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What the 1950 census can tell us
about Jewish life in America

Culture

By Andrew Silverstein

 

Jewish genealogists and researchers are eagerly awaiting midnight April 1, when the U.S.
1950 decennial census will be made public by the National Archives and Records
Administration.

Seventy-two years to the day the enumeration began, the entries of the 151 million
Americans tallied will be made accessible online. The data will give a snapshot of American
life in the year that “Guys and Dolls” opened on Broadway, and the Korean War was
declared. For the first time, war babies and older baby boomers will be able to find
themselves on the census rolls.

This census is of special interest to American Jews, showing life in the years after the
Holocaust and the establishment of the state of Israel. It captures recently arrived Jewish
refugees from Europe’s displaced persons camps settling into their new country, while
upwardly mobile Jews were moving to the suburbs and populating new Jewish centers in
places like California and Florida.

The census is a valuable tool for genealogists, offering the name, age, address, and
birthplace of every American at a moment in time. But more than listing employment,
marital and immigrant statuses, it shows each individual in the context of his or her family
and community.

“You can see who is in the household if the family was trying to make extra money by
having a room for a boarder, or what extended family members came to stay,” said J.D.
Arden, a genealogy librarian at the Center for Jewish History. “Was it an immigrant
neighborhood? Was it a Jewish neighborhood?”

Unlike other genealogical records like birth and death certificates and immigration
documents, the census shows people in their everyday lives — except for Jewish Americans
in 1950 because that year’s census started on Passover.
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When mid-century Jewish Americans opened the door to let in the Prophet Elijah during
their seder, they may have been greeted by a census taker with pen and paper in hand.
Yes, the 143,000 government employees worked nights and weekends in their quest to
count every head.

“My father would have thrown them out,” Mona Freedman Morris, founder of the Jewish
Genealogical Society of Palm Beach, said. Orthodox households would have refused to
dictate answers to a worker to jot down on the holiday. Freedman Morris, who was six in
1950, plans to compare the dates of her family’s census entries to their neighbors. If the
enumerator had to come back later to enter her family’s details, she thinks it’s because
they refused to participate on a holiday. For less observant Jews, it may mean that they
were out, having their four cups of wine and matzoh elsewhere.

Of course, households were still counted after Jews put their Haggadahs away and
returned to munching on leavened bread. The census bureau aimed to cover all urban
areas during the first two weeks of April. An ambitious goal considering the U.S. population
had grown 14.5 percent since the 1940 census. But even after reducing the number of
questions from the previous census, the agency fell short.

Still, many Jewish households would have been tallied during the week following Passover.
Answers to the census question “How many hours did he work last week?” could reveal if
the respondent took days off for Passover, which could give insight into theirreligious
observance and economic position.

If your relatives were of the mindset and the means to spend Passover at one of the
Catskills resorts or Miami Beach hotels that competed with catered seders and headlining
cantors, that could also show up in the count. In 1950, the census recorded travelers at
hotels and U.S. citizens abroad for the first time.

COUNTING ON JEWISH AMERICA

In 1950, some members of the Jewish community might have been hesitant to participate
in the census.

“The intent of the U.S. Census is benevolent,” explained Arden. “We count our citizens, so
they are fairly represented and receive services and representation.” However, for
Holocaust survivors, the count might have brought up memories of the minority census of
Nazi Germany.
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Further, Arden said, older East European Jewish immigrants might have experienced the
1897 Russian Imperial census that was used to control the Jewish population and conscript
Jews into the Imperial army. And present on the mind of American Jews was the McCarthy-
era government targeting of Jews on suspicion of being communists.

But this was a census list, not a blacklist. Respondents should answer questions “freely
and without reservation; for all census data are confidential,” The American Jewish World
felt the need to tell its readers on March 31, 1950. “Not even the president himself, nor the
Internal Revenue Department, nor the FBI may see the question form.”

Freedman Morris doesn’t believe these fears led to Jews being undercounted. “Many Jewish
people couldn’t vote in the countries they came from. So voting was a big deal.”
Synagogues and unions, she said, encouraged their members to participate in the census.

For some Jewish immigrants, the census was an opportunity to feel part of their new
country. While mainstream newspapers ran photos of President Truman answering census
questions, the Jewish press featured Albert Einstein. The caption in The Jewish News of
Northern California called the German-born scientist “just ‘another American’ when he
took the time out of his busy day to answer various census questions.”

Leading up to the release, Freedman Morris held a Zoom workshop with her Palm Beach
County group and an online class organized by the Heinz Center of History in Pittsburgh
and the Jewish Genealogical Society of Pittsburgh.

Freedman Morris taught participants how to find entries by location so they could research
right away on April 1. The census will be released digitally but without a searchable name
index. Ancestry.com will use a machine-learning algorithm to index entries, which tens of
thousands of volunteers from FamilySearch.com will then review. The process to create a
fully searchable database promises to be much faster than the four months it took in 2012
to index the 1940 census.

Mona Freedman Morris says that genealogy enthusiasts like her aren’t just interested in
finding old relatives. She relayed that one participant in her Palm Beach County workshop
said, “You can look up all the famous people and find out how much money they really
made” — referring to the supplemental questions about household income asked to one
out of five individuals.

So perhaps on April 1, we’ll find out how much Hollywood Star Lauren Bacall made in 1949,
or how much money the family of a so-called self-made billionaire from Queens earned in 
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rents and dividends. Freedman Morris is most excited about the income data, which is
more detailed than past censuses. She’s less into the celebrity gossip than gaining a
picture of how American Jews became more prosperous and educated in the postwar era.
Though she warns, all the data are self-reported.

At the Center for Jewish History, Arden is prepared to help visitors search the census on
April 1. He expects an uptick in the number of visits by scholars, journalists and amateur
genealogists.

“People like to connect to their ancestors’ history by finding those details of which ship
they came on, or finding the name on the census,” Arden said. “Even if people already
know the information, there’s some emotional connection by seeing the name on that
printed page.”

Helen Tannenbaum, a longtime volunteer at the Center for Jewish History and active
member of the Central Synagogue genealogical group, has a specific interest in finding her
toddler self in the census. “I want to see if they spelled my surname correctly,” she said.
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‘Jewish blood helps’: In Ukraine,
what once held people back now
speeds them to safety

News

By Larry Cohler-Esses

 

BUCHAREST — Victoria Astakhova, a 66-year-old construction engineer from Kyiv, grew up
in the Soviet era, when the stamp on her identity card subjected her to antisemitism from
neighbors and limits on how high she could advance at work. “In college,” she recalled,
“when my dorm mate discovered my card was stamped ‘Jew,’ she didn’t even want me as a
roommate.”

I met Astakhova earlier this month at the Ramada Parc Hotel in Bucharest, where she was
among around 500 Ukrainian refugees whose aspirations to make aliyah were being
reviewed by the Jewish Agency for Israel. She was there with her daughter, Olga
Marshavka, a lawyer in Odessa before the war, and Olga’s two children, 3-year-old
Anastasia and Zachar, who will soon turn 1.

“Now,” said Marshavka, “Jewish blood helps me make a future for my family.”

I heard these sentiments and saw these realities repeatedly during my week-long visit to
Romania, where I shadowed workers for the Joint Distribution Committee and the Jewish
Agency as they worked along the Ukrainian border to support a steady stream of refugees.
Ukraine may be a country bloodstained in the imagination of American Jews by a
succession of pogroms and centuries of anti-Jewish prejudice. But with more than 10
million Ukrainians displaced by Russian aggression over the past month, those who are
Jewish are finding they have advantages over their neighbors.

Thanks to significant investment over the past two decades by these organizations, the
Chabad movement and other international groups, there was a communal infrastructure
inside Ukraine that mobilized quickly as the war began. Jews were able to join bus convoys
at synagogues and JCCs while other Ukrainians scrambled to stuff themselves into packed
trains or risked traversing conflict zones in their own cars.
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At border checkpoints in Romania and Poland, the very first tents refugees see as they
cross into safety are emblazoned with the Hebrew words for welcome – “Bruchim Haba’im”
– or Israeli flags. The Joint and the Jewish Agency are sheltering thousands in hotels here
and across the border region, providing food, cash assistance, logistical support – locating
copies of lost documents, for example – and generally helping people get where they want
to go next.

Perhaps most importantly, anyone with at least one Jewish grandparent is guaranteed
citizenship in Israel. Last week, officials from the Joint and the Jewish Agency said that
about 40% of those who had left Ukraine so far were choosing that path. Others are
spreading out across Europe, which has announced open-door policies allowing
employment and enrollment in public schools to all Ukrainian refugees, often with special
assistance from Jewish organizations on the ground inside Ukraine and along its borders.
“This is different than World War II – then, no one was helping us,” Astakhova said. “My
non-Jewish friends are here,” she added, but “they don’t have what we have. Here, we
have someone who will protect us.”

“Everybody wants to be a Jew’

When Diana Simonova, a 21-year-old student, and her parents decided to flee Kharkhiv
after eight days in a bomb shelter, they traveled first to Poltava, about 100 miles to the
west. As the conflict creeped closer, Simonova decided to leave Ukraine, but didn’t know
how to even start. Her mother offered to drive her to Dnipro, about three hours away,
where there was a well-organized Jewish community.

Jewish organizations had previously helped Simonova’s mother escape from Donetsk, an
area near the Russian border where conflict had been raging for years. On March 9, she
dropped Simonova off at the Menorah Center in Dnipro, where Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezky
was organizing buses to the border.

“I told the coordinator that my grandmother was Jewish and that I wanted to go to Israel,”
Simonova said.

I was speaking to Simonova, who had been studying applied computer linguistics in
Kharkhiv, as she sipped hot soup near a heater inside the JDC’s tent at the Romanian
border crossing of Siret. Outside, it was about 28 degrees Fahrenheit.

Simonova said she had left Dnipro at 2:30 p.m. the previous day, traveled 15 hours in the
bus, then waited in line at the border for two-and-a-half hours before arriving at the tent. 
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Within three hours, the JDC workers had set up housing, food and social support for her
and the bus’s 36 other passengers.

About two-thirds of them, including Simonova, wanted to go to Israel. They were pointed
toward the Jewish Agency, which verified their eligibility under the Law of Return, and took
over the care and transport of those who qualified. The Joint, along with local Jewish
communities and groups such as HIAS, would handle the others, providing free shelter,
food and counseling as they figured out what they wanted to do next.

Natan Sharansky, the Soviet refusenik-turned-Israeli politician, like Astakhova, noted the
ironic twist of history. “When I was growing up in Ukraine, the worst thing to have written
in the ID was ‘Jew,’” Sharansky said in an interview shortly after the war started. “In this
line, today, everybody wants to be a Jew.”

“When you look at this line of hundreds of thousands of refugees,” he said, “there is only
one country whose representative is going through the line, and asking if you want to talk
to us. Not Britain, not France, not Germany – they are not coming specifically to take
people. Only Israel – a country that didn’t exist during World War II – is doing this.”

That is certainly a major factor. But it’s not the only one. Alongside it are the robust efforts
toward Jewish renewal inside Ukraine since the breakup of the Soviet Union. Experts
estimate that there were about 200,000 people with Jewish ancestry in the country at the
start of the war.

Reliable access to aid

The Chabad-Lubavitch Hasidic group has been especially active in establishing
synagogues, schools and social service organizations in 32 Ukrainian cities, including
Dnipro’s Menorah Center – which bills itself as the world’s largest Jewish building, with
seven marble towers evoking the shape of a candelabra. Within its approximately 500,000
square feet are a synagogue, museums, shopping spaces, a publishing house, art galleries,
kosher restaurants and cafes and a luxury hotel with conference and banquet halls.

The JDC, meanwhile, has been working in Ukraine since the fall of Communism and today
runs 16 “Chesed” centers – the name is Hebrew for “loving kindness” – for Jews in poverty.
That meant, among other things, that the group had a database of 37,000 people touched
by the program, and copies of legal documents for many of them when the refugee crisis
broke out.

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 8

https://www.forward.com/


 

“There is no way of getting aid into these cities,” said Rabbi Motti Seligson, Chabad’s
spokesman at the group’s international headquarters in Brooklyn. “But if you have a
network established on the ground, you’re able to find food, shelter and medicines, things
people need to stay alive.”

For those who want to leave, Seligson said, local Chabad rabbis are chartering buses,
hiring drivers and, with help from Chabad officials outside Ukraine, arranging flights to
various destinations once refugees cross the border.

When bombs starting falling in Odessa, the city’s chief rabbi, Avraham Wolff, organized a
convoy to bring more than 100 children living in a Chabad orphanage there safely to Berlin.
They were personally welcomed by Germany’s President Frank-Walter Steinmeier.

Elsewhere, said Seligson, “If people are Jewish, the first place they’re turning to is the rabbi
of their local synagogue, even if they had no contact with him before.”

From loathed to lucky

The renaissance in Jewish life prior to the current crisis has been accompanied by a
reversal in attitudes towards Jews within Ukrainian society. A 2018 Pew Research Poll
found that Ukrainians were far more welcoming of Jews as fellow citizens than the
populations of neighboring countries including Poland, Romania and virtually all of Eastern
Europe. One year later, they would elect a Jewish president.

David Roskies, a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary, said the transformation of
Jews in the region – from loathed to lucky – happened in stages, and actually started
before the fall of Communism, in the early 1970s. That’s when Jews around the world and
especially in the United States started organizing to free Soviet Jews from behind the Iron
Curtain, where they were prohibited from practicing their religion.

Roskies, who was an activist in this movement, recalled visiting the Soviet Union which had
stagnated economically, socially and culturally under Communism, and finding it “gray,
dreary and depressed.”

“Strangely, the only people who had any spark of hope were the Jews trying to get out,” he
said. “That’s where I saw this amazing discrepancy. They understood that someone cared
about them and was sending people over to meet with them and support them.”

The late 1980s and early 1990s, when Communism fell and the Soviet economy followed it, 
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marked what Roskies sees as Stage Two of this process: mass aliyah. “The whole system
of privilege had collapsed,” he said, “and the only people who had a place to go were the
Jews.”

And it was not just to Israel – to the consternation of some Zionists, many emigres ended
up in the United States. While non-Jews had to jump through many hoops in order to even
hope to get a U.S. visa, those with “Jew” stamped on their Soviet identity card were now
granted a legal presumption of eligibility for refugee status.

This was due to a 1990 change in immigration law sponsored by Sen. Frank Lautenberg, a
Jewish Democrat from New Jersey. Before the change, applicants for refugee status had to
prove they had a “well-founded fear of persecution on the basis of race, religion,
nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion.”

The so-called Lautenberg Amendment changed this to provide automatic acceptance into
the refugee program for Jews, evangelical Christians and members of other religious
minority groups that had been repressed by the Soviets.

Under its aegis, some 201,000 Jews from the former Soviet Union have immigrated to the
United States between 1990 and 2014, the most recent year for which reliable data are
available. Despite the end of state-sponsored antisemitism in the region, Jews from Eurasia
and the Baltics remain eligible for immigration as refugees under what the State
Department’s immigration website terms “a reduced evidentiary standard.”

Some consider the ongoing privileged status unjustified, given the rise of refugees
elsewhere. In a 2017 interview with the New York Times, Bill Frelik of Human Rights Watch
termed it a “Cold War anachronism.”

“In a world where people are persecuted in many places for varying reasons,” he said,
“refugee resettlement programs should not privilege one category but rather prioritize the
most vulnerable with the most compelling need to be resettled.”

Professor Roskies noted that the U.S. is not alone in conferring such benefits to Jews from
the former Soviet Union. Germany, too, opened its gates after the fall of Communism. A
German embassy official said the policy was motivated by a desire to replenish Germany’s
pre-World War II Jewish population after the Holocaust. “They give a golden ticket to Jews
to come to Germany,” is how Roskies put it.

Germany’s policy may be a particularly stark example of the transformation in European 
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policies toward Jews, but it is far from the only one. Like Nazi Germany, the city Kishniev
lives in infamy in Jewish memory, thanks to the notorious pogrom that took place there in
1903 under the rule of the Russian czar. Forty-nine Jews were murdered and hundreds
were raped and wounded in a massacre that reverberated around the world – the first
anti-Jewish riot to be photographed and splashed on front pages.

It generated a surge of early Zionist emigration to Palestine and the formation of self-
defense militias among many Jews who remained. The Jewish poet Chaim Nachman Bialik
immortalized the murderous assault with “In the City of Slaughter,” one of his most famous
poems.

Today the city is called Chișinău, and it is the capital of the independent republic of
Moldova, which also borders Ukraine. Since the war began, the city has closed its airport to
all commercial traffic due to the conflict close by – with one exception: flights for Ukrainian
refugees making aliyah to Israel. The government is also working closely with Jewish aid
organizations to help other Jews who wish to go elsewhere.

This seeming reversal of Jewish history brought to my mind the famous Yiddish play, “It’s
Hard to be a Jew,” by Sholom Aleichem. It was 1920 when the play premiered at the Yiddish
Art Theatre on Second Avenue in Manhattan – three years after the Bolshevik Revolution,
as Jews were being killed in the thousands in antisemitic attacks from all sides during the
civil war raging throughout Russia and Ukraine.

This month, at the JDC tent on the Romania-Ukraine border, Simonova, freshly arrived from
a hellish bus ride through dangerous conflict zones offered a revise that seemed all but
inescapable.

“Maybe nowadays,” she said, “it’s an advantage being Jewish.”
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‘Yes, you can bench-press me’:
Remembering a 50-pound Jewish
disabilities advocate who matched
fierce with funny

News

By Benyamin Cohen

 

Sheryl Grossman once told me that her goal was to become the oldest person with
Bloom’s Syndrome, a genetic disorder so rare that doctors have recorded fewer than 400
cases since it was named in 1954. One in four of those afflicted with the disease, like my
friend Sheryl, are Ashkenazi Jews; most died before age 45. Sheryl died Monday at 46.

I first met Sheryl a decade ago when I moved to Morgantown, West Virginia. I was
pleasantly surprised to find a smattering of Jews amidst the hills of Appalachia, let alone
someone as distinctive – and distinguished – as Sheryl.

At 4-foot-3 and weighing less than 50 pounds, her elfin appearance could tip others off
their axes. She seemed to like it that way – it made for an easy opening to educate people
about her disease and her mission to advance disability rights. She may have been small,
but she was a force.

The disease is named for David Bloom, a New York dermatologist who was the first to
piece it together. He found a genetic hiccup that caused short stature, immune-system
deficiencies leading to respiratory and bronchial infections, patchy skin discolorations,
diabetes, sterility, and — perhaps in a cruel cosmic case of adding insult to injury — an
extraordinarily high risk of developing cancer. Sheryl herself beat back cancer 12 times.

Her parents waited until she was 14 to tell her she had Bloom’s. “In retrospect, that was
not a good time to tell me,” she reflected in one of our many conversations. “I was a
rebellious teen who was already angry with the world.”

Born in Chicago, Sheryl was taunted in high school. She remembered being thrown in a 
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trash can and tossed over a volleyball net. And yet, somehow, she enjoyed school. Hey,
she thought, at least the cool kids were paying attention to her. “I loved the illusion that I
was with the ‘in’ crowd,” she once told me. Listing the humiliations she suffered, she added
with a smile: “Yes, you can bench-press me.”

In college, a professor inspired Sheryl to reframe her life. She channeled her snarky
attitude and boundless energy into standing up for the rights of the disabled. She earned a
master’s degree in social work from Washington University in St. Louis. She started looking
into advocacy work. “I no longer wanted to wallow in self pity,” she said.

She was driven to find other people like her, people belonging to the exclusive Bloom’s
club. “It was a weird experience,” she said of the first time she met someone else with the
syndrome. “It was like finding a twin you never knew you had.”

But meeting a few of her fellow Bloomies, as she called them, was not enough. She wanted
to find them all. So she launched Blooms Connect, an organization that became the go-to
international source for all things related to the disorder.

Between hospital stays to treat her worsening medical condition, Sheryl went to
Washington to lobby for disability rights. She was a board member of Yad Hachazakah, the
Jewish Disability Empowerment Center, and was outspoken last year about ensuring the
COVID-19 vaccine was equally available for people with disabilities.

“My mouth is my largest organ,” she’d say, “and I’m never afraid to use it.”

Most doctors have never treated anyone with Bloom’s and Sheryl thought it was her duty
to educate them about the inner workings of the disease.

“I don’t want to die with this knowledge,” she once told me over hot chocolate at the Blue
Moose Cafe in downtown Morgantown, across the street from where she worked at a
nonprofit helping others with disabilities. “I want future generations to benefit from this. I
need to do what I can do so that they have chances that I never had.”

We would often travel together the 75 miles to Pittsburgh to buy meat from the kosher
butcher in the city’s historic Squirrel Hill neighborhood. She offered to drive the first time
and since I was new to the area, I agreed.

We climbed – she more than I – into her 2006 Toyota Scion. You’d think it would be tricked
out with special features to accommodate her small stature. Instead, there was a pile of 
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old pillows on the driver’s seat that helped her see over the steering wheel and a scary-
looking Rube Goldberg contraption that somehow allowed her to control the pedals. It felt
like a bit risky for a brisket, so I always offered to drive after that.

My wife and I tried, whenever possible, to make life a little easier for Sheryl: we’d offer to
pick up groceries or give her a ride to the megillah reading at the local Chabad house.

With all of her ailments, it was difficult for Sheryl, who did not drive on Shabbat, to come to
our home for Friday night dinner. So she’d occasionally stay over for all of Shabbat – what
a joy to have an uninterrupted 25 hours with this funny, resilient, optimistic David taking
on a world of Goliaths.

Sheryl once told me that she didn’t know “how many todays she had left.” It turns out, it
was not nearly enough.
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The greatest show in Division III?
It’s a student-run sports broadcast

Culture

By Louis Keene

After a whirlwind season that could be described as the greatest in school history, this
Yeshiva University team will soon bid farewell to its do-it-all leader, a savant who took the
program to new heights.

But this upstart bunch of bochurs doesn’t wear jerseys — unless you count their custom
white polos — and its star senior looks more like a chess champion than a basketball whiz.

We are talking, of course, about MacsLive, the crack student broadcast crew that
livestreams every Yeshiva men’s basketball game, and its indefatigable executive producer
Akiva Poppers. They have flourished in lockstep with YU’s basketball team: As the
Maccabees rode a 50-game winning streak to the top of Division III this season, their
leading scorer Ryan Turell gracing the pages of ESPN and The New York Times, MacsLive
and its team captain won national acclaim as the greatest show in Division III.

“They brought a Division-I, almost like a professional feel to the broadcast of our games,”
said Elliot Steinmetz, the Macs’ head coach, adding that it has helped him recruit. “We’re
getting kids who are calling us and being like, ‘Yeah, I watched your games online because
they’re so much fun to watch.”

The production quality goes beyond expensive 4K video cameras — though there are four
of those — and the audience includes more than just Macs fans. The typical broadcast
features not only a play-by-play announcer and a color analyst, but also slow-motion
instant replays and sideline interviews, prepared segments on both teams, and even
commercials for Jewish businesses. A few dozen students — videographers, writers,
statisticians, runners; most but not all male — scattered across YU’s Max Stern Athletic
Center produce the games; thousands of viewers regularly tune in.

In addition to hosting the broadcasts, MacsLive.com posts game previews, recaps and
highlight reels. These too are created by student volunteers who, like their lodestar 
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Poppers, are logging countless hours lishma (meaning for its own sake — or to be more
specific, for free). They are meeting the insatiable demand of an Orthodox community that
has become obsessed with the sport, partly due to the on-court success of the
movement’s flagship university.

“Our goal is to make it such that when you watch, you say, ‘Wow, that is a great
broadcast,’” Poppers, 20, said. “Because then you’ll enjoy it more.”

Behind the cameras

Seated at the bay of computer screens in a converted utility closet that is the MacsLive
booth, Poppers and assistant director Aaron Traurig called directions into their headsets
Monday afternoon. It was the final day of Sarachek, the annual high school basketball
tournament hosted by YU and largely organized by MacsLive; on the other side of the wall,
a pair of Orthodox powerhouses, Valley Torah and DRS, were duking it out for the
championship.

At the end of a five-day, 29-game streaming marathon, the booth looked, sounded and
smelled every bit like the inside of a real broadcast truck, littered with picked-at comfort
food, water bottles and rolls of electrical tape.

As a crowd of 1,200, maybe more, shook the gym into a froth, Poppers toggled from shot
to shot over the headset — “Ready two, take two; ready one, take one” — as Traurig worked
the control panel. When he needed a replay from camera three, in the court’s far corner:
“Three, did you get that?” If camera three had indeed caught it, Poppers and Traurig cued
up the replay, which — after the MacsLive logo flashed on screen — played in slow motion
for some 5,000 online viewers.

Though MacsLive started a decade ago as a passion project for sports-obsessed YU
students, and became a public service to the Orthodox community as interest grew in the
school team, some of its biggest fans today are people from outside the Jewish world.

After YU’s season-ending defeat to Johns Hopkins, SJ Tannenbaum, the lead sideline
reporter — whose bespoke suits add an extra splash of verisimilitude to the broadcasts —
was cornered by a few of the winning team’s players, he recalled later.

“It was a bunch of six-six, six-seven guys — I’m six feet. I was very intimidated,”
Tannenbaum said with a smile. Their message: “‘You guys have the best broadcast in D-3.’”
No one on the MacsLive staff has academic training in broadcasting. YU doesn’t have a 
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communications program and MacsLive doesn’t have a faculty adviser, or alumni
involvement. Yet the club is a well-oiled machine. Cameramen receive detailed schedules
for battery and memory card changes. There are production meetings for on-air talent.
Technical hiccups pass unnoticed by most viewers.

The other big man on campus

In charge is Poppers, who said he got a total of 11 hours of sleep outside of Shabbat during
the four nights of the tournament.

A soft-spoken senior double-majoring in finance and business analytics, Poppers is a
lifelong college hoops junkie who started at MacsLive play-calling and writing recaps
during the Sarachek tournament. He was promoted to head of content as a sophomore; his
junior year he started running the show. Along the way, he mastered the technical aspects
of production — and, thanks to five-figure sponsorships from alumni, parents and other
fans of the program, dramatically improved the hardware. MacsLive’ full-time staff has
jumped from about a dozen students to around 50 since he took the helm, with another 40
or so volunteering during Sarachek.

He’s also become a skilled prognosticator of both D3 and yeshiva league hoops, and is an
official voter for Division III men’s basketball rankings.

“People who aren’t in YU who hear the name Akiva Poppers are like, it’s chashuv. It’s a big
name,” said Aharon Weiden, a sophomore game announcer. “Whether he meant to or not,
he’s like a Ryan Turell in a way. He’s a guy who people look at and get inspiration from.”

Turell and Poppers, who are friends and mutual admirers, are twin case studies the YU
admissions office surely likes to tout: They are Sabbath-observant Jews who have thrived
in their chosen pursuits not in spite of, but because they have pursued them at an
Orthodox Jewish university. Students who love basketball or sports broadcasting know
they’ll never have to play games or hold a camera on the Sabbath; with the freedom and
belief that they won’t be held back for that, talent and dedication can take them pretty far.

But whether YU is selling a four-year fantasy or a fast-track to the pros is another matter.
A six-foot-seven forward who led the nation in scoring this year, Turell made national
sports headlines earlier this month when he declared for the NBA draft, seeking to become
the first Sabbath-observant player in the league’s history.

Yet the graduating Poppers is preparing for a different reality — that the professional world 
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is unlikely to accommodate a six-day workweek like YU did — and thinks he will work in
data analytics. His MacsLive crew mates mostly feel the same way.

“Live sports, for an Orthodox Jew, is not feasible,” Poppers said. “I enjoy doing it, there’s no
question about that. If someone at ESPN offered me a job in sports directing or production,
or anything like that, and could make it work, obviously, I’d probably take the job.”

Late in the final, a DRS guard stole the ball and raced upcourt to attempt a go-ahead layup
— only to have it swatted against the backboard in stunning fashion by a Valley Torah
forward. The gym erupted; in the booth, Poppers and Traurig did, too.

Only a minute earlier, with the game knotted and the clock approaching three minutes
remaining, Poppers had set up all three secondary cameras to record replay. When the
block happened, he shouted to each camera — they could hardly hear over the
pandemonium — to see if they caught it.

Inside the gym, which was still buzzing at the next timeout, a high schooler in the third row
pulled up the MacsLive stream on his phone. He knew what it would have. Everyone in the
vicinity watched over his shoulder as the replay rolled.
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It was the strangest Oscars in
recent memory. Was it also the
least Jewish?

Culture

By PJ Grisar

 

The slap heard round the world stole the thunder of an evening that ended with an iconic
moment of silent applause. And yet, it is the Flash’s shattering of the sound barrier that
stays with me.

The 94th Academy Awards featured, for the first time, an audience-polled segment ranking
iconic sequences in film. As picked by Twitter users, the most cheer-worthy moment was
not Rocky’s summiting of those steps in Philly, nor was it the explosion of either the first or
second Death Star. No, unaccountably the top prize went to Ezra Miller’s Barry Allen, the
world’s fastest man, entering “the Speed Force.”

I don’t even know what that means. I don’t think that Liza Minnelli, who presented Best
Picture with Lady Gaga, knows what it means, nor, it stands to reason, do most Academy
members.

Perhaps that’s a commentary on the distance between A-listers and movie fans — though I
suspect the poll only really represents a certain very online fan who demanded the release
of the Snyder Cut and gets upset when movies decide to change the race of fictional super
people. But, from a Jewish perspective, the Flash’s election was not the only odd occasion
for Oscar history on Sunday. If “Rocky” and “Star Wars” were snubbed for their cheer-
worthiness, they were not alone.

• James Caan wasn’t at the ceremony to commemorate the anniversary of “The Godfather”
– Robert DeNiro was and he was only in Part II.
• Elaine May wasn’t with the other Governors Award winners (possibly by her own choice).
• Hans Zimmer, winning one of the categories awarded before the big show, also pulled an
Elijah.
• Zelenskyy did not get to make his grand appeal, in a move that, on the plus side, may get 

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 19

https://www.forward.com/


 

Sean Penn to smelt his Oscar.
• Other Jewish absences include Timothee Chalamet’s shirt and Bob Saget in the In
Memoriam. (Adding insult to injury, Norm Macdonald, the star of Saget’s “Dirty Work” was
also nowhere to be seen.) During the tributes, a resonant account of Ivan Reitman’s escape
from Czechoslovakia as a child was trounced by a chorus singing Norman Greenbaum’s
“Spirit in the Sky,” a tune by a Jew that namedrops Jesus.

The Oscars, but for an instantly-infamous altercation (and the inclusion of Miller, who has
one of their own), might be remembered for some historic firsts. Troy Kotsur became the
second deaf actor, and first male deaf actor, to win an Oscar, thanking his Jewish costar
Marlee Matlin (who was first) in his speech. Kutsur also gave shouted out a book by Steven
Spielberg. (One of these maybe?)

Ariana DeBose, the first openly queer woman of color, won Best Supporting Actress for her
role as Anita in “West Side Story,” and got to thank her costar Rita Moreno, who won the
award for the same character 60 years before. She also thanked Spielberg saying “you’re
stuck with me.”

But in a reversal of history, Jane Campion, who lost out to Spielberg for Best Director in
1994 (she won for her screenplay for “The Piano;” he for helming “Schindler’s List”), took
home Oscar this time around, making history by following Chloe Zhao’s win the year
before.

Diane Warren was shut out for the 14th time, a record, for Best Song, and one could tell it
hurt to be upstaged by a 20-year-old Billie Eilish, now one half of the way to an EGOT.

None of this is to say that the winners didn’t deserve their accolades, but all of those
present – especially Questlove and producer David Dinerstein, whose “Summer of Soul”
win will forever be linked to Will Smith assaulting a presenter – deserved better after two
years of bizarre pomp and circumstance.

I wish that The Flash would use his super speed to wind back the clock and give Rock a bit
more time to consider the joke or Smith 10 seconds to take a deep breath. That would be
something worth cheering for.
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Holocaust survivors filled out
nearly 200,000 claims with Project
HEART. Then they heard nothing.

News

By Stewart Ain

 

In 2011 Israel launched Project HEART, an ambitious program to compensate survivors and
their heirs for property lost during the Holocaust. Israel invested nearly $8 million in the
project, and over the next three years it collected nearly 200,000 claims for about two
million pieces of property, according to former project director Bobby Brown.

And then, nothing.

Former Project HEART administrator Anya Verkhovsaya, who once called its trove of
documents “the largest archive ever” of its kind, said it provided restitution to none of its
claimants.

Families who invested hours and sometimes far more time gathering deeds for their lost
homes, records of insurance policies, and photos of their stolen Judaica, art, jewelry and
other valuables, did not hear back from Project HEART, an acronym for Holocaust Era
Asset Restitution Task Force. Though funded by the Israel government, the project itself
was operated in partnership with The Jewish Agency for Israel — the nonprofit best known
for helping Jews around the world to move to the Jewish state.

“We have not had much luck with it,” said Gloria Kaplan, 77, of Delray Beach, Florida, who
was born during the Holocaust in what was then Poland. She said she and her mother, who
died in 2017, sent Project HEART a stack of papers documenting the three houses they
owned in Czortkov, now part of Ukraine.

Another survivor, Ella Frumkin, sent Project HEART all she had to show that her husband,
who was sent to Lithuania’s Kosvo Ghetto and then to Dachau, had left behind a
considerable fortune. “I have no official documents but I have photos proving the family
was really wealthy,” she wrote in an email to the Forward.
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What Kaplan and Frumkin did not know — and what thousands of other claimants are still
likely unaware of — is that Project HEART quietly stopped collecting applications in 2014.
That same year it shuttered its Milwaukee office, which had been located within A.B. data,
a company hired by the project to process documents. There was no press release on the
closure, and its website remained online. Brown said that claims continued to be mailed to
the project.

Some familiar with the program want to see the it revived. But it unclear who might be
willing or capable of taking charge of Project HEART, or even where its documents are
kept.

Earlier this year, after a reporter began asking questions about Project HEART, its website
was taken down.

The Israeli Embassy did not respond to inquiries about the program from the Forward. A
spokeswoman for the Ministry for Social Equality, which — according to The Jewish Agency
— has responsibility for Project HEART, said several weeks ago that it referred questions
about Project HEART to its legal department and is awaiting an answer. As of Sunday, the
ministry did not have a response.

Verkhovsaya said that when the Milwaukee office closed, she sent all it had collected to
Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust memorial and documentation center, which had been
designated as the depository for the program at its inception. Yad Vashem spokesman
Simmy Allen this week said the documents are not there and that the center does not
know where they are.

A second chance?

One Israeli nonprofit, dissatisfied with the state of Project HEART, argues that the Israeli
government could be doing much more with its archive of claims to help Holocaust
survivors and their heirs.

Several weeks ago, Shurat HaDin—Israel Law Center, a group that has made headlines by
taking on Hamas and other militant groups in court, petitioned the Social Services Ministry
to jump-start Project HEART. If it won’t, the group wrote, it should allow Shurat HaDin to
take over the project over.

Nitsana Darshan-Leitner, Shurat HaDin’s founder, said the group received the same
response as the Forward — that the ministry had referred the matter to it legal department. 
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She said when she inquired last week, the ministry said it’s legal department had not yet
responded.

Brown said it would be “wonderful” if Shurat HaDin could take on Project HEART and fulfill
its mission.

It was created, he said, to approach restitution for Holocaust victims and their heirs in a
different way than the better established programs, the most well-known of which is the
nonprofit Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against Germany, known as the Claims
Conference. Formed in 1951 by a consortium of 23 Jewish groups, it has since then secured
$90 billion from Germany for Holocaust survivors.

The Claims Conference brokers agreements with countries to compensate victims “and
then see if anyone qualified,” Brown said. “We decided for the first time that we would go
from the bottom up — collect claims and then confront countries and companies and ask
them to compensate.”

But one of Shurat HaDin’s attorneys, Robert Neufeld, said that although his group would
take over Project HEART if asked, it would prefer that Israel commit fully to the program.

“We as an organization can’t do something of this magnitude. We don’t have the 25 million
shekels that were invested in Project HEART,” he said, referring to the equivalent of the $8
million Israel has invested in the program. “What we want to do is push the government to
do what it has to do to get Project HEART back on track.”

Project HEART started with high ambitions.

When it was launched in 2011, Natan Sharansky, then chairman of The Jewish Agency, said
Project HEART’s database would be “instrumental in our struggle towards achieving a
small measure of justice for the Holocaust victims and their heirs.

“The records compiled in the Project HEART database serve as uncontroverted proof that
the Holocaust was not only the greatest murder ever committed, but the greatest robbery
in history,” he said.

Project HEART’s application was translated into 13 languages. It ran a multilingual 24-hour
call center. When the program was running, Brown said it was committed to listing “every
piece of private property that we can find for which the Jewish people declare they never
received compensation.”
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If the Ministry of Social Welfare does not respond to her request to allow Shurat HaDin to
take over Project HEART or revive the program itself, Darshan-Leitner said she plans to file
an appeal at Israel’s Supreme Court.

Doomed from the start?

Some contend that Project HEART was never going to succeed.

Colette Avital, chairperson of the Center Organizations of Holocaust Survivors in Israel and
a former consul general in New York, said its founders miscalculated how its demands
would be received by European governments.

“They wanted a big number of names in order to negotiate with Poland, but the more
names they had, the less willing Poland was to discuss the matter,” she said, adding that if
they had come with only a few names of people seeking restitution they would have had a
better chance of success.

“The Polish government is not willing to give back even one property,” Avital said. “All of
this is completely futile.”

She said that survivors and their heirs missed deadlines for applying directly for property
compensation with such countries as Romania because they had instead filed with Project
HEART.

Brown noted that although all of Project HEART’s files belong to the Israeli government,
“every single person signed a waiver saying we have the right to use that information and
that they did not want privacy.”

“Anyone who is in the fight to get back Jewish property would find these databases have
value,” he said.
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