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DINA KRAFT 
TEL AVIV

MADONNA MANAGED to sprin-
kle some of her fairy diva dust on
Israel during her recent tour,
calling the Jewish state the
world’s “energy centre”, wrap-
ping herself in the Israeli flag on
stage and even lighting Shabbat
candles with Sara Netanayahu.

Audiences, local promoters
and officials are hoping her
magic will linger and boost an
already emerging trend in which
Israel is becoming a draw for big-
name artists in relatively large
numbers.

“Anytime you have a success-
ful concert or artist of that cali-
bre here, people will take notice,”
said Jeremy Hulsh, a concert
promoter who also founded Oleh
Records, a company that pro-
motes Israeli artists abroad.

“This year was particularly
strong and next year looks to be
strong, too. There are lots of
newcomer promoters willing to
take risks because they are see-
ing great potential,” he said, not-
ing that Israelis are willing to
pay top dollar for tickets and

thus help the bottom line. 
“Israelis are both excited and

grateful to see any big names
coming to Israel.”

September alone is seeing the
likes of Madonna, Leonard
Cohen, Julio Iglesias, Dinosaur
Jr and Faith No More performing
here. Earlier this summer, the
Pet Shop Boys played, as did the
new pop sensation Lady Gaga.

Madonna played two concerts
last week to a total of some 
100 000 fans, while Cohen’s per-
formance for 47 000 sold out in 17
hours - faster than his shows
anywhere else in the world.

As promoters and agents talk
among themselves, word seems
to be spreading that Israel can be
a lucrative and successful new
stop for performers. Logistics
and facilities are top rate, fans
pay as much as $400 for good
seats for a big name and, despite
an uncertain security situation,
artists realise when they arrive
that the country belies its image
as a war zone.

In an age where Israelis feel
particularly besieged by interna-
tional criticism amid calls for
cultural and other boycotts, the

celebrity acts and the glamorous
star power they emit feel espe-
cially welcome.

“Madonna is the best ambassa-
dor for the Jewish people,”
gushed Liav Mizrahi, a 31-year-
old art teacher from Tel Aviv
who saw her first of two concerts
here and was still breathless the
next day.

Andy David, a spokesman for

the foreign ministry, said he
hoped the message that Israel is
a “normal” country was a happy
by-product of high-profile acts
like Madonna coming to the
country.

“We are a normal country
where people enjoy music and
performers understand there is a
market here for their music,” he
said, adding later that “it’s good
business and a good place to
come. We are not some crazy cor-
ner of the world where every-
thing is upside down,” David
said.

Madonna in particular has
forged a unique connection with
Israel following her involvement
with the Kabbalah Centre in Los
Angeles. Although her last per-
formance here was 16 years ago,

she has been to Israel several
times in recent years on private
visits that included the Western
Wall in Jerusalem and the graves
of mystics in Safed.

Although the average Israeli
seems a bit befuddled by the
Queen of Pop’s interest in Jewish
mysticism, especially the
Kabbalah Centre’s version - seri-
ous Jewish scholars have dis-

missed it as a flashy and inau-
thentic New Age perversion -
they have embraced her all the
same.

Officials also have embraced
the celebrity fawning with enthu-
siasm. Madonna dined with Tzipi
Livni, a prime ministerial hope-
ful and leader of the opposition,
at a trendy Tel Aviv restaurant.
Last Friday evening the singer
met with Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and his
wife, Sara. Madonna, who report-
edly knows some Hebrew, recited
the blessing over the Sabbath
candles with the first lady.

One major paper featured
Madonna’s arrival on its front
page, overshadowing news that
former Prime Minister Ehud
Olmert had been indicted on cor-

ruption charges the day before.
In a column in the weekend

magazine of the daily Ha’aretz
titled “You Really Like Me”,
Gideon Levy described the histo-
ry of Israeli politicians seizing
photo ops with stars. 

A photo spread showed Golda
Meir shaking hands with Kirk
Douglas, Menachem Begin kiss-
ing Elizabeth Taylor’s hand and
Shimon Peres visiting Jaffa with
Sharon Stone.

“We have always longed for the
world’s love, or at least the love
of those of its stars who bothered
to come here,” a sarcastic Levy
wrote.

The occasional big-name music
act certainly isn’t new to Israel.
Paul McCartney performed last
year, and Roger Waters, the late
Michael Jackson and Elton John
also made their way here over
the years.

What is new, industry insiders
say, is the volume of such per-
formances, due in part to Israel’s
sound track record as a place
where fans will pay relatively
high prices for tickets.

Performing in Israel involves
not only security considerations
and the extra insurance neces-
sary to cover them, but the
expense of flying in equipment,
crew and backup musicians from
Europe, as most performers
include Israel as part of their
larger European tours.

“It’s easier now because pro-
moters are not afraid of Israel and
the insurance companies are cov-
ering the risks of such shows,”
said Perla Mitrani, a project man-
ager for Israstage.com, a site that
features Israeli concert dates.
“Israel is now becoming a market
like anywhere else, a normal stop
on people’s tours. The question is
how much people are ready to pay
for this or that performer.”

According to Avisar Savir, a
promoter who is arranging an
upcoming concert here of the
Chasidic reggae musician
Matisyahu, the world economic
crisis also has provided an
opportunity for Israel.

“People need to open new mar-
kets,” he said, “and Israel is seen
as a legitimate place to come in a
way it wasn’t before.” (JTA)

For stars like Madonna, Israel
gig is becoming more common

US pop singer Madonna performing

in Tel Aviv on September 1, on the

last stop of her “Sticky and Sweet”

concert tour. 
(PHOTOGRAPH: AMIR MEIRI/FLASH90/JTA)

JACOB BERKMAN 
NEW YORK

FOLLOWING A burst of criti-
cism, an organisation founded
and funded by the Jewish
Agency for Israel and the Israeli
government dropped a television
ad warning Israelis about the
dangers of assimilation in the
Diaspora.

The MASA programme, which
gives millions of dollars in $3 000
to $9 000 scholarships for long-
term study programmes in
Israel, stirred controversy last
week with its Hebrew-language
commercial portraying Diaspora
Jews as missing persons.

MASA has a $39 million budg-
et, half of which is paid for by
the Jewish federations of North
America via the Jewish Agency
and half by the Israeli govern-
ment.

The commercial featured gray
skies and passing trains moving
behind posters stapled to tele-
phone polls and fluttering in the
wind bearing the pictures and
names of assimilated Jews. 

With foreboding music in t
he background, a well-known
Israeli newscaster says: “More
than 50 per cent of young Jews
assimilate... We are losing
them,” according to a translation
by the Israeli newspaper
Ha’aretz.

A wave of philanthropists,
prominent Jewish journalists
and bloggers have criticised the
ad, saying it represented an out-
dated view on intermarriage and
assimilation.

“The reality is that a major
proportion of self-identified Jews
under 25 today have only one
Jewish parent,” the Forward’s JJ
Goldberg wrote, adding later:
“Huge numbers of these children
- we used to call them half-Jews -
grow up to become active, identi-
fying Jews. The question now is
how to draw the new Jews to
Judaism.

“If the MASA folks are looking
for young Jews who could use
some outreach, these are the
ones they’re after. And nobody is
going to win their hearts with
commercials implying that their
parents’ marriage was a form of
genocide.”

MASA officials had countered
initially that they were simply
trying to be provocative in help-
ing Israeli taxpayers, who pro-
vide half the programme’s budg-
et, understand where their
money goes and to secure future
support for the programme.

But on Tuesday, the organisa-
tion backed away from the ad,
saying it would be discontinued
and that MASA would not follow
through with more ads and mar-
keting material made in the

same vein.
“While this campaign attempt-

ed to motivate the Israeli public
to be more involved in this col-
lective enterprise, the images
that were chosen touched many
raw nerves,” MASA’s North
American director, Avi Rubel,
wrote in a public statement. 

“The Jewish Agency and lead-
ership of MASA have made an
immediate decision to refocus
MASA’s ad campaign in Israel by
moving to its next phase, which
will no longer include the con-
tentious images that have
appeared on Israeli television.”

The Jewish Agency says that
in 2009 - 10, some 9 200 Jews from
around the world will receive
MASA scholarships to help pay
for stays in Israel of three
months or longer in conjunction
with approved programmes.

Three-quarters of MASA’s
budget goes directly to funding
the scholarships, according to
the Jewish Agency. Published
reports said the ad campaign 
in Israel was expected to cost
$800 000.

An independent agency devel-
oped the ad, which was approved
by MASA officials in Israel, a
New York-based Jewish Agency
spokesman said.

“They knew it was stark but
didn’t realise it would be offen-
sive,” the spokesman, Jacob

Dallal, told JTA.
“In the ‘80s, I think most every-

one would have agreed that inter-
marriage was an anathema. But
the thought about it has evolved
in the US over the past decade or
two to reflect the reality here.
But this has not yet happened in
Israel. Most Israelis haven’t even

realised the shift that has taken
place and that has come out in
the commercial.”

The UJC/Jewish Federations
of North America, which sends
more than $130 million from
local Jewish federations to the
Jewish Agency, declined to com-
ment. (JTA)

MASA backs away from controversial ad

This Hebrew-language television ad for the MASA programme that

ran in Israel, drew ire from some Diaspora Jews and ultimately was

withdrawn by the organisation.



Mouth watering
treats for the
new year table

FAY LEWIS
PHOTOGRAPHS: JAN BOTHA
FOOD STYLING: JUSTINE KIGGEN

WHILE ALL kinds of fruit are served at
Rosh Hashanah, the apple is the symbolic
fruit of the season, expressing in both its
sweetness and its round shape the hope

for a satisfying and sweet New Year.
Apples are served dipped in honey after
Kiddush has been made.  

Even the challah takes on a different
form, being baked in a special round
shape to signify that the year has come
full cycle and a new and better one is
about to commence.  
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The tapestry of festivals that’s woven through

the Jewish year is the strongest link the Jewish 

community has to its heritage. To prepare the

house and table for each festival is one of the

most pleasurable responsibilities involved in 

running a Jewish household.



CELEBRATORY TURKEY
Serves 6

1 whole turkey, trimmed (note the weight)
2 onions, sliced
4 carrots, peeled and sliced
4 celery stalks
50ml fresh parsley
10ml crushed garlic
30ml soy sauce
10ml salt
5ml freshly ground black pepper
5ml ground ginger
1,5 litres chicken stock (30ml stock 
powder mixed with 1,5 litres boiling
water)

Method:

• Pre-heat the oven to 190ºC. 
• Coat a deep roasting pan with cooking

spray. Clean the turkey and transfer 
to the prepared pan. Add the onions,
carrots, celery and parsley to the 
pan. 

• Rub the garlic, soy sauce, salt, pepper
and ginger into the skin and cavity of
the turkey. 

• Pour over the heated stock and cover
the turkey with baking paper. 

• Place in the oven and roast, basting
occasionally, for about 3 hours, or for 60
minutes per 1kg of the weight of the
turkey. 

• Turn the turkey every hour and
remove the baking paper for the final 30
minutes. Remove from the oven. 

• Transfer the turkey to a serving platter
and garnish with the asparagus. Serve
with the gravy on the side.

Roasted balsamic asparagus
Serves 6

1kg fresh green asparagus spears
50ml olive oil
5ml crushed garlic
5ml salt crystals
2ml freshly ground black pepper
30ml balsamic vinegar, for serving

Method:
• Pre-heat the oven to 220ºC. 
• Coat a large roasting pan with cooking

spray and set aside. 
• Cut off the ends of the asparagus spears,

rinse and drain. Transfer the asparagus
to the prepared pan and sprinkle over
the oil, garlic, salt and pepper. 

• Roast for 10-15 minutes, or until cooked. 
• Remove from the oven and keep warm

until ready to serve.  
• Transfer to a serving platter, sprinkle

with the balsamic vinegar and serve.
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Gravy

Reserved pan juices
50ml white wine mixed to a paste with 30ml gravy powder 

To make gravy: Strain the pan juices from the roasting pan into a small, heavy-based
saucepan. Add the white wine paste to the pan juices and stir until thickened. Keep warm until
ready to use.
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COLD BUTTERNUT AND CARROT SOUP (PAREV)
Serves 6

30ml olive oil
1 onion, sliced
1kg butternut, peeled and cubed
350g carrots, peeled and grated
1,5 litres vegetable stock (20ml stock powder mixed with
1,5 litres boiling water)
7ml salt crystals
1ml white pepper
1ml ground nutmeg
1 stick cinnamon
125ml fresh non-dairy cream
Fresh chives and carrot strips for serving

Method:
• Heat the olive oil in a heavy-based saucepan and

sauté the onion until tender. 
• Add the butternut and carrots, stirring frequently. 
• Pour in the heated stock, salt, pepper, nutmeg and

cinnamon stick, cover and simmer for 30 minutes, or
until the vegetables are tender. 

• Discard the cinnamon stick and purée the soup in a
food processor (fitted with the metal blade) until
smooth. 

• Transfer to a mixing bowl, stir in the non-dairy
cream and refrigerate. 

• Remove from the fridge, transfer to soup bowls, gar-
nish with the chives and carrot strips, and serve.

ROASTED LAMB SHANKS
Serves 6

6 lamb shanks, ±19cm in length
3 red onions, quartered
3 fresh bay leaves
5ml crushed garlic
10ml salt crystals
5ml ground cumin
5ml ground coriander
5ml ground ginger
250ml red wine
250ml freshly squeezed orange juice
1 x 410g can whole peeled tomatoes, 
chopped
500ml meat stock (20ml stock powder mixed
with 500ml boiling water)

Method:
• Pre-heat the oven to 190ºC.

• Coat a casserole dish with cooking 
spray. Transfer the shanks to the pre-
pared dish and add the remaining ingre-
dients. 

• Cover and roast for 4 hours, or until the
meat is tender. 

• Remove from the oven and keep warm
until ready to serve. 

• Transfer to a serving platter, spoon over
the pan juices and serve with Wasabi
mash (see below).

Wasabi mash
Serves 6

1kg potatoes, peeled and quartered
50g margarine
5ml salt
5ml wasabi powder mixed to a paste with
10ml water

Method:
• Cook the potatoes in a large, heavy-based

saucepan of boiling salted water until
tender. 

• Drain the potatoes, return to the
saucepan and mix in the margarine, 
salt and wasabi powder. Mash until
smooth.

SMOKED SALMON WITH MUSTARD
HONEY DRESSING
Serves 6

500g smoked salmon or smoked salmon
trout, cut into 2,5cm strips
1 English cucumber, sliced into ribbons
1 yellow pepper, seeded and julienned
4 spring onions, sliced
50g fresh salad leaves

Method:
• Arrange the salmon and remaining

ingredients on individual serving plates
and refrigerate until ready to serve. 

• Spoon the dressing over the fish and
serve.

Mustard honey dressing

100ml olive oil
50ml white wine vinegar
30ml honey
30ml wholegrain mustard
2ml salt
1ml white pepper

To make dressing: Blend all the ingredi-
ents in a food processor (fitted with the
plastic blade). Refrigerate until ready to
use. 
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MERINGUE PAVLOVA WITH GRANADILLA CURD
(PAREV)
Serves 6

4 jumbo egg whites
2ml salt
300g castor sugar
5ml white vinegar
5ml vanilla essence
15ml cornflour
15ml pink peppercorns, crushed
500g fresh strawberries, halved
Icing sugar, for serving 

Granadilla curd

250ml fresh non-dairy cream, whipped
125ml lemon curd
1 x 110g can granadilla pulp

To make curd: Mix all the ingredients together in a small
bowl. Refrigerate until ready to use.

Method:
• Pre-heat the oven to 200ºC. 
• Line a baking sheet with baking paper and set aside. 
• Using an electric mixer, beat the egg whites and salt until

soft peaks begin to form. Gradually add the castor sugar,
beating until stiff peaks begin to form again. 

• Add the vinegar, vanilla, cornflour and peppercorns. 
• Spoon the meringue onto the prepared sheet and shape

into a rectangle. Using a metal spoon, shape the edges to
create a cavity.

• Reduce oven temperature to 120ºC and bake for 1 hour.  
• Remove from the oven and set aside to cool.  
• Spoon the granadilla curd into the cavity in the meringue,

top with the fresh strawberries and dust with the icing
sugar.
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STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHS
ALSION GOLDBERG

THE STALWART Jewish serv-
ice organisation, The Jewish
Women’s Benevolent Society,
did not escape the world eco-
nomic meltdown and saw its
revenue for the past year
down by R150 000 compared to
the previous year’s figure.

The JWBS recently held its
116th annual general meeting,
appealing to younger women
to join its ranks. 

Chairman Linda Shneier
was elected unanimously to a
second year in office. She
described the previous year as
“a challenging one financial-
ly” but one which the society had managed
to overcome, even though there had been a
drastic decline in revenue.

The society works closely with the
Chevrah Kadisha. It makes contributions to
the Combined Jewish Care and to the Jewish
Students Education Fund, both funds being
administered by the Chevrah and which are
essential to the society’s aims and objectives,
namely to be able to provide assistance and
care to the needy in the community. 

Through the Combined Jewish Care,
financial assistance is provided for shelter,
food, medicines, drug rehabilitation and
transport.

The Jewish Students Education Fund
gives deserving applicants the opportunity
to further their education, provides reme-
dial education for those who require it,
offers pre-primary school education and
makes available any necessary extra
tuition. 

The Benevolent is also proud to be able to
give an annual Rosh Hashanah gift to every
client of the Combined Jewish Care.

Besides this financial assistance, the
Benevolent also provides many social serv-
ices to the needy in the community.

• Its 55 Club takes place twice weekly. At
this social club, members are treated to a
3-course meal, they enjoy wonderful
entertainment and if they need transport
the JWBS drivers are available to assist
them.

• The OTC is the place where the
Benevolent’s members are actively involved
in making beautiful handcrafted items
under the guidance of its in-house occupa-
tional therapist, Elaine. These items are sold
or incorporated in the beautiful gifts created
in the JWBS’s BenArc Gift Shop.

• The book and tape libraries are run by
the Benevolent’s volunteers who provide lis-
tening and reading material to all residents
of Sandringham Gardens as well as to all its
members.

• The Befrienders Group provides com-
panionship to the lonely, sick and house-
bound. Its group of sympathetic volunteers
is supervised. 

• The clothing depot is open twice a week
and manned by the Benevolent’s teams of
volunteers. Here the needs of all men,
women and children are taken care of in the
form of clothing, cots, prams, blankets, cur-
tains and other household items. 

Annually, the Benevolent’s sources of
income are manifold, ranging from its sub-
scribing membership to the BenArc Gift
Shop including Pesach and Rosh Hashanah
presentations; legacies, acknowledgement
boards, the Benevolent Bargains Shop,
Yerachmiel Kosher Kiddush Wine, New Year
cards, book sales, the Rosh Hashanah,
Pesach and Chanukah Appeals and the
Sunday market and book fair, to name just a
few.

Shneier expressed a big thank you to all
conveners, committee members and branch
members who are involved in making a suc-
cess of these projects.

She also expressed her grateful thanks to
the continued kindness, friendship and aid
of the Benevolent’s donors who support all
its projects.

“During the past year we faced serious
financial challenges. Our obligations to the
needy in our community are demanding. We
need to look to new and exciting ways to
increase our fundraising efforts. 

“Younger people need to be encouraged to
become involved in our activities in order to
provide continuity for the future. With the
continued support of all our dedicated
benevolent volunteers I am confident of a
brighter future”, she said.
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Jennifer Marcus, Barbara Hossiasohn, Judy Wainer,

Maureen Disler 

Jennifer Pearce, Sybil Abelson, Maureen Disler,

Dinky Segall, Linda Shneier 

Belle Katz, Linda Shneier, Elaine

Bobroff

Despite hard times, JWBS manages to hold its own
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THIS YEAR’S Israel Quiz held last Sunday at
the Nedbank Auditorium in Sandton, ended
with such close marks that in the words of
the quiz’s chairman, Marcia Parness: “Last
night was a very exciting quiz final with the
scores being so close that it was positively
nerve wracking”.

The winner was King David Victory Park’s
Romy Wulfsohn who won by the narrow
margin of only one point.

She was closely followed by King David
Linksfield’s Leon Richman and Yeshiva
College Boys’ School’s Ari Chipkin, both
with the same score.

One point behind them was King David
Linksfield’s Gabriel Smith and Yeshiva
College Boys’ School’s Daniel Hirschowitz. 

King David Linksfield’s Yehuda Rabino-

witz participated in the quiz for the third
time - despite having written his matric pre-
lims only days before. Last year he was the
youngest contestant in the quiz.

Such a closely fought contest proved the
similarity of knowledge acquired by the con-
testants and the well-set questions in the syl-
labus, which was sourced by Quiz Chairman
Sender Lees and covered the entire ambit of
Jewish history up until the modern day
advancements.

The quiz, which consisted of three different
parts, started off with 60 participants from
the various South African Jewish day
schools. These included King David
Linksfield, King David Victory Park, Yeshiva
College - boys and girls, Torah Academy
which had one entrant, Aaron Cobb and
Theodor Herzl in Port Elizabeth, which also
had one contestant, Lauren Kahn, who both

ABIGAIL K LEICHMAN 
TEL AVIV 

NEW ISRAELI technology improves tur-
bine output and efficiency across the

board and ensures that even in cities,
wind farms can generate clean and reli-
able power. And steering it is a native
South African now living in Israel, hav-
ing been raised in the US.

Nail-biting finish to a
hard-fought Israel Quiz

All the partici-

pants  in the

quiz together

with Rabbi

Dorron Kline in

the front and

Marcia Parness,

Sender Lees and

Israel’s

Ambassador to

South Africa

Dov Segev-

Steinberg on

the right.

Question master

Rabbi Dorron

Kline with Quiz

Chairman Marcia

Parness, the quiz

winner, Romy

Wulfsohn holding

her trophy and

Quiz Co-ordinator

Sender Lees.

Harnessing the urban wind...
Anyone who has ever watched a wind-

mill knows that turbines can generate
electricity. But because wind doesn’t
blow at a steady or predictable speed,
stable output is difficult to achieve.
Furthermore, it’s costly to manufacture
and maintain components that will
stand up well to punishing gusts.

To meet the need for greater reliabili-
ty and affordability, Variable Wind
Solutions (VWS) was founded in Israel
about three and a half years ago. Last
autumn, investors entrusted a total of
$2,6 million to enable VWS to start pilot-
ing its proprietary electronic technolo-
gy. 

The goal is to help transform wind
power, at long last, into a practical and
widespread source of clean energy,
especially on urban wind farms.

VWS technology is geared toward
improving turbine output and efficiency
- while alleviating stress on components
- in the fluctuating wind conditions of
population centres.

It is particularly in such urban set-
tings where technical and performance
constraints, combined with the time
and logistics associated with connecting
to the grid, have prevented the applica-
tion of small wind turbines to their full
potential.

CEO and co-founder Ian Kaplan tells
Israel21c that VWS has begun work on a
pilot project in California, with addi-
tional pilots in Israel, England and
Denmark to follow.

“Solar and small wind turbine energy
is generating great interest,” says
Kaplan, a native South African raised in
the US who has been living in Israel
since 1994. 

“Our technology can work with any
kind of rotor design, so we can easily
partner with any small wind turbine
company and use their existing rotor
setup.”

If the pilot projects prove successful,
Kaplan expects them to pave the way for

commercialisation. The ultimate goal is
to enable urban wind farms to generate
clean, reliable power using the pooled
innovations of VWS and original equip-
ment manufacturers.

Long involved in the field of sustain-
able development, Kaplan happened
upon his venture while testing a small
wind turbine that he and partner Gil Ziv
built using funds from an angel investor.

“In the course of the project, we devel-
oped electronics based on technology
used in large wind turbines,” he says.
“And at the end of the day, we felt there
was more potential in that aspect than in
the turbines themselves.”

They added a chief technology officer
and electronics engineer to their staff as
they went through periods of reorienting
and rethinking their ideas in search of
the right investor. “You need to be some-
what optimistic as a start-up entrepre-
neur, because you never know if the
funding is coming,” Kaplan says.

The Tel Aviv-based company is await-
ing certification for its products. “If
things go well, perhaps in four months’
time we will be ready to go to market,”
Kaplan states. “That’s the importance of
lining up good pilot project partners to
prove that our technology works.”

VWS is globally focused. “There is a
growing realisation that clean tech is not
a fad like in the ‘70s, and not merely
dependent on the price of oil,” Kaplan
explains.

He is optimistic that the American
Wind Energy Association’s small 
wind turbine standards due out by early
next year will bring about greater
accountability and transparency, allow-
ing customers to compare products
based on more than just manufacturers’
claims.

A burgeoning energy transmission
and distribution infrastructure in the US
could herald a bright future for wind
power on small and large scales.

“While small wind is behind solar in
terms of testing and installation, wind
power is a market opportunity that justi-
fies investment,” Kaplan asserts.(Israel21c)

made it through to the final 10.
The judges were Cedric Ginsberg (the

main judge - who was also a judge when the
quiz was called “The Pillars of Fire”. The syl-
labus then included questions only up until
1948), Arnie Altshuler and Mor Rubenstein.

The questions were set by Sender Lees in
conjunction with Debbie Mankowitz who
worked in the aliyah department of the Israel
Centre and went on aliyah recently, but
worked on the quiz with the team despite
being in Israel.

Rabbi Dorron Kline (who previously head-
ed the Israel Centre in South Africa) was

brought to South Africa from Israel especial-
ly for the event and prior to the actual quiz,
spoke to the learners at Yeshiva College and
King David Linksfield to encourage them to
generate interest and to participate in the
quiz.

The winning school (who had the most
learners and their parents and friends
attending the quiz) won the prize of being
given airtime on ChaiFM.

“Kol Hakavod to all the finalists, your
efforts must be commended. You all gave
the best of yourselves”, was the general
consensus.



11 - 18 September 2009 SA JEWISH REPORT 73

ISRAEL21c STAFF
TEL AVIV 

NEW ISRAELI research that links childhood
leukaemia to a protein mutation found in
adults with a common blood disorder, holds
out hope of a cure. 

Israeli researchers have discovered a vital
new link between childhood leukaemia and a
protein mutation that leads to a blood disorder
in adults.

The discovery holds out hope for a possible
new treatment for children suffering from
blood cancer. A drug now in clinical trials for
the adult disorder could also prove effective in
treating a similar mutation in children with
leukaemia.

Every year around 4 500 children in
America are diagnosed with leukaemia,
according to the Leukaemia and Lymphoma
Society it is the commonest childhood cancer.

For most children who receive this diagno-
sis, the prognosis is good. Around 80 per cent
of them will recover and go on to lead healthy
lives. For 20 per cent, however, the illness will
prove deadly.

Dr Shai Izraeli, of Tel Aviv University’s
Sackler School of Medicine and Sheba
Medical Centre began research this field when
he and his team discovered a mutation of the
JAK2 protein in Down syndrome patients.

Izraeli’s discovery was published recently in
the medical journal The Lancet.

Children with Down syndrome are 20 to 30
times more likely to develop leukaemia during
childhood than are normal children. Izraeli
discovered that children suffering from Down
syndrome who developed leukaemia had
JAK2 mutations.

In an effort to corroborate his finding,
Izraeli collaborated with the iBFM Study
Group, a European childhood leukaemia con-
sortium. He studied 90 cases of Down syn-
drome leukaemia from all over Europe and
discovered that the JAK2 mutation was pres-

ent in 20 per cent of these cases.
The Israeli team suspected that this protein

might be linked to other disorders and dis-
eases. Further research proved them right. A
mutation of the JAK2 protein in Down syn-
drome and leukaemia also causes Polycy-
themia Vera, a disease common in adults that
leads to the overproduction of blood.

“This is perhaps the first example of two
very similar - but different - mutations that
apparently do the same thing in a cellular
protein,” says Izraeli. “But they’re associated
with two completely different disorders, one
that causes polycythaemia in adults and the
other that causes leukemia in children.”

A new drug based on inhibitors of JAK2
has been developed to treat polycythemia and
is now in clinical trials. 

If the clinical trials go well, the researchers
believe the drug could be fast-tracked
through approvals and made available to suf-
ferers within a few years. 

“JAK2 inhibitors are not based on
chemotherapy. The first experiences with
these treatments show very few side effects.

All that researchers need to do is to expand
these trials to patients with high-risk leu-
kaemia - and that can happen fairly quickly,”
Izraeli remarks. “We will know in just a few
years what these drugs are capable of.”

Izraeli explains that typical chemothera-
pies for leukaemia have a high “toxicity
cost”.

Children with leukaemia are treated with
different chemotherapies over two to three
years. As a result, some children suffer long-
term irreversible damage, such as neurologi-
cal, heart, or bone problems and sterility.

Researchers looking for viable alternatives
may turn to Izraeli’s research as a promising
avenue for success.

“Our research gives hope and life to the 20
per cent who might not make it, as well as
those who may experience a relapse,” says
Izraeli. (Israel21c)

A new drug hope for 
children with leukaemia 



tise,” he said.
“Today, the overwhelming majority are per-
fectly content in their Protestantism and
Catholicism. Only in a handful of cases peo-
ple are exploring a relationship with main-
stream Judaism.”

Last Shavuot, as Jews around the world
celebrate the giving of the Torah on Mount
Sinai and read the Book of Ruth - the story of
the world’s most famous convert to Judaism -
some of these Crypto-Jewish returnees will
celebrate their bar- and batmitzvah with
Leon at Congregation B’nai Zion, a syna-
gogue with 400 families.

Ten per cent of the members are Crypto-
Jews, yet “without my anusim I might not
have a minyan”, Leon said.

He’s not kidding. On a hot Saturday morn-
ing in May, in the imposing angular white
B’nai Zion building set starkly against the
mountain range dividing El Paso, about 30 of
the 50 people sitting in the circular sanctuary
topped by a Jewish star skylight are Crypto-
Jews. (The larger sanctuary is used on the
High Holidays to accommodate the 1 500
members.)

One is Blanca Carrasco, 43, who returned
to Judaism last year and celebrated her bat-
mitzvah on Shavuot.

As the rabbi takes the Torah around the
sanctuary to be kissed, the congregation
sings “Etz chayim chai, l’amachazikim bah”
(“A tree of life to all those who hold fast to
it...”) and Carrasco tears up at the last verse:
“Hashiveinu Hashem elecha v’nashuva” -
(“Return us to you, G-d, and we shall
return”).

Carrasco’s return to Judaism started as a
curious Catholic child in Mexico, where she
was infatuated with everything in the Bible.
By the time she was 20 she converted to
Evangelical Christianity, but the doctrine
was still lacking for her and her husband,
Cezar, who considered himself more of an
atheist. 

Then, about 14 years ago, her mother invit-
ed her to a Passover seder at a Messianic con-
gregation in El Paso.

“We felt it was familiar - it felt like home,”
Blanca Carrasco said.

“Right in that instance, our life changed,”
she added. “I needed to know more.” 

Like a number of Crypto-Jews who now
attend B’nai Zion, the Carrascos began their
religious transformation by praying at the
Messianic Centre in El Paso, where they
learned about Judaism, important rabbis, the
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THREE STRANGE things happened to Rabbi
Stephen Leon the first week he moved here
in 1986 to lead Congregation B’nai Zion, the
Conservative synagogue in this border city. 

“Rabino,” said a Catholic man calling from
Jaurez, Mexico, about 30 minutes away. “I
need to talk to you.”

Every Friday night from the time he was
little, the man’s grandmother took him into a
room, lit candles and said some prayers in a
private language he didn’t understand. His
grandmother had just died, and he asked his
mother if she would continue the tradition.
She told him to go find a rabbi.

Three days later, a Catholic woman from El
Paso came to the rabbi after visiting a rela-
tive in mourning, where she noticed that all
the mirrors were covered.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked her
relatives.

They said it was a Jewish custom.
Then the cable guy came, and the rabbi

told him: “Shalom Y’all.” The man - a
Catholic Hispanic - opened his shirt and
showed his Jewish star necklace - he had just
found out about his Jewish roots.

“Three incidents in a week and a half ?”
Leon recalled. “There has to be something
going on.”

Twenty-two years later that something is
still going on: A steady trickle of Hispanics in
the Southwest, from Juarez to Texas to New
Mexico, are discovering Jewish roots.

Some are set on their search because of a
mysterious tradition practised by an older
relative, such as not eating pork or working
on Saturday. For others the clue is an artefact
like a trompito spinning top that resembles a
dreidel, or a set of tefillin that a Catholic
grandmother on a road trip once insisted on
depositing with the rabbi.

But for the majority of people it’s some-
thing more tenuous: a word here (bubbe,
tzedakah), a Jewish name there (Rael, from
Israel). Very often it’s just a feeling about
Catholicism, Jesus, their past or what they
say is their soul that leads people to wonder if
their family was once Jewish.

Crypto-Jews. Marranos. Anusim. Judios.
Conversos. They are all terms with different
nuances referring to Jews and/or their
descendants who were forced to convert after
Spain and Portugal expelled all non-
Catholics, but continued to practise Judaism
or maintained some Jewish customs even as
they and their children migrated to Latin
America, Europe and finally the United
States.

Some Crypto-Jews are interested in the
genealogical knowledge but are not planning
on leaving Catholicism; others practise a
dual Messianic faith with both Judaism and
Jesus. A very few give up their Catholic faith
and convert - they prefer the word “return” -
to Judaism.

“Who do you count?” asked Stanley
Hordes, one of the foremost experts on the
Crypto-Jews and author of “To the End of
the Earth: A History of the Crypto-Jews of
New Mexico” (Columbia University Press,
2008).

“Chances are really good that many people
have Jewish ancestors going back 500 years,”
he said, estimating that after half of Spain’s
several hundred thousand Jews left the coun-
try, half converted to Catholicism - half of
those Jews converted willingly, assimilating
and eventually blending into Catholic socie-
ty.

“There were certain families that held onto
ancestral Jewish faith and continued to prac-

Jewish festivals and history, and Crypto-
Jews. 

She found some family names - Espinoza,
Israel, Salinas - and a great-aunt who said
her grandmother spoke Ladino.

Eventually Carrasco began to believe only
in the Jewish traditions, and three years ago
she decided to leave the Messianic congrega-
tion after a decade there.

“How can I explain to what is in my
heart?” she said. “People would tell us: ‘You
don’t have to do it’, but we just love it and
want to learn and want to do it.”

A year ago the couple underwent a “return
ceremony”, which is technically a conver-
sion, replete with a conversion certificate,
since it requires at least a year of study, mik-
vah immersion and a declaration of faith.

For the Carrascos, their b’nai mitzvah cer-
emony is just another rite of passage on
their journey to Judaism.

“Now we belong - we are not longing any-
more, we are here,” Blanca Carrasco said.
“We reached the place we were heading to.”

Talk to a number of the 50 anusim families
that Leon has returned to Judaism - and
you’ll hear a similar story.

Margarita Luna remembered that her
grandmother always lit candles on Friday
night before saying the Rosary. But her
mother didn’t want to talk about it - perhaps
that was because during the Mexican wars in
the 1920s they had to hide in a well for a few
days. 

“Always in my heart I feel that I love the
Jewish traditions,” she says, fingering her
mezuzah necklace. “And always I say I am
Jewish and I need to go back to my roots.”

She and her husband, Victor, converted
five years ago, and they plan to have a Jewish
wedding ceremony and, hopefully one day,
move to Israel with their teenage daughter.

Is finding historical proof important to
them?

“It’s not a determinant for my actual con-
nection with G-d,” Victor said. “I think my
heart, my feelings, my soul is Jewish. That is
the most important thing.”

For Leon, who led a New Jersey congrega-
tion for 22 years prior to coming to El Paso,
this has become his mission.

“G-d said to me: ‘I cannot bring back the
six million who were killed in the Holocaust,
but there was another group before who are
alive in much larger numbers than Holo-
caust survivors because it’s been 500 years,
generation after generation of generation’,”
he said. “‘Their souls are still alive... You
have to do something about it’.”

Not everyone agrees with this mission.

Rabbi Yisrael Greenberg of Chabad of El
Paso says he receives his share of phone
calls from Mexicans who think they have
Jewish roots but he discourages conversion.

“I think the Crypto-Jew is a real thing - 500
years ago in the Inquisition hundreds of
thousands of Jewish boys and girls disap-
peared from the Jewish community... Jews
always disappeared from the Jewish com-
munity - most of it by force,” Greenberg
said.

But, he added, referring to the strong reli-
gious ties of Mexican families and the com-
munity: “We have to be careful - we break
families.

“We should put our energy into the
Jewish people rather than to try and bring
anusim back,” Greenberg said. “If the
anusim have a desire to understand
Judaism, then let’s teach them about their
ancestors and let them have an understand-
ing,” he added, implying that the best thing
to do would be to leave it at that.

Such an approach would be fine with Elay
Romero, a retired pipe fitter, who has been
retracing his family’s lineage through state
records and was considering some DNA test-
ing. He discovered Hordes’ book about
Crypto-Jews and came to Taos, New Mexico,
to hear the historian speak on the topic at
the New Mexico Jewish Historical Society.

“I’m just curious,” Romero said. “If I had
Jewish blood, it’s fine. But we’ve been prac-
ticing Catholics for generations, and I won’t
change my affiliation with the Church.”

The rabbi, meanwhile, has big plans. In
addition to welcoming Crypto-Jews, he
helped start an anusim/Sephardic learning
centre and yeshiva in El Paso with Juan
Pable Mejia, a graduate of the rabbinical
programme at the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America, and Sonya Loya, the
director of Bat-Tzyion Hebrew Learning
Cenre in Ruidoso, New Mexico. The goal
would be to bring awareness to the Jewish
and general public about the Inquisition and
Crypto-Jews on par with Holocaust remem-
brance.

“The anusim will come back eventually;
there is a yearning. There is a divine plan
out there,” Leon said.

With Hispanics being the fastest-growing
population and the Jews constantly con-
cerned about their diminishing population,
Leon says the Jewish community should
welcome those Hispanics who want to
explore their Jewish ancestry.

“I think the anusim are the only answer,”
he said. “They are returning one way or
another.” (JTA)
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