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Dr. Ruth Westheimer has spent the better part of her 
life offering advice. So it should come as no surprise 
that when I called to interview her, she began by 
telling me what to do.

“If you write a good piece,” she said to me in her raspy 
German-inflected voice, sounding a bit like Albert 
Einstein on helium. “I promise you good sex for the 
rest of your life.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Tell everybody that you laughed four times in our 
interview.”

I laughed again.

“That’s number five. In the Jewish tradition, it says that 
a lesson taught with humor is a lesson retained.”

Dr. Ruth, as she’s lovingly known across continents 
and cultures, has been teaching others with humor – in 
the bedroom and elsewhere – for decades. She’s a 
multi-hyphenate if ever there was one – author, sex 
therapist, everybody’s bubbe.

Westheimer will be adding yet another line to her 
resume on April 25, when she receives an honorary 
doctorate from Ben-Gurion University in Israel. The 
event was supposed to be held in-person, but 
instead will take place over Zoom, a digital venue she 
has become all-too-familiar with during a year of 
lockdown. She’s used video-conferencing to give 
lectures, take meetings, attend synagogue services 
and keep up with her four grandchildren.

“I do everything by Zoom,” she explained, casually 
adding that she’s running lines with a Tony Award-
winning actress. Tovah Feldshuh is prepping to portray 
Dr. Ruth in an off-Broadway play. “I saw her yesterday 
on Zoom,” Westheimer said. “She’s learning my 
accent.”

“I have been super careful,” she said. “So I have been 
doing everything from home.” She recently got her 
second dose of the Pfizer vaccine and has been 

spending time with her son, Joel, a professor from 
Canada, who has camped out at her apartment, 
teaching his classes remotely.

Her daughter, Miriam, who lives nearby, checked in on 
her frequently throughout the year. “I would meet her 
every week to see the blooming trees at Fort Tryon 
Park,” said Dr. Ruth, who sits on the park’s board.

She spent the pandemic in the same place she spent 
the past half century – in a Washington Heights 
apartment overlooking the Hudson River. Viewers of 
the 2019 Hulu documentary “Ask Dr. Ruth” got an 
inside look at the place – photos of her family, copies 
of the more than 40 books she’s written, memorabilia, 
awards and, surprisingly, a vast collection of turtle 
figurines.

“If that turtle wants to move, it takes a risk,” she 
once told The New York Times. “It has to stick its neck 
out. It could get hurt. That’s a little bit me. I did stick 
my neck out talking about sex on radio or television 
when nobody did that.”

Some couples may need to get divorced after a 
year in lockdown

At 92, Westheimer is still keeping a busy schedule –
she recently published a children’s book called “Roller 
Coaster Grandma: The Amazing Story of Dr. Ruth.” It 
tracks her journey escaping the Nazis and emigrating 
first to Israel and eventually the U.S. A special 
children’s exhibit, which will include an animated film 
on her life, will be part of the post-pandemic 
programming at the Museum of Jewish Heritage in 
New York.

The exhibit will, undoubtedly, leave out some aspects 
of her varied career. Westheimer recalled giving her 
grandson’s fourth grade class a sex talk – years later, 
she said, he still “hasn’t recovered.”

When I asked what marriage advice she’d offer to 
couples who have been cooped up for a year, often in 
tight quarters with children in tow, Westheimer took a
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glass half-full approach. “Thank God, we survived,” she 
began. “Thank God, we are together, we have each 
other. And let’s bury our differences with a new 
outlook on life. If we cannot do it alone, go for a few 
sessions to a marriage therapist to discuss it.”

Ever the pragmatist, she quickly added: “Some people 
might have to separate. Some relationships may not 
be able to be saved.”

But after a year of isolation and loss, Westheimer is 
bouncing on her heels to get back out into the world. 
“As soon as this is over, make sure you are vaccinated, 
make sure you remain careful. And then stop talking 
about the virus. Concentrate on all of the other things 
in your life that are positive. People are resilient,” she 
said. “And as you know, I’m very resilient.”

‘Ben-Gurion was short, and he knew how to flirt’

In conjunction with the honorary doctorate, 
Westheimer has helped raise $100,000 for BGU to 
endow a scholarship for several psychology students 
each year. Hundreds of Bedouin attend the school and 
Westheimer said she hopes one will get a scholarship 
because she feels their life stories mirror hers. “I don’t 
even have a high school diploma,” she noted.

The school rarely gives honorary degrees to 
celebrities, but they made an exception for 
Westheimer shortly after meeting her. “We became 
fast friends,” said Doug Seserman, the CEO of the 
American Associates of Ben-Gurion University. “I really 
got to know her life story. She’s an orphan of the 
Holocaust. She feels that 1.5 million children perished 
in the Holocaust and that she has a responsibility to 
make the world a better place.”

The diminutive Westheimer – at 4-foot-7, she’s more 
than half a foot shorter than fellow nonagenarian 
Betty White – feels a special kinship with the 
namesake of the university. “Ben-Gurion was short, 
and he knew how to flirt,” she said.

She recalled the day Ben-Gurion declared Israel’s 
independence in 1948. Westheimer was two weeks shy 
of her 20th birthday and, if you can believe it, was a 
sniper in the Israeli army. “I was in Jerusalem and 
danced on a truck the whole night.”

As we ended our call, Dr. Ruth was still telling me what 
to do, highlighting the parts of our conversation she 
thought would make for an interesting article. (“My 
‘Heavenly Sex’ book has been reissued. It’s a classic. It 
will never be out of print.”) She asked where the story 
would appear and when I told her it would be online, 
she told me to fax her a copy.

And then we hung up, a half-hour conversation with a 
living legend over just as quick as it began.

A minute later my phone rang. It was Pierre, her 
longtime assistant, whom she’s dubbed her “minister 
of communications.”

“Ruth wanted me to make sure you had a piece of 
critical information,” he said, briefly pausing as if he 
was actually going to tell me something critical. “She 
wants you to know that she has 102,200 followers on 
Twitter. She wants you to include that in the article.”

Done.

–
Benyamin Cohen is the News Director at The Forward. 
Follow him on Twitter @benyamincohen.

Dr. Ruth’s post-pandemic life is a lot busier than yours

Dr. Ruth Westheimer and Doug Seserman, the CEO American 
Associates, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev.
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Last weekend, one Orthodox synagogue in Atlanta 
launched a new opportunity for congregants. While 
Congregation Beth Jacob had been holding socially 
distanced and masked in-person prayer services for 
months, for those members who have been fully 
vaccinated, there would now be a chance to join a 
non-distanced, non-masked minyan.

The synagogue is not requiring a “vaccine passport” to 
enter, Rabbi Ilan Feldman, the synagogue’s spiritual 
leader, clarified in an interview. Their system is based 
on “purely a word of honor” that members have 
received both doses, if applicable, and that the 
requisite waiting period has passed. So far, 15 
members have signed up and more are expected to 
join them.

“We’re very eager to telegraph that although we are 
careful and responsible regarding COVID issues,” 
Feldman said, “as a shul, we’re eager to get back to 
normal. We’re trying to telegraph to people that 
normal days are ahead.”

And as those “normal days” approach, Feldman said 
he wanted to get ahead of the game: “We don’t want 
to be the last to accommodate people who are 
vaccinated. We want to be the first.”

For many synagogues and Jewish community centers, 
the question of how to accommodate vaccinated 
members — without alienating those who have yet to, 
are not able to, or have chosen not to receive the 
vaccine — is a defining question of this historic 
moment. With more than half of American adults at 
least partially vaccinated, and all 
states offering vaccine eligibility to those 16 and older, 
Jewish organizations across the U.S. are now grappling 
with the idea of requiring proof of vaccination for 
members as they plan a return to pre-pandemic in-
person services. For most, the answers feel highly 
uncertain.

“As vaccines grow more common, it makes sense that 

synagogues will start having some activities in which 
you need to show that you’ve been vaccinated to 
attend,” said Rabbi Michael Broyde, a professor of 
Jewish law and ethics at the Emory University School 
of Law.

In Broyde’s view, “it’s ethically proper to draw a 
distinction between people to whom an activity has 
lower or no risk, and people to whom an activity has 
higher risk,” and “it’s logical that synagogues will draw 
that distinction.”

Rabbi Noah Arnow, of St. Louis’ Congregation Kol
Rinah, is one of those leaders now tasked with 
drawing that distinction.

“What’s very much been on our mind,” Arnow said in 
an interview in late March, “is how and when we can 
fully reopen in ways that are safe and comfortable for 
everyone, but also ways that are equitable.”

For Arnow, the logistics of opening in-person services 
feel “really tricky.” Whenever he’s tried to have 
conversations with leaders at other synagogues about 
the issue, “it falls apart.” In interviews with the 
Forward, one issue that rabbis kept bringing up was 
the problem of children being ineligible.

“Even if you have most adults vaccinated, most kids 
are not going to be vaccinated for a while, that’s the 
reality,” Arnow said. “Are we going to say that 
synagogues are adults-only spaces? There’s 
something that feels kind of uncomfortable about 
that.” But continuing to close off in-person services for 
vaccinated adults who are eager to return to them 
presents its own problems, Arnow said.

Rabbi Joshua Heller of Congregation B’nai Torah in 
Atlanta had similar concerns. Asked whether he has 
considered implementing a “vaccine passport” at his 
Conservative synagogue, Heller said, “One important 
thing to keep in mind is that that plan works well for 
adults, but having children in synagogue is very
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important to us.”

“Any plan that does not allow children and those under 
16 to be part of the worship at all is not practical,” 
Heller said. “So for the next little while, we’re offering 
some services outdoors and some indoors. For those 
that are indoors, the number of people that are 
unvaccinated may be limited as a percentage of the 
total.”

“We can’t make that a policy when we have 13-year-
olds that are becoming young men and young women 
in the Jewish tradition, and they won’t be vaccinated,” 
said Rabbi Ita Paskind of Congregation Beth El of 
Norwalk, Conn.

(Thus far, Feldman’s congregation in Atlanta has 
attempted to combat that concern by holding a 
separate service for teenaged members that is socially 
distanced, and which parents are not allowed to 
attend.)

For now, Paskind’s Conservative synagogue is 
planning on the eventual return of in-person services 
to involve plexiglass at the bima, masks and social 
distancing.

“I don’t know that we’re going to feel comfortable 
asking people to give their vaccination status anything 
but anonymously,” she said.

‘Green pass’ already in place in Israel

Most synagogues and JCCs are still at the decision-
making phase when it comes to vaccination 
requirements. Rabbi Gideon Estes, of Congregation Or 
Ami in Houston, said that on a “moral” level, he highly 
encourages everyone who can get vaccinated to do so. 
But in his own synagogue, he couldn’t say whether he 
would require it.

Of the dozen JCCs the Forward reached out to about 
vaccine requirements, most did not respond to 
inquiries and two said they are currently deliberating 
the issue, but are not yet able to comment publicly. A 
spokesperson for the Chicago Loop Synagogue said in 
late March they had no plans as of now to require 
proof of vaccination, given their current at-the-door 
health screening system.

In Israel, most synagogues are currently operating 
under the country-wide “green pass” system, which 
grants vaccinated individuals access to spaces like 
theaters, malls and indoor restaurants, and 
has enabled the thousands of vaccinated American 
students currently living in Israel to return to 
normalcy.

The Biden administration has signaled that a vaccine 
passport system of some variety may be on the way in 
the U.S., but some GOP lawmakers have pushed back, 
calling the health screening requirements — already in 
place in many states — violations of citizens’ liberty. 
Recent polling found that the passport messaging is 
particularly unpopular among Republican voters.

“Vaccine passports” also made headlines last month 
when several conservative politicians drew 
comparisons between the passports and Nazi 
Germany’s practices, such as the mandate that Jews 
wear yellow Stars of David. Holocaust historian 
Deborah Lipstadt called the analogies “historically 
ludicurous.”

As for how the vaccinated-only prayer services have 
been received by his community thus far, Rabbi 
Feldman said members have been “impatient but quite 
respectful.”

“People are done with COVID, they’re tired,” he said. 
“So we’re feeling certainly eager to field as many 
normal programs as possible, and that’s where the 
vaccinated minyan comes from.”

–
Marie-Rose Sheinerman is a news intern at the 
Forward. Contact her at sheinerman@forward.com or 
follow her on Twitter @RoseSheinerman .
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As Andrew Yang was putting together the final 
touches on the launch of his New York City mayoral 
campaign, a controversial stance he took against 
circumcision when he was running for president in 
2020 resurfaced on social media. “I have attended 
multiple friends’ brises and felt privileged to do so,” 
Yang responded to a local reporter who cautioned that 
the stance he took would hurt him in a city with a 
predominantly Jewish population. “I believe in religious 
freedom.”

The clarification seemed like the typical “I have many 
Jewish friends” answer that politicians give when 
accused of antisemitism. But it appears some of 
Yang’s close friends are indeed Jewish.

In a 30-minute interview over Zoom with the Forward, 
Yang named three men who have influenced him over 
the years. One of them is Zeke Vanderhoek, who took 
Yang in as a partner in an education company he 
founded in 2000 called Manhattan Prep, which 
enrolled more students than any other firm to prepare 
for the graduate business school exam.

“I credit a lot of my success to my partnership with 
Zeke,” Yang said.

He described a friendship as much as a business 
relationship.

“There were so many things I learned from Zeke,” 
Yang said. “One of the first things he did after we 
started working together is give me a copy of “The 
Sabbath” by Abraham Joshua Heschel – in part, so I 
would understand the Sabbath more deeply,” 
reocunted Yang, a member of the Reformed Church of 
New Paltz, New York. Yang said the book had a 
profound impact on him. “I think that modern society 
would benefit by having more of a cathedral in time,” 
he said, referring to the idea of unplugging from 
technology for 24 hours.

Yang, 46, said Vanderhoek also shared with him the 

stories of his family members who perished in the 
Holocaust. He was also once invited to a Passover 
Seder with Vanderhoek’s family. “It was a wonderful 
occasion,” he said.

But it wasn’t the circumcisions of Vanderhoek’s
children that Yang referred to in his tweet, since his 
close friend only had girls. It was the bris of one of the 
boys of another friend, Charlie Penner, the head of the 
JANA Partners investment management firm, with 
whom Yang played basketball on weekends. Yang said 
there was another bris he went to that he couldn’t 
remember. “I’m going to have to reflect on this,” he 
said, bursting out in laughter. “It was definitely here in 
New York.”

After graduating from Columbia Law School in 1999, 
Yang began his career as a corporate attorney at Davis 
Polk & Wardwell in New York City. That’s where he 
became friends with Avrohom Gelber, an Orthodox Jew 
who was an associate at the law firm. ”He took me to 
eat at My Most Favorite Dessert place when we were 
officemates and I got to meet his wife and kids one 
day at the office,” he recalled.

As a minority, feeling a kinship with the Jewish 
community

In recent months, Yang – who has a double-digit lead 
over his competitors in the June 22 Democratic primary 
– has invested time courting the city’s Orthodox Jews 
in Brooklyn, an historically influential voting bloc in 
local elections. He defended the yeshiva education 
system and took a bold stance labeling the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions movement as antisemitic.

“If you grow up as the child of immigrants, and the 
only person in your ethnic group in a particular area, I 
think you can’t help but feel commonality with people 
who are marginalized or even victimized,” said Yang, 
who grew up in suburban Westchester County to 
parents who emigrated from Taiwan. Yang, who would
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become the first Asian-American mayor of the city if 
elected, explained that while he does not consider his 
identity to be a factor in the crowded field, his 
experiences growing up give him “a greater degree of 
empathy for some of what New Yorkers in different 
communities are going through.”

Yang’s position on BDS, which he first described as 
being “rooted in antisemitic thought” in an OpEd for 
the Forward in January, drew backlash from 
progressive and Muslim-American groups 
and triggered some confusion in the Orthodox 
community when he told a Muslim-American advocacy 
group that he had since learned that BDS is a non-
violent movement with the right to protest Israeli 
policies. He later sought to clarify his stance.

“I will confess to learning a lot about many different 
communities over the last number of weeks,” Yang 
said. But he didn’t seem to waver on his support for 
Israel and his opposition to BDS, which he equated to 
a fundamental rejection of the Jewish state. “I strongly 
oppose BDS for a number of reasons, primarily 
because BDS does not recognize the right of Israel to 
exist – and that belief is antisemitic,” he said in the 
interview. “I take very seriously the fact that the mayor 
of New York City will be the mayor of the largest 
Jewish population out of Israel, and I look forward to 
traveling to Israel on my first trip as mayor.”

Yang doesn’t see that as pandering. “If you look at 
some of the things I’ve taken stances on, I am not sure 
that they were, frankly, things that some political 
person would be advising you to be advocating for,” 
Yang said. But he maintained that he’s serving as a 
voice for the voiceless. “I have a point of view on what 
we can do to improve our city, and it’s very much born 
of a desire to solve problems and improve people’s 
lives,” he said.

Yang recently visited Borough Park for a campaign ad 
video shoot and toured Yeshiva Darchei Torah and the 
Weiss Vocational Center in Far Rockaway, Queens. He 
also met in private with the leaders of the Hasidic 
Bobov sect, the largest Orthodox voting bloc in 
Borough Park.

The candidate, who set off a firestorm in February 
when he told the Forward that he would not take 

action to boost secular education in yeshivas if elected 
mayor, said he was “impressed, quite consistently” by 
the level of secular education he saw when visiting the 
Orthodox community. “When I visited the Torah 
Academy for Girls in Far Rockaway, I received a 
number of questions from the students and they were 
both intelligent and uplifting,” Yang said. “The quality 
of secular education, I think, would surprise a lot of 
people – whether that’s the assignments that are read 
in the Bobov community or seeing the students in 
action in Far Rockaway.”

“One thing I will say very consistently,” he continued, 
“is when I meet Jewish students, they seem to love 
their school. And I will say that’s not common in a lot 
of other schools in New York City, where if you lined up 
a group of a dozen children and said, ‘Hey, do you love 
your high school?’ I think you’d get like a whole wide 
array of reactions and it would probably take a little 
time. Whereas – and I’ve done that twice – with groups 
of students and it’s unanimous and genuine that they 
love their school.”

Yang suggested that while he concentrated his efforts 
courting Orthodox voting blocs, he understands the 
concerns of the greater Jewish community in New 
York. About 1.1 million of New York’s 8.5 million 
residents are Jewish. “I think New Yorkers are unified in 
concerns about public safety right now,” he said. 
“Unfortunately, that concern is more prevalent among 
the Jewish community because we’re seeing a surge in 
hatred and antisemitic incidents of violence, and it’s 
gotten much worse.”

A recent report by the Anti-Defamation 
League showed that nearly 10% of Jews surveyed said 
they had been physically attacked in the last five years 
because they were Jewish. At the same time, anti-
Asian hate crimes have risen significantly since the 
coronavirus outbreak. Recent violent attacks on Asian-
Americans in New York and across the country —
including last month’s brutal attack on a Filipino 
woman near Times Square and the fatal shootings in 
Atlanta that left eight people dead, including six 
women of Asian descent – has put Yang in the 
spotlight. “Our city is badly wounded right now,” Yang 
said. “And I think because of the suffering right now, 
some of the divisions seem more pronounced.”

Interview: Andrew Yang’s friends shaped his understanding of Jewish New Yorkers

https://forward.com/opinion/462603/andrew-yang-mayoral-race-new-york-city-jewish-community/
https://forward.com/news/464479/andrew-yang-confronted-in-brooklyn-over-his-stance-on-bds/
https://www.theyeshivaworld.com/news/featured/1958730/flip-flopping-yang-nyc-mayoral-candidate-says-he-appreciates-bds-days-after-orthodox-jewish-assemblymember-endorsement.html
https://twitter.com/jacobkornbluh/status/1372715233937084416?s=20
https://forward.com/news/466211/andrew-yang-regrets-poor-choice-of-words-on-bds-at-muslim-american-forum/
https://forward.com/fast-forward/467544/andrew-yang-visits-borough-park-as-orthodox-jewish-voters-shop-for-challah/
https://twitter.com/AndrewYang/status/1382506561017372680?s=20
https://forward.com/news/464996/nyc-mayor-calls-out-characterization-of-orthodox-jews-as-extremist-bloc-as/
https://forward.com/news/463705/andrew-yang-says-he-wouldnt-interfere-as-mayor-in-the-yeshiva-education/
https://forward.com/news/466811/new-adl-survey-nearly-one-in-10-jews-physically-attacked-over-the-last/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/anti-asian-hate-crimes-increased-nearly-150-2020-mostly-n-n1260264
https://www.thecity.nyc/2021/4/20/22392871/older-asians-face-a-hate-hidden-nypd


GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

8

Yang said that he feels some real commonalities with 
the Jewish community as someone who felt singled 
out and was bullied as being one of the only Asian-
American kids in the Westchester town of Somers, 
where he grew up. “You don’t really forget those 
experiences. They are kind of imprinted into who you 
are,” he said. “But I believe that the Jewish experience 
is singular in terms of the history of hatred and the 
consequences that that your community has 
experienced.”

How to explain New York to an alien, and other 
questions

In the remaining time of our Zoom interview, we asked 
Yang a lightning round of questions:

How would you explain New Yorkers to an alien from 
outer space?

“I would tell that alien that a New Yorker is anyone 
who lives in New York and wants to build a future here. 
Whether that person has just arrived or has been here 
for generations, if they want to build a future in New 
York City, then they should be included. We are a 
community of immigrants, or descendants of 
immigrants in many cases. We are extraordinarily 
diverse, and I think that’s something that so many of 
us love about in New York City. I have loved traveling 
to communities all throughout the city. And so if you 
want to explain what a New Yorker is like, it has to be 
a very broad definition because there are so many 
different people from so many different backgrounds.”

What is the last book you read?

“Oh, I know this because I just finished it. It was Kevin 
Roose’s book, which is called “Futureproof: 9 Rules for 
Humans in the Age of Automation.”

What’s the newest habit you’ve developed during 
the pandemic that you would hold onto going 
forward?

“I was hospitalized for a kidney stone a couple of 
weeks ago, and now I drink a lot of water. I hope I 
maintain that habit because it’s good.”

What public figure would you most model your 
mayoralty after?

“[Long pause…] I like to think that this is going to be 
something new — like a combination of some leaders 
of the past. But I’d like to create my own mold.”

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

Interview: Andrew Yang’s friends shaped his understanding of Jewish New Yorkers
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You could read any of Edward Said’s books, but you 
couldn’t take them home with you. Looking back, this 
was obviously a metaphor for something or other. At 
the time it seemed like a simple-enough fact—but then, 
I was only a freshman.

The Edward Said Reading Room opened in the spring 
of 2011, eight years after Said died of leukemia and a 
few months before I started college at Columbia. I 
liked it because it was small enough to pace through 
without losing sight of my laptop, and because the late 
professor had had fantastic taste in books. There were 
about 2,000 of them on the shelves, all from his 
personal collection and spanning most of his favorite 
subjects: Arabic modernism, classical music, the 
Frankfurt School, the two-state solution, the 19th-
century realist novel. If book collections are always 
self-portraits, this was the grandest self-portrait I’d 
ever seen. So, no: students weren’t allowed to check 
these books out of Butler Library — that would have 
chipped the paint.

Said taught literature at Columbia for 40 years. During 
my four as an undergrad, he came up so often it felt 
like he still did. There were posters everywhere for 
upcoming Said conferences, usually featuring a 
photograph (for some reason it was always black-and-
white or sepia) of the man himself glaring back at the 
camera, daring you not to attend. In one of my first 
classes, a student answered the professor’s question 
by connecting the subject at hand — I forget what it 
was — to Orientalism. I was impressed, until he gave 
some other subject the same treatment two days 
later. Later I took a seminar with a buoyant Estonian 
professor who went on dropping hints about “my ex” 
long after everyone had figured out who that was.

He was bigger than his ideas, so that by the time you 
got around to the ideas you’d already learned to 
admire him. Said was (along with Walter Benjamin) the 
closest thing to a saint in the unsaintly land of literary 
theory: an erudite engagé, a tenured professor who 

never stopped fighting for the dignity of Palestinians, a 
thinker who also threw rocks. And though he died 
much too soon, he lived long enough to see the 
beginning of his canonization. As a young man, he’d 
complained about the “infamous egos” of the Parisian 
intellectual scene — wasn’t it odd, he asked, that the 
same thinkers who’d questioned the cult of the author 
had become infallible, semi-cultish authorities 
themselves? By the early 2000s, Said was well on his 
way to becoming one of these authorities, and it 
troubled him.

In his new biography “Places of Mind: A Life of Edward 
Said, Timothy Brennan does Said the kindness of de-
canonizing him. He is tough on Said when Said is petty 
or cavalier, and he praises Said when Said is original or 
brave. More importantly, though, he understands that 
Said was mostly somewhere in the middle, and this 
middle is a good biographer’s real subject.

The important facts about a person’s life have a way of 
hiding in plain view; meanwhile, the trivia stand in for 
the life itself. Blake Bailey’s new, 800-page Roth 
biography spends so much time on divorces and 
blowjobs he almost makes you forget (as Joshua 
Cohen recently pointed out in Harper’s) that Roth 
spent an actual majority of his adult waking life sitting 
alone at a desk. Next to Bailey’s hot air, Brennan’s 
biography is a cold shower. An entire layer of gossip 
has been scraped off of Said’s life like algae; the 
closest thing even resembling a bombshell is that Said 
once made up a story about having dated Candice 
Bergen. Already this has disappointed more than a few 
people — and so we find Dwight Garner in the Times 
craving a little more algae, just one measly blowjob.

Another way of putting this is that Brennan never 
forgets the most important fact about his 
subject: Edward Said was a professor who spent most 
his life reading, teaching, and thinking about books. “If 
along with Chomsky, Hannah Arendt, and Susan 
Sontag [Said] was the best-known U.S. public
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intellectual of the postwar period,” he writes, “he was 
the only one of them who taught literature for a 
living.” Unlike a lot of celebrity professors, Said seems 
to have been good at teaching — Brennan, who studied 
with him in graduate school, has kilowatts-worth of 
glowing memories.

This isn’t to say that Said wasn’t many other things —
an activist, a journalist, a concert pianist, a thwarted 
novelist, a dandy, an epicure, a devotee of tennis, an 
occasional cad. But “professor” was the shortest 
distance to these other points, a role he kept up while 
playing many different ones. In an essay from 1959, he 
recalled an argument with an Egyptian medical 
student who demanded to know “what on earth I was 
doing studying literature. Egypt is a poor country, its 
people ill and under-nourished, her arable land scarce 
and thirsty.” Said responded that literary scholarship 
could still offer something to the unfortunate, even if it 
couldn’t feed them: “the politics of the heart.”

I’ll admit I winced the first time I read that phrase — but 
what does that say about me, and about academia? I 
doubt there’s a single humanities Ph.D. who hasn’t 
fretted over the problem Said is describing. The 
difference is that Said took the problem seriously 
enough to do more than fret. He didn’t march in the 
streets (and, to his lasting chagrin, he sicced the 
campus police on Columbia students who did in 1968). 
But he set up Arabic studies departments across the 
United States; debated the politics of Zionism with its 
most prominent advocates; and spent the early years 
of the War on Terror fighting for the portrayal of 
Middle Easterners as full human beings. None of this 
fed the under-nourished. But American involvement in 
the Middle East really was, and still is, a fight about 
how Middle Easterners should be portrayed (in CIA 
briefs, on the news, in movies, in presidents’ speeches) 
— and as long as this was so, who better than Said to 
represent the Left? He did what humanities professors 
always talk about doing but never seem to do very 
well: he took academic notions of subjecthood and 
agency and made them central parts of politics. Which 
is what they are.

Said was born in Jerusalem, to a wealthy family, and 
grew up mostly in Cairo. His father was Palestinian and 
held American citizenship; his mother was Lebanese.

He was raised Christian and attended Mass every 
Sunday until his teens. None of these things seem that 
sensational, but decades later they were all flung back 
in his face by desperate opponents, as if not being 
poor or Muslim or a full-time resident of Palestine 
were the fatal flaws in his ideas. In 1999, Commentary 
published a 5000-word article by Justus Reid Weiner, 
claiming to slice through “30 years of carefully crafted 
deception” and reveal the shocking truth about Said’s 
childhood — the implication being that this uppity 
professor had no business talking about Palestine, 
since he wasn’t a true Palestinian. A few weeks later, 
Said published his memoirs. Weiner’s shocking truths 
turned out to be pretty much the same ones Said 
himself had just put, more eloquently, to paper: he was 
born in Jerusalem, to a wealthy family, and grew up 
mostly in Cairo, etc. Here, it’s worth noting that 
Commentary is the same magazine that used to 
feature Clement Greenberg and Hannah Arendt.

To be fair, this wasn’t the cruelest thing an American 
publication asserted about Said, or even the stupidest 
(he was compared to a Nazi more than once). But it 
was, in some ways, the most telling: when you can’t 
disprove a theory, you have to challenge the theorist’s 
right to theorize. To quote Said’s close friend Noam 
Chomsky: “In order to speak about social reality, you 
must have proper credentials, particularly if you depart 
from the accepted framework of thinking.” Said had 
degrees from Princeton and Harvard, so it became 
necessary to invent credentials for him to lack.

How to write the biography of a man whose biography 
was constantly being called into question? Brennan is 
brisk with Said’s upbringing — almost as if to say So his 
family had a summer house in Lebanon, what’s the big 
deal? He writes movingly about Said’s relationships 
with his mother and with his sisters, and later about 
his friendships with Chomsky and the novelist Elias 
Khoury. But this is intellectual biography, not just 
biography, and for Brennan (whose last book, to give 
you some idea, was about Hegel and colonialism), 
Said’s richest relationships were with dead thinkers, 
not living friends or relatives. “Places of Mind” is, 
welcomely, a short book — 370 generously margined 
pages in my edition — and many of them are spent 
unpacking Said’s impressions of Georg Lukács, 
Giambattista Vico, Joseph Conrad, Erich Auerbach and
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Intellectual biography is still a 
form of biography, of course, but “Places of Mind” 
downplays facile connections between Said’s life and 
ideas — e.g., that his writings on late style sprang from 
his sense of nearing death by leukemia. The ideas 
aren’t disconnected, but Brennan puts them on a long, 
loose leash.

The criticism could be made, I suppose, that by placing 
so much stock in close readings of dead Western 
academics, Brennan neglects too much of what was 
unique about Said’s life, and makes him into the one 
thing he wasn’t — just another Western academic. It’s a 
difficult problem, but I respect the solution. I don’t see 
how anyone could fault Brennan for emphasizing 
intellectual biography over biography when his subject 
is an intellectual, even one with a life as fascinating as 
Said’s. Said’s theories and political activism were, 
plainly, informed by his Palestinian heritage and the 
outsider perspective that came with growing up 
between Egypt, Lebanon, and the United States—then 
again, how many rich globetrotters went on to become 
professor-activists? The analogy with Said’s work is 
almost too perfect. Brennan plays down the material 
side of his subject’s life—the when and where, the 
friends and family—and makes the ideas a force in their 
own right. Which is to say, he writes about Said the 
way Said wrote about Orientalism.

This has to be some kind of record: so far, I’ve written 
1700 words about Edward Said but not a single one
about what Orientalism actually is. Fish tend to forget 
that they’re surrounded by water, of course, and when 
I was in college Orientalism was the water in which all 
humanities students swam. Whole courses were built 
on its premises. It was as uncontroversial as gravity.

This is an excellent reminder, I should add, of what a 
cramped, windowless place the ivory tower is. 
Orientalism, the theory that Western study of the 
Middle East is not just tied but inextricably tied to 
colonialism seems as ridiculous to many as it seems 
self-evident to a few. By “many,” I don’t mean the 
unwashed masses. In a 2019 interview, the venerable 
journalist Janet Malcolm cited Said’s “Orientalism” as 
an example of the “bee-in-your-bonnet genre,” in 
which the author has an “obsessive thesis” that the 
reader can’t help but root for, as one roots for the 
underdog team in a sports movie. The crazed ambition, 

the near-impossibility of proving the thesis, are the 
key to the genre’s charm.

At some point since its release in 1978, “Orientalism” 
went from bee-in-your-bonnet book to plain old book. 
Its obsessiveness came to seem perfectly reasonable, 
at least to some. Maybe the War on Terror sparked the 
change. With 9/11 on everybody’s mind, with Bush’s 
policies casting a shadow over everything from 
elementary school syllabi to french fries, with generals 
passed off as “terrorism experts” on the news every 
night, Said’s most ambitious claims no longer seemed 
ambitious at all. With the resurgence of “Orientalism” 
in the early 2000s came a new backlash, starring 
some of Said’s old opponents, such as Professor 
Bernard Lewis, as well as some ex-friends, such as 
Christopher Hitchens, showing himself to be a 
contrarian first and a leftie second. How could it be 
true, they asked, that all Western scholarship of the 
Middle East—all of it—was tinged with colonialism? 
Surely Said couldn’t be serious. He was being unfair. 
He was exaggerating. Ergo (these were the Dubya 
years, after all), he was helping the terrorists.

In one important sense, Said’s opponents understood 
“Orientalism” better than Said’s followers: Said’s 
points were crazily ambitious, sweeping to the point of 
unbelievable. They were also, mostly, correct. You 
could say this about much of his other work. What’s 
most astonishing about his essay on Jane Austen, 
“Mansfield Park,” and imperialism, which provoked a 
flurry of apoplectic rebuttals when it was published in 
1990, it is how un-astonishing it seems in 2021. Of 
course Fanny Price is a kind of indentured servant, 
making her fortune in a New World! Of course Sir 
Thomas’s administration of Mansfield Park is linked to 
his administration of slave colonies in Antigua! Of 
course an author’s silences and omissions are fair 
game for literary critics! Was there ever a time when 
people thought otherwise? (The nineties, really?) But 
to reread Said is to see how apolitical the study of the 
novel still was only 30 years ago, and to understand 
how much polemical thrust was required to shake the 
field awake. As Hitchens said, to go from controversial 
to uncontroversial is “the sure sign of the authentic 
pioneer.”

Said worried about becoming uncontroversial, just as 
he worried about becoming another infamous,
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criticism-proof ego. These are splendid worries for a 
professor of literature to have — most are in no 
position to worry that their ideas will be 
misinterpreted, because nobody cares what their ideas 
are—and it’s worth trying to take them seriously. By 
which I mean trying to see the controversy beneath 
present-day consensus, praising Said when he gets it 
right and taking issue with him when he gets it wrong.

I was reminded of this as I read Vivek Chibber’s recent 
essay “Orientalism and Its Afterlives,” which does an 
unimpeachable job of evaluating Said’s most famous 
book one point at a time. What Chibber finds isn’t quite 
stellar enough to justify that book’s place in the 
pantheon. As he sees it, Said makes two main 
arguments: one true but not remotely original and the 
other original but not remotely true.

The first, true argument is that the discourse of 
Orientalism was and remains a justification for 
Western imperialism — an elegant, Marxist-inflected 
way of thinking about history, one which had already 
been articulated, less boldly and less eloquently, by 
scholars such as Anouar Abdel-Malek (who later 
complained that Said hadn’t cited him). The second, 
untrue argument is that the discourse of Orientalism 
was a primary cause of Western imperialism. For this 
to be so, Chibber rightly points out, there would have 
to be something uniquely powerful about the West’s 
capacity to fantasize about its distant neighbors — to 
put it another way, the reason that the West colonized 
the Orient and not the other way around, would have 
to be that the West dreamed bigger. Which is 
decidedly not what Said is trying to argue.

It’s revealing, nevertheless, that Said chooses to argue 
for literature, albeit Orientalist literature, as cause 
rather than effect, a historical force in its own right 
rather than a bellwether of force. Isn’t there a certain 
amount of self-flattery at work here? If literature is the 
engine of history, what more powerful title could there 
be than literature professor?

This is a strange thing to suggest of Said, since Said of 
all people — all professors, at least — didn’t need to 
flatter himself with delusions of historical influence. 
He was historically influential. Anwar Sadat wanted 
him to head the Palestinian delegation at the Geneva 
peace talks. The Department of State tried to get him 
to convince the PLO to recognize Israel. He sat on the 

Palestinian National Council for 14 years and used his 
clout to push for a two-state solution to the Israel-
Palestinian conflict. When he quit the Council in 1993 
to protest the Oslo Accords (which he called 
“Palestinian Versailles”), it was international news.

In the end, though, he was a literature professor. While 
it’s true that he found ways of marrying scholarship 
with politics, it wasn’t always a happy marriage. Said 
revolutionized the study of the Western canon but 
worried that his approach had helped reduce books to 
dry husks of political ideology. He wielded real political 
power for many years but wondered, toward the end 
of his life, if his influence as a journalist had become 
too peripheral. Literature and politics clashed at least 
as often as they reinforced each other: if Said showed 
that “the politics of the heart” was more than a slick 
phrase, he also showed that it was something less 
than a coherent practice — one reason why so few 
attempt it themselves (cowardice and laziness are two 
others). When Noam Chomsky was asked to name 
some intellectuals who had fulfilled their moral and 
political responsibilities, he came up with only three: 
Said, Howard Zinn, and Eqbal Ahmad. All three are 
dead now, and Chomsky is 92.

The Onion had a good headline: “Exhausted Noam 
Chomsky Just Going To Try And Enjoy The Day For 
Once.” Needless to say, he fails. He keeps getting 
reminded of how terrible the world is. He’s too 
smart not to be exhausted. It’s something of a cliché 
that responsible intellectuals are supposed to worry 
about the world, all the time. Edward Said was an 
exemplary worrier. He loved good wine and well-
tailored suits, but he was too smart not to be 
exhausted by the political challenges he’d set himself. 
As I’ve said, I think plenty of professors are. The 
difference is that Said didn’t let exhaustion exhaust 
him (the same goes for Chomsky). He lobbied 
ceaselessly for Palestinian rights and still found time 
for poetry. He lambasted the media for racism but 
found time to pen a long, loving analysis of “Così fan 
tutte.” He was a pure politician, and he was a pure 
aesthete. If these things sound like contradictions, it’s 
because they are. Reading Brennan’s biography, 
however, you wonder why anyone would choose to 
live any other way.

Jackson Arn is the Forward’s contributing art critic.
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At Tibor’s Kosher Meats, they chop the liver just so. 
That’s what has kept Shirley, an 84-year-old woman 
shopping there one recent day, coming back decade 
after decade.

The gleaming silver case always has what she wants, 
Shirley explained, and until recently, the man who 
often reached in and wrapped it up for her was the 
eponymous owner himself, Tibor Rosenberg.

“Is Tibor coming back?” asked Shirley, who spoke on 
the condition her last name not be used because the 
store has recently been the subject of scandal. She 
handed a fistful of bills to a clerk at the cash register, 
who grunted a curt “no.” Shirley packed her change 
into her purse and shook her head: “That’s too bad.”

When Rosenberg sold the store in 2019 to one of his 
employees, Ilan Senders, it was a major happening. 
Tibor’s is one of only two remaining kosher butchers in 
the tight-knit Jewish enclave of University Heights, and 
the Cleveland Jewish Newsran a photograph of 
Senders, who was 21 and had worked at Tibor’s for two 
years, and Rosenberg, then 65, clasping hands in a 
hearty shake.

But federal prosecutors contend this was not a simple 
passing of the knife from one generation to the next. 
Though Ilan Senders was the public face of the sale, 
his brother Eyton, then 31, was listed as “co-owner and 
butcher” on bank papers. But according to a civil-
forfeiture case filed March 10 in federal court, Eyton
had never carved a side of meat, and instead used the 
shop as a money-laundering front for his drug-
trafficking business.

Prosecutors allege that business, Dank Vapes and 
Dankwoods — which was implicated in a spate of vape-
related hospitalizations and deaths in 2019 —
manufactured and distributed at least 3.7 million vape 
cartridges infused with THC, the primary active 
ingredient in marijuana. Though marijuana use is 
legalized in some states, marijuana and THC distillates

are still considered illegal substances under federal 
law. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
found in late 2019 that Dank Vapes was the brand 
most commonly reported by some 2,000 patients with 
serious or fatal lung illnesses nationwide that year.

An attorney for Eyton Senders acknowledged in court 
papers last week that his client is a target in a federal 
criminal investigation, though no charges have been 
filed against him, his brother, or anyone else 
connected to Dank Vapes or Tibor’s. The lawyer, Ned 
Searby, declined to be interviewed for this story.

A message left for Ilan and Eyton Senders at the store 
was not returned, and attempts to reach Eyton at 
addresses and phone numbers listed for him in Los 
Angeles and Cleveland were unsuccessful. Tibor 
Rosenberg declined to discuss the case, but said in a 
brief interview that he had not worked at the store 
since October.

Prosecutors say in court documents that the “ill-
gotten gains” from the sale of Dank Vapes cartridges 
were laundered through a network of bank accounts, 
LLCs, real-estate acquisitions, a cryptocurrency hedge 
fund and one Cleveland-area business — Tibor’s 
Kosher Meats.
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Ilan Senders purchased Tibor’s Kosher Meats from Tibor 
Rosenberg Sept. 9.. Courtesy of CJN Photo / Jane Kaufman
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Agents from the Food and Drug Administration’s Office 
of Criminal Investigations raided Tibor’s and several 
houses owned by relatives of Senders in Cleveland’s 
suburbs in September, after seizing a website used by 
Dank Vapes earlier that year. In one house in 
Beachwood, Ohio, they found marijuana, scales, 
grinders, THC vape cartridges, records for Tibor’s and 
almost $40,000 in cash, according to court records. In 
another house in University Heights, they found $2.1 
million in cash stashed in a pair of attic safes.

In a March forfeiture filing, first reported by the Jewish 
News, prosecutors sought to seize what they say are 
more of the glitzy proceeds of the Dank Vapes 
enterprise: four luxury watches, a gold bar, a 2019 
Nautique G25 boat and a black 1996 Porsche 911 Turbo. 
They are also after seven properties owned by LLCs 
and relatives of Senders, including two million-dollar 
homes in West Hollywood and an opulent $1.1 million 
mansion a 20-minute drive from Tibor’s, complete with 
a large gym and a Godfather-style wood-paneled 
office.

It is unclear how Senders might explain these assets 
because the federal judge in the civil-forfeiture case, 
Christopher Boyko, has allowed him and several LLCs 
he controls to file their responses to the claims under 
seal.

Like Senders’ lawyer, a spokesman for the U.S. 
Attorney’s Office for the Northern District of Ohio 
declined to comment. An attorney for Justen Balay, 
who federal prosecutors accused in the forfeiture filing 
of being associated with Senders and Dank Vapes, said 
he would be filing an answer in the civil-forfeiture case 
soon, but declined to comment further.

The allegations have sent shockwaves through 
Cleveland’s community of kosher-keeping Jews, where 
the little store has been a pillar of the community for 
generations.

“There’s a familiarity, a kind of menschiness, that 
people have with them,” said Richard Perloff, a 
Cleveland State University professor and local 
newspaper columnist who has written about Tibor’s 
and the culture of kosher butcheries in Cleveland. “I 
think people felt a little shorn of that umbilical cord 
when this thing with Tibor’s happened. It’s like a 

symbolic attack on your past, and your Jewishness a 
little bit.”

A ‘fake company’ in ‘a quasi-regulated market’

The CDC has connected Dank Vapes to a nationwide 
rash of lung illnesses among e-cigarette and vape 
users that, by February, 2020, had hospitalized or 
killed 2,807 people. CDC researchers found a strong 
link between the illnesses and vitamin E acetate, an 
additive used in some cartridges; though harmless 
when ingested in food or used in skin cream, vitamin E 
can cling to the lungs if aerosolized and inhaled.

Though many of the patients told CDC researchers 
they used multiple vape brands, the most common 
was Dank Vapes: 56% of patients in all 50 states cited 
their products. Public-health officials described these 
as black-market cartridges infused to the hilt with THC 
and packaged to look like ones made by reputable 
manufacturers in states where marijuana use is legal. 
Available in sweet flavors like mango and Apple Jacks, 
Dank Vapes cartridges came in black boxes bearing 
eye-catching illustrations and a logo font like 
something on a sign outside a Miami nightclub.

“Dank Vapes is a broad class of products from a fake 
company that use that term, which fit the legal 
classification of counterfeit,” said Brian King, deputy 
director for research translation for the CDC’s Office on 
Smoking and Health.

Most patients had acquired the cartridges, which were 
priced cheaply, from street-level dealers, friends or the 
Internet, according to CDC researchers. In January,
2020, reporters for NBC News found similar cartridges 
at an illegal underground marijuana bazaar in Los 
Angeles, and counted more than 49,000 posts about 
Dank Vapes on Instagram, including some made 
by dealers willing to sell them for Bitcoin. At one point, 
Dank Vapes packaging was even available for 
purchase on Amazon.

Timothy Mackey, an associate professor at U.C. San 
Diego who studies global counterfeit drug-supply 
chains, said that the FDA has struggled to keep pace 
with the relatively new and burgeoning vaping 
industry.

“The regulation’s been pretty slow,” added Mackey, 
who is also CEO of S-3 Research, which has received 
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$100,000 from the National Institutes of Health to 
track drug dealers online. “What that provides is an 
opportunity for companies like Dank Vapes, which is 
not the only company in this space, to basically market 
and manufacture their own unregulated products.”

While Dank Vapes may have looked like any other 
vape product, the cartridges were much more 
dangerous. Tests by private labs found that some 
Dank Vapes cartridges contained pesticides and 
created smoke containing formaldehyde. When CDC 
researchers analyzed Dank Vapes cartridges collected 
from patients and seized during a raid in Minnesota, a 
stash estimated to be worth $3.8 million, 
they all contained vitamin E acetate.

“I’ve had some gastric-distress and my eyes have 
been twitching like crazy,” one anguished Dank Vapes 
user posted on Reddit in August 2019. “Has anyone 
else found out that they were accidentally (possibly) 
poisoning themselves?”

A legal maneuver with a lower burden of proof

In the civil-forfeiture filings, prosecutors have traced 
transactions between bank accounts linked to Eyton
Senders and Chinese companies that make vape-
manufacturing equipment. Mackey, who has also 
consulted with the Department of Justice on drug-
diversion cases, said that because production and 
marketing are often separated by oceans in the 
counterfeit-drug trade, “it might be a hard case to 
prosecute.”

“It may have been a bad batch, a bad manufacturer,” 
he pointed out. “So if I were these defendants, I would 
say, ‘Hey, I just bought from this Chinese company. We 
were just trying to make money like everybody else, 
and it was a quasi-regulated market.’”

Though the raids and Senders’ lawyer have indicated a 
criminal investigation is underway, the accusations so 
far have been leveled only through a civil-forfeiture 
case, a legal maneuver that allows law-enforcement 
authorities to seize a person’s assets, sometimes 
without charging them with a crime. The practice has 
been criticized by liberals and libertarians as being ripe 
for abuse, but is still commonly used in drug cases. 

According to a report by the Institute for Justice, the 
Department of Justice seized more than $30.8 billion 
from 2000 to 2019.

“The government has a much lower burden of proof, 
and it’s going to be much more difficult for the people 
who own this property to try to vindicate their rights,” 
said Jonathan Witmer-Rich, a law professor at 
Cleveland State University and a former federal public 
defender. “However, if I were the target of this, I would 
not want to be indicted by the federal government in a 
criminal case. If they’re only taking my assets, that’s a 
better outcome than putting me in jail.”

This is not Senders’ first touch with civil forfeiture. In 
2012, he was stopped by sheriff’s deputies on a 
Missouri freeway, who found $88,000 in cash in the 
trunk of his rental car, with the help of a drug-sniffing 
dog. Senders confessed to transporting marijuana 
from California to Ohio and making a return trip with 
the cash, explaining: “I’m the money guy.” Federal 
prosecutors seized $38,000. Senders was not 
charged.

Kosher butcher was ‘a place to legitimize his 
ill-gotten gains’

The Senders brothers’ purchase of Tibor’s, prosecutors 
have alleged, was part of a larger scheme to legitimize 
proceeds from Dank Vapes. That scheme is said to 
include buying houses and land in West Hollywood and 
the Cleveland suburbs. Prosecutors have also traced 
payments by family members and business associates 
of Eyton Senders to and from bank accounts 
associated with Sean and Shane Hvizdzak, brothers 
from Bradford, Pennsylvania, who ran a 
cryptocurrency hedge fund.

The Hvizdzaks raised $31 million in 2019 and 2020 
from investors, one of whom they told that their fund 
was achieving returns as high as 134%. But the U.S. 
Securities and Exchange Commission says those 
profits were a facade, and the Hvizdzaks are facing 
fraud charges in federal court.

More than $26 million of investor money was 
misappropriated, according to the SEC, and at least 
$24 million of it is missing.

The kosher cartel: Was this Cleveland butchery a front for money-laundering and illicit vape trade?

https://results.psilabs.org/test-results/show/4KG8jzsy8j2gHsfaL
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Tibor’s was purchased by Sendies Boys Limited LLC in 
September 2019. Documents kept on file with the Ohio 
Secretary of State show the trade name “Tibor’s 
Kosher Meats” was transferred to Sendies Boys by 
Rosenberg on Sept. 12, 2019, shortly after the sale was 
publicly announced in the Cleveland Jewish News.

No sale price was given. But according to federal 
prosecutors, the deal was at least partially financed 
with proceeds from Dank Vapes.

A man federal authorities have accused of being an 
associate of Senders and a money launderer wrote a 
$100,000 check to the Sendies Boys’ checking account 
on Sept. 9, the same day the deal was announced. 
After the sale, prosecutors have alleged, illicit funds 
from Dank Vapes were funneled through the store.

“This business, similar to other entities described in 
this affidavit, allows Senders a place to legitimize his 
ill-gotten gains,” wrote Assistant U.S. Attorney Henry 
DeBaggis.

House-made hot dogs and generous helpings

The shop now called Tibor’s Kosher Meats dates back 
to the 1930s or 1940s, when a store known as Osher’s
was opened in the Cleveland suburb of Shaker 
Heights, serving its growing community of Orthodox 
Jews.

That store was taken over in the 1950s by Michael 
Altman, a Czechoslovakian emigre who narrowly 
escaped the Nazi occupation; his mother and four of 
his siblings were killed. At the time, Altman later 
estimated, there were at least 50 kosher butchers in 
Cleveland and its suburbs.

But by the 1980s, that number had dwindled to fewer 
than 10. Altman had moved his store to University 
Heights, following the Orthodox community as it 
migrated farther east. Altman’s children weren’t 
interested in staying in the family business, so in 
1986 he sold the store to Rosenberg, a fellow 
Czechoslovakian who had first started working there 
in 1976.

“He was a good businessman, good worker and he had 
a vision how to do things,” Rosenberg said of Altman 
in 2019, after Altman’s death. “It’s because of him we

have the store that we have.”

Rosenberg renamed the store Tibor’s Glatt Kosher 
Meats and ran it in the Altman tradition: unwavering 
commitment to kosher rules, generous helpings and 
first-name-basis service. Even as the number of local 
kosher butchers dwindled over the years to just a pair, 
Rosenberg kept the store alive by adding his own 
twists on old favorites –, like hot dogs made in-house, 
incomparable beef jerky and turkeys stuffed, 
indulgently, with pastrami.

In addition to a lively storefront business, the store 
provided meat to local Jewish nursing homes and 
synagogues, said Rosenberg’s wife, Irene, who worked 
as its bookkeeper. The shop was so prominent in 
community life that the Maltz Museum of Jewish 
Heritage’s collection includes a photograph of the 
staff.

“You’ll see Mr. Altman in the picture, Tibor and I, and 
some of the employees,” Irene noted.

Rosenberg’s daughters did not want to take over the 
business, so he sold it to Ilan Senders, who had played 
basketball for the Orthodox day school nearby, and
had butchery in his bones. It felt not unlike when 
Altman had passed to torch to Rosenberg decades 
before.

“Grandpy would be so proud of you following in his 
footsteps and continuing in the family tradition — both
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Ilan Senders at his high school basketball game, middle of 
the back row. Image by Cleveland Jewish News

https://www.clevelandjewishnews.com/news/local_news/michael-altman-june-10-1927---june-2-2019/article_d57f73c8-8ddc-11e9-a401-d792c9d6e181.htmlwww.clevelandjewishnews.com/news/local_news/michael-altman-june-10-1927---june-2-2019/article_d57f73c8-8ddc-11e9-a401-d792c9d6e181.html
https://www.clevelandjewishnews.com/news/local/youthful-fuchs-mizrachi-cagers-look-to-rebound-after-slow-start/article_91805e66-8496-11e4-8ecc-e71f64efaca7.html
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grandpy and his father were butchers,” Ilan’s
grandmother wrote in a congratulatory letter to 
the Jewish News after the story about the sale. “Your 
entire Cleveland family wishes you a big mozel tov. 
Ilan, stay the mensch that you are.”

Boris Mikhil, who owns Cleveland’s other kosher 
butchery, Boris’ Kosher Meats, and is such close 
friends with Tibor Rosenberg that they sit next to each 
other at synagogue, said Ilan used to frequent Tibor’s 
as a boy.

“He used to put the dishes in the sink, since he was too 
little,” said Mikhil. “And he would wash the dishes.”

But Mikhil said he hasn’t spoken with Ilan recently, and
had no opinion on the prosecutors’ allegations. “I stay 
out of politics,” he said.

The new owners did not change the store’s name, 
Tibor’s, on the sign out front, and Rosenberg is still 
listed as an employee on the store’s website. But 
Rosenberg and his wife, Irene, in a brief interview, said 
he had not worked there for six months.

Locals have fierce loyalties to either Tibor’s or Boris’s, 
and some said they were not about to abandon a 
business their families helped keep alive for 
generations. They also were reluctant to speak 
publicly about a case that has not yet resulted in 
criminal charges. In interviews with three customers, 
only one, an Orthodox rabbi, said he planned to stop 
shopping at Tibor’s.

“As a lawyer, I believe everyone should have their day 
in court,” said another customer, who spoke on the 
condition of anonymity because he plans to keep 
shopping at Tibor’s regularly. He said he had driven his 
grandmother to the store back before it became 
Altman’s, and has “been dealing with them for 60 
years, through various owners.”

Shirley, the 84-year-old woman who loves Tibor’s 
liver, was stunned by the allegations against the 
owners. But she has no plans to start frequenting 
Boris’s. She keeps coming back the same store 
members of her family have relied on for 50 years.

“It’s very sad, what they did to Tibor,” she said as she 
stood in the parking lot, bag of meat in hand. “I can’t 
believe it.”

–
Sheehan Hannan is a freelance journalist in Cleveland. 
Follow him on Twitter @SheehanHannan , or email 
sheehanhannan@gmail.com.
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