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2The JCC theater camp director who changed my life

There I was: 10 years old, tiny, squeaky, with a mediocre 
haircut and crooked teeth, delivering a Shakespearean 
monologue on the big stage at the Denver, Colorado 
JCC.

I was playing Nick Bottom in “A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream.” It was a big character, and a big challenge for 
me, congenitally shy as I was. But I felt absolute 
confidence in taking the part, because Steve Wilson 
thought I could handle it, and I believed in Steve.

Image Credit: Image by Staenberg-Loup JCC

Steve had been in my life in an omnipotent sort of way, 
like a favorite uncle or maybe God, since I was six or 
seven, when I first began attending the JCC’s annual 
summer theater camps. I started out with the 
elementary school plays, weeklong endeavors that 
resulted in rowdy adaptations of favorites like “The 
Hobbit” and “Harry Potter,” then graduated to the big 
kid productions, mainstage shows that included, each 
summer, one Shakespeare play and two Broadway 
musicals. What sleepaway camp was to so many of my 
peers, theater camp at the JCC was to me. It was where 
I made my best friends, got most of my cavities, 

developed my first (and second, and third) crush, 
learned what the word “virgin” meant — I was 
convinced it was just a feminine equivalent to “martyr” 
— and got my first period.

Steve, the director of the program, was there in an 
ebullient, semi-paternal way through all of it. Now, after 
26 years with the JCC, he’s decided it’s time for a 
change. He’s a central figure in the Colorado theater 
scene, a director who has won four Henry Awards, the 
local theater honors often referred to as Colorado’s 
Tonys. At the JCC, he’s overseen not only the youth 
theater program, but also built out all of the center’s 
cultural offerings, including their Jewish Film Festival, 
which my parents attend religiously every year. In an 
email announcing his decision to leave  the JCC, he’s 
overseen not only the youth theater program, but also 
built out all of the center’s cultural offerings, including 
their Jewish Film Festival, which my parents attend 
religiously every year. In an email announcing his 
decision to leave the JCC, he wrote that the closures 
prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic felt “like an 
opportune time to galvanize new beginnings,” although 
he’s not quite sure what he’ll do next.

The JCC theater camp director who changed my life
By Talya Zax

Culture
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I haven’t set foot on a stage in years, and I haven’t seen 
Steve since I left Denver for college a decade ago. But 
the news of his departure felt a bit like a final break 
with my childhood. As long as he was still there, 
teaching new generations of children to say “nigh-ther” 
when acting Shakespeare, not “nee-ther” — a linguistic 
habit that bled into my everyday speech, and which I’ve 
never shaken — I could pretend that my world wasn’t 
really changing: that there was still a possibility that, no 
matter how old and cynical and worldly I got, I might 
once again descend the spiral stairs to the concrete 
dressing rooms beneath the stage, put on a gaudy 
velvet costume, and emerge not as Talya the 21st-
century American Jew but as Bottom, or Beatrice, or 
Lady Capulet.

Here is the sort of child I was: A few months before 
playing Bottom, I dashed out of my fourth-grade 
classroom in tears because another student told me he 
thought Adam Sandler was a better writer than 
Shakespeare. For kids like me — dramatic, literary, 
maybe more than a little awkward — the theater at the 
JCC was a haven. There, Steve and his crew gave us a 
place to be weird and obsessive in ways we couldn’t at 
school, a place where we were welcomed and valued 
for the qualities that, elsewhere, could make us feel ill 
at ease. In doing so, Steve shaped not only the way we 
speak, but also our values and even our careers. In the 
Jewish world, sleepaway camp often comes across as 
the end-all and be-all of childhood experience. But as 
Steve takes his final bow at the JCC, it’s hard to imagine 
that the camp he ran, where lessons in iambic 
pentameter and stage combat took the place of color 
wars, was any less formative.

For proof, I turned to old friends. I first met Charlie 
Miller, who’s now 34, in 2006, when he directed me in 
the ensemble of a JCC production of “A Funny Thing 
Happened on the Way to the Forum.” (For the record: 
Charlie still says “nigh-ther,” too.) A couple months ago, 
in the rush of early-pandemic Zooming, Charlie, now 
Associate Artistic Director of the Denver Center Theatre 
Company, joined a reunion for his generation of JCC 
friends. “What we all share is this formative experience 
of growing up in the theater under Steve’s mentorship, 
and it was so clear what a profound impact that had on 
everyone on that call,” Charlie said. He highlighted the 

parts of Steve’s philosophy that were, in retrospect, 
most striking to him: Hire professionals to run the 
shows, and treat the kids like professionals, too. “When 
I was going into seventh grade,” Charlie said, “I was in a 
2+ hour version of ‘Hamlet’ that we put on in 2.5 
weeks.” For Charlie, those lessons made a profound 
impact. “I now work as a professional theater artist, and 
Steve is pretty solely responsible for that,” he said.

The same is partially true for Ilana Elroi, 28, my best 
friend from my JCC days. Ilana moved to California after 
our sophomore year of high school, and dealt with the 
displacement by taking all she’d learned about herself 
at the JCC and using it to make herself a place in a new 
theater group. Now, she’s a professional theatrical 
sound engineer in Los Angeles, having found, over the 
years, that theater just made her happier than anything 
else. The JCC, Ilana told me, didn’t just start that 
process; it also “made me less scared of the world.” 
Shortly before we entered high school, the two of us 
vowed to each other that in that summer’s production 
of “Much Ado About Nothing” we’d be cast as the 
central cousins Hero and Beatrice. And so, in a dreams-
come-true moment, we were. Growing up, each of us 
was most comfortable staying on the margins. At the 
JCC, we didn’t just dream of center stage, but were able 
to really believe we belonged there.

For Charlie, Ilana and me, and many of our peers, the 
JCC was the place we felt most at home, and most like 
ourselves. We took risks there that we wouldn’t have 
taken elsewhere. We felt safe putting ourselves 
forward: Steve had built an environment where we 
knew we’d be taken seriously and treated like equals, 
and that allowed each of us, in our own ways, more 
leeway to experiment and grow than we felt we had 
outside the theater walls. The JCC, Charlie said, “was 
the center of my life outside of school.”

“It was by no means exclusively Jewish,” he said —
though many of the participants were Jewish — “and yet 
it was where my Jewish identity and artistic identity and 
cultural identity all came together.”

These days, when I look back, I see Steve’s influence 
everywhere. When I was 12, his encouragement helped 
me write my first play, a maddening, thrilling process 
that made me decide I wanted to become a writer. 

The JCC theater camp director who changed my life
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Since we’re debating labels, stop calling it anti-Semitism. It’s Jew hatred. 4

When I was 13, he brought me on as an apprentice 
director for two productions by PHAMALY, a local 
theater company for actors with disabilities for which 
he was then co-artistic director. My time with 
PHAMALY fundamentally changed my perception of 
the world: It helped me learn to identify prejudice, 
including my own; taught me more than any other 
institution about the value of building a loving 
community; and made me understand something 
deep about what real creativity looks like. And, like 
the JCC, it brought me joy, and acceptance, and 
friendship. When my college boyfriend came to visit 
me in Denver, practically the first thing I did was bring 
him was to PHAMALY’s summer musical — that year, 
“Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat” —
so he could meet the people who’d formed me, and 
they, in turn, could tell me whether he was worth 
keeping around.

But above all, I think back to the first role Steve gave 
me, as Bottom in “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” I 
remember him bounding around the stage, giving our 
cast lessons in how to create shtick — a word he used 
so frequently that for years I thought he’d invented it 
— and teaching us to say Shakespeare’s words with 
clarity and relish. There was such potential in the 
world he created, a sense of boundless creativity 
swelling up around us. In “Midsummer,” when Bottom 
wakes from a madcap night in which he’s been half-
transformed into an ass and seduced by a fairy queen, 
he finds himself once more fully human. He’s as 
blustery as ever, but it’s clear that the night has in 
some ways transfigured him. He’s been given access 
to a wider, hidden world, and even better, allowed to 
envision his own place in it; on his return, he is full of 
awe and a new sense of purpose. No wonder, at 10, I 
felt such confidence in the role. I knew, in my own 
childlike way, exactly how he felt.

_

Talya Zax is the Forward’s deputy culture editor. 
Contact her at zax@forward.com or on 
Twitter, @TalyaZax .

Should we capitalize the “b” in Black? Hundreds of 
publications across the country, including bellwethers 
like The New York Times and Associated Press, have 
adjusted their style guides, arguing that capital-B 
Black reflects a common identity and heritage.

It’s time for a similarly introspective debate about the 
language we use to describe discrimination against 
Jews.

Most leading authorities and publications use “anti-
Semitism.” I prefer “antisemitism,” the spelling used 
by the International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance. But this debate obscures the core issue: 
Whether spelled anti-Semitism or antisemitism, we 
should retire the term entirely and begin calling it 
what it really is: Jew hatred.

Consider the history of the word. While the 
phenomenon of Jew hatred is inscribed in ancient 
texts, the term “anti-Semitism” is actually of relatively 
recent vintage, about as old as the telephone or the 
lightbulb. The German journalist Wilhelm Marr coined 
the term “anti-Semitism” in 1879 to give an air of 
modernity to long-embraced animosity toward the 
Jewish people.

Earlier Germans were blunter: They called it 
“Judenhaas,” literally Jew-hatred. Wilhelm, himself a 
deeply anti-Jewish political agitator, sought a pseudo-
scientific and therefore more palatable word. He knew 
the term “Semitic” had historically referred to a family 
of languages that originated in the Middle East. So he 
refashioned the word to mean prejudice against Jews 
alone.

In his 1880 bestselling propagandist pamphlet, 

Since we’re debating 
labels, stop calling it 
anti-Semitism. 
It’s Jew hatred.
By Stephen D. Smith

Opinion
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“The Way to Victory of the Germanic Spirit over the 
Jewish Spirit,” Wilhelm freely used the German term 
“antisemitismus.” And in the same year, Wilhelm 
founded the Antisemitenliga, the League of 
Antisemites, the first organization committed to 
combating the alleged Jewish takeover of Germany and 
German culture.

In other words, the term “anti-Semitism” was coined 
not to marginalize Jew hatred but to mainstream it.

As the “Jewish question” came to the forefront of 
politics, violence took the place of rhetoric. In 1881, a 
wave of anti-Jewish uprisings swept across present-day 
Ukraine and Poland. Rioters defaced synagogues, 
destroyed Jewish homes and businesses, and murdered 
thousands of innocent Jews through the early 20th 
century. The surge in anti-Jewish violence ultimately 
culminated in the Holocaust, dreamed up and set into 
motion less than 200 miles from where Wilhelm first 
preached his antisemitismus sixty years prior.

The term anti-Semitism is also imprecise and ripe for 
misunderstanding. The original word Semite traces its 
roots to Noah’s son in the Bible, Shem. Semite first 
came to label members of groups who spoke Hebrew, 
Arabic and other related languages, and some Arab 
leaders have hid behind this literal definition to justify 
their Jew hatred, arguing they cannot be anti-Semitic 
because they, too, are Semites.

Thus, at a moment when clarity in exposing and 
opposing bigotry is urgently needed, the term’s 19th 
century pseudo-scientific origins lead to modern-day 
confusion.

For this reason, when forced to choose between 
spellings, I choose “antisemitism.” The hyphenated 
spelling gives off the impression that the entity 
“Semite” in fact exists, which it doesn’t. But whether 
spelled antisemitism or anti-Semitism, neither does 
justice to the evil that is Jew hatred.

While the word is cloudy and euphemistic, the growing 
phenomenon of violence against Jews is all too real. 
The Anti-Defamation League reports there were 2,107 
hate crimes against Jewish people in the United States 
in 2019, the highest number since they began counting 

in 1979. Worldwide, anti-Jewish crimes increased 18% in 
2019 and 13% the year prior. This violence has many 
causes. But the words we use to describe it matter.

Jews and non-Jews alike must fight back against these 
alarming trends. We’ve seen that when boundaries 
around discrimination are broken down, everyone is 
affected. Anti-Jewish sentiment is the canary in the coal 
mine of societal violence. Once Jews are scapegoated, 
that antagonism almost always spreads to others. We 
have a collective responsibility, and a collective self-
interest, in fighting this bigotry.

The Black Lives Matter movement has reminded us all 
of the power of solidarity against bigotry. The killing of 
Black Americans drove the protests. But the outpouring 
of support from so many races, ethnicities, and 
religions who joined the demonstrations, myself 
included, showed that discrimination against one group 
is a threat to everyone, and progress against injustice is 
a benefit to us all.

At this moment when Americans and others are 
reimagining how we talk, think, and act to take on 
entrenched bigotry, the first step is seeing the problem 
clearly.

In this case, it’s neither antisemitism nor anti-Semitism: 
It’s plain and simple Jew hatred.

-

Stephen D. Smith PhD is the Finci-Viterbi Executive 
Director Chair of the USC Shoah Foundation and 
UNESCO Chair on Genocide Education.

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

Since we’re debating labels, stop calling it anti-Semitism. It’s Jew hatred.
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On his 80th birthday, Ringo Starr’s secret Jewish history 6

Ringo Starr isn’t Jewish, but that didn’t stop a group of 
Canadian separatists from issuing a death threat 
against Starr for “being Jewish” in September 1964, 
before the Beatles were scheduled to perform in 
Montreal. Starr reportedly wound up playing the 
concert with an armed bodyguard seated beside him, 
with his ride cymbal angled upwards the better to 
shield him from the crowd. Starr recalled in The Beatles 
Anthology, “Some people decided to make an example 
of me, as an English Jew. The one major fault is I’m not 
Jewish.” The Beatles never did play Montreal again.

No one can trace how the rumor that Starr was Jewish 
originated. All the speculative reasons that have been 
floated fall flat upon logical examination: because his 
real name was Richard Starkey; because his parents 
were confectioners; because he just simply “looked 
Jewish.”

The Liverpool-born drummer and member of the 
Beatles, born 80 years ago on July 7, 1940, did in fact 
have a Jewish stepfather. His biological father, Richard 
Starkey, only stuck around for a few years and then 
disappeared, presumably in a haze of alcohol and 
gambling. His mother, Elise Gleave, remarried to a 
Jewish man named Harry Graves when young Ritchie, 
as he was called to distinguish between him and his 
ne’er-do-well father, was 14 years old. Ritchie grew up 
in Dingle, one of the poorer, rougher neighborhoods in 
Liverpool. Even today, Beatles-themed bus tours of 
Liverpool that take fans to all the Beatles’ childhood 
homes skirt the area where Ringo grew up, with guides 
just pointing down a long street, curtly noting, “Ringo 
lived down there.”

A sickly child, Ritchie spent much of his youth in 
hospitals and convalescent homes, having variously 
contracted appendicitis, peritonitis and tuberculosis. 
His love of drums was an outgrowth of a stint playing in 

a hospital band. His stepfather Graves was an ardent 
fan of big-band music and vocals; one of his favorites 
was Dinah Shore, born Fannye Rose Shore to Russian-
Jewish immigrant shopkeepers in Winchester, Tenn. 
Seeing how much Ritchie was devoted to music and 
particularly to the drums, Graves gave Ritchie his first 
drum kit as a Christmas gift in 1957.

Ringo shared his stepfather’s enthusiasm for the music 
of that era, whose influence would be made manifest 
on Starr’s debut solo album, “Sentimental Journey,” 
which featured Starr – previously known for singing 
such Beatles novelties as “Yellow Submarine” and 
“Octopus’s Garden” – tackling pre-rock pop standards, 
including “Love Is a Many Splendoured Thing” by 
Sammy Fain (the son of a cantor, born Samuel E. 
Feinberg in the Catskills) and Mort Dixon’s “Bye Bye 
Blackbird.”

The Beatles were more than just the Fab Four. They 
were a corporation, and other than record producer 
George Martin, almost all the significant corporate roles 
were filled by Jews, from manager Brian Epstein to 
lawyer David Jacobs to concert promoter Sid Bernstein 
to New York City DJs Murray the K (Kaufman) and 
Cousin Brucie (Meyerowitz). Slovakian-Jewish 
photographer Dezo Hoffman was their “official 
photographer” for a number of years in the mid-1960s; 
filmmaker Richard Lester (born Richard Lester Liebman) 
directed their two comedy films, “A Hard Day’s Night” 
and “Help!”; and Jewish hairdresser Leslie Cavendish —
who learned his craft from Anglo-Jewish hairstylist 
Vidal Sassoon and who volunteered in Israel in June 
1967 in the wake of the Six-Day War — styled the 
Beatles’ tresses in the mid-to-late 1960s.

Influential British music journalist Penny Valentine, 
born of Jewish and Italian ancestry, was a huge booster 
of the Beatles in print and elsewhere. In 1965 she

On his 80th birthday, Ringo Starr’s secret 
Jewish history
By Seth Rogovoy

Culture
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recorded the novelty tune, “I Want to Kiss Ringo 
Goodbye.” According to the Guardian’s 2003 obituary, 
“Her combination of Jewish pessimism and Italian 
passion did not always make the easiest basis from 
which to tackle life.”

In 1968, Ringo arranged for Frank Sinatra to record a 
revised version of the latter’s hit song, “The Lady Is a 
Tramp,” as “The Lady Is a Champ,” for his wife, Maureen 
Cox. Famed songwriter Sammy Cahn (born Samuel 
Cohen on New York City’s Lower East Side, and the 
lyricist who turned “Bay Mir Bistu Sheyn” — a Yiddish 
theater tune by Sholom Secunda — into a global pop hit 
for the Andrews Sisters by penning English lyrics to 
“Bei Mir Bist Du Schoen”) was engaged to customize 
new lyrics for the original Rodgers and Hart tune. Trivia 
fans take note: The resulting single was the very first 
recording released by the Beatles’ own label, Apple; it 
was therefore Apple 1 in the company catalog.

After the Beatles broke up as a performing and 
recording unit, Starr enjoyed some modicum of success 
as a solo recording artist. He had Top 10 hits with a 
couple of songs penned by his former bandmate, 
George Harrison, including “It Don’t Come Easy” and 
“Photograph.” He took an oldie, “You’re Sixteen,” 
written by the Sherman Brothers, a Jewish-American 
songwriting duo, all the way to number one in 1974. 
(Robert B. Sherman and Richard M. Sherman were the 
sons of Tin Pan Alley songwriter Al Sherman. Their 
grandfather, Samuel Sherman, was a violinist in Kiev 
until he fled a Cossack pogrom on 1903, settling in 
Prague before immigrating with his family to New York 
City in 1909. The Sherman Brothers were a hugely 
successful songwriting team, best known for writing for 
family shows including “Mary Poppins” and “Chitty 
Chitty Bang Bang.”) The recording of Starr’s hit version 
of “You’re Sixteen” was one of several overseen by 
legendary Brooklyn-born producer Richard Perry, who 
famously worked with Carly Simon, Rod Stewart, Harry 
Nilsson, Barbra Streisand and Diana Ross. Perry also 
produced the follow-up to the “Ringo” album, 
“Goodnight Vienna,” which spawned several hit singles, 
including “Only You,” written by Jewish-American 
songwriter Samuel “Buck” Ram. Canadian-Jewish 
guitarist Robbie Robertson played on both the “Ringo” 
and “Goodnight Vienna” albums.

In 1974, Starr became romantically involved with 
English singer-songwriter Lynsey de Paul. Ringo played 
tambourine on a song she wrote and produced for Vera 
Lynn, “Don’t You Remember When,” and he inspired 
another de Paul song, “If I Don’t Get You the Next One 
Will,” which she described as being about revenge after 
he missed a dinner appointment with her because he 
fell asleep in his office. Born Lyndsey Monckton Rubin 
into a Jewish family with Dutch, Austrian and German 
background, de Paul was the first British female artist 
to hit number one with a self-written song.

Eventually, like Paul McCartney before him with Linda 
Eastman, Starr wound up in a long, happy marriage to a 
Jewish woman. Starr and one-time Bond girl and 
Playboy model Barbara Bach — born Barbara Goldbach, 
a native of Jackson Heights, Queens — recently 
celebrated 39 years of matrimony. They met on the set 
of the movie “Caveman” in 1980 and married the 
following year.

Ringo Starr and Bob Dylan crossed musical paths a 
number of times. In addition to appearing together at 
George Harrison’s superstar benefit “Concert for 
Bangladesh,” Starr and Bob Dylan performed at The 
Band’s “The Last Waltz.” Subsequently, Ringo played 
drums on Dylan’s “Shot of Love” album.

In 1989, Starr fell upon the idea to tour with an ever-
changing lineup of fellow musicians, many of whom 
were given their own moments in the spotlight. The 
first iteration included Rick Danko and Levon Helm of 
The Band; Dr. John; and Bruce Springsteen saxophonist 
Clarence Clemons. Starr continues the annual practice 
to this day, although this summer’s concerts have been 
postponed until next summer due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Starr reportedly made it a practice to call his 
longtime concert promoter, David Fishoff, an observant 
Jew, every Friday afternoon before sundown to wish 
him a “good Shabbat.”

In 2018, the Rock and Roll Hall of Famer and His All-
Starr Band performed in Israel for the first time, defying 
calls from fellow English rockers and BDS supporters 
Roger Waters and Elvis Costello to boycott the Jewish 
nation. The Beatles had actually been scheduled to play 
Tel Aviv in 1966, but the Israeli government put the 
kibosh on that concert, fearing that the Fab Four would

On his 80th birthday, Ringo Starr’s secret Jewish history
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Students said their yearbook contains a hate symbol. The district won’t remove it. 8

“corrupt” Zionist youth. The Israeli government issued 
a formal apology to the Beatles for the ban in 2008, 
the same year that Starr’s erstwhile bandmate, Paul 
McCartney, paved the way for Starr with his first Tel 
Aviv concert in 2008. The All-Starr Band that 
performed in Israel included 10cc frontman Graham 
Gouldman, whose teen rock band, the Whirlwinds –
featuring musicians named Jacobson, Cohen, and 
Sperling — became the house band at his local Jewish 
Lads’ Brigade back in the mid-1960s.

You say it’s your birthday, Ringo. You’re going to have 
a good time. Ad me’ah v’esrim.

-

Seth Rogovoy is a contributing editor at the Forward, 
for which he frequently mines popular culture for its 
hidden Jewish stories. Like Barbara Bach, he is a 
native of Jackson Heights, Queens. That is the only 
thing he has in common with Barbara Bach.

The things that make me different are the things that 
make me me.

Time you enjoy wasting is not wasted time.

Stay hungry. Stay foolish.

These are among the quotes students shared on the 
pages of the Class of 2020’s yearbook for High Tech 
High School in Secaucus, N.J. But one entry said 
simply: “88.”

Some classmates and parents were outraged at 
seeing the entry, since the Anti-Defamation League 
classifies “88” as a “white supremacist numerical 
code.” After the school district rebuffed their request 
to have the page replaced, they are now trying to 
marshal politicians and the public to their cause.

“This is the yearbook they’ll have for the rest of their 
lives,” Brian Osborne, a parent of a graduating senior, 
said in an interview Wednesday. “They’re going to 
show it to their kids. This is how they’re going to 
remember high school.”

The controversy started in late June, when seniors at 
the technology-focused public school went to pick up 
their yearbooks after months of being away from 
campus because of the coronavirus pandemic. 
Flipping through the pages of quirky photos, inside 
jokes and inspirational quotes, some were startled to 
see the “88.”

The symbol is shorthand for “Heil Hitler,” with each 
“8” representing an “H,” the eighth letter of the

Students said their 
yearbook contains a 
hate symbol. The 
district won’t 
remove it.
By Irene Connelly
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alphabet, the ADL website explains; the slogan and 
symbol are used not just by neo-Nazis but “throughout 
the entire white supremacist movement.” The Forward 
is not naming the student who submitted the symbol 
because we are unsure if he is a minor and were unable 
to reach him or his family.

Osborne called the school district as soon as his 
daughter showed him the symbol. Osborne is not 
Jewish, and said that “one need not be Jewish to be 
offended” by the number’s connotations. The school 
investigated and concluded that the student had been 
alluding not to Hitler, but to a local park.

“Disrespect wasn’t the intention,” Amy Lin-Rodriguez, 
Hudson County Schools of Technology Superintendent, 
wrote in a July 3 email to parents.

In the email, Lin-Rodriguez said that the district would 
issue refunds to students who wish to return their 
yearbooks. The school district did not respond to the 
Forward’s requests for comment.

Located just outside New York City in a gleaming 
campus complete with recording studios and culinary-
arts facilities, High Tech High School was rated 48th out 
of 451 New Jersey high schools by U.S. News and World 
Report. It offers programs in design, biomedical 
sciences, and visual arts, and draws students from 
across Hudson County, which has 12 municipalities.

Osborne and some other parents are refusing to accept 
what they see as a tepid response from the district. A 
petition asking the district to mail each student a 
replacement for the page in question has garnered over 
1,000 signatures. It also caught the eye of Phil Cohen, a 
city council member in nearby Hoboken, who 
introduced a resolution supporting the petition at a 
council meeting on Wednesday night; the resolution 
passed unanimously.

Experts say that as right-wing extremist groups 
become more present in mainstream public life, 
teenagers, especially white boys, have become 
increasingly susceptible to online radicalization. 
Lindsay Schubiner, program director at the Western 
States Center, told the Washington Post that “white-
nationalist and alt-right groups use jokes and memes” 

to specifically target teenagers. Parents have written 
about the devastating aftermath of online 
radicalization.

Lyle Hysen, the Jewish father of a graduating student, 
said that regardless of the intent of the student who 
submitted the 88, the district should have 
acknowledged its anti-Semitic connotations and acted 
quickly to remove it from the yearbook.

“It doesn’t matter that not everyone knows what it 
means,” he said. “It’s a hurtful thing. Why is that 
something that gets shoved to the side?”

Osborne, who helped organized the petition, pointed 
out that the school’s proposed solution leaves students 
with the choice of accepting a yearbook with a hate 
symbol or forfeiting it altogether.

“All we want is for them to replace the page,” he said.

While the Hoboken City Council does not have any 
jurisdiction over public schools in Secaucus, Cohen 
hopes that the resolution will impact the district’s 
decision-making.

“The pain in the community that I’ve heard is real,” he 
said. “The concern is real.”

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the Forward. 
You can contact her at connelly@forward.com.

Students said their yearbook contains a hate symbol. The district won’t remove it.
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At USC names of racists come down, the name of an anti-Semite stays up 10

As a national reexamination of monuments and 
memorials of flawed heroes moves along, the 
University of Southern California has accelerated its 
own efforts, aimed at past leaders whose credentials 
may appear ugly in the spotlight of today.

Prominent among potential targets: racists. Not so 
prominent: anti-Semites, a fact that has many on 
campus concerned.

Already, a major building on its Los Angeles campus 
has been relieved of its namesake, Rufus B. von 
KleinSmid, the school’s fifth president and a leading 
voice in California’s eugenics movement of the early 
20th century.

USC President Carol Folt announced the decision to 
rename the Von KleinSmid Center for International and 
Public Affairs last month as part of a six-point plan to 
“confront anti-Blackness and systemic racism” on the 
campus. Students and staff widely applauded the move 
after demanding “actions, not rhetoric,” Folt said. It also 
came nearly 18 months after the school created a Task 
Force on University Nomenclature to establish 
procedures for removing a name on a campus 
structure.

But neither Folt’s action plan nor the stated goals of the 
Task Force mentioned anti-Semitism as a predicate for 
change, an omission that has not gone unnoticed 
within the USC community.

Steven J. Ross, a USC history professor for more than 
40 years, an author and Director of USC’s Casden
Institute for the Study of Jewish Role in American Life, 
said he has written to Folt several times, seeking 
clarification of her position on anti-Semitism. He has 
yet to receive a response.

“Race is only a part of it,” he said in an interview. “If 
you’re looking to have the university represent 

American democracy, American openness and 
welcoming of immigrants, you can’t focus on any one 
group. If you’re prejudiced against one group, you’re 
prejudiced against all groups.”

Neither Folt nor other USC leaders were made available 
for comment. The school said in a statement, “USC 
believes strongly in the importance of mutual respect, 
and condemns all expressions of hatred directed 
against any individual or group. The Task Force on 
University Nomenclature is looking at buildings, 
monuments, and symbols across campus through this 
lens.”

Ross and others concerned about silence on anti-
Semitism have focused on Cromwell Field, home to the 
university’s track and field team since 2001. Its 
namesake, Dean Cromwell, USC’s track coach from 
1909 to 1948, was involved in one of the most 
controversial episodes in the history of the Olympics, 
one with anti-Semitic overtones.

Cromwell was the assistant coach of the US track and 
field team at the 1936 Berlin games, presided over by 
Adolph Hitler whose aim was to showcase Aryan 
supremacy. As the host country, Germany won more 
medals, 89, than any other country. The US was 
second, with 56.

On the first day of competition in the 400-meter relay, 
the US coaches, Lawson Robertson of the University of 
Pennsylvania and Cromwell, replaced two of the four 
scheduled runners, Marty Glickman and Sam Stoller, 
the only Jews on the track team, with the team’s two 
black stars, Jesse Owens and Ralph Metcalfe. Owens 
and Metcalfe were assigned to run the relay with two 
white athletes, Foy Draper and Frank Wykoff, both from 
USC.

The US foursome was heavily favored to win the gold

At USC names of racists come down, the name 
of an anti-Semite stays up
By Michael Janofsky

News
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medal no matter who was running, and it did, winning 
the final the next day in a world-record time.

Prior to the first round of the relay, the US coaches 
gathered the team and said Germany had been saving 
better runners for the event and so the US needed 
faster runners in Owens, who had already won three 
Olympic gold medals, and Metcalfe. Rather than replace 
Draper and Wykoff, they replaced the two Jewish 
runners.

In his autobiography, “The Fastest Kid on the Block,” 
published in 1996, Glickman wrote: “Owens spoke up, 
telling Robertson, ‘Coach, let Marty and Sam run, they 
deserve it. I’ve already won three medals. I’m tired. 
They haven’t had a chance to run, Let them run.’”

Then, he wrote, “Cromwell spoke up harshly. He pointed 
a finger at Jesse and said, ‘You’ll do as you’re told.’”

Glickman, who was 18 at the time, didn’t buy the 
explanation for the switch — then or later.

“What the American coaches said was a complete lie, a 
fabrication, made up to get the two Jewish kids off the 
team,” he said in a videotaped interview in 2000.

“The story is,” he went on, “Joseph Goebbels contacted 
Avery Brundage, president of the American Olympic 
Committee, and suggested that Adolph Hitler would be 
displeased if Jews ran in his Olympic games, and so the 
two Jews were dropped. No question, we would have 
won.”

“It was 64 years ago,” Glickman said then, “and I’m still 
angry about it.”

In a long post-competition career, Glickman became 
one of New York’s most celebrated announcers, calling 
games of the Knicks, Giants and Jets. He died in 2001 at 
age 83.

Stoller discounted prejudice as the reason for the 
switch, telling reporters later that the coaches —
specifically Cromwell — wanted “their pupils” to run 
with Owens and Metcalfe. Stoller died in 1985.

Brundage, the American Olympic committee president 
from 1928 to 1953 and a member of the International 

Olympic Committee from 1952 to 1972, was widely 
viewed as a Nazi sympathizer and later became a 
member of the America First Committee, whose 
members included well-known anti-Semites Henry Ford 
and Charles Lindbergh.

Cromwell always denied that the Nazis had pressured 
the American coaches to remove the Jewish runners, 
making them the only members of the entire American 
team not to compete in Berlin.

Later that year, he alluded to the episode at a luncheon 
event in San Pedro. An account in the San Pedro News 
Pilot of Sept. 25, 1936 said, “Mr. Cromwell said the 
American coaches probably made a few errors in their 
decisions, despite the fact that more championships 
were gained than in previous meetings of the games.”

Researching his most recent book, “Hitler in Los 
Angeles,” a history of Nazi activity in southern 
California before and during World War II, Ross said he 
found another post-Olympics account of Cromwell 
speaking, at the German Day Picnic in Von Hindenburg 
Park, a section of Crescenta Valley Park in Glendale 
that had been named for the president of Germany who 
appointed Hitler as chancellor in 1933. The area had 
been a site for pro-Nazi rallies.

The reference came from the files of Leon Lewis at Cal 
State Northridge. Lewis was the first national secretary 
of the Anti-Defamation League and leader of a spy 
organization that infiltrated Nazi operations in the LA 
area in the 1930s and 1940s.

Ross said the files indicated Cromwell “told people the 
Olympics were wonderful and blamed ‘boys of the 
wrong nationality’ for complaining about the exclusion 
of Jews from the Olympic team.’”

Cromwell coached track athletes who set world records 
in 17 events and won 12 Olympic gold medals. He died in 
1962.

For many years, USC had a reputation of being 
unfriendly to Jews, driving down Jewish enrollment. 
That began to change under Steven Sample, the USC 
president from 1991 to 2010. In 2002, he told the Los 
Angeles Times, “There was this very explicit, studied, 
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intentional effort to dramatically improve the 
academic strength of the undergraduate student 
body, and that meant going out and getting the best 
students, wherever they may be — and some of those 
are Jews.”

As part of the effort, the admissions office hired a 
woman whose job was to recruit Jewish students to 
enroll.

In the decades since, USC has become a more sought-
after school by Jewish students, reflecting years of 
“work to make it a thriving campus for Jewish 
students,” said Dave Cohn, executive director of USC 
Hillel. For the academic year ending this spring, USC 
had 20,500 undergraduates, about 10 percent of them 
Jewish, Cohn said, with about three-quarters of them 
active in Hillel.

Students identifying as blacks and African-American 
made up 5.3 percent of undergraduates.

While he applauded Folt’s decision to remove Von 
KleinSmid’s name from the Public Affairs Center and 
the new spotlight on confronting campus leaders with 
a questionable history, Cohn said Jewish students are 
less focused on name removals than efforts to keep 
the campus safe and welcoming for Jewish students.

“We are at a moment especially challenging to 
reconcile and reckon with issues of equality and 
justice that impact us in a variety of ways,” he said, 
adding, “I shared in celebrating USC’s announcement 
of remove Von KleinSmid’s name, but I also wondered 
about the omission of any reference to anti-Semitism 
in the announcement.”

-

Michael Janofsky is a writer and editor in Los Angeles

Every day, people get their just desserts when the 
Internet exposes past transgressions for all to see. 
While public apologies are common, not everyone 
takes time to grapple with wrongdoing.

Ryann Milligan did.

In early June, photos emerged of Milligan, a 21-year-
old junior at Penn State majoring in rehabilitation and 
human services, posing with a swastika drawn on her 
shoulder. A petition circulated demanding that 
Milligan be expelled over the photo, which was taken 
when she was in high school. In the following days, 
she lost an internship and received death threats. At 
the suggestion of Jewish student leaders on campus, 
Milligan got in touch with Rabbi Gregory Marx of 
Congregation Beth Or in Maple Glenn, Penn. They 
spent time on Zoom talking about the history behind 
the swastika and discussing “Night,” Elie Wiesel’s 
seminal memoir.

This is Milligan’s account of the photo, its exposure, 
and the process of confronting her actions. The 
following has been edited for length and clarity.

I went to Catholic school all my life and we learned 
about the Holocaust, in eighth grade and through a 
short presentation in high school, but I really didn’t 
understand what the symbol means to people and the 
hatred behind it.

On the night this photo was taken, I was 16 years old. 

She posed with a 
swastika on her 
shoulder. Now she’s 
studied with a rabbi. 
Here’s what she 
learned.
By Irene Connelly
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I was with some of my girlfriends at a vacation house at 
the shore, and another kid who was there drew a dog 
on one girl’s back, and then he drew swastikas on me 
and the other girl. I think that afterwards, we just went 
home and took showers and scrubbed everything off. 
Rabbi Marx asked me why we did it, and I honestly just 
don’t know.

Last month, a girl in my high school class created a 
Twitter account to expose different girls from our 
school who showed signs of hatred or racism or anti-
Semitism. I’m not the only girl that was posted on this 
list, but I’m the one that did blow up. Afterwards, I 
deleted all my social media because I was getting 
harassed and receiving death threats; any way that 
people could try to reach me, they did.

After the photo was posted, the vice president of Penn 
State suggested that he and I and two Jewish student 
leaders sit down and talk about it. We talked twice. The 
first time, they shared their feelings of why they’re 
upset — and not just them but their families and other 
students on campus. They shared that some people 
don’t feel safe on campus because I’m there.

At first, I didn’t understand why people were so upset. I 
thought that because this photo was five years old, 
people would say, “OK, we can give her some slack.” I 
still hope some part of that is true but I also know I 
didn’t realize the pain I caused for Jewish people.

After that phone call, the students suggested that I 
educate myself, and that’s when I got in touch with
Rabbi Marx. He suggested some literature to read, like 
“Night.” I took notes while I was reading, and honestly 
most of the time my jaw was dropped. I can’t believe 
some of the things that Jewish people had to go 
through.

We also spoke about the history of the swastika, how it 
was a history of hatred and death. After talking with 
Rabbi Marx, I came to a better understanding of why 
the picture blew up and why people were harassing me.

Rabbi Marx emphasized that the Hebrew Bible is about 
people making mistakes, and they recover from their 
mistakes and begin again. I’m considering my own 
personal biases and I’m trying to work on them and 

make myself a better person. He doesn’t think this will 
be the end for me.

To the people I hurt with the photo, I want to say I’m 
sorry, and that I didn’t intend any hatred and I don’t 
endorse it. I wish I was never in that position, but most 
importantly I’m sorry that I caused pain for other 
people.

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the Forward. 
You can contact her at connelly@forward.com.
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A 27-year-old Pilates instructor was walking home from 
the beach in Jaffa on Saturday afternoon when she got 
an alarming text message. According to “an 
epidemiological investigation,” it said, she had been in 
contact with a Covid-positive person on the previous 
Saturday between 4 and 5 p,m., and now was 
“obligated to go into isolation immediately”.

The instructor, who spoke on the condition she be 
identified only by her first name, Sapir, is one of some 
30,000 Israelis who received such alerts last weekend 
— and one of many who contacted the health ministry 
to contest the order.

As Israel, like many parts of the United States, 
struggles to contain a new, record-breaking surge of 
coronavirus cases, its Parliament last Wednesday 
passed a new law temporarily legalizing its most 
controversial tools: conducting mass surveillance of its 
own people through their cell phones.

The new law has sparked a new round of 
condemnations of the practice - which prior to this 
pandemic was reserved for combatting terrorism - as 
reckless and anti-democratic. .

“They are doing crazy things, without thinking of the 
consequences,” Sapir said in an interview. “I had not 
realized a law had even passed authorizing this. It’s 
crazy. How is this OK?”

At first Sapir, who is studying to take qualifying exams 
to enter medical school, said she did not know if the 
message she received was real or a joke. On the 
appointed day and time, she said, she had been on the 
beach with two friends and then riding her bicycle 
home. Neither of the friends received an order to 
isolate, and any contact during the bike ride, she 
reasoned, would be shorter than the 15 minutes the 
government says constitutes a possible exposure.

After receiving the text, Sapir said, she spent four hours 
Saturday trying to get someone on the phone at the 
health ministry to clarify her situation, but with no luck.

“How can you tell me when I was next to someone with 
corona, but you can’t tell me where,” she complained. 
“You are following my cell phone, but you don’t have 
that information?

“Nothing is clear,” she added. “I want to say: Get your 
act together!”

The new law authorizes the Shin Bet, Israel’s internal-
security service, to tap phone data for three weeks. The 
government first activated the Shin Bet to do this via 
emergency order when the coronavirus outbreak first 
hit in March. (Israel had had the technology for years 
but only used it to track the movements of terror 
suspects, mainly in the occupied West Bank and Gaza 
Strip.)

Privacy advocates have from the beginning described 
the shift in use as a Draconian move that does more 
public harm than good and violates the civil rights of 
citizens.

The Supreme Court ruled at the end of April that the 
phone-tracking had to stop unless a law was passed 
authorizing it. That’s how it emerged as a bill in wake of 
the new spike of infections — there are currently more 
than 10,000 active cases for the first time, almost twice 
as many as during the original outbreak in late March.

Israel originally won plaudits from around the world for 
its swift, aggressive response to the initial outbreak. A 
lockdown was implemented with stringent rules - for 
weeks Israelis were not permitted to roam more than a 
block from their homes, except to buy provisions. But 
after two months, the economy was reopened in a 
rushed and arguably sloppy way with plans for a more

Israel employs controversial tracking tool to 
fight surging COVID
By Dina Kraft
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methodical, data-based reentry quickly scrapped and is 
now experiencing a surge. Public gatherings, for 
example, where in the case of weddings up to 250 
people were permitted to gather, are reportedly part of 
the reason the virus was able to spread.

According to an analysis by the Financial Times, Israel’s 
outbreak is growing faster per capita, than the United 
States.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu warned that the 
country is in a state of emergency and his government 
imposed a series of new restrictions on Monday, 
limiting restaurants to 20 people inside, 30 diners 
outside, and houses of worship to 19 people, closing 
wedding halls, bars, gyms, pools and some summer 
camps.

In the neighboring West Bank, the Palestinian Authority 
is enforcing a new lockdown. (On Tuesday the 
government passed a bill enabling coronavirus-related 
decisions to go into immediate effect without 
consultation or vote in the Knesset. Critics saw this as 
further evidence that Netanyahu is using the crisis as a 
way to undermine democratic norms).

Opponents of the cell-phone surveillance point to an 
alternative, a voluntary app called The Shield that was 
created by the health ministry in consultation with 
privacy experts and uses open-source data.

Others see the program as an innovative, potentially 
life-saving tool, and worth the privacy compromises if 
only implemented on a temporary basis and with close 
Parliamentary oversight.

The Association for Civil Rights in Israel, or ACRI, said it 
will again appeal to the Supreme Court as it did after 
tracking was first introduced in March, as an emergency 
regulation. This time the group’s goal will be the repeal 
of the new law.

“No other democratic country has put its secret 
security services to use in the fight against COVID-19, in 
fact, the opposite is true,” said Maya Fried, international 
spokesperson for ACRI. “Many countries are employing 
voluntary technology alternatives during this crisis, and 
we call for similar civilian alternative contact tracing 
measures.”.

Fried noted the wave of complaints from citizens like 
Sapir who say that they were not where the system 
placed them during the time noted in the tracking of 
their movements.

“With this fundamentally unconstitutional move, the 
government demonstrates how easily it can be 
tempted to use extreme mass surveillance tools, 
developed originally and solely to combat terrorism, in 
an entirely civilian matter and for an extended period of 
time,”she said. “This is a genie-in-a-bottle situation – it 
won’t be easy, if at all possible, to put the genie back in 
the bottle.”

Michael Bar-Sinai, a computer-science researcher at 
Ben Gurion University and a fellow at Harvard 
University’s Institute For Quantitative Social Science, 
also sees potentially dark consequences of employing 
Shin Bet to track its own citizens. He noted in an 
interview that the Shin Bet itself objected to being 
drafted for the cause.

As faults in the technology are laid bare in the apparent 
errors being made for COVID tracing, Bar-Sinai said, it 
could compromise Shin Bet’s use of the system in 
terror operations.

“The fact is that this conditions people to be surveilled 
fulltime by a secret organization can have a chilling 
effect on political activity,” said Bar Sinai. “If it was just 
about pandemic control and creating data for pandemic 
research and tracking and getting a quick turnaround 
on testing than these are known things, the data is out 
there. But that’s not what it’s about it – it’s about using 
COVID to be a more authoritarian, totalitarian country.”

On Monday, the left-leaning Haaretz newspaper 
published an editorial calling for an end to the tracking, 
arguing the practice shows Israel in “all its civic 
nakedness,” and that “ the coronavirus is a civilian crisis 
and the Shin Bet should be left out of it.”

In response to growing public criticism, the Cabinet 
decided Monday to create a panel of six ministers, 
including Netanyahu, to look into concerns about the 
tracking program.

Meanwhile, Shir Mizrahi, 28, a sixth-grade teacher, is at

Israel employs controversial tracking tool to fight surging COVID
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home self-isolating after getting a text from the 
government. In her case, she was swapping parking 
spaces with a fellow teacher who was later diagnosed 
with the virus. Their total interaction was three 
minutes, Mizrahi said, adding that they stood at a 
distance and did not exchange a single word.

She is bothered by the inconvenience, which has 
prevented her from going to work this week at summer 
school, more than the the idea that the government 

knows her every move. Maybe,” she offered, “because I 
have nothing to hide. As for Sapir , she just got a 
second notice to self-isolate. This time she says the 
technology again got things wrong. She was, she said, 
“definitely at home alone.”

-

Dina Kraft is a journalist based in Tel Aviv.
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