk staggering down the street, bloodied from fighting.
Daily sights like this made us determined to live there only as long as
necessary, and this was reinforced by the fact that, as more and more
people arrived seeking work, the schools became overcrowded and
many teachers simply broke their contracts and left, rather than face
teaching a class of 50 students, some sitting on windowsills for lack of
desks. Our son, at 17, begged to be allowed to leave and find employment at the tar sands plant, which would have paid him a starting
wage of double the amount his teacher earned. This clinched our
decision to move as soon as possible.
Life in Fort McMurray in the early 1970s was very limited and isolated, and the Jewish content practically nil, to the point where, if anyone Jewish came to town for whatever reason, they were pounced
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upon and brought home. Once, an Israeli came to work at the thennewly formed Syncrude plant, but it was during deepest winter so he
only lasted for two days then fled! It was before the days of home
computers and, therefore, we had no means of Jewish contact in the
town. To our knowledge, there were no other Jewish families within
the almost 300-mile (480-kilometre) distance to Edmonton, although
we did meet one interesting Jewish woman who owned an isolated
chicken farm, but that’s another story, and not mine to tell. Suffice to
say, we were the only Jewish family in Fort McMurray.
The only road to the nearest city, Edmonton, was made of gravel
based on muskeg, which is peat with a covering of water, so traveling
on it is often subject to weather conditions. During winter, when the
road froze hard, the driving conditions were very easy and, during the
summer, the water in the muskeg dried out so that, apart from the permanent cloud of dust and mosquitoes, driving was also easy. During
the warmer months, goods and equipment for the northern settlements were transported on the river by barges, but this stopped as
soon as the river began to freeze. The main transportation problems
occurred during break-up time in early spring, when the icy cover
melted and the road often sank in patches that turned to liquid mud.
During most of the year, we thought nothing of making the 600-mile
round trip to Edmonton to see a movie or to shop for groceries and
clothes that could not be found in the Sears catalogue. Entertainment
was important and our television services were sadly lacking. We
received what was called the northern package, three hours of television each evening, sent to us through repeater stations, which produced the effect of watching shows through a permanent snowstorm.
There also was a one-week delay in the news packages and, because of
this, we were given the rare experience of watching the Apollo moon
landing in reverse, when, in a city hotel on cable, we watched the
astronauts landing safely back on earth and then, upon returning
home, we got to watch them landing on the moon.
We found refuge in books and music, while our children loved the
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outdoors and spent a lot of their time with school friends at the
small ski hill and skidoo racing on the river on Sundays. There was
a town swimming pool but nothing much else for recreation; movies
for the cinema were flown in weekly and, when the weather was bad
and the plane couldn’t land, the same movie had to last until the
storm abated.
Towards the end of the winter, when our world had been white for
eight months, claustrophobic feelings of cabin fever were very real and
signs of spring were desperately needed, at least by the adult population of the little town. For our family, Passover was such a sign.
Preparing for a seder is not very difficult in a large city, where the
special kosher foods are easily available. It often only entails one long
shopping trip for the necessary ingredients and then the cooking
and baking begins but, in northern Canada, preparing for Pesach
definitely presented challenges.
With only one highway, impassable for sometimes up to six weeks in
spring, shopping in person was not an option and my telephone order
was sent to us on the Greyhound bus from Woodward’s in the city.
There were times when even those huge buses got stuck in the melting muskeg and strategically placed Caterpillar tractors were located
along the highway for just such occasions.
As the only Jewish family in town, another challenge was finding
guests for the seder. A visiting Jewish lawyer and three of his friends,
who had flown into town on development business, joined us, and the
other guests were a resident Baptist minister and his wife.
The aroma of chicken soup, roasting meat, kugel and weeks of home
baking permeated our warm log home and, around the seder table
that evening, we all shared first the traditional Passover story and then
related our own family stories until late into the night. I used the
Rakusen’s Recipes that I had brought from England and still use to this
day. The first Passover seder ever held in Fort McMurray, although
sorely in need of more participants, went down in local history when
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the event was reported in the weekly newspaper.
Spring progressed in a less newsworthy, but nonetheless spectacular
manner, as break-up time in the north is dramatic – the pressure of the
melting water throws huge chunks of ice into the air and onto the river
banks, some of them as big as a house. Locals even held a lottery, speculating on the exact date and time the river would break up.
As soon as the river was navigable, the trappers arrived, their long
freighter canoes piled high with bundles of winter furs. As they have
done for generations, the Hudson’s Bay Trading Post relieved the men
of their pelts in exchange for money. The trappers would visit the grocer, paying in advance for enough food to last them for the next six
months, and then retire to the local bar to spend the balance. For one
whole week, the bar was open and busy 24 hours a day, fights
occurred, windows were broken and whoops and cries could be heard
throughout many nights. During this rowdy time, every evening a
nine o’clock curfew bell rang for all children, by which time they were
supposed to be safely at home before the bar fights began.
When the trappers were gone, silence more or less reigned in our little town until we were awakened by the thunderous sound of thousands of Canada geese returning to their arctic feeding grounds after
wintering in southern estuaries. I will never forget my elation at the
sight and sound of them because, for me, they represented the last of
winter. Nor will I ever forget our only northern seder.
By the following year, our family was celebrating Passover in the
warmth of a Victoria Jewish community seder and we stayed in that
lovely community for almost 30 happy years, before moving once
more, to live close to our grandchildren, who both attend Jewish
schools in Vancouver. It is amusing for us to see that, although our
own traveling days may be ending, our grandchildren, just entering
their teens, have already visited 18 countries – obviously, the family
sense of adventure and travel lives on in them.
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LIVING IN YEHUPETZ:
CONSTRUCTING JEWISH IDENTITY
IN THE WEST KOOTENAYS
By Ronnie Tessler
Introduction
From 2003 to 2005, I spent time in British Columbia’s West
Kootenay region researching Jewish identity, speaking with past and
present residents of all ages and commitments to Jewish identity. My
research focused on how Jews residing in isolation from mainstream
Canadian Jewish life negotiated their cultural identity, and how this
played out in their lives and in their community. The project, titled
as above, was completed in partial fulfilment of a master of arts in
liberal studies from Simon Fraser University.1 In the intervening
years, my conclusions have not altered, as I remain in contact as a
participating member of the community listserv, Mountain Chai.

COURTESY OF RONNIE TESSLER

The impetus for examining this particular group of Jews came from
several sources, including the place of rural Jewish life in my
family’s mythology, my experiences as a Canadian Jewish Congress
Small Communities chairperson, and as an oral history
interviewer for the Jewish
Historical
Society
of
British Columbia ( JHSBC).
Driving these impulses was
the discovery that there is
very little scholarly research
on Jewish life outside of
Canada’s major population
centres, although Canada
The West Kootenay region of
British Columbia
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Census data indicate that smaller communities across the nation are
growing. Further, in the few academic books and articles available
on this topic, by historians and sociologists such as Gerald
Tulchinsky, Morton Weinfeld and Sheva Medjuck in Canada, and
Benjamin Kaplan, Peter J. Rose and Lee Shai Weissbach in the
United States, these communities are studied in relation to the success or failure of their Jewish institutions.2 Jewish institutions do
not exist in any form in the West Kootenays, not even parent-led
classes for children.
The methodology used for preparing the original 96-page document
included consulting the available literature, conducting interviews of
past and present residents aged 13 to 85, archival research and a brief
survey of eight other very small Canadian Jewish communities.3 Each
of the close to 60 participants was given a CD containing their interview and a digital portrait. Following the defence of my project, the
originals were deposited in the Oral History Collection of the
JHSBC. A remarkable aspect of the project was the number of participants not involved in the community who wished to be interviewed. The interviewees were all pleased that someone valued their
thoughts and opinions on what it is to be Jewish and that this information would be archived for future researchers.
In the Jewish world and sometimes beyond, mi Yehudi, who is a Jew,
is the key issue determining one’s identity, from who is recognized by
the Jewish faith, to who is accepted as a citizen of Israel. In our time,
a major factor complicating this discussion has been the complexities
of contemporary family constellations. The resulting nuances of “who
is a Jew” are interpreted differently by each denomination of Judaism
and their answers are not necessarily compatible. Furthermore, in the
past five decades, Jews have begun to personalize the meaning of
Jewish identity by describing it for themselves within the widest
parameters vis-à-vis parentage and practice – a development this
paper documents in the microcosm of the West Kootenays.
Sociologists of religion, such as Robert Ellwood, Todd Gitlin,
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Wade Clark Roof, Patricia Killen O’Connell and Mark Silk, have
written extensively on trends in religion in North America, including
in Judaism.4 Roof calls the contemporary inclination to graft
fragments of alternative spiritualities to the more appealing tenets of
one’s birth religion a “smorgasbord approach” to religious identity.
Judaism has not been immune to this proclivity toward spiritual
hybridization.5 Organized religion is also dealing with the
phenomenon of indifference in their religious communities. Jack
Wertheimer’s 2005 paper for the American Jewish Committee
addresses what he calls the “new anti-denominationalism” – a lack of
interest in identifying with a particular denomination.6 In the United
States, studies such as the 2001 American Jewish Identity Survey
clearly show there is a large body within the Jewish population who
do not adhere to religious Judaism or attend synagogue.7 Journals of
the more liberal Jewish and Christian denominations reflect this
concern and their attempts to retain congregants by using a more
progressive approach in their religious services.8 In the United States
and Canada, Census data corroborate this reduction of individuals
identifying with traditional religious bodies.
The West Kootenays is just one among British Columbia’s several
outlying Jewish communities where the movement to personalize
one’s Judaism is playing out. As the largest of these isolated communities, Kootenay Jews are a loosely knit group of secular liberals
from disparate backgrounds who nevertheless feel an emotional tie
to their cultural heritage, if not to their religion. By exploring and
creating different ways of being Jews, they are constructing a Jewish
society in rural British Columbia that is different than that of the
pioneer Canadian and European-born Jewish settlers in Rossland,
Trail and Nelson.
Rossland and Trail, like Nelson, are within the orbit of the West
Kootenay Jewish community, although today they have almost no
Jews. However, between 1928 and circa 1955, these two adjacent
towns contained about 20 families, approximately 60 to 70 adults and
children, actively engaged in Jewish communal and Zionist activities.
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In contrast, the Jews of Nelson did not cohere as a community: its
Jewish population was smaller and frequently fluctuated, there was a
great disparity in the ages of the few children, and Jewish identity varied widely, from the secular to endeavouring to keep kosher ( Jewish
dietary laws) and observe holy days.
Since all three towns’ Jewish citizens were there mostly for economic
reasons, as business opportunities proved better elsewhere, many
moved on. Others wanted their maturing children to be part of a
larger Jewish community and to have the opportunity for a Jewish
education and social life. Most left for Vancouver, some to Calgary
and Winnipeg. After 1955, only one couple remained in Trail, until
they, too, departed for the West Coast in 1968. The last known of
these early Jews in Nelson was a doctor who left for Israel during the
Six Day War in 1967. Simultaneous to these last two departures,
another group of Jews began to trickle into the West Kootenays from
the United States. This random group of people eventually formed
the base of the present-day Jewish community. This new generation
of Jewish settlers represents Roof ’s religious seekers, who sample a
little of this and a little of that from various spiritual traditions.

Constructing Jewish Identity in the West Kootenays
Oh God! I’m just carrying on the tradition of a Jew wandering
the world and finding spirit wherever. Moses had to go to a
mountaintop to find it, wandered the deserts. I went to a mountaintop! You know, it just keeps rolling on. I used to think that
the Bible was over and done with, that that was the olden days.
We learned about it in Sunday school and there was this whole
disconnect between then and now. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve
learned that it just keeps rolling along and everybody just carries
their little flame with them and transmutes it. It gets tempered
by their experiences, but those memories just continue on and
get transmitted generation to generation in changed form, diluted form, in modified form, but it keeps flowing on.9
– LM, Silverton, B.C., 2005
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Historically, since non-indigenous people first settled the West
Kootenays in the early 1890s, there have been Jews in the region. At
different periods, particularly between 1930 and 1955, the Jewish
population of Nelson was sufficient to form a small community, however, for the reasons stated in the introduction, this did not occur. As
the last of these Jews left in the late 1960s and a new group was arriving – the one under discussion in this paper – the newcomers had
nothing to inherit from their forerunners: no infrastructure, no written or oral history nor traditions. For the most part, they were
unaware that Jews had recently lived in their area.10
If you define Jewish life by the generally accepted pillars of an organized Jewish community – synagogue, community welfare and security, Jewish education, devotion to Israel’s well-being and Holocaust
commemoration – it is difficult being a Jew in the Kootenays. In
terms of its collectivity and amenities, the West Kootenay community offers very little: no place of worship, congregation or Jewish education; no cemetery, chevra kadisha (burial society) or spiritual leader;
no institutions or elected leaders; mixed support for Israel; and no
opportunities to publicly commemorate the Holocaust. Given the
size of the region, some people drive hours to participate in community functions, which are generally held in Nelson. Over the past 31
years, an entity called the West Kootenay Jewish Cultural
Association was twice registered as a not-for-profit society and twice
lapsed operations. Although this registered body no longer exists,
the group continues to refer to itself by that name. Most West
Kootenay Jews – even those not participating in their activities –
view this loose structure as a community.
Despite these challenges, West Kootenay Jews have managed to exist
as a quasi community for more than 40 years.11 What holds them
together are the listserv, a sporadic interest in observing certain holidays and a Torah scroll donated several years ago by a local resident.
The Torah is kept in the home of one of the very few couples in an
endogamous marriage. The community also comes together for lifecycle celebrations and funerals. A member of the group has prepared
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nine children for
b’nai mitzvah over
the past 14 years and
is capable of leading
synagogue services –
if he is asked, for he
has no wish to be an
instigator or leader.
Mainstream clergy
and their congregants might question whether these
occasions are conducted in a halachic
manner, i.e. in
accordance
with The Nelson Torah, which was donated by the Gelcer family
of Nelson and Toronto.
Jewish law, however,
they satisfy the expectations and values of the West Kootenay Jews
who choose to attend.
The type of Judaism practised in the West Kootenays is ad hoc and
tends toward interpreting the spirit of Jewish law, not the letter: a
humanistic approach generally prevails over adherence to traditional
Jewish practice. By researching the community’s archival records and
conducting interviews, I was able to gain some insight into the individual and communal character of the group. Jewish life in the West
Kootenays, I found, evolves almost entirely from the mindset and
value systems of individuals, not from anything as formalized as a
community council, communal survey or ballot. Not a single Jew I
spoke to moved to the West Kootenays seeking a Jewish environment.
Most were impulsively drawn there because of the area’s beauty, its
history of pacifism and its acceptance of alternative lifestyles and spiritual practices. Where intention entered the equation, it was in consciously choosing a life radically different from that of their parents
and the Judaism with which they grew up. Most consider themselves
to be secular Jews with an occasional yearning for community.
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Despite that yearning, the will to build community is markedly
absent, for the most part due to an inherently powerful resistance to
institutionalized religion. Most consider Judaism something they do
on the side: one interviewee called Kootenayites “occasional Jews,”
another said she was heartened to find a “conglomerate of fringe Jews
like myself ” when she moved to Nelson. Approximately half of the
community can be considered anti-Israel. From my sample, it appears
that the second generation shares many of these same tendencies.
The first wave of newcomers to the present-day community arrived
from the United States between 1967 and 1971. They characterize
themselves as political refugees who had rejected their country and
their parents’ values. Like the immigrants in this first wave, the
Americans and Canadians who followed also lean to the left politically and possess a desire for elements of the sacred in their lives. Just
how whimsical was the process of choosing to live in the Kootenays is
expressed in the stories of two women, 30 years apart in age, both of
whom arrived in 1971. The older woman, an otherwise pragmatic
person, said, “Had a friend who was here. Came out, fell in love with
it and that was it. Found a place cheap enough to buy.” The younger
woman, who opposed the Vietnam War and went to antiwar protests
while she and her husband were students at Berkeley, explained their
choice this way:
We just wanted to get out of the U.S. because of the political
climate, which we did not agree with. First we went to the
Yukon Territory and that was a bit harsh. We had passed
through here and it was just so beautiful that we came back
down to check it out and some people here let us live with
them. It was just easy, beautiful and we just loved it.

Some immigrants were drawn to the region knowing that pacifist
groups such as the Doukhobors and Quakers had settled in the
Kootenays. Others were enticed by the strong arts community and
some by the opportunity to grow their own food. Another reason
given was the laidback Kootenay lifestyle and the lack of traffic and
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pollution. A 2005 arrival, amazed to see no evidence of anger in the
streets, said, “Toronto was horrible. I was getting sick a lot and the
pace of life there is really fast. I wanted somewhere slow with a
healthier lifestyle, where I didn’t have to fight against the mainstream
to do that. Here, it is mainstream and those options are everywhere.”
Most people do not regret their decision to settle in the Kootenays.
One early settler said he could not have invented a better life for himself. However, some more recent arrivals – ones with a desire for
Jewish community – found that not all their expectations were satisfied. One woman remarked that she “came with momentum and was
not met by any. You need a strong inner sense when you come here.
You need to know what you want for your family to make it [here].”
Despite this disappointment, the magic of the lifestyle entices people
to remain. One woman said, “This place chooses who lives here.”
Another, the only Jew on a small land co-op outside Nelson,
explained how she coped and made a place for herself:
The Kootenays, well, I mean in terms of sticking around, it’s a
pretty special area, rich. It’s got a big arts community, a lot of
alternative healing. It’s got a big queer community. It’s beautiful. I did find the Jewish community when I first moved here,
but I didn’t, I don’t know, I think I went to something early on
and I just wasn’t that excited about it, and so I mainly, for the
first years, did rituals that I wanted to do and did them up here
[in Blewett]. So I’d have all my different [non-Jewish] land
mates and my friends come and do Rosh Hashanah!

Another challenge to living a Jewish life in the West Kootenays is that
more than 90% of marriages and long-term relationships are exogamous. Even so, many interviewees expressed admiration for Jewish
continuity and persistence. Parents told me they tried to make their
children aware that they had Jewish heritage. Several children have
been to Jewish summer camp and others were able to attend lifecycle
events or share holidays with the Jewish side of their family in other
cities. As a result, a small number of children chose to have a bar or
bat mitzvah. One woman said, “It’s really a dilemma for me what to
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Reading Torah at Holden Richmond’s bar mitzvah in Nelson on July 5, 2005.
Left, Peter Clement, who trained Holden and conducted the service, watches as
Holden’s cousin, Sheera Zahavy, reads from the Torah, with one hand on Alandra
Richmond, while Holden looks on.

do with [ Jewish identity] because somehow it does seem important to
pass something on to them. That little prescription of passing it along
is really branded deep. Some of the problem is that my Jewish education was so informal.” That informality, she said, hampered her
from passing on Jewish heritage effectively. A number of parents
mentioned their regret at not providing their children with more
Jewish knowledge, however, most did not possess that knowledge to
give. In fact, most acknowledged they were no more motivated to
keep Judaism in their own lives than before they had children. This
does not signify that they feel less Jewish necessarily; being Jewish is
an important part of their identity, even if Jewish precepts and practices are not.
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Jewish Identity and Spiritual Pluralism
I asked each person what he or she connected with in Judaism. One
woman responded, “Oh, that’s a big one! I guess culture, worldview,
family orientation, humane values, the obligation to repair the world,
human warmth and compassion, intellectual curiosity, the arguing
with God, the lack of dogma.” She said she loves that it is acceptable
for Jews to argue about their faith. Her daughter said what appeals to
her is the knowledge that she belongs to something bigger than
herself, that she has ancestors, that it is a worldwide faith, that it has
transcended time and cultures, and that Jews have astounding perseverance. “I would like to fit into that,” she said. “I think the Jews are
the most amazing group of people: their history and the way that
they’ve managed to persevere, it’s so astounding. I think it’s really
cool. It’s just incredible and I want to be part of that. I want to carry
it on; like I really want to carry it on.” She was equally honest about
what did not appeal to her: “I read [the] Bible and Reform and
Renewal interpretations, but there’s part of me that just says, ‘No! It
is really patriarchal,’ and ‘No, it does encourage subservience.’” She is
a little wary of organized religion because she sees in it a tendency to
“place itself above humanity.” She worries whether it is possible to
be a good Jew, a “full Jew,” if one does not follow all the laws, or
practises a different interpretation.
The obligation for social action, tikkun olam (repair of the world),
holds great appeal in this socially conscious group, who are proud that
this is a Jewish attribute. For others, identification is via culture:
Jewish foods, sharing meals and recipes, literature, music or crafts.
Other people mentioned the importance of family in light of its
fragility after the Holocaust. They also spoke about their affinity for
Jewish humour and its ability to carry us through adversities in the
blackest moments. Rather than identifying with religious Judaism,
answers focused on universal Jewish values, continuity of important
concepts and pleasure in that indefinable moment when one Jew
recognizes another. As a part-time resident explained:
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[I connect with] the radical, political social ideals and values
that have been carried throughout the generations. I think
there were many great Jewish thinkers. I connect to that. Not
that I’m one of them, but I just love that I’m from that tradition. I feel that it’s my tribe; it’s one of my tribes. It’s not a
tribe that I connect with as a whole, but I do connect to Jews.
I mean, I’m pretty conscious of that. You know, you meet a Jew
and there’s something, there’s a connection there.

Spiritually, Kootenay Jews are conflicted. They consider their Jewish
identity just one of many and actively pursue alternative sources of
spiritual sustenance. This is a generation of bricoleurs, tinkerers who
sample, discard or invent spiritual traditions, with a particular focus
on Buddhism. In the process, they are creating for themselves what
one scholar calls a “trans-denominational pluralistic identity.” Very
few have turned to Jewish sources to find the spiritual guidance they
are seeking. Many said they do not believe in cultural distinctness and
found the notion of Jewish “chosenness” offensive. Their interpretation of this concept – that Jews were chosen by God above all others –
does not fit their belief in a world community.
In a certain age group, generally those who reached their teens on
either side of 1960, the rebellion was so complete that they rejected all
of their parents’ social, political and religious values. One woman said
to me, “I was always sort of a little off beat.” In the beginning, her
revolts were subconscious, but then “I just got wilder and wilder,” she
said. Although she was comfortable with her Jewishness at that age,
“There were things about the culture that really started irking me
when I went into the rebellious period. I really couldn’t stand the
emphasis on materialism, which was in my community and in my
household.”12 She “totally dropped out of the Jewish thing” and lived
as a hippie. “[My partner] and I did the full trip boogie with that
one.” They tried living in several communes. They delivered their
two children without medical support, the first in a tepee in a
clearing in the woods, the second in a remote mountainside cabin.
She described to me how her spiritual life grew separate from her
Jewish identity:
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I did have goals. They were to get as far away from mainstream
society as possible, to be as self-sufficient in relation to that as
possible. I had a deep interest in the earth arts like herbs and
how to grow food, really a huge interest in simplicity. That
came totally natural to me. My goals at that point were, even
though I was kind of stoned out, were just to – I always liked to
read, so self-education was always there. I was just always trying to figure out, Why am I here? What am I doing on this
planet? What am I supposed to do? And then once my children were born, I really wanted to be a good mom.
You know, once I started seeing the vacuousness of the drugs
and all that, I was like “This is going nowhere fast.” I started
getting super interested in exploring that part of myself. It was
during that period that I started getting involved in Buddhism
and have been ever since.

Buddhism has been a major force in her life for more than 30 years.
She feels all religions are valid, but this is the one that attracts her.
Buddhism is more than meditation; she explained, “It is a whole set
of principals; of non-harmfulness, not causing suffering, ethical living
and honesty and right speech. A full path of right livelihood, right
speech. So I really try and work with those.”
Asked if that fit her values more than Judaism, since these principles
are also encompassed in the 613 mitzvot, or commandments, she
replied that was the problem: growing up, she learned very little about
Jewish values. She knows that Judaism is “full of ethics” and said, “If
I could have a good teacher that I could study with, I would do it.”
The conflict apparent in her explanations was intriguing. For example, her response to the question about whether she considers herself
a Jew first, a Buddhist or a citizen of the world, was: “I think I would
put the Jewish characterization at the top because I feel that most.”
She has recently become more interested in her Jewish background.
“I used to read Chassidic Tales of the Master and I really liked it. It’s
just really close to Buddhism. I like the short pithy teachings. If there
was someone doing that kind of stuff in Nelson, I would definitely be
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going.” She lights candles on Chanukah and for her mother’s Yahrzeit
(anniversary of a death) and goes to Passover seders (ritual dinners)
with a few friends. The heart of her identity is Jewish, but her way of
being in the world is Buddhist, which she finds compatible with her
heritage.13
Other spiritual or mind/body/healing practices that are being
explored by Kootenay Jews are Daoism, Five Element Chinese medicine, yoga, shamanism, Wicca, New Age, Alcoholics and Narcotics
Anonymous 12-step programs, rebalancing (a form of Reiki), Naka
Ima (a type of transformative workshop) and Native American
practices. Most Kootenay Jews have not looked to Judaism for their
spiritual inspiration. More women than the men I interviewed were
searching for answers in this way. In the literature, I read that women
require ritual in their lives more than men, but I believe the answer in
this case is more complex and beyond the scope of this paper.14
The most common reason people gave for this almost endemic
phenomenon of seeking alternative spiritual fulfilment was the emptiness of their Jewish education, which failed to present them with the
precepts of their faith or to encourage questioning and spirituality.
One man put it this way:
Being Jewish growing up wasn’t really a thing of faith, right,
because they made speeches. They never really taught us. They
taught us the liturgy, they taught us how to do things by rote.
As far as the fundamental understanding, that wasn’t it. I felt a
little betrayed, a little bit having gone to parochial school but
not really having a clue about the stories of the Bible even. So
I never really understood it. I never really learned it. I feel I was
let down that way. So now that you feel let down, how do you
overcome that?
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Lifecycle Practices, Holidays and Jewish Education
While even the most agnostic in the extended West Kootenay community had at least one item of Judaica in their homes (usually a
chanukiyah, Chanukah candelabra), most Kootenay Jews interpret
Jewish law freely. Rules are broken or stretched and new rituals
created. For example, there is widespread aversion to circumcision
(the physical symbol of God’s everlasting covenant with the Jewish
people) and broad acceptance of Jews of patrilineal descent, including granting them an aliyah, a call to read from the Torah.15 Most
have not trained their children for bar or bat mitzvah, but several
have devised coming-to-the-age-of-responsibility ceremonies for
them, and few have objections to cremation, which is prohibited in
Jewish religious law.
Celebrating lifecycle events and observing rituals in their own way is
a greater influence on the Kootenay sense of Jewish identity than
knowledge of history or observing ancient laws and customs. With
respect to circumcision (brit milah), widely practised in the Jewish
world even in secular families, in the West Kootenays, a high proportion of boys are uncircumcised. The reasons given were varied. Some
did not want to mark their sons in a way that had stigmatized Jewish
males during the Nazi period. Others did not wish to physically alter
the physical “perfection” of their newborn. One person questioned
that, if it was just a physical expression of a covenant, why not take
some flesh off the forearm like the Cree, or have a piercing ceremony
like the Apache. Most said circumcision was an abusive, painful practice that was not inflicted on Jewish girls, so why boys. Others said
their boys could choose to be circumcised later in life if they wished,
unaware of the mistake in thinking that adult circumcision is a less
painful experience than infant circumcision. Many said there was no
valid health reason to remove the foreskin and most believed the
superstition that it would lessen sexual pleasure.
I spoke with a woman who creates many of her own rituals. She
developed one for her sons in lieu of brit milah to recognize their
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entry into the Jewish world. Neither she nor her former husband,
who is Jewish, wanted to appease her parents by having a brit:
There was no way he was going to let them be circumcised. He
really felt strongly. He felt strongly about a few things when
they were little and that was one of them.… I was really mothering. It didn’t make sense to me. I didn’t feel the need to do
that to feel Jewish, even though my parents felt that I was going
against Jewish law. They [her sons] were perfect. I couldn’t
imagine doing that [to them]!

She stated that Judaism traditionally has controversies around interpretation and there are scholars she can turn to in order to “find the
interpretation to support what I feel is right.” A man in the community expressed a similar belief when he told me that Judaism is like a
restaurant: if you don’t like something you go somewhere else. On the
eighth day after their sons’ births, normally the day of brit milah, this
couple held their own ceremonies. She laughed as she described how
they peeled a banana for their first son. For the second, they had a
ceremony at home with many guests. She said the appropriate blessings and they peeled a carrot. “You know, I honoured that tradition. I
just didn’t want to do that to my boys. To this day I feel really glad.
I have no regrets whatsoever.” This is a woman who looks for the
quintessential essence of a ritual upon which to build her own, but this
particular rite seemed less profound than others she described – more
visual pun than an adaptation of an ancient covenant.
At the other end of the lifecycle spectrum is found another example
of how West Kootenay Jews alter traditional Jewish rituals. In this
community, little thought has been given to death so that, when it
occurs, the funeral and shiva, or mourning period, must be improvised. In recent years, three aged community members, a middleaged non-Jewish spouse of a Jewish woman and a younger man have
died. Each case was treated in its own way, but only one family
attempted to make the process conform to Jewish rites.
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Historically, the first Jew documented in Nelson, Harris Ginsberg,
known as “Silver King Mike,” arrived to prospect for silver in 1896
and remained there until his death in 1922.16 A local entrepreneur
and character about town, Ginsberg was not known to fraternize with
his fellow Jews, who were assimilated, few in number, better educated
and more refined than this Polish immigrant and former peddler.17
Ginsberg was devout. He closed his shop on major Jewish holy days
and on his death left explicit instructions for his body to be transported for a religious burial in a city with a consecrated Jewish cemetery.18
When Silver King Mike requested interment in New York 88 years
ago, it was because he knew Nelson could not accommodate a religious burial, the final rite in the Jewish life cycle. That Nelson does
not have a Jewish burial ground angers one member of the community. He feels his contemporaries are “wearing blinders” regarding the
inevitability of dying in the West Kootenays and leaving their families
unprepared for Jewish death, its laws and rituals:
I think a funeral, that’s a lifecycle thing. We’re trained to
respect those lifecycle events. And even if it wasn’t, you know,
someone in the community, you’ve got to pay your respects. I
mean, we’re human beings. So we’re Jewish human beings, we
have some other responsibilities. I mean, we’re all going to
have to approach it, eh? We’re here. I’ve been here 25 years
and we’re going to die here, so? In the old days, the first thing
they did, they got a burial society together because Jewish burials are different than everybody else’s, right. So like, we don’t!
We don’t even have that. It’s like we’re all planning to die
somewhere else!

Other Jewish communities in British Columbia, such as Kelowna,
have their own burial grounds; newer ones, such as Whistler, and Har
El in West Vancouver, have negotiated a separate section of their
municipal cemeteries. One community told me that their chevra
kadisha is short of volunteers, while another said that their duties –
which would include washing the bodies, wrapping them in special
shrouds and remaining with them overnight – are somewhat limited by
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local funeral home regulations. Despite these difficulties, they persevere. On reviewing my interview transcripts, it is evident that training
a chevra kadisha and arranging a consecrated burial ground is not
uppermost in the minds of present-day Kootenay Jews, although, as
noted above, the group is aging and the younger generation is moving
away.19 The initiative to negotiate and purchase a communal plot takes
foresight, leadership and money, and none of that is available at the
moment. Group decision-making is not a habit in this community.
A Nelson woman whose parents are buried in a Jewish cemetery told
me, “I’ve made it known to [my husband] that I want to be with him
because [he’s] the love of my life. I don’t have to be in a Jewish burial ground. I know that for all eternity I will always have that sense of
that is who I am.”
A Vancouver rabbi who has officiated at funerals for 30 years has a
different perspective. He has seen many people living marginalized
from the community become “more Jewish in death than they were in
life,” requesting that their gentile spouse or partner arrange a religious
burial. I did not ask people about their burial plans, but I did ask if
they knew of a ritual burial in the Kootenays. The answer was always
the same: only one.
The daughter of a frail elderly couple in Nelson prepared for their
deaths by consulting a rabbi, ordering shrouds and caskets that conformed to Jewish standards, finding a Christian funeral home an hour
away, in Trail, that would treat Jewish burial with respect, and purchasing plots “in the most neutral part of the cemetery.” As much as
it was possible in this isolated town, she respected the ritual. Her parents’ last days were spent in a Catholic seniors home whose staff was
especially sensitive: “[I said], ‘I have a feeling there is a very profound
spiritual moment going to be happening here in a little while. I don’t
want that up there. I don’t want to be the Jew who takes the cross
down off the wall.’ [The staff person] said no problem. She said it is
much better to ask for forgiveness than permission, so she climbed up
on a ladder and took the cross down.”
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The funeral and mourning period were important to this woman. In
life, her parents had no interest in religion, but she had become more
spiritually engaged in Judaism and found that her ability to provide
them with a Jewish burial was both fulfilling and comforting. She
was overwhelmed by the community’s support. A rabbi came for the
first funeral and a community leader led the second from a booklet
prepared by another community member. Each night of the shiva,
friends brought food for the family. With no experience of Jewish
burial customs prior to her father’s passing, when her mother died a
year later, she had the food catered, thinking she could not ask this
again of her community so soon; however, while many in the community do not know the Kaddish, memorial prayer, several mentioned that they felt a little bereft when the one traditional duty they
could perform easily for the family was unintentionally removed
from them.
Meanwhile, the death of a community elder in 2005 was handled
entirely differently at his request. The body was cremated, an act
contrary to Jewish law, which maintains that death is a natural
process in which the body should decay normally. This man was a
Yiddishist-humanist whose interests were strongly cultural and
anti-religious. Rather than the mandated funeral and burial within 48 hours, a memorial service was held later that was “more like
an art opening. There were no religious trappings, as Max would
have called it.” There were anecdotes, tears, laughter, his beloved
klezmer music and food. “It was very, very Max and I’m sure he
would have approved,” said a younger friend. When I asked his
wife if they had a shiva and said Kaddish, she reacted with a big
laugh, “Oh no! Do you think Max would have liked that? No way!
Sitzn [Sitting] shiva for a week? No, but people visited, which is
the same thing.”
Another woman, whose husband was not Jewish but had been very
supportive of her Jewish identity, died in their small town.
Heartbroken and alone, she felt the need for Jewish ritual to help
mediate his passing for herself and their daughter:
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I mean, I couldn’t do a shiva, but I did! So we had like a fourday party. People kept coming. I did do the Hebrew Kaddish.
We did Yahrzeit candles, as well as singing a Jimi Hendrix song.
So that’s the epitome of what I do. I just kind of blend it with
what I understand as meaningful and important and what I’ve
taken from, yeah, what I think my Jewish roots are.

West Kootenay Jews can usually accommodate non-traditional, even
heretical, practices, as evidenced in these anecdotes, but there are
occasional inconsistencies. Recently, a young man died in a ski accident. A woman in the community voluntarily sat with the body
overnight because she thought it was wrong for a Jewish soul to exit
the world unaccompanied. The Christian funeral director lit a memorial candle because he knew the deceased was Jewish. The body was
then cremated, according to wishes he had once expressed to his wife,
a recent Jew-by-choice. Because of her newness to Judaism, several
people telephoned to inform her that cremation is “wrong.”20 It was
an unpredictable response, given Max’s cremation the year before, but
paradoxes like these abound in the West Kootenays. It was not
unusual for someone to tell me that another person in the community was “too way out, even for me!”
Regarding Jewish education, little has been done to educate the children in Jewish history and practices, either communally or at home,
and some parents expressed regret over this, as has been noted above.
Those who made the effort with their children are very small in number. The second generation of whom I was aware or interviewed were
proud of their Jewish heritage, but were not actively involved in living
it. Almost all inter-dated or were intermarried. Although each said
it was a significant moment in their lives, several girls said that, after
their bat mitzvah was over, they forgot everything they had learned
except its experiential aspects. One young woman, a university student, said to me:
I don’t really know what my Jewish identity is yet. I see myself
as one and call myself one, and I know that I am one, but I still
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don’t really feel that much like I am one – if that makes sense.
I know I probably will be more so one day, but I’m not really
there yet. It hasn’t quite solidified for me yet. It’s hard to develop a sense of self when you are alone with it.

After a fleeting attempt at Yiddish lessons in the 1970s, Jewish education did not materialize in the community.21 Responsibility for
Jewish education has fallen entirely on the shoulders of parents whose
knowledge and understanding of Jewish history, laws, ethics and holy
days are cursory. When major holidays are celebrated, it is more a
time for family and/or the community to be together than it is a
sacred obligation. Very few women welcome the Sabbath into their
household. One woman hosted potluck Kabbalat Shabbat (Receiving
of the Sabbath) on the last Friday of the month for several years but,
by 2004, interest had waned. Nevertheless, for another year or so, she
continued to remind people via the listserv of her family’s availability.
COURTESY OF RONNIE TESSLER

Simchat Torah, Nelson, 2006. Responsibility for Jewish education has fallen
entirely on the shoulders of parents whose knowledge and understanding of Jewish
history, laws, ethics and holy days are cursory.
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When holidays are celebrated, the most appealing are Chanukah and
Passover, which centre on the theme of liberation and fit the
Kootenay ethos of social equality and freedom. Some people felt a
pagan connection to Chanukah and mentioned “the joy of welcoming
the coming dark days with warming lights.” Communal seders, which
once attracted up to 80 people, are no longer organized because of
conflicts over the cost, the meal and the way they were conducted.
Two women now help to match up people according to where they
live and their preferred style of seder service. A small group annually
observes Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) at a member’s home. This
may not be entirely because it is a Jewish obligation, but because an
annual spiritual and moral assessment and atonement suits their spiritual nature and is comforting to do in a Jewish environment.
In 2005, a small committee initiated an impressive and expensive
communal effort to bring in a female Jewish Renewal rabbi for the
entire High Holy Days. While it was a tremendous success, attracting many of the normally uninvolved, the enthusiasm was not sustainable. Since then, the community has once again reverted to its laissez-faire style of organization: if someone wants to celebrate a holiday, they send out a last-minute query on the community listserv.
Those interested join in a flurry of e-mails to organize the gathering,
the event comes and goes, and then interest wanes until another individual goes online with an idea for the next holiday celebration and
potluck meal.

We are a Community that Treads Water
Throughout the course of this study, I found that the West Kootenay
community is distinctly different from the majority of small Canadian
Jewish communities, most of whom have established – in part or in
whole – communal places for worship, education and burial according
to the historical model of Jewish settlement. Several outlying British
Columbia communities, e.g. Kamloops and Prince George, also have
high intermarriage rates, are few in numbers and meet very rarely, but
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no small Jewish community in Canada has either founded, registered
or maintained an association and then disbanded it while there was
sufficient population to keep it going, which has happened twice in
the Kootenays.
As a group, Kootenay Jews possess an innate resistance to creating and
maintaining a formal body. A longtime leader confirmed this: “The
way it’s put out now is that there isn’t a whole lot of group initiative,
there’s individuals initiating.” The community’s energy has always
waxed and waned said another longtime leader: “That’s the way the
community works. We build momentum and then it just dies. So the
continuity is lacking.” Many have been around long enough to witness the entire cycle, from the gathering of a few friends in the 1970s,
to a formal entity in the 1980s, to years of indecision alternating with
bouts of activity in the 1990s until today. A woman who has thought
a great deal about the nature of the community said:
Community is made up of relationships, a relationship around
our mission, what we really want to do together. It seems to me
what we want to do together depends on what one person
brings forward about what they want to do! And is that community? It’s not really based on the Jewish traditions because if
we had weekly services, or even just Rosh Chodesh (celebration
of the new month) or something, then I could see we were basing it around some of the tenets of being Jewish, but we don’t
do that. It’s kind of bizarre! I guess it is going to be kind of
interesting what you come up with [in your study].

Her commentary on Kootenay Jewish life is pertinent because it
illustrates the conflicts and contradictions: personal and communal
yearning to build something based on Judaic principles in conjunction with an absence of will to create and sustain it. More than 15
years have passed since the group last met to attempt negotiating a
common purpose. A woman described those meetings to me in
words that embodied the community’s reluctance to establish a selfgoverning organization:
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It wasn’t until I was here and living in what I would have to call
Jewish isolation that I suddenly started to really feel the need
for more community. [There was an attempt that] lasted for
about two years, meetings and stuff, and it became clear there
just wasn’t – we couldn’t even come up with a mission statement
that would – I mean, I came up with a mission statement that
was as egalitarian as I have ever heard and the only lesbian in
the room said, “You can’t say ‘family’ because it has a definition,
an understood definition that doesn’t include me.” And I can
remember lookin’ at her and goin’, “Well, my sister’s a lesbian
and I say family and I’m includin’ her. What are you on about?”
We couldn’t even get a mission statement that made
people happy!

Since this meeting 15 or more years ago, no issue of concern has
inspired a community meeting or group decision. For example, other
communities I surveyed have had their struggles with assimilation
and intermarriage. In the West Kootenays, this is not discussed as a
communal problem but acknowledged as a local characteristic. Other
difficulties experienced in isolated small communities are dwindling
population and tension between older and newer residents over
acceptable ways of doing things, neither of which affect the West
Kootenays, where there is no synagogue and newcomers continue to
be attracted by the Kootenay lifestyle. All except Whitehorse perceive
themselves as formal entities, if only because they trouble to maintain
their synagogue and/or cemetery and hold classes and regular services. Some communities have benevolent groups and Fredericton’s
Congregation S’goolai Israel has a full-time rabbi. Nelson possesses
none of these attributes of community. Even so, many believe they are
one, as a member explains:
In a traditional definition of community, I don’t think so. But
we’re always looking for new definitions to look for the positive
aspect of what we do. If you interview more people, I’d be surprised if they say there’s no community. If someone was to say
there is no community, it should raise alarm bells within themselves because we have, by osmosis, by socialization, by being
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involved in the Jewish community elsewhere, we know that’s a
line we shouldn’t cross. So we can’t say there is no community.

One longtime resident supposes the reason they continue to meet is
because “people just keep being confronted with the question, ‘So
what is it to be Jewish?’ I mean, you can live in a Jewish community
if you live the way my father did [in Montreal]. He wasn’t religious
at all, but his world was so profoundly Jewish.” She contemplates that
the motivation for gathering around religious holidays might be “the
feeling that maybe you need to pursue what is spiritual is stronger”
when you live away from a stable Jewish community. “I think that’s
what brings people together, when there’s a Rosh Hashanah service.… I think there are quite a few people who would like to have
some kind of spiritual centre to a community here.” She would too,
but she does not want to take time or energy away from her family,
something many others expressed.
Another interviewee reiterated: “You have to have a lot of drive and a
lot of patience and a lot of willing to be the only person doing something, or with one other person, to make things happen here.” One
leader in the community said, “It’s hard to talk about what are the
watershed events that made the community go forward. We don’t
have any watershed events that crystallized things for everybody so
that people went this way and other people went that way. Everybody
is just kind of treading water.... I’m never one to just tread water. I’ve
gotta go somewheres.” He resolves this by occasionally suggesting or
hosting events and volunteering in any way he can.
In their 1996 article “Jews Without Judaism? Assimilation and Jewish
Identity in the United States,” Robert Amyot and Lee Sigelman
defined assimilated Jews as those who do not practise the religion or
participate communally with Jews but still have “strong and prideful
assertions of Jewish identity.” They call them practitioners of survivalism, “surviving as Jews with no additional interest in what the
content of Jewish life and religion should be.” Instead, the authors
assert that a kinship web of family, friends and secular organizations
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COURTESY OF RONNIE TESSLER

Men in the community make the brachah (blessing) on the holiday challot
(braided breads used for ritual purposes) on Simchat Torah in 2006.

has replaced religion. It is clear that Kootenay Jews are assimilated
and unaffiliated but, inconsistent with the authors’ definition, is the
enigma of the terms on which they congregate: for events on the
Jewish religious calendar or traditionally Jewish lifecycle events. As
assimilated Jews, meeting together as co-religionists could easily be
avoided without recrimination from either family or community, yet
these are the conditions by which West Kootenay Jews choose to
come together.
Several people expressed the wish for a more tangible Jewish life in
the region, but this is not a shared vision and the will to make it occur
is absent. When I questioned people on what they thought would
happen if the present, informal leadership moved away or tired of the
struggle, everyone who believed in the community was confident that
new leaders would step forward. A current leader said if that hap-
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pened, the community would roll on as always: “There is a certain
dynamic that continues.” Another said, “Everybody has the opportunity and capacity to be a leader [if ] someone says, ‘You’re it!’… I think
that’s kind of nice that someone in the community will rise to the
occasion. So that’s a great faith in your fellow person.” This idealism
has not yet been tested. And, as one person acerbically commented,
if people got tired of their roles “there was nothing to fall apart.”

CONCLUSION
Today, I do not see a collective commitment to Judaism, or to community, in West Kootenay Jews. There are only a few families
committed to living by Jewish principles. What I see are instances
that are community-like and customs that are superficially Jewish, but
not the widespread knowledge or determination to pass on Jewish
heritage in a way that would build continuity. Even so, there is a
potent attachment to Jewish identity on the individual level in this
non-conforming community.
Over the past hundred years, historians, sociologists, anthropologists
and demographers have analyzed North American Jewish life, but
rarely small communities and, most particularly, not small Canadian
communities. The few existing academic models on small communities focused on decline.22 While there are serious challenges to Jewish
continuity in the West Kootenays, I see a community that is grappling
with its identity. In terms of numbers, it is slowly increasing; in terms
of creating a group identity, it perseveres. Overall, I do not believe
Jewish identity is dying in small communities, I believe it is evolving,
although sometimes in ways we do not recognize or understand. If
Jewish people stop moving to “Yehupetz,” then there is a real possibility that Jewish identity in small communities might die, but Jews have
always been attracted to frontiers; originally to make a living, and
nowadays to make a life. A leader in the Kootenay community who
e-mailed me at the conclusion of my study is optimistic that this is
exactly what will happen:
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We are here, as Jewish as we all care to be and to work for, and
that systemology, which you describe so articulately and accurately, is as organic as the grass growing each spring and, in my
opinion, can only continue the way it’s been, and won’t stop
anymore than the grass will not come back one spring.
Yes, all the Jews may die off, but short of that, we will continue, as it seems it has been continuing since Silver King Mike
requested a Jewish burial.
I led a seder at Sheryl’s house [in 2006] with about 25 people.
Some Yids [ Jews] I hadn’t met at all, who you probably interviewed, who had quite a Jewish background, who were 20 years
younger than me, [were] doing what Max and Felice and my
generation have and are doing to be Jewish – whatever we want
to and whatever we have energy for.
With that as an M.O. [modus operandi], how can it ever die?
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GLOSSARY OF SELECTED TERMS
Bar mitzvah – a Jewish boy of 13 plus a day, the age of majority when a boy assumes
his responsibilities in the synagogue and the community. A boy does not become a
bar mitzvah (son of the commandment); he is a bar mitzvah.
Bat mitzvah – a girl of 12 plus a day, the age of majority when a contemporary
Jewish girl assumes her responsibilities in the synagogue and the community.
A girl does not become a bat mitzvah (daughter of the commandment); she is a
bat mitzvah.
B’nai mitzvah – plural of bar mitzvah.
B’not mitzvah – plural of bat mitzvah.
Bris – Yiddish for brit milah (see below).
Brit milah – male rite of circumcision on the eighth day after birth (if the child is
healthy); first commanded by God of Abraham as a physical sign of His covenant
with the Jewish people.
Chanukah – Festival of Lights, beginning on the 25th of Kislev on the Jewish
luni-solar calendar. Chanukah commemorates the victory of the Maccabees over
the Greeks in 165 BCE, the rededication of the Temple in Jerusalem and the
miracle of the drop of holy oil that burned for eight days until fresh oil was located
and consecrated.
Chevra Kadisha – burial society, the members of which make sure that the bodies
of Jews are prepared for burial according to Jewish law.
Denominations (only includes definitions of branches of Judaism directly relevant
to this paper):
Orthodox – believe the Torah was given by God as a code by which
to live and emphasize fulfilling all the mitzvot, commandments (see
below for Torah).
Conservative – wish to conserve the traditional elements of
Judaism while also allowing for reasonable modernization and
rabbinical development.
Reform – believe in adapting halachah, Jewish law, to fit modern
life; stresses ethical behaviour and social action.
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Renewal – believe in bringing creativity to Judaism’s spiritual
and mystical traditions, in egalitarianism and in respect for the
eco-universe.
Reconstructionist – a branch of Judaism that places emphasis on
the continual development of Judaism and the Jewish people in the
belief that change is what has kept Judaism in practice over a very
long period of time.
Halachah – Jewish law, or “the path one walks,” is composed of the 613 positive
and negative commandments found in the Torah, and their exegesis. These laws
define the relationship Jews have with God, humankind and the universe from birth
to death.
High Holy Days – see Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.
Jew/Jew-by-choice – a Jew is a person born to a Jewish mother or who has been formally converted to Judaism. The procedure for conversion includes study, examination by a beit din (court of three rabbis), circumcision or hatafat dam brit (ritual reenactment) for men and tevila, immersion in a mikveh, ritual bath. Some branches of
Judaism may not accept the conversions of other branches.
Judaism – the Jewish religion has no dogma or central authority. The key beliefs are:
there is one God, He gave the Torah with its commandments to Moses, adherence to
the commandments is an obligation, observance of the Sabbath and customs are essential. There are a number of denominational branches within Judaism, sometimes with
internal variations.
Kaddish – commonly called the Mourners’ Prayer; also refers to the mourning period when one “says Kaddish.” The prayer does not refer to death or mourning, but
is a glorification and sanctification of the greatness of God.
Minyan – a group of 10 people required in order to hold a prayer service. In orthodoxy, a minyan is composed of men only.
Passover/Pesach – beginning on the 15th day of Nisan and lasting for eight days,
Pesach involves a proscription against leavened foods, a ritual meal or seder, and a
retelling of the story of the Hebrew slaves’ successful departure from ancient Egypt
led by Moses under the guidance of God.
Rosh Hashanah – “Head of the Year.” Known as the Jewish New Year, Rosh
Hashanah occurs on the first and second days of the month of Tishrei. It is a time
for introspection, contemplation and prayer.

60

T H E

S C R I B E

Shabbat – the seventh day of the Jewish week, beginning at sunset on Friday and
ending at sunset on Saturday, was mandated by God as a day of rest in Genesis 2:3.
Tikkun olam – “repair the world.” To repair the world through social action is an
element of the obligation of tzedakah (acts of righteousness or justice). The expression is now commonly applied to individual and communal acts done for the good
of humanity.
Torah – a sheepskin scroll rolled on two wooden handles. The scroll contains what
Christians know as the Old Testament, the Five Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), handwritten in a special Hebrew font by a
scribe. Torah can also refer to the entire Jewish Bible, or Tanach, which contains the
Five Books, the Prophets and Writings.
Yahrzeit – anniversary of a death when Kaddish (see above) is said and a memorial candle is lit.
Yehupetz – a fictional city created by Yiddish writer Sholem Aleichem, longed for
by shtetl, or village, dwellers. In North America, Yehupetz has come to mean a rural
town or region.
Yom Kippur – Day of Atonement. Occurring on the 10th of Tishrei, Yom Kippur
is the holiest day of the Jewish year; a time of fasting, prayer, reconciliation and
atonement on behalf of themselves, their community and the world at large.
Zionism – the national movement of the Jewish people for a return to their spiritual and geographical homeland, Israel.
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APPENDIX 1:
Summary Results of the Small Communities Survey, 2006
The Jewish population of the small communities in this 2006 survey is difficult to
tabulate. The numbers provided were approximate and often included non-Jewish
wives and children. Moreover, survey participants counted only their groups’ affiliates. Because accuracy is not possible under these circumstances, the estimated total
number of Jews (including non-Jewish spouses/partners and children) in these eight
communities is 583. This breaks down as: about 100 in Owen Sound; 90 in
Sarnia/Sault St. Marie; 75 in St. John’s and its outlying areas; 120 in Fredericton; 65
in Sudbury; 30 who come to services in Thunder Bay (although the 2001 Canada
Census listed 100 Jews); 157 on the Whistler/Howe Sound e-mail list; and 36 in
Whitehorse. The great majority of this population is families, but precise figures are
not available.
Six communities have a synagogue, two do not (Whitehorse and Whistler, although
Whistler occasionally has a sponsored hotel room for the ski season). Five communities celebrate most holidays on the Jewish calendar. Of those, some also observe
Yahrzeits and Yom Hashoah (Holocaust Memorial Day); one holds no services whatsoever, and two hold High Holy Day services and occasionally a communal
Chanukah and Passover.
Six communities have lay-led services; Fredericton has an Orthodox rabbi and
Whistler has visiting rabbis from Vancouver for holy days and lifecycle events.
Regarding Shabbat services, one community has weekly services, one has weekly
Friday evening services and another bi-weekly Friday evenings 10 months of the
year; two hold a monthly service, one occasionally, one never does, and one did
not provide information.
One congregation is Orthodox and another uses Orthodox prayer books, but has
mixed seating and often cannot raise a minyan; two are unaffiliated, but tend toward
Reconstructionism. One community has a mixed denominational approach, two
call themselves traditional, but did not define what that means, and one does not
have services. Several communities have a synagogue board and a few have a sisterhood; two have a Hadassah-WIZO chapter for women and two had B’nai B’rith for
men, but no longer. The rest have no benevolent organizations.
Regarding Jewish education, three communities have weekly classes led by
professionals, one has a weekly class for children and another for adults, two have
volunteer teachers, two do not have a school and one community did not provide
information. For b’nai mitzvah training, one community has its own rabbi, two have
local teachers who provide the training and, in another, community members. Two
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communities must send their children to other cities, one 120 kilometres away,
the other 700 kilometres away, but this is rare. One community has had one bar
mitzvah in its history, accomplished by distance training and several visits to a
distant city.
On the matter of accepting patrilineal descent (traditionally Jewish heritage is
inherited from the mother), four communities accept it, one does not and one
replied that the issue is “blurry” since most of their community is intermarried.
This has become a major problem, especially on the question of Jewish burial, as
it affects the majority of their membership. Three communities say their members represent both a Conservative approach to Jewish practice and freethinking
values (one respondent called his community “Conservadox egalitarian”), while
three said unequivocally they are freethinking in terms of halachah.
Of the communities without a resident rabbi, three said they have had spontaneous visits by clergy, and two said clergy comes by invitation only. Three communities service Jews in outlying areas, two have some seasonal members, two do
not have outlying members and one said they are a community of non-practising
Jews so attract no one.
Some communities do not function as the “mother community” for their region, and
others do by virtue of their isolation, although they may look to a distant city for
extra support. One said they were “making plans for dissolution and shipping their
Judaica to a museum in a larger Jewish centre.” Regarding Judaica and kosher
needs, one community can buy kosher chicken and small items, such as Chanukah
candles, locally. Several have a grocery store that will stock Passover supplies. One
community does group purchasing on the Internet, particularly textbooks.
Otherwise, individuals order online or drive to the closest city with a significant
Jewish population.
When asked if there are community leaders and what might happen if they grew
tired of the role or left, three communities elect a synagogue board. Two have
an informal leadership group and feel others would step in. The most remote
community said they once had an individual with enthusiasm, but the lack of a
Jewish community caused her to move elsewhere. One respondent told the
following story.
Their leader left the area the week before this survey. His departure “totally fractured the community. What was already polarized became even more polarized.
Those who had little contact with the community totally removed themselves, and
[even] some who had strong roots left.”
Regarding a Jewish cemetery, several communities with synagogues have their own
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cemetery, although one sold a portion of their land for funds. Two have sanctified
ground in their municipal cemetery. Only one community does not have a cemetery, but there is a restored historic cemetery from the Gold Rush period in the
region. Five communities have a chevra kadisha and several said they prepare a
body for Jewish burial in their local non-Jewish funeral home. One was unsure, and
another community was developing a burial practices policy that might some day
lead to establishing a chevra kadisha.
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ENDNOTES
1. Yehupetz was a fictional city in Ukraine created by Yiddish writer Sholem
Aleichem. It was a place to which his shtetl (village) dwellers aspired. In North
America, the word transmogrified to mean someone who lives in a rural area. In
the Canadian Prairies, it was common for urban Jews to say that a person was from
Yehupetz if they came from a small town or farming community.
2. To the best of my knowledge, no major articles, studies or books have been
published on Jewish life and culture in small communities since Lee Shai
Weissbach’s 2005 Jewish Life in Small-Town America: A History. His research covers communities of 100-1,000 persons in the United States from the mid-19th century to the Second World War period.
3. See Appendix 1 for a summary of survey findings.
4. See the bibliography for these writers’ titles.
5. Research and writing on spiritual pluralism in contemporary Jews can be found
in Lilith magazine, whose target readership is Jewish women, and in books and theses, e.g. on Jews and Buddhism. (See footnote 13 for references.)
6. See the bibliography for the complete reference.
7. This survey was conducted by the Graduate Center of the University of New
York City.
8. In Judaism, these concerns can be read, for example, in issues of Reform Judaism
(http://www.reformjudaismmag.org) and The Reconstructionist (http://www.therra.
org/recon_journal.htm).
9. In accordance with the ethics standards of Simon Fraser University, participants in a study must be aware of the purpose and use of the research and sign a
release. The signees in this case requested their names not be used. LM, who lives
in a small lakeside village and has very much defined her own way of being Jewish,
was pleased to add her initials to the opening quote.
10. The Jews of Nelson did not keep records. In 1982, at the request of Jewish
Historical Society of British Columbia historian emeritus Cyril Leonoff, Ben
Segall, who resided in Nelson circa 1939-1941, wrote an informal chronology of the
Jewish people who lived there (see bibliography). He mentions approximately 14
families, residents at various times between 1930 and 1945.
11 . Exactly how many Jews live in the region is difficult to discern. At the time
of my research, there were approximately 175 people represented on the community e-mail list. Census Canada has other figures that almost double this estimate,
however, two criteria, those who identify culturally as Jews and those who identify
by religion, complicate these numbers. The feeling around Nelson is that there are
perhaps 300 Jews living in the region.
12. This woman was not alone in giving this explanation. Along with their unsatisfying experience in the Jewish education system, many others gave the same reason for disliking and disassociating themselves from Judaism.
13. The trend for educated, liberal Jews to find inner direction in Buddhism has
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spawned its own idiomatic expression, Jewbhu, by which term several people in the
Kootenay community describe themselves.
14. For example, Jane Litman and Rahel Musleah in Lilith on women’s rituals and
spirituality, Sylvia Boorstein’s That’s Funny, You Don’t Look Buddhist and Deborah A.
Brodey’s master’s of arts thesis (see bibliography for references).
15. Traditional Judaism accepts as Jewish only those born to a Jewish mother or
one who has converted to Judaism.
16. The Silver King mine was one of the richest claims in the district at that time.
17. A number of these families are known by name and occupation, but their personal histories and any efforts to form a community were not recorded.
18. See Leonoff, Cyril E. “Silver King Mike of the West Kootenay, British
Columbia 1849-1922.”
19. For a description of chevra kadisha in small communities, see Lynn
Greenhough’s 2001 thesis, “We Do the Best We Can”: Jewish Burial Societies in Small
Communities in North America.
20. Many Jews, even if they do not observe halachah ( Jewish law), are horrified by
cremation because of its connection to the Holocaust and other forced acts of martyrdom in Jewish history.
21. Two of the eight other communities I surveyed were also without any form of
instruction for their children.
22. For example, Levinger 1952; Kaplan 1957; Rose 1969; Gold 1987.
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A CONVERSATION WITH
MONA KAPLAN
Samuel and Mona Kaplan owned the B.C. community newspaper, the
Jewish Western Bulletin, for almost 40 years; they were its publisher
and editor for 36 of those years. They took over the paper from the
Vancouver Jewish Community Council in 1960 and sold it in 1999 to
then-staff members Pat Johnson, Kyle Berger and Cynthia Ramsay.
Sam Kaplan, z’l, passed away on July 15, 2008.

BAILA LAZARUS

The following excerpts from the oral history of Mona Kaplan, née
Rich, provide a glimpse into the couple’s life together, focusing on their
tenure at the Bulletin. The interview was conducted on December 5,
2010, by Ramsay, the current owner of the paper, now called the Jewish
Independent, and editor of The Scribe. It was transcribed by Jewish
Museum and Archives of
British Columbia archivist
Jennifer Yuhasz and board
member and volunteer Gillian
Levy, and prepared for publication by Ramsay.
Mona Kaplan was born in
Regina, Sask., on August 2,
1929, to Velvel Dovid
(William David) and Bluma
Nechama Rich. Her father
was born in Poland, from
where he ran away at the age of
10 to England, in search of a
sister in Liverpool. He never
found his sister, and eventually
went on to the United States,
Sam and Mona Kaplan at the Jewish
Western Bulletin office in 1999.
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landing in Providence, R.I., where he had his first family, from which
Mona has two half-siblings.
Mona’s father and mother – who was born in England and had
Lithuanian roots – were married in 1916 in Winnipeg, but had four
children together while living in Regina: Frank, Frieda, Arthur and
Mona. Mona’s father was a furrier and a tailor, and her mother, who
had worked with a tailor in London, England, made all the kids’
clothes and also helped Mona’s father. The family moved to
Winnipeg in 1931.
Sadly, her father lost everything in a fire. Since he had not been able
to afford fire insurance, he had to start again from scratch. Her mother would look after the kids, then work until one in the morning side
by side Mona’s father. Mona described those years as being very difficult: for example, her mother ate minimally so that the children
could have more, her father made the girls’ slippers from scrap leather
so that they could keep warm in the house and the girls had to share
baths to conserve hot water.
Mona started school at Alexandra, then went to Mulvey; her high
school years were spent at Gordon Bell. She grew up in a kosher
home, even though her father was not religious – he became disillusioned when his own father had died young from appendicitis, leaving his mother with all the kids on her own. Both of Mona’s parents
came from large families, but it was hard to maintain the connections
between continents at that time.
Mona met Sam Kaplan at the University of Manitoba.
“I grew up in the South End, Sam grew up in the North End, [but] we
never met,” said Mona. “He came back from the war [he was in the
Navy] and went to university and I started university when I turned 16
(in August) and started in September, and that’s when I met Sam.”
Mona was taking languages mainly; Sam was studying to obtain a
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medical degree. However,
Sam’s first job as a reporter,
with the Winnipeg Free
Press – a connection made
through a mutual friend,
Fanny Hoffer – started his
journalism career in 1946,
and neither he nor Mona
finished university.
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For a period of time, Mona
had to run her father’s fur
store, as he took ill, but her
main interest was writing
and it was to that path that
she returned once her
father’s business was sold.
Mona and Sam Kaplan were married in

Sam and Mona were mar- Winnipeg on May 9, 1948.
ried on May 9, 1948, at her
parents’ home; Mona was 18 and Sam was 22. They honeymooned in
Minneapolis, where Mona’s sister lived, and where they met some of
Frieda’s friends, including Charles Schulz, the creator, most notably,
of the Peanuts cartoon strip. The Kaplans were on their honeymoon
when the state of Israel was declared.
From working for the Winnipeg Free Press for two years, Sam “became
a very good reporter, and then he was offered a job in the Jewish community for the Jewish newspaper there,” said Mona, referring to the
Western Jewish News. At that time, there were three Jewish papers in
Winnipeg; the others were the Jewish Post and the Israelite Press, a
Yiddish-English weekly.
Mona said that Sam learned all the basics from the Free Press. “And,
of course, that’s better than any school of journalism that you can go
to, to spend two years at the Winnipeg Free Press. You start from the
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bottom and you go up. They gave him, of course, the church beat on
Sunday nights. They gave him the night shift, and he knew every
minister by name, and he would phone them up, find out what their
sermon was about and, if it was interesting, he would go and attend it
and write about it. Then they gave him the police beat, I mean, he
went through the whole thing. And that’s how he learned journalism.
And he loved it. He just found that there was a high percentage of
ink in his blood and he never wanted to do anything else.”
After five years at the Western Jewish News, Sam worked for Kromar
Printing Co., where he learned about the printing business and sales.
He subsequently worked as editor of the English section of the
Israelite Press. At one point, he and Mona also had their own small
company on the side, called the Bureau of Printing and Advertising,
and did publicity for local groups.
For her part, Mona was also writing articles for magazines and for the
Israelite Press. “I did reviews of plays and things like that, theatre,
drama. And I wrote for magazines, [and] I wrote for the CBC, the
talks department,” she said. Mona also helped Sam, who was fluent
in Yiddish – it was his mamaloshen, mother tongue – translate the
Yiddish editorials of the Israelite Press into English. Mona knew
some Yiddish phrases, as she had heard her father speaking the language when she was a child, and Sam taught her more. As well,
Mona began to learn Hebrew.
“It was with Shaarey Zedek Synagogue [in Winnipeg]. They had an
ulpan once a week with an Israeli teacher, Hebrew teacher, every
Tuesday night for two hours, and I became his star pupil because I
came back the next week and I knew the alef bet and it went on from
there. Believe me, it was tough. I knew about kashrut because my
home had been a kosher home. So that I knew about ... but I didn’t
have any background, so I learned all those things. I learned siddur, I
learned prayer, I learned all the laws. I learned everything as an adult
because, when we had children, I wanted them to go to day school and
I wanted them to be Jews.”
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The Kaplans had three children: Shragah, born in 1953; Jonathan,
born in 1957; and David, born in 1961. Sam was one of the first men
to be present for the birth of his children. Mona had read Dr. Grantly
Dick-Read’s book Childbirth Without Fear and was determined to
have her baby that way. “Sam agreed that if I wanted it, he’d go along
with me and be my ‘labour aide,’ as Dr. Read called the natural mother’s attendant,” wrote Mona in the February 1958 article “We saw our
children born,” which was published in Canadian Home Journal.
About the reaction to their decision, Mona said that Sam’s mother, his
whole family, told her to “just lie there and scream” like they had done,
and that Mona “shouldn’t expect Sam to go through that, it’s too
much for him.” But, once he had read Dick-Read’s book too, said
Mona, “he became the boss, [and] I had to relax. I had to ‘this,’ I had
to ‘that,’ you know, and he made himself a set of notes.”
When the time came, on Boxing Day – and Shabbat – Mona said,
“The nurses couldn’t get over Sam, because they’d never had a
father, they had never had a mother that wanted to do this, and
they certainly never had a father, and he handed them his notes and
he talked to them ... they just loved him, so they let us be, they let
him stay with me.
“When
we
went into the
delivery room,
they
even
handed him a
cap and mask.
And when we
got in the
delivery room,
then we realized he was
wearing the Mona Kaplan wrote about her natural childbirth experiences. The
loudest shirt article above appeared in the Winnipeg Free Press, July 1, 1959.
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that he owned because he had grabbed anything; it was the middle of
the night and we were running out and he had grabbed anything. He
didn’t even think about what he was wearing, what he had on.
“So he stayed with me the whole time, he rubbed my back and he kept
me calm and when I wanted to give up, he wouldn’t let me give up….
I couldn’t have done it without him.” The experience went so well
that the Kaplans delivered their second son in the same manner.
When it came to their youngest son, however, who was born in
Vancouver, the nurses at the hospital did not allow Sam into the delivery room, much to Mona’s frustration.
The Kaplans were still living in Winnipeg when they received a phone
call from Mona’s cousin, Dr. Harry Stein, who was a professor at the
University of British Columbia. Explained Mona, “… he was at a
meeting and he [had] met Lou Zimmerman, who was the executive
director of ... the Community Fund and Council, that’s right, the
community council, and he said to him, Lou Zimmerman said to
Harry, do you know an editor because Abe Arnold was going to be
leaving, he had just told them he was leaving. Harry said, well, have
you spoken to my cousin Sam Kaplan in Winnipeg? So they phoned
Sam because Harry said that he knew him. They phoned Sam and
Sam came out here [Vancouver] by himself in the middle of winter,
when it was 40 below in Winnipeg.”
The couple had been planning to establish a national Jewish magazine, said Mona. “That’s what we were laying plans to do when
this offer came to take over here. And we knew that this was a losing proposition but it was what we wanted to do and we thought,
well, what the heck. My father had an expression, he used to say,
‘What the Dickens,’ you know, when a thing didn’t look promising.
But we figured, with the both of us putting our efforts together,
that we could probably do it because we knew that we weren’t going
to make a living out of it, you know, that this was not going to pay.
But we thought, well, we can do it; if we want to, we can do it. So
we came out and we came here. Sam came in July of 1960 and I
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came on August 2 with the two boys, we only had the two sons, on
the plane with them just before my birthday. My birthday was
August 2, so my cousin Harry and [his wife] Lorice – they were
both alive at the time; of course, they’re gone now – they made a
birthday party for me and to welcome me and we stayed in a motel
for a few months until we found this house.”
One of the deciding factors, said Mona, was Vancouver Talmud
Torah, because Shragah “was already in kindergarten in Winnipeg in
a day school, in Shaarey Zedek Day School, and we wanted a day
school education, so had there not been a day school here, we wouldn’t have accepted. We would not have come. But there was a day
school, so we said, OK, we’ll come and I had my fledgling Hebrew
already and we were observant but we were not [completely
Orthodox], we would drive on the Sabbath in those days, but we
observed the Sabbath.... We became totally observant here, while we
were here. Once our children became a little older, we decided to
become totally observant.... In those days, we belonged to Beth Israel
for quite a few years at the beginning and our kids were there every
Friday night and Saturday with us, we went as a family. And Sam
became an officer in the shul, and we were active in the synagogue.”
Mona said she also was involved with Talmud Torah, while her children attended the school, and that Sam became very active with the
Zionist groups here. She explained, “It didn’t become the CZF
[Canadian Zionist Federation] for several years, that was established
while we were here. And Sam was the first president of the CZF here
in Vancouver. He even was the Israel Bonds chairman here for a couple of campaigns; a couple of very successful campaigns. Morris
Wosk couldn’t do it that year and he came to Sam and he said, ‘Sam,
would you help me out?’... I didn’t want him to because, as the newspaper, I thought he should not be the president of anything because it
was very difficult, but Sam said … ‘I have to give to the community,’
he said, ‘not just in that position.... I have to give more than what I’m
giving and what I’m doing.’”
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When Sam’s father died, his mother requested that he say Kaddish
(the Mourners’ Prayer) at an Orthodox synagogue, which led the
Kaplans to Congregation Schara Tzedeck – after Sam discussed the
matter with Beth Israel’s spiritual leader at the time, Rabbi Wilfred
Solomon, said Mona.
The Kaplans began their work at the Bulletin when the paper was still
housed at the Oak and West 11th Jewish Community Centre.
“The offices were terrible, they were practically nonexistent; it was a
little, tiny, dinky office,” said Mona. “There was still some staff that
was left here that we inherited.... Abe Arnold was part of the Peretz
shul group. He was a communist and he had come from a communist background in Toronto … [at] Vochenblatt, he had worked for
there, which was the communist newspaper. And this was entirely, I
mean ... Sam was a Zionist and the Russians were not letting the
Jews out and this was known, so Sam had no use for this entire group
and the community had no use for them,” said Mona, referring to
what she considered a lack of attention in the Bulletin to the plight
of Jews around the world. She added, “So we were the enemy that
came to town as far as the UJPO [United Jewish People’s
Organization] was concerned because ... they had used the Bulletin
as their voice up until then.”
When the Kaplans took over, said Mona, “Everything was a Zionist
philosophy, because ... the state of Israel was born when we were married and that was our motive in life, was to know that Jews were never
again going to go to the ovens, that we were the masters of our own
fate. We had our own state and they were not going to wipe out Jews.
Sam was going to holler from every rooftop, so this became the impetus of our life when we had a newspaper.”
About the community’s reaction to the change in focus, Mona said,
“They reacted very well because a lot of them were very pro-Zionist
and they were very happy. There were only a few unhappy campers in
the community who were UJPO people who were not happy. But the
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community itself was very happy because they wanted Israel to be of
premier importance and they wanted Zionism to be part of the course
of the newspaper and they wanted that. Sam was like Mashiach coming to a lot of the people, and particularly when this was the thrust of
his life, that no Jew will ever again be alone. Sam believed very
strongly that there was a reason that he was where he was.
“When it came to Soviet Jews, we just devoted all our energies and
our newspaper to free them. And if there was a Jew in trouble anywhere, if his name was [ Jonathan] Pollard [who was convicted in the
United States for allegedly spying for Israel].... There was this boy,
David [Horowitz], that we ... had a campaign for, an Israeli boy that
needed a new liver, [a] liver transplant, we helped him to get it.
People poured in money that we ... gave to the family. The boy died
but people from all over were supporting us and were coming in to
help this boy. This is the kind of thing that Sam devoted his life to,
that the Jewish people should never again be alone, there should never
be a Holocaust again, and a Jew anywhere in trouble anywhere in the
world would know that they had us here.”
At the beginning, the Vancouver Jewish Community Council “wanted to control a lot more, but when we were able to put the paper on a
financial basis where we didn’t need the $1,835 that they gave and
could give it back. They were most unhappy, they did their best, a few
of them, to persuade us not to do that.”
It took the Kaplans two years to achieve the financial stability necessary to make the Bulletin independent from the council.
Sam knew the printing business, explained Mona. “He knew how to
take the costs that Arnold was paying and [reduce] them. Sam ran a
printing company in Winnipeg, so he knew all about publishing and
printing.... Sam knew how to buy stock and ... we opened our own
printing shop, so that our printing costs would be half of what they
had been.”
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In addition to cutting costs, however, the Kaplans managed to hire
more people, said Mona, in particular, sales staff, who brought in
more revenue.
She added, “Sam taught me, so that I was able ... to be the editor and
he was mainly running the business. He taught me to do the layout,
he taught me to do everything. He said, if I’m not here, there’s no reason why you can’t carry on, so you have to know everything. And Sam
used to do the bookkeeping himself the first few years. He got the
first computer. We had a relic of a computer that somebody [donated]. It was worth nothing because it was the earliest IBM that they
put out. And Sam used to come in on Sundays and do the invoicing.
We saved money in all kinds of ways.”
The Kaplans moved the Bulletin offices out of the JCC, which was, by
then, located at 41st and Oak. Said Mona, “... we couldn’t get any
work done there because everybody came by to spend the time of day,
everybody came in to say hello. So the minute that we could find a
piece of property to rent, we rented, first of all, on Heather, and
then the little building across the street became available and we
bought that.”
In the rental premises was where the Kaplans set up their print shop.
“And we hired this Welshman. He used to say that he was the only
Welshman in the world that could set Hebrew type because Sam
would stand beside him. Sam bought Hebrew type from Winnipeg,
he bought some from Winnipeg that became available and he showed
him how to set Hebrew type for us so that we could have Hebrew type
and Hebrew things in the paper.”
The printer’s name was Ozzie Thomas. “He stayed with us until he
retired,” said Mona, adding that, “he wouldn’t come to work unless we
were a union shop because he was a union man. So we became a
union shop. And let me tell you, that is no picnic.... We had to pay
union dues and we had to be certified and Ozzie worked for us and he
had, we had an assistant for him, and his wife worked for us. She was
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the finisher, she would collate the papers and put them together and
make it into a newspaper, she would.”
The newspaper was not a union shop, just the printing side of the
Kaplans’ business, which eventually became economically unfeasible.
“It just didn’t pay,” said Mona. “And Sam didn’t want to start keeping somebody on to sell printing because that’s what it amounted to.
It was extra revenue, but it was extra headache ... there weren’t enough
hours in the day.”
The Kaplans not only reported the news, they were also activist journalists, promoting causes in which they believed.
“I think that what
we did for the
Russians was probably the single most
important
thing
that we did, if I had
to rate it,” said
Mona. “What we
did for Pollard was
extremely important because here
was a Jew, who’s
still suffering under
an
injustice.
Wherever a Jew
was in trouble, Sam
promised himself
that day on our
honeymoon, when
Israel was established and we were
finding out about

The cover of the Oct. 22, 1971, Jewish Western Bulletin,
published when Alexei Kosygin, the Russian prime minister,
was visiting Vancouver. The Russian type, which is in bold
red lettering, proclaims: “Kosygin: Let our people go!” Below
the type is an editorial by Sam Kaplan, entitled, “An open
letter to the man who could become known as Kosygin the
Great.” The Bulletin’s main story called on the community
to come out for a midnight rally.
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COURTESY OF MONA KAPLAN

From left to right are Ben Wosk, David Pela (deputy editor of the London Jewish
Chronicle), Lil Pela and Sam Kaplan during the Pelas’ Vancouver visit.

the Shoah, Sam said, if he has anything to say about it, he’s going to
shout from the rooftops; if there’s a Jew anywhere in the world in
trouble, that they won’t be in trouble if he can do something.... We
just felt that was the most important [thing], that was why we were
here. There had to be a reason why we were here.”
It was through the articles, rallies and other efforts to help free Soviet
Jews that the Kaplans became friends with Sir Martin Gilbert, as they
received permission from the London Jewish Chronicle and its deputy
editor, David Pela, to use some of the Chronicle’s material, including
Gilbert’s articles. Mona noted, “Martin used to take our paper into
the camps [in Russia].... And he said it gave them such hope that a
newspaper on the Pacific coast was writing about them, and was agitating for them, and was holding rallies for them. He said it helped
them so much; to give them the courage to fight and continue fighting and get out.”
The Bulletin also ran a record of who was being held in the Gulag.
“Every single week, whoever was there, we ran that during the course
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A Vancouver rally in support of convicted spy Jonathan Pollard, held during the 1976
United Nations Habitat meeting here. Leading the group is Rabbi Wilfred Solomon, then
of Congregation Beth Israel. To the right are Rabbi Avi Weiss of New York City and
Rabbi Mordechai Feuerstein, then of Schara Tzedeck Synagogue. Sam and Mona Kaplan
campaigned to have Pollard released and used the Bulletin as one vehicle to do so.

of that whole campaign that we ran for Soviet Jews, till they started to
open the doors and let them out. We probably ran pictures of maybe
eight or 10 [prisoners] because these had the longest records. As soon
as somebody went into the Gulag, they were added to our lists. We
just felt that we were in the position where G-d had placed us, that we
could do something…. We worked so hard and yet you have to work
harder because this takes all the extra hours that you don’t have in a
week, but somehow you find the time still for your family and for your
life but somehow you do it because there’s a reason you’re doing it.”
The Kaplans also put in extra hours for Israel. As but one example is
how the Bulletin covered the Six Day War in 1967.
“Because Sam had been a journalist ... he went down to the Pacific
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ROBERT TYLER STUDIOS; COURTESY OF MONA KAPLAN

Sam Kaplan and Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau at an Ethnic Press Association
of British Columbia event.

Press and he spoke to the people at the news services there, introduced himself, told them who he was, showed them our paper, told
them what we wanted,” explained Mona. “They sold us, we paid ...
to go down every day and pick up their news dispatches right off
the wires so we could see what the Sun and the Province had to
choose from ... and we could see how prejudiced their selections
were because we could see what they could have chosen, so we
knew that they were anti-Israel in quite a few of the things they
chose because they chose things that put Israel in a bad light and
they had things that didn’t.”
Sam also used his connections with the ethnic media – at one point,
he was the president of the Ethnic Press Association of British
Columbia – to get stories about Israel into other papers, “and he
would call them together when he needed them for Soviet Jews and
they would publicize Soviet Jews in their paper because of Sam,”
said Mona.
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The Kaplans hosted many guests to the community in their home.
“Somehow I found all the time and I used to entertain at the drop of
a hat,” said Mona. “Somebody would come in from half way around
the world, they had dinner in our home, even though I was at work
that day or it was a deadline day. I used to cook on Sundays. I used
to bake and cook and stuff the freezer, and then prepare early in the
morning before I went to work and I would have a big dinner at night.
Isaac Bashevis Singer sat in our home here with our kids at his feet
talking to him. I had him for dinner, he was a vegetarian, so I had to
prepare vegetarian for him.”
Guests ranged from community speakers to people the Kaplans had
met on their many travels, most of which were work-related. Mona
said, “... the only real holiday we ever had was in
Mexico, where we had
nothing to do with work
and we used to try to go in
January to a little place, in
a little fishing village
called Zihuatenejo, and we
just, there [were] no newspapers there, there was no
radio, there was nothing,
no television.… We once
stayed three weeks there
and we really didn’t want
to come back. But Israel
was hard work for us. I
went 15 times to Israel.”
Sam went 17 times, she
noted, and, on those trips,
Sam interviewed some
very high-profile Israelis, The Kaplans were instrumental in organizing
Vancouver’s only full-fledged parade in honour of
including David Ben- Yom Ha’atzmaut. It took place on Israel’s 25th
Gurion.
anniversary.
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EDWARD’S PHOTO ART STUDIO; COURTESY OF MONA KAPLAN

Vancouver Mayor Jack Volrich, left, presents Sam Kaplan with a framed proclamation in
honour of the Jewish Western Bulletin’s 50th anniversary.

At home, the Kaplans played a major role in organizing the community’s only full-fledged parade for Israel, which took place in 1973,
marking Israel’s 25th anniversary.
“Sam got the idea, that was the germ and he spoke to Rabbi [Marvin]
Hier [at Schara Tzedeck] and he spoke to Rabbi Solomon and he rallied people in the community. And he was the chairman of the CZF
at the time, so that was easy because he just put that organization
behind it and he got all the other organizations, he met with all the
presidents. It wasn’t easy and he pulled off the parade and some people, I want you to know, we never published it, but there was one
organization that didn’t want us to hold the parade and that organization was Hadassah ... because there was one woman on the board
who was a Holocaust survivor and she did not want a public parade
for the community, she thought it was dangerous.... I understand it
and I sympathize with it, but you just can’t let these things keep you
back from doing it.”
Sam and Mona worked closely together in deciding what went into
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the Bulletin every week. “We tried to give whatever organization was
having the major function ... the feature that week so that they knew,”
explained Mona. “If there was more than one [event], we tried to balance it and we would say to them, you’ll get page one at this point but
only at that point because I have to give it to this person, I have to
give it to this group because what they’re doing is more prime that
week. So, I can’t give you page one, [but] I’ll give you page three, or
the back page near, everybody wanted [to be near the column by]
Lazar because that was, I think that’s probably the biggest hit that
the community ever had [when the Kaplans left the paper] was to
lose Lazar.”
The column was actually written by Mona, who also wrote most of
the articles that were bylined “Staff Writer.” Both Sam and Mona
wrote the editorials, though not every one together.
With respect to letters to the editor, “If they were vitriolic, we would
contact the organization,” said Mona. “If there was deliberate attack,
we always gave the right of reply in the same edition, even if we had
to hold it [the letter] a week.” The reasoning for this, she explained,
was because “everybody has the right to defend themselves. Nobody’s
working for money when they work for an organization. They’re
working for a cause, so if somebody is being criticized, they deserve
the right to defend themselves at the same time, so we always would
allow that same right in the same edition.”
Among the many interviews that Sam conducted worldwide was one
of the few English interviews that Rabbi Menachem Schneerson,
the Lubavitcher Rebbe, ever gave. “We used to run his thoughts for
the week at the time, and they loved having us do that,” explained
Mona. “And Sam used to run two Torah columns, the Rebbe’s and
somebody else’s because, of course, the Rebbe’s wasn’t ... our religious outlook but it was an important outlook because they do such
[good work]. They were saving Russian Jews before anybody did.
They went into Rus sia and [many of ] the things that they did have
never been written about.... There’s no Jew that they ever turn away,
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and there’s nobody else that does that.... So we have to help them.”
The Kaplans decided to retire in 1995, placing the Bulletin in the
hands of an American company, which was supposed to purchase the
paper after three years.
About that decision, Mona said, “We just felt that 36 is a special time
in Jewish life and that we’d never had time for ourselves. Sam was in
his 80s already and we just thought we have to have some time for ourselves.... We didn’t want to do it, but, we figured, the community is different now and it has different needs, and we’re old, and there should be
somebody new taking over, because a community has to grow, and it has
to have new life, and it has to have new ideas, and it has to have new
blood, and 36 is a time already where it’s time to say goodbye. It’s time
to give up and let somebody else come in and give a new slant to things
and give new priorities because our priorities are not the only priorities
in the world.... [I]t was 35 [years] at the time. We didn’t know we were
coming back for that extra year [1998-1999], as it turned out, and that
was around the time that Sam was diagnosed with Parkinson’s.
“We were going to retire to Israel. That was what we had always
hoped to do, to retire and live there and write, [do] the things that
we hadn’t had time to do. I wanted to write my own books and Sam
wanted to do his own books. And we wanted to learn, he wanted
to learn, he wanted to be able to go to a yeshivah and learn, which
he’d never ever had time to do. And then, of course, fate took over.”
The American group decided not to buy the paper, so Sam and Mona
had to return to work once more. The Bulletin was on unstable financial ground and the Kaplans had to sort out several things before
being able to sell the paper, which they eventually did.
Said Mona, “My decision to go live in Israel now is that I’ve got a burial place beside Sam’s, so I have a choice: Do I go in life or do I go in
death? And I think I’d rather go in life, see what the future holds.”
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FROM THE JHSBC COLLECTION:
ORAL HISTORY EXCERPTS – JWB
Morris (Moses) Saltzman
Interviewed by Irene Dodek and Cyril Leonoff, December 12, 1984January 1985, Vancouver, B.C.
FRANZ LINDNER; SOURCE: SAMUEL AND MONA KAPLAN, JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN; L.11542

“[The Jewish community newspaper] was
first published as a
mimeographed letter to
the community and the
person behind it was a
prominent lawyer, Max
Grossman, and he was
much involved in the
community and decided that the community
should have, with a very
small family list of say
some 300 families, he
decided that there
should be a monthly, or New Jewish Community Centre founders (L-R): Jack
certainly a communica- Aceman, J.V. (Jimmy) White and Morris (Morrie)
tion periodically, go out Saltzman, Vancouver, B.C., 1963.
to the community. So
he very painstakingly, together with the pioneer family of the
Directors, who at that time were active in printing, compiled a
newsletter dealing mostly with religious news, but also having something pertinent as to marriages, bereavements, simchas and things of
this nature.
“This was mailed out until the late ’20s and it had been taken over
subsequently from Mr. Grossman, who withdrew from active community involvement in the late ’20s, and was taken over by a man I think

88

T H E

S C R I B E

by the name of [Sam A.] Goldston. [Then there was a] succession of
editors, publishers of the community publication who really … acted
as their own editors. There was a period of time, and this was in the
late ’40s, when we didn’t have an editor and it was published under the
auspices of the committee of the Jewish Administrative Council and
we would compile the papers ourselves. I sat on that committee and
I chaired that committee, so many years ago I forget the exact year,
where a small group of us would meet once a week and form a crib
from, usually from … wire services, stories that we put into the paper
and we would depend upon.
“At that time, there was a Jewish printer; we would depend upon the
ability of the printer to do the layout and, to some people, it would be
interesting to know that the printers at that time were Lucille and
Morris Belkin, who were of enormous assistance in publishing the
Bulletin, but there were a number of publishers. I well recollect the
time Dave Levi published the paper for a short while, then Goodman
Florence had a very contentious and stormy several years of publishing the Bulletin and ... Harry Musikansky ... was in there for a while.
Then there was a period when there was no publisher and only
the committee of the publications committee of the Jewish
Administrative Council operated it and then we employed Abe
Arnold and, subsequently, Sam Kaplan, who is the present publisher
and editor of the Bulletin.”

BEN PASTINSKY, JMABC; L.000774

***
“To refer back to the Jewish Western Bulletin, and that was the name
that belonged to and the publication itself was owned and operated
by the Vancouver Jewish Administrative Council until the time that
they employed as the publisher Sam Kaplan, and then several years
afterwards, Sam Kaplan approached the community with the
prospect that the Community Council drop its subvention of the
Bulletin. It had always been a financial burden to the Administrative
Council, [and] Kaplan suggested that he could operate the Bulletin
profitably and that the [council] should drop its financial investment,
as well as its editorial and reportorial influence of the Bulletin, and
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this was agreed upon somewhere during the few years after Kaplan
took over the Bulletin.”
***
“It was always a burden, a financial burden to the community. They
did have direction of the editorial policy and that came about when,
and it was exercised very dramatically when, during a period of time
one of the publishers decided that the community was out of step with
modern times and he wrote and editorialized on a variety of things
that weren’t accepted by the community and this developed [into] his
downfall and he was ultimately asked to resign and replaced. It was a
financial and administrative burden to the community, and particularly to the Jewish Administrative Council at that particular time and
subsequently the Jewish Community Council. It was under the direction of the Jewish Community Council that they agreed to sell everything, all the assets of the Bulletin with one thing, and this is interesting, the masthead, which states that the Jewish Western Bulletin is still
owned by the Jewish Community Council, and the feeling was at that
time that this would remain under the control in a sense of the Jewish
community but in actual essence it hasn’t. The business, the Bulletin
could be sold, for example, to someone who is hostile to the Jewish
community and they could change the name Jewish Western Bulletin
by one word and it would still purport to be representative of the
Jewish community and not actually be so.”
***
“What goes into the Bulletin comes from press releases, from wire
services and from what organizations or individuals choose to put in,
and there are certain rules and regulations where items of interest
from organizations have to be typed out double spaced and presented
in a reasonable fashion. This inhibits a lot of organizations, a number
of organizations of elderly people who don’t have access or the ability
to arrange for the typing and they submit handwritten notes. So the
true reflection of the community is not seen today in the Bulletin as it
was in former years. At one time, it was the arena for public debate
and changes within the community and ... everything of import,
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whether it was contentious or benign, was published in the Bulletin.
And that was a time when a number of people would comment by letters to the editor on events in the community that didn’t, were either
too, or not (or anti) to their liking. But today this doesn’t exist and, if
it does, it’s sort of a contrived version. If I direct a letter to the Bulletin
protesting about something to the editor, the policy today is that,
what I am protesting about, that party or society is contacted for
something to rebuttal and I don’t think that’s an even-handed
approach, that’s contrived. Let it be spontaneous.”
**
“At the time [when] it was controlled and operated by the Jewish
Community Administrative Council, they exercised a lot of control
and, when they had a publisher such as Goodie Florence, who was a
very contentious and controversial individual and who operated a oneman show and his viewpoint was a little bleak compared to the community, his editorialization would evoke a tremendous response of
letters hugely condemning his stance and there would be official
responses from the organizations and other individuals responding.
With the removal of, or retirement of, Goodie Florence as being the
publisher and editor, it then became sometimes a house organ. For
example, today, it’s accused of being, its main subvention is received
from the Combined Jewish Appeal, so it’s accused in a sense of being
or identified as being a Zionist publication. Other communities have
suffered, other community papers have suffered the same fate. In
Seattle, the Transcript ... is now known as a B’nai B’rith organ. The
Canadian Jewish News, which is one of the finest Anglo Jewish publications in Canada, today receives most of its subvention from the
Canadian Jewish Congress, so it is identified as being a house organ
to a large degree. It’s not actually, but change of publishers and a
change of editorial staff and things have changed. Locally, the
Bulletin doesn’t serve the purpose that it could. Whether it ever will
again, I don’t know. It did for a brief time.”
***
Under Abraham Arnold’s editorship (1949-1960), “It was a successful
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paper except financially. Arnold focused on the editorial content and
reportorial content and neglected the advertising…. He was a good
newspaper man, but a poor businessman. And that, combined with
the fact that he ... took a divergent view politically to the overall community, resulted in Arnold moving on to greener pastures and at
which [time], Sam Kaplan, who was a good businessman and a reasonable publisher and editor in my view ... became a force within the
community and he has developed it into a very successful business.
It’s a private enterprise and, as long as this exists and until at a period
of time when he decides to sell, it will remain that way.”

Louis Zimmerman
Interviewed by Jean Gerber on November 4, 1980, Vancouver, B.C.
JMABC; L.08075

“I came from Toronto [in 1948],
the city actually which is where I
was born, but that wasn’t my first
visit to Vancouver.
I visited
Vancouver in the spring of that year
to be interviewed for this position
of the community professional …
because what you had was a central
organization which operated a
number of services and the other
organizations, outside of the congregations, [and] did not have
Louis Zimmerman
professional directors.”

***
“I was engaged by the Vancouver Jewish Administrative
Organization, which later became the Jewish Community Council.
Now, the Vancouver Jewish Administrative Organization operated
the Jewish Community Centre, which was located at [West] 11th and
Oak. It also operated the Jewish Family Service Agency, which had
a part-time worker, and the Jewish Western Bulletin.”
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***
“When I first came there was a man named Goodman Florence who
… operated the paper, and I think losing money at it. It seems to me
he had a printing business … had a small printing operation and he
had a bit of a flare for journalism and had undertaken to run the
paper. But in those days his income never was able to [recoup] the
operating costs. He had a column which … did cause quite a stir at
times because he was very, very outspoken in his criticism and in his
comments and observations of the condition of the community and
the organizations within it. But it wasn’t long after that that Abe
Arnold came on the scene. He started actually as an employee of
Goodman Florence and then took over. In those days, the paper used
to get a modest subsidy from the Administrative Organization.”

David Rome
Interviewed by Myer Freedman on February 7, 1975, Vancouver, B.C.
JMABC; L.00570

“Basically, the Jewish Bulletin represents
very many decades [as the only] Jewish publication in Vancouver nearly always …
under the proprietorship and the administration of the Jewish community, and the
community of the Victoria board was very
active and set meetings to plan and to publish that periodical, and I have to mention
the name of one of the first editors of this
periodical … my predecessor was an elderly
gentleman by the name of Sam A.
Goldston, whose name is used in Canadian
history, not only in Vancouver, because in David Rome, editor of the
his younger days he had been in the Prairies Jewish Western Bulletin,
and had been a teacher in Jewish … settle- 1955.
ments in the Prairies and had been their
minister, and their spokesman and their leader … and he was one of
the minor figures in the story of the Jewish people in Western Canada

ALLAN KAUFMAN; SOURCE: CJCCC NATIONAL ARCHIVES; JMABC; L.01410
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and he came to Vancouver.… I think
the Jewish Bulletin, as late as 1936, had
a mailing list of about 400 names of
Jews, and everybody … was on that list
… just [to give you] an idea of scope.”

(Editor’s note: According to Census Canada,
there were 2,440 Jews living in Greater
Vancouver in 1931. Given that the proportion of the Jewish population aged 0-14
was almost 17% in 1991 and about 20% in
1971, it was likely somewhat higher 40
years earlier. Using the industry estimate of
three to five readers per newspaper, almost
David Rome speaking at Canadian everyone was reading the Bulletin in
Jewish Congress national headRome’s time, if not subscribing.)
quarters in Montreal, 1986.
Norman Brown
Interviewed by Naomi Katz and Cyril Leonoff, 1971, Vancouver, B.C.
JMABC; L.00201

Past presidents of the Vancouver Jewish Community Council, including Norman Brown
(holding picture), Vancouver, B.C., 1955.
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“The beginnings of the Jewish Western Bulletin took place at the community centre when it was first built. And it was a multigraph sheet
that we all went down to on a Saturday night and put to bed and we
mailed it all out and numbers of us used to go down there and this was
a way of spending a Saturday night.”

Janice Pollack
Interviewed by Ann Krieger on November 9, 1988, Vancouver, B.C.

JMABC; L.11420

“Dad [Max Grossman] was one of the founders of the old Schara
Tzedeck … that’s now a heritage building. Mother [Dorothy] was
one of the founding members, a charter
member, of the National Council of Jewish
Women. I remember them starting the
Jewish Western Bulletin. Dad was very
active with the old Jewish community centre and was one of the founders of the
Jewish Western Bulletin. And my mother I
remember her with these old Styluses …
that they used to use drawing the covers of
the Jewish Western Bulletin. And my
brother and I would go down to the old
community centre at 11th and Oak and
help address the Janice Pollack portrait,
Bulletin to be sent president of Temple Sholom,
out. This was, you Vancouver, B.C., 1960.
know, when we
were kids. And then I don’t know what happened, I have never been told, but I was about
13 when Dad quit the community cold.
Something had happened that hurt him very,
very badly and he just did not do anything
more although he had been one of the most
active members in his early adult life in the
Max Malit Grossman, 1926 community.”
JMABC; L.00011
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FROM THE JHSBC COLLECTION:
IMAGES OF THE JWB / JI
JMABC L.00177

Director, Cohen and Co., Pioneer Jewish Clothing Business, located on Third Avenue,
Prince Rupert, B.C., 1910. L-R: Mr. Grossman, Louis Ripstein, Harry Frome, Charlie
Cohen, Maurice Cohen, Isidor Director, William Zackon and Morris Soskin.
Isidor and Hannah Director moved to Vancouver in 1922, where they opened the
Printery, which printed the Bulletin, and Mrs. I. Director was one of the paper’s first
business managers. Max Malit Grossman started the mimeo that became the Jewish
Western Bulletin. He was also a barrister, and the first Jew in Vancouver to be
honoured as a King’s Counsel. M.M. Grossman was the first president of the Vancouver
Hebrew School and of B’nai B’rith Samuel Lodge (in 1915) and was a key mover in the
building of the first Jewish community centre.
It is not clear from what was written on the back of this photo whether the Mr.
Grossman pictured here is Max Grossman or his father, Abraham Grossman, who owned
the Hub, Vancouver’s first men’s wear store.

PHOTOGRAPHER: MARLOWE; JMABC L.00003JMABC; L.00841
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Laying the cornerstone,
Congregation Schara Tzedeck,
Vancouver, B.C., 1920; Rabbi
N. M. Pastinsky is addressing
the gathering. M.M. Grossman,
chairman of the building
committee, wearing a straw hat,
is at the far left of the platform.

JMABC L.00001

Worshippers at a morning service in the old Schara Tzedeck Synagogue, Vancouver,
B.C., 1927, led by Rabbi Solomon P. Wohlgelernter. As a contributing editor to the
Weekly News, a precursor to the Bulletin, Wohlgelernter wrote one of the most quoted
(to this day) editorials: “An organized community or a community of organizations,”
Feb. 21, 1930.
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JMABC L.00135

Laying the cornerstone,
first Jewish Community
Centre, Vancouver, B.C.,
1928. Pictured are the
committee members
responsible for bringing
the project to fulfilment.
L-R: Julius B. Jaffe,
building chairman;
Albert G. Hirschberg;
and Max M. Grossman.
Both Jaffe and Grossman
played a large role in the
Bulletin’s early days.
LEONARD FRANK PHOTOS STUDIO FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER: LEONARD FRANK; JMABC L.01061

Group portrait of the men from B’nai B’rith Lodge #668, Vancouver, B.C., 1929: Julius
Ablowitz, Percy Berkson, Max Bobroff, Henry Brown, Sam Cook, Myer Dexal, Morton
Doane, David Freeman, Dr. Gold, Sam Goldston, Jack Gorosh, Louis Gorosh, Morris
Green, Gerry Hirshberg, Milton Hershberg, Al Izen, Hans Kam, Pete Kantor, George
Kostman, Sam Levi, Norman Levin, Nathan Nemetz, Harry Nemetz, Sam Pelman,
Pucky Pelman, Myer Pottoer, Morrie Silverman, Ben Shapiro, Dave Sisson. J.I. Gorosh
was editor of the Vancouver Jewish Bulletin in 1925, another pre-JWB publication,
and Goldston edited the actual JWB for two to three years in the early 1930s. Levin
was one of the early JWB committee chairmen.

JMABC L.16223
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Unidentified group in
front of the Vancouver
Jewish Community
Centre on Oak Street
at 11th Avenue, 1945.
The Bulletin began as
the “official organ” of
the centre.

JMABC L.07336

ZBT pledge party, Vancouver, B.C., 1951. Front row, L-R: Lil (Boraks) Nemetz,
Jerome Angel, Marvin Stark, Anita (Mellon) Cohen, Aaron Moscovitz, Milton Sky,
Saralee Bezkin, Norton Finkelstein, Evelyn Toban, Sally (Dodek), Charlie Flader.
Middle row, L-R: Alec Becker, Gordon Biely, Gloria Nemetz, Jerry Lecovin, Shirley
Finkelstein, Irving Glassner, Sue Boyaner, Sefton Levine, Ted Goldbloom, ?, Frances
(Kramer) and David Tessler, ?, Manny Cohen. Back row, L-R: Valerie (Kaplan)
Diamond, Joel Groberman, Arnold Nemetz, Lil Haaxma, Myrna and Hy Mitchner, ?,
Mel Nagler, Shiela (Gordon) Cohen, Alan Barad, Jack Wolfe, ?, Danny Goldsmith, Joan
Lerman, Sydney Gladstone, Irla Isman, Sharon Hurov, Jay Jaffe. Becker was the last
Bulletin Committee chairman to appear on the JWB masthead after the paper was
bought by Sam and Mona Kaplan and the couple turned down the community subsidy in
the early 1960s.
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JMABC L.00021

From the JHSBC Collection: Images of the JWB/JI

Ground-breaking of the new Jewish Community Centre site on
41st Avenue by Rabbi Marvin Hier, Vancouver, B.C., 1960, which
would briefly become the Bulletin’s new home, before the Kaplans
moved the paper’s offices to Heather Street.

JMABC L.11554

Mayor’s office, Vancouver, B.C., 1960. L-R: Jack Aceman, Dave Chertkow, Prof. Harry
Stern, Dave Cohen, Lou Zimmerman, J.B. Jaffe, Mrs. Abe Gurein, Mrs. Ben Rose, His
Worship Mayor Don Alsbury, Mrs. Myer Brown, Esmond Lando, Maurice I. Lerman,
Abe Arnold and Sidney Zack. Both Zimmerman and Jaffe were involved with the
JWB, and Arnold was its editor from 1949-1960.
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JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS. PHOTOGRAPHER:
FRANZ LINDNER; JMABC L.15264

At the helm of the 1962 UJA Campaign. Members of the UJA steering
committee at one of its weekly meetings. Seated, L-R: Dave Silvers,
Morris Jacobson (campaign chairman), Dr. Cliff Ames, Dr. John Secter,
Morris Wolochow, Sam Rothstein. Standing, L-R: Lionel Shapiro,
Lou Zimmerman, Edward Dozar, M.M. Waterman, Esmond Lando,
M.I. Lerman, Dr. Sidney Kaplan. Most people who were involved
with the JWB over the years, like Zimmerman, were involved in other
community organizations as well.
JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.15098

Banquet table group, Vancouver, B.C., 1965. On the back of the photo is written:
“The Jewish community turned out in good numbers on Sunday evening to hear John
R. Devor [of the Zionist Organization of Canada] address a workers’ pre-campaign
dinner, and set the tone and theme for the 1965 United Jewish Appeal Campaign.
L-R: Dr. and Mrs. J.V. White, Dr. and Mrs. M.J. Waterman, Jack Aceman and
Morris Jacobson join workers’ dinner in support of UJA.” White was very involved
with the community centre, and was also a chairman of the Bulletin Committee.

From the JHSBC Collection: Images of the JWB/JI

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.10450

New Zionist Organization of Canada chairmen Phil Waterman, left,
and Sam Kaplan, Vancouver, B.C., 1971.

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER: FRANZ LINDNER; JMABC L.14184

The raising of
Canada’s new flag at
the Richmond
Country Club by
Dr. J.V. White,
Richmond, B.C.,
1965.
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JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.12790

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14977

Charles Bronfman, left, and Morris Belkin at CJA Hineni Group, Vancouver, B.C.,
1981. Belkin was an editor of the JWB in the mid-1930s.

Jewish Western Bulletin publisher Sam Kaplan working at computer surrounded by
students, Vancouver, B.C., 1982.

From the JHSBC Collection: Images of the JWB/JI
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Outside the office of the
JWB, Matilda Kneller,
left, and Barbara
Levine hold a fashion
shot of a woman in a
fur coat, Vancouver,
B.C., August 20, 1987.

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER: ROBERT EDEL; JMABC L.11828

JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; JMABC L.14071

At a Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver event, Robert Coleman, left, and Arthur
Fouks, Vancouver, B.C., 1989. Fouks was a chairman of the Bulletin Committee.
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JEWISH WESTERN BULLETIN FONDS; PHOTOGRAPHER: ETHAN MINOVITZ; JMABC L.15061
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Temple Sholom children in front of the JWB office, Vancouver, B.C., 1992.
JEWISH INDEPENDENT

Cynthia Ramsay, owner of what was, in 2004, still called the Jewish Western
Bulletin, looks on as Rabbi Yosef Wosk says the blessing over the mezuzah that will be
placed on the newspaper’s front doorpost.

From the JHSBC Collection: Images of the JWB/JI
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JEWISH INDEPENDENT

Pat Johnson, left, Cynthia Ramsay and Kyle Berger, who bought the Jewish Western
Bulletin from Sam and Mona Kaplan in 1999, at the July 2005 “unmasking” of the
paper’s new name, the Jewish Independent.
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BOOKS IN REVIEW
A moving multi-generational
memoir
I Have My Mother’s Eyes: Reviewed by
Cynthia Ramsay
I Have My Mother’s Eyes: A Holocaust
Memoir Across Generations by the late
Barbara Ruth Bluman is actually the
work of three generations: Bluman’s
mother, Zosia, whose escape from Nazioccupied Poland to British Columbia
forms the bulk of Bluman’s narrative
and who contributes an afterword to the
I Have My Mother’s Eyes:
book; Bluman herself, who shares intiA Holocaust Memoir Across
mate details of her own life, from emoGenerations
by Barbara Ruth Bluman
tionally devastating and exhilarating
Ronsdale Press : Vancouver
moments to everyday-life anecdotes;
Holocaust Education Society, 2009.
125 pages. $21.95 softcover
and Bluman’s daughter, Danielle, who
completed the story after her mother
died and who has written the foreword and an afterword. Bluman
died of cancer on Sept. 8, 2001; her mother, Zosia, also died of cancer, on Oct. 15, 2004.
I Have My Mother’s Eyes begins before the outbreak of the Second
World War, with a happy six-year-old Zosia Hoffenberg, beloved by
her father, but having a more difficult relationship with her mother.
At that young age, she first meets her future husband, Natek (Nathan)
Bluman, who “taunted her and pulled her pigtails. She quickly
learned to stay out of Natek’s way.”
Luckily, she didn’t maintain her resolve on this issue because, not
only did she fall in love with Natek Bluman, but, as she writes in
her afterword, “Even now, it is hard for me to comprehend that I,
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the youngest in my family, with the fewest life experiences, was the
only one to have survived. This was largely due to Nathan’s foresight and determination.”
But, as Bluman writes, “That tenacity has a dark side. After the war,
my father’s determination solidified into painful rigidity. He became
a respected biochemist in the Canadian Health Protection Branch,
but he was scarred by the war. He was not a man who found it easy
to express his feelings, he did not have close friends, and it wasn’t
unusual for his bitterness to spew forth in vitriolic anger. When I was
a small child, I would hide whenever he was in one of his moods and,
as a teenager, I would retreat to the home of a girlfriend, sometimes
sleeping over for nights at a time.”
Bluman attributes her inheritance of some of that tenacity to her
determination to keep her marriage alive, though her husband was
withdrawing, and exhibiting that withdrawal through drinking excessively and, eventually, having an affair. The couple, who had three
children together (Michael, Danielle and Sam), divorced, and, when
Bluman is having trouble adjusting to her new life, her mother’s
response is, “I can’t believe that my daughter could be so weak….
Lots of women have gone through a divorce. Surely you can handle
it. How can you cry in front of your children? I never cried in front
of you or your brothers [George and Bob], even after everything I
have been through.”
Zosia and Natek Bluman lost almost their entire family in the
Holocaust. They themselves – largely through the foresight and
determination of Natek, as mentioned above – escaped. They fled
Warsaw, managed to reach Lithuania – where they were among the
thousands of Jews saved by Chiune Sugihara, the Japanese consul in
Lithuania – and, through Japan, eventually made it to Vancouver in
the summer of 1941, with $40 US and a few belongings to their name.
As Bluman relates the difficulties of her parents’ new life in
Vancouver, she also shares more of her own; finding love again, but
also the recurrence of her colon cancer, which was spreading rapidly.
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Although initially somewhat jarring, the fragments of her own life
that Bluman inserts into the story of her mother strengthens the emotional impact of I Have My Mother’s Eyes. Both touching and sad, the
unique memoir has an important, positive message, which Danielle
summarizes well at the end of the book, when she writes about confronting her grandmother about Zosia’s harsh reaction to Bluman’s
divorce.
“Mom was in pain and she needed your love and support,”
Danielle tells Zosia.
“‘I know she did,’ my grandmother answered. ‘And it was awful
to see her so upset. But I also know that we just have to keep
pushing forward when life is hard. That is how we survive.’”

A version of this review was published in the Jewish Independent Sept.
18, 2009, in the article entitled “Honoring their family history,” which
can be found at http://www.jewishindependent.ca/archives/Sept09/
archives09Sept18-11.html.
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Insight into early settler life
Lipton Jewish Agricultural Colony: Reviewed by Earl Lesk
Prof. Theodore H. Friedgut’s
book,
The Lipton Jewish
Agricultural Colony 1901-1951,
Pioneering on Canada’s Prairies,
deals with the establishment and
development of the Jewish agricultural colonies in Western
Canada as a major event in the
immigration of eastern European
Jews to Canada in the early 20th
century. Friedgut describes the
political, social, economic and
cultural challenges met by the
new Jewish immigrants, and he
does so in a scholarly way. The
result is a fascinating book, which
will appeal mainly to readers with
an in-depth interest in the Lipton
Colony.

Lipton Jewish Agricultural Colony, 1901-1951:
Pioneering on Canada’s Prairies
by Theodore H. Friedgut
Jewish Heritage Centre of Western Canada,
2009. 62 pages. $6 booklet form

Between 1890 and 1913, the official Canadian immigration policy
was very Eurocentric. The government of the day was interested in
encouraging immigrants with Anglo-Saxon cultural backgrounds, and
not Jews, Germans, Mennonites or Ukrainians. Regardless of the
many barriers, thousands of Jews arrived in Canada with help from a
variety of Jewish agencies. It was interesting to read in the The Lipton
Jewish Agricultural Colony 1901-1951 that single women also headed
up homesteads.
Not only were Jews not given a warm welcome from the local population, but there was considerable tension between the waves of Jewish
immigrants themselves. The Fusgeyers from Romania, who were
among the first to arrive in the Lipton Colony in 1901, were viewed
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very unfavourably by the Ekaterinoslav Russian Jews, who settled in
the area in 1906. The later arrivals saw the Fusgeyers as spending all
their time playing dominos, eating and telling stories about the “old
home,” and as being without farming experience, uneducated, easily
demoralized and not interested in physical labour, even to improve
their lot. However, Friedgut notes that fractional bickering did
diminish over the years.
Isolation was a serious concern to members of the Lipton Colony.
Unlike the new Mennonite immigrants, Jews were not permitted to
organize in a central village with their farms surrounding them. In an
effort to keep connected – for practical and personal reasons – families bought homesteads comprising an entire section of land and built
their homes where the four corners of the sections met.
These years on the Jewish agricultural colonies were very difficult
times. Jewish homesteaders were “victims of every possible error and
malfeasance,” writes Friedgut. They were sold inferior livestock, the
locals charged inflated prices for supplies and equipment, and government administrators were arrogant, hostile, unscrupulous and generally incompetent in their jobs. A major handicap for the homesteaders was that the Lipton Colony was located in the “Palliser Triangle”
of south central Saskatchewan, which had been considered unsuitable
for cultivation since the 1850s.
Contrary to its title, The Lipton Jewish Agricultural Colony 1901-1951
covers the “Lipton life cycle,” from its founding in 1901 by Lithuanian
Jews, the arrival of the railway and the coming of the Ekaterinoslav
Jews in 1906, through the First and Second World Wars, to the
remaining farms of the 1970s and 1980s.
I found it surprising that, while Friedgut mentions the influenza and
pneumonia outbreak that, in 1901, killed one-third of the approximately 300 settlers who first came to Fort Qu’Appelle, he does not
associate the catastrophic loss of so many people with the establishment of the Lipton Jewish cemetery soon thereafter. Since the
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Lithuanians who died had only been in Canada a short time, the survivors had to bury their loved ones in a Christian cemetery.
I visited the Lipton Jewish cemetery in 2001, during the celebration
of the 100th anniversary of its founding, and discovered that nothing
else remains of the original colony. Now located in the middle of a
farmer’s field, the farmer has donated the land to the Jewish community and the cemetery is being maintained by Regina’s Congregation
Beth Jacob Chevra Kadisha (Burial Society). While standing in the
cemetery on that beautiful, sunny day, listening to the rabbi chant the
Yahrzeit memorial prayer, I appreciated even more the sacrifices made
and the hard work done by the early Jewish immigrants, which
included my grandparents.
Friedgut concludes his book on a rather positive tone. The colonization experiment was not entirely successful, however, he points out
that it did provide the new Jewish immigrants with a wide range of
life experiences. There was exposure to Canadian life and its customs,
and the colony gave the new immigrants an opportunity to learn to
speak English, which was an essential asset for their chances at success after leaving the colony. Based on their challenging farming
experiences, they also learned to make the difficult decisions necessary
for survival. After farming their homesteads for three years, an activity that was carefully monitored by government officials, the colonists
were allowed to sell their farms. The capital they accumulated while
farming enabled them to move into urban settings and establish
themselves in towns all over Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.
Given my personal connection to the Lipton Colony, I have read a lot
on the area and its history. In addition to The Lipton Jewish
Agricultural Colony, I would also recommend, for anyone else interested in the lives of the early Jewish settlers on the Canadian Prairies, the
book Echoes from the Lipton Jewish Colony 1901. It does not have the
depth and wealth of information of Friedgut’s booklet, but it provides
a very personal connection to these brave early immigrants who settled in Canada more than 100 years ago.

Coming of Age

115

Setting the standard
Coming of Age: Reviewed by Faith Jones

Coming of Age: A History of the Jewish
People of Manitoba by Allan Levine,
commissioned by the Jewish Heritage
Centre of Western Canada, is a most
welcome and needed addition to available material on Jews in Manitoba.
Until now, most research has been fragmentary, and the few full-scale histories
have been highly selective in their focus.
This new book aims to be comprehensive
in its treatment of different currents
within the Jewish community and broad
in its discussion of individuals. In these
Coming of Age: A History of the
goals, it succeeds admirably, and it is
Jewish People of Manitoba
by Allan Levine
additionally written in an accessible
Jewish Heritage Centre of Western
style. It is luxuriously published, with Canada/Heartland, 2009. 511 pages.
$55.95 hardcover
numerous full-colour and black-andwhite images, and a colour border on
each of its glossy pages. Although there is little fresh research,
Levine, a teacher and writer who holds a PhD in history, makes good
use of earlier research to synthesize an overall picture, and he is
scrupulously fair in assessing the historical record.
The book proceeds in roughly chronological order, beginning with
some highly compressed historical material on Jewish immigration
generally, and other material that helps contextualize the Manitoba
experience. Levine is not a slave to chronology, though, so when he
starts a story, he finishes it, rather than making the reader wait for a
future chapter to find out what became of an individual or issue.
Levine chooses lively and charming anecdotes to illustrate the different ideological currents within the community and the milestones it
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has reached. In one such anecdote, he describes a former student of
the Jewish Radical School asking his mother years later if it was really necessary for him to have been subjected to Marx and Lenin as an
eight- or nine-year-old child, and she replies, “Did it harm you?” I
was pleased that rich source material in Yiddish was consulted where
appropriate, even though Levine’s translations and transliterations can
be awkward.
The drawbacks of this book are not fatal and are overwhelmed by its
benefits, but are important to note. The choice to lavishly illustrate
the book seems either to have stemmed from or created a kind of
identity confusion: Coming of Age doesn’t know if it wants to be a coffee table book or a serious history. About every 12th page is a fullpage image. The book clocks in at 511 oversize pages and, weighing
3.8 pounds, it is uncomfortable to carry for commuter reading, and
impossible to hold up in bed. The inclusion of some of the images are
questionable, adding to bloat rather than meaningful content. Bobby
Hull in his Winnipeg Jets uniform is baffling. (No, he is not Jewish:
it turns out the owner of the team for which he played was Jewish.)
The Lubavitcher Rebbe also merits a full-page photo, but there is no
indication that he ever set foot in Winnipeg.
In the finest Jewish tradition, there are a lot of “begats” in the pages
of Coming of Age. Some pages are virtually lists of people involved
in a particular undertaking, whom they married, their children and
those children’s later academic and professional accomplishments. It
reminded me of my late grandmother’s lunch conversation – endless
genealogies of people you’ve never met. One has the sense that every
Winnipegger who is still involved in the Jewish community will first
turn to the index to make sure their name is represented.
There is also a tendency to list Jewish accomplishments, like somebody with an inferiority complex saying their affirmations. About
100 pages into Coming of Age, I began counting incidents of the “first
Jewish this-or-that.” We are informed of the first Jew to hold public
office, the first Jew elected to a provincial legislature, the first Jewish
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lawyer in Atlantic Canada, the first Jewish school trustee, and on and
on and on. On page 355, there are no fewer than seven “firsts” listed.
This kind of boosterism makes perfect sense for marginalized groups
as they begin to take their rightful place in society yet, by the time that
group is established, which thankfully Jews in Canada certainly are, it
almost becomes self-parody. At any rate, not all “firsts” are created
equal. Which of the “firsts” listed by Levine opened the door to further Jewish integration, and which were early forays that did not lead
anywhere? By including so many “firsts” without following them up,
many end up being nothing more than oddities: for example, the first
Canadian to have his casket draped with an American flag, for
wartime service to the Manhattan Project, was physicist Louis Slotin,
and who even knew that Jews aspired to the leadership of the
Manitoba Curling Association?
Levine’s definition of the “Jewish People of Manitoba” in the subtitle
appears to be “the organized Jewish community.” While this has the
benefit of not involving him in any “who is a Jew” nonsense, individuals who were less involved in communal structures get short shrift.
This is exemplified by comparing the 13 pages devoted to Izzy Asper
(the most space given to any individual), including a long section on
his unsuccessful political career, with the single paragraph on the
equally fascinating Joe Zuken, whose decades-long municipal political career was highly successful in spite or perhaps because of the fact
that he was an open communist. Similarly, Saul Cherniak and Saul
Miller, cabinet ministers in the New Democratic Party government of
the 1970s, and half-Jewish Roland Penner, attorney general in the
1980s, are mentioned only briefly.
The focus on the organized Jewish community also has the effect of
making later chapters of the book rather flat. The years they cover
simply cannot stand up to the inherent drama of earlier eras. Earlier
generations fought for immigration rights, against discrimination in
the workplace and education, and struggled for labour dignity; they
grappled with the great ideological questions of modernism. The
postwar Jewish community struggled with ... fundraising. Several
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chapters read like a history of corporate mergers (several declining
congregations unite) and acquisitions (one synagogue poaches a rabbi
from another). These are the very years during which Jews were holding high provincial office and able to make policy that would affect
the entire province, but these are ignored: instead, we get a lot of dollar figures and board-room gossip. True, the proceedings are
enlivened by a kosher meat scandal and a dope-smoking, acid-dropping rabbi in the Shlomo Carlebach mould, but the most contentious
issue of the postwar Jewish community in Winnipeg, allegations of
clergy child abuse, is briefly discussed and put aside. Levine is careful in his assessment of the charges against the rabbi in question and
of the devastating effects of the scandal (and, if true, the abuse) on
congregants and students, but he moves through it too quickly and
returns to the far less important matter of who gave how much to
which institution. In this case, it may be that Levine, who was raised
in Winnipeg and is strongly connected to the community, is too close
to his subject matter to dwell on painful topics.
However, if there is a weakness in Levine’s overall vision of Winnipeg
Jewish life, it is perhaps in his handling of labour activism and far-left
movements. Not only are there certain omissions (women’s proletarian labour is hard to find in its pages) and other areas where things are
skimmed over (the Winnipeg General Strike) but, more importantly,
Levine does not seem to have a theory of how labour activism and
communist and socialist movements work in concert with other forms
of civic activity. When he says, “The answer was found not on the
picket line, but at the ballot box” and “The socialists never really had
a chance,” he misses the point. It is not a case of one or the other: ballot box wins are often the result of the organizing that happens in the
labour movement or other political groups. And the long list of
politicians emanating from the Jewish North End might also indicate
that political involvement itself was the legacy of the labour and leftwing activists. The worldview morphed into a mainstream political
vision as the second generation’s material conditions improved, but
this does not mean that the earlier far-left agitation had no effect on
them. Nonetheless, Levine does acknowledge the past strength of
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left-wing movements and their importance to North End Jews, which
is more than previous histories have done. Indeed, the book’s frontispiece is a picture of Arbeter Ring members sitting under a banner
reading (in Yiddish) “Socialism,” flanked by pictures of Marx, Engels
and I.L. Peretz.
In spite of my quibbles, Coming of Age is the first real synthesis of
Jewish life in Manitoba, one which will serve as a touchstone for further research, my own included. Because it is based primarily on earlier research, its omissions point out places where further investigation
is necessary (for example, in women’s labour history). This book is a
welcome addition to the available sources on Winnipeg Jewry, and
raises the level of discourse regarding it. It will likely serve as the
standard work on this topic for decades to come.
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A complex analysis
Le trait d’union ou L’intégration sans l’oubli:
Reviewed by Joelle Lake

Patrick Farges’ book constitutes a prism
for studying the concepts underlying the
immigration policies in Canada before
1933 and their evolution in the 1970s.
It provides an overview of how Canada
went from a selective immigration system with a discriminatory approach to a
policy celebrating diversity, ethnicity
and the value of a multicultural society.
In effect, the requirements regulating
immigration during the Second World
War underwent a drastic change after
that period. In his book, Farges first
focuses on the immigration regulations
Le trait d’union ou L’intégration sans
in the period from 1930 to 1945: a peril’oubli: Itinéraires d’exilés germanophones au Canada après 1933
od featuring large migratory displaceby Patrick Farges
ments compounded by a huge flow of
Éditions de la Maison des sciences
de l’homme, 2008. 472 pages.
populations forced to seek refuge by the
26,00 euros
Nazi government. However, of all the
Occidental countries, Canada accepted the least number of refugees.
Between 1933 and 1945, it opened its doors to 6,000 German-speaking people who were fleeing Nazism; far fewer than countries such as
Australia (10,000 refugees), Switzerland (10,000), Colombia (15,000),
Mexico (20,000), Argentina (21,000), Great Britain (80,000),
Palestine under the British Mandate (100,000) and the United States
(140,000). Several factors accounted for this situation: the economic downturn caused by the Great Depression, general public indifference and the emergence of local “nativism,” which was a mix of
nationalism associated with xenophobia and latent antisemitism. In
1923, Canada imposed several selective criteria in order to harmo-
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nize immigration with the current English Canadian majority, discriminating between “preferred immigrants” and “non-preferred
immigrants.” In the “preferred immigrants” category were immigrants from the north and northwest of Europe, Germany included.
Among the “non-preferred immigrants” were immigrants prohibited
from entering Canada, such as criminals, sick people, “revolutionaries” and “anarchists,” and immigrants who were deemed to be unsuitable for assimilation, such as Jews and political activists. In 1930, an
order-in-council of the Privy Council limited immigration to two
classes of people seeking entry: farmers and women, and unmarried
children of men residing in Canada. In 1931, this act restricted
immigration to farmers and British and American citizens.
“Gatekeepers” made sure a restrictive policy was implemented during
the Second World War.
Canada’s immigration model developed in reaction to that of the
United States. Whereas the United States adopted a melting pot
vision of immigration, Canada privileged the mosaic policy. The
concept of a “mosaic nation,” which first emerged between the two
world wars, was rediscovered during the 1960s, in a report of the
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, at a time
marked by the crystallization of the notion of multiculturalism. This
process culminated in 1971 in an official policy governing multiculturalism. Under Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Canada passed a policy to
support diversity, mostly focusing on French-English bilingualism.
During the period from 1970 to 1980, the immigrants’ and ethnic
groups’ histories came to be perceived as a valuable contribution to the
Canadian nation.
Farges illustrates the effects of this evolution to a more open system
through autobiographical testimonies and an overview of three
distinctive German-speaking groups of immigrants who sought
refuge in Canada: the Sudeten German Social-Democratic Party,
German-speaking detainees from a Canadian internment camp (e.g.
Camp Boys) and a heterogeneous subgroup designated as Yekkes.
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The composition of these groups was very different. The Sudeten
Social-Democrat Party was a political party whose members had to
flee Germany to escape persecution by the Nazi regime for its
support of exiled German organizations. The second group, “the
Camp Boys,” included German and Austrian refugees who were
“mostly young and in most part Jewish,” and who were sent by Great
Britain for detention in Canada between 1940 and 1943. The
internment camps were set to house aliens of “enemy nationality”
and gathered, without distinction, refugees, enemy prisoners of war
and Nazi sympathizers. The third segment studied in the book
specifically focuses on German Jews, designated as “Yekkes in
Israel,” who were met with a mixed welcome on the part of the
established Jewish Canadian society because of their accent and
their internment in detention camps. These refugees were stigmatized on several levels: as Germans, as Jews, as German Jews and as
refugees. Farges followed the trials and successes of individuals in
these groups that came with cultural baggage and social capital, and
analyzed their integration process in Canada.
Le trait d’union ou L’intégration sans l’oubli: Itinéraires d’exilés germanophones au Canada après 1933 (The Hyphen or Integration Without
Forgetting: German-speaking Refugees in Canada after 1933) views the
progress of these populations through a psychological and historical
analysis, retracing their personal itineraries and their adaptation to a
deliberate acculturation. The hyphen symbolizes the exiled and
immigrants’ experiences: it stands as a metaphor for the bridge
between two different cultures, the one they came from and the one
they found when they arrived in Canada. In fact, there are as many
attitudes to exile and immigration as there are experiences. Some
immigrants felt perfectly integrated and refused to consider
themselves as hybrid or hyphenated persons: for example, Willie
Glaser, a German Jew who immigrated to Canada in 1947 as a farm
hand after escaping a Nazi raid, thanks to transportation convoys of
Austrian and German Jewish children to England. In spite of his
accent, Glaser claims he integrated perfectly in Canada and feels
totally Canadian. Others, such as the Yekkes, felt they were caught in

124 T H E

S C R I B E

between two systems and remained “outsiders.” With respect to the
Camp Boys, a large number of them found significant social success
in Canada.
Readers will find it interesting to see how Canada evolved from a
highly discriminatory and restrictive immigration policy to a country
valuing diversity and opening its doors to new immigrants. Le trait
d’union ou L’intégration sans l’oubli will be also very instructive to students and readers focusing on social history and immigration policies.
***
L’ouvrage de Patrick Farges représente en fait un prisme permettant
d’étudier l’immigration au Canada avant 1933 et l’évolution de cette
notion dans les années 1970. Il constitue un survol de la manière dont
le Canada est passé d’une immigration sélective et d’une définition
différentialiste à une vision célébrant la diversité et la valeur d’une
société multiculturelle.
En effet, les conditions qui régissaient l’immigration au Canada pendant la deuxième guerre mondiale ont profondément changé par la
suite. Dans cette étude, Farges compare tout d’abord les conditions
qui prévalaient pendant la période de 1930 à 1945 : une période d’importants déplacements migratoires auxquels s’est ajouté un énorme
déferlement de populations contraintes à l’exil pour échapper au gouvernement nazi. Or, le Canada est un des pays occidentaux qui a
accueilli le moins de réfugiés. Entre 1933 et 1945, il a ouvert ses frontières à 6 000 personnes de langue allemande fuyant le nazisme; il
s’agit là d’un chiffre bien inférieur à ceux de pays tels que l’Australie
(10 000), la Suisse (10 000), la Colombie (15 000), le Mexique
(20 000), l’Argentine (21 000), la Grande-Bretagne (80 000), la
Palestine sous mandat britannique (100 000) et les États-Unis
(140 000). Divers facteurs ont contribué à cette situation : la condition économique de la grande dépression, une indifférence générale de
l’opinion publique et l’émergence d’un nativisme, qui était une combinaison de patriotisme, de xénophobie, mais aussi d’antisémitisme
diffus. En 1923, le Canada impose un certain nombre de critères
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sélectifs visant à harmoniser l’immigration avec la majorité anglocanadienne et distinguant entre deux classes d’immigrants : les
« immigrants préférés » et les « immigrants non préférés ». Font partie des « préférés », les immigrants originaires du nord et de l’ouest de
l’Europe, Allemagne incluse. Dans la catégorie « immigrants non
préférés » figuraient les immigrants prohibés, tels les criminels, les
personnes malades, les « révolutionnaires » et les « anarchistes », et des
immigrants considérés comme inassimilables, parmi lesquels les juifs
et les activistes politiques. En 1930, un décret du Privy-Council
limite l’immigration à deux catégories : les agriculteurs et les femmes,
et les enfants non mariés d’hommes résidant au Canada. En 1931,
cette loi restreint l’immigration aux seuls agriculteurs et ressortissants
britanniques et américains. Des « gatekeepers » ont soigneusement
veillé à ce que ces politiques restrictives d’admission soient mises en
pratique pendant la deuxieme guerre mondiale.
Le modèle d’immigration du Canada qui s’est développé par la
suite relevait d’une réaction identitaire devant l’influence des ÉtatsUnis. Alors que les États-Unis avaient adopté une vision de creuset
« melting pot », le Canada a privilégié la politique de la nation
« mosaïque ». La métaphore de la mosaïque, qui a apparu entre les
deux guerres mondiales, a été redécouverte lors des années 1960
dans un rapport de la Commission royale d’enquête sur le bilinguisme et le biculturalisme, au moment où se cristallisait la notion
de multiculturalisme. Cette notion a abouti en 1971 à une politique officielle du multiculturalisme. Sous l’impulsion de Pierre
Elliott Trudeau, le Canada a alors adopté une politique de soutien
à la diversité qui s’exprimait, entre autres, par le bilinguisme
anglais-français. Au cours des années 1970 et 1980, l’histoire des
immigrants et des groupes ethniques est perçue en termes d’apport
précieux à la nation canadienne.
Farges illustre les effets de cette évolution à un système plus ouvert
par des témoignages autobiographiques et trois cas de figure d’exilés
germanophones ayant trouvé refuge au Canada : le groupe des
sociaux démocrates originaires de la région des Sudètes, celui des
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réfugiés-internés (ou Camp Boys), ainsi que le sous-groupe que
constituent les Yekkes.
Ces groupes ont une configuration très distincte. Le premier, les
sociaux-démocrates des Sudètes, représente une association politique qui a quitté la Germanie pour fuir le régime hitlérien car ce
mouvement était devenu la cible de la Gestapo en raison de son soutien aux organisations allemandes en exil. Le deuxième, les Camp
Boys, était formé d’exilés allemands et autrichiens, « jeunes pour
beaucoup et juifs pour la plupart », qui ont été internés entre 1940
et 1943 par le Canada pour le compte de la Grande-Bretagne. Ces
camps d’internement réunissaient, sans distinction, réfugiés, prisonniers de guerre et sympathisants nazis. Le troisième segment étudié
porte spécifiquement sur les juifs allemands, désignés comme
« Yekkes en Israël », qui ont subi un accueil mitigé de la société
établie juive canadienne en raison de leur accent et leur internement
dans des camps. Ces réfugiés étaient donc stigmatisés à plusieurs
titres : en tant qu’Allemands, en tant que juifs, en tant que juifs
allemands et en tant que réfugiés. Farges a suivi les succès et les
échecs d’individus dans ces groupes qui, arrivés au Canada avec un
bagage culturel et un capital social, se sont heurtés aux institutions
et aux codes culturels du pays d’accueil.
Le trait d’union ou L’intégration sans l’oubli jette un regard sur le destin de ces populations au travers d’une analyse psychologique et historique retraçant leur itinéraire et leur processus d’adaptation pour
aboutir à une acculturation consentie. Le trait d’union constitue une
métaphore de la réalité migrante des exilés, des immigrants : il
représente le pont jeté entre des cultures différentes, celle dont ils sont
originaires et celle de leur destination au Canada. Il existe en effet
autant de postures d’exil que d’expériences d’immigration. Certains
immigrants parfaitement intégrés refusent de se considérer comme
des personnalités hybrides : tel est le cas de Willie Glaser, juif allemand qui a immigré au Canada en 1947 comme ouvrier agricole après
avoir échappé aux rafles nazies grâce aux transports d’enfants juifs
allemands et autrichiens à destination du Royaume-Uni. Malgré son
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accent, Glaser « se dit parfaitement intégré » et « se sent Canadien ».
D’autres par contre, tels les Yekkes, vivent la réalité de l’immigration
en porte-à-faux et restent des « outsiders ». En ce qui concerne les
Camp Boys, un grand nombre d’entre eux ont connu la réussite sociale
au Canada.
Les lecteurs seront intéressés par la manière dont le Canada a évolué,
en passant d’une politique d’immigration fortement discriminatrice
pour devenir un pays appréciant la diversité et accueillant ouvertement
les nouveaux immigrants. Le trait d’union ou L’intégration sans l’oubli
constitue aussi une lecture utile pour les étudiants et les lecteurs qui
portent un intérêt particulier à l’histoire sociale et aux politiques
d’immigration.

Recent Publications

129

RECENT PUBLICATIONS
I Have a Story to Tell You, published by Wilfrid
Laurier University Press this year, is a compilation of interviews that editor Seemah C.
Berson conducted in the 1970s. She spoke
with more than 30 Jewish immigrants to
Canada, who arrived from eastern Europe in
the early 20th century and had a connection to
the garment industry. Most of the people she
interviewed “had lived and worked in
Winnipeg (a major centre of the needles
trades) and had been involved in the struggles
for decent wages, hours of work, job security and workplace minimum
health and sanitary guarantees in that city.” She also spoke with people living in Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver about their life in the
Old Country, their journey to Canada and their challenges creating a
new life in their new homeland.

In 1939, Helen Waldstein Wilkes’ father managed to escape from
Prague with his wife and child. The visa he obtained allowed his family to immigrate to Canada as farmers and the
hope was that, once they were settled, they
could find a way to sponsor the extended family. Contact with those remaining in Europe
continued for a few years through letters, and it
is these letters that Waldstein Wilkes read as an
adult. Eventually, she returned to Europe,
where she discovered more about her family and
what had happened to them. In Letters from the
Lost: A Memoir of Discovery (Athabasca
University Press, 2010), Waldstein Wilkes
interweaves the witnesses’ stories with her own, using the letters, photographs, maps and other images.
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Journalist Lisa Birnie documents the true
story of Mania Fishel Kroll and Johanne
Müller and their roles during the Holocaust
in In Mania’s Memory (Red Leaf Books,
2010). In 1976, Kroll, a survivor living in
Toronto, hired Müller as her cleaning
woman. Kroll comes to strongly believe that
Müller had been the SS guard in
Reichenbach labor camp who had helped her
survive her imprisonment. Birnie found out
about the story from a film agent, who connected Birnie with filmmaker Maureen
Kelleher, who was doing a documentary on the case. Birnie accompanied Kelleher, a cameraman and Kroll to Europe in 2002, where it
was planned that Kroll and Müller would meet again, where
Reichenbach once stood, to see if that would get Müller talking. In
Mania’s Memory combines Birnie’s interviews with Kroll and Müller,
who have both since died, with her own observations and feelings
about what she learns.

For Living Legacies: A Collection of Writing by
Contemporary Canadian Jewish Women Volume
II (PK Press, 2010), editor Liz Pearl has compiled a new collection of nonfiction writing –
mini-memoirs, essays and poetry – by
Canadian Jewish women. The authors include
a diverse range of Canadian Jewish women
from across the country, and each has a message to share.

Voices of Resilience = Golosa Stoikosti ( Jewish Family Service Calgary,
2010), edited by Svetlana Shklarov and Rita Matusovski, comprises
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the stories of Holocaust survivors with a Soviet background.
In 2008, Jewish Family Service Calgary
( JFSC) initiated a life story collection project
called “Voices of Resilience,” with the aim of
giving voice to survivors from the former Soviet
Union who had never spoken publicly. The
project took more than a year and a half to
complete. It involved 20 survivors, whose stories were recorded in Russian and translated
into English, and 12 volunteers, members of
the Russian-speaking Jewish community, who
helped record and translate the stories, and edit
and design the book.
In order to have the book reach as many readers as possible, the publishers are willing to give it away, but request that, if people are able
to afford it, they give a donation of $25 for each copy. All donations
are tax deductible and the JFSC will issue a tax receipt.
To request a copy of Voices of Resilience, contact JFSC at 1-403-2873510 or voices-of-resilience@jfsc.org.

This year, the Jewish Heritage Centre of
Western Canada has published Voices of
Winnipeg Holocaust Survivors, edited by Belle
Millo, chair of the Holocaust Education
Centre. It documents the experiences of more
than 70 survivors before, during and after the
Holocaust, and represents the culmination of
work that began more than a decade ago with
the Manitoba Holocaust Heritage Project.
The hardcover 432-page book is available for $36 plus shipping ($50
in Canada) from jhcwc.org. All proceeds from the sale of the book
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will go towards the digitization of survivor audio and video testimony and Holocaust education.

The Rise of the Toronto Jewish Community (Now and
Then Books, 2010) by Shmuel Mayer Shapiro is a
portrait of what is now Canada’s largest Jewish
community, from its earliest days to about 1950. It
includes brief sketches of many early synagogues,
landsmanschaft organizations, immigrant aid societies, and some of the personalities from the community’s formative period. The narrative offers
detailed accounts of the evolution of the local
Yiddish press, Jewish labour unions and the indigenous garment
industry on Spadina Avenue, as well as of the garment workers’ strike
at the T. Eaton Company in 1912. The book features many period
photographs and illustrations, a glossary of Yiddish and Hebrew
terms, and an afterword by the late Benjamin G. Kayfetz.

Unmasked, published by Penumbra Press in 2009,
is a memoir of Ottawa psychologist Truda
Rosenberg’s experiences during the Holocaust.
She stresses that she does not consider her experiences unique, but rather notes, “Their existence is
a fact and is presented here as an eyewitness
account, a variant picture, which many of us
encountered on a daily basis. Some of us were able
to deal with the enemy’s inhumane need to
Truda Rosenberg
destroy us; many succumbed and lost the battle;
others emerged as victors; still others are making an effort to live in
spite of their tragedies.”

Beginning with the first settlers who arrived in mid-19th century
Bytown, A Common Thread: A History of the Jews of Ottawa (General
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Store Publishing House, 2009), edited by Valerie
Knowles and Anna Bilsky, traces the progression
of the Jews of Ottawa to the present-day mix
that includes business people, politicians and
public servants.

Joe King’s Fabled City: The Jews of Montreal
(Price-Patterson Ltd., 2009) is about the
Jews of Montreal, from the first individuals
and families to those who currently form the
community. In it, King relates the principal
elements of the Jewish experience in
Montreal and supplements the narrative with
anecdotes about individual Montrealers. The
book contains more than 300 photographs,
many being published for the first time.

The winners of the 22nd annual Helen and Stan Vine Canadian
Jewish Book Awards were announced by the Koffler Centre of the
Arts on April 27, 2010. Celebrating excellence in Canadian writing on Jewish themes and subjects in 2009, there were eight prizes
awarded:
• Fiction: Robin McGrath, The Winterhouse (Creative Book
Publishing)
• History: Allan Levine, Coming of Age: A History of
the Jewish People of Manitoba ( Jewish Heritage
Centre of Western Canada and Heartland
Associates)
• Holocaust literature: Michael R. Marrus, Some
Measure of Justice: The Holocaust Era Restitution
Campaign of the 1990s (University of Wisconsin
Press)
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• Youth literature: Eva Wiseman, Puppet (Tundra
Books)
• Biography and memoir: David Sax, Save the Deli
(McClelland and Stewart)
• Jewish thought and culture: Kenneth Sherman,
What the Furies Bring (Porcupine’s Quill)
• Scholarship on a Jewish subject: Jeffrey
Veidlinger, Jewish Public Culture in the Late Russian
Empire (Indiana University Press)
• Yiddish: Goldie Sigal, Stingy Buzi and King
Solomon (Lomir Hofn Press)
• Special achievement award: Howard Engel
Details on all the winners are available at kofflerarts.org.
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Chris Friedrichs
Chris Friedrichs is a professor of history at the University of British
Columbia, where he has taught since 1973. He is the author of
three books on European urban history, including The Early Modern
City, 1450-1750 (Longmans, 1995). He has also published numerous
articles on the history of Jews in Germany from the 16th to the 19th
century. He is currently the co-vice-president of the Jewish Historical
Society of British Columbia.
Faith Jones
Faith Jones is a librarian and teacher of library science in Vancouver,
and a graduate student focusing on Yiddish culture in the Canadian
West. Her translations, reviews and articles have appeared in a variety of publications, including Canadian Jewish Studies, Bridges, Judaica
Librarianship, The Journal of Modern Jewish Studies, Publishing Research
Quarterly, the Forward, Canadian Jewish Outlook and, in Yiddish, in
Afn Shvel and Forverts.
Joelle Lake
Joelle Lake was born in Marseilles, France. She studied at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem and the University of Toronto, where she
completed a master of arts. After university, she first worked in the
private sector as a senior translator at Canada Life, then became a
terminologist in the Secretary of State, where she was responsible for
terminology in the Toronto section of the Translation Bureau. She
left the Secretary of State to have a family and, after two years, started her own translation agency, Translation and Terminology Services
(TTS), which she operated for more than 25 years. Working for governments, universities and major corporations, TTS translated and
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edited a range of official documents and books. Lake was chief associate editor of the French version of REALM magazine (SPHÈRE in
French). She also has taught at the University of British Columbia,
in colleges and at l’Alliance Française.
Joelle Lake est née à Marseille. Après des études à l’Université de
Jérusalem et à l’Université de Toronto, où elle obtint un MA, elle
entra dans le secteur privé à Canada Life, où elle devint traductrice en
chef. Elle travailla ensuite comme terminologiste au gouvernement
du Canada avec la fonction de responsable de la terminologie pour la
section de traduction de Toronto du Bureau de traduction. Après un
interlude de deux ans pour s’occuper de ses enfants, elle reprit le travail et lança un cabinet de traduction, Translation and Terminology
Services (TTS), qui opéra pendant plus de vingt-cinq ans. TTS a
traduit des documents d’ordre divers (documents officiels et livres)
pour une clientèle variée comprenant gouvernements, universités et
grosses sociétés. Lake a exercé les fonctions de rédactrice en chef de
la version française de la revue SPHÈRE (en anglais REALM). Elle
a également enseigné à l’Université de la Colombie-Britannique, dans
des colleges et à l’Alliance Française.
Earl Lesk
Earl Lesk’s secondary school career, spanning 27 years, took place at
Centennial School in Coquitlam, B.C., where he taught Biology
11/12. He was very active at the school, heading the science department for four years, counseling for eight years, sponsoring award programs, coaching track and field, acting as band manager for the music
department and serving as a member of the Biology 11/12 Provincial
Curriculum Committee, as well as preparing and evaluating B.C. government examinations in Biology 12. Outside of school, he has
taught a range of classes at various levels, including ones on parenting
and classroom management. He also served on the board of governors at York House School in Vancouver from 1986-1993. Currently,
Lesk is the treasurer of the Jewish Genealogy Institute of British
Columbia.
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Gillian Levy
As the granddaughter of a rabbi from Riga who moved his family to
Cardiff via Cape Town in 1898, Gillian Levy inherited a love of travel. Born in London and raised during the war years, at 17, she journeyed alone to South Africa and southern Rhodesia, returning to
England after four years away, where she met her future husband, who
had also just returned, from two years of British army military service
in Egypt. Together, they raised their two children in a delightful
English village and then tried life in southern Spain, before moving to
the south of France to open a campsite near St. Tropez. In 1968,
when the first cyclone to hit the Côte d’Azur since Napoleon’s time
destroyed everything they owned in only three hours, they moved
once more, this time to Canada. Her article, “A Northern Passover,”
describes some of the Levy family’s Canadian adventures.
Cynthia Ramsay
Cynthia Ramsay is the owner and publisher of the Jewish Independent,
British Columbia’s only Jewish community newspaper. 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, a collection of essays published by the University of Toronto Press in 2004. She contributed a
chapter to Dr. David Gratzer’s book, 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 and Unnatural Regulation: Complementary and
Alternative Medicine Policy in Canada (September 2009). She also
authored Beyond the Public-Private Debate: An Examination of Quality,
Access and Cost in the Health-Care Systems of Eight Countries, which was
released in July 2001 by Western Sky Communications Ltd.
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.
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Ronnie Tessler
Ronnie Tessler has lived in British Columbia since 1968. She is a
1983 honours graduate of Emily Carr College of Art and Design in
interdisciplinary studies and has a master of arts in liberal studies from
Simon Fraser University (2006). Her particular interest is Jewish life
in rural communities.
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ARCHIVIST’S REPORT
In 2010, the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia ( JHSBC)
received a significant number of new donations, continued to add to
the Oral History Program, digitized more of its archival collections
and received and assisted numerous researchers with various research
topics. In addition to these regular activities, the JHSBC moved its
archives storage, and also created a new website, which includes a
searchable database of photographs and oral history excerpts. All of
these developments further increase the society’s outreach to more
communities and individuals across Canada.

Acquisitions
Some notable new acquisitions include the following: material on the
Maccabiah games in Israel and the Maccabi games in Vancouver and
the United States from Gary Cohen; Muni Evers: The Lasting Legacy
(2010) DVD from John Romein at Techno Monkey Media; 10 VHS
and Beta tapes of the TV show L’Chaim from Dorothy Grad; material on the Hadassah Bazaar from Marjorie Groberman; approximately
100 camp photographs from the 1940s-1950s (Camp Hatikvah,
Crescent Beach and Habonim Camp Miriam) from Joe Ziv
(Zabensky); Rabbi David Belasoff Yahrzeit Tablet (1927 Saskatoon)
and Nachama Belasoff Yahrzeit Tablet (1931 Saskatoon) from Earl
Lesk; and textual material and a photograph of Jewish Family Service
Agency past presidents (1936-1986) from the JFSA.
Another exciting donation came from Mona Kaplan, former editor
and co-owner of the B.C. Jewish community newspaper, the Jewish
Western Bulletin (now the Jewish Independent), for almost 40 years.
Cleaning out a house with 51 years’ worth of material, Kaplan has
donated a wealth of records, including material on the (Vancouver)
Canada chapter of Citizens for Justice for the Jonathan Pollard case;
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information on the Schara Tzedeck Sisterhood Ladies Auxiliary
(1952-1970s); 61 sound reels and some scripts from Sam and Mona
Kaplan’s radio show, Vistas of the Jewish People, which ran for 10
months in 1967; 93 audio cassette tapes and reels of Sam Kaplan’s
interviews throughout the years; photographs; ephemera; and material from the Vancouver Ulpan Institute.
The archives is extremely grateful to all donors. Their generosity
allows the JHSBC 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, the society
welcomes and collects records from people of all walks of life, with
different backgrounds and experiences. Please contact us if you wish
to make a donation.

JHSBC Oral History Program
Among the Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia’s resources
is its Oral History Collection. The JHSBC has been interviewing
community members since 1971 and, to date, has recorded approximately 700 interviews. The process is ongoing, with the recording
and transcribing of new interviews, as well as the digitizing of old
analogue cassette tapes.
In 2010, we recorded 34 new oral histories, completed 15 oral history transcriptions, digitized five analogue cassette tapes and held three
Oral History Interviewer Training Workshops, with a total of 50 participants. We also digitized and transcribed 11 oral history excerpts
to include on our website. Interviewees for 2010 included Bernie
Simpson, Richard Rosenberg, Esther Brandt, Daniel Siegel, Barbara
Weiser, Annette Rose, Ronald Greene, Clare Waldman, Lee
Simpson, Gertrude Zivot, Marvin Weintraub, Earl Lesk, Robert
Krell, Burquest group, Miriam Warren, Sally Rogow and Mona
Kaplan. Also, 17 special oral history interviews were recorded in
preparation for the Jewish Summer Camps exhibit.
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Research
The Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia ( JMABC),
which is operated by the JHSBC, provides research services. We
respond to e-mail and phone requests, as well as accommodate inhouse researchers. Our users include professional writers, the media,
students, genealogists, fellow archival institutions and members of
the Jewish and general communities. In 2010, the Nemetz Jewish
Community Archives served 400 research requests from around the
world.
Many users of the JHSBC’s resources are genealogists, who
comprise a valuable and large group of researchers. Understanding
the significance of such research, we provide free on-site access to
three genealogical databases: ancestry.ca, findmypast.com and
footnote.com.

Digitization
This year, we completed two digitization projects: the Jewish Western
Bulletin fonds photograph collection (1875-1997) and the Seidelman
family fonds (1889-1975).
The Jewish Western Bulletin, which changed its name to the
Jewish Independent in 2005, has been the British Columbia Jewish
community’s newspaper since 1930 (with earlier versions in newsletter format). This digitization project was made possible by the Young
Canada Works program. Through this grant, we were able to hire
Anna Wilkinson, who digitized approximately 2,500 photographs
from the Jewish Western Bulletin fonds, which were then made
available for educational and research purposes on the websites of
Artefacts Canada and the Jewish Museum and Archives of
British Columbia.
The Seidelman family fonds was donated to the JHSBC in 2009. The

142 T H E

S C R I B E

Seidelmans, William and Esther, were one of the original pioneering
Jewish families of Vancouver, and their children, Edward Joseph,
Rachel, Harry, Benjamin and William grew to be pioneering members of the community as well. This collection is full of priceless
documents and photos, including approximately 80 letters written by
Edward Joseph Seidelman, known as “Joe” to his family, while fighting on the Western Front in France during the First World War. The
letters end in October 1917, after Joe was killed during the battle of
Passchendaele. Thanks to a program through the University of
British Columbia’s School of Library, Archival and Information
Studies, student volunteer Angelyn Hellman was able to digitize
approximately 450 prints and negatives from the Seidelman family
fonds and upload the digital images to the JMABC website.

Website
Our website underwent a number of changes in the last year under the
leadership of Lloyd Baron, Steve Burton and JMABC staff. The
website offers more current event information, audio clips from the
Oral History Collection, photographs from the Nemetz Jewish
Community Archives, photographs of artifacts, back issues of JHSBC
publications The Chronicle and The Scribe, six new virtual exhibits, as
well as links to educational games and resources. The website is
accessible to anyone, and registering for the site allows visitors to easily post comments, submit photographs or videos and share information with their friends and family.
Please visit our website at www.jewishmuseum.ca for updates, and
recently uploaded archival photographs and oral history excerpts.
This website project was made possible with the financial support
of the Department of Canadian Heritage through Canadian
Culture Online.

Archivist’s Report
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Archives Storage
In 2009, with our archives storage at capacity, we decided to actively
search for new storage locations. The new location had to be safe,
environmentally controlled and allow room for growth for 10 years.
After eight months of work, planning and preparation, such a location was generously provided by Dayhu Investments and, on Sunday,
May 2, 2010, a successful move of the archives storage took place.
The new storage space is 3,000 square feet, more than double the size
of the previous space. As well, as per conservation and archival recommendations, baked enamel shelving on which to store the archival
material was purchased. This type of shelving does not release toxic
chemicals that are damaging to archival material.
The archives storage move was made possible through E-Z Rect
Manufacturing, the Snider Foundation, the Alvin Nemetz
Foundation, William Nemetz Investments and Dayhu Investments.

Future
In 2011, we will continue to preserve our current collection, while also
expanding the archives. The digitization of photographs will continue, and more images will be uploaded to our website. Another goal
for 2011 is to digitize and transcribe a large portion of our oral history interviews and upload excerpts from them to the website. These
efforts are intended to further increase public awareness – and especially researchers’ use – of the wealth of material in the Nemetz Jewish
Community Archives.
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 peer-reviewed articles.
The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia is seeking
submissions for the upcoming issue of The Scribe, to be published in
November 2011.
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 in British
Columbia. Comparisons between B.C. and other localities will also
be considered. Commentary and reviews may focus on Jews in B.C.,
on the West Coast (including the western United States) or in
Canada generally.
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.

SUBMISSION
Submissions 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
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the title and a 150-word abstract.
Submissions should be sent to Editor at scribe.editor@gmail.com.
Proposals are only accepted electronically as e-mail attachments,
indicating “The Scribe – Call for Papers” in the subject line.
Book reviews and other material not requiring peer-reviewing also
should be submitted as an e-mail attachment in MS Word or another editable text format.
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

604-257-5799
http://www jewishmuseum.ca/submissions

