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Ben Shek Social Justice Award    
Presented to Maxine Hermolin 
Ed: Every five years UJPO Canada convenes a conference to 
which all UJPO members are invited. This year it was held in 
Toronto, on the weekend of October 18-20. We took this 
opportunity as well to celebrate, on Saturday, October 19, the 
85th anniversary of the Labour League, from which UJPO 
was formed in 1945. At the anniversary celebration, Barbara 
Blaser presented to Maxine Hermolin the Ben Shek Social 
Justice Award. Barbara’s speech is given below, with 
Maxine’s response. 
 What is Social Justice?  There are many explanations and 
I am certain that if you speak to anyone and ask them what is 
meant by social justice, they will give you their 
view. However, today as part of our conference, I 
came to realize that the mission statement, the vision statement and the value statement of the UJPO 
clearly define what we mean by social justice. A simple version could be “Social Justice is justice 
exercised within a society”. A socially just society is one based upon the principles of equality and 
solidarity, that values human rights and recognizes the dignity of every human being. It also recognizes 
that all human beings have a basic level of value and are equally entitled to the respect of all their 
comrades. 

 As I looked around the room at the displays, I realized that many of the people in the photos 
created this organization on the very principles of social justice; we have kept these principles and 
values alive through all these 85+ years. 

 Tonight we have a person in this room who throughout her life and the life of her family has made 
an exceptional contribution through dedication to this organization in keeping with the values of social 
justice and the proud history and values of the United Jewish People’s Order, locally, nationally and 
internationally. 

 It is my privilege on behalf of The United Jewish People’s Order-Canada to award the Ben Shek 
Social Justice Award for 2013 to Maxine Hermolin. 

Response from Maxine:  

To the UJPO-Canada Board of Directors – my friends: 

 It was indeed a very productive and gratifying weekend 
with many signs of promise for the future.  

 I am deeply touched to have been presented with the 
Ben Shek Social Justice Award this year. Please accept my 
sincerest thanks for this distinguished honour. To receive 
such recognition from UJPO – named for one of our 
esteemed leaders, and to be included with Roz Usiskin and 
Sylvia Friedman – last year’s recipients – in receiving this 
acknowledgement is a great privilege.  

 Let us continue to work together to ensure UJPO’s 
strong future! A hartzikn dank!    
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NATIONAL UJPO NEWS 
FROM WINNIPEG 
By Louise Waldman 

Happy New Year from the Winnipeg branch of UJPO. We 
started the fall with a thought-provoking discussion, led by Dr. 
Lionel Steiman, that we offered as an invitation-only exclusive 
event. Based on the paper Lionel presented in April 2013 at the 
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising memorial, he raised questions around 
Jewish identity, secularism, the Holocaust and Israel as a Jewish 
state. This was one of the most successful UJPO forums to date, 
drawing a record crowd and engaging all present in a spirited 
discussion of what it means to be Jewish today.   

 Our annual Outlook fundraising brunch was a tremendous 
success. Held on November 3, and celebrating 50 years of 
Canada’s progressive Jewish magazine, the brunch featured 
former Winnipeger and poet and novelist Rhea Tregebov, whose 
children’s stories have become much loved classics and reflect 
her and her family’s experiences growing up in Winnipeg’s 
North End. Rhea's talk was entitled “Telling the Family: The 
Truth About Fiction”, and engaged all present with her overview 
of the challenges in using family experiences to inform her 
writing. Rhea’s family history is rooted in the thriving left-wing 
Jewish movements of Winnipeg’s North End. The reading she 
shared with the group depicted a father leaving his young family 
to return from Canada to the Soviet Union to help build 
socialism – something her maternal grandfather considered in 
the 1930s. Besides the obvious need to engage family members 
and ensure there is comfort with repurposing shared history for 
fiction, Rhea also noted that each person’s take on a “family 
story” is individual, leading to many views on what the family 
truth is. 

 The North End Jewish Folk Choir continues to grow and 
thrive, with several performances held over the fall. The most 
recent public performance was at the Shalom Aleichem 
Chanukah Party on Dec. 1, and can be viewed on YouTube – 
just search North End Jewish Folk Choir. 

 Quebec’s proposed secular charter has stirred debate locally, 
nationally and internationally, and our first forum of the new 
year will tackle the controversy head on with a panel discussion 
January 26 entitled “Can You Have Secularism Without 
Racism?” Stay tuned to find out more. 

 As always, you can follow our upcoming events and join in 
the discussion through our UJPO Winnipeg Facebook page.  

FROM VANCOUVER 
By Carl Rosenberg  

Our home at the Peretz Centre is the scene of many rich cultural 
activities, including the monthly Fraytig Tsu Nakht shabbes 
gathering with a potluck supper, songs, and presentations – most 
recently by Rita Chudnovsky, longtime childcare advocate, 

speaking on her proposal for “The $10 a day childcare plan.” 
The Sholem Aleichem Seniors recently held an enjoyable 
presentation together with the Jewish Seniors Alliance, 
“Empowerment through Music,” with renowned Yiddish singer 
Claire Klein Osipov and her accompanist Wendy Bross Stuart, 
combining music with personal memories from them both. The 
Seniors again gave me the chance to hear my old prof, Derek 
Carr, on the history of Ladino, the language of the Jews of Spain 
before their expulsion in 1492.  

 In December we had an enjoyable Chanukah sing-along 
(together with delicious latkes) led by Claire, and Michael 
Friedman, with songs in Yiddish and Hebrew, and folk/pop 
songs. In November there was the annual Peretz banquet, held in 
well-deserved honour of long-time Peretzniks Harold and 
Seemah Berson.  

 Getting down to something more concretely related to UJPO 
(those of you who read Outlook will have seen my report on this 
already), Sylvia and I enjoyed attending the national conference 
of the UJPO in Toronto on Oct. 18-20, and renewing ties with 
old friends from across the country. Among the topics we 
discussed, I found the most important to be social action on 
various issues (Israel/Palestine, First Nations, Latin America), 
and reaching out to other progressive Jewish groupings of 
various orientations – Jewish Voice for Peace, Independent 
Jewish Voices, Jewish Refugee Action Network, Canadian 
Friends of Peace Now. 

 We also enjoyed the celebration of the 85th anniversary of 
the Labour League, one of several organizations which in 1945 
came together to form UJPO. This was celebrated with a 
wonderful event on Oct. 19 at the Winchevsky Centre, including 
a photo display of UJPO’s history (including the Morris 
Winchevsky School, Camp Naivelt, the Toronto Jewish Folk 
Choir); a selection of the political cartoons of Avrom Yanovsky, 
and a poetry reading. There was also a superb concert with 
various musicians, including the group Alarm Her Majesty and 
musicians from Camp Naivelt, giving stirring renditions of union 
songs, and the Toronto Jewish Folk Choir. It was a moving and 
memorable tribute to the political and cultural history of the 
Jewish left.  

 I thank everyone in Toronto for their hospitality, especially 
Maxine Hermolin, Sam Blatt and Ronnee Jaeger, and my sister 
Anne and brother-in-law Joseph, whom I stayed with. I look 
forward to more such gatherings in Toronto, Winnipeg, or 
Vancouver – come out this way when you can! 

 At the Peretz Centre in October, we were pleased to have a 
visit from a lovely couple from Oregon: Mary Raskin, Ritual 
Director of the Jewish secular humanist Kol Shalom 
congregation,  who is also studying to become a secular rabbi, 
and her husband, KS Vice-President Gary Sampson. This was 
their second visit to Vancouver – the first was when they 
attended the J-West conference held here three years ago. We 
had a most enjoyable informal afternoon gathering with them. 
We discussed topics including various conceptions of “rabbi” 
(secular and religious); different forms of Jewish identification 
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in American (and Canadian) society; various meanings of 
rituals; the perennial “elephant in the room” among Jews 
(Israel); and U.S. politics, which often seem to me almost 
apocalyptic (but perhaps the relative stability of Canada is 
illusory).  

 We very much enjoyed Mary and Gary’s visit, and hope 
they return for more such gatherings, which enrich the 
progressive, secular Jewish community (or communities).  

FROM HAMILTON 
By Lyn Center 

In December, several UJPO members and supporters gathered at 
my home in Hamilton for a late celebration of Hanukkah. We 
combined latkes and other treats with an engaging presentation 
by Kathryn Petersen about how this holiday is celebrated among 
North African Jews. 

 The 7th day of Hanukkah is referred to as Chag HaBanot, 
the Festival of Daughters, creating the link between mothers and 
daughters. Some of the rituals are: 

• Mothers give their daughters gifts 
• Old and young women come together to dance 
• Young girls are expected to resolve any conflict and become 
friends again 
• Religious women touch the Torah and pray for the health of 
their daughters. 

 At our brunch, Kathryn proposed that for day of the festival, 
we honour courageous women who have challenged injustice; 
she gave several examples of the “women of light” from history, 
including Sarah, Rebecca, Queen Esther and Deborah. We could 
also choose a friend or relative who has “made a difference in 
the life of the community”. We followed Kathryn’s suggestion 
by each person lighting a candle on the menorah and naming the 
woman whom he or she wanted to honour.  

 We plan to meet again in January, and have invited David 
Abramowitz to speak to us about the history of the UJPO. We 
look forward to another friendly and informative afternoon!  

FROM TORONTO 
By Barbara Blaser 

This past period has been a very busy and exciting one for our 
organization. We had many events 
taking place at the Winchevsky 
Centre during the months of October 
and November; on Thanksgiving 
weekend, we were once again 
pleased to welcome David Rovics 
who, as in previous performances, 
performed music that is always 
meaningful and an inspiration to 
continue supporting social justice 
and human rights causes. 
 Thanksgiving weekend is also a 

time for Naivelters to close their cottages and enjoy a wonderful 
Thanksgiving dinner at Camp. 

 At this time of year, many of our committees are active 
planning programs and activities for members to participate in. 
We encourage everyone to come to the events and bring your 
families and friends.  

 The re-launch of the Mary Pitawanakwat Fund for Children 
took place on November 3rd and we were pleased to have 
Mary’s family here from Saskatchewan, British Columbia, and 
northern Ontario, as well as Robert and Ellie Meeropol. Robert 
and his brother Michael were instrumental in founding the 
Rosenberg Fund for Children in the United States. (Robert and 
Michael are the sons of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg). Both funds 
award grants to children and youth whose families are affected 
as a result of their social, political, and economic discrimination 
and exclusion. It was a powerful program with musicians David 
Wall, Marilyn Lerner and Faith Nolan performing. The speakers 
had the audience mesmerized and excited to see this fund 
develop into an important instrument for Indigenous and non-
Indigenous children and youth. There was a wonderful response 
to the request for funds and the fund is now seeking recipients. 

 The Morris Winchevsky Shule had the second B’nai 
Mitzvah group from last year experience their B’nai Mitzvahs 
and we certainly wish them all the best. The Shule children 
prepared and performed for our community Chanukah 
celebration on Sunday, December 1st. Shule classes continued 
into December and resumed again in the new year. 

 I had the wonderful experience of participating with the 
Toronto Jewish Folk Choir, Temple Sinai Ensemble and the 
Upper Canada Choristers in two concerts during Holocaust 
Education Week. The three groups singing together were very 
powerful and well received both at Grace Church on the Hill and 
Temple Sinai Synagogue. I was honoured to read poems by two 
wonderful women who were in the Holocaust. They were 
Hannah Senesh, who was murdered at age twenty-three, and 
Chava Rosenfarb, who experienced time in a concentration 
camp. Their poems and writings should be read by everyone and 
let us all make a promise “never to forget” this time in history. 

 As we begin a new calendar year, let us all try to participate 
more in the events of our organization and give some thought to 
joining at least one of our committees. We are always open to 
new ideas. That is the only way we will grow, both in our 
resolve for a better world and for a stronger organization.  

Re-Launching the Mary Pitawanakwat Fund 
By Naomi Binder Wall 
As many of you know, Morris Winchevsky Schools has 
partnered with the Mary Pitawanakwat Fund for Children, to 
support the Fund’s provision of educational grants for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous racialized children and youth.   

 On November 3, 2013, the MPFC was re-launched at the 
Winchevsky Centre with an exciting and moving program of 
speakers and performers, including Robert Meeropol, younger 

David Rovics 
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son of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg and founder of the Rosenberg 
Fund for Children; Robyn Pitawanakwat, daughter of Mary 
Pitawanakwat and co-coordinator of the MPFC; Bob Hughes, 
president of the Saskatchewan Coalition Against Racism; Faith 
Nolan, singer/songwriter and prisoner rights activist; and 
Marilyn Lerner and David Wall, musicians with a long history of 
performance at the Winchevsky Centre. 

 The late-afternoon event opened with Richard Lee, who 
welcomed everyone on behalf of the Winchevsky School. Faith 
then led us all in a rousing rendition of the song made popular by 
Nina Simone, “I Wish I Knew How It Feels To Be Free.” 
Everyone joined in, helped along by the song sheets provided, 
and the event got off to a celebratory start. There was a good, 
collective spirit in the room from the start. 

 Bob Hughes spoke very movingly about his many years 
with Mary Pitawanakwat and her children. He evoked a history, 
from his own experience, of a woman whose struggle against 
racism and sexual harassment spanned a decade. It was during 
that time that Mary reached out to the Rosenberg Fund for 
Children for support, and for the first time, the RFC provided a 
grant to children outside the United States. 

 Robert Meeropol is an old friend of Winchevsky Schools 
and the UJPO, a cherished friend. His visit on the occasion of 
the MPFC fund-raising event was in warm recognition of his 
ongoing support for Mary Pitatwanakwat and her family, and for 
the Fund that has been set up in her name.  

 One of the many highlights of the event was the raffle draw. 
There were several very special raffle items, including two 
books by Kyo Maclear, Virginia Wolf and Stray Love; a 
subscription to Outlook; An Execution in the Family: One Son’s 
Journey, by Robert Meeropol; and several special items of Mary 
Pitawanakwat’s jewelry, contributed by her daughter, Robyn. 

 Woven through the festivities and celebration were 
reminders that issues currently prevail across Canada, and more 
locally, that warrant our attention, and make the Rosenberg case 
extremely relevant today. Mohamid Majoub’s security certificate 
has recently been upheld, which is based on secret, unsourced 
intelligence. Mr. Mahjoub will never fully know the reasons for 
the decision, just as he will never know what information and 
allegations have been presented in secret against him. At the 
same time, nearly 200 detainees are being held indefinitely in an 
immigration detention centre without any charges or deportation 
orders. They are being kept locked in cells for up to 22 hours a 
day at the Central East Correctional Centre in Lindsay, Ontario. 
Framing these violations of human and civil rights, are the 
conditions facing Indigenous peoples in Canada. Mercury 
poisoning has left its terrible mark on three generations of 
Anishinaabe people of Grassy Narrows. At the same time, 
Elsipogtog First Nation demonstrates and struggles against gas 
fracking and a violent police response in New Brunswick. We 
also recognized that our work encompasses issues from Turtle 
Island to Palestine, where the Bedouin community in the Naqab 
in the south of Israel is facing the possibility of forced 
displacement of up to 70,000, and where the facts on the ground 

give evidence to 
the ethnic 
cleansing that has 
been taking place 
in the area over 
generations. It 
was good to have 
a forum for 
presenting these 
realities, in the 
context of  re-
launching the 
Mary 
Pitawanakwat 
Fund for Children, a project that has the potential to offer some 
needed support, however modest.  

 The music was the highlight at the re-launch, bringing us all 
together. Faith sang her beautiful interpretation of Abel 
Meeropol’s, “Strange Fruit”, a special request from event 
organizers and greatly appreciated by all. And to round off the 
re-launch, David and Marilyn led us in singing a Winchevsky 
favourite, “Ale Brider”. 

 The re-launch of the Mary Pitawanakwat Fund for Children 
brought together many people who felt a deep connection to the 
history of the Rosenbergs, of Mary Pitawanakwat’s struggle and 
her legacy, of the music, and of the Winchevsky Centre itself. It 
felt a little like an oasis. 

HONOURABLE MENTSHN 
Michael Mandel – a Unique, Talented, 
Skilled and Beloved Peacenik  
By David Abramowitz 

The world lost an irreplaceable humanist with the untimely death 
of Michael Mandel at age 65 on October 27 from cardiac 
amyloidosis. Michael was York University’s well-known “far-
left” law professor at the Osgoode Hall Law School and its 
longest-serving professor (39 years). He was also renowned as a 
tenor who sang in operas in Canada and Italy and, several years 
ago, was music director for the Morris Winchevsky School. He 
was a trumpeter and taught music to each of his five children. 
For several memorable concerts of the Toronto Jewish Folk 
Choir Michael was its guest soloist. 

 During sabbaticals Michael often went to Italy where he 
studied voice and joined its Communist Party. The Globe and 
Mail newspaper’s tribute mentioned that he “was a consistent, 
outspoken defender of Fidel Castro and the Cuban revolution.” 
One of Michael’s favourite sayings was “Law is not a thing, but 
a way of arguing things.” His oldest son, Max, said his father 
“was always looking for the moral and just point of view on any 
issue. He felt the law was supposed to serve the people. So he 
wanted to expose it as being used to serve the powerful.”  

Robyn Pitawanakwat, Naomi Binder Wall, Robert Meeropol 
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 Among many of the “establishment” legal shams he 
detested was the 1982 Charter of Rights and Freedoms which to 
him exemplified that which he loathed in our legal system; to 
Michael it was an anti-democratic shell camouflaged as a 
receptacle of equality and human rights. He authored The 
Charter of Rights and the Legalization of Politics in Canada, in 
which he stated: “The meaningless phrases in the Charter were 
willfully and outrageously manipulated by highly political 
judges who feigned independence but were actually in cahoots 
with the country’s wealthy elites.” 

 In his later years, he became immersed in the global anti-
war movement. He denounced the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
and travelled to The Hague with a group he had helped launch, 
Lawyers Against the War, to accuse the United Nations 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia of 
being a sham. In his book, How America Gets Away With 
Murder, he insisted that U.S. officials were “thugs” who ought 
to be prosecuted for war crimes.  

 Increasingly he spent time in Israel, becoming charmed by it 
and, as a visiting professor at Hebrew University, voiced his 
strong opposition to the plight of Palestinians. During that year 
he and his wife became active in the Israeli peace movement. 
Michael claimed that he “moderated” his views on Israeli 
politics by his immersion in Israeli society and culture, but he 
continued his ongoing opposition to its unending and illegal 
aggression against its neighbours. 

 In 1997, as a memorial tribute to his father, the late musical 
impresario Max Mandel, he participated in a concert recreating 
the Max Mandel Jewish Hour, a production of the Toronto UJPO 
Cultural Committee. Michael had extensively researched his 
father’s 20+ years’ cultural history and wrote a multi-media 
biography. The manuscript was sent to his agent who, at the time 
of Michael’s death, had not found a publisher. It was agreed that 
when the biography was published the launch would be at the 

Winchevsky Centre with a second updated installment of the 
Max Mandel Jewish Hour. We had hoped it would be the 
cultural program for the UJPO National Conference last October 
19, but it was the day of his youngest son’s Bar Mitzvah, so our 
plan was set aside. Little did we realize that he would die just 
eight days later. 

 His unique personality and strongly-held principles of social 
justice may have been silenced, but he gave more than just food 
for thought to the some 4,000 students who passed through his 
classes. A person with his progressive principles and affable 
personality is a rarity and we are grateful and privileged that we 
were the beneficiaries of his talents and skills. We send our 
sincerest condolences to his family and his colleagues and shall 
honour his memory.  

Nelson Mandela Memorial and Tribute  
By Henry Lowi 

Residents of Toronto, in partnership with a coalition of student, 
community and faith groups from across the City of Toronto, 
celebrated the legacy of Nelson Mandela at the ArtScape Theatre 
in Regent Park on Sunday, December 15, 2013. United Jewish 
People's Order was one of 32 endorsing organizations, and 
members of UJPO participated.  

 The event included memorials, political speeches, poetry, 
song, and dance. Among the speakers were a representative of 
the African Canadian Legal Clinic, an organizer with the 
Canadian Federation of Students-Ontario, a Vice-President of 
the Toronto & York Region Labour Council, and the Consul 
General of the South African High Commission in Toronto. 

 The invitation read:   

“Mandela’s dedication to fighting injustice and racial 
segregation by ending apartheid was one of the most important 
contributions of the 20th century. Mandela taught us the power 
of action, but he also taught us the power of ideas. We hope that 
members of our community continue to promote his ideals by 
fostering a rainbow nation here in Canada.”  

POETRY AND SONG 
UJPO Four Decades Later and  
We’re Still Here! 
By Lil Ilomaki – December 7, 1968.  
Read at the UJPO 85th Anniversary Celebration by Amelia 
Blazer Cameron and Maddy Blazer Wintermute – both 2013 
Shule graduates. 
The Labour League was founded back in 1926 
To those who recall – Alhambra Hall was our haven. 
It was the centre – the home of the Jewish left wing 
And Spadina Avenue shook with what was happening. 

The passion for progress – the need for expression 
Began to spread out in every direction 



6 UJPO News Winter  2014 

To provide culture and entertainment – the feeling was strong. 
The choir was the first to burst out into song. 

And so the Freiheit Gesangs Farein had been founded;  
Bold music and songs of struggle resounded. 
From the singing on trucks, and in boats to the island 
We found that our chevra were bursting with talent. 

We had actors and readers who formed Drama Kreizn.  
Who read and enacted from Shakespeare to Avrom Reizn.  
Musicians too, found their nooks and their corners; 
The notes rang out loudly from mandolins and French horners. 

The Labour League grew and increased its numbers 
And drew in the Freuin Ferein as its member  
With the addition of this – our Women’s Section, 
We were right up in the front – in struggles and actions. 

With our summer camps and our Shules – we answered a need 
For secular education, and to keep our kids off the street 
So in summer and winter, and all the year round 
In Rouge Hills and Alhambra Hall – our children were found. 

Our activities branched out though the years were so lean, 
The Lefties were heard, we were felt, we were seen. 
We moved, as we grew, from Spadina to Brunswick 
The Kultur Centre was the new home of our League. 

In those years of the thirties, the strikes and Depression 
Provided a purpose and a sense of direction. 
Within trade unions and in struggles against Fascism and war 
We were part of all that was worth fighting for. 

We were involved and concerned with the war in Spain. 
The fight against Fascism was part of our Aim. 
Then came World War Two – which the Nazis let loose 
With the burning and killing of six million Jews. 

From Brunswick to Christie – we moved to new quarters 
And in 1945 we became the United Jewish People’s Order. 
A new phase – and as part of a national organization 
New problems we faced – and a new orientation. 

We came through those tough years – our spirits undaunted, 
Beset by the Cold War – and by McCarthyism haunted. 
We stuck, and as part of our United Jewish People’s Order 
We grew in spite of what occurred across the border. 

Some struggles we came through – were bitter and hard 
We survived them all – but we were somewhat scarred. 
Some broke away – but the bulk that remained. 
Worked doubly hard – and our strength was regained. 

We sold our home on Christie – and after years of hard work 
We went with this trend North and came to Cranbrooke. 
In this beautiful building – to which we drive up in cars 
We’ve established our roots – with work, sweat and bazaars. 

And so as we look back to those long ago, early years 
We’re happy to honour – these young old pioneers. 
Among us here tonight – are some long-time members; 
Their dedication and devotion we admire and remember. 

Their original aim when they joined the Left Movement 
Was for a new kind of world – and for humanity’s improvement. 
It’s been a battle uphill – and how far have we come? 
There are still heavy clouds that blot out the sun. 

There were revolutions and wars – these decades just passed 
But what lies ahead is more threatening and vast. 
In this kind of a world we are living in 
We still look ahead for social justice to win. 

There’s a new, and a stronger, more militant mood. 
Our youth are in action and must be understood! 
They arrived at this stage – when the world is torn asunder 
Where the aggressors are strong – but People Power is stronger. 

The war in Vietnam had released new vibrant forces 
And showed the strength of resistance and of human resources 
To defeat forever wars – plotters and despoilers – 
The profiteers – the oppressors – mankind’s destroyers. 
The bombs, the napalms, the threat of annihilation 
Have not halted the advance of emancipation. 

Most of mankind – the youth – are in revolt and in action 
We can feel the winds blowing in that direction. 
So take heart – young old-timers – you who founded our Order. 
There’s still lots to do – before we cross the border, 
Where there is action – there’s Life – and Life is worthwhile 
So keep active – take a deep breath – we’ve come a long mile.  

New Year’s Eve  

A Song by Si Kahn; Submitted by Dan Meany 

Si Kahn wrote this song not about, but for Florence Reece and 
others in the southern labour and civil rights movements. He felt 
they had given a lot of themselves, but did not have a lot in their 
own lives. 
I’ve seen you toss and restless between the night and day 
Paying back the debts of many years 
Or staring out the window till the mist has burned away 
And waiting for the sun to dry your tears. 

I’ve seen you young 
I’ve seen you old 
And I’ve seen you lost and found 
I’ve seen you sit and cry without a sound 

And I’ve seen you in the lamplight with the hard lines in your face 
And the shadows of your fears upon the wall 
But crying ain’t no weakness 
And to lose is no disgrace 
You see we're not so different after all. 

But can’t you tell by the ringing bell that the old year’s moving on 
I’d like to say one thing before it’s gone 

May every house you live in have flowers by your door 
And children in the bed to keep you warm.  
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WHAT’S IN ORDER 
Mazl Tov to: 

UJPO Toronto’s Barbara Blaser on her 75th birthday, and to 
Barbara and Sol Blaser on the marriage of their daughter Beth; 
to Julia Barnett on her son Levi’s Bar Mitzvah; and to Dan 
Meany on his 70th birthday. Great music was provided by many 
of Dan’s friends. 

UJPO Winnipeg’s Harriet Zaidman, whose first children’s book 
was published this fall. Daisy’s Biggest Success was the best 
selling children’s book for several weeks; Harriet, along with her 
illustrating partner, were featured in local media and had an 
incredible launch party at McNally Robinson’s. 

Vancouver UJPO’s Seema and Harold Berson for being  
honoured for their long-time participation and service in the 
Peretz Centre for Secular Jewish Culture. 

And in Hamilton to Lyn Center for forming a new UJPO group. 
Kol Hakavod, Lyn! 

Condolences to: 

Barbara Hotz on the passing of her mother Gloria Wiseberg. 

Nesiya Tova (safe travel) to:  

Ronnee Jaeger, who is leaving for Israel until the end of June. 
Ronnee says, “See you in the summer at Camp Naivelt, wishing 
you energy for lots of activism, and many successes.”  

 

YIDDISH  
Night of the Murdered Poets 

Part 2 (continued from UJPO News Fall 2013) 

By Ester Reiter 

David Hofshtyeyn was born in 1889 near Kiev. After the 
Russian Revolution of 1917, which he welcomed, Hofstein 
wrote only in Yiddish. He left Russia for Germany and 
Palestine, when he got into trouble for protesting the banning of 
Hebrew in the Soviet Union. He returned in 1923 and became 
one of the Kiev triumvirate of Yiddish poets, along with Leib 
Kvitko and Peretz Markish. (Actually, a number of poets had left 
in the 1920s – Kvitko, Markish, and  Bergeleson.) 

 Bergelson lived in the US for a while but eventually 
returned. He found the cultural level of the Yiddish poets very 
disappointing, and on top of that, there was no support for these 
writers and poets who worked at terrible jobs to make ends meet, 
whereas in the Soviet Union, these people were supported and 
honoured. Many writers felt that the future of Yiddish lay in the 
Soviet Union, and as one historian commented, at that time 
support for the Soviet Union was the norm among Yiddish 
writers.   

 “In Vinter Farnakhtn” (In the Twilight of a Winter’s 
Evening), one of Hofshteyn’s most famous poems written in the 
wake of the bitter pogroms of 1921, was apparently very popular 
and recited  by soldiers in WWII. 

On Russian fields, in the twilights of winter! 
Where can one be  lonelier, where can one be lonelier 
There in the distance, a white wilderness 
Where houses lie scattered. Ten or less 
And – there sleeps a shack, sunk deep in the snows. 
A house like the others – but larger its windows 
And in that house, to which many roads run, 
I am the eldest of all the children… 
And my world is narrow, my circle is small 
In two weeks I’ve gone once into town – if at all 
To  long in the silence of space and fields 
Of pathways and byways that snow has concealed 
To carry the hidden sorrowing 
Of seeds that wait and wait for planting. 
 His  poem “City” is a reflective view of the difficult 
transition to urban life.  

City!  
I arrived in your harbor  
On the ship of my loneliness.  
The ship of my loneliness...  
I rinsed her sails  
In the winds...  
They dwindled and tore  
In the lengths and breadths  
Of the world.  
 Moyshe Kulbak was born in Smorgon (today Belarus), 
Vilna Province of the Russian Empire on March 20, 1896. In 
1914 the eighteen-year-old Kulbak continued his traditional 
education at the famed Volozhin yeshiva. One of his early 
poems, set to music became so popular, that people started to 
think of it as a folk song. 

Little Star 
Little star, little star, little harbinger blue, 
In my little home-town be my messenger true. 
There’s a little street you will note, which you can follow 
Until you reach my ravaged home in a hollow. 
In her solitude, by the darkened windowpane, 
Sits my wife steeped in sadness and pain. 
Comfort her, brighten up her home, my little star, 
Tell her the Almighty will take pity on her. 
Ask about Yankele, and my two little daughters, 
Tell them I’m reading their letter before all others. 
Let them spare nothing for Yankl’s sake later, 
Enough with the coddling, he must go to kheyder. 
Let him learn the kaddish, he should know it in full, 
Perhaps...no one knows…God will be merciful. 
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 Kulbak live for a while in Berlin which was emerging as a 
central European Yiddish centre, but short of money, he returned 
to Vilna and worked as a teacher in the Jewish Teachers’ 
Seminary. 

 When I was in Vilna, I heard stories about the beloved 
Kulbak, the plays he directed, and how he and his students 
would bring them to the various shtetlekh to raise money for the 
shule in which he taught. I lived with a Jewish family in Vilna in 
2003.  My host, Leah, quite an elderly lady, was still working in 
the Jewish community. Each day, as she left for work, and I to 
the Yiddish program, we would recite these lines, which she 
taught me for one of his most famous poems, “di shtot”.  

  lomir geyn, lomir geyn, lomir iberlozn di shvakhe  
“Let us go, let us go, let us leave the weak behind” became a 
rallying cry for radical youth in the early 1920s. 

 In October 1928, the Kulbaks left Poland for the Soviet 
Union. After settling in Minsk, Kulbak wrote and published 
poetry in various literary journals and in a hundred-page volume 
of his work. Kulbak was arrested in September 1937 and for 
decades after his disappearance, no one knew his fate for certain. 
When Kulbak’s widow attempted to learn more about his 
whereabouts in the 1950s, she was told he was dead, though no 
details were provided. His daughter learned that he had been 
shot in October 1937. 

 Shlomo Mikhoels of the Yiddish theatre was perhaps the 
most beloved of all in the Soviet Union. He left the study of law 
to become an actor in 1918, and then director of the Moscow 
State Yiddish theatre in 1928, a position he held until his 
assassination in 1948.   

 Mikhoels played in several memorable roles, including 
Tevye in an adaptation of Sholem Aleichem’s comic short 
stories about Tevye the Milkman, in many original works, such 
as Bar Kokhba, and translations. Perhaps his most noted role 
was as King Lear in a Yiddish translation of the play by William 
Shakespeare.  

 The audience for the Yiddish theatre in the 1920s and 1930s 
was huge, and included many non-Jews who didn’t know any 
Yiddish. In 1942, Stalin appointed Mikhoels as head of the 
Jewish Anti-Fascist League. He and Itzik Feffer were sent to 
North America in 1943. to raise support in the Jewish 
community for the war effort. 

 Mikhoels was not impressed with America. He found the 
racism directed against African-Americans deplorable, and was 
struck by the segregation of American Jews. He commented that 
Americans  treated their cars like gods and prayed in the 
language of dollars. He thought the state of theatre and art in the 
Western world pitiful.  

The conclusion of this article will appear in the Spring 2014 
issue of UJPO News. 
 

 

CANADA 
Anti-Harper Demonstration  
By Sam Blatt 

On December 1, 2013, Jewish National Fund (JNF) Canada held 
a gala $600-a-plate event at which Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper was to be honoured (as well as having named a bird 
sanctuary in the North of Israel, after him). 

 Many groups – UJPO, Independent Jewish Voices (IJV), a 
Palestinian group, native groups – came together to demonstrate, 
both against Harper and his neo-con government, and at the 
same time against JNF Canada, it being the Canadian arm and 
funder of the Jewish National Fund in Israel. Over 600 people –
banners, signs, chanting, drumming – marched to the Toronto 
Convention Centre, where the gala was being held.  

 UJPO was an endorser and supporter of this demonstration, 
along with IJV. The UJPO presence was visible with our banner 
(see accompanying photo). By standing at the doorway to the 
Convention Centre where the guests entered, we were able to 
chant at the guests in Yiddish and Hebrew – which managed to 
turn not a few of the guests’ heads!  

 Sheryl Nestel of IJV, one of the two teachers at the UJPO-
Toronto Zionism 101 course last year, in her speech to the 
demonstrators,  very ably summarized the issues over which we 
had gathered! “By supporting the Jewish National Fund, those 
attending this event lend moral and financial support to the 
ethnic cleansing of Palestine, the use of collective punishment, 
the confiscation of lands, the destruction of homes and 
communities, and the erasure of evidence that scores of Israeli 
parks, schools and homes are built on stolen land where 
Palestinian communities once flourished. If that litany of crimes 
bears a striking resemblance to Canada’s treatment of First 
Nations it’s not a coincidence, rather, it’s the way colonialism 
has functioned for centuries. I’m also glad to be standing here 
as a Jew voicing my dissent from  a Jewish community whose 
purported leadership openly supports a federal government that 
has consistently undermined the rights of First Nations people, 
immigrants and refugees, racialized people, poor people, and 
women and which values profit over progress in the fight against 
rapid environmental degradation.”  
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MIDDLE EAST 
Reflections on “Critical Perspectives on 
Israel and Zionism” 

Part 2 (continued from UJPO News, Fall 2013) 

By Jason Kunin 

Week four dealt with the post-1967 
occupation of Palestinian land, the most 
commonly acknowledged problem that 
even most supporters of Israel admit to. 
Yehuda Shenhav’s “Was 1967 a 
Revolutionary Year?” was chosen to 
counter the myth that Israel’s oppression 

of Palestinians started in 1967. While news of individual 
atrocities committed by Israel against Palestinians does 
periodically leak out into the news and spill over into list-serves, 
few people have a picture of the full extent and elaborate nature 
of the occupation, and so to provide that we selected an essay by 
the Israeli academic and activist Neve Gordon detailing Israel’s 
“infrastructure of control.” To round out the readings, we chose 
an excerpt from a memoir by Susan Nathan, a British-born 
Jewish woman who moved to an “Arab” village within Israel 
and recorded the myriad ways in which Palestinians within Israel 
– contrary to the myth that, unlike Palestinians in the territories, 
they are treated as equal citizens – actually experience a degree 
of discrimination akin to apartheid.  

 The most popular week in terms of the readings was 
undoubtedly week five, which looked at the impact of Zionism 
not on Palestinians but on Jews. It’s not surprising that these 
readings were popular because many Jews who are troubled by 
Israel wrestle with how to reconcile a part of their identity that is 
important – indeed, essential – with the atrocities committed by 
a state that purports to speak in their name yet to which they are 
told they must be loyal or be cast outside the community. 

 For this week, we included an except from a book by Yacov 
Rabkin, an orthodox Jew from Montreal who details a century of 
orthodox Jewish opposition to Zionism based firmly in Jewish 
law and Talmudic traditions. Not everyone, of course, takes 
comfort in positioning themselves within Jewish orthodoxy – 
women and queers, for example – which is one reason the 
Jewish theologian Marc Ellis’s essay on the  “Jewish prophetic” 
resonated with many people in the reading group. Ellis, an 
outspoken critic of Zionism and supporter of Palestinian human 
rights, blasts what he calls the “Constantinian Judaism” that has 
made Judaism and Jewishness inseparable from slavish devotion 
to power. 

 Certainly, it’s often held that Zionism and the creation of 
Israel has been unarguably “good for the Jews.” The reality, 
however, is that it has been better for some Jews than others.  
Zionism has had an incredibly destructive effect on Middle East 
“Mizrahi” societies, an often unspoken history that we attempted 

to provide with Ella Habiba Shohat’s essay, subtitled – in a 
deliberate play on Edward Said’s famous essay – “Zionism from 
the Standpoint of Its Jewish Victims.” 

 Having loaded people down for five weeks with heavy, 
depressing articles detailing the racist nature of Zionism and the 
violent, oppressive nature of Israel, we felt we needed to 
conclude the course with something hopeful that looked forward 
rather than backward and could show that yes, there are 
alternative, non-oppressive ways for Palestinians and Jews to 
live together in one land that leave behind the mirage of a just 
two-state solution that is neither possible nor just. Two essays, 
one by the Israeli Yehuda Shenhav, the other by the Palestinian-
American Ali Abunimah, offered some possible ways forward. 

 Would we do it again? By all means, yes, though with some 
modifications. 

 Though we tried to vary the materials and include poems, 
memoirs, and film clips, the bedrock of the six-week reading 
course was built around academic articles. We chose to go this 
route because we knew the material was contentious and wanted 
to make sure our materials had enough academic rigor to 
withstand argument.   

 The choice of academic materials, however, did not always 
work out well, as many people found the style and language 
unwelcoming and difficult to slog through. One woman in 
attendance exclaimed about mid-way through the course, “I 
thought this was supposed to be popular education, not a 
graduate seminar,” and indeed, we both went home that night 
acknowledging that next time a more popular education 
approach would be more effective.   

 We also discovered that we had made some erroneous 
assumptions about the background knowledge of people taking 
the course and had to readjust ourselves when we found that not 
everyone knew what “the green line” was or that the years 1948 
and 1967 did not have the same resonance for everyone. Having 
begun the course with a critique of Zionist history, we found that 
not everyone had been indoctrinated into it. Indeed, we had 
several requests to provide a brief overview of Zionist history so 
that the revisionary history we were providing made more sense. 

 People come to take a moral stand against Israel’s 
oppression of Palestinians not just because they have read 
articles about it or have acquainted themselves with the 
mountain of details about the “infrastructure of occupation” or 
the role that Israel plays in the Middle East, but because they see 
unacceptable things happening and their moral instincts tell them 
they need to speak out.  As academics, maybe we forget that 
sometimes truths need not always be accompanied by an 
academic apparatus to be received as valid. 

Read UJPO News online at http://ujpo.org/UJPONewsletter. Photos 
are in colour and click the URLs to read the full articles referenced! 
Your comments are welcome! 

The 85 cent postage rate as of March 31 means a general mailing to all 
members is prohibitive.  UJPO’s National Board will consider the 
alternatives and announce our decision in the spring issue. 
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INTERNATIONAL 
Tim McCaskell Speaks to the UJPO-Toronto 
Annual General Meeting 
By Sam Blatt 
Tim McCaskell is a long-time 
Toronto gay activist. He was on the 
steering committee of the Right to 
Privacy Committee and chaired the 
group’s Public Action Committee, 
which organized the public 
demonstrations after Toronto’s 
bathhouse raids in February 1981. He was a founding member of 
AIDS ACTION NOW! in 1988, and is presently active in the 
Ontario Working Group on Criminal Law and HIV Exposure. 
(From http://studio180theatre.com/education/beyond-the-
stage/power-to-the-people/. “Power to the People”  was 
originally published in The Positive Side, Spring/Summer 2006, 
Volume 8, Issue 1: Community AIDS Treatment Information 
Exchange.) 
 Tim was invited by Julia Barnett, Chair of this year’s UJPO-
Toronto Annual General Meeting, to address the meeting on  
November 14, 2013. 

 Tim is a longtime friend of John Greyson, and when news 
of Greyson’s and Tarek Loubani’s arrest by the Egyptian 
government reached Canada, he stepped in to lead the campaign 
to free them. This was a two month effort, with nuanced 
strategies designed to avoid aggravating the relationship between 
the Egyptian and Canadian governments, while pressing forward 
with an international campaign. For example, the campaign 
never used the word “military coup”, which would not have been 
well received by the Egyptian government, nor did it mention 
the Egyptian human rights abuses.  

 Tim described both the actions and the ethical dilemmas 
faced by the campaign: 

 “Elements of the campaign included a petition that collected 
nearly 50,000 signatures, a press conference at the Toronto 
International Film Festival (TIFF), a call for their release from 
300 well known artists and intellectuals and support letters from  

over 100 churches, universities, medical associations, and 
groups such as Amnesty International and PEN Canada. 
Demonstrations were held in London, Ontario and at the 
Egyptian consulate in Montreal. Delegations visited Egyptian 
consulates and embassies in the US, UK, Korea, India, Germany 
and France.” 

 So the campaign was able to mobilize for the two well-
connected Canadians; but – should the campaign not encompass 
all Egyptian political prisoners, as well as the two Canadians? 
Tim noted, however, that had they followed that path, Tarek and 
John, as well and the other 600 arrested, would probably still be 
languishing in Tora prison. 

 As we know now, the campaign was successful, with both 
Stephen Harper and John Baird making public statements in 
support of the two. 

 Tim related how, after John and Tarek were safely back in 
Canada, he and they visited the Central East Correctional Centre, 
a maximum security federal penitentiary in Lindsay, Ontario, 
and witnessed the unflattering comparisons between Egyptian 
politics, laws, and deplorable prison conditions, and those of 
Canada.. 

 There, immigrant detainees are being held indefinitely, 
without charge, just as John and Tarek were held in Egypt. 
These are people awaiting deportation but, because they have no 
travel documents, or because sending them back to their home 
country could put them in danger, they can’t be put on a plane. 
They therefore find themselves in legal limbo. 

 Many of the detainees have not been charged with a 
criminal offence – failed refugee applicants, or people who have 
overstayed visas for example. Others have fallen afoul of the law 
and have served their time, but because they are not citizens, are 
now considered deportable. But unlike the US and the UK, 
Canada refuses to abide by the international legal standard that 
people must be deported or released within 90 days. The result is 
that some “residents” at Lindsay have been held for seven years 
and counting. 

 Tim’s talk was riveting, to say the least. It was a special 
opportunity to learn of the strategies of the campaign to free 
John Greyson and Tarek Loubani, as well as insights into our 
own western, democratic country.  

  UNITED JEWISH PEOPLE’S ORDER  

The United Jewish People’s Order develops and 
perpetuates a progressive secular approach to social 
and cultural matters, our Jewish heritage, the 
Yiddish language and holiday and festival 
celebrations; we sponsor secular Jewish education, 
musical and cultural groups, concerts, lectures, 
public forums, and take part in social action and 
related community activities. Opinions expressed in 
signed articles are the authors’ and not  necessarily 
those of UJPO. 
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