
                      



THE SCRIBE
The Journal of the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia

Volume XXXVI – 2017

Focus on Jewish Cemeteries in British Columbia



Editor: Cynthia Ramsay
Publications Committee: Gary Averbach, Shirley Barnett, Debby Freiman, 

David Goldman, archivist Alysa Routtenberg, 
Perry Seidelman, Ronnie Tessler, 
with  appreciation to Josie Tonio McCarthy, 
Marcy Babins and Michael Schwartz

Layout: Western Sky Communications Ltd.

Cover Photo: Robert Albanese Photography

ISSN 0824 6048
© The Jewish Historical Society of British Columbia/Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia
is a nonprofit organization. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted without the
written permission of the publisher, with the following exception: JMABC grants permission to individuals to
download or print single copies of articles for personal use.  A person may reproduce excerpts from articles in
the journal for any purpose that respects the moral rights of the authors, on the condition that the source is fully
acknowledged.  Permission does not extend to other kinds of copying, such as copying for general distribution,
promotional purposes, new collective works or resale.

Printed on 100% post-consumer recycled paper with vegetable-based inks.

Membership Rates: Households – $54; Institutions/Organizations – $75
Includes one copy of each issue of The Scribe and 
The Chronicle
Back issues and extra copies – $20 plus postage

THE SCRIBE
Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia

6184 Ash Street, Vancouver, B.C., V5Z 3G9

604-257-5199 • info@jewishmuseum.ca • http://www.jewishmuseum.ca

Statements of fact or opinion appearing in The Scribe are made on the responsibility
of the authors/interviewees alone and do not imply the endorsements of the editor
or the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia. 

Please address all submissions and communications on editorial and circulation
matters to:



THE JEWISH MUSEUM AND ARCHIVES  
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 assis-

tance 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 Jewish Historical Society, officially opened to

the public on March 25, 2007.

The JMABC 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 JMABC collects, researches, preserves, exhibits and interprets

archival material and artifacts related to the history of the Jewish people in

British Columbia.

The archives’ holdings comprise records from 70 organizations, families and

individuals, and cover the years 1860-present, with predominant dates of

1920-2005. As of publication, the archives holds more than 315 linear metres

of textual files, more than 300,000 photographs and more than 800 oral his-

tory interviews.

The Scribe is the annual journal published by the JMABC. As an anthology,

occasionally with peer-reviewed articles, it seeks to cover all aspects of the

Jewish experience in British Columbia and Western Canada, including his-

tory, culture, art, literature, religion, communal activities and contributions

to the development and progress of Canada.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

In my capacity as editor of the Jewish Independent community newspaper, 

I cannot count the large number of times I have used material from the

Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia. Every month, the paper

runs a Mystery Photo column, in which we ask readers to help us identify the

event and people pictured, in an effort to fill in some of the blanks in the his-

torical record. Beyond that, I rely on the museum for the occasional photo to

go with a story, to fact check an article that refers to a past event in the com-

munity and to learn about the history of the paper itself. At 87 years old, the

paper has had a few anniversary issues and, for pretty much every one of

those issues, I’ve asked the museum to share their resources – oral history

excerpts, images, research help.

In this edition of The Scribe, there are three articles that were previously

published in the Jewish Independent. “Burial Society is Holy Work” by Pat

Johnson has been updated, but otherwise is not much changed from when

it first ran a few years ago. Similarly, the article on the unveiling of Sarah

Goldberg Haniford’s headstone – 92 years after she passed away – is printed

more or less as it ran in 2014. “Like a Bolt from the Blue” by Janet Nicol,

which was published in the JI in July 2014, has had its academic vigour

restored – some of the material that had to be cut for the newspaper has

been put back in, and the version printed here includes “proof,” in the form

of extensive endnotes, of the research Nicol put into this piece.

Always one for detail, a long list of endnotes also follows Cyril E. Leonoff’s

article, “Restoration and Rededication of the Jewish Cemetery at Mountain

View, 1892-2015.” This essay, originally published in the journal Western

States Jewish History, is both informative and gives readers a sense of what

it took to accomplish the burial ground’s restoration. Dedicated people and

a lot of hard work made it happen. And now, thanks to that, community

members whose stories might have been lost to time have been reinvigorat-

ed and are being told anew.

The museum’s mission to make history a living, evolving entity is evident in
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all their endeavours. Two such initiatives are directly related to the topic of

this Scribe: their online exhibit Sacred Sites: Dishonour and Healing, an

abridged version of which we include in this issue, and their walking tour of

Mountain View’s Jewish section. The material in the introduction to Jewish

burial practices and the sneak peek at this historic cemetery is taken from

research done over the years for the walking tour.

On Vancouver Island, the Old Cemeteries Society of Victoria is also working

to research, preserve and encourage the appreciation of heritage cemeteries.

The two articles by Amber Woods in this issue of The Scribe illustrate the

great work she and the society are doing. They also show, once again, how

valuable the JMABC is as a resource for historians and history fans, as the

museum was one of the sources consulted for these essays. The biographies

in these two articles will be among those included in the society’s forthcom-

ing publication A Guide to Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery.

Another important and ongoing project of the JMABC is its Oral History

Program and its digitizing of images for preservation, easy access and wider

dissemination. Every year, The Scribe highlights some of what is in the

archives and, this year, we feature several archival photographs, as well as

images taken for more recent events, such as the rededication ceremony at

Mountain View Cemetery, and specifically for this issue of the journal. We

also feature excerpts from interviews with two women who volunteer for one

of the most sacred duties: taking care of the bodies of the deceased. They

share some of what is involved in this intimate and sensitive process, and

there is comfort in knowing that, in death, we will be so well taken care of.

While this issue of The Scribe is lengthy and touches upon many aspects of

Jewish burial practices and the community organizations involved in this

stage of the lifecycle, there are some notable parts of the communal frame-

work that have not been included. Currently, the museum’s archives do not

hold much information on the cemeteries of congregations Har El, Beth

Israel, Temple Sholom and Beth Tikvah. But the research continues. For this

issue, Ronnie Tessler was more than chair of the journal’s publications com-

mittee – she went out and interviewed people, poured through documents

The Scribe8



Editor’s Introduction 9

and websites, took photographs and somehow managed to bring all these

disparate parts together to give a comprehensive overview of burial prac-

tices in smaller Jewish communities around the province. A former North

Shore resident (1968-1979), in the years when Har El was founded, she

includes the congregation’s cemetery in this section, adding new informa-

tion to the museum’s collection.

Leonoff was another person not content simply to be a member of the muse-

um he founded. Though every member is valued and needed, Leonoff’s love

of history and his work in this area went well beyond the Jewish communi-

ty, and his contributions – both as an engineer and as an historian – have

had an indelible impact on our world. I remember how honoured I was

when Cyril – who passed away on April 7, 2016 – asked me to co-write an

article with him. It was high praise, indeed, and the respect was mutual. In

this issue, we pay tribute to Cyril. We miss him, but he is still present in

some way. He built for us a strong foundation and he continues to inspire

our work.
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Introduction1

There is much to know about Jewish burial and mourning practices, which

vary between denominations. This is only a broad overview to give context to

the articles you will read in this journal.

In the early years of Jewish

Vancouver, there was no

organization to look after

preparation of the bodies

and burial according to

Jewish rites. As required, a

small volunteer group was

hurriedly called together to

deal with this matter. The

Hebrew Benevolent

Association began taking

care of arrangements on

July 31, 1909, when Abe

Friedman was killed by his

run-away horse. A year

later, Chaim Leib Freedman

arrived in Vancouver from

Poland and, appalled at the situation, established a permanent Vancouver

chevra kadisha (burial society; literally, holy society). Ever since, this socie-

ty has been responsible for the care and management of all Jewish burials in

the Vancouver area.

A chevra kadisha is an organization of Jewish men and women who see to it

that the bodies of Jews are prepared for burial according to Jewish tradition

and are protected from desecration until burial. Two of the main require-

ments are the showing of proper respect for a corpse, and the ritual cleans-

ing of the body and subsequent dressing for burial. A specific task for the

burial society is tending to the dead who have no immediate next-of-kin.

The Jewish section of Vancouver’s Mountain
View Cemetery.
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Part of showing proper respect for the dead is burial as soon as possible,

preferably within 24 hours. Only in a limited number of situations would a

burial be postponed, such as a death taking place on Shabbat (the Sabbath)

or on a Jewish holiday. In cases where relatives do not live in the same city

or country, the funeral may be delayed for the sake of this relative as long as

the delay is not excessive.

The task of the chevra kadisha is considered a laudable one, as tending to

the dead is a favour that the recipient cannot return, making it devoid of

ulterior motives. Its work is, therefore, referred to as a chesed shel emet (a

good deed of truth).

Anonymity keeps the mitzvah (commandment) pure chesed (respect) for

members, and this secrecy maintains respect for the deceased. When new

members for the society are needed, they are often chosen by lot or secret

vote.

At the heart of the society’s function is the ritual of tahara, or purification.

The body is first thoroughly cleansed of dirt, body fluids and solids and any-

thing else that may be on the skin, and then it is ritually purified by immer-

sion in, or a continuous flow of, water from the head over the entire body.

Once the body is purified, the body is dressed in tachrichim, shrouds, of

white pure cotton garments made up of 10 pieces for a male and 12 for a

female, which are identical for each Jew and which symbolically recall the

garments worn by the kohain gadol (high priest).

Someone who is a kohain/cohen (descended from the priestly class), however,

is not permitted to come within six feet of a corpse or be under the same roof,

and can only attend the funeral and burial of their immediate family members.

Embalming and open-casket viewing are not part of Jewish tradition, and

cremation conflicts with certain Jewish laws and historical practices.

Once the body is dressed, the casket – not manufactured on the Sabbath,

and made without metal being used – is closed. Caskets should be made

The Scribe12



Introduction 13

completely of wood, which will naturally decompose and allow the body to

return to its natural state, thus fulfilling the “dust to dust” requirement.

When being buried in Israel, however, a casket is not used, except for mili-

tary and state funerals.

The deceased is placed inside the casket face up, as one who is sleeping. The

limbs of the deceased are straightened and the hands are opened to symbol-

ize that nobody can carry material possessions in the next world. The cus-

tom is, therefore, that no personal items are placed in the coffin.

The chevra kadisha may also provide shomrim, or watchers, to guard the

body. Mostly a symbolic function nowadays, the shomrim once protected

the body from theft, rodents or desecration until burial.

The traditions and customs of Jewish mourning are based on philosophic

and psychological concepts that aid the mourner to come to grips with the

loss of a close relative.

The mourning period is divided into two time periods, one prior to the bur-

ial and the other after the burial. During the period prior to the burial, the

mourner is called an onen; this period is the most intense in terms of

mourning. Immediately following the burial, the mourner is called an aval.

Before a funeral begins, the close relatives, or the rabbi on their behalf, will

tear their garment or a black ribbon, to symbolize their loss, and recite a

blessing – this is the rite of k’riah. The service will include the reading or

chanting of biblical passages, eulogies and the prayer El Malei Rachamim

(God Full of Compassion). The family will then lead the pallbearers, who

will take the casket to the hearse or walk it to the gravesite. Once the funeral

procession arrives at the grave, the casket is lowered, prayers are recited, as

is the Kaddish (Mourner’s Prayer). In traditional practice, mourners fill the

grave using a reversed shovel until the earth forms a mound on the casket.

There is the practice, following the burial, of mourners forming two parallel

lines, between which the mourning family walks. Those in the lines offer

the traditional condolence, “May God comfort you among all the mourners
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of Zion and Jerusalem.” Everyone then heads to the house of mourning.

After the burial, the mourner begins to sit shiva (the seven-day period of

mourning) for their relative. During this time, Orthodox practice is for the

mourner to sit on a low stool or on a pillow placed on the ground; cutting

of the fingernails, bathing for pleasure, washing with hot water and hair-

cutting are forbidden; men do not shave. Listening to music and enter-

tainment is likewise forbidden. Orthodox Jews will cover all the mirrors in

their home – symbolizing a restraint from vanity – but less observant

Jews generally do not.

Traditionally seven days of mourning, unless interrupted by a major Jewish

holiday, shiva now generally comprises fewer days. During shiva, friends

and extended family will visit during a designated time each day, and a

prayer service will be held when a minyan (a quorum of 10 men or, in less

Orthodox homes, women) has been assembled.

Visitors are encouraged and often bring some type of food – indeed, the first

meal brought after the funeral should be brought by visitors. The bringing

of flowers is not a Jewish practice.

On the last day of mourning, after the morning prayers, the mourning peri-

od of shiva ends. In many communities, the mourner is told to get up. Some

have the practice of having the mourner walk around the block so that

everyone can see that the period of mourning is over.

After shiva, mourners may return to work and some other activities, but not

entertainment or social activities. The first 30 days of mourning are called

shloshim (Hebrew, for 30). Children mourning their parent(s) recite Kaddish

every day for 11 months and refrain from public celebratory activities for 12

months (shana, a year).

Saying Kaddish for a parent is a fulfillment of the commandment to

“Honour your father and your mother” and is said to bring merit to the soul

of one’s parent. The Orthodox viewpoint is that, as Kaddish is the sanctifica-
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tion of God’s name, it must be said in public with a minyan. Some denomi-

nations of Judaism count women in the minyan and some permit alterna-

tive prayers if a minyan cannot be found. Other suggestions to fulfill the

responsibility to say Kaddish are to elect a friend or relative to say the

Kaddish for you if for some reason you cannot, or to study a reading from,

for example, the Torah or the Talmud to honour the parent.

Traditionally, at the end of the 12-month mourning period, the graveside

monument is erected and unveiled as a lasting remembrance of the

deceased. However, many do not wait a full year before doing this.

The yahrzeit is the anniversary of a person’s death, and it is observed by

reciting Kaddish and special memorial prayers, lighting a memorial candle

and visiting the grave. Special memorial prayers are recited also during the

Yizkor memorial service, which is conducted four times a year during major

Jewish holidays.

Even when visiting Jewish graves of someone that the visitor never knew,

the custom is to place a small stone on the grave using the left hand. This

shows that someone visited the gravesite, and is also a way of participating

in the mitzvah of burial. Another reason for leaving stones is to tend the

grave. In biblical times, gravestones were not used; graves were marked with

mounds of stones (a kind of cairn), so, by placing (or replacing) them, one

perpetuated the existence of the site.

Endnotes
1. This section has been adapted from research files compiled by the Jewish Museum
and Archives of British Columbia for the Mountain View Cemetery walking tour.

Select Sources
Rabbi Joe Black, “What to Expect at a Jewish Funeral,” https://reformjudaism.org/
what-expect-jewish-funeral (accessed September 8, 2017).
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Zalman Goldstein, “Basic Laws,” http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/
367836/jewish/basic-laws.htm (accessed August 31, 2017).

“Guide to Jewish Funeral Practice,” http://www.uscj.org/jewishlivingandlearning/
lifecycle/jewishfuneralpractice/guidetojewishfuneralpractice.aspx (accessed August
29, 2017).

Lisa Alcalay Klug, “Jewish Funeral Customs: Saying Goodbye to a Loved One,”
https://jewishfederations.org/jewish-funeral-customs-saying-goodbye-to-a-loved-
one (accessed August 31, 2017).
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Burial Society is Holy Work1
By Pat Johnson

In 2014, the organization that oversees three of Metro Vancouver’s

Jewish cemeteries wanted to dispel rumours that the cemeteries were

running out of space.

“We feel that we have probably between 25 and 40 years left in New

Westminster of burial land available, based on projections and current

rates,” said Howard Jampolsky, executive director of the Schara Tzedeck

Cemetery Board, an independent organization created under the auspices of

Congregation Schara Tzedeck, the oldest and largest Orthodox synagogue in

Vancouver. The board operates Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in New

Westminster and a newer one in Surrey. It also is involved with the City of

Vancouver in overseeing the Jewish section at Mountain View Cemetery,

the city-owned cemetery on Fraser Street. 

Other Jewish cemeteries in the area are run by Temple Sholom, the Reform

congregation in Vancouver; Har-El, the Conservative congregation on the

North Shore; Beth Israel, the Conservative congregation in Vancouver; and

Beth Tikvah, the Conservative congregation in Richmond. Beth Tikvah also

has its own chevra kadisha (burial society).

In an interview with the Jewish Independent, Jampolsky clarified the

administrative structure of Jewish funerals and burials in the Vancouver

area. Although other congregations have cemeteries, the Schara Tzedeck

Cemetery Board is solely responsible for everything that happens in the

preparation for Jewish funerals, regardless of affiliation or denomination.

The Vancouver Chevra Kadisha effectively operates as an adjunct to the

cemetery board. The chevra kadisha, which literally means the “holy socie-

ty,” consists of volunteers who prepare the deceased for burial. More than

three millennia of Jewish rites are embodied in the rituals performed by the

chevra kadisha.
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Beyond this most intimate act, the cemetery board – which is made up of

eminent community members and chaired by Jack Kowarsky – also over-

sees the entire process before the service at the cemetery.

“We provide all the funeral services,” Jampolsky said. “[These include] the

registration of the deceased, the picking up at the hospital or the home, tak-

ing them out to our funeral home, which is attached to the cemetery in New

Westminster, providing the ritual preparation for burial, services of the

chevra kadisha, which include sitting with the deceased from the time they

come to us until the burial, and everything to do with the conducting of a

funeral.” Rev. Joseph Marciano is Schara Tzedeck’s funeral director.

If the funeral is at one of the Schara Tzedeck cemeteries, the entire process

remains under the board’s purview. If the deceased is to be buried in anoth-

er cemetery, the cemetery board is responsible for everything up until they

transport the person to the cemetery, where the rabbi and congregation take

over. As a result, regardless of denomination, all Jewish deceased in Metro

Vancouver receive full Orthodox preparation for burial.

The Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board operates Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in
New Westminster (pictured) and a newer one in Surrey.
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Burial Society is Holy Work 19

Jampolsky stressed that one does

not need to be a member of Schara

Tzedeck to be buried in one of their

cemeteries, one need only be Jewish.

The Mountain View Jewish

Cemetery underwent a restoration in

2014, after decades of limited atten-

tion. J.B. Newall, the monument

company located across the street

from the cemetery, restored many of

the oldest headstones.

“The headstones that are 100 years

old look like they’re brand new,”

Jampolsky said. In addition to the

physical restoration, which took

place under the leadership of Shirley

Barnett and a committee of volun-

teers, the campaign aimed to raise

funds for perpetual care to maintain

the cemetery.

The oldest Jewish cemetery in the

metro area – and the only one

inside Vancouver city limits –

Mountain View still sees one or two funerals a year, Jampolsky said,

despite the widespread belief that it is full. In fact, in 2017, Vancouver

City Council voted in favour of an agreement – after three-and-a-half

years of discussion and negotiations – giving the city’s Congregation Or

Shalom the right to develop a section of Mountain View Cemetery, pro-

viding 64 burial plots (128 if shared) for purchase by Or Shalom

members.2

Unlike the cemeteries in New Westminster and Surrey, which are fully oper-

The consecration of Schara Tzedeck
Cemetery in New Westminster in 1929.
Eliya Ahroni, left, shammas of the syna-
gogue, with shul president Chaim Leib
Freedman, who was also founder of the
Vancouver Chevra Kadisha in 1910.
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ated and maintained by the cemetery board, the Jewish section of Mountain

View remains under the ownership and operation of the city, like the larger

cemetery from which it is separated by a hedge.

Jampolsky said a leading cemetery architect told him that Schara Tzedeck’s

New Westminster cemetery is among the nicest in North America, in 

terms of natural beauty, upkeep and maintenance. Hollywood North has

noticed, too.

“We’ve had movie companies come and want to film there and we’ve turned

them away,” Jampolsky said. “We don’t need the revenue from that. We

don’t think it’s respectful to the deceased.”

The cemetery board is a nonprofit organization and costs are covered by

funeral expenses. In 2017, $11,000 included every aspect of preparation and

the funeral if the deceased were being buried in a Schara Tzedeck cemetery;

$5,750 if they were to be buried in one of the other Jewish cemeteries.

The cost of funeral plots at the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in New Westminster

were, in 2017, $5,000 for eligible members, $9,000 if the purchaser had a

direct blood relative buried there and $11,000 for a non-member. Plots at the

Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in Surrey cost $3,000 for a member of the congrega-

tion and $5,000 for non-members. Burial plots at the city-owned Jewish sec-

tion of Mountain View Cemetery cost $22,500. Twenty percent of all plot fees

are set aside in trust for perpetual maintenance.

Families with financial constraints are offered discreet, compassionate assis-

tance, said Jampolsky. “We believe that every Jewish person has a right to a

Jewish burial, a full halachic Jewish burial that is like any other, and we’ll

never turn back from that.”

Jewish tradition makes funerals not only plain in style and appearance, but

comparatively simple in terms of planning, Jampolsky noted. Every Jewish

person is buried in identical caskets, made of plain unadorned wood and no

metal, with holes in the base to hasten decomposition and return of the
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body to the earth. There is none of the competitive materialism typical of

the funeral industry, where anecdotes abound of families being upsold on

higher-end caskets and elaborate ceremonies.

Jewish funerals are almost identical, said Jampolsky, regardless of the indi-

vidual’s position in life. The same care is given to respect the individual

throughout the preparation.

“I really believe that we do an important, invaluable job for the community

and that we do good and holy work, we do it well, every single person is

treated with the utmost care, respect, whether they’re living or they’re

deceased.”

Endnotes
1. This article was originally published in the Jewish Independent on December 12,
2014. It has been updated to August 2017.

2. Or Shalom cemetery committee, “Or Shalom cemetery,” Jewish Independent,
March 10, 2017.
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From the JMABC Oral History Collection

These two oral history excerpts were chosen for the detail into which they go

about the work of those who care for the bodies of the deceased. Both Cathy

Bregman and Barbara Halperin are members of Temple Sholom, a Reform

congregation, and, therefore, the mourning rituals and practices they

describe may be different for congregations of other denominations.

Cathy Bregman
Interviewed by Saguna Shankar, November 17, 2015, Vancouver, B.C.: 20.15-27

Cathy Bregman came to Vancouver in 1980 with her husband, Rabbi Philip

Bregman, to serve at Temple Sholom. They retired two years prior to this

interview, in 2013, after 33 years of service to the synagogue.

At Temple Sholom, Bregman worked with virtually every age group. At

one point, she and her husband approached the synagogue board with the

idea of a healing resource centre, and the congregation’s prayer circle

grew out of the healing centre. “Whenever somebody asked for a prayer or

somebody was in palliative care, we would put the word out and there

would be 50 or 60 people praying for that individual.”

Regarding the congregation’s burial and mourning practices, Bregman said,

“I think Judaism is brilliant in terms of the wisdom associated with death

and funerals. From a psychological point of view, it really understands the

mourning process and things like shiva, which are seven days after the

funeral, and having people sit at home, not work, and having the communi-

ty come and support them and remember the individual who died is very

comforting.

“And then that extends to a 30-day period, when the initial mourning peri-

od ends, and then to a year, when you observe yahrzeit, which is the

anniversary of the death that happens every year after that. There’s a wis-

dom there that understands that the hole that’s left from the death of some-
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body you care for deeply never really gets filled up; you just learn to walk

around it and manage your grief.

“The practices around burial, I think, are also brilliant. In the traditional

Jewish burial, you don’t go to a funeral home and pick a coffin; you don’t

have to worry about what the deceased is going to wear in that coffin.

Everybody is treated equally because, in death, we all are equal. So, that just

takes a lot of the pressure off…. It’s horrible to have to worry about those

details when you’re devastated by someone’s death. So, in Jewish tradition,

everybody gets a plain pine coffin that actually has some holes drilled in the

bottom of it to facilitate disintegration of the body because, as it says in the

Bible, from ashes to ashes, dust to dust. And we try not to do anything – no

embalming or anything artificial – that would interfere with that process.

“We see the body … as a package that contains the soul. We honour that

package even in death. We have tremendous respect for it even in death.

Even though we realize that, once the soul leaves the body, you’re as inani-

mate as a chair, which is something that I knew but I don’t think I really

internalized until I had my first few experiences with the [Vancouver Chevra

Kadisha].”

When somebody dies – either at home, in a place like the Louis Brier Home

or the hospital – an individual will call either the rabbi or Rev. Joseph

Marciano, the funeral director, “and they will arrange for the body to be

picked up. It’s then delivered to the chapel – well, there’s a room behind

the Schara Tzedeck Chapel in New Westminster – and that room is  … where

preparations are made. Whether it’s male or female, it’ll be delivered to

that room.

“There are a group of 10 men in the community and 10 women in the com-

munity who do the holy work of preparing the body for the funeral. The

men take care of anyone who’s male, the women take care of anyone who’s

female – and that’s for the entire Jewish community, whether people are

affiliated with a congregation or not…. When a body comes in – I’m just

going to take you through the female part of it – we work in teams of five, so
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five of the 10 women will be notified at random. We gather together at the

chapel to prepare the body.… One of us will drive a van with all of us … so

we all arrive together. We put on a lab coat and … from the moment that we

put on our lab coats, everything from the outside world drops away.

“We’re a very [diverse] group of women who might not necessarily be

friends outside of this but we work in tandem. Really, we work as one from

the beginning to end. And it’s an extraordinary thing to watch. There’s a

beautiful what I call quiet choreography that happens as we anticipate the

needs of somebody else. We don’t speak or we speak as little as possible.”

“If you’ve seen CSI: Miami ... those forensic shots where they show the autop-

sy room, we have a metal table that [is] like a giant sink with slots over it. The

body is put [on the table] and we never know when we unwrap the body what

we’re going to find. Sometimes, it’s an elderly person who died of natural

causes, sometimes it’s a child, sometimes it’s an accident victim who was

crushed in a car accident, sometimes it’s a gunshot wound, sometimes it’s

somebody who had a fall, sometimes it’s a cancer victim, so we have to be able

to maintain an emotional balance no matter what we encounter. And, amaz-

ingly, somehow we do. And we help each other in that respect.

“There’s a person stationed at the head, a person stationed at the right

shoulder, the left shoulder, the right ankle and the left ankle. Each one of us

has a specific job to do in relation to our position around the body. Before

we approach the body, we say prayers recognizing the holiness of the

moment and the holiness of the person on the table, and praying for their

soul and for an easy transition because, in Judaism, our tradition believes

that the soul doesn’t immediately leave the body, that it takes sometimes

seven days, it takes time. And, often, you can feel the presence of the soul

there. I can’t even explain it but, if somebody’s had a particularly difficult

life, you feel that unsettled atmosphere. If someone’s had a quiet death, you

feel that calm. And we take that on. I feel like we’re spiritual sponges and

our job is to absorb a lot of the energy that’s negative and, at the end, try

and have an atmosphere that’s totally peaceful and calm. And we’re usually

successful in doing that.
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“After we [say] our prayers, we each go to our stations and we gently wash

with a washcloth the right side of the deceased, the left side of the deceased,

the face, the hair. We are very careful about turning the body over and

washing the back…. We take nail files and clean the nails. If there’s any jew-

elry, we take that off and return it to the family. If there’s any medical appa-

ratus, we’ll remove whatever we can and dispose of that appropriately. Any

nail polish, anything that interferes with the purity of the body, we will

remove, and then the body is gently loaded into a [mikvah], a ritual bath.

And we, according to tradition, immerse the body three times and then

bring the body back to the table gently dry the body off and dress it in spe-

cial ritual garments, which are the same for men and women, except that

men will also have a [tallit] that’s included, which is a prayer shawl.

“There’s a bonnet for the head, and pants that have no openings at the legs

because this person is never going to walk. There’s a shirt and an overshirt,

a tunic, that have no pockets because we take nothing with us in death.

There are special ties that are put around the waist and the wrists and the

ankles that have a ritual knot....

“Then we’ve laid the body on a shroud, wrapped the shroud around the

body, put the body in the coffin and [put shards of pottery] in the eyes

and the mouth. Before we do that, we have [earth] from Israel that we

sprinkle on the eyes and the chest and genitals [which is, again] it high-

lights [that] dust to dust, and also makes the connection between us here

and the Holy Land.

“There are a lot of people who have different opinions about why we do the

pottery. I personally believe it comes from a pagan ritual that keeps the eyes

and mouth closed so that the soul won’t return to the body, but there are a

million different interpretations of that, but it’s a tradition. And then, again,

we say a prayer for the soul and then another prayer for us apologizing if

inadvertently we’ve done anything too disrespectful in the process. And

then we wrap the shroud around the body again and put the lid on the cof-

fin. And that’s the end of our role.
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“[A] way to describe it is awesome in the true sense of the word. It’s beauti-

ful and sacred and incredible….” One aspect, for example, is “the way that

we manage to … never pass anything over the body. So, if someone on the

left side needs the scissors and it’s closer to the person on the right side, that

person will automatically see the need, get the scissors and hand it to some-

body who can then hand it to that person. Whatever it is that’s necessary we

somehow anticipate…. And that’s really exceptional, to have that kind of

rapport with people that you don’t necessarily see outside of that one situa-

tion…. I’ve been doing that … maybe 10 to 15 years. We never know when

we’re going to be called. It could be three times a week. It could be once a

week and there are three bodies to do at the same time. It could be every

week for six months. It could be that you don’t have anybody for a month.

There’s no way of knowing, and so we’re on call all the time.”

In the practices for the deceased, there is a specific role of the guardian, the

shomer. “You’re never supposed to leave the body alone so, from the time

that it’s picked up, you assume that there are people around that person at

the hospital or the home or wherever. There’s a shomer who sits at the

chapel in proximity to the body and reads songs. The women don’t do this.

I’m not sure why…. They’re not in the same room as the deceased, they’re

next door.”

Barbara Halparin
Interviewed by Catherine Bellamy, November 24, 2015, Vancouver, B.C.; 20.15-26

Barbara Halparin of Temple Sholom is part of the congregation’s chesed

(loving-kindness) community, which was inspired by the synagogue’s cur-

rent spiritual leader, Rabbi Dan Moskovitz, who took over from Rabbi Philip

Bregman. The community would do “the things that Cathy Bregman, as the

rebbetzin of the community, had been doing very quietly for many years.

That is, providing a lot of support to people when they were ill or distressed

in any way, and also celebrating the positive aspects of people’s lives.”

It started small, about two years prior to this interview. A list was compiled
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of people willing to respond to messages received at the synagogue office.

“This might involve a visit to somebody who is ill in the hospital or ill at

home. Or it might involve the celebration of happy events, such as the birth

of a child or a grandchild, a mazal tov on an engagement or bar/bat mitzvah,

or whatever help somebody might need…. We’ve expanded the program a

little bit. We now have a bereavement program in place, where two of our

community members will contact people who have recently suffered a

death in the family. They will contact them towards or at the end of the

period of shiva … and see how they’re doing.”

But also, “what we like to do is deliver a specially home-baked challah to the

family to have with their meal of consolation, the first meal they have after

the funeral. This is a project that I’ve taken on, and I like to bake challah, so

I bake challah and take it to the families when I’m available. I’m not always

available, sometimes I’m out of town, so it doesn’t happen every single time,

but we do what we can.”

The gesture is somewhat symbolic. The challah is round and “it’s traditional

to eat round foods that symbolize the eternal cycles of life immediately after

a funeral. And it is braided, because we feel that is symbolic of the people

who are intertwining their lives with the mourners in order to bring them

comfort.

“And we also sprinkle it with za’atar, which is a mixture of herbs and spices

that come from Israel, so it’s a reminder of the Hebrew phrase which goes, ‘May

you be comforted along with all the mourners of Zion,’ I’m paraphrasing it.”

If one follows halachah (Jewish law), there are some restrictions. “The peri-

od of shiva is one of very deep mourning, which means that you are sup-

posed … to spend your time really devoted to the mourning process, which

means that you stay at home, you don’t go to work. The really observant

don’t go outside; they stay inside at home. The mirrors in the house are gen-

erally covered with sheets or a draping of some sort, in order that we don’t

focus on personal vanities. We focus our time on remembering the deceased

and mourning their passing. It’s also traditional for people to bring food to
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the house of the mourners, so that they don’t have to take care of their own

personal nutritional needs.”

Shiva begins at the end of the funeral. “So, first, there’s this meal of consola-

tion, where community will gather, or it may be a private family matter, to

share food together. And then, [in] the Orthodox community, for every night

and every morning, community members will gather to have a prayer service

with the mourning family. And this generally goes on for a week, but it’s inter-

rupted by Shabbat. We don’t indulge in mourning processes during Shabbat.”

Shiva is followed by a 30-day period called shloshim, “where the mourning

gradually lightens. After shiva’s over, people may go back to work if they

want to. They can pick up other activities of their lives. But, generally, fes-

tivities are not indulged in for … the period of shloshim; others say for a

period of 11 months minus a day after the death.”

In traditional communities, “men and women are separated during prayer,

so men and women will both gather for a shiva service, but the men may be

in one room and the women in another. In more liberal traditions, like

Conservative and Reform, the men and women will pray together.... The

prayers would be the same.”

Kaddish is the Mourner’s Prayer. “The first time you recite Kaddish is at the

funeral service and then the Kaddish is a prayer that is recited by the

mourners every time there is a gathering of 10 people, a minyan – tradition-

al circles require a minyan … to say the Kaddish prayer. It’s part of every

synagogue service. And, to me, the very lovely thing about Kaddish is that

it’s not a prayer that speaks about mourning or death at all. It’s a prayer

that, in repetitive ways, sanctifies the name of God. And, the strengthening

part of that, I think, for a mourner, is that, at a time of your greatest grief,

you can demonstrate that you can still give praise to the divine. And, in tra-

ditional circles, it’s an antiphonal prayer, which means that there are parts

that the mourner says and parts that the congregation echoes back, and that

allows for the mourner to both teach the congregation, show them their

strength, and allows the congregation to reaffirm the status of the mourner,
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and also offer that comfort of being together in saying a mourning prayer.

It’s a lovely prayer.”

There are some differences in observances. “The Reform movement, for

example, does not hold as strictly to the need for a minyan, for a group of 10

people, in order to say the Mourner’s Prayer. So, for instance, at Temple

Sholom, we have mourning minyans three times a week, apart from the

Shabbat service on Saturday morning. There’s a Monday minyan and a

Wednesday minyan and a Sunday morning [minyan] as well. So, if it hap-

pens that there aren’t 10 people … the Kaddish is still recited.

“And our tradition at Temple Sholom differs again from more traditional

practices in the Orthodox and the Conservative synagogues here, [where]

generally just the mourners will rise when it’s time to say the Mourner’s

Prayer and the rest of the congregation remains seated. At Temple

Sholom, we all stand. The mourners are invited to stand…. First of all, the

people who are observing that initial period of shloshim … and then the

people who are observing a yahrzeit…. And then all others who are saying

Kaddish for that 11-month period are then invited to stand. And then the

rest of the congregation is invited to stand and join with the mourners.

It’s considered, to me, to be symbolic of giving a little more support,

standing together.”

If there’s a death the day before a major holiday – Shavuot, Sukkot and

Passover – “the period of shiva would also be interrupted for the first two

days of those holidays, and then it can be taken up during the intermediate

days.… Shavuot is only a two-day festival in the Diaspora, outside of Israel,

but Passover is an eight-day festival (seven days in the Reform) and Sukkot

is an eight-day festival, also seven days in the Reform. So, the first two days

of the holidays are considered to be days like Shabbat, sort of extra holy

days, and the last day is also considered to be that way. The intervening

days we can go about our regular business, go to work, carry on business

transactions, whatever. So, if somebody dies in the intermediate days of a

major holiday, like Passover or Sukkot, then the funeral can take place dur-

ing that time, and shiva will happen until the last day…. And if the burial
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takes place just before, then, as with Shabbat, the shiva will be suspended

for the major days of the holiday.”

The chevra kadisha takes care of the burial. “We don’t have private Jewish

funeral homes in Vancouver,” which “really is a blessing to the community.

If you’ve lost somebody very dear to you, essentially you have to make one

phone call, you call your rabbi or you call Joseph Marciano.... And, from

there, this amazing process kicks into place, and you can go about the busi-

ness of being a mourner. You don’t have to go and pick a casket, or decide

what clothes you’re going to dress your husband or your father or your

mother in. You don’t have to do any of those duties, which I’ve had to do for

my non-Jewish parents, and, believe me, it’s painful. It’s a difficult thing to

have to do. So, you’re spared all of this.

“Our laws on death and burial and mourning are actually extremely com-

passionate in Judaism. So, then what happens is the body of the deceased is

retrieved from wherever it is, whether it’s a home or hospital or wherever,

and it’s taken to the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery out in New Westminster. And

the facilities for preparing the body are all there.

“I should say there is an exception to this, and that’s that Richmond has its

own chevra kadisha and they make their own arrangements. But, for

Vancouver, the chevra kadisha takes care of all the other congregations in

Vancouver, so the body will be taken there, where … there’s always some-

body who will remain with the body of the deceased until the preparations

are all completed and until, in fact, the funeral takes place. So, a deceased

Jewish person is never left alone. There’s a feeling that maybe the soul is

still hovering around and that soul needs to be respected – and the body

needs to be respected also, because it is the vessel of the soul when that per-

son was alive. So, then the chevra kadisha members are called … to come to

the facility in New Westminster and prepare the body for burial.”

Essentially, everybody is treated exactly the same. “There is a standard cas-

ket which is used, which is a very simple pine casket. It’s lined with cotton

muslin … has holes drilled into the bottom of it … for a faster decomposition
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of the body once burial has taken place. So, everybody gets the same model

casket and everybody is prepared in much the same way, with the ritual

washing, which takes five people to accomplish – it can be done with as few

as three people, but the ideal number is five. The body is washed and then,

if it’s feasible to do so, the body is immersed in the mikvah … and when it,

the body, comes out from the mikvah, it is then dried and dressed.

“There are some distinctions between men and women, but essentially

everybody is dressed in white cotton garments. The difference for men is

that they are generally buried with a tallit .. but the ritual fringes have been

removed from the corners … so it is no longer a garment that is acceptable

for ritual use, but it is appropriate for a man to be buried in. There have

been cases where women have also been buried wearing a tallit now. It’s

rare to see that. I personally haven’t seen it, but I know it’s happened on a

couple of occasions anyway, because it’s the practice in more liberal congre-

gations that women … will choose to wear a tallit in their everyday devo-

tions … and so, some women have requested to be buried in their tallit, and

this is a request that will be accommodated.”

The chevra kadisha doesn’t make distinctions “between what congregation

you come from, what background you come from…. If somebody is unaffili-

ated with any congregation, they will probably be buried at the Schara

Tzedeck Cemetery.”

The word tumah “means ritually impure. This harkens back to the days of

the ancient temple in Jerusalem where people who came into contact with

corpses were considered to be ritually impure. That is to say they were not

acceptable to partake in the temple rituals until they had undergone a

purification ritual. Nowadays, the way we see vestiges of that thinking is

that, at the exit point of most of the cemeteries, there’s a running water

fountain and people will wash their hands as they leave the cemetery. That,

again, is a vestige of the ancient purification rituals, which involved immer-

sion in water…. In traditional Judaism, people who are kohanim don’t go

into cemeteries and they don’t have contact with a dead body. There is a

separate room in the chapel at Schara Tzedeck … where people who are
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kohanim… descendants of the original priests in the temple … can sit, so

they can attend the funeral, but they won’t be in communication with the

deceased.”

As concerns the burial process, “[w]omen do not attend to deceased men

and men do not attend to deceased women. This is a matter of respect for

the deceased and also a matter of modesty, that there isn’t crossover in that

way. So, the procedure that the men follow and the prayers that they follow

are the same as what we do in the women’s group.”

The women’s chevra kadisha “is made up of members of various different

congregations in the city, and this was started some years ago. Let me pay

tribute to Miriam Davidowicz, who was the head of the women’s chevra

kadisha for 30 years. She organized and ran the whole women’s operation….

In the earlier days, it was only women who were members of Schara

The first Schara Tzedeck funeral chapel was at 155 West Broadway Ave., in
Vancouver. It opened on April 30, 1944.
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Tzedeck who served … so it was suggested to Miriam that it would be a good

idea to branch out, since the chevra kadisha services all the congregations….

Miriam was very open to this suggestion and so members then were taken

on.... It was really quite a moment of enlightenment for this opportunity to

serve in the community to be extended to the non-traditional congrega-

tions, as well.”

If somebody is interested in serving with the chevra kadisha, “they can let

their interest be known to their rabbi or to somebody who they know who’s

already on the chevra kadisha or to [Rev. Marciano]…. If it comes at a time

when we’re actually looking for more people to serve, then a procedure will

be followed to investigate whether it’s felt that they will be appropriate to

serve. If so, then they will gradually be brought into the group. We, at any

time, have, usually, about 10 people serving on the women’s chevra kadisha

and we don’t really feel a need for any more than that at any given time.”

Body preparation and burial is one of the greatest mitzvot “because there is

no expectation of thanks or reward for doing that work. Obviously, some-

body who has died can’t say thank you for doing that.”

While mourners are not expected to wear any certain colour of clothing,

“what generally happens is that the mourners are given a black ribbon and

the ribbon is cut or torn to symbolize the fact that they are in mourning. In

more traditional circles,  it has been customary to actually tear a piece of

your clothing and wear a torn shirt or something like that, but the custom

generally these days is to designate the mourner with a piece of black ribbon

that is cut or torn.”

Jewish burial practices won’t be found in the written Torah, but rather “in

the rabbinic tradition, what’s called the Oral Torah. These are policies that

were developed by the rabbis over many, many hundreds of years, and a lot

of that material is encoded in the Talmud.”
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Victoria’s Historic Jewish Cemetery1
By Amber Woods

Under the supervision of Sir James Douglas, members of the Hudson Bay

Company were the first non-indigenous people to build a settlement on the

traditional territory of the Lekwungen Nation. In 1843, the headquarters of

the Hudson Bay Company was moved from Fort Vancouver (across the river

from modern-day Portland) to Victoria. 

While there is some evidence of Jewish residence in Victoria in those years,

the first major wave of Jewish immigration began in the spring of 1858. They

came primarily as merchants in response to the Gold Rush. A small group of

Jewish merchants met at Katy Gambitz’s dry goods store on Yates Street on

May 29, 1859, and founded the Hebrew Benevolent Society. Two committees

were formed, one to establish a Jewish cemetery and another to build a syn-

agogue. Congregation Emanu-El was built in 1863, and is the oldest syna-

gogue in continuous use in Canada.

On October 1, 1859, the Weekly Victoria Gazette reported that 0.7 hectares

(1.7 acres) of land was purchased from the Hudson Bay Company’s chief fac-

tor, Roderick Finlayson, as a “suitable site” for the cemetery. The cemetery

was consecrated in February 1860, though its gates read 1859, the year in

which the land was bought. It was the first Jewish cemetery in Western

Canada, and is now the oldest in continuous use in the province.

Back in 1860, for the consecration, people gathered at the Royal Hotel on

Wharf Street and proceeded to Cedar Hill Road. Carriages entered the site

through the main gate, pedestrians through two smaller Gothic style gates.

The vice-president began the ceremony by calling out in Hebrew, “Open the

Gates of Heaven.” Members of the Hebrew Benevolent Society then formed

a double line and walked around the site three times reciting Psalms. 

Architect Edward Mallandaine used alternating white and black wooden

pickets in creating the original fence but, by 1863 it required the first of

many repairs. In the pre- and post-First World War era, a green picket fence
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surrounded the

cemetery. Stone pil-

lars were put in

place in 1993. 

It was often diffi-

cult to maintain the

cemetery, as the

economic climate

of Victoria shifted

and the Jewish

population ebbed

and flowed. To

date, there have been two naturally occurring fires in the cemetery. The first

was on July 21, 1869, when the wooden fence and some of the shrubs caught

fire. Tobacconist F.W. Keyser and clothier H.M. Cohen, the cemetery man-

agers, arrived in time to extinguish the fire and save most of the fence. The

cost to repair the damage was $80. There was another fire on September 13,

1890. The British Colonist only reports that the merchant E.J. Salmon burnt

his hands badly as he tried to extinguish it.  

In 1863, not long after the synagogue was built, pioneer Jewish women

formed the Hebrew Ladies Benevolent Society. Many of the women had

been members of “ladies” groups in California. Their fundraising efforts

were so successful that, by the spring of 1864, the debts accrued for building

the synagogue were paid off.  

Beginning in 1895, because of the deteriorating condition of the cemetery,

the Hebrew Ladies took full responsibility for maintaining it. Many of the

wooden markers used to denote the gravesites had been destroyed by fire,

or had rotted. In October 1897, architect Thomas Hooper put an advertise-

ment in the British Colonist for tenders to grade the walkway, driveway and

surface drains at the cemetery.

In 1899, in an attempt to beautify the cemetery, Jewish businessmen 

The gates of Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery.
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H. Hirschel Cohen and Sol Oppenheimer (David Oppenheimer’s nephew)

donated funds, auctioneer Joshua Davies contributed plants and his

nephew Samuel Schultz (journalist, composer, star pitcher and the first

Jewish judge in Canada) provided labour. However, an economic collapse in

the early 1900s caused cemetery upkeep to be abandoned and, by mid-cen-

tury, the grounds were unkempt and overgrown.

Some monuments remained but most of the wooden grave markers were

rotting and deteriorating. Surviving documentation contained names and

plot numbers but omitted the orientation of rows and how they were num-

bered. To date, there are 393 graves but, according to the Jewish ancestry

organization JewishGen, there should be 439. 

However, this gap continues to narrow. While digging the grave for Hinda

Shapiro in December 1988, a small casket containing the remains of two

infants was found. Recently, an old map of the cemetery was discovered,

revealing that Sylvester twins were buried in that plot. It’s unclear if these

are the children or grandchildren of pioneers Frank and Cecelia Sylvester.

After enough earth was placed on top of Hinda’s casket, the twins’ remains

were returned to the same plot, and the burial was then completed. It’s an

appropriate decision as Hinda was a wonderful bubbie (grandmother). 

Due to the long period of neglect and the accompanying level of disarray,

there was talk of abandoning the cemetery and moving the graves to Royal

Oak. Instead, Alice Mallek, then the only woman in the Victoria Chamber of

Commerce and the first woman to be president of Congregation Emanu-El, set

up a trust fund. With Sidney Levy and Morris Greene, Alice organized a ceme-

tery committee. They arranged to have the cemetery cleaned, graves re-

marked, the road improved and new gates installed. Descendants were con-

tacted for help. Among those who responded was Arthur Levy, who, in 1948,

provided stones for his mother Esther, aunt Betsy and his brother Jack. The

legacy of the committee continues today under the steady hand of Rick Kool.

There have been a couple of instances in which concerns over the cemetery

have been raised. In 1864, the burial society was worried that Congregation
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Emanu-El wasn’t financially solvent enough to be responsible for the ceme-

tery. In 2000, there was discussion about procedures and policies. That year,

Geoffrey Perkins was hired as a caretaker and his partner, Joy Wilkins, has

been helping him as a volunteer since 2004. An irrigation system was

installed in 2003 and updated in 2016. 

On December 30, 2011, vandals spray-painted graffiti on five gravestones.

In response, the following Sunday, Jews and non-Jews gathered at the

cemetery for a “Vigil of Respect” conducted by Emanu-El Rabbi Harry

Brechner. 

In 2015, Erin-Lee McGuire, professor of anthropology at the University of

Victoria, began teaching the course Heritage and Historical Archaeology, which

included field work at the Jewish Cemetery. Through the use of modern tech-

nology, she and her students have been able to reveal inscriptions on the older

gravestones, which had been made illegible by wind, rain and time. (See

https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/archaeograves.) 

Summer of 2016 brought another change to the cemetery. It sits on a rocky out-

crop of bedrock smoothed by receding glaciers. This has limited the space

available for graves. With a grant from the Jewish Cemetery Trust, the rock was

blasted in July 2016. Many of the rocks were tucked away. The plan is to use

larger rocks to create a memorial rock wall as a way to remember families or

people who once lived in Victoria but are buried elsewhere. The grounds have

been seeded with new grass.

Endnotes
1. The Old Cemeteries Society of Victoria (http://oldcem.bc.ca) is dedicated to
researching, preserving and encouraging the appreciation of Victoria’s heritage
cemeteries, and the information in this section will be included in the society’s
forthcoming publication A Guide to Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery. It came from a
number of sources, including various articles from the Jewish Museum and
Archives of British Columbia’s The Scribe; Minutes from the Meeting of the Board
of the Hebrew Managers of the Burial Grounds 1863, 1864 (part of the JMABC col-
lection); the British Colonist, 1858-1951 (various dates); British Columbia City
Directories; and articles from the Jewish Museum of the American West.
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A Peek into Victoria’s Historic Jewish Cemetery1
By Amber Woods

In this section, we introduce readers of The Scribe to some of the women who

are buried in Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery. These women helped establish the

city’s Jewish community, and had an impact on the broader community. It is

by no means a comprehensive description of what is known about those

interred at the cemetery. To find out more, contact the Old Cemeteries Society

of Victoria, or take their tour of the Jewish Cemetery.

Maria (Miriam) Harris Davies (1819-1901)

Maria Harris, also known as Miriam, was born in London. She could trace

her family history to the expulsion of Jews from Portugal in 1492. Her com-

plexion and eye colour were both dark.

Maria became an umbrella maker, which entailed making the sticks, cut-

ting, sewing and assembling the umbrellas. As a young woman, she went to

Sydney, Australia. There, in 1843, at the age of 24, she married Judah Philip

(J.P.) Davies. They had six children: Elizabeth, Joshua and Cecelia, born in

Australia; Henry (Harry) and David, born in Monterey, Calif.; and Philip,

born in San Francisco.

The Davies were a wealthy and prominent family in Victoria, where they

moved in 1863. J.P. and son Joshua ran an auction house, J.P. Davies & Co.,

located at 1218 Wharf St. Joshua took over when J.P. died, and the firm was

prominent for some 40 years.

The first wedding held in Congregation Emanu-El was that of J.P. and

Maria’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth, who married shoe salesman Herman

Schultz in October 1863. Elizabeth died in 1866, not long after giving

birth to Samuel Davies Schultz; she is the first woman buried in the

Jewish Cemetery.
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Baby Samuel was raised in his grandparents’ home. His aunt, Cecelia, was

active in his care until she married her suitor, Frank Sylvester. His uncle,

Joshua, made sure Samuel was well provided for. As an adult, Samuel was

active in the Jewish communities of Victoria and Vancouver. He was a star

pitcher, composer, journalist and the first Jewish judge in Canada.

Maria ran a large household. She sang, and recited long poems that she

remembered from her childhood. Once married, according to her daughter

Cecelia, she never sewed or used a needle.

Maria died at the age of 82. Accounts of her death vary, but what is 

known is that, around 2 p.m. on February 16, 1901, there was a fire at the

Davies’ home. The gardener was working outside and smelled smoke. He

rushed inside but wasn’t there in time to save Maria. The exact cause of

death is unknown, and the coroner ruled it accidental. Maria is buried

beside her husband.

Rysia Kraskin (1922-2006)

Rysia Kraskin was born in Warsaw, Poland, in 1922. She had three older

brothers, and no younger siblings. She graduated from high school in 1939,

just before the Second World War broke out. After the Nazis came, she and

her family were required to wear the yellow Star of David. Just before the

ghetto was closed, Rysia’s parents sent her to live with friends in the coun-

tryside, where she remained until 1942. That summer, she was taken as she

walked along a street and brought to Skarzysko camp. At a munitions facto-

ry, she and others worked 12-hour shifts. It was hard physical labour without

much food. Many didn’t survive.

A year-and-a-half later, Rysia was taken to Czestochowa, where she also

worked in a munitions factory. It was the second of five camps that she

endured. Prisoners were occasionally beaten and often locked up without

food or water.
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Rysia once risked her life to save

another’s, caring for a young woman

who was sick with typhoid. Rysia

and the woman remained friends,

despite moving to different coun-

tries after the war.

Other women showed great acts of

selflessness and bravery, as well.

Helen Jacobs (also buried in this

cemetery) is another example. Helen

and Rysia survived Skarzysko,

Czenstochowa, Ravensbruk, Burgau and Turkheim together. They were

shipped from Ravensbruk to Burgau in a sealed cattle car. Many died en

route. When they got to Burgau, the doors were open and Helen was handed

water. Without taking a sip, she brought the water to Rysia, who was lying

on the floor on the opposite side of the car in a weakened condition. Only

afterward did Helen get water for herself, then helped Rysia off the train. 

Helen saved Rysia’s life again later that same day. People were screened

before being allowed into the camps. If they seemed healthy enough to

work, they were admitted; if not, they were sent directly to their death.

Somehow, Helen was able to get a tube of red lipstick and, to make them

appear healthier than they were, she rubbed a little lipstick on her and

Rysia’s cheeks and lips. As Rysia was quite weak, the lipstick saved her life.

Both women were liberated by Americans at the end of April 1945, and

remained lifelong friends.

Rysia passed away on October 13, 2006. Her grave was prepared by caretaker

Geoffrey Perkins and his partner Joy Wilkins. Just shy of the regulation six-

feet depth, they hit bedrock. Without time to dig in another plot, they decid-

ed to build up the grave with rocks and earth that had been piled up by the

shed. So moved was Joy by Rysia’s story that she placed, with the rabbi’s

permission, an unused tube of red lipstick in Rysia’s grave as it was being

filled in.

The grave of Holocaust Survivor 
Rysia Kraskin.
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Erna Landsberg (1875-1915)

Erna Marymont (or Marymort) was

born in Warsaw, Poland, on May 23,

1875. She travelled to the Pacific

Coast in 1894 to visit her brother and

met Frederick Landsberg, who is

buried beside her in the Jewish

Cemetery. During the course of their

marriage, she and her husband

experienced a number of financial

ups and downs. From 1900-1910,

Frederick was one of the most

notable curio dealers in Victoria. In

1910, he established the Empire

Realty Co. with William Davies,

which flourished until 1914. During

that period of affluence, the

Landsbergs built a large house at 106

Medana St. The house still stands

and is designated a heritage build-

ing. The couple had two daughters,

one of whom predeceased Erna.

Caroline (Carrie) Lenz Leiser (1855-1935)

Caroline (Carrie) Lenz was born in Milwaukee, Wisc., on August 26, 1855.

She was the daughter of Jacob and Henrietta Meyer Lenz and, in her youth,

she was known as a gifted pianist. She was also a schoolgirl friend of

American author and poet Ella Wheeler Wilcox.

Caroline met and fell in love with her cousin (father’s nephew) Simon Leiser

when he came from Germany to apprentice at Caroline’s father’s business.

The couple married and, in 1873, headed west.

Erna Landsberg and her husband
Frederick share a unique gravestone at
the Jewish Cemetery.
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They arrived in Victoria via San

Francisco. Simon had a number of

businesses in Victoria, most notably

the Simon Leiser Co. The building at

524 Yates St., now a heritage site,

was once the location of Leiser’s gro-

cery warehouse. He supplied goods

to mining and logging towns on

Vancouver Island, and was purveyor

of supplies and food for miners in

the Yukon during the Klondike

Gold Rush (1897-8).

Typical of wealthy women of her

day, Caroline was philanthropic.

She was active with the Sisters of

St. Ann, the Aged Women’s

Home, and was the last surviving

charter member of the Women’s

Auxiliary of the Jubilee Hospital.

She was also involved with various Jewish organizations, including the

Hebrew Ladies Society. Her needlework sold well at fundraisers. She was

rumoured to have sewed until the day she died.

In 1910, the Leisers built a large home on St. Charles Street; it was designed

by Samuel Maclure in the Arts and Craft style. Simon and Caroline had five

daughters and a son. Just as Caroline and her sister, Sophia, both married

Leiser brothers, two of their daughters also married brothers: Florence

married Solomon Oppenheimer and Amelia (Amy) married Milton

Oppenheimer. Florence and Solomon were buried in the  Oppenheimer

family plot in the Jewish Cemetery.

Caroline died on June 9, 1935. She was eulogized for her charitable work,

and buried beside her husband, Simon, and a daughter, Jennie, who died 

in infancy.

Caroline and
Simon Leiser
are buried
together,
along with one
of their daugh-
ters, Jennie,
who died in
infancy (left).
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Herbert Leiser, the youngest of Caroline and Simon’s children, was a man-

ager of the Victoria branch of Oppenheimer Bros. Wholesale. He was the last

Leiser in Victoria. By the time of his death on June 12, 1953, all of the Leiser

descendants had moved, mostly to the United States.

Eva Rostein Levy (1862-1946)

Eva Rostein was born in New York City on October 20, 1862. The family of 10

moved west and settled in Seattle, where her father was one of the city’s ear-

liest dry goods merchants.

Eva taught piano lessons on a piano that was shipped from New York, 

going around Cape Horn, South America. The instrument has stayed in the

family and is now in the possession of her great-granddaughter, Diana 

Levy Lofstrom.

Eva met Henry Emmanuel (H.E.) Levy and, in 1882, they married. He was

about 20 years her senior. They had three boys, Arthur, Benjamin and

Eva Rostein Levy is buried in a family plot, which contains the graves of her hus-
band, one of their sons, her mother-in-law and two cousins.
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Victor. Eva helped her husband run Levy Enterprises. After suffering heavy

losses in the Seattle fires, in 1889, the family moved permanently to

Victoria. H.E. and his brother, Joseph, opened the first gourmet restaurant

in the Pacific Northwest. Called Levy’s Arcade Oyster Saloon, and later

known simply as Levy’s, it featured a wide variety of seafood from all over

the world.

Eva was very involved in Jewish life in Victoria, and held many positions

within the Hebrew Ladies Society. In 1894, in appreciation of her work, the

society presented her with a gold medallion engraved with her initials. The

Hebrew Ladies Society became the Women’s Auxiliary and, in 1916, the aux-

iliary gifted Eva with a silver medal pin in recognition of her contributions.

Eva also taught at Congregation Emanu-El and, in 1918, her students gave

her a book of Holy Scriptures.

On May 2, 1946, Eva died at the family home at 1022 Pemberton Rd. She is

buried in a family plot, which contains the graves of her husband, one of

their sons, her mother-in-law and two cousins.

Phoebe Levy (1854-1926)

Phoebe Levy was the youngest of eight children born to Benjamin Levy and

Esther Solomon Levy. Her older brothers, Henry Emanuel (H.E.) and Joseph

(Joe), were restaurateurs and businessmen.

Having contracted typhoid while crossing the Isthmus of Panama’s over-

land route to California from England, Benjamin died a few months before

Phoebe’s birth in San Francisco on February 6, 1854. About a year later,

Phoebe’s mother Esther took the family back to London. Phoebe’s brothers

starting coming to Victoria by 1859. Phoebe and Esther moved to Victoria in

1868, and they both lived there until they died.

In 1879, Phoebe married Joseph Lewis Levy. She ran a boarding house.

The family suffered a number of tragedies, including her husband’s long ill-
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ness and ultimate death in May 1912. Her daughter Annie died at age 29.

Phoebe struggled with mental illness for the last 15 years of her life, and was

hospitalized in New Westminster. A number of Jewish families in

Vancouver took turns having Phoebe live with them. She died in Marpole,

B.C., on August 26, 1926. Her body was brought to Victoria to be buried in

her family plot in the Jewish Cemetery.

Cecelia Davies Sylvester (1848-1935)

Cecelia Davies was born in Sydney, Australia, on January 22, 1848, to J.P.

and Maria Davies, who had six children. The better part of Cecelia’s child-

hood was spent in San Francisco, where she attended the fashionable Mme.

Pettibeau’s school for girls. In 1862, the family moved to Victoria, where, at

age 15, Cecelia completed her education at Mme. Pettibeau’s Seminary for

Young Ladies, which had also moved to Victoria.

As J.P. and Maria were prominent figures in Victoria, their daughters

attended the balls and dances popular with the social elite. Cecelia inherited

her mother’s black hair and was considered a gentle woman.

On January 27, 1869, at a quiet wedding ceremony held at her parent’s

home, Cecelia married her longtime admirer Frank Sylvester. The couple

moved to a house on Fisgard Street, which they called “Firleigh.” This

was Cecelia’s castle, and where she hosted parties for Victoria society.

She played the piano well, danced and enjoyed singing with her husband.

Frank had a number of jobs, including being an accountant for Cecelia’s

father’s auctioneer company. Frank later joined his sons in the operation

of their business, the Sylvester Feed Co.

In addition to entertaining, Cecelia was active in Jewish life. As a young

woman, she worked hard to collect money to build the synagogue. On

March 22, 1865, a letter of thanks was sent to Cecelia from Congregation

Emanu-El. The letter forms part of the archives in the Special Collection at

the University of Victoria.
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Cecelia was also a member of the

Imperial Order Daughters of the

Empire, and active in charitable

organizations. She worked in the

first hospital established in British

Columbia, known as “the Little

French Hospital,” which later

became St. Joseph’s Hospital, run by

the Sisters of St. Ann. Later, Cecelia

served on the board of Royal Jubilee

Hospital.

The Sylvesters had eight children:

Elizabeth, Louise, William, Clarence,

May, Jesse, Rachel and Ruby. It was

reported that Cecelia ran a tight ship

as matriarch of the family. From

time to time, her unmarried chil-

dren, especially the girls, lived with

Cecelia in the family’s Fort Street

home.

Cecelia was well respected as a

matron of Victoria, both while her husband Frank was alive and for the 27

years following his death. She died on November 6, 1935, and is buried next to

her husband. Their gravestone has the image of ivy, the symbol of everlasting

love, scratched lightly on the stone.

The gravestone of Cecelia Davies
Sylvester and her husband Frank has
the image of ivy, the symbol of everlast-
ing love, scratched lightly on the stone,
though it is not visible in this photo.
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Endnotes
1. The Old Cemeteries Society of Victoria (http://oldcem.bc.ca) is dedicated to
researching, preserving and encouraging the appreciation of Victoria’s heritage
cemeteries, and the biographies in this section will be among those included in
the society’s forthcoming publication A Guide to Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery. The
information in these brief histories came from a number of sources, including var-
ious articles from the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia’s The
Scribe; the British Colonist, 1858-1951 (various dates); articles from the Jewish
Museum of the American West; records provided by JewishGen; and stories from
descendants Elizabeth Bensted, Carolyn Hahn and Diana Levy Lofstrom.
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Sacred Sites: Dishonour and Healing1

On a brisk afternoon in January 2012, Shoshana Litman and her husband,

Todd, cycled to the Jewish Cemetery in Victoria, B.C. As they biked, the nor-

mally sleepy Fernwood streets became congested. The couple was joined by

more than a thousand people, streaming into the cemetery to show solidari-

ty with Victoria’s Jewish community and to stand against intolerance. One

week earlier, the cemetery had been desecrated with swastikas, dollar signs

and antisemitic slurs. In addition to disturbing the sanctity of one of the

oldest cemeteries in Canada, the desecrators had violated the gravestones of

Holocaust survivors.2

Yet, on that January afternoon, there was no sense of defeat or despair. “I

was actually blown away by the amount of people,” Congregation Emanu-El

Rabbi Harry Brechner recalled.

“I was shocked,” remarked Emanu-El congregant Isa Milman. “To feel the

general hug of the community saying we won’t stand for this, we’re with

you, that was the best thing of all.”

Most people agreed that the vandalism was most likely that of a drunken

perpetrator. Judging by the incorrect spelling and hastily drawn swastikas,

cemetery caretaker Geoffrey Perkins doubted this was an act of organized

antisemitic aggression. And yet, the painting of swastikas should never be

taken lightly.

Following the desecration, Brechner called on all of Victoria to respond:

“Let’s stand together against these cowardly and hateful acts and show our

support for positive community relations.” On January 8, 2012, Victorians

answered his call, insisting that no single community should bear the brunt

of such an assault or shoulder the burden of responding to it alone.

While many agree that the incident was merely “a blip” in the cemetery’s

long history, much can be learned from the community’s distinctive

response to the desecration. Examining a range of approaches taken in
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response to similar incidences of historical desecration, this article seeks to

contextualize the specific case in Victoria.

A Sacred Space and a Historic Place: Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery

Victoria’s Jewish Cemetery was con-

secrated by the city’s small yet grow-

ing Jewish community on a Sunday

afternoon in 1860. The congregation

that would become Emanu-El was

young, the first of its members arriv-

ing only two years earlier, during the

gold rush of 1858. The group imme-

diately saw the urgency of conse-

crating a sacred site where they

could lay loved ones to rest, and

formed a chevra kadisha, or burial

society. Further milestones followed

in quick succession, as the congrega-

tion began to celebrate religious hol-

idays and form community organi-

zations. By the late summer of 1862,

Congregation Emanu-El had official-

ly come into being. The following

year, in what one historian has referred to as “an unprecedented multicul-

tural event for the young city of Victoria,” the foundation stone of the

Emanu-El Synagogue was laid with the support and participation of myriad

local organizations, including Masons and Christian faith groups.3

Following the bust of the gold rush, the congregation’s character changed, as

families moved to Vancouver in search of other opportunities. Among other

factors, this population change shaped the ebb and flow of the congregation’s

strength in the 20th century. For example, Congregation Emanu-El’s cente-

nary in 1962 went unmarked by the synagogue’s then small congregation. In

One of  the gate posts of Victoria’s
Jewish Cemetery, which marks 1859 
as the year of consecration, though
the cemetery was actually consecrat-
ed in 1860.
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contrast, its 150th anniversary in 2012 was celebrated extensively, indicating

Congregation Emanu-El’s growing membership, as well as an increased sense

of confidence and involvement in the greater Victoria community.

Older than Canada itself, the Emanu-El burial ground is a local fixture that

was once on the outskirts of a trading post and has since been engulfed by a

growing and now well-established neighbourhood. As Mike Goldstein, a

member of Congregation Emanu-El, noted, when you stand in the cemetery,

“You’re standing in a historic place and our tradition is very present here.”

The Sacredness of Cemeteries

This dual significance – the personal and the historical – expressed by

Goldstein, echoes the sentiments of many Congregation Emanu-El mem-

bers. In his benchmark 1989 work, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux

de Mémoire,” sociologist Pierre Nora coined the term lieux de mémoire

(places of memory) to describe locations, events and objects to which these

layers of meaning are ascribed. According to Nora, such sites and events are

not defined by their own history, but rather by the memories and values of

the person or group who attach meaning to them. In this sense, lieux de

mémoire may not only be museums, archives, festivals or monuments, but

also birthday traditions or childhood toys. Emanu-El Cemetery acts as a lieu

de mémoire in two ways: first, it serves as a site of commemoration to the

dead of a very specific community; second, it is a landmark carrying historic

meaning for a larger community, the city of Victoria. Through its regular

use, whether as a burial site or a scenic place to walk, Victorians embed the

cemetery with layers of meaning and sustain its role as a lieu de mémoire.4

For some, the cemetery represents both a connection with the past and a

place where they, too, in time, will be remembered. Ed Fitch, who was a

Congregation Emanu-El board member at the time of the vandalism, visits

the cemetery to pay respect to his parents. Beside their plots are two spaces

marked out where he and his wife will also be buried. For Milman, the

importance of resting among family and community reconciles a longer his-
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tory of injustice: “My own personal history [is] of coming from a family that

was exterminated in Europe, where there are no graves and no cemeteries to

visit. I feel […] a deep connection with the Jewish Cemetery here in Victoria

and every Jewish cemetery in the world: it’s where I go to visit my people

and have a strong sense of connection […] with my tribe.”

Intertwined with such family connections is the cemetery’s value as a

sanctuary, both spiritual and environmental. Perhaps reflecting Victoria’s

reputation as an environmentally conscious city, congregants and com-

munity members appreciate the cemetery for its natural beauty and eco-

logical value. “The first time I stepped foot in the cemetery, I was just so

impressed,” said Milman. “I decided this was where I want to be buried,

because it really is a beautiful place.”

Brigitte McKenzie was a neighbour of the cemetery at the time this article

was written. Her living room window provided a view into the calm

grounds. “From an environmental point of view,” she said, “I value the

Jewish Cemetery for the fact that there [are] mature Garry Oaks that I get to

watch out of my living room window every day. Through all the seasons, I

enjoy the fact that it is well taken care of. You know, there’s a real pride in

the cemetery.”

Maintaining Our Investment

Scholars have articulated the sacredness of cemeteries as constituting a

“distinct and positive expression of religious ideology on the land,” as well

as a place that “offers moral and cultural significance to the community.”5

The importance of cemeteries is kept alive through continuous engagement

and the creation of new memories. In this process, cemeteries become

inscribed with “sentimental feelings on the place because it is associated

with historical, religious or mythical events that contribute to the culture of

its community.” Through this, burial grounds come to reflect conditions

and social realities of the surrounding community both past and present.6
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Yet, cemeteries are more than a collection of pasts and meanings; they are

places where commemoration is performed. As scholarship on collective

memory and ritual emphasizes, events such as the January 8, 2012, vigil

can serve to reaffirm a sense of shared identity and facilitate mutual

bonds and feelings of belonging.7 Indeed, the vigil allowed Victorians,

regardless of their background, to demonstrate solidarity with

Congregation Emanu-El and reaffirm the values that unite them as one

community. As such, Brechner was entirely accurate when he announced

to the attendees of the vigil, “We are Victoria!”

Reacting to the Desecration

Pointing to the cluster of graves targeted, Perkins recalled the scene he met

that January morning: “Swastikas painted on there, in black. Words on there

I don’t even want to repeat […] I was just basically disgusted. Why? Isn’t this

sacred ground? Isn’t this the one place you don’t do stuff like this?”

After the police, Brechner was the first person Perkins called. The rabbi was

understandably upset. The targeted graves commemorated a number of

people with whom he had held a close connection in his personal life. But,

in the moment of reaction, he chose to respond in a way that he thought

might connect to the perpetrator. Rather than “move it to […] a place of

anger or victimhood,” he wanted to do something restorative and educa-

tional. “I didn’t want to respond in a […] typical, almost old-school Jewish

way of ‘Oh, look what they’ve done to us again,’” he said. Instead, he pur-

sued a path that many people saw as progressive.

In an open letter published in the Times Colonist on January 4, 2012,

Brechner called on the desecrator to come forth to atone for their actions, to

learn the stories of the people whose graves they had desecrated and to

repair the damage done to the site. “To me,” he said, “it just seemed natural,

it seemed kind of like the right thing and the simple thing to do.”

There was precedent for the rabbi’s approach to facing perceived anti-
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semitism. Recalling some uncertainty from within the congregation about

putting up a Star of David over the synagogue’s new building in 2003,

Brechner reasserted his belief in being known and knowing others. “When

we collaborate and cooperate on social justice and social action issues,” he

explained, “when we are really involved in the downtown community, when

we’re out about who we are and what we do and we open our doors to oth-

ers, that’s how we get real security.” For Brechner, there is no security in

hiding away.

Nonetheless, there remained a tension despite Brechner’s approach. “The

steam built up,” explained Fitch. “And the question of what to do about

it.[…] Was there going to be another attack? Was there going to be another

attack elsewhere in the city?” 

From outside the congregation, Brechner had begun receiving gifts and letters

of support, which further spoke to a need for some kind of public commemo-

ration. Then board member Michael Bloomfield was instrumental in organiz-

Caretaker Geoffrey Perkins stands beside one of the five headstones vandalized
with swastikas in the Jewish cemetery on Cedar Hill Road.
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ing the January vigil.

Along with other mem-

bers of Congregation

Emanu-El and Brechner,

he believed a vigil could

reassure the targeted

community and give

greater Victoria an

organized way to express

their support.

No one expected more

than a thousand people

that Sunday afternoon.

Recalling the legacy of

antisemitism in the

20th century and pro-

voking a sense of shared

violation, the racist

nature of the desecration motivated Victorians to articulate that they had

higher expectations for their city. “You can’t be complacent in hate,” said

Sarah Adams, remembering why she attended the event. “It’s always bub-

bling around.[…] Every one of us has to show up when something like that

happens.”

For some, the desecration connected to the longer, international history of

malicious antisemitism, particularly because the graves targeted included

those of Holocaust survivors. “Sadly, some people were frightened,” Fitch

remembered. “We have Holocaust survivors in our community and they’d

seen this before. It’s a shame.”

A letter to the editor written a few days after the desecration also invoked

the legacy of antisemitism, stating that the “Holocaust of the 20th century is

a lesson which should never be forgotten.” McKenzie echoed these

thoughts, noting that she was particularly alarmed by an attack so clearly

Rabbi Harry Brechner addressing vigil attendees,
January 8, 2012.
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aimed at a faith community. For her, the desecration was emblematic of a

still poignant historical legacy and she noted that “my parents and that gen-

eration, which were well represented that day [at the vigil], are people who

are still carrying those memories of all the harm that was done to Jewish

people [during] the Second World War.”

For others, the desecration caused a shared sense of violation, which, for

some, was rooted in personal experiences of racial discrimination. 

Councillor Charlayne Thornton-Joe was notified through a staff briefing. “It

was just appalling and upsetting,” she recalled.

A longtime caretaker of another historic cemetery in Victoria, the Chinese

burial ground on Harling Point, Thornton-Joe described cemeteries as a

place to experience a sense of “comfort, of tradition, culture … a sense of

calmness.” For her, the violation of the Jewish Cemetery was all too famil-

iar: because of similar incidents in the Chinese cemetery, she could relate to

the anguish caused by vicious racial slurs sprayed across the headstones of

beloved elders. For Thornton-Joe, the attack thus created a dual sense of

violation. She resented the defilement of a cherished place like Emanu-El’s

cemetery and she could relate intimately to the pain caused by desecration

that is racist in nature. 

The sense of shared responsibility in repudiating racism is clear in the

responses of many vigil attendees. Following the vigil, Susan Doyle

Lawrence wrote to the Times Colonist, referencing her personal experience

in healing: “I have learned that there is no such thing as someone else’s

pain.[…] There is no such thing as ‘someone else’s problem.’”Sarah Adams,

a First Nations clinical counsellor who engages deeply in questions of social

justice, reflected that attending the vigil was not just about sending a mes-

sage but also about alliances. “It’s not just about antisemitism, it’s about

building bridges between different groups to support each other in their

endeavours to create more peace in the world.” 

The vigil was also a chance for Victorians to teach these values to future
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generations. Dr. Jordan Stanger-Ross, an historian and Congregation

Emanu-El member, brought his children that day. “Antisemitism is not

something that we’ve shied away from talking about as a family,” Stanger-

Ross explained. “I try to share my concerns about the world, about history,

with my children, so it seemed natural or appropriate to take them to the

vigil.” In the face of hate and ignorance, then, Victorians tried to create a

moment of teaching, unity and inclusivity.

The sense of active necessity to reaffirm these values points to the impor-

tance of the work required to continuously stand against racism in any com-

munity. McKenzie remembered the vigil as “a really powerful public witness

to standing up for principle.” Many residents felt that even in Victoria these

principles cannot be taken for granted. 

Other communities have experienced the desecration of their sacred sites.

Each community strategy was shaped by specific circumstances, but they

were all successful in increasing community engagement with their sacred

spaces. These cases demonstrate that, as with the incident at Emanu-El

Cemetery, a sense of shared responsibility for the preservation of lieux de

mémoire can motivate those outside of an affected community to stand in

solidarity against desecration.

Locust Grove Cemetery

Locust Grove Cemetery in Shippensburg, Penn., seems an obvious choice for

historical preservation. Dating from the late 18th century, the burial ground

contains the remains of African-American slaves, civil war veterans and

civil rights activists. Moreover, it is a reflection of the segregated nature of

American society in the 20th century. The first African-American burial in

the local “white” cemetery did not occur until the 1990s, making Locust

Grove the primary African-American cemetery in the region.

Despite the many fascinating and saddening historical insights it offers, by

2003, the cemetery was neglected and frequently vandalized. Media coverage
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of incidents at the cemetery depicted Locust Grove as “bleak and sinister,” fur-

ther discouraging public use. As such, the burial ground remained an unwel-

coming and underused community space, a vulnerable target for desecration.8

In 2005, the desecration of a civil war veteran’s gravestone became the cat-

alyst for renewed efforts to restore and protect the cemetery with status as

a state historic site. This was achieved through the combined efforts of the

Locust Grove Cemetery Committee, the Shippensburg University Applied

History Program and the Shippensburg Historical Society. Damaged head-

stones have now been restored, a book on the cemetery’s history has been

published and the site – once considered an eyesore – is today a proud

example of Shippensburg’s heritage. Locust Grove Cemetery is a lso now

integrated into the Civil War Trail program. The recognition of the ceme-

tery as an important national historical site ensures its protection against

future neglect.

Evergreen Memorial Cemetery 

The Evergreen Cemetery Walk in Bloomington, Ill., began in 1995 to combat

recurring incidents of vandalism in historic Evergreen Memorial Cemetery.

A partnership between the McLean County Museum of History, Evergreen

Memorial Cemetery and local theatre group Illinois Voices Theatre has since

produced a yearly walking tour.

Since its inception, this program has dramatically decreased rates of vandal-

ism in the cemetery, as well as in cemeteries throughout the county, and has

become part of the community’s annual calendar. Each October costumed

characters regale children and adults with the stories of those buried in the

cemetery. The museum coordinates with the cemetery, local volunteers and

actors to produce eight days – four for the general public and four for stu-

dents – of historical performances.

Candace Summers, director of education at the museum, is a trained histori-

an who has presented this model to other communities concerned with des-
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ecration. For Summers, it is the collaboration between academic and com-

munity organizations that has made the Evergreen Cemetery Walk such a

useful educational and anti-vandalism tool.

cə̓snaʔəm: 200 Days of Solidarity

In early 2012, construction crews unearthed the remains of four burial sites in

cə̓snaʔəm (pronounced “tzess-naam”), part of the traditional unceded territo-
ries of the Musqueam First Nation within present-day Vancouver. In

response, members of the Musqueam community kept vigil over the exposed

burial grounds. Supported by the broader community, including other abo-

riginal communities, unions, local politicians and neighbours, the vigil

developed into a 200-day gathering filled with art, song and storytelling.

Dr. Susan Roy, a professor of history at the University of Waterloo, observed

that this incident was seen by many as merely the latest in a long string of

indignities against aboriginal people in Canada. “People definitely wouldn’t

have seen that as a singular incident, or random, but part of ongoing alien-

ation and dispossession – and part of ongoing invisibility, too.”

In an effort to combat this enduring invisibility, Roy collaborated with the

Musqueam Nation, the Museum of Vancouver and the Museum of anthro-

pology at University of British Columbia to produce the 2015 series called

c̓əsnaʔəm: the city before the city. Over the following year, thousands of
people attended exhibits and events throughout the city, increasing aware-

ness of Musqueam history and culture.

The Role of Historians in Preserving Historical Sites

All of these preservation projects involved the support of academic histori-

ans and academic-community collaboration. Each project enlisted historical

expertise to tell the stories of their sacred sites and to educate the public

about their importance. This academic and community collaboration pro-
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duced heritage status, educational tourism, major museum installations and

community outreach projects. While there are no official guidelines for such

collaboration, there are two themes evident in each of the cases examined

that contributed to their success: a willingness of those involved to make a

long-term commitment, and flexibility and dynamism on the part of the

participating historians.

Community collaboration to restore and preserve historic sites requires a

long-term commitment. In the case of c̓əsnaʔəm, community and academic
efforts to communicate the site’s history had been in the works for several

years before the 2012 desecration. Indeed, the desecration and attention the

vigil generated were important factors in bringing these plans to fruition.

Had it not been for this attention, however, project members would have

continued their long-term efforts to preserve c̓əsnaʔəm.

For Dr. Steven Burg, a public history professor who assisted in restoring

Locust Grove Cemetery, such long-term commitments are not only possible

but rewarding. Although the restoration took “extraordinary amounts of

time,” he was able to regularly enlist eager public history students in this

process of research, writing and fundraising.9

Along with this dedication, historians are required to be dynamic in order to

achieve the goals of their community partners. In the context of the desecra-

tion of First Nations’ sacred sites, of which there is a fraught and violent histo-

ry, historians cannot simply play the “expert.” In these cases, relationship-

building and community participation, as Roy noted, requires an “ongoing

responsibility.” For her, this has meant a 20-year relationship as a community

researcher, working on Musqueam legal cases and her own academic projects. 

Being dynamic in community collaboration can also mean working closely

with non-academic organizations and associations. Historians at McLean

County Museum in Illinois, for example, work with theatre groups, local

schools, volunteers and local businesses to create the Evergreen Cemetery

Walk. Each of these groups brings distinct expertise and modes of working

to their project, requiring compromise and adaptation.
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By contributing their time, demonstrating their flexibility and adaptability,

and harnessing their academic resources, historians are equipped to negoti-

ate even the most contentious issues with responsibility and thoughtful-

ness. Whether this negotiation involves anti-racism work, physical restora-

tion of a site or simply storytelling, historians can work to preserve both the

tangible and intangible meanings of a desecrated historical site.

Learning from the Cemetery Desecration in Victoria

While the Congregation Emanu-El vigil did not involve historians, the

rabbi’s response embodied the ethos of education. Brechner’s invitation to

learn the stories of those buried at the Jewish Cemetery remained open

for the greater Victoria community, even though the perpetrator did not

come forward. 

Unlike the case of c̓əsnaʔəm, the Victoria desecration was not seen as part of
an ongoing trend of violation. As such, the congregation did not attempt to

increase anti-racist education in Victoria or to add surveillance to the ceme-

tery. Nevertheless, there were subtle outcomes of the desecration that

served to reinforce the importance of the cemetery, its history and the place

of the Emanu-El community in Victoria.

Though planning for the 150th anniversary of the synagogue was well

underway at the time, the 2011 desecration influenced a project to install a

plaque recognizing the support of the diverse group of donors who helped

build the synagogue. This plaque sought to memorialize the historic

moment of community solidarity for future generations. In Milman’s opin-

ion, mentioning the desecration in the grant application for this plaque

reinforced the importance of communicating Victoria’s history of tolerance

and inclusivity. The plaque, today located at the corner of Blanshard and

Pandora streets, is a monument to the same ethos of awareness that the vigil

served to reaffirm.

Another subtle outcome of the desecration is a field course led by University
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of Victoria anthropology professor Dr. Erin-Lee McGuire. McGuire’s class

learns about Jewish burial practices, the spatial and ecological dynamics of

the cemetery and the scanning techniques required to reveal inscriptions

that have worn away. One of the project’s final goals is to create an online

map so that families who no longer live in Victoria can visit the gravesites of

their loved ones. 

Closing Remarks

When invited to “show how a healthy community reacts to hate crimes,”

Victoria responded in force. In standing with Congregation Emanu-El that

day, members of the greater Victoria community demonstrated that the val-

ues of our pluralist society require alert and ongoing protection.

There are communities in Canada whose sacred sites remain contested and

at risk. Some are subject to random vandalism; others, like c̓əsnaʔəm, face
more sustained threats. The process of communicating the value of this bur-

ial site to its surrounding community remains an ongoing struggle, as

demonstrated by the desecration that provoked the 200-day vigil in 2012. In

this case, those present stood in protest of ongoing structural racism, rather

than a singular incident of desecration. In the absence of effective heritage

protection, the Musqueam First Nation have resorted to purchasing tradi-

tional lands in order to protect them. They ultimately did this with the

endangered portion of c̓əsnaʔəm in 2012. This strategy, however, is an
unsustainable financial burden for many communities and should not be

necessary in a country that professes to value its collective heritage.

Oral History Interviewees

Sarah Adams, Rabbi Harry Brechner, Ed Fitch, Mike Goldstein, Brigitte McKenzie,

Isa Milman, Geoffrey Perkins, Dr. Susan Roy, Dr. Jordan Stanger-Ross, Councillor

Charlayne Thornton-Joe, Joy Wilkins
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Restoration and Rededication of the Jewish
Cemetery at Mountain View, 1892-20151

by Cyril E. Leonoff

On Sunday, May 3, 2015, a brilliant spring day with a majestic overview of

the coastal mountains, a multi-generation crowd of community members

and descendants, led by great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren,

walked through the authentically restored and re-opened gates of

Vancouver’s pioneer Jewish cemetery after 123 years. Inscribed on the gates

are these words: “Historic cemeteries are irreplaceable landscapes connect-

ing the past, present and future with stories of courage, hardship, success

and disappointment – graphic inscriptions, poetry and loving tributes bear

testimony to lives often cut short.... The Jewish Cemetery of Mountain View

is once again a place of dignity and beauty. The historic bond to those who

came before us has returned.”2

The Rededication Ceremony

The rededication ceremony, held just outside the gates, was MC’d by Shirley

Barnett, chair of the Mountain View Jewish Cemetery Restoration Project

Advisory Committee, and the acknowledged driving force behind the proj-

ect of restoring the cemetery, where her maternal grandfather, Abraham

Nemetz, was laid to rest in 1927. As one colleague put it: “Shirley – a mensch

in our midst – is a rare combination of complimentary opposites: sensitive

and yet no-nonsense; educated but still street smart; visionary and yet

detail-oriented; independent but a team player; traditional and yet cutting-

edge; and modest yet out-spoken. Once Shirley sets her mind to something,

it is as good as done.”3

Barnett expressed gratitude for the help received from her advisory commit-

tee, the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board, Mountain View Cemetery manage-

ment and especially the advice of Bill Pechet, a world leader in cemetery

design, and Cornelia Hahn Oberlander, a globally recognized landscape

architect, both Vancouverites. J.B. Newall Memorials, a multi-generational
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family headstone manufacturing and restoration company, located in

Vancouver since 1909, refurbished many of the headstones.

Jack Kowarsky, co-chair of the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board, noted that

the City of Vancouver had assigned to the Jewish community this parcel of

land 123 years ago, before which Jewish bodies had been shipped to the

nearest consecrated Jewish cemetery located across the water in Victoria.

The 450 Jews interred at Mountain View, Kowarsky said, represent the fore-

fathers of the current community.

Raymond Louie, Vancouver city councillor and acting mayor, called the

rededication an important day for the Jewish community, but also for the

City of Vancouver. Louie said the occasion was an opportunity for

Vancouverites to remember ancestors and celebrate our multicultural her-

itage. He reflected on Mayor David Oppenheimer, the city’s first Jewish

mayor, who was pivotal to the creation of the Jewish part of Mountain View.

Arnold Silber, director of the cemetery board, presented Barnett with a book

documenting the two-and-a-half years of work culminating in this celebra-

tion. Silber stressed that “any Jew, regardless of their affiliation, can be

buried here in Mountain View.” With the renovation, several new plots have

become available, but he cautioned that, with their location in the only

inner-city graveyard in Vancouver, they would be expensive.

Rabbi Andrew Rosenblatt and Cantor Yaacov Orzech provided a picture of

what the original dedication ceremony may have been like in 1892. Those

assembled at the time would have proceeded seven times around the ceme-

tery as part of the consecration process, but the rabbi noted the size of the

assembly today (about 250 people) did not permit such a procession. The

cantor offered some of the prayers that would have been included in that

ceremony 123 years ago, including the prayer accompanying a casket to the

gravesite. The funeral director, Rev. Joseph Marciano, offered the prayer

traditionally spoken when leaving a cemetery.

After the generations of descendants of those interred in the burial ground
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passed through the gates, followed by

scores of rabbis, cantors, city council-

lors, a member of Parliament, com-

munity leaders and the general pub-

lic, two headstone unveilings took

place on previously unmarked

graves, one for “Baby Girl Zlotnik,”

who died in 1920, and another, gra-

ciously donated by the Newall family,

for Otto E. Bond, who died December

19, 1892, aged 28, the first burial in

this Jewish cemetery.4

The local Jewish press editorialized on the rededication ceremony: “There

was, it’s not inappropriate to say, a sense of festivity mingling with the solem-

nity of the event. While we were marking the rededication of a Jewish ceme-

tery, we were also honouring and celebrating the lives of the people who built

this community – and all those who are working to maintain and grow it.”5

Founding of Victoria, Vancouver Island

When the immigration route was by sea, the free port city of Victoria, on

Vancouver Island, which had steamship connection with San Francisco, was

the chief immigration route to British Columbia. Heretofore, the site of a

Hudson’s Bay Company trading fort and farm, the first substantial white

population arrived during the Fraser River gold rush of 1858. Victoria arose

as the provincial capital and main commercial city of the 19th century.

A small Jewish community soon established in Victoria. By the fall of 1858,

they held High Holy Day services in rented premises; in May 1859, founded

a Hebrew Benevolent Society; in February 1860, consecrated a cemetery;

and, by September 1863, had erected a substantial brick synagogue.6 In 2013,

Congregation Emanu-El celebrated its 150th anniversary of continuous serv-

ice and its cemetery remains the oldest operating in Western Canada.7

At the cemetery rededication ceremony,
the previously unmarked grave of “Baby
Girl Zlotnik” was given a headstone.
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Founding of Vancouver, British Columbia

Vancouver, on the B.C. mainland, started as a logging camp and sawmill site

in the mid-to-late 1860s. A small townsite developed adjacent to the mill,

officially named Granville but colloquially called “Gastown.” Its first Jewish

family were storekeepers Polish-born Louis and Emma Gold, with son

Edward, who arrived from the United States in 1872.

The City of Vancouver was incorporated on April 6, 1886, in anticipation

of the arrival of the Canadian Pacific Railway the next year. As terminal

city of the transcontinental railway, it was inevitable that Vancouver

would replace Victoria as the principal B.C. city of the 20th century. And,

with increasing East European immigration, would house the largest

Jewish community.8

The Oppenheimer Brothers

In 1848, the five Oppenheimer brothers, originally from Frankfurt,

Germany, settled in New Orleans, then followed the gold rush to California,

where they gained considerable business experience. Following new oppor-

tunities, they moved up to Victoria, where they became important mer-

chants and entrepreneurs in the gold fields.

With the founding of Vancouver, the surviving brothers, David and Isaac,

became principals, along with other Victoria businessmen, in the Vancouver

Land and Improvement Co., where they acquired large blocks of land. In the

second municipal election in 1887, David, as chair of the city’s finance com-

mittee, and Isaac were both declared aldermen for Ward 4, a working-class

district on the east side, where most of their land was located. The

Oppenheimer brothers also founded Vancouver’s first wholesale grocery,

which survives today as the Oppenheimer Group. Established in British

Columbia more than 150 years ago, this business has operated in Vancouver

for almost 130 years.
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David Oppenheimer was declared second mayor of Vancouver in 1888, and

served without pay for four undefeated terms, through 1891. He oversaw the

creation of most of the city’s services, such as the water works, sewer system,

electric light, streetcars, the first ironworks and engineering plant, and the

first bridges. He also initiated the Board of Trade, the Vancouver Club, the

YMCA and the Alexandra Orphanage, and generously donated land for

schools and parks. He is remembered in history as the “Father of Vancouver.”9

Vancouver’s Mountain View Cemetery

Mountain View Cemetery has been owned and operated by the City of

Vancouver since 1886. Initially located in South Vancouver, then outside the

city’s boundary, it is today central to the city, and is Vancouver’s only inner-

city burial ground. In 1888, when the first two Jewish deaths occurred in

Vancouver, there was no consecrated Jewish ground in which to bury them.

Mayor David Oppenheimer, who was a member of Victoria’s Congregation

Emanu-El, then the only Jewish synagogue and operating cemetery in

British Columbia, arranged to have the bodies sent to Victoria for burial.

The families of the deceased were so poor that they were unable to pay for

the plots; therefore, the Victoria congregation assumed these costs. It was

an awkward and unfortunate situation. Consequently, the mayor arranged

to have a block of graves at Mountain View reserved for the “Jewish

Society,” to be used exclusively for Jewish burials.10

The Pioneer Jewish Cemetery at Mountain View Served 37 Years

In the fall of 1891, Vancouver’s first Orthodox Jewish Congregation of Brothers

(Agudace Achim) held the first community Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur

services in a rented hall. As explained later by Flora Oppenheimer, her father

David and her uncle Isaac considered it a duty, as community officials, to

attend these services and to bring their families.11 By 1892, the congregation

had engaged a rabbi and consecrated the Jewish burial ground at Mountain

View. In December 1882, with the first burial, of Otto Bond, a burial society
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(chevra kadisha) was temporarily convened.12 Apparently, a sojourner with no

nearby next of kin, his grave remained unmarked.

For 37 years, the Jewish Cemetery at Mountain View became the principal

burial ground for the Jewish community of Vancouver. Most of the early

Jewish leaders are buried here. These persons include talmudic scholar

Zebulon Franks, first local leader of Orthodox Jewry; Samuel and Rosina

Gintzburger, leaders of the West End Reform movement; Solomon Weaver,

president of the first Vancouver B’nai B’rith lodge when it opened in 1910;

and the Louis Gold family, the first to establish themselves in Vancouver.13

David Oppenheimer (1834-1897) is not buried here. He lay in state at

Vancouver’s Masonic Temple. After, he was laid to rest next to his wife,

Julia, who had predeceased him, in Salem Fields Cemetery in her home

town of New York (where many of “Our Gang,” the social and financial

German-Jewish elite of America are interred.)14

Graphic inscriptions on the large stone monuments at Mountain View show

that death often came early in those pioneer days, by physical causes and

diseases symptomatic to those times. Barney Weinrobe, an emigrant from

Russia, and Sara Sarbesky from Germany, married in Montreal in January

1884. A year later, their first child, Nathan, was born. In the winter of 1893,

the family travelled by transcontinental train to settle in Vancouver; there

was no fresh water, and the passengers were not allowed to disembark

because of First Nations unrest. Three weeks after arrival, on February 13,

1893, eight-year-old Nathan died of diphtheria and was buried at Mountain

View, with a stone marker. But the Lord compensates. Three months later,

on May 12, 1893, at the Weinrobe home on Princess (now East Pender)

Street, their daughter, Gertrude, became the first Jewish birth in Vancouver.

Living all of her life in British Columbia, her childhood was spent in the

mining towns of Cumberland and Wellington and the smelter town of

Ladysmith, on Vancouver Island, where her father had stores. Gertrude,

recipient of the 1971 B.C. Centennial Medal and an Imperial Oil pioneer ste-

nographer, passed away in Vancouver on August 9, 1975, aged 82. She was

buried in the family plot at Mountain View Cemetery near the brother who

she had never known.
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Other noticeable cases were Ellen, wife of F. Kline, died August 1895, aged

22 years; Eddie, son of J. and D. Lukov, killed by electric streetcar, July

1904, aged 10 years; Abe Friedman, accidentally killed by his run-away

horse, July 1909; Lena Letvinoff, “first British Columbia Jewish girl gradu-

ate of McGill University 1911,” died from “galloping consumption” (tubercu-

losis), June 1912, aged 21 years15; and Israel Rubinowitz, a brilliant Rhodes

Scholar – the first Jewish recipient in Canada – who specialized in criminal

law, died in 1923 of pneumonia, aged 41.16 A number of graves give testimo-

ny to the devastating flu epidemic following the First World War.

No written agreement for the Jewish section of Mountain View Cemetery

has been found from the Oppenheimer days. Nevertheless, it has always

been understood that the City would maintain ownership of the land while

the Jewish community would be responsible for the costs of maintenance

and improvements. Specifically, all burials would be carried out under

Hebrew religious rites. In 1910, Chaim Leib Freedman arrived from Poland

and set up a permanent chevra kadisha in Vancouver, which was responsi-

Pioneer Jewish Cemetery (now the Jewish section at Mountain View Cemetery),
Vancouver, B.C. View from Fraser Street, circa 1909. 
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ble for the care and management of all Jewish burials and funeral rites,

presided over by Freedman for 26 years.17 In 2015, concurrent with the

restoration, “an historic agreement” was signed by the City of Vancouver

recognizing the right of the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board to oversee all

interment and funeral services within the Jewish section.18

A photograph taken circa 1909 shows the Jewish cemetery in pristine condi-

tion. (See page 71.) It is separated from the main grounds with a wrought-

iron fence, decorative gates and an ornate arch. Even a hitching post is con-

veniently provided for horses. The cemetery grounds have gravel pathways

defined by concrete curbs.19

B’nai Yehudah, Vancouver’s First Synagogue

In November 1911, Sons of Israel (B’nai Yehudah), Vancouver’s first purpose-

built synagogue, a modest wood building seating 200, was consecrated in the

East Side’s Strathcona district, where most of the Jewish population then

lived. This event took a full 19 years after the cemetery was started.20 In 1917,

with a growing immigrant population, the congregation was incorporated as

Schara Tzedeck and, by 1920, built a larger synagogue on the same site.

Mountain View Succeeded by Schara Tzedeck Cemetery

By the mid-1920s, Vancouver’s Jewish population had reached 600 families

and was growing rapidly. The old Jewish cemetery at Mountain View was

limited in size, and the Orthodox community wanted a burial ground that

was owned and controlled by the Jewish community. Freedman pressed the

demand, and Arthur H. Fleishman was elected president of the congrega-

tion on the plank of acquiring a new site; he set up a committee to find one.

The new Schara Tzedeck Cemetery on Marine Drive in New Westminster

was consecrated on November 3, 1929.21

Consequently, although there were yet several vacant plots remaining,
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Mountain View Jewish Cemetery fell

into a state of disuse and neglect.

Thereafter, there was only the occa-

sional burial, usually from people

who held family plots. Thus, the

Mountain View ground remained in

this state for the next 85 years.

The Jewish Historical Society of

British Columbia was formed in

November 1970. The main objects of

the society were the collection and

publication of Jewish history and the preservation of historic sites in British

Columbia.22 As it happened, the first act of its mandate concerned Mountain

View Jewish Cemetery. 

A few months later, in April 1971, the following notice from the Schara

Tzedeck Cemetery Board – with the heading “Mountain View Cemetery:

Jewish Section” – appeared in the local Jewish newspaper, the Jewish

Western Bulletin (now called the Jewish Independent). It stated:

“Negotiations are now underway to request the City of Vancouver and the

Public Utilities Commission to permit the renovation of the Jewish section

in the Mountain View Cemetery. 

“The purpose of the renovation is to improve the overall appearance of the

area by creating a lawn section broken by shrubs, ornamental trees with a

minimum of upright monuments, at the same time improving the quality of

maintenance.... The proposal is to have the City undertake the following work:

“1. All monuments adaptable to being laid flush with the ground will be so

modified as flat memorials.

“2. All pathways will be filled in and the whole section regraded and reseeded.

Memorial stone, located in the centre
of the grounds of Schara Tzedeck
Cemetery.
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“3. All curbing will be either covered or removed. Any names in section of

curbing which serve as the only means of identification will be salvaged as a

flat memorial or duplicated with a new cement flat memorial of the same size.

“4. Monuments which are to be left upright but requiring a resetting of

foundation will receive necessary resetting as part of renovation.

“5. All cement slabs will be removed and the plot regraded and reseeded.

“There will be no charge to owners of plots to cover the cost of this renova-

tion.... Any interested party having objections to the project must make their

objections known in writing to the board ... on or before April 29th, 1971.”23

The Jewish Historical Society of B.C. board made its objections known

through an open letter to the editor of the Jewish Western Bulletin, Samuel

Kaplan. Signed by society president Cyril E. Leonoff, the letter ran in the

April 23, 1971, issue of the paper with the headline “Historical Society

Opposes ‘Modernizing’ Old Cemetery”:

“We have read a notice in a recent issue of the Bulletin of the proposal to

renovate the Jewish section at Mountain View Cemetery. This is

Vancouver’s pioneer Jewish burial ground with graves dating back to the

1890s, shortly after Vancouver was established as a city. While the cemetery

is under administration of a particular board, it is the heritage of all the

Jewish people living in Vancouver.

“A recent visit to the cemetery indicates that it is in a remarkably well pre-

served condition…. A few of the monuments are broken, some need reletter-

ing and several need resetting. These indeed should be repaired. We also

welcome the proposal to improve the overall appearance of the area by suit-

able landscaping with shrubs and ornamental trees. Further we recognize

that regrading may be necessary to facilitate suitable maintenance.

“However, we are seriously concerned with the proposal to modify the mon-

uments by laying them flush with the ground, as is the present vogue. We
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consider that not only will this disfigure the individual monuments but will

also destroy the traditional character of the cemetery. It seems incongruous

when there is so much current interest in preserving and restoring antiqui-

ties that our community would wish to ‘modernize’ the most historic Jewish

site still extant in Vancouver.

“One of the objects of the Jewish Historical Society of B.C. is to support the

preservation of Jewish historical sites. The purpose of this letter is to bring

this matter to the attention of other members of the community interested

in preserving the original character of the pioneer Jewish cemetery.

“If sufficient opinion is voiced, it is not too late to modify the present plans.

But we note that the deadline date of April 29, 1971, for objection to the

appropriate authorities is close at hand.”24

As a result, the society, represented by Leonoff and Julius Shore, was grant-

ed a site meeting with a member of the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board and

a staff member of Mountain View Cemetery. At the meeting, cemetery man-

agement admitted that their main concerns were neither heritage nor beau-

tification, but to allow automotive mowers to run freely over the graves, and

thereby substantially reduce hand maintenance costs. Leonoff and Shore

responded that it was contrary to Jewish tradition to run over the graves.

And they pointed out that many of the stones were not flat but round or rec-

tangular, with inscriptions on various sides that would be lost. Apparently,

the society’s viewpoint had also been supported by other stakeholders. At

this time, for record purposes, the society photographed the overall ceme-

tery and all the individual headstones and inscriptions.25

As a consequence of these deliberations, the walks and curbs were

removed, the ground regraded and grassed over to lessen maintenance

costs. The promised shrubs and ornamental trees were never planted.

Nevertheless, as a result of the objections, the headstones remained

untouched and survived for another day. That better day would come 44

years later, with the recent restoration.
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Restoration of Mountain View Cemetery

The main site of Mountain View Cemetery has been owned and operated by

the City of Vancouver since 1886. Composed of 106 acres of land and featur-

ing picturesque views of the city and the coastal mountains, it has 90,000

gravesites. None had been for sale for years until a major “million dollar”

renewal initiative by the City started in 2000 to revitalize its cemetery.

Grounds were cleaned up, beautified into park-like surroundings, new

graves identified, new crypts constructed, and the whole enterprise put into

a business-like operation. Today, Mountain View is seen as a model

throughout North America for what can be done to make a cemetery rele-

vant to succeeding generations.26

Restoration of the Jewish Section at Mountain View Cemetery

The objective of the Jewish community was to undertake a similar process

by restoring the Jewish section of Mountain View Cemetery and revitalizing

interest in this significant historical site through the creation of a new pub-

lic education program. This would be done through a select advisory com-

mittee working in partnership with the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board and

Mountain View Cemetery management.27

Barnett, as chair, convened the first meeting of the Mountain View Jewish

Cemetery Restoration Project Advisory Committee on February 13, 2013.28

She is a third-generation member of the Nemetz-Dayson families, who have

been active in the Vancouver community since the 1920s in business, the

professions, community service and philanthropy. As Barnett has explained

it: “My parents took me to the cemetery when I was a child because my

mother’s father, Abraham Nemetz, is buried there, and I was always kind of

interested. Then, when I wrote the history of the Jewish Family Service

Agency and the Hebrew Free Loan Society, I searched for the founders and

realized most are buried there.”

At the outset, Barnett said, “The skill set of a number of people who have
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different interests in this is enormous and we don’t need to reinvent the

wheel. The group I’m putting together seems large, but it’s because many of

these people have specific interests and will work on small tasks.”

The committee included Leonoff, Ret. Maj-Gen Ed Fitch, Norman Franks,

Glen Hodges (Mountain View manager), Earl Lesk, Lani Levine, Dr. Richard

Menkis, Rosemarie Newall, Wendy Oberlander, Bill Pechet, Arnold Silber,

Herb Silber, Michael Schwartz, Diane Switzer, Ronnie Tessler and Rabbi

Yosef Wosk. Myra Adirim was engaged as project administrator. Overall, the

committee was composed of individuals with professional expertise, togeth-

er with a number of visionary and active community members. A commit-

tee under Franks, whose grandparents Zebulon and Esther Franks were

among the first rail passengers to Vancouver, began to record individual sto-

ries of interest.29

Shirley Barnett, chair of the Mountain View Jewish Cemetery Restoration
Project Advisory Committee, speaks at the cemetery’s rededication ceremony
on May 3, 2015.
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At the time restoration commenced in the summer of 2013, the necessary

work seemed formidable but doable. The decorative iron fencing had

deteriorated and been replaced by the 1960s with organic hedging, which

had in turn overgrown and upset several gravestones; the ornamental gate

and archway had long ago deteriorated and disappeared; the gravel path-

ways were overgrown and indistinguishable; no benches or customary rit-

ual washstand were evident, if they had ever existed. Specialist consult-

ants and suppliers, competent to restore a heritage cemetery, were identi-

fied and hired.30

While the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board had been diligent in repairing

sporadic vandalism, a number of the century-aged headstones had black-

ened through moss and atmospheric pollution and were unreadable. Yet,

the mostly granite stones were durable and restorable. Schara Tzedeck had

The great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren of some of the commu-
nity members buried in the Jewish section at Mountain View Cemetery prepare
to open the gates at the cemetery’s rededication ceremony on May 3, 2015.
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maintained good records, and research showed that, of some 450 people

buried, there were 147 unmarked graves in identifiable locations. Many of

these had been of infants and stillborns, some unnamed. Stabilization and

cleaning of the existing headstones was initiated.

J.B. Newall Memorials

The project was fortunate to have the advice and services of Alan Newall

and his wife Rosemarie, current principals of J.B. Newall Memorials Ltd.,

and their staff, for their expertise in granite stone manufacture and restora-

tion. The family had operated a granite quarry and monumental works in

Scotland since 1820. Alan’s great-grandfather, John Brodie Newall, started

the Vancouver company in 1909.

“The restoration in the Jewish section at Mountain View Cemetery was a

very special project for us,” explained J.B. Newall’s great-great-granddaugh-

Among the headstones restored in the Jewish section of Mountain View
Cemetery was that of Bessie Rosenberg.
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ter Meghan Newall. “Knowing that many of these pieces were designed and

created by the Newall family over the past decades gave us a sense of hon-

our and pride to be able to work on them once again. A great deal of work

went into the cleaning, restoring and restabilizing of the markers and mon-

uments, as each piece is unique and required a number of different methods

and procedures (and patience!).”31

Unveiling Ceremony for Unmarked Graves

The two-year restoration project proceeded on a rapid schedule. On October

20, 2013, at the initiative of the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board, an unveil-

ing ceremony was conducted by Rabbi Rosenblatt and Rev. Marciano, at

which each unmarked grave was given a simple square marker, indicating

who was buried beneath. Walking tours were also conducted and kosher

refreshments served for the 150 attendees.32

Completion of the Project

Restoration work continued through 2014 and was virtually completed on

schedule for the rededication in May 2015: the ornamental gates and arch-

way were reconstructed; surrounding hedges trimmed back; Pechet Studio

Architecture, with the landscape architecture support of Cornelia Hahn

Oberlander, were responsible for cemetery design; a stone entry plaza, ritual

washing basin, pebble basin, benches, pathways and curbing were con-

structed; commemorative plaques and historical signage were placed.

Financial Considerations

While a financial report on the Mountain View Cemetery project is not with-

in the scope or time frame of this paper, a few preliminary comments may

be in order. Restoration of a heritage cemetery is a costly project, given the

hands-on expertise and skilled trades involved, and, of course, costs can
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vary widely depending on the extent of the project. The two-year restoration

project was estimated to be in the order of $300,000; however, depending

on the degree of other items, such as perpetual care and required security,

could become as high as $500,000. Add to this countless hours of invalu-

able volunteer work.33

Management of the project has been careful to raise such public money that

could reasonably be justified for this kind of project. The response was grati-

fying. Granting agencies, such as the Jewish Community Foundation of

Greater Vancouver and the Heritage Legacy Fund of British Columbia, gave

sizable contributions.34 Generous donations have come from charitable

foundations, descendants, families and individuals;35 several of the benches,

basins and plaques were individually subscribed.

Summing Up

On completion of the restoration project in May 2015, Barnett summed up

the enthusiasm and fulfillment felt by her advisory committee: “As we

learned about the lives of those laid to rest in this old cemetery, our affec-

tion for them grew. They became people we cared about. The project was no

longer about cleaning and restoring headstones. It became an obligation to

do something for people that had been forgotten – some by their families

and some never known to them. 

“Today, the Jewish Cemetery at Mountain View is once again a place of

beauty and dignity, a fascinating site for visitors and a source of pride for

our community and the City of Vancouver.”36

To this end, the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia has invit-

ed the public to a series of guided walking tours since the summer of 2015,

accompanied with educational tool kits and brochures. The archives will

continue to maintain documentary and photographic records of the ceme-

tery and its restoration for public research and viewing.
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An Overdue Unveiling: Sarah Haniford1
by Jewish Cemetery at Mountain View Restoration Project

Fifty people gathered together on August 3, 2014, to remember and honour

the life of Sarah Goldberg Haniford at the Jewish section at Mountain View

Cemetery. As Alice Campbell, Sarah’s granddaughter, said in her opening

remarks to the family and friends there for the unveiling of the headstone,

“a bridge to the past is a pathway to the future.”

Campbell shared some of the high-

lights of her grandmother’s life,

which began with her birth in 1878 in

Glasgow, subsequent marriage in

1890 to Louis Haniford (Ljeb Hanoft)

from Poland, journey to Winnipeg in

1902, then to a farm near Hanna,

Alta., in 1907.

Life was very hard for Sarah and

Louis, with the harsh climate and

work on the farm, to which they were

far from accustomed, having been in

the watch-making business up until

the move. In 1922, Sarah, who had by

then given birth to nine children, was

in very poor health, and Louis, not

knowing what else to do to help her,

sent her to St. Paul’s Hospital in Vancouver. Unfortunately, her health deterio-

rated and she passed away here, all alone, on October 6, 1922.

As Jewish custom dictated, Sarah was buried in the Jewish section at

Mountain View Cemetery. After her death, according to Sarah’s wishes,

Louis moved his family of the seven surviving children away from the

farm, to the town of Hanna. With Sarah’s passing, Judaism disappeared

from the Haniford family until October 2012, 90 years later, when

Sarah (Goldberg) Haniford’s headstone.
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Campbell discovered through genealogical

research that Sarah was buried at Mountain

View Cemetery. Beryl and Christi Cooke,

Sarah’s granddaughter who lives in Kelowna

and her great-granddaughter who lives in

Vancouver, respectively, went to the cemetery

for the first time.

The timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

Shirley Barnett had just embarked on her project

to restore the Jewish section at Mountain View

Cemetery and their paths crossed. In October

2013, along with 146 other unmarked burials,

Sarah’s life and death were recog-

nized, with the placing of a tempo-

rary marker as the first step in restor-

ing the Jewish cemetery to its former

significance in the community. With

this mitzvah, the plan to place a per-

manent monument was born.

Among those attending the August 3

ceremony were 25 family members,

including grandchildren and great-

grandchildren, none of whom had

ever known Sarah – and many of

whom had not seen each other in at

least 15 years. Rabbi Andrew Rosenblatt and Rev. Joseph Marciano, along with

members of the Vancouver Jewish community, were witness to the unveiling

of Sarah’s headstone. Sarah brought everyone together and, in doing so,

helped rekindle her family’s connections to each other and to Judaism.

Endnotes
1. This article was originally published in the Jewish Independent, August 22, 2014.
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Sarah Haniford’s granddaughter, Alice
Campbell, with Congregation Schara
Tzedeck Rabbi Andrew Rosenblatt at
the unveiling of Sarah’s headstone.
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Peek into Mountain View Cemetery1

Here we introduce readers of The Scribe to some of the Jewish community

members who are buried in this historic cemetery. It is by no means a compre-

hensive description of what is known about those interred at the cemetery. To

find out more, contact the Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia,

or take one of its cemetery walking tours.

Mountain View Cemetery is the oldest cemetery in Vancouver. Dedicated in

October 1887 by Mayor David Oppenheimer, it was predated by Fraser

Cemetery in New Westminster (established in 1869/70) and multiple ceme-

teries in Victoria. Before this cemetery opened in Vancouver, early pioneers

buried their dead in burial grounds in what is today Stanley Park.

The Jewish section of Mountain View Cemetery is bounded by a hedge, and it

was dedicated, also by Oppenheimer, in 1891. Other sections of the cemetery

are allocated for different communities, including Freemasons, Odd Fellows,

Chinese, Japanese, and veterans of the First and Second World Wars.

The Jewish section at Vancouver’s Mountain View Cemetery.
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The first Jewish burial in Mountain View is that of Otto Bond, which took

place in December 1892. Before that time, if a Jewish person passed away in

Vancouver, their body would be sent to Victoria for burial in the Jewish

cemetery at Ross Bay.

The current archway and entrance plaza to the Jewish section at Mountain

View Cemetery were added in 2014, as part of the Mountain View restora-

tion project – the archway is a replica of the original. As part of the three-

year restoration project, all of the headstones in the Jewish section were

cleaned and stabilized, markers were placed on previously unmarked

graves, and the curbs and pathways were restored. As well, research was

conducted on many people buried here, about whom little was known.

Some of the People Buried in Mountain View

In its early days, Vancouver was a new frontier of opportunity. Between 1858

and 1862, gold was discovered along the Fraser River and up in the Cariboo.

This news made its way to San Francisco, where the California Gold Rush

(1848-1855) had recently come to an end.

Jews were among the first wave of gold-seekers streaming in from

California. They settled in Victoria, the urban hub of the region at the time.

Victoria had been a trading post as early as 1841 and, when miners began

arriving in 1858, it became the jumping off point for gold-seekers continuing

north. It would be another 20 years before Vancouver stole the title of being

the regional urban hub – the city was incorporated April 6, 1886.

In October 1886, the first official voters list was issued. Of the 528 men list-

ed, only seven were Jewish: Louis Gold and his son Edward, who are buried

in the Jewish section of Mountain View (see page 93); Jack Levy; brothers

David and Isaac Oppenheimer; H.S. Ripstein; and M.A. Rothschild.
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Otto Bond (circa 1865-1892)

Otto Bond arrived in Vancouver in

December 1892, intent on opening a

shop selling Remington typewriters.

He is described as a man in his late

20s, five-foot-seven-inches, with a

black moustache and dark complex-

ion. He claimed to represent a type-

writer company in Seattle, who had

licensed him to be their Canadian

representative from Vancouver to

Calgary.

Over the course of a few days, he

made his way around town, gathering the necessary supplies: a room in the

corner of the Ferguson Block, $182 worth of furniture, a new suit of clothes,

office supplies and a subscription to the Post-Intelligencer, all paid for by

cheque. However, when the merchants involved took these cheques to the

bank, they discovered them to be worthless.

Mr. Shelton, a furniture salesman, was so upset that he went to confront

Otto directly, at the hotel where Otto was staying. When there was no

answer at the door, Shelton took out a warrant and returned the next day

with Officer Grady, who burst the door open. The Daily News Advertiser of

December 21, 1892, details the rest of the story:

“At once they saw what had happened. On the couch, Bond lay stretched

out at full length quite dead, and had apparently been so for a couple of

days. Poison had effected the terrible deed, and his face presented a ghastly

appearance. From the fact that Sunday’s Post-Intelligencer had been read, it

would seem that he had committed the rash act on Sunday night or early

Monday morning.

“The supper had evidently been a very dainty affair, while he had also

The gravestone of Otto Bond.
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drunk half a dozen bottles of champagne, which were lying around the

room. The furniture consisted of a couch, on which he was lying, a table,

two chairs, a desk and washstand. Among the bills was one for a revolver

and a box of cartridges. The latter were found in a drawer, but the former

could not be found anywhere, and it would seem as though he had been

frightened to take his life by that means, and had chosen poison instead.”

The coroner determined morphine to be the poison used, and an empty pill

box that had contained the drug was found on the table. The paper goes on to

report that Otto “seemed to have plenty of money as he drank considerable

wine, drove around in carriages and, as has just leaked out, spent considerable

of his time among the houses of bad repute on DuPont [Pender] Street.”

A poem found on the hotel desk is now engraved on Otto’s headstone,

unveiled at the rededication ceremony of Mountain View Cemetery’s

Jewish section in May 2015. It reads: “I journey whither I know not / Where

I shall go I know not / I travel, but whither I cannot see, I marvel that I so

merry be / Good bye all, Otto.”

Otto’s plot was unmarked until 2013, when the cemetery restoration project

began. Until the restoration, there were 146 other unmarked graves in the

cemetery, in addition to Otto’s. While many people were buried in

unmarked graves, the first grave to be marked with a headstone was tragi-

cally filled by Nathan Weinrobe, who died in 1893, at the age of eight.

Benjamin Nathan Forcimer (1869-1914)

The rise of Zionism in the late 1800s created much enthusiasm among the

Jews of Canada and, in a short time, societies in support of the movement

were established in many centres. The movement started in Montreal

where, in January 1898, the first meeting was held and a provisional com-

mittee of the Agudath Zion was formed. The movement spread and branch-

es were soon formed in Toronto, Winnipeg, Hamilton, London, Ottawa,

Kingston, St. John, Glace Bay, Brandon and Vancouver.
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Leading the Vancouver branch of the Zionist organization was Benjamin

Forcimer, who travelled to Montreal in November 1899 for the formation

and election of board officers of the Federation of Zionist Societies.

Born in Anise, Austria, on January 2, 1869, Benjamin immigrated to Canada

in 1881, first settling in Montreal and becoming a member of the Grand

Lodge of Quebec. He and his wife Eva lived in Nanaimo starting from

around 1898 – he was listed as living in the sub-district of Nanaimo area in

the 1901 Canadian Census, his occupation was as a watchmaker. Over time,

he became a prominent businessman.

Benjamin died on February 26, 1914, and his gravestone displays a Masonic

symbol, as he had been a Freemason. In 1915, Eva moved to North

Vancouver with her daughter, Bertha, and Bertha’s husband. They buried

Benjamin in Mountain View Cemetery and later moved to Toronto, where

Eva passed away in 1942.

Zebulon Franks (1863-1926)

Zebulon Franks has the distinction of hosting the first religious services in

his hardware store on Water Street. For this reason, he has earned the title of

“Father of Jewish Vancouver.”

Born in November 1863 in Kirovograd

(near Odessa), Ukraine, Zebulon was

the son of the head rabbi of the syna-

gogue. In April 1881, a wave of

pogroms broke out in the area, lead-

ing to the massacre of the Franks

family. Hiding in a woodpile, 17-year-

old Zebulon survived.

He made his way across the Austro-

Hungarian border, where he joined a Zebulon Franks
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group of other Jewish refugees, including the Jacob Blonde family and their

16-year-old daughter Esther. They journeyed to New York and then on to

Winnipeg in the spring of 1882, among the first party of Russian Jewish

refugees to arrive in Western Canada.

Zebulon first worked on the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway

and married Esther in 1884. In 1887, following the completion of the CPR,

Zebulon and Esther settled their family in Vancouver.

After a brief stint as a peddler, Franks established his eponymous store at

220 Carrall St., and later at 42 Water St. The store was open 10 hours a day,

six days a week, and provided everything the logger, fisherman, trapper or

miner would need, alongside such housewares as stoves, feather dusters,

irons and wash basins.

The Franks family lived upstairs, where it is likely that services occurred. In

1903, the family moved to Harris Street (now known as Georgia Street) in

Strathcona. When Esther died in March 1897 at age 32, Zebulon was left with

six children, all under the age of 12. Within a year, he remarried to a woman

named Yetta Halperin, with whom he had another six children.

Zebulon was instrumental in establishing the city’s first Orthodox congrega-

tion, Agudace Achim, in 1891. His business continues today, under different

ownership – Y. Franks Appliances Ltd. is one of the oldest surviving busi-

nesses in Vancouver.

Samuel Gintzburger (1867-1927)

Samuel and Maurice Gintzburger were born in Switzerland in 1867 to an

Alsatian watchmaker, and arrived in Vancouver in 1887. The brothers were

leaders in the Jewish community in Vancouver’s West End.

Samuel set off on a series of ventures, and these jobs would take him all across

British Columbia. As the Jewish Western Bulletinwrote in 1958: “He engaged
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in everything from land sales in North

Vancouver to seal hunting in the north

Pacific with silver and gold mining thrown

in for good measure.”

In 1895, Samuel married Rosina Robinson,

charter member of the Vancouver Council

of Jewish Women and lifetime president of

the Ladies Auxiliary of Temple Emanu-El.

In 1912-13, Samuel served on the first

municipal council of West Vancouver. In

1913, he was appointed consul-general of

Switzerland for British Columbia and

Alberta and thus had charge of German

properties seized by the Canadian govern-

ment during the First World War. He remained in his post until his death.

Samuel was the president of the Reform congregation Emanu-El in

Vancouver. He was also instrumental in organizing the Vancouver Hebrew

Free Loan Association, serving as president from 1915-24.

He was an honourary life president of the Vancouver Automobile Club and

was involved in the B.C. Philatelic Society; the Vancouver Scientific, Arts

and Historical Society; and L’Alliance Francaise.

Samuel, in ill health for some time, died at his home on January 23, 1927, at

age 59.

Louis Gold (1853-1907)

Polish-born Louis Gold was the first known Jewish resident of Vancouver. He

arrived at Granville (Gastown) by tugboat via the United States in 1872, before

Vancouver was incorporated. The next year, he was joined by his wife Emma

Samuel Gintzburger
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and their child “Eddie.” The Golds rented premises from “Gassy Jack”

Deighton and operated a general merchandise-grocery store on Water Street.

A short man, Louis reportedly earned the nickname “Leaping Louis” by

springing into the air in the course of some fracas, “swinging his fist mightily

and landing with his full weight on his opponent’s chin.” Such a feat was

apparently enough to win the respect of local loggers, longshoremen and

sailors, whose attitude toward Jews was not always free of prejudice. Emma

was a businesswoman and, by 1882, she had established the West End Grocery

and Royal City Boot and Shoe stores on Columbia Street, in New Westminster.

In the Great Fire of June 1886, Louis’ shop burned down – he saved himself

by jumping into the Burrard Inlet. Afterward, the family rebuilt the busi-

ness, replacing the shop with the three-storey, 100-room Gold House, a

“strictly first-class” hostelry on Water Street, which provided “billiard and

bath rooms and fire-proof safe.”

The Gold family in Stanley Park, circa 1915. Back row: Bernard, Ida, Sarah,
Emanuel and Louis. Front row: Tilly, Samuel and Ethel.
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In 1877, Louis preempted 65 hectares along the North Arm Waggon Road in

South Vancouver (just north of the cemetery’s boundary at 31st Avenue),

leaving him, along with most such landowners in the suburbs, where popu-

lation was scant, land rich but cash poor. He sold the land in 1883 and, in

October 1888, Emma purchased a nearby property between Ontario and St.

George streets, and 35th and 37th avenues.

In 1914, Edward was elected councillor in South Vancouver, and became

reeve the following year. An outspoken, controversial figure, Edward insti-

tuted cost-cutting measures by suspending the clerk and other civic

employees, and hectic council meetings became an attraction, where

“chairs were used as weapons of offence and defence.”

Edward was also active in Vancouver’s Jewish community, serving as a

founding board member of the city’s first local Reform congregation,

Temple Emanu-El.

John W. Herman (1888-1970)

John Herman was born on December 2, 1888. He married Bertha Ethel, who

died in 1923; the couple had two children together. John remarried, and his

second wife, Pearl (née Grossman), is also buried at Mountain View Cemetery.

When the Vancouver Jewish Administrative Council came into existence on

September 15, 1932, it took over the community centre publication the

Jewish Western Bulletin. John was the first Bulletin committee chairman

under the council. He died on May 21, 1970.

Lena Letvinoff (1891-1912)

From the inscription on Lena Letvinoff’s gravestone, we learn that she was

the only Jewish woman in British Columbia to have graduated from McGill

University. We are also informed that she died from “galloping consump-
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tion” (tuberculosis) on June 15, 1912, at age 21. Her gravestone is inscribed

with a poem: “As a cloud of the sunset, slow melting in / Heaven, / As a star

that is lost, when the / daylight is given / as a glad dream of slumber which

wakens / in bliss / She hath passed to the world of the help from / this.”

Solomon (1855-1915) and Samuel (1893-1908) Weaver

Solomon Weaver was born in 1855 in Poland. At the age of 19, he immigrated

to Ontario and went on to marry Leona, a German Jew from the United

States. Together, they had three children: Samuel, Laura and Henrietta.

Working first as a pawnbroker and jeweller, Solomon later became president

of B.C. Wire & Nail Co. Ltd. Achieving financial success during the financial

boom of 1907, he moved his family from downtown to the upscale shores of

English Bay in 1911.

In 1894, Solomon was the founding vice-president of Temple Emanu-El,

Vancouver’s new Reform congregation, and eventually served as president.

He was a founder of Vancouver’s first B’nai B’rith lodge, in 1910, and the

Hebrew Free Loan Association, in 1915.

Solomon and Leona’s son, Samuel, died in 1908, at the age of 15, and Samuel

is also buried in the Jewish section of Mountain View Cemetery. Solomon

named the B’nai B’rith lodge he founded after his son – Samuel Lodge later

became Vancouver Lodge.

Solomon died on June 10, 1915. He was 61 years old.

Endnotes
1. The information in this section is taken from the Jewish Museum and Archives of
British Columbia’s Mountain View Cemetery Self-Guided Walking Tour booklet and
the museum’s archived research, which was conducted for the tour.
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“Like a Bolt from the Blue”1
by Janet Mary Nicol

“Like a bolt from the blue, and to my profound astonishment, I was on

Tuesday afternoon set upon by a number of special constables and arrest-

ed,” Israel Rubinowitz wrote from his prison cell in Nanaimo.2

It was autumn 1913 when the budding defence lawyer made a plea for his

release, penning a letter to Judge Frederick Howay in the midst of a coal

miners’ strike on Vancouver Island. Though a Conservative in politics,

Rubinowitz offered a passionate, occasionally radical, perspective in British

Columbian courtrooms. He grew up in Vancouver, studied at McGill

University in Montreal and attended Oxford University in England on a

Rhodes scholarship in 1905.3 He returned to Vancouver and had only prac-

tised law for a short time when he found himself in Nanaimo – as both

counsel and accused.

His predicament began when he agreed to represent members of the United

Mine Workers of America (UMWA). Conflict had been brewing in mining

communities on Vancouver Island’s central east coast since miners set up

pickets in 1912. The coal companies refused to bargain and hired strike-

breakers to keep their mines operating. “Special” constables, untrained and

inexperienced, patrolled the region to keep order. In the summer of 1913,

clashes broke out between strikers and replacement workers, starting in

Cumberland and Nanaimo and spreading to Extension, South Wellington

and Ladysmith. The provincial government declared martial law and sent in

a militia on August 13 after one man was killed, several surface mine build-

ings were burned down and homes were damaged. More than 200 strikers

were arrested and 166 charged. None was granted bail. Martial law remained

in the area for the next year.4

The union hired experienced Vancouver labour lawyers Joseph Edward Bird

and John Wallace de Beque Farris to defend the accused members. A group

of Nanaimo residents fundraised independently and hired Rubinowitz,
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despite being advised by union officials and their lawyers that he was too

inexperienced.5

On that fateful Tuesday afternoon in September, Rubinowitz met with strikers

Walter Pryde and William Moore on a Nanaimo street to discuss his clients’

cases. Special Constable Maguire and five other constables were patrolling the

neighbourhood. Maguire spied Rubinowitz and his companions and told

them to move along. The trio continued walking, and were engaged in discus-

sion when a train appeared and came to a halt. Twelve replacement workers

disembarked, walking past the three men and the constables.

According to the Nanaimo Free Press,6 Maguire told Rubinowitz, “You are

arrested for picketing.”

“I dare you,” Rubinowitz answered. “You don’t know who I am.”

“I don’t care who you are,” Maguire replied.

“After being publicly paraded through the principal streets,” Rubinowitz

wrote in his letter to Howay, “I was taken to the police station where I was

ultimately informed after persistent demands, that I was being charged with

besetting or watching and following and intimidating workmen.”

Rubinowitz further wrote he had been falsely arrested. “I solemnly declare it

is a wicked and deliberate trick to prevent my appearing [in court] for the

men.”

After spending a sleepless night in jail, Rubinowitz appeared before

Magistrate J.H. Simpson. He denounced the charge against him as “prepos-

terous and fantastic.”

The exchange was reported in the Free Press:7

“You put yourself in a false position,” the judge told him.
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“You are not entitled to make such a

suggestion,” the young lawyer

responded.

“I ask for no favours,” Rubinowitz

also told the court. “If I do not get

justice here, I shall get it elsewhere.”

Thomas Shoebotham, acting for the

Crown, requested that the bail hear-

ing be moved to Friday. The judge

consented and an outraged

Rubinowitz was taken away to spend

another night behind bars.

Rubinowitz’s jailhouse letter to

Howay and telegrams to newspapers

had an impact. His plight received

sympathetic media coverage from

Victoria to Toronto.8 After his second

night in jail, Rubinowitz was granted

bail, though the judge let him know

his letter to him was “ill advised.”9

Rubinowitz stood before a packed

courtroom for a preliminary trial on

the Friday. He objected to Simpson’s

presence on the bench, arguing

Simpson had implied his guilt at the

bail hearing and criticized the selec-

tion of Shoebotham. The judge overruled both objections.

“I was going to No. 1 mine with Pryde to see the district,” Rubinowitz testi-

fied. “I asked Moore to join me.… I stood about a minute pointing north and

south. That gesture was seen by police.” Rubinowitz said Special Constable

As reported in the Daily Colonist on
September 26, 1913, Israel Rubinowitz
was released from jail “on his surety
of $500.”
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Collison pushed him. “I turned round and may have stared at him indig-

nantly.” As for the arrival of the replacement workers, he said, “I was

absorbed by my guides and didn’t notice them.”10

Sam Davis, a Crown witness, was one of the workers coming off the train. He

testified that he had not been spoken to by any of the accused and had not

known anything about the incident until after their arrest.

Simpson seemed determined the case should proceed. “The least can be

said is that the three men were in a disturbed district,” he told the court,

“and that permission could have been obtained if they cared to have applied

for it.” He also defended the special constables’ actions, saying, “… if no

notice had been taken of this incident, there was a chance of another out-

break in the district.”

Shoebotham argued that an impartial jury in Nanaimo would be difficult to

obtain because public opinion was “inflamed” in favour of the strikers, and

requested the trial be moved to the mainland. Rubinowitz agreed but added,

“I desire to dissociate myself from the reflection cast upon the good name of

the citizens of Nanaimo.”11

A month later, dressed in lawyer’s robes, Rubinowitz stood before Judge

Aulay Morrison in a Vancouver court. “I appear, my lord on behalf of Pryde

and Moore,” he said, “and I ask that they, together with myself, be dis-

charged.” Before the morning was over, a jury found the three men “not

guilty.” Rubinowitz was “warmly congratulated” by friends, as reported in a

newspaper account.12

By this time, several of the 160 accused strikers had been sentenced, follow-

ing “speedy trials” in Nanaimo. They pleaded guilty on the advice of lawyers

Bird and Farris in the hope of appeasing the court, but Howay was not

lenient.13

The remaining accused, having pled “not guilty,” were being tried in New

Westminister. Rubinowitz represented 23 clients, while Bird defended 34.14
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Most were granted bail and, when their trials finally concluded in the spring

of 1914, nine went to prison, while others received a suspended sentence or

were released because of time already served. Twenty-two men were par-

doned. The last union man was released from prison September 25, 1914.

The union had been broken and many striking miners were blacklisted and

had to find jobs elsewhere.15

Rubinowitz was still seeking vindication, despite his acquittal, suing the

Nanaimo Herald publisher, J.R.H. Matson, and its editorial writer, R.R.

Hindmarsh, for libel. Among the alleged statements was the suggestion

Rubinowitz had been purposely “seeking notoriety” the day he was arrested

in Nanaimo. The case was tried June 8, 1915, before Justice William Clement

with Sidney Taylor, KC, representing Rubinowitz and Robert Reid, KC,

defending the newspapermen. On the second day, a jury rendered a verdict

in favour of Rubinowitz and the Herald was ordered to pay him $1,000 and

legal costs.16

* * *

Israel Isidore Rubinowitz was the only child of Lithuanian Jewish immi-

grants Louis and Toby Rubinowitz. The couple had been among thousands

of Eastern European Jews emigrating to North America to seek better

opportunities and escape the pogroms under Russian rule.17 Louis immigrat-

ed to New York City in 1879, at age 19, and travelled on to Pittsburgh, where

many Lithuanian Jews had already settled.18 Two years later, he married

Toby Rosenthal, and their son Israel was born November 2, 1882.19 When

Israel was eight, the family moved to Vancouver.

The couple were among the first Jews from Eastern Europe to settle in the

city.20 David Oppenheimer, Vancouver’s second mayor, from 1888 to 1891,

and a German Jew, represented the small population of Western European

Jews. Antisemitism does not appear to have been widely prevalent in the

city’s early years. By the 1920s, this would change in Vancouver and else-

where.21 Early tolerance of Jewish residents may be due in part to members

of the dominant white population channelling their prejudicial treatment

toward residents of Asian background. As well, only 83 Jewish people
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resided in Vancouver in 1891, increasing to 2,400 by 1931 – compared to

45,000 people in Toronto and 17,000 in Winnipeg.22

Louis operated a grocery in Steveston with two partners. In 1894, his family

lived at 211 Abbott St. in Gastown, the city’s first downtown core. In 1896,

Louis opened a department store, Rubinowitz and Co., on the main floor of

the five-storey Dominion Hotel, at the corner of Water and Abbott streets.23 He

sold clothing, boots, shoes and other goods.

That same year, Toby’s sister, Sarah, 23, arrived from New York, divorced,

pregnant and severely depressed. She gave birth to a son, named Abraham,

and they lived with the Rubinowitz family. Israel was 13 when his aunt took

her life, drowning in Burrard Inlet. At the coroner’s inquest, which confirmed

death was by suicide, it was discovered Sarah had been pregnant and had an

abortion. The coroner attempted to discover who the man involved with Sarah

could have been, but to no avail.

Israel was among those asked to iden-

tify his aunt’s body and testified

before the coroner: “My aunt often

said jumping in the water was an easy

way to die,” he reported.24 Louis and

Toby continued to care for Sarah’s

son and gave him their surname.

While attending Vancouver High

School and College, Rubinowitz

helped his father in the store.25 He

won academic awards in his senior

year, and he volunteered in the

Duke of Connaught’s Own Rifles, a

local militia that recruited from his

high school. Following graduation

with a bachelor of arts degree at

McGill, Rubinowitz articled in two

Vancouver law firms, his training

Sarah Rosenthal is buried separately
from the Rubinowitzes, on the edge of
the Jewish section of Mountain View
Cemetery.
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temporarily postponed when he won a Rhodes scholarship – the second

British Columbian to do so.26 He studied at Oxford University, then returned

home to complete his articles. Attracted to England, Rubinowitz travelled

overseas again to practise law for about two years before returning to

Vancouver in 1911. He was admitted to the B.C. bar July 9, 1912.27

Living with his parents, Rubinowitz had only a short distance to walk to his

law office on Granville Street.28 He became a member of the Masonic order,

continued his involvement with the Vancouver Zionist Society (of which he

was a founding member) and, during the First World War, was active as sec-

retary of the B.C. Red Cross.29

When the First World War began in 1914, Sarah’s son, Abraham, was work-

ing as an electrician and carpenter. After the government implemented con-

scription in 1917, Abraham, 21, was drafted. Following his service, he moved

to the United States.30

* * *

Rubinowitz had only been practising for a short time when, in May 1913, he

took on the defence of a female nurse arrested for murder. Mrs. Ida

Ironmonger, 43, was accused of administering drugs to Mrs. H.O. Anderson

to induce an abortion, resulting in her death. Rubinowitz’s attempt to have

his client released on bail pending the murder trial was unsuccessful. In

October – only four days before his own trial in connection to the Nanaimo

arrest – Rubinowitz convinced the court to reduce Ironmonger’s charge to

“giving noxious drugs and aiding and abetting a deceased woman to com-

mit an illegal operation.” In the four-day trial before Judge Morrison, which

concluded October 30, Rubinowitz made the case, using medical testimony,

that “the act might have been committed by the deceased herself.” The

judge’s charge to the jury was “favourable to the accused,” according to one

newspaper account and Ironmonger was acquitted after the jury deliberated

a mere five minutes. “Most heartily congratulated” by courtroom spectators,

Ironmonger was released after having spent six months in jail.31

Until 1968, abortion was illegal in Canada under the Criminal Code. “There
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is no place in Canada for the professional abortionist,” Judge Murphy told

the court in reference to another Rubinowitz client, Joseph Kallenthe, who

was found guilty by a jury in a Vancouver court in 1915. The judge also noted

of the accused, “I have no doubt from the skill you displayed that you have

had much practise.” Rubinowitz urged mercy, stating it was Kallenthe’s wife

and two children “on whom the brunt of the punishment will fall.”

Kallenthe was sentenced to three years in prison. A newspaper account of

the trial also noted that Kallenthe was German. Though it was still early in

the war against Germany, there may not have been much public sympathy

for the accused – or his family.32

In 1918, Rubinowitz represented a couple who had taken out a marriage

licence without a religious or secular ceremony. They had two children

before learning they were not legally married. Rubinowitz corresponded

with the B.C. attorney general’s office, stating it was “only fair, particularly

to the woman, that every effort should be made to make the marriage valid

and to make the children legitimate.” The government responded that the

issue could only be remedied with a private member’s bill, an action his

clients could not afford. The couple’s dilemma was submitted by letter to a

newspaper editor, signed by a “Vancouver barrister.” This led a reader of the

newspaper in the same predicament to write the attorney general.

Consequently, the Marriage Act was amended, providing for the legitimiza-

tion of children to couples in this legal situation.33

Rubinowitz was presented with his most challenging cases in the midst of

Canada’s 1918-1919 “red scare” era. The federal government had suspended

civil liberties, enacting the War Measures Act during the First World War in

pursuit of “enemy aliens.” In the social turmoil after the war, fear of an upris-

ing similar to the Russian Revolution in 1917 led to a government crackdown

on left-wing activists. Panic – real and imagined – culminated in the spring

of 1919 with the Winnipeg General Strike.34 By June, as the strike was nearing

an end, the government amended the Immigration Act. A newcomer to

Canada could not be legally landed if suspected of subversive activities, as

determined before an immigration board. The verdict rendered – behind

closed doors – could not be challenged in a civil court.35 The British Columbia
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Federationist labour newspaper commented: “The matter is being watched

with considerable interest by the workers as, under the amendment men-

tioned, no man who was not born in Canada is safe from arrest.”36

A month following the amendment, 27 Russians in British Columbia were

charged with participating in an anarchist ring connected to the Union of

Russian Workers. Rubinowitz defended several of the accused. Secret serv-

ice agents working with the Royal Northwest Mounted Police provided most

of the evidence for the prosecution. After the hearings, the board ordered

the deportation of 14 of the 27 men.37

Bird’s son, Henry, also a lawyer, acted for the local defence committee. He

appealed the cases to the Ministry of the Interior. It was agreed that one of

the accused would not be deported but had to report regularly to the police.

In October, the other 13 Russians were sent to an internment camp in

Vernon, B.C., to await further arrangements.38

Rubinowitz instigated a perjury charge against two of the secret agents,

Barney Roth and A. Dourasoff, accusing them of giving false evidence to the

immigration board against three of the accused: Elizaer Butaess, George

Checkoff and Boris Zukaoff.39

Judge Morrison presided as Rubinowitz headed the prosecution and Reid

defended the accused secret agents. When Rubinowitz placed Checkoff on

the stand to speak against the charges, the accused said he had never run a

gambling house or sold liquor, had never been to the pool hall in question

and did not have discussions or distribute (subversive) literature; he did not

speak or read Russian, let alone distribute Russian literature.... Zukaoff also

made similar denials when he took the stand – he could not read or write in

Russian either and had to be assisted by an interpreter.

Rubinowitz told the court that his clients should be tried in a criminal court,

given the charges, not before an immigration board. He pointed out that the

immigration board had taken away rights guaranteed by the Magna Carta

and Habeas Corpus Act, such as trial by jury and release on bail. He also
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criticized the board’s composition of appointees, stating they were not

familiar with law, and observed that the board’s prosecutor “was also practi-

cally the judge.” He said the detention of the accused men was “a gross vio-

lation of natural justice” that set a precedent affecting all Canadians. 

Morrison and the Crown lawyer “severely” rapped him for saying fair play

had not been done. The judge said the act “was really a war measure” and

necessary “for the preservation of the nation.”40

On January 14, 1920, the case was moved to a higher court. Morrison

believed the board may have been misled.41 Meantime, the detention camp

in Vernon was closed. One of the 13 accused was released on parole and the

others were transported to the B.C. penitentiary.42

In May, the perjury trial came before Judge Cayley. After a week and a half,

the judge halted the proceedings and acquitted the two secret agents, decid-

ing that the evidence had not been sufficient to sustain a charge.

Rubinowitz was ordered to pay $2,000 in court costs.43

Ironically, the 12 imprisoned Russians were paroled that December but

never deported because the government was unable to find a country will-

ing to accept them.44 Considered a victory for left-wing activists, these

detentions and those elsewhere in Canada had nevertheless served to send

an intimidating message to politically active immigrants.45

* * *

Rubinowitz was a 41-year-old bachelor when he developed acute broncho-

pneumonia in the spring of 1923. In the early morning of August 15, he died

in his parents’ home. The burial was held the following day.

News of his death came as a “distinct shock” to members of the legal commu-

nity, who responded with an “overflow of high esteem,” according to a news-

paper account. He was described as a shrewd lawyer, quick to spot a weak-

ness in an opponent’s argument, as well as considerate, courteous and 

kindly “even in the heat of battle.”46
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His parents carried on. Louis ran

unsuccessfully for mayor three

times and for alderman five times

over the ensuing years. He told

voters he was standing “on his

own and his late son’s record.”47

Louis was frequently seen about the city wearing a top hat and cane, his long

silver hair and beard illuminated against a dark suit. Hollywood came knock-

ing on his door, he told the press, but he was not interested. Louis did agree to

have his picture taken by a Vancouver photographer in 1939, however. The

result is a remarkable portrait, preserved in the city’s archival collection. (See

page 108.)

Louis “achieved a reputation as an eccentric and perhaps this is why he

Israel Rubinowitz died on August 15,
1923, and is buried alongside his
parents in Mountain View Cemetery.
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was not a recognized leader of the

[Jewish] community,” observed a

writer for the Jewish Independent’s

predecessor, the Jewish Western

Bulletin.48

In 1939, Louis visited Vancouver

archivist James Matthews to set

down his stories.

* * *

The Rubinowitzes are buried togeth-

er in the Jewish section of

Vancouver’s Mountain View

Cemetery. Toby passed away in

1952, aged 90; her gravestone

includes the words, “mother of

Israel / sister of Sarah Rosenthal.” Louis entered a provincial home for the

aged in Coquitlam a few years after his wife died, passing away in 1958 at

age 98. Sarah is buried separately on the edge of the Jewish section.

Israel Rubinowitz’s knowledge and passion for justice left a mark in the

province’s legal field, as he challenged the status quo, if only for a brief time.

Working in a profession of predominantly Anglo-Saxon and Christian men in

an era when the Law Society of British Columbia excluded racial groups that

were denied the vote, Rubinowitz offered an important perspective.49 He was

sympathetic to working people, as exhibited in his defence of Vancouver

Island miners. He was compassionate toward women, also reflected in his

legal work, influenced by his own family relations, especially that of his moth-

er and aunt. His appreciation of the best part of British history and law and his

participation in Zionist politics informed his work on cases such as the 1919

deportation threats and subsequent perjury trial. Rubinowitz arrived on the

legal scene “like a bolt from the blue” and left too soon.

Louis Rubinowitz, 1939.
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Cemeteries in Smaller B.C. Communities
By Ronnie Tessler

The impetus for collecting the information in this report began with think-

ing about how Jewish burial is handled in British Columbia’s rural and

small Jewish communities. The stories of the historic cemeteries in Victoria

and Vancouver are generally well known and can be read elsewhere in this

journal. What is not well known is contemporary information on what

smaller communities in British Columbia are, or are not, doing to maintain

Jewish traditions when it comes to burial.

Today, many Lower Mainland synagogues have their own cemeteries, and

some also maintain a chevra kadisha (burial society). What is taken for

granted in a large centre, however, is more difficult to accomplish when the

population is small, the Jewish resources are few and the will to maintain

tradition not as strong.

There are many obstacles to surmount in small populations, particularly in

rural areas wanting to establish a ritual Jewish burial ground. Although the

requirements are not difficult or demanding, the attitudes of the communi-

ty, and that of the municipalities they live in, appear to be the hurdles.

Within the Jewish population, there has to be a cohesive group or a promi-

nent and persuasive leader to initiate, negotiate and plan for a Jewish ceme-

tery. Within the municipality, there has to be a willingness to accept sectari-

an burials within its cemetery’s boundaries. Some municipalities, as you

will read, are against segregating areas of their cemetery. In other cases, the

Jewish community is unwilling to consider in advance the possibility of

dying, does not have ready funds, has a high rate of intermarriage, or is

lacking leadership. Despite this evidence, in the last 11 years, several new

Jewish cemeteries have been consecrated and welcomed by their resident

municipalities.

Although Victoria’s original cemetery is on historical registers and hosts

well-attended local and Jewish tour groups, it is included in this report as it
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was the first Jewish cemetery in

British Columbia and was founded

by a small Jewish population (about

100 people in 1871, the first official

Canada-wide census)1 in a small city

(population of 3,630)2, supplying the

gold rush and the fur trade on the

isolated edge of the continent. It is

the historic model for what can be

accomplished by a handful of com-

mitted people.

The following report on Jewish

small community burial practices

begins chronologically with

Victoria’s historic cemetery,

includes two new Jewish cemeteries

on Vancouver Island, crosses the

Straights of Georgia to several coastal, interior coastal and island communi-

ties, moves to various locations around the Lower Mainland and finally on

to the central interior and more eastern reaches of the province.

Not every one of the communities discussed has a dedicated Jewish ceme-

tery, and several communities known to have a Jewish population unfortu-

nately did not respond to queries, such as Burquest, Salt Spring Island and

Prince George. Two communities that have not been able to establish a ded-

icated Jewish area in their local cemetery explain how they have accommo-

dated their desires to local concerns.

Finally, the stories of five new B.C. Jewish cemeteries tell us a few things: that

interest in Jewish burial rites remains strong in small Jewish populations; that

our burial customs are adapting to the pressures of an evolving society to inte-

grate the new definitions of who is a Jew and what constitutes the Jewish fam-

ily; and that we are willing to accept and fit local rules and regulations to our

parameters in order to be buried in our home communities.

The first burial at Victoria’s Jewish
Cemetery was Morris Price, a merchant
who was murdered in 1861 and who
received Masonic as well as Jewish
rites, the beginning of a century-long
association between the cemetery and
the Masons.
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Victoria’s Historic Jewish Cemetery, Congregation Emanu-El and
Jewish Freemasons

According to the plaque on the cemetery gates, Victoria’s historic Jewish

cemetery, Beit Ha’Chaim (House of the Living), was consecrated in 1859, or

5620 on the Jewish calendar. The Victoria Hebrew Benevolent Society, the

first formal Jewish organization in Western Canada, purchased the site sev-

eral years before a synagogue was built (1863). (See the article “Victoria’s

Historic Jewish Cemetery” by Amber Woods in this journal.)

Once located on the edge of town, the cemetery on Cedar Hill Road, today

surrounded by a residential neighbourhood, still serves its community. 

Although the plaque on the gates says otherwise, Congregation Emanu-El’s

website states that the cemetery was founded February 5, 1860.3 The syna-

gogue’s website has a page dedicated to the cemetery and funerals, a down-

loadable brochure explaining the customs associated with Jewish death and

funerals, the names of companies that will assist with funeral arrangements

and a monument, and how to reach the chevra kadisha and the cemetery

chairman.

The first burial at Beit Ha’Chaim was Morris Price, a merchant who was

murdered in 1861 and who received Masonic as well as Jewish rites, the

beginning of a century-long association between the cemetery and the

Masons. In recent years, the Vancouver Island Masonic History Project has

located the graves of Island Jewish Freemasons who received Masonic rites.

Most, but not all, are buried in the Cedar Hill Road cemetery. David Berman

was the last Jewish Freemason buried at Beit Ha’Chaim, in 1958.

The Vancouver Island Masonic History Project is “an ongoing voluntary

effort by a dedicated group of brethren, maintained online by Temple

Lodge, No. 33, in Duncan, B.C., to document the rich heritage and legacy left

by Vancouver Island’s Freemasons and Masonic lodges.”4 Most of the stories

on the project’s website have online links.

According to the project, Price “was murdered in 1861 in his store in Cayoosh,
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a settlement near

the present town of

Lillooet in the B.C.

Interior. Since

Victoria’s Jewish

Cemetery was the

nearest Jewish

cemetery to

Cayoosh at that

time, Price’s body

was transported to

Victoria for burial.

Victoria Lodge, No.

1085, struck a com-

mittee to receive

Price’s body and prepare it for burial. The Victoria Freemasons also took

charge of Brother Price’s funeral.

“Freemasonry has a close, amicable and long-standing relationship with

Victoria’s Jewish community. Victoria’s second mayor, Lumley Franklin, a

leading figure in early Victoria’s Jewish community, was a charter member

of Victoria’s first Masonic lodge, Victoria Lodge, No. 1085, in 1858. On 2 June

1863, Victoria Freemasons laid the cornerstone of the city’s Congregation

Emanu-El, the oldest synagogue in Western Canada. Lumley Franklin was

instrumental in financing and building this synagogue.

“On 2 June 2013, on the 150th anniversary of the original cornerstone cere-

mony, the Grand Master of B.C. and Yukon, M.W. Brother J. Murray

Webster, presided over a public reenactment of the 1863 ceremony before an

audience consisting of members of Congregation Emanu-El, approximately

400 Freemasons, the mayor of Victoria, Israel’s ambassador to Canada and

many other interested spectators,”5 including First Nations representatives,

who participated in the proceedings.

A new grave being prepared at Victoria’s Jewish
Cemetery.
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Victoria and Vancouver Island Jewish Burial Society

In 2012, a new Jewish cemetery was consecrated in the Victoria area. This

cemetery was created for, and is administered by the Victoria and Vancouver

Island Jewish Burial Society, representing Kolot Mayim Reform Temple, the

Victoria Society for Humanistic Judaism, Chabad of Vancouver Island and

Congregation Aish Hatorah, the latter no longer in Victoria. As their website

explains, the society’s goal is “to assist Jewish community members and their

families arrange for religious and secular Jewish funerals and burials on

Vancouver Island.… To do so we have arranged with Hatley Memorial

Gardens in Colwood, B.C., to have a section of their cemetery allocated for the

Jewish community. Sands Funeral Chapel provides burial services to this

cemetery as they do for the Jewish cemetery operated by Congregation

Emanu-El.”6 Hatley Memorial Gardens is located just east of urban Victoria.

The Victoria and Vancouver Island Jewish Burial Society (VVIJBS) was con-

ceived approximately 10 years ago. At that time, there was only one Jewish

cemetery on Vancouver Island. There are now three: the historic cemetery

on Cedar Hill Road, the VVIJBS’s consecrated section at Hatley Memorial

Gardens and, consecrated in 2014, a section within Cedar Valley Memorial

Gardens at Cedar, near Nanaimo, belonging to the Oceanside Jewish Kvarot

Memorial Society.

The following information is summarized from a phone interview with Joel

Fagan of Victoria, a member of the VVIJBS since its inception and also its

president since founding. He played a key role along with Jon Secter, and

others, in founding the society and meeting its goal. The society, registered

with the province of British Columbia, meets several times a year as needed

and has an executive and a treasurer.

About a decade ago, the need was recognized for a second Jewish cemetery.

Following a long period of informal discussions by representatives of the four

groups, the new society was founded. Their mandate was to create a Jewish

cemetery in Victoria that could accommodate the previously unmet needs of

Jews in the area; for example, the burial together of interfaith families, or
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accepting the cremation remains of people who wished a Jewish burial.

The society came to an arrangement with Hatley Memorial Gardens, an

existing non-denominational cemetery on Sooke Road near Royal Roads

University. Hatley Gardens welcomed a Jewish section in their cemetery

and set aside 120 plots, surveyed the ground and provided new topsoil to

create the Jewish section.

The VVIJBS enlisted volunteers for a planning committee, which decided to

create four separate areas within the Jewish section: Orthodox, Conservative,

Reform and humanist/unaffiliated. Other improvements were made by the

society: a sign, plantings to define the area, a stone pathway and a border of

low bushes to set off the Orthodox section. The cemetery was dedicated in

2012. Phase one of the beautification project has occurred, but phase two is

still in abeyance. While the plans and funding are in place and the group is

optimistic, approval from the head office of the managing group for Hatley

Memorial Gardens has not yet been given.

Burials in the various quadrants of the Jewish section differ according to the

traditions or needs of the person being interred. There have been few

Orthodox burials to date, but the area exists and is well separated and suited

to their traditions. In the humanist quadrant, the unaffiliated wishing a

Jewish funeral are buried, as well as same sex couples. Both this area and

the Reform quadrant bury members of interfaith families or those wishing

cremation first. Plots are purchased directly from the VVIJBS.

When a death occurs, the society is notified. Its volunteers work closely with

the family and with Congregation Emanu-El’s chevra kadisha if their servic-

es are requested. On notification of a death, the society contacts Hatley

Memorial Gardens and Sands Funeral Chapel, which are also used by

Congregation Emanu-El. They will contact an officiant and the chevra

kadisha, who follow Orthodox protocols. On site, they will make sure that

there are chairs and a canopy, if needed, and dirt at the head of the

gravesite for symbolically or completely filling the grave, the last act of

kindness for the dead in the Jewish tradition.
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Oceanside Jewish Kvarot Memorial Society7

On July 9, 2014, history was made in the Jewish community of central

Vancouver Island when its first Jewish cemetery, in Cedar, near Nanaimo,

was consecrated. The ceremony was attended by many members of the local

Jewish and non-Jewish communities, who participated in the service by

walking the perimeter of the new burial ground.

The new cemetery, a

completely segregated

part of Cedar Valley

Gardens, provides a

beit olam (literally,

house of the world) that

meets all halachic

(Jewish legal) stan-

dards for Jews in cen-

tral Vancouver Island.

The project took over a

year to accomplish,

spearheaded by local

residents Yvette and

David Freeman of Qualicum Beach.

Cedar cemetery was viewed first by Elaine Berkman, z”l, of Nanaimo some

years prior to 2014. When her time came, she wanted to be buried near her

home and family. In a prophetic turn of events, she was the first person laid

to rest in the new cemetery. Her funeral was held immediately after the con-

secration ceremony, which was brought forward as a result of her death.

Until recently, community members living up Island had to travel to

Victoria for a Jewish burial. The drive over the Malahat section of the high-

way was often treacherous in winter for families wishing to attend a burial

or visit the graves of loved ones. In 2012, the Freemans began searching for a

suitable location for a small Jewish cemetery. After one or two unsuccessful

The entrance to the Jewish section of Cedar Valley
Gardens Cemetery.
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attempts, they eventually found Cedar Valley Gardens. The management

was happy to cooperate in finding a solution for a halachic cemetery within

its grounds.

Once a basic understanding was realized between Cedar Valley Gardens’

owners and the Freemans, the Oceanside Jewish Kvarot Memorial Society

was formed and incorporated by David Freeman, a lawyer. Binding agree-

ments (including perpetual care and maintenance of the grounds) were

finalized with Arbor Memorials (owners of Cedar Valley Gardens), Sands

Funeral Chapel and the new memorial society for a segregated Jewish sec-

tion of the cemetery. Not unreasonably, the cemetery requested the funds

be in place before beginning the preparations. Due to reluctance within the

local community to make end-of-life decisions before there was a need, the

Freemans decided they would front-end the project and personally guaran-

tee to purchase the plots.

With the help of Cedar Garden’s property manager, the new section began to

take shape. When the project was in its final stages, the society’s two origi-

nal directors welcomed another local community member, Richard

Steinberg, to the board. Since Berkman’s funeral, there have been a number

of enquiries from area residents about plots after seeing the cemetery

grounds. The Jewish section is operated under the direction of the

Oceanside Jewish Kvarot Memorial Society.

Sunshine Coast Jewish Burial Society8

A group of six Jewish seniors on the Sunshine Coast9 were casually chatting

when the discussion turned to a mutual wish to be buried according to

Jewish traditions in the community in which they live. A committee was

formed, with Rita Sadlik and Irene and Henry King, to move this idea for-

ward. Over time, they discovered that Sunshine Coast Regional District

(SCRD) regulations do not permit more than one member of a family to

serve on committees, so Henry stepped off and Michael Weiner, and later

Renee Switzer, joined. Over an 18-month period, the group incorporated as
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the Sunshine Coast Jewish Burial Society (SCJBS)10, secured a grant of

$10,000 from the Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver and negotiated

30 plots within Seaview Cemetery at Gibsons.

Their project was of sufficient interest that the Coast Reporter, known as

“the voice of the Sunshine Coast,” followed the development of the commit-

tee’s plans, beginning with an article in April 2013.11 The article reported in

detail on the community services meeting at which the group presented

their request for 30 separated burial plots in Seaview Cemetery, which was

considering expanding. Weiner reported there were approximately 50 to 60

Jewish people in the district and described what would be needed to create

a burial ground under Jewish parameters. Donna Shugar, a Roberts Creek

director, said she thought the estimated number of community members

was conservative. Carleen McDowell, manager of Parks Services, said this

request would hasten their expansion plans for the cemetery and that they

could accommodate everything but the request for burial within 24 hours,

which was withdrawn from the proposal. 

According to the article, the director of Halfmoon Bay – one of the regional

areas that make up the district community services committee – said he

understood the Jewish group’s request, but asked if it would “open the door

for other people and other religions to come forward with the same sort of

[request].” Shugar pointed out that Jewish residents were already paying

taxes for the cemetery so not permitting burial according to their faith

would be exclusionary. A motion for approval was deferred to allow for

more research on the financial implications. After further negotiations, per-

mission was granted and the plots were purchased for $5,800. The burial

area was cleared and prepared by Seaview Cemetery.

The SCJBS agreement with the district says Seaview can sell their plots, but

must first seek permission from the society. SCJBS does not own the land,

however; they are the custodians and the plots are sold as wanted or need-

ed. The society requested a Magen David (Star of David) be erected at the

entry to their section but were refused. Nevertheless, Sadlik said they are

“thrilled” with the cooperative relationship with the municipality and the
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local funeral director. Should they develop their own chevra kadisha, they

have the right to use the funeral facilities for the Jewish pre-burial ritual. 

SCJBS will bury interfaith couples with some restrictions: the individual

must have had some involvement with the Jewish community, the head-

stone cannot display symbolism from other religions and the funeral rites

must be Jewish. The society will bury Jews from outside the region if the

need arises. They would likely bury couples of the same gender but, as yet,

there has been no imperative for that discussion. The community can also

arrange for a rabbi to come from Vancouver if the family wishes.

The new cemetery’s dedication ceremony was held Sunday, December 7,

2014. Before the community had a sanctified Jewish section in Seaview

Cemetery, there was one burial. Of the available plots since, five had been

purchased as of summer 2017. While the committee would like to see the

community with a chevra kadisha, no one has volunteered to make this

happen. One couple has travelled to Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in New

Westminster to observe the ritual. Since the dedication, there has been one

death and, as the SCJBS offers any support that is needed, a community

member took charge of arranging the funeral and a local couple prepared

the body for a Jewish burial.

Notice of the cemetery’s dedication appeared in the Coast Reporter and in

the Jewish Independent. The sanctification service was conducted by

Rabbi Lindsey Bat Joseph of Vancouver. During the years leading to this

moment, “the committee discovered, through speaking with many of the

Jewish people living in (and moving to) this part of the province, that it

[the cemetery] may help form a more cohesive community, as more peo-

ple choose to live in the region. The small towns and villages are quite

spread out along Highway 101, though residents do get together from time

to time to celebrate and mark Jewish occasions or festivals, with the occa-

sional visit from a rabbi. If there should be a death, it is important to feel a

sense of community and for people to come together to sit shiva and sup-

port the mourners.”12
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Shirat HaYam, Bowen Island13

Bowen Island’s Jewish community is an informal group with a loose sched-

ule of gatherings. They hold semi-regular Kabbalat Shabbatot and, this past

year, had 60 people at their community Passover seder. Several years ago,

the community wrote a Haggadah that is accessible to all ages.

A Jewish Renewal-style chavurah (group), where men and women are

equivalent in a minyan or reading Torah, Shirat HaYam (Song of the Sea)

describes its members as working parents with kids or upper-middle-class

retirees. Many commute to work in Vancouver and some are members of

Congregation Or Shalom. In general, the community has a deep connection

to Yiddishkeit. They have their own Torah scroll (see The Scribe 26, no. 2).

There have been b’nai mitzvot on and off the Island, including a group bat

mitzvah for women in the community.

There is no Jewish cemetery or separate interment area on Bowen Island.

The one death in the community occurred elsewhere, as did the burial. Most

community members will be buried in a Vancouver Jewish cemetery, or

wherever their family members live. If someone is saying Kaddish or is

marking a yahrzeit (anniversary of a death), the community will hold an

informal minyan to support them.

Whistler Jewish Community14

For some years prior to the 2010 Olympics, Whistler’s informal Jewish

community attempted to work with the Whistler municipality. Their goal

was to create a separate Jewish burial area within the municipality’s

cemetery at 5801 Alta Lake Rd. A committee was struck and professional

drawings commissioned.

For several reasons, these negotiations broke down. There were issues around

the definition of who is a Jew and thus who could be buried in a Jewish ceme-

tery but, more significantly, the municipality was deeply absorbed in plan-
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ning for the 2010 Winter Olympics and would not consider the project until

2011. Further, the “muni” requested the money for the all the plots up front.

Not least, they apparently said to the community representatives that, “If we

do it for you, we will have to do it for other groups.” This contrasts with the

experiences of Congregation Har El in West Vancouver and the Sunshine

Coast Jewish Burial Society, whose regional bylaws state that no one can be

turned away from a burial according to their religion.

Paying for the plots in advance was a strain for a community where many

could not afford an outlay of the full amount at once. Other members intend

to be buried in the community from which they originated. In addition, the

Whistler Jewish community has transient workers, here one season, gone

the next. With all of these hurdles, the momentum to have a dedicated

Jewish area within the municipal cemetery eventually slowed to a stop.

There is, however, one Jewish grave with two pre-purchased plots beside it.

The gates of Whistler Cemetery. Negotiations for a Jewish section in the ceme-
tery broke down for several reasons.
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The person who bought the plots and organized the burial consulted a rabbi

and was told that the basic requirements for a Jewish cemetery are that it be

surrounded by a barrier that sets it apart and that it has an opening. His

family plot is raised and surrounded by paving stones. The plot respects

Whistler’s rules: no raised headstones, no flowers or trees, i.e. no plantings

or cut flowers. When visiting the cemetery, the author noticed a single rose

resting on the grave’s plaque, flowers at other graves in the cemetery and a

series of upright natural stones with commemorative plaques. The owner of

the Jewish plot said it took eight years from the time of burial to accomplish

installing the pavers and grave marker in 2013.

A rabbi from Vancouver conducted the funeral in Squamish. The body was

wrapped in a traditional shroud. There was no shemira (ritual of guarding

the body, sitting with it until burial) and no shiva (seven days of mourning)

because the death occurred between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. A

friend of the family – which resides in another part of Canada – checks the

stone and weeds three times a year.

Har El Cemetery

Congregation Har El, on Vancouver’s North Shore, has burial space located in

Capilano View Cemetery, which is owned by the District of West Vancouver.

The North Shore Jewish community has the full support of the district and it

allotted the congregation a large area for 100 plots at no expense.

Eleven years after its dedication on July 5, 2006, Har El’s burial area will be

expanding by another 100 plots. To be buried in the Jewish section at

Capilano View, a person or family must be members of the synagogue. The

cost of the plot follows district standards and is double if you live outside

the area, a disadvantage for the many synagogue members who do not live

in West Vancouver.

The cemetery is in a beautiful wooded setting in the mountains. The land-

scape architects responsible for its layout describe it as being “located
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immediately inside the main entry to Capilano View Cemetery. Its burial

area is symmetrically arranged along a central pathway that leads to a paved

upper terrace. A basalt fieldstone retaining wall with broad steps forms a

dignified backdrop for the in-ground burial area. Native trees and shrubs

surround the site along its south and west edges. Red oaks and granite curb-

ing frames its west edge and a possible expansion area lie to the north.”15

On entering Capilano View Cemetery, there is a sign and roadway separat-

ing Har El’s section to the left and up a hill. The new area will have side-

walks between the rows, a washing station and benches. As of summer 2017,

the committee was looking for donors for the latter. Located inside a small

section with hedging are seven to eight graves of North Shore residents who

had a Jewish burial before the first section was sanctified. The graves have

flat stones without ornamentation according the rules of Capilano View,

which handles the grounds maintenance.

Har El’s burial area at Capilano View Cemetery will be expanding by another 100
plots. The new section will be located in the space just above the stairs.
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Har El will accept interfaith burials with the stipulation that the headstone

be secular without the symbols of other religions. They would offer a secular

funeral service if that was desired. A person who took their life and same sex

couples can be buried in Har El’s cemetery. Whether they would accept the

urn of Jew who had elected to be cremated is for future discussion.

The district uses a fibreglass cover over the coffin. During a burial, the fami-

ly is offered the traditional first few shovels of dirt, the fibreglass cover is

laid over the coffin and the grave is then filled in. There is no on-site chapel;

funerals are held in the synagogue social hall. Recently, a decision was

made that funerals can be held in the sanctuary. It is also possible to have a

graveside funeral service.

It is sometimes difficult to have a burial within 24 or 48 hours, as burials are

booked through the district, which may be occupied fulfilling other requests

from other denominations. If a death occurs on a holiday or weekend, the

wait can be up to five days. The charge is double on holidays and weekends.

Because of potential booking difficulties, the family of the deceased is

encouraged to contact the district as quickly as possible to reserve a burial

time, as well as the Vancouver Chevra Kadisha, who will care for the body

until the funeral.

Historically, the Jewish section of Capilano View Cemetery came into being

when the Municipality of West Vancouver announced an expansion to its

cemetery. The notice was seen by Har El’s then executive director Sheila

Milstein, who alerted the congregation’s board and rabbi. Ulrika

Wallersteiner, president at the time, said in a telephone interview that it

made sense to make their case to the municipality for inclusion. As tax-pay-

ing residents of West Vancouver, Har El congregants are entitled to be

buried there. Moreover, their members had been driving out to Schara

Tzedeck Cemetery in New Westminster for burials. It was only logical to

want a cemetery in their own district. Wallersteiner approached the munici-

pality, which was open to having a section in Capilano View dedicated to

whole body burials in the Jewish tradition. 
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It took four to five years to accomplish the synagogue’s goals, with the prin-

ciple negotiators being Wallersteiner and the congregation’s spiritual leader

at the time, Rabbi Shmuel Birnham, working with Don Isaac, supervisor of

the cemetery for the municipality. In the meantime, Wallersteiner’s father,

Kurt, had a major stroke and urged her to hasten the process, thus, as men-

tioned above, a small section to the right of Har El’s area opened before the

formal dedication. This section is a segregated, less formal space for Jewish

burials that now contains several graves. The formal opening in July 2006

was attended by then mayor Pamela Goldsmith-Jones, currently (2017) a

member of the Legislative Assembly.

The Centre for Judaism of the Lower Fraser Valley

The Centre for Judaism of the Lower Fraser Valley serves Jews living in

White Rock, Surrey, Cloverdale, Delta, Langley, Abbotsford and Ladner. A

Chabad centre in the Boundary Bay area of South Surrey, it is administered

by Rabbi Falik and Rebbetzin Simie Schtroks.

“We always connect people with the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery board,” said

Rabbi Schtroks in an email. “We once brought down a speaker to speak on

the subject of cremation versus burial, of course with the objective of

encouraging Jewish burial. We have also encouraged people to establish

payment plans with the cemetery board so that, when their time comes,

finances and the sudden responsibility to the next of kin [does] not get in

the way of proper Jewish burial. We are close enough [to Vancouver] to have

no need for our own burial society.”

The rabbi commented that, when Congregation Schara Tzedeck recently

created an extension to their original New Westminster cemetery, it was

consecrated in Surrey on 60th Avenue, relatively close to his community.
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Jewish Community Centre of Kamloops16

The Jewish Community Centre of Kamloops at one time discussed

approaching the City of Kamloops to see if they would designate a Jewish

area in a municipal cemetery; however, this idea did not move forward.

Since then, there has been no further discussion. Some members of the

community have passed away and the burials have been in local cemeteries.

The Okanagan Jewish Community and Shaarei Shalom17

Shaarei Shalom (Gates of Peace), the Okanagan Jewish Community (OJC)

Association’s cemetery, contains approximately 64 plots and is located within

Lakeview Memorial Gardens on Dry Valley Road in Kelowna. The OJC will

accept any unaffiliated Jewish person for burial who dies in the area. Burials

are handled by Valleyview Funeral Home and attended by Kelowna’s chevra

kadisha, if the family of the deceased wishes their services.

Rabbi Emil Klein, z”l, previously of Congregation Emanu-El in Victoria, offi-

cially dedicated the cemetery on October 23, 1988. As required by Jewish

law, the area is separated from the rest of the cemetery by a concrete barrier

and fencing. At that point in OJC’s existence, community meetings were

being held in various churches and other halls and they desired their own

gathering place. However, as is traditional in the establishment of a Jewish

community, the cemetery was created some years before the synagogue,

which is called Congregation Beth Shalom and located in the OJC building

on Snowsell Road.

Shaarei Shalom was laid out according to Orthodox principles. Twenty-six

people are buried there and 21 additional plots have been purchased. Five

plots are technically unusable for various reasons, although one may even-

tually be used to bury siddurim (prayer books). The purchase of a plot

includes perpetual maintenance. The fee for members is $4,000, for non-

members $5,000, and the graves are marked with flat bronze plaques. The

cemetery maintains a business chair, who keeps track of the deeds, which
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are stored in the OJC offices. To aid its members, the community website

has a funeral planning and procedures guide.

Discussion is now underway in the community for an expansion to their

section of the cemetery. Within the new area, interfaith burials and crema-

tion urns would be permitted. The community is open to how best to serve

the diversity of its families’ needs. Examples of how Kelowna’s chevra

kadisha adapts include permitting a Jewish individual from a rural area of

British Columbia the pre-burial rituals and the burial on consecrated private

land in their home community; selling shrouds to Jews who were not buried

in a Jewish cemetery; and waiting more than 48 hours for burial if the

deceased’s relatives are coming from elsewhere. In general, the community

feels it is better to assist in fulfilling at least part of the burial mitzvot (com-

mandments) than to have no Jewish traditions at all.

The OJC’s chevra kadisha is run by volunteers who are responsible for

preparing a body according to Jewish law. The women’s section, under the

leadership of Susan Shawlee, has five to seven women to draw on; the men’s

section, led by retired doctor Steven Finkleman, has seven men to draw on.

Their original protocol was from a synagogue in Calgary. Rabbi Shmuly

Hecht of Chabad Okanagan has more recently looked at and approved of

their procedures: washing the body (tahara), dressing in shrouds

(tachrichim), and shemira if the family requests it. Shrouds are ordered

through the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery office in Vancouver and Valleyview

Funeral Home orders the traditional wooden caskets.

Only five to 10 percent of local families request shemira. Regarding this ritu-

al, the chevra kadisha was advised that, if an individual is uncomfortable

sitting with a body, it is acceptable to perform the shemira by sitting outside

an open door to the room where the body is lying. It is not easy in a small

population to find enough people to perform this mitzvah. 

Additionally, if cost is an issue, Valleyview charges extra for keeping the

facility open when shemira is requested. The chevra kadisha says it is dif-

ficult to find new people to join, therefore in a pinch, they sometimes ask
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medical people in their community to assist. New people are brought

in gradually.
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Rabbi Emil Klein, z”l, officially dedicated the Okanagan Jewish Community
Association’s cemetery, Shaarei Shalom, on October 23, 1988. Seen here are
the invitation to the dedication, as well as a clipping of an article about the
event, which was published in the Jewish Western Bulletin December 8, 1988.
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Another service OJC offers is a hospital visiting committee. They will take in

meals and provide any other support needed for the person or their family,

including setting up the funeral.

Going back in history, following is the story of the cemetery founding in the

words of some of the key players, who were interviewed in Kelowna by Jean

Gerber in 1999.18

According to a founding member, Lil Feldberg, “Our first resident person we

buried in the cemetery, sadly enough, was someone, a Jewish man, who was

moving here to live and didn’t last long.”

Bob Levin, an early OJC president, corroborated, saying the man was only in

town three months before passing away. When asked about the burial ritual,

Levin explained, “I’ll tell you what I remember first, and other people can pick

it up from there. The necessity to prepare the body falls, of course, on the

members of the community. As I recall it, one of the physicians was a member

of the community and he became the first person in charge of the chevra

kadisha … Dr. Michael Golby. And so, those who had volunteered received a

telephone call that this person had died. Most of us had never been with a

corpse before, so we attended at the Memorial Gardens and we had the proper

procedure typed on a piece of paper and we followed that. It was quite a fasci-

nating experience. I think all of us found it quite a moving experience.”

Feldberg remembered that they contacted Ziggy Blevis, head of Calgary’s

chevra kadisha, who provided Kelowna with “the rules and patterns so we

could make our own shrouds, which we have done.” She said, “[Rabbi Klein]

… did all the services that were required and then we had to walk around

the perimeter inside the cemetery seven times. Being as Louie [Feldberg,

Lil’s husband] is a cohen [or kohain, a descendant of biblical Aaron, the high

priest] … he could be on the cemetery grounds [for the walk], but after that

was done, he had to leave the cemetery and stand outside the gate. We all

stayed inside. Then, we … had coffee somewhere.”

After a group discussion, the consensus was that those attending had
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refreshments at a downtown hotel. The day had been quite chilly.

Levin, with the help of former president and community builder and sup-

porter Mel Kotler, z”l, described the cemetery location. “‘The cemetery was

on a hill,’ he said. ‘It was an established cemetery, [near] one of the lakes –

the airport between here and Lake Country or Winfield. The owner of the

cemetery was approached by us and agreed to sell us a plot of land that we

could dedicate as the Jewish cemetery. I remember he was trying to show us

two different spots that he had open there. One was on top of the hill, and

the other was at the bottom of the hill right next to the highway, which he

definitely wanted to move. But the three committee members insisted that

we would take the spot on top of the hill. It was important to have a view at

that point.’ (All laugh.)

“Mel: ‘Overlooking the highway!’

“Bob: Louie suggested periscopes.’”

Harold Glick, z”l, a founding member of the community and the cemetery

committee, remembered that he took care of the cemetery records in the

beginning, eventually passing them on to Sam Larry, z”l. The records now

reside in the OJC offices.

Jewish Death and Dying in the West Kootenay Region19

The first documented Jew in Nelson, Harris “Silver King” Ginsberg arrived

in 1898 and remained until his passing in 1922. Before his death, he request-

ed interment in a consecrated cemetery in New York, as he knew that

Nelson could not accommodate a Jewish burial. Ninety-five years later, the

situation remains the same, even though hundreds of Jews now live in the

West Kootenay region.

If a family is not prepared to transport a body to a larger Jewish centre,

Jewish burial and mourning are always a compromise in rural and small
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communities. It takes leadership, negotiating abilities and funds to arrange

for a consecrated Jewish burial area in outlying communities. Another chal-

lenge is the high rate of intermarriage in these areas. Many couples would

prefer to be buried together than be separated in death.

The Nelson municipal cemetery does contain a number of recent Jewish

graves. At least three of the individuals were cremated before interment.

Shiva was not held, in deference to a “celebration of life” held later.

Nevertheless, after the deaths, the families did receive traditional visits and

meals from their empathetic community.

The community stasis in preparing for Jewish burials is reflected in a com-

ment made by a 35-year member, “So, it’s like we’re all planning to die

somewhere else, you know!”

Another longtime community member related the story of her parents.

When they were very aged and in various states of dementia, she brought

them to Nelson to care for them. She found the Catholic hospital very

understanding, removing the cross from the wall of her dying father’s room.

The following, written recently, recounts how she handled her parents’

deaths, as well as the subsequent attempt by the West Kootenay Jewish

community to acquire sanctified space in the Nelson municipal cemetery:

“About 12 years ago, after the death of my parents, three of us from the com-

munity went to speak to the mayor of the time about setting up a Jewish

section in the Nelson Cemetery. His response was that the city had decided

that the cemetery would be completely non-sectarian and that no exclusive

areas would be set up anymore. We were as persuasive as we could be, but

were not successful.

“My parents are both buried here in the municipal cemetery, and a young

Jewish man who died very tragically is buried very close by. The head-

stones are distinctly Jewish, but they are certainly not in a Jewish area. A

rabbi performed the ceremony for my father but he was not able to travel

here for my mother’s funeral. A member of our community led the serv-
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ice instead. I was able to get the city to put in a special request for no

plastic liner at the gravesite. I spoke to a few funeral homes and chose

one in Trail, about an hour away, as they were the most willing to allow

some, not all, of the Jewish customs. In advance of their deaths, I pre-

pared the best I could, obtaining shrouds, plain pine caskets, special can-

dles, etc. It wasn’t perfect but it worked for me and my family.

“It’s possible that we could approach the city again, but I’m not optimistic.

Personally, I’d rather have my parents buried where I live, which allows me

to visit their graves. But, I’m not religious, and those who feel more strongly

about this religiously may feel very differently.”20

In October 2015, another community stalwart brought up the subject of a

Jewish cemetery on the community listserve, Mountain Chai, laying it out

this way: “As most of you know, Jewish burial customs are different from

mainstream practices and from other religions. Considering the fact that

some of the members of our Jewish community are aging, including myself,

and life is not necessarily predictable for anyone, I thought it is worthwhile

to raise this question.” She asked, “I wonder whether any of you is interest-

ed in ensuring that a Jewish burial is available in the Kootenays and creat-

ing an infrastructure that will make it possible.”

Her proposal did not move forward, as the response, though heartfelt, was

negligible.
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From the JMABC Digital Image Collection: 
Images of Jewish Cemeteries in British Columbia

At one point in
its history, the
gravestone of
Joshua Davies
had a spire,
Victoria’s Beit
Ha’Chaim, his-
toric Jewish
cemetery, on
Cedar Hill Road.
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The gravestone of Joshua Davies, with-
out its spire, Beit Ha’Chaim, Victoria.
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Gravestones at Beit
Ha’Chaim, Victoria:  veteran
Joseph L. Vince, above, and
artist Reuven Spiers.
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Gravestones at Beit
Ha’Chaim, Victoria: clockwise
from the top,  Sarah
Oppenheimer, Gidi and
Morris Price. Price was the
first person to be buried in
the cemetery.
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The entry to the Victoria and Vancouver Island Jewish Burial Society’s conse-
crated area at Hatley Memorial Gardens.
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A few of the gravestones at the
Jewish section of Hatley Memorial
Gardens, Victoria: Margaret
Sugarman, Irene Rose Block and Dr.
Elias Mandel.
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Views of the Jewish section of Mountain View Cemetery, Vancouver.
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The tombstone of David Louis, Mountain View Cemetery, Vancouver.
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Hebrew gravestones, Mountain View Cemetery, Vancouver.
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Jack Kowarsky, chair of the
Schara Tzedeck Cemetery
Board, speaks at the rededica-
tion of the Jewish section at
Mountain View Cemetery on
May 3, 2105.
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At the rededication in
2015, Cantor Yaacov

Orzech, left, and
Rabbi Andrew

Rosenblatt provided
an indication of what

the original dedication
ceremony might have

been like in 1892.

A multi-generation crowd of community members and descendants, led by
great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren, prepare to walk through the
restored gates of Vancouver’s pioneer Jewish cemetery.
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Arnold Silber, left,
with Vancouver City
Councillor Raymond
Louie, who called the
rededication an
important day for the
Jewish community
and the City of
Vancouver.
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Left to right: 
landscape architect

Cornelia Hahn
Oberlander,

Mountain View
Cemetery manager

Glen Hodges,
restoration project

head Shirley
Barnett and project
administrator Myra
Adirim at the reded-

ication ceremony.

Guests at the rededi-
cation ceremony were
invited to sign the
guest book and take a
self-guided tour
around the cemetery.
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Some of the 87 headstones unveiled
at the September 11, 2016, ceremony.

On September 11, 2016, a small
crowd gathered at the Jewish sec-
tion of Mountain View Cemetery for
the unveiling of 87 headstones for
babies and children who had passed
away between 1893 and 1996. Helen
Aqua, pictured here addressing
those gathered, donated the funds
for the headstones.
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As visitors leave
the Jewish sec-
tion at Mountain
View Cemetery,
they read on the

gates above
them, “Shalom

aleichen,
neshamot

taharot,” “Peace
be upon you,
pure souls.”
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Plaque at Beth Israel Cemetery.
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Memorial at
Beth Israel
Cemetery,
circa 1960.
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The original gates of Schara Tzedeck Cemetery.
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An advertisement placed in the November 6, 1930, issue of the Jewish Western
Bulletin by the Schara Tzedeck Cemetery Board, inviting every Jewish communi-
ty member to attend the cemetery’s one-year anniversary. 
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Gates of Schara Tzedeck Cemetery in New Westminster.
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Tombstones at Schara Tzedeck Cemetery, New Westminster.

C
O
U
R
T
E
SY
 O
F S

C
H
A
R
A
 T
Z
E
D
EC
K
 C
E
M
E
T
E
R
Y
 B
O
A
R
D



From the JMABC Digital Image Collection 149

JM
A
B
C
 L
.13
31
4

The Holocaust Memorial at Schara Tzedeck Cemetery, New Westminster.
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Shaarei Shalom Cemetery, Kelowna.
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Unidentified woman walking between the headstones at Schara Tzedeck
Cemetery, New Westminster.
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Contributors

Pat Johnson is on the editorial board of the Jewish Independent.

Cyril Edel Leonoff (February 22, 1925-April 7, 2016) was a retired geotech-
nical engineer and dedicated historian. Founding the Jewish Historical

Society of British Columbia in 1971, he researched and wrote extensively on

the history of Jewish people in British Columbia, including Pioneers,

Pedlars and Prayer Shawls, An Enterprising Life: Leonard Frank

Photographs, 1895-1944 and Bridges of Light: Otto Landauer Photographs,

1945-1980. His work received many awards, including the City of Vancouver

Heritage Award, the B.C. Historical Association Award, the Canadian

Historical Association Certificate of Merit and the Association of Canadian

Jewish Studies Distinguished Service Award.

Janet Mary Nicol taught high school history, among other subjects, in
Vancouver for 29 years. She is a freelance writer with a special interest in

local history. She blogs at janetnicol.wordpress.com.

Ronnie Tessler was the first executive director of the Vancouver Holocaust
Education Centre. She has been involved with the Jewish Museum and

Archives of British Columbia since the 1980s and chairs the publications

committee.

Amber Woods is one of the tour guides at Victoria’s Congregation Emanu-
El and helps with the walking tour of Jewish Victoria offered by Discover

the Past. It is in preparing for these tours that she has been researching the

Jewish experience in early Victoria. Most recently, she has published a

number of articles of Jewish interest, including “Early Victoria: A Jewish

Perspective” for the Victoria Historical Society (2015) and “Kolot Mayim:

Not the First Time There Was Reform Judaism in Victoria” for Kolot

Mayim’s October 2015 newsletter, as well as articles for the Spiritually

Speaking column of the Times Colonist: “The Gift of Spirituality is Found in

Many Places” (September 6, 2014) and “The Problem of Keeping Promises

and Sharing Historic Recipes” (February 23, 2015).
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Archivist’s Report

The year 2016 was simultaneously a great and very difficult year for the

Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia. We saw tremendous

growth of both the archives and public programming, recording more inter-

views, collecting more archives donations and launching new programs.

This growth has continued in 2017, with the launch of many new initiatives,

more new acquisitions and a record number of internships.

This edition of The Scribe is in some ways a break with recent tradition and

is a return to our roots. We’ve collected stories from around the province of

Jewish cemeteries and the community members buried within them. In

truth, this issue started in the late 1970s, when founder Cyril Leonoff first

brought attention to the dereliction of the Jewish section at Mountain View

Cemetery in Vancouver. A project many, many years in the making, the

restoration of Mountain View’s Jewish section was finally completed in

2015. Its completion brought back into focus the need to celebrate this his-

toric place and its stories. But Jews lived and died around the province, and

no one cemetery can be the keeper of all Jewish history. Thus, with the

tremendous help of Cynthia Ramsay, Ronnie Tessler and the JMABC publi-

cations committee, we have compiled to the best of our ability an account of

these historic, and contemporary, places.

Archives Update

Every year, the number of researchers who contact the JMABC grows, with

an average of two requests every day of the week. We receive requests from

people in countries halfway around the world, to people we know and see

every week. From genealogy to school essays to amateur enthusiasts these

requests make us think creatively about the material we already have in the

archives, and wistful about what is still out there to collect.

The work of processing, cataloguing and digitizing archival collections

could not be done without our volunteers, assistants and interns. Through
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the generous support of many granting bodies, the archives has been able to

create a legacy of young students, many of whom go on to pursue archival

and historical research and who are active in communities all over the

world. We appreciate them for the too-short times they are with us.

The JMABC’s Oral History Program, originally begun in 1968 – yes, it predates

the official organization by three years – has now topped 800 interviews,

thanks to the effort of countless volunteers. In addition to our ongoing pro-

gram, 2016 and 2017 saw the creation of two new programs: The Kitchen

Stories podcast and the Southern Africa Diaspora Oral History Project. With

these new initiatives came many new interviewers and dozens of new inter-

viewees. We are enjoying connecting with people in so many ways.

Interviews conducted from January 2016 to August 2017 included Eva

Swartz, Tevie Smith, Roberta Beiser, Cindy Wine, Sylvia Friedman, Debby

Freiman, Wendy Fouks, Fred Swartz and Carol Herbert, Rabbi Shmulik

Yeshayahu, Veronik Campbell, Rita and Marvin Weintraub, Miriam Karp,

Shelley Goldberg and Nadine Katz, Sophie Cymbalista and Etta Klausner

and Cal Shell, Hazel Stevens, Karen Glanzberg, Dr. Peter Dodek, Simon

Kahlon, Susy Segal, Mahla Shapiro, Gala Ivker, Janice Masur, Miriam

Filosoff, Gerald Lecovin and family, Nico Slobinsky, Zohar Levin, Noam

Dolgin, Zach Berman and Ryan Slater, Barb Druzerman, Ben Groberman,

Jeffrey Yoskowitz, Mendel Skulski, William Wolff, Claire Hammer and

Estelle Sanderson, David Skulski, Zara Jackson, Estika Hunnings, Justine

Balin, Derya Akay, Rotem Tal and Itamar Shani, Bea Goldberg, Leah Levitt,

Lauren Kramer, Bret Silberg, Michael Elterman, Cheryl Kalmek, Sharon

Posner, David Kaplan, David Schein, Sara Ciacci, Lexie Bernstein, Linda

Stein, Rabbi Carey Brown, Rabbi Dan Moscovitz, Tanja Demago, Jack Aaron,

Ruth Wingerin, Yamila Chikiar, Andrew Riseman, Alf Price, Irene Dodek,

Stephanie Lim, Shelia Romalis, Marc Schutzbank, Michael Braude, Shelley

Ail and Iris Dayson, Tamar Kafka, Freda Sher, Barbara Rubanenko.
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In Memoriam

On April 7, 2016, we

lost our founder and

archivist emeritus,

Cyril Edel Leonoff. A

guiding force in the

JMABC for the last

45 years, Cyril was

involved to the very

end, attending an

Intersections event

just one week earli-

er, on March 31.

Cyril touched many

lives through his

work as both engineer and historian, but he was also my grandfather. He

inspired a love and appreciation of history long before I ever realized it

was happening. Weekend trips to Fort Langley, Burnaby Heritage Village

or the Maritime Museum were staples of my childhood with my grandpar-

ents. True to his character, Cyril never forced this interest, just quietly

supported and guided it when we would let him.

In 2014, when I first started as an archives assistant at the JMABC, it seemed

both inevitable and impossible. That I had come to the same place as my

grandpa, but in my own way and my own time made me appreciate his con-

tributions so much more. He believed in hard work and dedication, that

nothing should ever be handed to you.

I am so thankful that I am able to continue his legacy in some small way,

and that he was able to see me learn to treasure his life’s work.

Alysa Routtenberg, Archivist 

Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia

Anita Leonoff, holding Alysa Routtenberg, and Cyril
Leonoff at the launch of An Enterprising Life: Leonard
Frank, Photographs 1895-1944, November, 1990.
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Cyril Edel Leonoff
(February 22, 1925-April 7, 2016)

Cyril E. Leonoff, professional engineer and his-

torian, died in Vancouver, British Columbia on

April 7, 2016, at the age of 91. His passing was

sudden and unexpected, as he had been in

good health and actively writing and research-

ing during his final days. 

Cyril was born on February 22, 1925, in

Winnipeg, Man., to William Leonoff and Rose

Brotman. The family descended from Jewish

Russian immigrants who pioneered small

farming communities in the Saskatchewan

prairies in the 1890s. 

In 1944, Cyril enlisted in the Canadian Armed Forces, and he returned to the

University of Manitoba in 1945 at the war’s end to complete a bachelor’s

degree in civil engineering. There, he met his future wife, Faye Matlin (1927-

2011). Together, they graduated in 1949, married on the eve of their gradua-

tion and came out West, where Cyril took up an engineering position with

the Rivers and Harbours Branch of Public Works of Canada in New

Westminster, B.C.

Upon completing his master’s degree in civil engineering at the University

of Washington in 1952, Cyril and Faye returned to Vancouver, where he

joined the one-year-old engineering firm of Ripley and Associates. Together

with Charles F. Ripley and Earle J. Klohn, Cyril co-founded Ripley, Klohn &

Leonoff Ltd., which grew nationally in the 1950s and 1960s and internation-

ally in the 1970s, to become Klohn Leonoff Ltd. Cyril was one of the earliest

pioneer practitioners in British Columbia of soil mechanics and foundation

engineering, now known as geotechnical engineering.

Throughout his 36-year engineering career, Cyril made significant contribu-

Cyril E. Leonoff
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tions to the profession, participated in engineering societies and authored

many technical papers. In 2000, he received the Vancouver Geotechnical

Society Award for significant contributions to the local practice of geotech-

nical engineering and was inducted as a Fellow of the Engineering Institute

of Canada for excellence in engineering and services to the profession and

to society.

Although he retired from civil engineering in 1985 to devote himself full

time to researching and writing on British Columbia’s history, Cyril

remained in close contact with his firm and took great pride in its continu-

ing expansion, first as Klohn Leonoff and, later, as Klohn Crippen Berger,

into a major internationally renowned geotechnical and environmental con-

sulting firm. 

Always a passionate historian, in 1970 Cyril established the Jewish

Historical Society of British Columbia with a dedicated group of volunteers.

In addition to his role as founding president of the JHSBC, Cyril later served

as president of the Vancouver Historical Society, of which he was a member

for more than 60 years, and chaired the City of Vancouver Heritage

Advisory Committee. He was a member of the Vancouver Planning and

Development Commission for many years and participated in and served on

various community boards.

After extensively researching and publishing the first book on the history of

the Jewish people in British Columbia, Pioneers, Pedlars and Prayer Shawls,

which remains a primary source for the history of the Jewish people of

British Columbia and their contribution to the life of the province, Cyril

then authored two beautiful books featuring the photography of Leonard

Frank (An Enterprising Life: Leonard Frank, Photographs 1895-1944) and

Otto Landauer (Bridges of Light: Otto Landauer of Leonard Frank Photos,

1945-1980), whose work has visually documented for posterity the industrial

and social development of British Columbia. 

Cyril took time from his historical research and writing to author A

Dedicated Team: Klohn Leonoff Consulting Engineers, 1951-1991, which
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chronicled the first 40 years of the company he co-founded, including its

close relationship with and implementation of the groundbreaking work

and ideas of the esteemed founder of modern geotechnical engineering,

Karl Terzaghi.

Over the decades, Cyril wrote many essays, articles and other publications

on various aspects of Jewish life on the Prairies and in British Columbia,

and worked closely with other enthusiastic members of the Vancouver and

Jewish historical societies to provide a comprehensive portrayal of 150 years

of our province’s past so that both present and future generations will be

able to appreciate and understand all that our ancestors accomplished in so

short a time.

Cyril received many awards and accolades over the years for his historical

work. Two of the honours he took the deepest pride in were the B.C. Book

Prize, which he received in 1991, and the Association of Canadian Jewish

Studies Distinguished Service Award, granted to him in 2007 for a lifetime

of scholarly achievement in the research and writing on the Jewish history

of British Columbia and the Jewish farm settlements of the Prairies. 

Cyril enjoyed various athletic and community pursuits throughout his long

life, including hockey, baseball, tennis, curling and figure skating, being

involved in the formation of Temple Sholom, and patronizing the fine arts.

He was an avid photographer and skillful restorer of century-old photo-

graphs. He derived great enjoyment from living in Southlands the past 35

years and being a member of its unique community. 

No matter how much time Cyril devoted to his myriad projects, he made

himself readily available to those who asked for his help, advice and histori-

cal expertise. He was always there for his children and grandchildren when-

ever they needed encouragement or support. He was happily married to

Faye for 62 years and they were both very appreciative of being able to cele-

brate their 50th and 60th anniversaries with their family and friends.

Cyril is survived by his son, Blair (Betsy Brown), his daughters, Anita and
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Rosanne, Anita’s children, Alysa Routtenberg and Cole Leonoff, and his

nephew, Jerry Snukal. Cyril was modest about his own accomplishments

but he was extremely pleased by his grandson’s academic achievements and

by his granddaughter’s choice to follow in his footsteps as archivist for the

Jewish Museum and Archives of British Columbia.

Cyril established the Cyril Leonoff Fund for the Jewish Historical Society, at

the Jewish Community Foundation, which will continue to honour his

memory in perpetuity.



                      




