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I am begging you all to please shut
up about the Harry Potter Jew-
goblins

Culture

By Eliya Smith

 

I don’t have much to say about most of the J.K. Rowling discourse, because basically my
opinion about the Harry Potter series is that it offers some effectively moralizing children’s
escapism that is certainly flawed, should never have spawned the weird cult it became and
whose creator has bad opinions that she should stop sharing. I would have been so happy
to live and die without ever encountering J.K. Rowling’s reflections on wizard bowel
movements or trans rights.

What I do have to say on the matter of J.K. Rowling discourse is this: Please, everyone, for
the love of God, shut up about the Jew-goblins.

If I see one more person on the internet arguing the goblins are Jewish caricatures, I will
personally combust, and as I do so I will dramatically announce to anyone bearing witness
that I have specifically elected to combust because of the Jew-goblin discourse, making
clear that said discourse has actually enacted real antisemitism by causing me, a Jewish
woman, to combust. Which is way more antisemitic than the goblins and also, rude to me,
someone who does not wish to combust, and would be especially embarrassed to have my
combustion result from Harry Potter discourse.

The Jew-goblin argument, which has been made ad nauseam on social media and in
various thinkpieces (and has been highlighted in the news cycle recently following a viral
Jon Stewart soundbyte), is effectively this: The goblin characters in the Harry Potter series,
known mostly for their role in running the wizarding bank Gringotts, are antisemitic,
because they look like Jewish caricatures and perpetuate antisemitic stereotypes.

I disagree. The Potter goblins are diminutive, hooknosed, saurian creatures, with creepy
long fingers and crafty natures. They have exceptional financial skills and stop at nothing
to acquire or protect money and precious objects. It is antisemitic that anyone would 
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encounter such a character and think: “Aha, a Jew!”

To illustrate my point, I have constructed the following analogy. You and I are walking
down the street. The setting is not strictly necessary to the pedagogy of this scenario, but I
thought it would be nice to dress up the visuals. You and I are walking down the street,
and we see, crumpled on the ground, a shaky child’s drawing of a disgusting, evil rat. I say:
“Oh, look, it’s a picture of you. I am offended on your behalf by the choice of this artist to
depict you as disgusting and evil.” In fact, the genuine offense here is not the picture,
which was in fact simply a drawing of a rat, but in my looking at a drawing of a rat and
thinking it reminded me of you.

This analogy is obviously not perfect, because it doesn’t account for the dangerous legacy
of caricatured depictions of Jews that some have argued the goblins fall into. Cartoons of
Jews in Western media have historically connected stereotypical physical and cultural
traits to genetic degeneracy. I do not mean to make light of the potential for these
depictions to do real, insidious damage, or to argue that the contemporary nature of the
series exempts it from perpetuating harm. Offensive Jewish caricatures persist today,
cropping up in far-right corners of the internet and less fringe news cycles, actively
goading hatred toward Jewish people.

But these are deliberate caricatures of Jews. Sometimes, a sinister money-grubbing goblin
is simply a sinister money-grubbing goblin.

Jews do not run the economy, do not have a cultural disposition toward prioritizing
monetary gain over human emotion, and also — and I would really like to emphasize this
point — do not look like goblins. This depiction of goblins is offensive to bankers, not to
Jews, and the reason it is offensive to bankers is because the goblins in the Potter world
are synonymous with bankers, and Jews in the actual real world are not. 

Are all fictionalized bankers supposed to be cheerful, generous and definitively Anglo-
Saxon in order to avoid potentially dipping into antisemitic caricature? I defend the right of
the minor set-dressing fairy-tale characters in this invented world to be gross and good at
money. I defend, mostly, my right to peruse the internet without encountering more people
complaining that the goblins in a children’s series I cared about a decade ago are
antisemitic. Please, complain about something else.

And, frankly, if the goblins do represent Jews, the resemblance is a humbling one. They
seem to be doing a much better job of controlling their media than Jews do in our non-
magical world, given there is no trace of organized anti-goblin efforts in any Harry Potter 
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novel or movie. I hope to take some of that inspiring energy into my own efforts toward
world domination this coming year.

Eliya Smith is an editorial fellow at the Forward. Follow her online at @eliyasmith .

Page 4Get the latest at Forward.com

https://twitter.com/eliyasmith?lang=en
https://www.forward.com/


One year after Jan. 6 — a Jewish
look back

News

By Arno Rosenfeld, Jacob Kornbluh and Mira Fox

 

In the hours leading up to the storming of the U.S. Capitol one year ago today, antisemitic
rhetoric swirled through the crowds that had gathered in D.C. in an attempt to overturn the
2020 presidential election.

“We are standing up to the evil globalists such as George Soros,” a former Breitbart News
reporter told a group gathered the night before the riot. And just hours before the Capitol
was breached, Rep. Mary Miller, an Illinois Republican, praised Nazi leader Adolf Hitler.

The antisemitic vitriol on the internet prior to the attack on the Capitol was more intense
and abundant, infecting the online communities that spread conspiracy theories about
President Donald Trump winning the 2020 election – a lie that came to be shared by more
than three-quarters of Republican voters.

The most prominent of those conspiracies was QAnon, a sprawling series of beliefs that
included accusations that celebrities and Democratic politicians were running a satanic
pedophile ring. It helped propel many of those implicated in the attack to Washington on
Jan. 6. To many Jews, its falsehoods seemed eerily familiar.

“QAnon is, to a great extent, repackaged blood libel,” David Walsh, a researcher at the
University of Virginia, said in an interview at the time. Most Jewish Americans, in a
September poll, said that white supremacists, Trump and conservative media bear
considerable blame for the insurrection.

Few Jews have been identified among the hundreds who mobbed the Capitol, although
some Jewish Trump supporters were elsewhere in D.C. that weekend. They included Heshy
Tischler, an Orthodox radio host and far right provocateur who cheered on a fellow
protestor carrying a shofar during one of the outdoor rallies on Jan. 6.

“He’s going to blow the shofar for moshiach — or no, for Trump?” Tischler asked. “Go 
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ahead, blow it!”

The violence at the Capitol that day was not focused on Jews. Still, the events of Jan. 6
were laced with Jewish connections. One year later, here is the Forward’s look at some of
the better and lesser-known figures with Jewish ties to that day – from the man who wore
the “Camp Auschwitz” sweatshirt to a woman who lives in the shadow of the Capitol to a
member of Congress still battling threats to free elections.

The congressman in mourning

On Jan. 6, the day after his son’s funeral, and only a week after his death by suicide, Rep.
Jamie Raskin was in the Capitol, helping to certify the election; his daughter and son-in-law
had come along to watch. And then the building was attacked, the family forced to hide
separately, and Raskin afraid he might lose yet another child in the span of a week.

Yet the Maryland Democrat said he found strength in that trauma, and went on to lead the
impeachment effort against then-President Trump, accusing him of inciting the attack.

Though he knew the role might bring death threats and violence, Raskin forged ahead; “I
personally felt no fear, because the very worst thing that ever could have happened to me
had already happened to me,” he told NPR. A former professor of constitutional law,
Raskin’s robust defense of democracy, though doomed, was moving to many. He also
spoke personally, recounting his promise to his daughter that the Capitol would be safe
the next time she visited, and her response, devastating to him, that she never wanted to
return.

In the year since the multiple tragedies, Raskin has written a searing memoir,
“Unthinkable,” about the insurrection and his son’s death, which he said is the main driver
of his public service. Raskin now sits on the House select committee investigating the Jan.
6 attack, and is also working to reform the Electoral College.

“If a person can grow through unthinkable trauma and loss,” Raskin wrote in his new book,
“perhaps a nation may, too.”

A neighbor to the chaos

Laurie Solnik lives 12 blocks from the Capitol and spent Jan. 6 watching the events unfold
on her television with her family. “We all agreed we were just going to hunker down,”
Solnik recalled. But her mind went to dark places. She said the fencing, police barricades 
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and National Guard troops that followed the violence triggered thoughts of her parent’s
experience during the Holocaust, when both survived Nazi concentration camps. “I knew in
my head this was different: nobody is trying to kill me,” Solnik said. “But it felt the same –
as if a roundup was coming.”

Solnik, 68, is active in Hill Havurah, which is the closest synagogue to the Capitol – it meets
less than two blocks away. Solnik said that after seeing protesters attack Black churches in
D.C. during the previous year, she worried that her own Jewish community could be a
target in the future. A year later, with her Capitol Hill neighborhood returned more or less
to normal – no more imposing fencing or soldiers in camouflage milling about – Solnik said
she is more relaxed.

“I guess I’m getting over it,” she said.

The ‘Camp Auschwitz’ sweatshirt guy

Among the hundreds of protesters arrested for their role in storming the Capitol, Robert
Keith Packer may be the best known to Jewish audiences.

Packer, with long hair and a raggedy beard, wore a “Camp Auschwitz” sweatshirt as he
broke into the Capitol on Jan. 6, becoming the posterboy for antisemitic undercurrents
running through the crowd. He was arrested several days later after a convenience store
clerk near Newport News, Virginia., where Packer lives, told law enforcement that he was a
regular customer.

Police found a trove of Nazi paraphernalia at Packer’s home, and charged him with illegally
entering the Capitol and disorderly conduct. Packer pleaded not guilty in February but his
trial has been repeatedly delayed and his next court hearing – scheduled for Jan. 26 – is
expected to involve a plea agreement. An attorney for Packer did not respond to a request
for comment. He remains free on bail.

The judge’s son

Aaron Mostofsky’s participation in the Capitol insurrection stunned many. The Orthodox
Jew, son of Brooklyn Supreme Court Justice Steven Mostofsky, traveled from New York City
and was photographed inside the Capitol wearing animal furs, a bulletproof vest and a riot
shield emblazoned with the U.S. Capitol Police logo. A bewildered-looking Mostofsky was
interviewed on video by the New York Post, telling the reporter that “we were cheated”
and that 10 million more people voted for Trump than tallies showed.
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In a private Instagram conversation revealed by prosecutors, Mostofsky wrote to an
acquaintance of his time in the Capitol: “It was like I’m here now how did I get there.”
Mostofsky was charged with four crimes, including theft of government property and
disrupting government business. He has pleaded not guilty and his trial is scheduled for
March. He remains free on bail, though he is required to notify the court if he leaves New
York City.

Hasidim bearing chocolate and gratitude

Disgusted and saddened by the Jan. 6 assault on the Capitol, Aron Weider and Alexander
Rapaport – two Hasidic friends from New York – felt helpless from 200 miles away. But the
bravery of the Capitol Police and the National Guard that day inspired them to make the
trip to D.C. two weeks later – for the inauguration of President Biden.

Few tourists or well-wishers were allowed inside a vast security zone surrounding the
Capitol for the inauguration, but that wasn’t where Weider, the founder of a Borough Park
soup kitchen, and Rapaport, a Rockland County legislator, were headed. With a van packed
with $10,000 worth of toiletries, energy drinks, energy bars and chocolates – paid for by a
D.C. security firm – the two drove around the perimeter of the secured area, handing out
goodies to members of the National Guard, who were pulling 12-hour shifts in cold weather
and taking their breaks in parking garages.

‘We brought you some love from Brooklyn,’” Rapaport told the troops, who often asked for
selfies with these unexpected gift-bearers.

Wieder’s four grandparents were rescued by the 3rd Infantry Division of the U.S. Army
during the liberation of the Dora-Mittelbau concentration camp in 1945. “I will never miss
an opportunity to say thank you to you guys and what you are standing for,” he said.
Rapaport said that as shaken as he was on Jan. 6, he felt more hopeful with the transition
of power on Inauguration Day. He returned to D.C. days later after restocking the van in
New York.

Both he and Wieder said that they hoped that their obviously Jewish appearance sent a
message to all who saw them in Washington, that “the Jewish people support our
servicemen and women and value the stability of our nation.”
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‘Hero’ rabbi in Chabad of Poway
shooting gets jail time

News

By Louis Keene

 

In a stunning decision, a federal judge sentenced former Chabad of Poway rabbi Yisroel
Goldstein to 14 months in prison for tax and wire fraud on Tuesday, overriding prosecutors’
sentencing recommendations of house arrest and providing a measure of relief to a
community still reeling from a deadly shooting at the synagogue in 2019.

Federal prosecutors had recommended a sentence of eight months of home confinement
and four years probation, seeking leniency for Goldstein due to his cooperation with
investigators and for his leadership following the attack. Goldstein pleaded guilty to the
crimes in July 2020.

But Judge Cynthia Bashant, who has sentenced nearly a dozen defendants involved in
Goldstein’s sprawling conspiracy, rejected that possibility from the outset, saying   she did
not think home confinement adequately reflected the severity of what he did.

“You dragged so many congregants down with you,” Bashant told Goldstein. “Many of
those individuals thought they were committing the offenses to help Chabad.

“But really it was just to benefit you — for your personal benefit,” she added. “And I can’t
ignore that fact.”

The judge also ordered Goldstein to pay approximately $2.8 million in restitution.

Though not all of Goldstein’s co-conspirators have been revealed, both the synagogue he
led — which is now run by his sons — and Chabad Headquarters, which banished him from
the movement, will look to the sentencing as the conclusion of an ugly saga that severely
depleted the membership of the once-thriving community, including victims of the attack
who say Goldstein’s fraud partly enabled it.

In addition to defrauding taxpayers, Goldstein ripped off the Federal Emergency 
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Management Agency, the California Office of Emergency Services and a few of San Diego’s
most prominent employers, using Chabad of Poway and an affiliated nonprofit for children
with disabilities to do it.

Former congregants who attended the hearing were buoyed by Tuesday’s ruling. Among
them was the daughter of Lori Kaye, the beloved congregant who was killed in the 2019
attack.

“I would like to express my gratitude to the court and to the justice system for favoring a
prison sentence and holding him to the highest standard that the law will permit in this
case,” said Hannah Kaye, addressing the court shortly before sentencing. “We were
bracing ourselves for a different result.”

Yisroel Goldstein got his first taste of grift in the 1980s, not long after he opened a Chabad
synagogue in a tiny Poway storefront. In what eventually became his signature fraud, he
helped a congregant write off a sham donation in exchange for a tenth of the amount
claimed, a tax fraud authorities referred to as the ‘90-10’ scheme.

In the ensuing decades, as Chabad of Poway graduated from the storefront to one of the
largest synagogues in the San Diego area, the rabbi’s schemes enfolded more of his
community, and grew more complex.

In one, Goldstein exploited Friendship Circle of San Diego, an affiliated nonprofit that
serves disabled people and their families, to loot corporate donation-matching programs:
People would donate money to Friendship Circle, the corporations would match the
amount. Goldstein would return the original amount to the donor — providing a receipt for
tax deduction — and pocket the matching donation.

In another scam, he used fake invoices to obtain federal emergency grants for earthquake
damage that never occurred.

Later, he secured government funding to bolster the synagogue’s security, but never made
the upgrades. That failure loomed larger after April 27, 2019, when a man steeped in white
nationalist ideology walked in the front door with an assault rifle and opened fire, killing
Kaye, 60, and injuring three others, including Goldstein, who lost a finger in the attack.

By then, Goldstein was already cooperating with a joint FBI and IRS investigation into a
conspiracy that involved dozens of people, many of them his congregants, and which
included his brother Mendel Goldstein, who lives in Brooklyn.
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Some of the victims are now suing Goldstein, Chabad of Poway and Chabad of California
over alleged misappropriation of the security funds. The shooter, John T. Earnest, was
sentenced to life in federal prison in December.

In total, Goldstein admitted to signing off on about $6.2 million in false tax deductions in
the 90-10 scheme; $875,000 in grant fraud, and $134,000 via donation matching.

Prior to his sentencing, Goldstein addressed Bashant and the packed courtroom from
prepared remarks. Dressed in a black suit, Goldstein began by apologizing for his crimes,
then veered into a description of his relationship with the Kaye family.

“For 26 years, my wife and I hosted Howard, Lori of blessed memory, and Hannah Kaye at
our home every Saturday afternoon,” he said, adding, “Lori was like a sister to me.”

Lori Kaye’s sisters, Randi Grossman and Ellen Edwards, were seated with her daughter in
the small courtroom. As Goldstein mentioned the family members, a gasp was audible in
the quiet courtroom.

Afterwards, Kaye called Goldstein’s remarks “another exploitative, manipulative tactic to
make himself out to be a victim.

She further noted that Goldstein had already used her mother’s death as an opportunity to
bolster his image before the crimes were made public — yet may have contributed to it.

“We hold him partially responsibly for her murder,” she said because of a lack of security
on the premises that day in spite of the grant. “And then lying about it — and saying that he
didn’t have enough money and that we’re only a small synagogue.”

In the days following the attack, Goldstein achieved national renown, embarking on a high-
profile speaking tour that included appearances at the U.N. and the White House — where
he met personally with then-President Donald Trump. In December of 2019, he quietly
stepped down from the pulpit, citing exhaustion.

His plea agreement — which included waiving the right to appeal his eventual sentence —
did not become public until several months later.

Hannah Kaye was one of several former Chabad of Poway congregants who mailed
remarks to the court advocating for a prison sentence. But other congregants and close
friends of Goldstein wrote in on his behalf, crediting him for building the Poway Jewish 
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community and for various acts of kindness over approximately 40 years at the helm.

What remains is a community divided over the future of the synagogue. Chabad of Poway
is now led by Yisroel Goldstein’s son, Menachem Goldstein, known as Mendel, and served
by a board that includes Mendel’s brother, Yehoshua Goldstein, and father-in-law. Many
former longtime congregants want to see the family stripped of control, and have formed a
breakaway congregation in the wake of the scandal.

Kaye, 24, said she was thinking of her mother, who would have wanted justice for his
crimes.

She added that the damage to the congregation where her mother was a fixture for
decades was irreparable.

“The community is ravaged,” she said. “The community is deceased.”

Goldstein became at least the 11th defendant sentenced as part of the conspiracy, but with
another dozen or more people listed in various indictments, he is unlikely to be the last.
The focus of the case now turns to two mystery defendants described in Goldstein
indictments as San Diego religious leaders but identified only by their initials.

One of them, Y.F. received a $1.2 million tax writeoff for donating an “ancient Iranian
Torah” that never existed, according to court documents. Another, Y.H., helped facilitate
the donation-matching fraud.

Chabad World Headquarters in Brooklyn, New York, did not respond to a request for
comment.
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My wife gave me a DNA test kit for
Hanukkah. The family secrets it
revealed changed my life

Opinion

By Dr. Jay M. Ritt

 

It should have been a relaxing summer lunch with my maternal first cousins and their
spouses, but instead, my mind was racing. I needed to ask a question that had been on my
mind for months and I could not wait any longer. Pushing aside my plate, I spoke.

“I took an Ancestry DNA test and received some confusing results. It showed I am closely
related to numerous people I’ve never heard of and only distantly related to a first cousin
on my father’s side. Do any of you know anything that could help explain this?”

My cousin Joanie’s husband immediately answered. “Everyone in the family knows you
were conceived by artificial insemination,” he said. “We thought you knew.”

Dumbstruck, I gaped. “What did you say?” my wife, Melody, blurted.

My cousin’s husband repeated his statement. At the age of 73, this stunning revelation
would upend everything I thought I knew about my family history — and propel me toward
another personal discovery I never could have imagined.

My journey started in 2017 when my wife gave me a mail-in DNA test as a Hanukkah gift. I
completed the test but only glanced at the results. After all, I thought I knew everything I
needed to know about my family. What else could I learn from my DNA?

Three years later, with a wealth of time on my hands during the pandemic lockdown of
2020, I decided to take a closer look at my DNA test results: 100% Ashkenazi Jewish. No
surprise there. But when I examined the names of the people I shared significant amounts
of DNA with, I didn’t recognize any of them. Further study revealed that my first cousin
Sheila, the daughter of my father’s sister, was shown as an eighth cousin on my DNA
match list.
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I didn’t understand any of this. I sent away for another Ancestry DNA test kit, thinking the
results were wrong. A couple of months later, the second test results arrived: they were
identical to the first.

My wife and I began researching my close but unrecognized DNA matches to figure out
how I might be related to them. Through Ancestry.com, I emailed six of the people
identified as my first or second cousins on my DNA match list; only one responded. He had
done extensive research into his own family which he generously shared, but we both
remained puzzled by our newfound DNA connection. I combed the Ancestry databases for
historic details about my other DNA matches and looked online for recent information
about them. We learned a lot about the individuals and their families going back several
generations, but nothing explained how I was related to these strangers.

Six months in, the answer seemed no closer than when I had started. Frustrated and losing
hope, I reached out to a genealogist friend, Donna Bouley Goldstein, for help. She
suggested I send away for a certified copy of my New York City birth certificate, as well as
take a DNA test through a different provider, 23andMe, to see if I could find more DNA
matches in their database.

In the interim, Donna began putting together lists of my known DNA matches from my
mother’s family, father’s family and those who were related to neither of my parents.
Donna’s careful analysis confirmed what I had been beginning to suspect: I was not my
father’s biological son.

My mind was reeling. Born to working-class parents in the Bronx in the late 1940s, I knew
of nothing unusual in my background. We had a large, extended family and frequently
shared Jewish holidays and family celebrations with them. No one had mentioned anything
about my being the product of anything other than a traditional conception and birth. I
could not fathom how this genetic inconsistency could have occurred. With my parents,
aunts and uncles, and only brother deceased, there was no one left to ask.

Adding to the mystery was a recently published Mother Jones article about a group of 19
strangers who discovered through home DNA testing that they were half-siblings. All of
the half-siblings had been born in the Bronx in the 1940s and ‘50s, all had been fathered
by the same sperm donor and all had been delivered by the same group of obstetricians. I,
too, was born in the Bronx in the 1940s and had been conceived by artificial insemination. I
wondered if I could be part of this fast-growing group.

Donna suggested that I reach out to some of my first cousins on my mother’s side to ask if 

Get the latest at Forward.com Page 14

https://ancestry.com/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2021/06/a-bronx-tale-one-sperm-donor-19-siblings-and-six-decades-of-secrets/
https://www.forward.com/


 

they would take the Ancestry DNA test to confirm I was related to them. “Prepare yourself
for a possible surprise if you do this,” I cautioned my cousins. “I will have my DNA tested
with my eyes wide-open,” one cousin replied.

When my cousins’ results came back, they proved we were indeed first cousins as we had
believed; I was still my mother’s son, not a total stranger in my skin as I had feared. But I
still could not identify my biological father.

The answer came on Sept. 25, 2021, in a plain white envelope containing a certified copy of
my original birth certificate issued by the New York City Department of Health and Mental
Hygiene, and signed by the doctor who delivered me. Donna, Melody and I began scouring
the Internet for information about my mother’s obstetrician to see if he was connected to
the group of the Bronx doctors who had delivered the 19 half-siblings.

What we found was even more shocking: many of the names in the obstetrician’s family
tree were identical to the names of my unexplained DNA matches.

My mother’s obstetrician was my biological father.

A few days after learning who my biological father was, the 23AndMe DNA test results
arrived with more astonishing news: I had two half brothers, both delivered and conceived
through artificial insemination by the same obstetrician as I. One half brother is a doctor —
like our biological father and me.

During my many months of seeking to understand my mysterious DNA matches, I learned
from a relative that my parents had had difficulty conceiving a child. I am guessing they
sought help from a physician who was familiar with the cutting-edge work in infertility
being performed by some of his colleagues on the staff of the hospital where I was born. I
learned from Donna that the prevailing wisdom of the 1940s and ‘50s was for parents to
absolutely not tell children born by artificial insemination, for fear of causing permanent
psychological damage.

I have thought deeply about the possible motivation for my mother’s obstetrician
performing artificial insemination. Could it have been for money? The excitement of being
involved in a state-of-the-art medical procedure? In post-WWII New York City, could it
have been to increase the population of world Jewry? I choose to believe it was empathy
for a childless couple who wanted to start a family.

I will never know what my parents knew about the identity of their sperm donor. One can 
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argue that it would have been more ethically straightforward to use sperm from another
man, and why my biological father did not choose that option remains unclear. What is
clear is that I feel indebted to him for what he did to bring me into this world. Without his
efforts to help an infertile couple conceive, I would not have been born and my two
children and five grandchildren would not exist.

Equally important is that I remain deeply grateful to my mother and father for the love we
shared and the many sacrifices they made on my behalf. My father will always be my
father and my family will always be my family, regardless of how much DNA we did or did
not share.
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Was Humphrey Bogart playing a
famous Jewish gangster in this
overlooked movie?

Culture

By Henry Sapoznik

 

Eighty years ago this month, Warner Brothers released “All Through the Night,” a comedy-
drama about reformed gangster “Gloves” Donahue who, upon learning the German baker
of his favorite cheesecake has been murdered, uncovers, attacks and breaks up a secret
Nazi spy cell in New York’s Yorkville neighborhood with the help of his colorful
Runyonesque criminal cohort.

Comically contrived, the underlying premise (i.e., “gangsters versus Nazis”) started with a
story co-credited to “Leonard Q. Ross,” the nom de goy of Leo Rosten.

The Chicago-born Rosten, best known today for “The Joys of Yiddish,” was already a savvy
sociology wunderkind when he took the literary world by storm in 1936 in a series of 30
feuilletons for The New Yorker about the exploits of a malapropic Yiddish-speaking night
school attendee. The series resulted in a best-selling book, “The Education of HYMAN
KAPLAN,” and, thereafter, a seemingly unbroken series of popular platforms for his
curious, literate and enlightening explorations.

Rosten came to Hollywood in 1939 on a two-year $100,000 grant from the Carnegie and
Rockefeller Foundations to study and report on the sociology of Hollywood (an approach
he had successfully taken with a book on Washington D.C. journalism).

He quickly became part of the community he came to study, soon even minting his own
bon mots (about W.C. Fields: “Any man who hates babies and dogs can’t be all bad.”) In
addition to the story for “All Through the Night,” Rosten also hand a hand in writing the
noirs “The Dark Corner” (1946) and “Lured” (1947), both of which starred Lucille Ball.

In 1941, the movie trade journal Boxoffice touted “All Through the Night” as a “comedy
gangster tale” for James Cagney, who had learned his own fluent and slangy mame loshn a 
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boy on the streets of Yorkville — the setting of “All Through the Night.” One year earlier,
Cagney had wowed movie audiences with his sassy Yiddish in the hit feature “The Fighting
69th” just as he had done in his second starring vehicle, “Taxi!” (1932) opposite Yiddish
actor, Joe Barton.

But it was not to be.

Within a month, Cagney was replaced by George Raft with the addition of love interest
Marlene Dietrich, trying to capitalize on their success in the recent “Manpower.” Raft, (who
had an uncredited cameo appearance in “Taxi”) was notorious for turning down scripts: he
had already rejected the part of “Mad Dog” Earle, in “High Sierra” and Sam Spade in “The
Maltese Falcon,” before also turning down this script en route to declining the part of Rick
in “Casablanca,” giving four consecutive star-making roles to the backbenched Humphrey
Bogart, catapulting his career.

Four members of the cast of “All Through the Night” (Bogart, Conrad Veidt, Peter Lorre and
Ludwig Stössel) would soon be reunited on the set of “Casablanca.” Marlene Dietrich, who
had bowed out early on, was temporarily replaced by Olivia DeHaviland before the part
went to Karen Verne, the soon-to-be wife of Peter Lorre, whom he met during filming.)

“All Through the Night” was bought by Warner Brothers while America was at peace and
was in production when Pearl Harbor was attacked. Studio execs sped up the production
to fulfill a previously unanticipated and unthinkable need: to lift the spirits of a recently
sucker-punched American people by showing American tough guy gangsters beating
Nazis.

But where would the inspiration come from?

The story behind the story of New York gangsters versus Yorkville Nazis may have its roots
in the riot April 20, 1938, when a group of some 100 Jewish World War veterans from
Brooklyn, surreptitiously slipped in among 3,500 attendees of a Bund rally at Yorkville
Casino where they were celebrating Hitler’s 49th birthday.

Though they had only intended to observe and report back to their American Legion post,
after several incendiary speeches, Jewish veteran Jean Mathias stood and yelled out, “Is
this a German or an American meeting?” triggering a free-for-all, which sent the vastly
outnumbered Mathias and several other Jewish American Legion members to the hospital.
Not only would the American Legion shortly condemn its own members for participation in
the melee, the only one convicted of violence was a Jewish war veteran, who received a 
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$25 fine, while the only Nazi charged (for brandishing a concealed dagger), was famously
acquitted thanks to his Jewish lawyer.

In response, New York mayor Fiorello LaGuardia appointed special sessions judges
including Nathan D. Perlman, an anti-crime crusader. Perlman, from his earlier leadership
perch at the American Jewish Congress, was also an early fierce opponent of Hitler and felt
American Jewish responses to Nazism were altogether too tepid.

In what would have made a great B-movie plot device, Perlman, who by day was a
crusading justice against New York gangland figures, was by night empowering other
gangland figures into an armed Jewish militia, by providing them both cover and vital data,
all under the leadership of Meyer Lansky.

In interviews Lansky gave later in life, he said that he had been approached by Judge
Perlman. In exchange for legal and financial assistance (which Lansky declined,) Lansky
and his chosen criminal landslayt would, for the next year carry out serial violent attacks
(short of killing) at Nazi events around New York City.

“We got there in the evening and found several hundred people dressed in their brown
shirts. The stage was decorated with a swastika and pictures of Hitler. The speakers began
ranting. There were only 15 of us but we went into action,” Lansky recalled in “Meyer
Lansky: Mogul of the Mob.” “Most of the Nazis panicked and ran out. We chased them and
beat them up and some of them, they were out of action for months. We wanted to teach
them a lesson. We wanted to show them that Jews would not always sit back and accept
insults.”

In “Strangers and Natives: The Evolution of the American Jew from 1921 to the Present,”
poet and journalist Judd L. Teller described a bloody Lansky raid where, while some
confederates filtered in among the unwitting attendees, the majority waited outside for a
signal to overwhelm the guards, storm the hall and violently disrupt the meeting. “Like
commandos, they were gone before the police arrived,” Teller noted.

Curiously, Teller’s description of Lansky’s savage pincer attack in Yorkville can be said to
have a “Hollywood ending” in that it describes perfectly the penultimate fight scene in “All
Through the Night.”

Could the literate, curious and very well-informed Leo Rosten have had knowledge about
these guerilla events and the “Perlman-Lansky Pact” and if so, did his original James
Cagney pitch accurately reflect its singular Jewish source? On these questions, Rosten’s 
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voluminous papers at Brandeis University, are silent.

But even if the original pitch had accurately reflected its Jewish source, Golden Age
Hollywood was famously phobic in whitewashing the otherwise very public Jewish
association with organized crime, never allowing gangster characters to have overtly
Jewish sounding names. The Warners as inventors of the iconic Depression-era screen
gangster, concretized the Italian screen archetypes by using two Jewish actors: Paul Muni
(“Scarface,”) and Edward G. Robinson (“Little Caesar”) who, together with the Irish James
Cagney, (“Public Enemy”) were also fluent Yiddish speakers.

There is something irresistible about the idea that somehow Humphrey Bogart – the fourth
of the Warner’s iconic screen gangsters thanks to his role in 1936 “The Petrified Forest” a
part originally intended for Edward G. Robinson – was the only one of the four to portray
and celebrate a Jewish gangster.
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At long last, premium Israeli
whisky is here — was it worth the
wait?

Culture

By Dan Friedman

 

I’ve never anticipated a dram of whisky as much as the Milk & Honey APEX Dead Sea. I was
waiting for over eight years for them to set up the stills, mature the whisky and send me
samples but, even after ordering, I spent nearly two months hitting the refresh button to
track my arriving bottles.

I first wrote about this Israeli distillery in 2013 when they were setting up shop under the
guidance of master distiller Jim Swan — the “Einstein of whisky.” I spoke to founder Simon
Fried about his hopes and expectations for the distillery and he, with Swan’s advice, was
hoping to use the “climate playground” of Israel to both hasten and enrich the maturation
process.

By 2017, when I spoke to CEO Eitan Attir, the distillery was selling whisky and welcoming
people to its Tel Aviv visitor center. Any whisky manufactured using the Scottish technique
needs to be matured for three years, so the spirits from the stills that Fried had told me
were in place had just come of age and were ready to be sold. According to Attir, some of
those first barrels were not so good but others were lovely and those barrels were bottled
and sold.

Despite Swan’s tragic early death, his part in the vision of the distillery lived on. Milk &
Honey began to experiment with the “climate playground” — sending barrels around the
country to mature. Obviously, compared to Scotland, Israel’s temperatures are much
higher, meaning that more of the spirit evaporates in any given period of time. There’s
something appropriate about the Holy Land having to pay a higher proportion of this
“Angel’s Share” but, from a business point of view, Milk & Honey loses more spirit from
barrels stored in the Dead Sea than from barrels stored up in the Golan Heights.

I had hoped to visit the distillery in 2020 or 2021 to taste some of their main expressions — 
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the classic single malt, the three flavors of the Elements series and the developing special
series called Apex which is their high-end experimentation. Sadly, the pandemic has so far
put paid to that. But, just before Thanksgiving, when I heard Gal Kalkshtein (founder and
current CEO) say that Milk & Honey was selling an expression entirely matured at the Dead
Sea I was intrigued and reached out to them to ask for a review sample.

They immediately dispatched a package to me from their distributors in southern
California. For reasons unknown that package went out for delivery in the wrong borough
of New York and was returned. I was surprised but not too anxious, as I have received
hundreds of packages in all sizes and shapes during lockdown. I’d heard that the whisky
was quite intense, with as much in common with the recent Taiwanese whiskies that they
were trying to emulate as the Scottish single malts, and I was hoping to review it in time
for the end of year holidays.

The distillery and I checked they had my address right, and added all imaginable details.
This time, though, the package traveled unbidden and unwanted to the Navajo Nation. I’m
not sure which representative of that Native American state declined to accept the sample
of Israeli scotch or, indeed, what that might symbolically represent. For me it was just
another occasion to smash the refresh button and, frustratedly, get back in touch with the
folks at the distillery.

At this point I was salivating, but I had no real idea how good Israeli whisky might be. The
Golani whisky that I’d tasted a few years ago was perfectly passable but at a $30-40 price
point. Milk & Honey were aiming at an $80-$90 premium market and I simply had no idea
whether the expression would merit it, or how storing the maturing spirit at the lowest
point on Earth might affect the flavor. The idea of using different climates to shape
different flavors is largely untested. Among others, Wild Turkey had experimented with
aging their liquor in warehouses at different heights, temperatures and humidities but, as
far as I know, had never made it a central marketing theme.

I spoke directly to the distributors and we decided to send the sample to my friends at
Manhattan Valley Wines & Spirits. Perhaps, we all thought, an actual liquor store might
stand out to the delivery agents as an appropriate destination for whisky. I received the
tracking number and started tracking it. Even before the expected delivery date was
pushed back a week once more, I realized that it was on a truck not a plane. The tracking
information kept me apprised of the whisky’s slow and steady journey through Golconda,
Nevada, Rock River, Wyoming, and Urbandale, Iowa.

Suddenly, while I thought it was heading east from North Ridgeville, Ohio, I got a text from 
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Manhattan Valley — “Your whisky arrived!”

Within a few short minutes, I had my APEX Dead Sea, my favorite tasting glass and a pen
and paper out on my desk. It was cold and dark outside, but warm in my living room. I
poured the first dram.

First of all, you should know that, despite maturing almost 1400 feet below sea level at
temperatures that exceeded 120 degrees Fahrenheit, there was nothing apparently
extraordinary about the whisky. It might have a distinctive flavor, but certainly within
normal parameters — it was a pale brown whisky like other pale brown whiskies. It had a
sharp nose that was not just sweet (butterscotch rather than honey) but also with some
savory notes, perhaps a hint of wood, maybe even oak.

The first taste, 8 1/2 years in the making, was emphatic! In my excitement to get to taste it,
I hadn’t read the strength statement. A nice California cabernet sauvignon is about 14
percent alcohol by volume, most single malts and blended scotches are about 40 percent
abv. I was punched by my first sip because Apex Dead Sea is 56.2 percent abv. That’s not
unprecedented; cask strength whiskies (i.e. whisky that’s not watered as it’s bottled),
including the incredible prize-winning Kavalans from Taiwan, can reach or even exceed
that figure, but it is still noticeably strong!

One thing that such a strong alcohol content allows is the subtlety of the secondary
flavors to percolate in a more foregrounded way. Usually when you taste a whisky the
initial taste is relatively simple, with the more complex flavors unfolding over time. And, if
you add a splash of water to the Apex, that’s what you get. But sipping cask strength
whiskies the gestalt is different. The initial impression of alcohol and whisky is not simply
separable on the fast sip, which means that you have to be highly confident of the slow
taste as the liquid and vapors emerge.

And, though this is no Kavalan (almost nothing is!), Milk & Honey are right to have
confidence in their spirit. There are deep tangy citrus notes to the Apex Dead Sea, with
even a hint of pineapple. But, alongside the fruitiness, there’s a solid sense of wood — one
reviewer suggested both elements of sandalwood and charred oak and I would agree that
both are present over the full development of the taste.

It also succeeds in being distinctive. It’s neither a delicate vanilla or a sherry bomb of some
recent single malt scotches, it’s not like the exquisite crystal of many Japanese distilleries
or the bourbon-facing browns of some American single malts. Apex Dead Sea is not a
peaty or smoky expression, but it definitely has a backbone. Any of its vanilla notes are 
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incidental to a full-bodied, savory whisky.

So, after eight years and two months of waiting, I can confirm that the anticipation was
worthwhile: premium Israeli whisky is here.
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