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When LA locked down, he started taking photos. 2

On the morning of April 1st, 2020, about two weeks 
after the United States entered a national state of 
emergency and Governor Gavin Newsom issued 
California’s first statewide stay-at-home order, Alon 
Goldsmith slung his camera bag over his shoulder, 
hopped on his bicycle, and began pedaling through the 
quiet, empty streets of the Del Rey neighborhood in 
Los Angeles.

Goldsmith arrived at his destination— the sidewalk 
across the street from his friend Tray’s apartment 
building— and looked up toward the second floor 
where Tray stood leaning over the balcony.

He pointed his camera, and snapped the image.

And so was the start of “In Place: Portraits of a 
Pandemic,” a photography project showcasing 
portraits and profiles of over 100 Angelenos as they 
shelter in place.

The project features a random sampling of people 
Goldsmith, 59, has encountered throughout his 35 
years living in Los Angeles— from rabbis to rock stars 
to authors to activists— and gives a glimpse into their 
lives in lockdown.

For each profile, Goldsmith aimed to get three 
particular shots— a longer-distance establishing shot 
of his subject in front of their home, a close-up, and a 
shot through a window or cracked door— in order to 
tell his subjects’ stories in the most compelling way.

He also sent his subjects a variety of questions and 
prompts to get a better sense of their unique 
pandemic experiences and included the responses 
next to their portraits.

Goldsmith thought of the idea for “In Place” in late 
March when his wife showed him photos a man had 
taken of his neighbors sitting on their porches. He 
immediately started thinking of ways to create a 
project based on the shared experience of different 
living situations. And after sharing his idea with friends 
on Facebook, Goldsmith began filling his days with 
socially distanced photoshoots.

“I wanted to dig into what it is everyone is doing to 
pass the time, to work, to handle challenges, to live in 
these unprecedented times” Goldsmith said. “The 
question was how to capture that with photography, 
and how to do it safely.”

Goldsmith spent about 30 minutes photographing 
each of his subjects, in most cases shouting through 
his mask to communicate and give direction.

“It was quite a reflection of the time we’re in,” 
Goldsmith said.

Goldsmith stumbled into photography almost by 
accident. Originally from Johannesburg, South Africa, 
Goldsmith grew up loving music and went to study 
English at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.

Although Goldsmith had a passing interest in 
photography since age five (when he got his first 
Instamatic camera), he didn’t seriously begin pursuing 
it until he moved to Los Angeles and began 
commuting to his job at an ad agency on his bike.

When LA locked down, he started taking photos
By Sarah Brown

Culture

Tray Thompson, who works in the financial services industry, stands 
for a photo on the balcony of his apartment building in Del Rey, Los 
Angeles. Photo by Alon Goldsmith
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Abira (75) stands in her home studio. She is a working artist sheltering in 
place in Brentwood, Los Angeles. Photo by Alon Goldsmith

Abira (75) stands in her home studio. She is a working artist sheltering in 
place in Brentwood, Los Angeles. Photo by Alon Goldsmith

Steve Weisberg and Sherril Schlesinger shelter in place at their home in 
Del Rey. Photo by Alon Goldsmith

Salty, sheltering in place in her tent by Ballona Creek, gives Goldsmith a 
tour of her art garden. Photo by Alon Goldsmith

Rabbi Sharon Brous, her husband and comedy writer David Light, and 
their three children ages 16, 14, and 11.. Photo by Alon Goldsmith

Sean Morris (center) and his two children, Janette (13) and Jonathan (15) 
quarantining in their home in Los Angeles. Photo by Alon Goldsmith
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His morning route took him along the Venice Beach 
boardwalk where he was inspired to hop off and take 
photos of the interesting people and scenes he saw 
with his iPhone— a silhouetted skateboarder, a person 
juxtaposed against a colorful wall, or a man in a space 
suit carrying a briefcase.

To Goldsmith’s surprise, his photos began gaining 
traction in online iPhone photography communities, 
and soon he enrolled in photography classes.

“Up until that point my photography was very reactive. 
I was going to places and waiting for something 
interesting to happen,” Goldsmith explained. “But 
through my class I began to understand and 
appreciate the art of project-based photography and 
the idea of manipulating situations to create 
something based on a bigger idea. I would have never 
found my way to ‘In Place’ if not for that course.”

Goldsmith’s passion for his project only grew as the 
pandemic wore on and lockdowns remained. It gave 
him a productive way to fill his time and a way to 
connect with people in a time when connection was 
scarce.

Sharon Brous, Goldsmith’s rabbi and the founder 
of IKAR synagogue in Los Angeles, posed for a photo 
with her family at their home in Los Angeles. Alley 
Bean, a well-known actress, opened up to Goldsmith 
about the tragic death of her husband, actor Orson 
Bean, early in the pandemic. Salty, a woman sheltering 
in place in a tent by Ballona Creek in Culver City whom 
Goldsmith met by chance, gave Goldsmith a grand 
tour of her art garden and shared intricate details of 
her childhood and cultural awakening.

While COVID-19 limited time for extended interaction, 
Goldsmith said there was something special about 
being allowed into people’s lives at a time of such 
dramatic change in the world and in people’s personal 
lives.

“There was something deep about it even though it 
was so fleeting,” Goldsmith said. “I felt quite close to 
them while I was creating their profiles.”

While “In Place” is Goldsmith’s brainchild, pandemic 
photography projects are not an original concept. 

Many in the global photography community, both 
professional and amateur, have been moved to take 
photographs and develop projects inspired by COVID-
19’s impact on people’s everyday lives.

Over 30 thousand people submitted work to Duchess 
Kate Middleton’s online pandemic photo exhibition, 
“Hold Still.” Italian photographer, Giorgio Barera
created a collaborative project, “In the Light of You,” in 
which photographers from around the world took a 
similar photo involving two masked people standing 
six feet apart. In New York, photographer Andrew 
Werner captured the eerie emptiness of the city’s 
ordinarily bustling spaces with his project, “Places 
Without Faces.”

“It makes a lot of sense,” Goldsmith said about the 
other projects he’s seen. “Photography has become 
even more important than it was before. People have a 
sense of the significance of the time we’re living 
through, and with that comes a need or desire to 
document it for posterity.”

The impact of “In Place” can be partially attributed to 
its chronological nature, which Goldsmith maintained 
so as to keep continuity and allow his audience to see 
the passage of time. In this way, the project’s 
presentation is reflective of the unpredictable ebb and 
flow of Los Angeles’ lockdown, and allowed Goldsmith 
to capture an honest and unapologetic timeline of 
movement, angst, loneliness, fear, confusion, 
contentment, joy, and acceptance.

“Just like the pandemic itself, the project and the way it 
unfolded was a learning and growth experience for 
me,” Goldsmith said. “An ‘I don’t know how to do this, 
I’ve got to figure this out as I go’ kind of thing, which is 
what everybody has been doing in their lives. There’s 
no manual, we’re getting better at it, and yeah, we all 
slip.”

g

More information about “In Place: Portraits of a 
Pandemic” can be found on the artist’s 
website www.alongoldsmithphoto.com. You can also 
follow his work on instagram @alon_goldsmith.

When LA locked down, he started taking photos
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How Sheldon Adelson taught me the secret of success 5

One long face-to-face meeting with Sheldon Adelson 
taught me everything I needed to know about the 
secret to the man’s success.

It was 1999. I was the managing editor of the Jewish 
Journal in Los Angeles. I got a call from Adelson’s 
offices, requesting an urgent meeting with the editor-
in-chief. He was out of town, I said. There was a brief 
hold, and when the assistant came back on the line, he 
said in that case, Mr. Adelson was in Los Angeles only 
for a short time, and would like to meet with me.

This was before Sheldon Adelson who just passed 
away at age 87, became a familiar headline — the 
financial booster rocket to President Donald Trump, 
Israeli power player and multi-billionaire scourge of 
the Left. All I knew from my then-dial up internet was 
he started and sold the first computer trade show, 
COMDEX, for close to a billion, and bought the Sands 
casino.

A couple of hours later, two young, buff and serious 
men appeared at my office door. In a Hebrew accent, 
one asked me if he could check my office. There wasn’t 
much to check: the entire place was a dump — file 
boxes collapsing under the weight of other file boxes, 
water-damaged acoustic tiles stained various shades 
of yellow and brown, ramshackle discount furniture 
that, when the Journal finally moved, the National 
Council of Jewish Women refused to take, for free.

Soon Adelson walked in: short, round, with a shock of 
red hair and a proper suit. His eyes focused solely on 
me. He took a seat between the bodyguards, across 
my desk.

“I wanted to talk to you about something I know your 
readers will like,” he said, his voice direct and gruff. 
“My new casino.”

Adelson pulled out a series of beautiful photos and

brochures of the Venetian Hotel in Las Vegas, which 
he was just finishing building on the site of the old 
Sands Hotel. There has never been anything like it, he 
said, never. The tiles, he explained, were hand-painted 
by artisans he brought over from Venice. Guests will 
take real gondolas with real Italian gondoliers to their 
tables at the best restaurants in the world.

I just stared, dumbfounded. This was 
the Jewish Journal. We didn’t cover gambling, and the 
only time we’d written about Vegas was a story on 
Bugsy Siegel. I could already hear my then-boss’s 
voice in my head, Why write about his Disneyland 
wannabe hotel and not everyone else’s?

How was I going to let this man know he was wasting 
his time?

When the picture show was over, Adelson asked me 
how long I had been at the Journal. He started out in 
newspapers, he said — selling them on street corners. 
Then he told me his life story, the poor, immigrant taxi 
driver father, sleeping on the floor of a one-room 
Dorcester flat, his mother taking two nickels he’d earn 
and giving one of them to charity. I asked him how he 
got into computers.

“I saw an opportunity,” he said. No one, he said, ever 
handed him anything.

We had spent much longer talking about his biography 
than the hotel, and he shifted the subject back. But I 
stopped him.

“I’m not sure we would cover a casino,” I said.

The way I said it, hesitant, tentative, polite— that was 
all the opening he needed. Adelson leaned in, excited.

“Your readers live five hours from Vegas. They have 
money. They’re my customers,” he said. He kept up the

How Sheldon Adelson taught me the secret 
of success
By Rob Eshman

Letter from L.A.
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pitch — had I ever seen anything like it? No. Had the 
Los Angeles Times even written about it? No. 

Adelson spent over an hour with me. He never took a 
call, never took his eyes off me. The billionaire never 
sniffed at my shabby surroundings, he was there to 
make a sale, even if it was to the second-in-command 
of a small print weekly. He shook my hand and said 
goodbye, leaving all the brochures on my desk.

A month later, I wrote a travel piece about the 
Venetian Hotel, and its remarkable creator, Sheldon 
Adelson.

Over the next 20 years, our paths never crossed. I 
wrote columns opposing his early backing of Trump, 
and his malign influence in Israeli and American 
politics. I assigned stories that delved into his union-
busting and released a gotcha video that went viral of 
him pulling the plug on Newt Gingrich’s presidential 
campaign. I didn’t like almost anything Adelson did or 
stood for. But ever since our meeting, I could never 
stop admiring him.

The second and last time I saw him was a few years 
ago. He and his wife and a large group of what looked 
like his children and grandchildren were sitting at the 
long back table at Langer’s Deli, eating, because why 
else go to Langer’s, pastrami sandwiches. At that time 
Adelson had just announced he was supporting 
Trump. I thought even if I could get past his security 
guards, it wasn’t the time or place for an interview.

Back then I kicked myself for not barging in and 
pressing him on how he could support a man who had 
already flirted with white supremacists, who couldn’t 
keep his own casinos afloat, who had a fortune 
handed to him.

But, in hindsight, I at least should have also thanked 
Adelson for long ago teaching me a lesson about how 
you get what you want in a world that owes you 
nothing.

g

Rob Eshman is national editor of the Forward. Follow 
him @foodaism.

Still reeling from last week’s insurrection at the 
Capitol, top Jewish Republicans are showing some 
division over whether to break from President Donald 
Trump as they wait to see what level of influence he 
will retain once Joe Biden takes over the presidency 
on Jan. 20.

In interviews on Monday, some high-profile donors 
and activists said that Trump’s role inciting the Capitol 
assault meant it was time for him to exit the stage 
and that the party would clearly be better off without 
him. But even as Congress moved toward an 
unprecedented second impeachment with days left in 
Trump’s term, others were still taking a wait-and-see 
attitude.

Matt Brooks, executive director of the Republican 
Jewish Coalition, said in an interview Monday night 
that “there is going to be a lot of soul searching and 
analysis and discussion of where the Republican 
Party goes from here in the coming weeks and 
months — and the RJC will be an important part of that 
conversation” ahead of the 2022 midterm elections.

Brooks called the assault in Washington “one of the 
darkest days in American history,” saying that it cast 
a shadow over what he described as “the successes 
that the Republicans had in the November election” 
despite losing the White House and control of the 
Senate.

“It is repugnant and disgusting what took place in the 
name of democracy by a group of domestic terrorists 
who tried to lay siege to the U.S. Capitol, which is our 
democracy,” he said. “The people who participated in 
that should be held fully accountable and have no 
place going forward.”

Some top Republican 
Jewish donors say 
Trump must fully exit 
stage to rebuild party
By Jacob Kornbluh

News
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Fred Zeidman, an RJC board member who voted for 
Trump’s reelection because of his pro-Israel policies, 
said in an interview that he was “very disturbed” by 
what happened at the Capitol last and the role Trump 
played in igniting the disturbance.

“I think his actions since the election have been 
abhorrent,” said Zeidman, a Houston-based donor, 
adding that he doesn’t know if he could have 
supported Trump if this had happened before the 
election.

Lisa Spies, a Republican fundraiser who served as the 
Jewish outreach director for Mitt Romney’s 2012 
presidential campaign, said that while Trump’s actions 
demand a full-throated condemnation, Republican 
donors and supporters shouldn’t rush to making 
“drastic decisions” about leaving the party while 
tensions are still high.

“Let’s just kind of take a deep breath and let things 
play out,” she said. “Let Biden have his time in the 
spotlight. Let him put together a cabinet. Let him put 
together his administration, so we can kind of see 
where he’s going on things.”

Spies said that last week’s events do not represent 
what the Republican Party stands for and noted that 
Trump wasn’t even a member before he ran for 
president in 2016.

Zeidman, chair of the investment bank Gordian Group, 
and former chair of the board of trustees of the United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum, said it’s still early 
to see where the GOP goes from here and whether he 
will be comfortable counting himself as a member of 
the party in future elections. He said he wanted to see 
how much influence Trump would continue to hold 
given Twitter’s move to permanently ban him from the 
platform, and also how the Biden administration 
handles Israel and other issues he cares about, though 
Zeidman ruled out supporting the Democratic Party.

But Zeidman, who told Trump during a 2015 meeting 
that he could not support a candidate who was openly 
hostile toward immigrants, suggested Monday that 
recent events may create an opportunity to rebuild the 
party by solidifying its moderate wing and elevating 
people who will restore amore mainstream approach 
to economic and national security issues.

Going forward, Spies said she hopes some sitting 
Republican elected official — whether it’s a member of 
Congress, a governor, a lieutenant governor or an 
attorney general — will emerge as the leading voice in 
rebuilding the party’s image.

“I think the party needs to do a lot of refocusing and 
that’s what I think people are going to do,” she 
stressed. “And that is why I recommend that people 
just take a step back and not make announcements on 
Twitter that they’re leaving the party. Let’s see what 
the party is going to bring up.”

Biden’s reaction to the Capitol riots was “very calming” 
and could have been delivered by any Democrat or 
Republican, Spies said, which gives her “hope” that 
future debates will be more civil. “I think people are 
looking for someone presidential,” she added, “and I 
think that’s what the Republican Party is going to be 
looking for.”

Jay Lefkowitz, a former adviser to President George W. 
Bush, said “history will properly credit Trump with a 
Middle East strategy that has made both the U.S. and 
Israel safer and stronger,” and also praised his judicial 
appointments. But Lefkowitz said that because of “his 
refusal to accept the basic norms of democracy, it’s 
time for Trump to leave the public stage and not 
return.”

Some top Republican Jewish donors say Trump must fully exit stage to rebuild party

Matt Brooks of the Republican Jewish Coalition (left). Fred Zeidman, 
pictured in 2008 (right).

https://forward.com/news/457640/jewish-trump-donors-still-back-him-just-not-out-loud/
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Lefkowitz, a senior partner at the Kirkland & Ellis law 
firm, said the Republican Party “has an opportunity 
post-Trump to re-embrace its core values of 
promoting equality, dignity, and opportunity for 
everyone. But to get there, we need both a new 
message and a new messenger.”

Marc Goldman, a Boca Raton-based investor and a 
RJC board member who backed former Gov. Scott 
Walker of Wisconsin and Sen. Marco Rubio of Florida 
in the 2016 Republican primaries before becoming a 
staunch Trump supporter, said the outgoing president 
should not be defined by what had transpired as a 
result of him contesting the election results.

“If we take a look at all of the accomplishments and 
achievements that have happened over the four 
years, to say, ‘Let’s wipe them all out, because of 
something that happened,’ I think is not fair,” 
Goldman explained. “Because if in fact there was 
fraud in this election that could change the result, the 
attack on our democracy is a million times what the 
attack was on the Capitol, whoever did it.”

Goldman said he has no issue with Trump continuing 
to maintain his influence and be active in shaping the 
future of the Republican Party.

“I would hope that it would be the future of the 
country,” he said, “because when I look at the 
direction that he was taking the country — where it 
really was about making America great again — when 
you look at the list of accomplishments, I don’t find 
anything remotely comparable.”

Brooks, the head of the Republican Jewish Coalition, 
said that for the Jewish community, “Trump’s biggest 
legacy is what he’s left in terms of a transformed 
Middle East with the incredible success of unifying 
Israel and our neighbors and bringing peace to the 
region, and literally transforming the culture and the 
fabric of the Middle East.”

g

Jacob Kornbluh is the Forward’s senior political 
reporter. Follow him on Twitter @jacobkornbluh or 
email kornbluh@forward.com.

Fran Lebowitz really does not like Times Square.

She does not like the kitschy lawn chairs. She does 
not like planters filled with fake foliage. She does not 
like the tourists who bury their heads in their phones 
or, worse, ask for directions.

“Pretend it’s a city,” she likes to tell them, “where 
there are people who are not here just sightseeing.” 
It’s that plea that inspired “Pretend It’s a City,” a new 
Netflix docuseries that examines New York City 
through Lebowitz’s trademark tortoiseshell glasses.

Long before influencers conquered the online world, 
Lebowitz was hard at work branding herself as a 
“designated New Yorker,” a scrappy holdover from a 
cultural heyday that has now (in her telling) forever 
vanished. In interviews and public appearances, she 
has argued again and again that New York is a lot 
worse than it used to be, that it nevertheless remains 
one of the only acceptable places on the planet to 
live, and that we should feel nothing but contempt for 
those who “don’t have the guts” to do so.

Given those preoccupations, it’s odd that Lebowitz
can’t stop talking about Times Square, a tourist Mecca 
that barely figures in the daily lives of most locals.

After several episodes of “Pretend It’s a City,” that 
preoccupation started to make sense. The series may 
be, as advertised, Lebowitz’s peculiar kind of 

'Pretend It’s a City’ is the 
New York love letter 
we’ve never needed less
By Irene Katz Connelly

News

Image by Netflix

https://twitter.com/jacobkornbluh
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The author of two essay collections, “Metropolitan 
Life” and “Social Studies,” Lebowitz is famous for 
both evangelizing her chosen city and powerfully 
chronicling its vices. A persistent critic of 
gentrification in New York, she skewered former 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg for prioritizing hotels and

tourism over housing. She was a witness to the 
AIDS epidemic, penning gutting articles about the 
tidal wave of death that engulfed her largely queer 
social circle. And though she’s often hailed as a 
trailblazer for women, she’s voiced prescient 
skepticism about “girlboss” feminism.

Little of that important commentary makes it into 
the eight shapeless episodes of “Pretend It’s a 
City.” Instead, the show is stitched together from 
tête-à-têtes between Lebowitz and the director 
Martin Scorsese, a longtime friend. Scorsese proves 
a devoted interlocutor, laughing dutifully at every 
anecdote and venturing few personal remarks 
besides an assertion that he never descends below 
57th Street.

That means Lebowitz has free rein to complain: 
About subway trains that never come, about the 
difficulty of getting along with one’s dry cleaner, 
and especially about tourists and their various 
foibles. Some of the complaining takes place in a 
dim, wood-paneled bar (presumably somewhere 
above 57th Street), and some comes from past 
public appearances in which Lebowitz delights and 
discomfits crowds with quips that are sort of funny 
and sort of mean. (When one earnest young woman 
asks how she would “describe her lifestyle,” 
Lebowitz has a quick retort: “For one thing, I would 
never use the word ‘lifestyle.’”)

The litany of petty grievances makes for boring 
viewing. It also takes on an unsavory flavor in light 
of the affluence which, despite their humble origins, 
both Lebowitz and Scorsese now possess. Lebowitz
often elides the distance between her days as a 
cabdriver living in an unheated studio and her 

current status as a household name, mingling
descriptions of her gritty youth with gripes about 

uncouth behavior in hotel lobbies. It’s jarring to 
watch her and Scorsese congratulate each other on 
toughing out the city from within the upscale lair 
they so confidently inhabit.

Most ironically, “Pretend It’s a City.” ends up 
functioning as one of the tourist attractions 
Lebowitz professes to despise.

Bemoaning Times Square or the (admittedly very 
deficient) subway system, Lebowitz focuses on the 
city’s most recognizable, public-facing features, 
landmarks likely to charm or baffle visitors. By 
doing so, she allows her audience to partake of her 
carefully cultivated insider status — ultimately 
assuaging the feelings of inadequacy she herself 
arouses by dunking on those provincial enough to 
enjoy the infamous lawn chairs. (In one scene, as if 
to underline this point, footage of Lebowitz
complaining about Times Square plays on an 
enormous screen in Times Square.) Though 
Lebowitz has devoted much of her energy to 
upholding a certain brand of New York snobbery, 
the appeal of “Pretend It’s a City” lies in its ability to 
make those who don’t “qualify” as New Yorkers feel 
like they’re in on the joke.

In her finer moments, Lebowitz’s insistence that 
New York is not what it was reminds us that this 
beautiful and deeply flawed city has the potential to 
change radically — that it could one day evolve into 
a better and more equal place, a place more 
hospitable to working people and less deferential to 
wealth. But “Pretend It’s a City” is not one of those 
moments. Watching it, I thought about all the other 
New Yorkers who are out there complaining: About 
the housing shortage, about evictions, about 
struggling small businesses, about police brutality, 
about public school funding, about food deserts.

Those people aren’t pretending New York is a city. 
They’re just living in it.

g

Irene Katz Connelly is a staff writer at the Forward. 
You can contact her at connelly@forward.com. 
Follow her on Twitter at @katz_conn.

'Pretend It’s a City’ is the New York love letter we’ve never needed less
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Every article on impeachment insists that “impeach” 
does not mean to “remove” — but rather, in a quasi-
Talmudic tone, the word means to “officially state the 
charges against a public official.” As law bloggers 
scrambled to parse the parameters of an 
“impeachable” offense, sounding a lot like the rabbis 
of two thousand years ago, the translator in me 
couldn’t resist turning to other languages for 
understanding.

I did not have to look far. The Hebrew term tahalichei
hadacha is plastered across the front page 
of Haaretz, Israel’s leading newspaper. 
While tahalichei means proceedings, hadacha offers 
far more to think about; it is the noun form of the verb 
that means “to make you stray.” That verb appears in 
a famous verse from Deuteronomy 13:6 featuring the 
word l’hadichacha, or “to make you stray,” that, 
conveniently enough is about a false prophet, the fake 
news of long ago.

Here is the 1985 Jewish Publication Society translation, 
complete with dire consequences:

Whew.

It’s hard to focus on tiny dots in this verse, but for our 
purposes, it’s important to note that the 
verb l’hadichacha in this verse, as well as the 
noun hadacha as used in the Haaretz articles on 
impeachment, are written with a dagesh, or a dot, 
inside the daled; what the dagesh here indicates is 
that a letter is missing. Here, the missing letter 
is nun, and so, the three-letter root of this hadacha
is nun, daled, chet.

If this sounds like the parsing of the Mueller report or 
the language of Article 25, bear with me. It matters 
because there is an intriguing lookalike word — written 
with the exact same letters — that has nothing to do 
with the word that appears in Deuteronomy or 
in Haaretz.

And now, more than ever, accuracy matters.

For the reader exhausted from the news cycle, and 
using the dictionary as a calming device, it’s hard not 
to gaze in hope, at that lookalike word just 
above hadacha with a dagesh in the iconic Even 
Shoshan Hebrew dictionary. But if you look closely, 
this other hadacha has no dagesh in the 
letter daled, and it has an entirely different root. Yet 
it’s still fascinating to ponder because 
this hadacha means “rinsing-out thoroughly.”

The three-letter root of the second hadacha — the one 
with no dagesh — is daled, vav, chet.Hadacha as grand 
rinse can be found in tractate Berachot 51, which 
describes a cleaning inside and out. (I knew I was 
getting a Talmudic feeling for a reason.)

And though the hadacha that is mentioned in 
Deuteronomy, or making a person stray from the path, 
is the real meaning of the hadacha currently 
mentioned in the pages of Haaretz, the rinsing-out 
definition of hadacha (without the dagesh) is delightful 
to contemplate in these troubled times.

In contemporary Hebrew, a mediach kaylim is a 
dishwasher. And boy, are there many exasperated 
Americans—including some Republican members of 
Congress— who just want to press “rinse” on this 
President. And after all, with a U.S. president who has 
made lies, hatred and misinformation commonplace, is 
it OK to take solace in a word that has the same 
letters, just the wrong dagesh?

I thought about this question as I looked at one of 
those “If You See Something, Say Something” signs.

In Hebrew, ‘impeachment’ has the power 
to clean and restore us
By Aviya Kushner

Culture



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

In Hebrew, ‘impeachment’ has the power to clean and restore us 11

Some of us are seeing something every day, saying 
something every day, putting politicians on speed-
dial, running to protests, and through it all just 
thinking — isn’t there someone to report this to? I then 
considered the ubiquitous Hebrew “word” doch, or 
report, which is made up of an abbreviation for din 
v’cheshbon, or justice and accounting. It’s in the same 
pages of the dictionary which parse hadacha.

What we want, more than to say something, is to see 
some justice and accounting.

These days, as the country — and the world — reels 
from a deadly riot at the Capitol, both justice and 
accounting are on everyone’s mind: the inner kind as 
well as the public kind, and it can seem that those 
questions are everywhere, just like the word doch. 
Permutations of that word can be found in news 
stories, and in contemporary Israeli fiction. Of course, 
the Trump presidency may feel like fiction, but it is 
real — it was real— just as the presence of other 
deeply problematic world leaders is real, and the 
hatred we have seen is real. That was a real person 
wearing a Camp Auschwitz t-shirt. And we all know 
this much is real, too: there will certainly be some 
necessary cleansing ahead.

In the meantime, for those who are exhausted by the 
news cycle, or perhaps, energized by yet another 
discussion of “impeachable,” I recommend focusing 
on the Hebrew word hadacha, with a dagesh and 
without. Consider how much this period in time — this 
little dot in the grand span of human history — has 
made us stray from our path. Consider the false 
prophet, or perhaps, false prophets, that have come 
into our midst. And then take out the dagesh, and
take solace in an ancient word of cleansing. Think 
rinse. Think suds. Then let your mind wander to din 
v’cheshbon, justice and accounting, abbreviated or 
not, labeled “impeachable” or not. Think a national —
and perhaps, global—cleanse of all of this.

Let this be the year we return to a just path, cleansed.

g

Aviya Kushner is The Forward’s language columnist 
and the author of “The Grammar of God” (Spiegel & 
Grau). Follow her on Twitter @AviyaKushner

It is no secret that Elvis Presley had various Jewish 
affinities and connections throughout his life. As a 
teenager, for example, he lived downstairs from an 
Orthodox Jewish family for whom he would switch on 
lights on Saturdays. The so-called Memphis Mafia —
his running gang of friends, helpers, and hangers-on —
had a handful of Jewish members. He occasionally 
sported necklaces bearing the Star of David and the 
Hebrew word “chai” (meaning “life”).

But according to a new book — “The Jewish World of 
Elvis Presley” by Roselle Kline Chartock — Elvis’s 
Jewish connections were more than just a series of 
coincidences. Elvis, it turns out, was not merely 
passing through a “Jewish world” as an outsider but 
as a member of the tribe himself, one who could trace 
direct matrilineal descent back at least as far as his 
great-great grandmother. While all of these facts —
and many more — have been revealed previously, 
Chartock is the first author to gather them into the 
pages of one book, to contextualize them historically 
and sociologically, and to add deeper understanding 
and nuance to Elvis’ Jewish life story based on 
information the author garnered from a half-dozen or 
so interviews she conducted with first-hand sources.

While he was still a boy, Presley’s mother, Gladys, told 
young Elvis about his Jewish great-great 
grandmother. Nancy Burdine, a Jewish immigrant from 
Lithuania, settled in Memphis in the 19th century and 
raised a family, including sons named Sidney and 
Jerome and a daughter named Martha. Martha had a 
daughter, Octavia, who gave birth to Gladys, who 
married Vernon Presley and who, in 1935, gave birth 
to twin boys, Jesse Garon and Elvis Aron (who as an 
adult would change the spelling of his middle name to 
the more conventional and Jewish-looking Aaron). 
Jesse was delivered stillborn, which would feed the.

Was Elvis Presley 
actually the Jewish 
Elvis?
By Seth Rogovoy
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strong emotional codependency between the 
overprotective Gladys and her surviving son, Elvis.

At the same time that Gladys told Elvis of his Jewish 
lineage, she also warned him to keep it to himself, 
because “some people don’t like Jews.” Among 
those to whom Gladys was referring was her 
husband, Elvis’s father Vernon, as well as to the 
members of the extended Presley clan, all of whom 
were Jew-haters. When Gladys died in 1958, at the 
young age of 46, when Elvis was only 23, Vernon 
Presley oversaw the design of her gravestone, 
including the image of a cross on an upper corner. A 
few years later, Elvis had a Star of David added to 
the opposite corner of her grave marker to balance 
out the cross and to acknowledge his mother’s 
Jewish heritage.

For a few short but crucial years, the Presleys lived 
on the first floor of a two-family house (owned by a 
kosher butcher named Dubrovner). Alfred and 
Jeannette Fruchter lived upstairs with their children. 
The families grew close despite their social and 
religious differences. Alfred Fruchter was the 
principal of a Jewish school and rabbi of the 
associated Orthodox congregation, and the family 
kept a kosher home. This did not stop Jeannette and 
Gladys from becoming close friends who enjoyed 
afternoon tea together nearly every day. The 
Presleys were invited to Shabbat dinner once a 
month, leading Elvis to develop a fondness for 
challah, carrot tzimmes, and matzo-ball soup. Elvis 
also learned what it meant to be shomer
Shabbos and was always around to turn a light 
switch on or off for the Fruchters. Perhaps young 
Elvis was drawn to the Fruchters out of curiosity 
about his own heritage. Of course, had Rabbi 
Fruchter known of Presley’s Jewish origins, he never 
would have employed him as a Shabbos goy.

The Presleys were churchgoers, and Elvis’s sincere 
belief in Christian teachings seems also to have 
predisposed him to be fond of Jews. Chartock
quotes Larry Geller — one of the Jewish members of 
the Memphis Mafia and the one who served as 
Elvis’s “spiritual advisor” — paraphrasing Presley 
thusly:

“Man, it used to confuse the hell outta me as a kid. 
In church all they talked about was how great all 
the Jews were, Abraham, Moses, Ezekiel, and all 
those other prophets. They were all Jewish. But 
outside of church, they would talk about ‘those 
damn Jews.’ They would put them down. I just 
couldn’t understand it.”

When Elvis recorded his first single for Sun Records, 
“That’s All Right, Mama” (backed with a version of 
Bill Monroe’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky”), he had to 
borrow the Fruchters’ record player to hear his own 
recording. The Presleys did not have a telephone, 
either, so Elvis gave out the Fruchters’ number as 
his own, leaving them to field the torrent of 
congratulatory calls that followed in the wake of his 
hit single’s success. In 1957, at a pre-concert press 
conference in San Francisco, Elvis introduced Rabbi 
Fruchter — who by then led a congregation in 
Oakland — to a group of slack-jawed journalists as 
“my rabbi.”

Chartock paints a portrait of a downtown Memphis 
in the early-to-mid-1950s heavily populated by 
Jewish-owned businesses, featuring shops with 
names such as B. Lowenstein and Brothers, A. 
Schwab’s, Julius Lewis, and Goldsmith’s. Teenage 
Elvis was drawn downtown, particularly to Beale 
Street, by shops catering largely to a Black 
clientele, including Ruben Cherry’s record store and 
Lansky Brothers Clothiers. Presley established close 
relationships with Cherry and Bernard Lansky. 
Cherry fronted him enough cash to travel to his own 
early concerts. Lansky took pity on the poor boy 
gazing at the snazzy suits in the front window, 
brought him inside, dressed him, and soon 
cemented a relationship that would see him outfit 
Presley literally until the day after he died: the suit 
he was buried in, like all his stage outfits, was 
custom-designed for him by Lansky. Presley also 
struck up a lifelong association with the downtown 
jeweler Harry Levitch, who designed several custom 
pieces for Presley over the years, including a 
pendant bearing a cross, a Star of David, and the 
Hebrew word “chai,” and a wristwatch whose face 
flashed alternating images of a cross and a Mogen 
David.

Was Elvis Presley actually the Jewish Elvis?



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

13

Presley was a lifelong member of the Memphis JCC, 
to which he was given free admission while still a 
relatively poor youth. Presley never forgot the JCC 
when the annual fund drive rolled around, and when 
he was tapped for a $1,000 donation to the 
Memphis Jewish Welfare Fund, Presley surprised 
them with a check for $150,000.

The so-called Memphis Mafia that surrounded Elvis 
for most of his life was a mixture of friends, 
associates, employees, gofers, roadies, assistants, 
bodyguards, advance men, drivers and all-around 
“yes men.” They included relatives, high school 
friends, army buddies, and other characters, mostly 
from Memphis. About half of them were Jewish, 
including his oldest friend, George “GK” Klein, whom 
Elvis befriended in eighth grade. Others included 
Marty Lacker, Alan Fortas (nephew of Supreme 
Court Justice Abe Fortas), Larry Geller, and Patti 
Parry. Lamar Fike, another “Memphis mafioso,” was 
always hazy about his background; he was 
“sometimes Jewish, depending on what day it is,” 
said one of his cohort. Apparently Fike’s mother 
was a Jewish convert to Episcopalianism. Presley 
referred to Parry, the only female member of the 
fraternity, as “little sister,” but she described her 
role as “his Jewish mother,” even though he was 
older than she was.

The prevalence of Jewish songwriters among those 
supplying Presley with his hits is no great surprise. 
The 20th-century American hit parade was largely 
composed by Jewish songwriters. The mid-century 
Gershwins, Berlins, Harts, and Hammersteins
became the Leibers and Stollers, the Aaron 
Schroeders, and the Mort Shumans of the rock and 
roll era. Among Presley’s top 10 songwriters — those 
who brought him the most chart success with their 
songs — were Wally Gold, Ben Weisman, Florence 
Kaye, Aaron Schroeder, and the songwriting duos of 
Mort Shuman & Doc Pomus and Jerry Leiber & Mike 
Stoller. The latter duo wrote six Top 10 hits for 
Presley, including “Hound Dog,” “Jailhouse Rock,” 
and “Don’t” (as well as supplying hits to the Drifters, 
the Coasters, the Clovers, Ben E. King, and dozens 
of others).

As to how much if any influence Jewish music had 

on these songwriters or on Presley — who heard a 
constant stream of cantorial music coming from 
Rabbi Fruchter’s record player upstairs — that has 
yet to be quantified. No one, including Chartock, 
seems to have made the case for a Jewish tinge to 
Presley’s signature sound. And the only known time 
that Presley sang a Jewish song, heard in this 
recording of him attempting a rendition of “Hava 
Nagila,”, simply proved that when it came to Jewish 
music, Elvis Presley was no John Lennon.

g

(Seth Rogovoy is a contributing editor at the 
Forward. He frequently mines popular culture for its 
hidden Jewish stories.
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Senator-elect Jon Ossoff’s opponent in his 
contentious recent Senate race, former Senator 
David Perdue, ran ads that digitally lengthened 
Ossoff’s nose and painted him with age-old 
antisemitic tropes: the socialist, the globalist, the 
media-controlling journalist.

Perdue saw Ossoff’s Jewishness as a liability. 
Ossoff’s supporters saw it as something to be 
celebrated. Something no one pointed out: Ossoff
isn’t just Jewish, but a patrilineal Jew.

I grew up in rural Georgia. My peers didn’t care that 
my mother was Catholic when they asked me to 
accept Jesus Christ as my Lord and savior or told 
me Holocaust jokes. Ossoff is hated as any other 
Jew, and he is celebrated as any other Jew. It does 
not matter that he is Jewish through his father, not 
his mother.

I voted for Ossoff three times in the 2020 election 
cycle: in the primaries, the general election and 
Georgia’s historic twin runoffs. I voted for him 
because I agree with his politics, he’s pretty 
dreamy, and I thought Perdue manifested the worst 
aspects of Trumpism — including the bigotry 
apparent in his antisemitism-tinged attacks on 
Ossoff.

But I also voted for Ossoff because I saw myself 
represented in his Jewishness, and that 
representation mattered to me.

Jewish life in rural Georgia, as I experienced it, was 
nonexistent. There was a small Reform synagogue 
in the nearest city, but my father isn’t very religious, 
so we didn’t attend. We had no idea there were 
Jewish summer camps in the mountains north of 
Atlanta, so I went to a Christian summer camp 
because that’s where my friends went.

I dealt with antisemitism in middle and high school. 
And then, when I arrived at my liberal arts college, I

was shocked to discover that some of my fellow 
Hillel members didn’t think I was actually Jewish —
because my mother wasn’t.

My apparent non-Jewishness was news to me. 
Growing up with a Catholic mom and a Jewish dad 
just meant double the holidays and double the 
annoying questions from my peers. I had no 
concept of matriarchal Judaism.

In 2017, I went on the Jewish Federation of Greater 
Atlanta’s Community Birthright trip. A third of the 
participants — including my brother and myself —
had non-Jewish mothers. I listened to my new friend 
Max as he talked about being called a “mutt” by 
other Jews growing up. At the end of the trip, Max 
and I celebrated our b’nai mitzvot with a dozen 
other participants.

The same year, Jon Ossoff launched his bid for 
Congress. His campaign made national headlines, 
and all anyone could talk about was the nice Jewish 
boy who might represent Georgia’s sixth district.

Ossoff was upfront about his heritage from the 
start of his campaign. In an interview with Moment 
Magazine, he said, “My father is the grandson of 
Jewish immigrants from Lithuania and Russia who 
arrived in the U.S. in the early 20th century, with 
nothing. My mother is an Australian immigrant, who 
is not Jewish, so prior to my bar mitzvah, I entered 
the mikvah to make it official. I was raised in a 
Jewish household, went to the Temple, which is a 
Reform synagogue here in Atlanta, and was bar 
mitzvah’d and shortly thereafter made my first trip 
to Israel.”

No one questioned the fact that Jon Ossoff was a

Jon Ossoff’s victory is momentous for 
patrilineal Jews
By Zoe Katz
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Jew. But during a leadership development series 
sponsored by the Federation, I still found myself 
having to defend my place in Judaism. I kept telling 
the peers in my cohort that I didn’t have to convert 
to be fully Jewish. In a discussion on keeping kosher, 
someone asked how I was connected to Judaism if I 
didn’t follow halacha and my mother wasn’t a Jew.

I responded that my last name was enough for 
others to identify me as a Jew, so it was sufficient 
for me, too.

Ossoff will join the Senate not only as a patrilineal 
Jew, but also as the body’s youngest member and 
its first millennial. He represents the first generation 
of Jews born to interfaith marriages recognized by 
the Union for Reform Judaism.

It’s a prominent public worry of many Jews that 
children of interfaith marriages will likewise marry 
outside the religion, and Judaism will die out as 
more Jews assimilate and marry outside of the tribe.

But the opposite is happening.

According to a 2013 Pew survey, of “Americans age 
65 and older who say they had one Jewish parent, 
25% are Jewish today. By contrast, among adults 
under 30 with one Jewish parent, 59% are Jewish 
today. In this sense, intermarriage may be 
transmitting Jewish identity to a growing number of 
Americans.”

Ossoff is resolute in his Jewish identity. (He also 
married a Jew: OB-GYN resident Dr. Alisha Kramer.) 
When he enters the Senate, there is no doubt he 
will be a strong advocate for all Jews, just as he 
vows to be a strong advocate for all Georgians.

Ossoff stands as proof that Jews do not need to 
inherit Judaism from their mother — or both parents 
— to choose to live Jewishly, marry Jewishly and 
serve to advance Jewish values. He is a needed 
champion for those of us who share his heritage. 
I’m a patrilineal Jew. I choose to live Jewishly, I want 
to marry Jewishly and I want to advance our values. 
My Jewishness is just as legitimate as my newest 
Senator’s.

Ossoff’s patrilineal Jewish heritage matters. His 

Jewishness is accepted at face value and is 
celebrated by Jews around the world. Mine should 
be, too.

g 

Zoe Katz is a journalist and content creator from 
Athens, Ga. A recent graduate of Agnes Scott 
College, she most recently covered Georgia’s 
elections as an Election SOS fellow. Follow her on 
Twitter @zoejudithkatz and view her work 
at zoejudithkatz.com.

The views and opinions expressed in this article 
are the author’s own and do not necessarily 
reflect those of the Forward.
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