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‘If not for the Forward, I’d never have been born.’
Culture

By Chana Pollack

“So much happened in that time. My dad was really a 
great guy — I guess you could say, in the end, that he 
was a salesman.”

This is a love story from another time, a saga that 
transcends borders. Our tale begins in Poland, where 
Harry Korniarski was born, and winds its way through 
Belgium and Russia to New Orleans, where he met 
Ester Gelman Leichner.

He was the coal stoker on a ship, she a seamstress, and 
they were brought together by the unlikeliest of 
matchmakers: a beloved Yiddish-language daily that 
just happened to be in the right place at the right time.

Our loving narrator is Gert Levitan, the daughter of 
Harry and Ester. Now 90, she lives in an elder residence 
in Baltimore, blessed with an uncanny memory for 
detail and a strong desire for her family’s history to live 
on.

“If not for the Forverts Newspaper I would not have 
been born,” Gert wrote in a recent email. Intrigued, we 
called her up.

Gert has two sons and two grandsons and the sweet 
memories of a long marriage to Arthur Levitan, who 

started as a bank teller and ended up a vice president. 
She left New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and 
moved to Atlanta and then Baltimore, where she keeps 
herself occupied by searching for genealogical 
treasures on the research site Ancestry.com.

“I know a bit about the computer,” she said. “I can look 
for things. So I’m looking up all my dead relatives.

“It’s a fact of life — death — I have to make room for the 
next generation, right?” she continued. “I want my 
grandchildren to know about our life in New Orleans — I 
mean, they won’t know about it unless I tell them.”

Gert’s story recalls another century and a different 
America, one where Jewish peddlers would head west 
as far as Texas during the harvest seasons when the 
farmers’ wives would have money to spend. Jews in 
New Orleans, she says, “were accepted, although not 
first-class citizens, but they did very well.”

Gert’s story goes like this: Harry, who was born in 
Poland, managed to make his way to Belgium, where 
he got married, became the father of two children (who 
would later become Gert’s older half-brothers) and 
proceeded to make his living at sea by tending to the 
boilers on various ships.
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Meanwhile, Ester had arrived in the United States from 
Russia in 1910, at the age of 10, then eight years later 
moved to New Orleans, married and had a son, opened 
a dry goods store that would later focus on dresses and 
became a widow when her husband — a peddler named 
Joseph Leichner — died in a train crash.

To that point, Harry and Ester were leading lives that 
seemed unlikely to intersect. But then in the early 
1920’s, Harry arrived in New Orleans on a ship that 
docked to unload goods. “He had leave,” said Gert, “and 
while most of the other sailors drank, he wound his way 
around Magazine Street.”

And that, dear reader, is where Harry met Israel Gelman, 
his future father-in-law, sitting in front of his daughter 
Ester’s store.

“My father doesn’t speak English — he’s walking up the 
street and here’s this little man reading the Forverts,” 
said Gert. “He goes over, sees the Yiddish writing and 
says: ‘Do you have any old papers you want to discard?’ 
And inside the store Israel went to pass the old 
newspapers to Harry, and they started up a 
conversation.”

Here they were, two Jews whose origins were on the 
other side of the ocean, now bonding over the largest-
circulation Jewish newspaper in America. “My 
grandfather had only been there three years at the 
time,” Gert said. “He only spoke Yiddish and was thrilled 
to have a Yiddish conversation.”

“He invited Harry in. My mother lived above the store 
and she invited Harry to have dinner after the store 
closed for the day. My father refused, saying he had an 
appointment.” A short while later, however, family 
members saw Harry gorging on bread and bananas at a 
local grocery store. He had been hungry all along but 
perhaps felt ashamed to admit it to people he had just 
met — especially since his own wife and children were 
still back in Belgium.

But Harry came back the next day —- for another copy 
of the Forverts; this time he said “yes” to dinner. And 
the next time he returned to New Orleans, Gert said, 
Ester and Israel suggested that Harry leave the ship for 
good and make a life for himself in New Orleans — as a 
peddler. “Being a fireman on a ship is a very hard life. 
It’s no life,” said Gert. And indeed, on Harry’s third visit, 
he did jump ship. He was in America to stay.

Now, let’s pause for a minute to get a fuller portrait of 
that time. Gert’s future mother, Ester, who had 
emigrated from Russia as a child, had grown into an 
excellent seamstress, who lacked a sewing machine and 
thus crafted everything by hand — including shrouds for 
a funeral home.

“She was an amazing woman,” Gert said.

Harry, Gert’s future father, had jumped ship, and 
proceeded to bring his wife and two children from 
Belgium to join him in New Orleans. He had a new life in 
full, but within a few years he found himself divorced, 
with his wife and sons moving away. Harry remained in 
New Orleans, working as a peddler like so many other 
Jewish men, but in a salvage yard as well.

In 1928, Harry and Ester married, about a half-dozen 
years after they first met, a half-dozen years after a 
Yiddish-language daily attracted the attention of that 
Jewish sailor from abroad and led him to stop outside 
Ester’s store.

Gert would be born soon after, becoming the fourth 
member of a household that also included Ester’s son. 
Harry eventually joined Ester behind the counter of the 
store. The family’s shop, where Gert would end up 
working, too, would change addresses from time to 
time, but it would always stay in New Orleans.

“Uptown, downtown, back and front of town along the 
riverfront as they say,” said Gert. And wherever the 
shop was, Yiddish was often their language, and her 
mother’s dress-making talent was the draw.

And with much of Europe becoming an increasingly 
untenable place for Jews, Harry also had a new mission: 
to save his family members in Europe. In 1938, he did 
just that, managing to bring over 23 relatives from 
Germany.

How he did it is almost too dizzying to recount, but 
suffice it to say that it began with Harry speaking with a 
religious emissary from Berlin — or as Gert more bluntly 
it, a “schnorer” — who passed on information to a rabbi 
in Berlin, who then contacted a rabbi in Baltimore, who 
then contacted a rabbi in New Orleans. A congressman 
in New Orleans — who was definitely not a rabbi — also 
played a role.

One of those rescued in
this effort was Martin
Lewkowicz, who would
go on to become a
Normandy-landing,
Nuremberg Trial
-interpreting United
States colonel. In World
War II he had a role in
the arrest of Hermann
Goring, the head of the
German Luftwaffe.

Thanks to Gert’s incredible eyzener moyekh, as we say 
about a great mind in Yiddish, we were also able to
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Martin Max Lewkowicz at Camp 
Ritchie, Maryland in 1942.
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All the world is a narrow bridge, and the most 
important thing is to not be afraid.

So goes a famous Jewish folksong, and so was the 
experience of an estimated 25,000 people who 
marched across the Brooklyn Bridge in New York City 
Sunday for a rally against anti-Semitism dubbed “No 
Hate. No Fear.” Many people could be heard singing 
that exact song, adapted from the words of a Hasidic 
master, as they marched — along with am Yisrael chai 
— the nation of Israel lives — and other secular songs 
of protest.

The march’s musical diversity reflected a wide range 
of Jews and allies from across the New York region 
and from communities around the country. The 
Reform movement brought a contingent that included 
people from nearly every movement synagogue in the 
metropolitan area, according to the movement’s 
leader, Rabbi Rick Jacobs. Conservative Jews and 
Orthodox Jews — most of the people wearing 
yarmulkes — could be seen on the bridge, along with a 
smattering of Hasidic Jews.

A recent spate of violent assaults on Hasidic Jews —
most recently a machete attack that left five people 
injured — inspired the march. The message: Anti-
Semitism is a worldwide problem, and that there are 
many allies the Jewish community hopes to help them 
fight it.

interview Martin’s daughter, Cousin Sarah. In an 
interview on the telephone, Sarah began to list all of 
those who were saved and it went on longer than you 
would believe possible.

At which point, you start to understand why Sarah 
remembers it all. And why the Forward, after all these 
years, still remains a major address for the Jewish 
people. It is a place for the collective memory of the 
trauma, but also the miracles.

“He brought out a nephew a wife and two children,” 
Sarah said of Harry. ”A widow and her three children 
and two grandchildren. His sister and two children. And 
he brought out another niece and husband and four 
children.”

And her own father, the future colonel, who had at one 
point had been deported from Berlin during 
Kristallnacht, to a camp in Poland. In the end, he, too, 
was able to escape.

In 1938, the same year he brought so many family 
members to safety, Harry became a United States 
citizen. “My mother never became a citizen,” Gert said. 
“I think she was afraid she wouldn’t pass the test.”

But in a real sense she already had. And in the life that 
she built here with Harry, the Forward would always be 
there to help keep them company. “Harry kept reading 
the Forverts until 1966,” the year he died, said Gert. 
”He would read to my mother, the seamstress, from 
the ‘Bintl Brief.’ She loved it. He would read the whole 
paper behind the double counter.”

And so ends this mayse of the ancient Jewish 
immigrant mariner turned peddler turned salvage yard 
worker turned dress store owner. The story of a wife 
who survived in part by sewing shrouds and of a 
husband who left no stone unturned in his rescue 
efforts while working behind the counter of a shop 
named after Gert. A story that is now officially part of 
the Forward and its family of readers.

Do you have a story of how the Forward made an 
impact on your family? Send it to 
dearchana@forward.com

Chana Pollack is The Forward’s archivist.

Crossing the Brooklyn 
Bridge, a crowd sings, 
argues and protests 
anti-Semitism

News

By Ari Feldman
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“Today we are all Pittsburgh, we are all Poway, we are 
all Hasidim, and we are all Jews, and we are all 
American,” boomed Devorah Halberstam, one of the 
speakers. Halberstam, who is Orthodox, is known for 
her campaign to have the murder of her teenage son 
recognized as an act of terrorism.

From Foley Square in Manhattan to Cadwell Plaza in 
Brooklyn, the mood was fun and celebratory. Chants 
broke out spontaneously: “We are Jewish, we couldn’t 
be prouder — and if you can’t hear us, we’ll yell a little 
louder.” Signs provided by UJA-Federation of New York 
and the Jewish Community Relations Council, the 
groups that initiated the event, were everywhere, 
alongside homemade signs with internet memes and 
pointed political statements. The Jewish singer and 
rapper Matisyahu sang his worldwide hits, “One Day” 
and “Jerusalem,” as the crowd sang along.

The organizers announced the event only last week, 
yet it drew a crowd that took several hours to cross 
the Brooklyn Bridge, as well as major politicians 
representing New York at all levels of government. 
Senator Chuck Schumer and Governor Andrew Cuomo 
spoke at the beginning of the rally, just outside City 
Hall, while New York Congressional Representatives, 
including Yvette Clark, Carolyn Maloney, Max Rose and 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez were seen on social media 
talking to supporters.

The crowd
swelled to 25,000
over the course of
the afternoon,
according to
estimates quoted
by a
representative for
UJA.

“There are certain
moments where

we are obligated to stand up together,” said Rabbi Rick 
Jacobs, the head of the Reform movement, at the 
march. “There’s a lot that still divides us. But today we 
stand as one.”

Liberal, secular and modern Orthodox Jews who 
wanted to express solidarity with the visibly Jewish 
victims of anti-Semitism dominated the crowd.

“We don’t think of this as an anti-Trump rally, or anti-
left, or anti-right,” said Victoria Cook, an administrator 

of the liberal Torah Trumps Hate Facebook group, at 
the march. “Anti-Semitism doesn’t have a brand.”

Some attendees came from Cleveland. Some crossed 
the bridge despite physical disability and struggle.

Joseph Varon, 69, walked the length of the bridge with 
his cane, keeping pace with the crowd. He had a hip 
replaced two months ago, he said, followed by an 
infection.

“George Washington said at Touro Synagogue, ‘To 
bigotry no sanction,’” Varon said. “That’s what our 
founding fathers had in mind, that everyone should be 
welcome in this country. It’s very important that we 
fight for what we believe in.”

People of all ages filled the crowd. Some confessed to 
have awakenings and epiphanies in the recent past to 
the importance of their Jewish identity, given the 
spotlight on anti-Semitism in the country.

“In the last couple of months it’s been more important 
for me to do things that help me identify with my 
religion and my culture,” said Jason Gruenfeld, 24. He 
said that he had recently begun volunteering with a 
Jewish organization, and joined boards for young 
professionals run by the UJA-Federation of New York.

The rally came as violence against identifiably Jewish 
people has crested in the New York area. In November, 
two Hasidic Jews and two non-Jews were killed when 
two assailants attacked a kosher grocery store in 
Jersey City. There were at least a dozen assaults on 
Orthodox Jews over Hanukkah around New York, and 
then the machete attack in the Hasidic enclave of 
Monsey.

Anti-Semitic incidents in general are slightly higher in 
New York City. The New York Police Department 
recorded 220 hate incidents against Jews in 2019, up 
21% from 2018.

The rally’s organizers may have created the event 
specifically to stand with Hasidic Jews, yet there were 
few of them at the rally. They make up about 6% of 
American Jews. Of those who did march, many were 
from the Chabad movement, which is known for its 
outreach to less traditional Jews. They follow the 
teachings of the late Rebbe Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, including those encouraging men in the 
crowd to wrap tefillin, the the ritual leather prayer 
straps. One such Chabad rabbi, Chayim Alevsky, said 
that while he tried to get passing men to stop and
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wrap, his family
was marching. 

“Hasidim prefer to
demonstrate in a
different way,” he
said. “The rebbe,
he instructed and
inspired people
that when things 

are going downhill in the world, to influence positivity 
in the world through doing mitzvahs, and specifically 
tefillin.”

Of the speakers, only one Hasidic leader — Rabbi David 
Niederman, who runs a Hasidic philanthropic 
organization in Williamsburg — spoke, via recorded 
video.

There are a few reasons that Hasidic Jews did not 
come in larger numbers, according to those that were 
there. Today, for one, started the new seven-year 
cycle of Talmud study, whose completion tens of 
thousands of Orthodox Jews recently celebrated at the 
MetLife Stadium in Queens. Hasidic Jews are also 
culturally averse to public demonstrations, or calling 
attention to themselves in public in general, especially 
with a mixed-gender crowd. (Most Hasidic events are 
sex-segregated.)

Additionally, they may have balked at the many flags 
of Israel in attendance; Hasidic Jews, especially those 
that follow the large Satmar rabbinic dynasty, think 
that there should not be a Jewish state in Israel until 
the Messiah returns. (Hasids held two small counter-
protests decrying the existence of the state of Israel.)

“The point is not Zionism, the point is against hate,” 
said one Satmar man, Meyer, who came to the march 
from Williamsburg. Meyer asked to be referred to by 
his first name to protect his privacy.

Meyer, 22, said he didn’t ask any other friends if they 
would join him; he preferred to come and show 
support alone.

“I just wanted to show up for the union of all people 
against hate,” he said.

The rally drew a wide range of co-sponsors and 
supporting organizations. Many distributed a digital 
flyer for the event with their group’s logo attached to 
the bottom. Ahead of the event, there was chatter on 
social media that the broad tent could backfire, given 

that there is intense animosity between certain Jewish 
groups on a wide range of issues.

And indeed, the rally showed flashes of disagreement 
and enmity. People on opposite sides of the question 
of Israel did clash. Some of the speeches, applauded 
by one corner of the crowd, were met with dismay in 
another.

But many attendees’ nevertheless said that 
disagreement in Judaism, of all religions, is inevitable, 
and shouldn’t stand in the way of uniting against a 
shared threat.

“That’s what being Jewish is all about — arguing, 
discussing,” said Alan Galishoff, who came from 
Manhattan’s Upper East Side. Galishoff held a sign that 
read “Farrakhan = David Duke,” a reference to the 
leader of the Nation of Islam and the former politician 
and Grand Wizard of the Klu Klux Klan, both of whom 
have an extensive history of anti-Semitic statements.

To further the effort of fighting anti-Semitism, Gov. 
Cuomo announced that New York would increase the 
amount of funding it provides for security at places of 
worship. He has also increased the presence of state 
troopers in Hasidic neighborhoods, and said he would 
propose new legislation labeling hate crimes as 
domestic terrorism.

At the close of the march, the speakers switched 
between broad appeals to inter-religious and cross-
cultural allyship — Frankie Miranda, head of the 
Hispanic Federation, donned a kippah (with 
permission) — and speeches that emphasized the 
embittered position of the Hasidic community.

“Despite us
desperately 
sounding the
alarm, until today
we really have
not seen nearly
enough sympathy
or understanding
for this sad reality
— even from some
of our own,” said
Chaskel Bennett,
co-founder of the 

Flatbush Jewish Community Coalition.

Yet among the attendees, the question of the place of
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"We brought you to America to get away from this,” 
my mother called to say the night after the deadly 
attack in Jersey City against Hasidic Jews this past 
December.

Her words rang in my ears as report after report came 
out of Jews being attacked, most of them Orthodox or 
Hasidic, on the streets of New York, the city I call 
home. Every day in December seemed to bring a new 
assault.

After Shabbat on December 29, 2019 I shared on 
Twitter that there had been nine anti-Semitic assaults 
in New York during Hanukkah alone while boarding a 
plane from New York bound for Chicago. By the time I 
landed, reports were streaming in from Monsey: A 
man broke into a rabbi’s home during a Hanukkah 
gathering and began butchering Jews with a machete. 
Five Jews were hospitalized.

“We brought you to America to get away from this,” 
my mother said. She’s right. In fact, the kind of anti-
Semitism my family faced in the Soviet Union provides 
a necessary lens through which to understand the 
attacks in Brooklyn, which have stymied so many.

The reason for the upswing in violent attacks against 
Orthodox Jews in Brooklyn has appeared mysterious 
to most outside observers. While national publications 
have covered the problem of rising anti-Semitism with 
great moral clarity on the topic of white nationalist 
anti-Semitism, many have struggled with the attacks 
against the Orthodox, attributing them to “tensions” 
brought on as a result of gentrification. It’s a curious 
explanation, given the lack of assaults on the well-
heeled customers of upscale coffee shops and 
specialty stores that have popped up in Brooklyn to 
help newer yuppy residents part ways with their 
money. And to many, it reeks of blaming the victim.

Orthodox Jews was clear: They are the canary in the 
coal mine, many marchers said.

“My father was once in a line like this,” said Rabbi Allen 
Schwartz, leader of Congregation Ohab Zedek in 
Manhattan. “They were being shot at in the forest. It 
didn’t matter who was an Orthodox Jew in that line.”

Ari Feldman is a staff writer at the Forward. Contact 
him at feldman@forward.com or follow him on Twitter 
@aefeldman

For more rally coverage, scroll through the Twitter 
feeds of John Kunza @johnkunza, the Forward’s head 
of social media, and Ari Feldman @aefeldman, staff 
writer for the Forward, for photos and videos.

Attacks against the 
Orthodox signal the 
return of ‘social 
anti-Semitism’

Opinion

By Alex Zeldin
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The attacks also do not fit the profile of the campus 
anti-Semitism which demands Jews check their 
Zionism at the door. Many of the Hasidic Jews in 
question, like the Satmar Hasidim in Jersey City, are 
themselves not Zionists.

Much of the anti-Semitism we are witnessing in and 
around New York is neither the “new anti-semitism” 
that hijacks valid criticisms of Israel’s occupation of 
Palestinian territory to advance hatred of Jews nor the 
“old anti-Semitism” taught at every Hebrew day school 
of organized state-sponsored violence against Jews.

In short, our desperate attempts to understand the 
shocking spate of violence in Brooklyn has left us 
seeking a familiar political framework for an animosity 
that stubbornly refuses to conform to such 
boundaries.

And yet, my mother is right to recognize the attacks. 
For the string of anti-Semitic attacks we are 
witnessing in New York are a kind that both my Soviet 
parents and many Hasidic residents of New York know 
well: Social anti-Semitism.

Social anti-Semitism is the precursor to anti-Semitic 
violence. It’s the narrative that casts Jews as the 
source of a social ill — one that needs to be solved by 
any means possible.

The social anti-Semitism of Europe that supported 
every political program of anti-Semitism has never 
been eradicated. It’s why I write to you from New York 
and not from Belarus. And that’s what we’re seeing in 
Brooklyn: the rise of a kind of social antipathy to Jews 
that justifies a more political organizing.

Naming it helps us think about how to solve it; the first 
step is acknowledging the existence of social anti-
Semitism, leaving no room for sophistry designed to 
excuse it. The people who accost and assault Jews on 
the streets of New York are not engaging in confused 
protests against gentrification or wealth 
concentration. They are harassing and beating Jews 
because they hate Jews.

It’s also crucial to contextualize the increase in overt 
social anti-Semitism. After all, it is not just hatred 
against Jews which is on the rise. From 2014 through 
2017, reported hate crimes against groups including 
Blacks, Arabs, and the LGBTQ community have also 
been on the rise, with the most dramatic increase 
occurring in 2017, after a man who campaigned to ban 
Muslims, referred to Mexican-Americans as rapists, 
and refused to condemn anti-Semites such as David 
Duke for fear of alienating racist voters entered office. 
While President Trump may not have intended to 

promote anti-Semitism, campaigning on hatred and 
relying on it as a tool of governance can produce 
unintended consequences, including reducing the 
social barriers against hatreds which Trump did not 
initially seek to politically benefit from.

And we must remember that Jews are not foreign 
guests facing down the mob counting on the mercy of 
kings, but equal citizens before the law who have the 
tools of the state at their disposal to confront anti-
Semitism head on. In New York City, the epicenter of 
social anti-Semitic violence against Jews, and 
especially Hasidic Jews, there is also the largest 
concentration of Jewish and Hasidic Jewish voters in 
America. The natural path for any ambitious politician 
to city-wide and statewide office relies on a coalition 
that includes Jews. Like other communities, the 
support of Jews must be earned.

Already, New York City is increasing police patrols in 
neighborhoods such as Borough Park and devoting the 
resources of its hate crimes task force to investigate 
existing attacks. But there is more to be done than 
policing.

The long-term focus cannot be to hide Jews behind a 
golden cage, but to reduce the desire of others to 
harm Jews and increase the social costs for those who 
engage in or promote anti-Semitic beliefs. This 
includes but isn’t limited to bolstering funding for 
programs which foster dialogue between communities 
that remind people that their Hasidic Jewish neighbors 
are just as human as they are, educational programs 
tied to broader community initiatives which explicitly 
combat anti-Semitic tropes and teach people to 
recognize them, and using the bully pulpit from state 
representatives through the governor’s office to their 
fullest extent to combat the normalization of anti-
Semitism.

The task before us is a difficult one. It will not be 
resolved overnight. For Hasidic Jews who wear their 
faith on their backs, there will continue to be a target 
that comes with it. The work before us is challenging 
and will require a continued focus. We may not 
complete it, but neither are we free to desist from it.

Alex Zeldin is a Forward contributing columnist. Follow 
him on Twitter at @JewishWonk.

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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The “No Hate, No Fear” march in New York on Sunday 
saw tens of thousands of Jews united against anti-
Semitism – but divided over the proper response from the 
government.

In Brooklyn neighborhoods that have seen frequent anti-
Semitic assaults, many Jews are welcoming the increased 
presence of New York Police Department officers and 
New York State Police troopers outside synagogues and 
other Jewish institutions. Both some liberal Jews, as well 
as non-Jewish people of color in the neighborhoods, say 
the police will cause more trouble than they’ll solve.

Geoffrey Davis, an African-American community activist 
in Crown Heights who frequently works with local Jewish 
leaders, said that more police would lead to innocent 
young black men getting profiled, with little likelihood of 
stopping any assailants. “More police presence – what 
does it do?” he asked. “More cameras? The attackers 
could care less about cameras. Now you just see the 
punching on camera.”

Over the past few weeks, many New York-based 
progressive Jewish organizations and media outlets have 
pushed back against the idea that more police will help.

It even came up at the rally – a left-wing group called 
Outlive Them NYC brought a contingent that they called 
“Care Not Cops.”

Jews for Racial and Economic Justice, the New York 
progressive Jewish organization, also took a similar stand, 
as did the left-wing magazines Jewish Currents and 
Jacobin.

“Bringing more police into communities of color, where 
there are also largely more white Jews living alongside 
black people, is going to overcriminalize — continue to 
overcriminalize that community,” JFREJ executive director 
Audrey Sasson said in an interview late last month with 
“Democracy Now!” “And we think that that will actually 
reduce our security and our safety.”

But Yaacov Behrman, an Orthodox Jew from Crown 
Heights who sits on the local Community Board, said that

Jews unite at rally 
against anti-
Semitism, but diverge 
on police response

News

By Aiden Pink

people who don’t have to live with the consequences of 
violent anti-Semitism are the source of that kind of 
rhetoric.

“If you don’t live in Crown Heights, in a neighborhood 
that’s under attack, mind your own business,” he said. 
(Outlive Them and JFREJ did not respond to interview 
requests by deadline)

Behrman, who spoke in a personal capacity, said that he 
wasn’t hearing such anti-policing rhetoric from African-
American leaders he knows.

But Davis said that besides more practical problems – he 
said the neighborhood was simply too big for officers to 
catch every assailant in the act – there were symbolic 
issues as well. The increased police presence in response 
to anti-Semitism, in contrast to the lack of similar reaction 
after other types of local violence, was causing some 
people of color to think that “Jews get more service than 
blacks,” he said, noting that this is a widely-held, though 
inaccurate, belief that caused distrust in the community.

Yossi Stern, the retired former director of the volunteer 
patrol group Crown Heights Shmira, agreed that some of 
those feelings were valid – “I would be upset if my 
community didn’t get the same attention,” he said.

But, he added, just because black-police relationships 
were complicated doesn’t mean that Jews shouldn’t feel 
safe. “They need to invest that money and energy into 
fighting crime – it protects all people,” he said. “It protects 
the blacks and the Jews.”

One problem, he said: The increased police presence was 
only going to be temporary. Indeed, similar NYPD buildups 
over the past two years in response to anti-Semitism 
have only lasted a few weeks before patrols went back to 
normal.

Regardless of their stance on police buildup, everyone agreed 
that more education and coexistence programs were needed 
– bringing black and Jewish children together to help the two 
groups understand their differences and fear each other less.

“They need a community effort,” said Davis. “The politicians 
have to get the programs going, and not wait for a terrible 
tragedy.”

Without such programs, Stern said, even permanent police 
increases wouldn’t help.

“It’s as if you have a flood in the house, and instead of fixing 
the flood you put towels on the floor,” he said. “Eventually 
you run out of towels and the house is flooded.”

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. Contact 
him at pink@forward.com or follow him on Twitter @aidenpink
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Elizabeth Wurtzel, whose bracingly candid memoirs 
brought attention to the deeply-rooted problems of 
addiction and depression in America, died in a Manhattan 
hospital on January 7. She was 52 years old.

Wurtzel died as a result of leptomeningeal disease, a 
complication that occurs after cancer spreads to 
cerebrospinal fluid, her husband, Jim Freed, told The 
Washington Post. Wurtzel had had breast cancer that 
metastasized to her brain.

If you’re a fan, you already know this — because she 
wrote about it. In 2015, writing in The New York Times, 
Wurtzel described how her body, then cancer-free “still 
tingles from the blast” of chemotherapy, and how, after 
conquering her drug addiction in the late ’90s, she now 
lived “in the atmosphere of cancer.”

Throughout her career, her life was one of her greatest 
subjects.

After starting out as a music critic for the New Yorker and 
New York Magazine, Wurtzel found fame as a leading 
voice of Generation X when she published “Prozac Nation: 
Young and Depressed in America” (1994), at the age of 27.

While the book was not quite a critical darling, prompting 
both praise for its prose and scorn for its perceived self-
involvement, it became a best-seller and is often 
identified as a pioneer work of confessional memoir. It 
was a vulnerable, raw text that described in brutal detail 
Wurtzel’s pre-adolescent self-harm, early sexual 
encounters and a suicide attempt. 

Wurtzel’s follow-up was the abrasive essay collection 
“Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women” (1998), which was 
packaged almost like a rock album; on the cover, the 
topless author flipped the bird at would-be readers.

While writing that book, Wurtzel had been in the throes of 
a cocaine and amphetamine addiction. She got clean and 
wrote a memoir of her drug abuse, “More, Now, Again” 
(2002), then graduated from Yale Law School and

How Elizabeth Wurtzel, 
‘Prozac Nation’ 
author and breast 
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shaped America

Culture

By PJ Grisar

became a lawyer at a major firm.

For a while, Wurtzel’s literary output slowed. Then in 2012, 
Wurtzel, who didn’t have children, made headlines again 
with a scorched-earth critique of women who claim 
motherhood as a job.

“[B]eing a mother isn’t really work,” Wurtzel she wrote 
that year in an article for The Atlantic. “Yes, of course, it’s 
something — actually, it’s something almost every woman 
at some time does, some brilliantly and some brutishly 
and most in the boring middle of making okay meals and 
decent kid conversation. But let’s face it: It is not a 
selective position. A job that anyone can have is not a job, 
it’s a part of life, no matter how important people insist it 
is.”

Responses were prolific, including in the Forward, where 
contributor Judy Bolton-Fasman acknowledged that while 
Wurtzel was “not totally wrong,” she didn’t understand 
that “Motherhood is a mind-blowing, body-altering 
experience and no one can come close to telling you how 
radically amazing, frightening, depressing, frustrating and 
exhausting it is until you become a mother.”

But Wurtzel saved her most pained reflection on 
motherhood for a 2018 essay for The Cut, in which she 
revealed that her mother had lied to her about who her 
biological father was. In 2015, she wrote, she determined 
that the Civil Rights photographer Bob Adelman was her 
true father, which explained how she had inherited the 
BRCA mutation, a common genetic mutation among 
Ashkenazi women, which led to her breast cancer.

“I have to forgive my mother,” Wurtzel wrote. “Of course I 
do. She is the only parent I have. She wanted to be a 
single mother. She did not want men to tell her what to 
do.”

Wurtzel almost always wrote from a personal place. But 
while her work was sometimes labelled “solipsistic” or 
“indulgent,” it always included a strong spirit of advocacy. 
Her willingness to examine her experiences with mental 
illness, addiction and, later, her cancer diagnosis, 
promoted awareness.

Even as she was recovering from treatment for her 
cancer, she wrote in The New York Times on the 
importance of Ashkenazi Jewish women getting tested for 
the BRCA mutation.

“If I ever meet cancer again, I will figure it out,” she wrote. 
“You see, I am very Jewish, which is to say, I am Jewish: I 
am undefeated by the worst.”

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at grisar@forward.com
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JERUSALEM, ISRAEL — The scene: A classroom in a 
building next to Jerusalem’s Great Synagogue. About 
twenty women in headscarves and wigs sit poring 
over texts. One, in the back row, is nursing an infant 
under a cover.

At the front of the room sits Rabbi Refoel Kreuzer, 
looking more like an absent-minded professor than a 
revolutionary, with a black beard, long peyos behind 
his ears, frameless glasses. He is fully focused on the 
text, a complex legal discussion of the punishment to 
be doled out to what the text calls “plotting 
witnesses”.

“This Gemara demands work,” Kreuzer began. “Who 
will read?”

A young woman in a waved wig volunteered, and read 
the Aramaic carefully. Kreuzer, the 38-year old 
founder of a Haredi rabbinic training program ‘Lemaan
Daat’, holds his book like a child holds a beloved toy, 
as if he sleeps with it under his pillow. “Can there be 
such a thing as an accidental plotting witness?” he 
asked.

The women offered various scenarios, their native 
Hebrew allowing them to parse the text with agility. 
The infant grew fussy; the mother moved further back 
and rocked him while listening. An older woman in a 
blue snood sighed, leaning forward on her book.

I thought of the Midrashic adage: “There is no Torah 
like that of the Land of Israel.” Indeed, it was nearly 
impossible to imagine the same scene back home in 
the Orthodox communities of Monsey, N.Y., Long 
Island’s Five Towns, or the shtiebels of Manhattan —
fluency in Hebrew is key.

Of course, Haredi women studying Talmud in such a 
structured and serious way is also extremely rare and 
controversial here in Israel; this program, called 
Midreshet Otot (which translates to “The Academy Of 
Letters”) has only twenty-two students.

It started, as so many interesting things do, 
underground. In 2016, Rabbi Kreuzer led a modest, 
informal weekly Talmud discussion for Haredi women

In Jerusalem, Haredi 
women venture 
into Talmud

Life

By Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt

in his Jerusalem home. Back then, he rebuffed my 
request to attend.

“The situation in the community is very sensitive,” he 
wrote to me when I first reached out to him, in 2017. 
“For the women and for us, and we won’t want to 
damage this progress.”

There is an oft-cited rabbinic opinion that says, “One 
who teaches his daughter [oral] Torah is as if he taught 
her frivolity.” While Gemara study for women is gaining 
popularity in modern Orthodox circles — known in 
Israel as “national religious” — in Haredi communities in 
the United States and in Israel, it remains almost 
exclusively the province of men.

Which is why I was so intrigued when I heard about 
Rabbi Kreuzer’s secret class. I kept emailing him asking 
if I could sit in, and finally, when I visited Israel in 
December, he relented, inviting me to observe the 
Wednesday evening session at Midreshet Otot, based 
in Herzog College’s Jerusalem campus.

I was whisked into the room by Vardit Rosenblum, a 
lawyer, rabbinical court advocate and the director of 
Midreshet Otot. She wore an auburn wig and a long 
skirt, and had the soft yet determined gestures of a 
teacher in an ultra-Orthodox Bais Yaakov girls’ school. 
I didn’t know where she lived or who she was married 
to and where she had studied, but within ten minutes, 
we were debating the legal logic of the Talmud with 
the intimacy of lifelong study partners.

“Do all plotting witnesses deserve equal punishment,” 
Rabbi Kreuzer asked the group, “whether their 
testimony succeeds or fails in incriminating someone?”

The room erupted, the women speaking over one 
another. The focus was exclusively on the text; not a 
cell phone was in sight for the entire ninety minutes I 
was in the class.

“Don’t rush ahead, let us make sure we really 
understand this,” Kreuzer warned his flock. Later, he 
told me that while some women want to start Talmud 
study with Daf Yomi — the practice of studying a page 
each day for seven-plus years to get through the 
entire thing — he does not think this is ideal.

“Learning should be deep,” Kreuzer says. “I throw my 
students into the sea of Talmud. It’s like learning a 
language — it’s all about immersion.”

I found myself almost drowning in that sea. I had 
grown up in a modern Orthodox milieu, shaped by 
Haredi teachers and principals — I had studied Bible 
and Jewish law in a New Jersey yeshiva girls’ high 
school and then at Stern College, and spoke an 
advanced Hebrew, yet I could hardly follow Kreuzer’s
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class. Gemara, yeshiva-style: it was like its own 
language, and the words shot over my head like rapid-
fire missiles. It took me a half hour to even understand 
the relevance of the questions.

“Let’s say someone is brought in for an alleged murder 
on King George Street,” Kreuzer said at one point, 
offering a modern example to illustrate the ancient 
rabbis’ point. “And then two witnesses come and say, 
it wasn’t so because we were with him that night in 
Bnei Brak.”

He wound his thumb in a circular motion, directing his 
students back to the text: “Now, I want you to go to 
the next step with this thought.”

Knowledge Is Power

Talmud study for women has long been a rallying cry 
for Orthodox feminists. In a society where knowledge 
is power, the study of the rabbinic text seemed the 
only possible path to gender parity.

Starting in 1977, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, famously 
taught women in Yeshiva University’s Stern College for 
Women. “Without the Torah She-Ba’al Peh, there is no 
Judaism,” he said in his inaugural lecture, referring to 
the Oral Law. “Any talk about Judaism minus Oral Law 
is just meaningless and absurd,” he added. “It’s 
important that not only boys should be acquainted, 
but girls, as well.”

Since then, women’s study of Talmud has grown 
exponentially. Today, institutions like Nishmat and 
Migdal Oz teach hundreds of post-high school women 
to study Talmud in a beit midrash. At Yeshiva 
University, a master’s degree is offered to women in 
advanced Talmudic studies; twelve women are 
studying in this program this academic year. Some 
graduates go on to serve as yoatzot (halakhic advisors 
on ritual purity) or toanot rabbaniot (rabbinical court 
advocates).

Eight years ago, Michelle Cohen Farber, a Raanana-
based educator, started a popular Talmud-study 
podcast aimed at the national-religious community. “I 
called it ‘Daf Yomi for Women’ because I wanted 
women to find me,” she told me. “Most women who 
have never learned before, to listen to a ‘yeshivish’ 
podcast, one meant for men, is a foreign language.”

This Sunday, four days after the much-publicized 
Siyum Hashas that drew 90,000 people to Met Life 
stadium in New Jersey to celebrate the completion of a 
Daf Yomi cycle, Farber will be among 3,000 women 
expected in Jerusalem’s Binyanei Hauma, in the first-
ever such celebration for women who have completed 
the cycle.

“There was a very good ‘PR job’ that convinced women 
that Gemara is not for them,” Farber said in an 
interview. “But these days, even rabbis to the right, 
they’re cognizant that highly-educated professional 
women need to learn texts at a high level.”

Daf Yomi, Farber said, can give spiritual structure to 
Orthodox women, who generally do not go to 
synagogue daily, like their husbands, brothers and 
sons. “It’s what men like about shul: You start your day 
feeling like you did something good,” she said. “It 
frames your day, and it gives people food for thought 
throughout the day.”

But this sort of study is all but nonexistent for Haredi 
women, whether they be long-wig-wearing-fashionista 
in the Five Towns or the ascetic rebbetzin in Lakewood. 
It’s not that studying these texts is outright forbidden, 
but it’s what is known as pasht nisht — just “not done.” 
Though religious women often work as professionals, 
entrepreneurs, and even occasionally pursue doctorates 
in Jewish or secular subjects — the books of the Talmud 
still serve as a red line here, a social faux pas. They are 
often told it isn’t for them — there are just so many 
other things one can study, or the logic is so difficult, or 
there are other priorities that come first for a mother.

Which is what makes the experiment of Midreshet Otot
quite remarkable.

For Kreuzer, a graduate of the elite Hebron Yeshiva, it 
started with his marriage to Sari, a computer engineer. 
“We began to study Gemara together, and she started 
writing her own thoughts down,” he recalled. “And I was 
shocked, I wasn’t raised to think that women could 
learn, and could learn in a ‘yeshivish’ way — the way of 
the study hall.”

In 2016, a group of mostly single young Haredi women 
eager to study approached Kreuzer, and he agreed to 
arrange a weekly gathering in their home in Ramot, a 
largely Orthodox neighborhood in Jerusalem.

“These women no longer had the structure of the 
seminary, and they wanted to connect with the Torah,” 
he explained. “In general, our women who study in 
universities and pursue high-level careers — they are 
not happy with just the parsha anymore,” he said, 
referring to the weekly Torah portion. “As a community, 
we must respect and support mothers with children to 
leave the house to study, just like we do for men.”

But the Haredi establishment still heralds women’s 
connection to the Talmud mainly through their 
husbands. A recent Siyum Hashas video, produced by 
Agudath Israel of America, celebrated the women who 
enable their husbands to study (without actually
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featuring them) — these women will often work outside 
the home to support the family and shoulder the bulk 
of household chores. Many of the Midreshet Otot
students are products of that cultural system.

“At one point, they ask, ‘Where is my connection?’ 
They realize it can’t just be through their husband. This 
isn’t feminism,” he said. “This is Torah.”

A pause. “Though I’m not sure it’s for the masses,” he 
added.

Rosenblum, a granddaughter of a rabbinic judge in 
Israel, is a graduate of Bais Yaakov, the Haredi girls’ 
school network. “In school, they drilled into us, from a 
very real place, a deep love, a desire to build a home of 
Torah,” she told me. “I believe in the concept of 
mosifim bakodesh, that we must work to increase our 
spirituality. In Bais Yaakov, they would encourage us 
to grow in modesty, or in mitzvos observance. And if I 
want to be loyal to that value — what else can I add to 
my religious commitment? I wanted to commit more to 
my ‘Harediness’, in a meaningful way.”

Rosenblum, inspired by a childhood of watching her 
grandfather at work, started studying Talmud, to 
become a rabbinical court advocate — they were, in her 
words, “the happiest two years of her life.”

She opened Midreshet Otot in October 2018; now in its 
second year, the class has doubled in size. “It attracts 
those Haredi women who are searching for depth,” she 
said. “Those who knock on our doors are very serious 
about study.”

For both Rosenblum and Kreuzer, the matter of 
teaching the next generation of Haredi women is an 
existential one. “If we don’t teach Haredi women 
Talmud,” Kreuzer said, “We are both going to lose that 
talent in the world of Torah thought, and their 
connection to Torah study.”

A New Tractate

Several weeks later, back home in New York, I went 
with my husband to the Siyum Hashas at MetLife — it is 
hard not to be moved by the experience of being in 
such a huge place filled to the rafters with Orthodox 
Jews.

But it is a men’s event. The women were there to cheer 
the men who had done the studying; many wiped 
away tears, proud of the study they had enabled, by 

holding down the fort at home while their husbands 
went out to the beit midrash.

Sitting there in the women’s section, I sense I am an 
observer, a supporter — but not a participant.

We stood, in our furs, taking pictures for our Instagram 
stories and our WhatsApp chats, watching our men 
dancing below — but most of us had barely any idea 
what Talmud study really means, beyond a 
photocopied sheet here and there in our high school 
and seminary classes, beyond watching our husbands 
and fathers.

I came home that night and stared at our family set of 
Shas — the Talmud — the heavy volumes, impenetrable 
behind their leather binding and foreign Aramaic.

It seemed masculine. In other words: Not for me.

In college, I never took classes in Talmud because it 
seemed like a statement — it branded you as a feminist
and thus called into question your religious 
commitment. Only the bright, very progressive-
thinking women took it — those who planned to go into 
education or pastoral work. But I was an ordinary, 
thinking frum woman; no Torah educator. I had no 
business on those shelves.

Now, I asked myself: How could I read another book on 
Jewish thought, when I have still not tasted a most 
central text to my Torah observance?

I picked up a volume of the Koren Talmud, the tractate 
of Berakhot, with an English translation.

I thought back to that Jerusalem night, to that 
makeshift study hall, to those women who look just 
like me, to the way they lovingly held their books, the 
passion which they have found in the depths of their 
own traditions.

I envied them.

Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt is the life editor at the 
Forward. Find her on Twitter and Instagram.
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