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Letters

Breaking down
the barriers
THE sudden demise of Ofra Haza caught most people

unawares and left the Israeli nation stunned. The grief was
compounded by shock and initial disbelief when it emerged

that this icon of Israel’s cultural scene had died of AIDS.
The most successful entertainer in Israel’s history, Haza was the

quintessential success story. The youngest of nine Yemenite chil-
dren living in an impoverished area of Tel Aviv, her blend of exotic
Middle Eastern culture and a Western style proved to be an irre-
sistible formula, and she sold millions of albums in countries as
diverse as Japan, the United States, India and across Europe. It was
little wonder, then, that fans from around the world flooded her
website with messages of support as she lay ill in hospital, while
thousands of Israelis, from the Prime Minister down, took time out
to wish her well.

Haza’s near-legend status served to heighten the blow when it
was disclosed that she had died of AIDS. The fact that she and her
family had been secretive about the nature of her illness served
also to anger members of Israel’s health industry involved in AIDS
education, going so far as to claim that it has set back their work
by 20 years.

The family’s silence “magnified the stigma of AIDS by demonising
the disease”, charged Professor Zvi Bentwich, who heads the AIDS
clinic at Kaplan Hospital in Rehovot. A world authority on the dis-
ease, he was in Sydney when Haza was taken to hospital. As
Professor Bentwich points out in an interview with the Australian
Jewish News (page 30), two-thirds of the AIDS patients and HIV car-
riers under his care are Ethiopian immigrants. Consequently, they
are stigmatised, which impedes their already-difficult integration.
Given the society from which they came — where five million out
of an Ethiopian population of 50 million are believed to be infected
with HIV — the need to accept concepts such as AIDS education
and awareness is critical.

Medical issues aside, severe social problems exist among
Israel’s Ethiopian immigrants. Social integration has been a
difficult issue since they arrived in Israel in waves between

1984 and 1991. Coming from a society which had a strictly patriar-
chal structure where the elderly male was revered, they found
their customs and values out of sync with Western Israeli society.
The children tended to integrate quickly, going to school and learn-
ing Hebrew; and the women, who largely found themselves mixing
with Israelis in the supermarkets, were also exposed to broader
society, which facilitated their integration. Major problems imped-
ed the social integration of the males, however. Historically the
dominant figure in traditional Ethiopian families, they lacked the
social and language skills necessary to get ahead in Israeli society
and consequently found it far more difficult to integrate. Adding to
their sense of alienation, both from Israeli society and within their
own families, was that the other members of the family were
acquiring the Hebrew language and increasingly feeling that they
were part of society. 

The fact that Ethiopian immigrants have, understandably, tend-
ed to concentrate in large numbers in certain areas of the country
has compounded their sense of separateness from the rest of soci-
ety, while serving as a support system for themselves. This is
despite the occasional exception of Ethiopians becoming officers
in the Israel Defence Force or achieving in other spheres of endeav-
our.

In this context, the project which the United Israel Appeal
Women’s Division has adopted for its campaign this year is singu-
larly apt. Nurit is an absorption centre in Beersheva which caters
specifically for Ethiopian immigrants. Offering a comprehensive
range of programs tailored specifically to the needs of Ethiopian
families, the objective is to assist them to integrate into society,
learn the language, send the children to school and generally
acquire the full range of skills needed to be able to cope.

A key aspect of the system is the fact that “veteran” Ethiopian
immigrants are being recruited to help bridge the cultural gap
between recent arrivals and wider Israeli society. The “veterans”
assist in communication — being fluent in both Hebrew and
Amharic — and advise on how best to implement social programs,
automatically bringing greater insight and understanding to the
needs and requirements of Ethiopian olim.

Yardena Fanta, who will be in Sydney next week to address the
UIA Women’s Division campaign, is such an identity. She walked
across Sudan at the age of 14, arrived in Israel without any posses-
sions, became fluent in Hebrew and went on to acquire a Master’s
degree in counselling. A veteran immigrant at the age of 28, she
now applies her skills to helping recent Ethiopian arrivals.

The need to break down the barriers between segments of Israeli
society — and to help thousands of others succeed as Yardena
Fanta has done — is one of the reasons why the UIA campaign is
fully deserving of maximum community support.

Mardi Gras
THE unfortunate appearance of a
“Jewish community” float at the
Mardi Gras prompts me to write that
which to some may be perceived as
being out-of-date and old-fashioned.

It may be unpopular today to pro-
mote marital fidelity, morality and
modest behaviour; however, the
word of God remains the word of
God, even when it is not popular and
those of us charged with the respon-
sibility of teaching the word of God
dare not be silent.

While agreeing that discrimination
and violence towards any person or
group is unacceptable, it remains a
fact that the law of the Bible and
authentic Jewish law forbid a homo-
sexual lifestyle and practices. How
much more so must we protest when
that lifestyle is associated with a
Mardi Gras whose theme is unques-
tionably to desensitise us to brazen
promiscuity and immorality.

Rabbi Moshe Gutnick
President 
NSW Rabbinical Council

No place
THE AJN of 3/3/00 was filled with
such a diverse range of issues. The
stories about the “Stars of David”
and the endorsement of tolerance by
Kerry Chikarovski were both uplift-
ing, positive articles that made me
proud of our community.

What saddened me was the close-
minded attitude displayed by Major-
General Peter Phillips in launching
Mark Braham’s book. I found it inter-
esting that while Mr Braham
admired “Australia’s record as a
democracy extending the hand of
friendship to so many” in the 1930s
and ’40s, the person chosen to
launch his book considered there to
be “no place for practising homosex-
uals in the Australian Defence
Force”.

Haydee Toltz
Mosman, NSW

A mensch
I ATTENDED the first of the monthly
functions organised by the
Australian Association of Jewish
Holocaust Survivors and
Descendants. An enthralled crowd
heard a proud Andrew Kostanski talk
about the Warsaw Ghetto experi-
ences of his father, Janek Kostanski,
a member of the Righteous among
the Nations.

Using photographic images of the
time, Andrew told the courageous
and moving story of his father’s
wartime life. Janek’s remarkable
story has now been told in a recent-
ly published book.

The audience also heard three sur-
vivors give personal accounts of
their Warsaw Ghetto experience. By
remarkable coincidence, in one of
Janek’s photos, survivor Chesha

Glazer recognised a young man, hid-
ing with Kostanski in a bunker in
Warsaw; this man had previously
been hidden by Mrs Glazer. There
was plenty of opportunity to share
memories of this real mensch, Janek
Kostanski.

Esther Scholem
Blackheath, NSW

AJN in SA
I HAVE a relative in Sydney who
occasionally sends me a copy of
your Australian Jewish News. My fam-
ily and I wish to compliment you on
an outstanding effort.

Besides the local news, it is fasci-
nating to learn of high-profile Jews in
the Diaspora and of their history. We
also appreciate the fact that Jewish
sportsmen and women are acknowl-
edged, some of whom we never
knew were Jewish. As a cricket fan,
I’d like to know of any Jewish
Australian cricketers, past or pres-
ent.

Your paper gets passed onto oth-
ers from us, so your advertisers get
extended exposure.

You can be proud of your paper,
even down to the quality of the
paper and print. Being a lithograph-
er, I recognise this. Keep up the good
work.

Barry Stollard
Johannesburg, South Africa

Overwhelmed
I JUST received the Australian Jewish
News of 25/2/00 to find my picture on
the front page and the most superb
article entitled “How one woman
saved 3000 lives”. While articles
have been written in the past about
my secret role in the rescue, this arti-
cle, by Stefan Bialoguski, was simply
the best. He wrote the article with a
deep understanding of the fear and
the sensitivity, and most important-
ly, with total accuracy. I am over-
whelmed.

Thank-you for drawing so much
attention to a branch of our people
whom most of the Jewish world had
forgotten.

Judy Feld Carr
Toronto, Canada

Humility
IT is unfortunate that a typographi-
cal error in the final paragraph of my
article “Modesty, pride and postur-
ing” (AJN 3/3/00) totally distorted its
meaning. The paragraph should
have read: “In our day and age, when
religious posturing — by both men
and women — has become so sadly
widespread (not “whispered”), it is
incumbent on us to be aware of what
kind of Jewish pride we are advocat-
ing — and if Jewish modesty goes
with it”.

How refreshing, however — speak-

ing of modesty, pride and posturing
— to read Stefan Bialoguski’s inter-
view with Judy Feld Carr (AJN
25/2/00). The incredible bravery,
selflessness, determination and in
particular, the humility, of this amaz-
ing lady of our times ought to serve
as a beacon of inspiration to our pos-
turing Jewish generation. Her story
merits a global forum.

Rabbi Chaim Ingram
Central Synagogue

Nothing happened
I AM sadly disappointed with the
Sydney Jewish community. The sud-
den passing of former Chief Rabbi
Lord Immanuel Jakobovits caused
barely a ripple here. When he was
Chief Rabbi of the Commonwealth,
he made frequent visits to Sydney
and was so well received that I
thought his passing would have mer-
ited at least a Shloshim or memorial
service — but nothing happened.

It is not too late now to hold a
memorial service, perhaps under the
auspices of the NSW Jewish Board of
Deputies, to a Chief Rabbi who was
also a great man and humanitarian.

Fred Bullon
Bellevue Hill, NSW

90 calls
IN response to the article “Boycott
bloodstained country” (AJN
25/2/00), I have so far received about
90 phone calls. They came from a
cross-section of your readers, start-
ing from Holocaust survivors of
Slovakia followed by people from
Poland, Hungary and Romania, the
latter expressing thanks to the mem-
bers of the Bratislava Jewish com-
munity who helped people from
those countries across the border to
freedom in the years 1945-1949.

Many of the callers praised Jeremy
Jones and Rabbi Selwyn Franklin for
the stand they have taken on this
sensitive issue.

Sam Spitzer
Bondi Junction, NSW

Gender divisions
IN the article “Gender divisions still
there in career choices” (AJN
11/2/00), Emanuel School principal
David Solomons commented that
Emanuel students have not followed
these gender paths in their choices
for university.

I would like to elaborate on this.
The article mentioned that males are
more likely to favour Business or
Information Technology degrees,
while females choose degrees in
Psychology or the Humanities.
However, some female Emanuel 1999
graduates have chosen degrees in
Information Technology, Land
Economics and Computer Science,
while one male student chose to
study psychology.

The philosophy at Emanuel is
equality and equity. Emanuel girls
are very strong-minded and unwill-
ing to follow gender trends. Instead,
they choose subjects which interest
them and subjects in which they
excel. The girls don’t want to adhere
to stereotypes. Emanuel has no gen-
der barriers, encouraging all stu-
dents to maximise their efforts in
any subject they choose, whether
traditionally female or male sub-
jects.

Lorraine Herschman
Director of Studies
Emanuel School
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