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NEWS

Rikers Island grape juice theft robs Jewish
detainees of kiddush
By Molly Boigon
When Cantor Ilana Plutzer was serving as a chaplain
at Rikers Island a few years ago, she went to the
kitchen to get grape juice for Jews in the jail who said
they were not getting it with Shabbat meals as they
were promised. Plutzer said a kitchen worker told her
they did not have any. She went back another day,
only to be told there was grape juice — but that she
could not have it, though the jail does not use it for
any other purpose.
Plutzer had wandered into one of many small battles
for power and control that happen behind bars. She
and several other people who have worked with Jewish
detainees at Rikers said that, over the past five years,
they have repeatedly heard that some corrections
officers confiscate the grape-juice bottles to trade as a
commodity in the jail’s black market, or withhold it
from detainees that they dislike or that they think are
not actually Jewish.
While access to grape juice may seem trivial compared
to drug sales, sexual abuse, violence and other prison
tales from the screen and from real life, this dispute
has broader implications for one of the few freedoms
afforded to people who are incarcerated.
“The things that happen in a jail are so convoluted,”
Plutzer said. “To just say, ‘How come the Jews are not
getting the juice?’ is such a long answer, because it’s
not that simple.”
Rikers, New York City’s main jail complex, is one of
many correctional facilities in the country that
supplement their food programs with
accommodations for Jewish inmates, including
providing kosher food and grape juice for making
kiddush on Shabbat.
Rabbi Joseph Potasnik, head of the New York Board of
Rabbis, which oversees the chaplaincy programs at
prisons and jails around the state, said when
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contacted this week that he had not heard of the
problem. But after being alerted to it, Potasnik reached
out to people who work at the jail to confirm it.
“There is an issue of grape juice being taken — not by
inmates, but by officers,” he said. “We will correct it.
It’s just not acceptable.”
A spokesman for the city’s Department of Corrections,
Jason Kersten, similarly said the Forward’s inquiry was
the first he had heard of the missing grape juice, and
said the department was opening an investigation
into it.
“We respect the rights of people in custody to practice
their religious beliefs as they would in the community,”
he said in an email. “Any attempt to curtail this right is
absolutely unacceptable.”
It is difficult to estimate how many people may have
been affected by this problem. Rikers is a jail generally
used for temporarily holding suspects before their
trials, so the number of Jews inside is always in flux —
about 50 people attended Rosh Hashanah services in
2015, a then-chaplain wrote in a personal essay.
But a perennial problem in jails and prisons is that
some incarcerated people falsely claim to be Jewish to
get perceived perks like grape juice or kosher food.
Potasnik said that the grape-juice problem at Rikers is
“limited,” and that it varies by housing area and even
by weekend; sometimes, he said, the grape juice
shows up with meals as promised. He added that, in
general, New York State has done a lot to support Jews
while they are incarcerated, including opening a
kosher kitchen in Rome, New York, that ships food to
all of the state’s 52 facilities, plus some county
facilities — more than 1,000 meals each week.
But he said the question of how to distribute grape
juice safely and in line with Jewish law has proven a
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problem at Rikers.

the officer,” Plutzer said. “It’s an insane culture.”

Jewish law dictates that kiddush — a prayer sanctifying
the Sabbath or a holiday — be made over at least four
ounces of wine or grape juice. Since Rikers does not
host services on Shabbat itself, the Department of
Corrections has decided that Jewish prisoners are
instead entitled to a proper serving of grape juice in
the mess hall or in their cells, depending on the
housing area and the individual.

Plutzer and others who have worked with Jewish
detainees at Rikers said they have tried to improve the
grape-juice delivery system at the jail. They’ve
considered juice boxes (but the straws could be
dangerous). They’ve spoken to Jewish chaplains at farflung facilities that freeze individual cups of juice and
have floated using smaller eight-ounce bottles that
Jews can use Friday night and then reseal before
Saturday morning kiddush. But, they said, none of
these options has yet been accepted.

(At many facilities, services are scheduled based on
the timing that is convenient for the facility and for the
chaplain, making the chaplains themselves unable to
distribute the grape juice on Shabbat.)
In some programs, like the one at Rikers, Jewish
detainees are supposed to get grape juice on both
Friday night and Saturday morning, distributed with
their regular meals. Officers and inmates are both
involved in delivering juice (in cups) and the meals. But
people who have worked with Jewish detainees said
there’s no guarantee that the juice does not get drunk
before it makes it to its destination.
Yehuda Pryce, a social worker, said in an interview that
when he was serving a 16-year sentence for robbery at
California Men’s Colony State Prison that finished in
2018, he used water mixed with Kool-Aid to make
kiddush because he could not get grape juice.

In addition to opening an investigation, the city is
considering juice concentrate, said Potasnik of the
New York Board of Rabbis.
“The little things are very often the big and important
things,” he said. “The idea of celebrating Shabbat
when you’re in prison can be uplifting — something to
look forward to.”
“We’re not going to have more disappearing grape
juice,” he added.
–
Molly Boigon is an investigative reporter at the
Forward. Contact her at boigon@forward.com or
follow her on Twitter @MollyBoigon.

Plutzer, the former Rikers chaplain, said the jail uses
32-ounce bottles of Kedem grape juice, and kitchen
workers are meant to divide it into cups for each
Jewish inmate. But the bottles have become valuable
for trading, she said, because they’re good for making
alcohol by fermenting fruit or other drinks. Officers
trade the bottles with detainees for favors or other
contraband, said people who worked with Jewish
detainees in the jail.
Kedem did not respond to a request for comment.
Other times, the officers withhold the juice as
punishment if a detainee is seen as being difficult or
bothering the officers, or if officers suspect the
detainee is not Jewish, said people who worked with
Jewish detainees in the jail.
“That becomes a struggle between the detainee and
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From Twisted Sister to the pulpit, a deaf rabbi
finds his place in ‘a society not set up for you’
By Linda Matchan
From a young age, Darby Leigh knew he was on a
spiritual path. Fascinated by religion and spiritual
practices, he thought about becoming a rabbi but
quickly dismissed it, for one main reason: He is
profoundly deaf.
Today, Leigh is rabbi of Congregation Kerem Shalom in
Concord, Massachusetts — and at the forefront of
creating the kind of open, inclusive community he
once found lacking in Jewish life.
“The mainstream Jewish community has done a really
good job of telling some Jewish people they don’t
really belong here, whether they’re women, queer,
non-conforming, Jews of color, converted Jews,
interfaith families or families where the mother is not
Jewish,” he said. “I wanted to find those people and
bring them into my synagogue because until they’re
here it’s not really a synagogue. It’s like a private
country club until it reflects the spirit of God’s
creation.”
Leigh, born and raised on Manhattan’s Upper East
Side, began his professional life as an actor with the
National Theatre of the Deaf, then became a
substance-abuse counselor, with frequent detours as
a metal head.
“Heavy metal saved my life,” he said. “It expressed my
rage at being a kid with a disability who was different.”
Sporting knee-length dreadlocks, he performed with
the heavy metal band Twisted Sister as a signlanguage performing artist then with the alt-rock
band Jane’s Addiction, using his time on the tour bus to
read books on spirituality and world religion —albeit
not his own.
“I was interested in everyone else’s experiences,” said
Leigh, who was born to two deaf parents and raised in
the Reform movement. “Eastern traditions, Buddhism,

Rastafarianism. I studied Sanskrit and Tibetan
mantras.” For at least 10 years after high school, he
didn’t set foot in a synagogue.
By his late 20s, taking a graduate program in religion
at Columbia University, he was sitting in an uninspiring
seminar on ancient texts when he gazed out a window
and saw a homeless man panhandling on the street.
“I thought, ‘What on earth am I doing here talking
about this ancient piece of obscure text when a better
use of my time would be to go downstairs and give
this guy a sandwich?’ He reached out to his childhood
rabbi, Tom Weiner, a longtime mentor.
“I want to sing, I want to dance, I want to pray,” he told
the rabbi over dinner. “I want to work with real-world
issues. I want to make the world a better place.”
“He looked at me and said, ‘Darby. What do you think I
do?’”
“But you’re a rabbi. I can’t do that!” Leigh told him. “I’m
deaf! I can’t learn Hebrew. I can’t chant. I can’t sing.”
“I have news for you,” the rabbi said. “Lots of rabbis
can’t sing, even if they think they can.”
Leigh made the commitment, and worked one-on-one
with Hebrew tutors so he could pass the entrance
exams. He was 29 years old when he entered the
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College in Pennsylvania.
He said the seminary was excited about the challenge
of working with him, and helped create the tools he
needed to learn liturgy, converting cassette tapes into
CDs, for example, so he could recognize the tracks. He
was ordained in 2008.
Leigh functions with bilateral hearing aids and by
reading lips. He is fluent in American Sign Language
(ASL). “If I don’t have my hearing aids on, I get
nothing,” said Leigh, who conversed through Zoom.
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“If I didn’t have visual support there is no way I can
understand.”
He is happily in his eighth year at Kerem Shalom. He
also has a full life outside of the synagogue. He and his
wife, Dr. Randi Leigh, a physician, have three
daughters. He’s a passionate snowboarder and
obstacle-course racer: In 2019 he completed a
competitive Spartan Trifecta – three separate
obstacle-course events in New York State,
Pennsylvania, and a 16-mile endurance one in Vermont
that entailed running up and down a mountain, under
barbed wire, over fire, navigating tires, walls, ropes
and more.
Kerem Shalom is a progressive, unaffiliated synagogue
with a diverse membership and about 250 families.
And as his mentor recommended, he has a good
cantor, Rosalie Gerut. “I tell him, ‘You talk, I sing,’”
Gerut said.
Deaf rabbis are scarce. Leigh knows of only one other
who was ordained by any of the liberal or nonaffiliated U.S. seminaries. He understands why strong
candidates who happen to be deaf might be afraid to
give it a try: He was nearly derailed himself at the
beginning. While still in graduate school, he inquired at
the Jewish Theological Seminary about the possibility
of learning Hebrew there.
“The individual looked at me and said, ‘I’m sorry, but
we don’t have anything here for people like you.’”
Leigh recalled.
“I was so stunned at that moment, and so aware of my
deafness and of the complicated place that deaf
people have always had in Jewish tradition. Historically
deaf people have been excluded from full participation
in Jewish spiritual and religious life. That’s just a reality.

something a visitor picks up on immediately, even
from a quick glance at the website with its “inclusion
and accessibility” tab, where “Welcome” is spelled out
in ASL. The website lists a host of accommodations,
from automatic doors and “fidget toys” for restless
children to being a “nut-aware environment” to
protect those with allergies, and, most notably, to
having an ASL choir.
Even though only a handful of congregants and
occasional visitors know ASL, Leigh and Gerut lead the
ASL choir, whose members do not sing, but instead
sign specific prayers; membership is limited to those
who demonstrate sincere interest in the language and
deaf culture. Leigh requires they first take an ASL
course, which is offered by the synagogue.
“I am hypersensitive to the fetishization in North
America around ASL,” he said. “The majority of people
watching something like this will go, ‘Oh, that’s so
moving.’ I know it comes from a good place, but the
next question is: What can I do with it that is useful,
that will actually teach something? If I don’t, I’m just
performing. That’s theater, not religion.”
Choir members study and discuss the prayers together
to best capture the nuance and spirit of the prayer. It
need not be literal. In Leigh’s ASL translation of the
Shema, for example, he chooses not to use the sign
for “listen” or “hear” which he says doesn’t make
sense to a deaf person. He uses the sign for “pay
attention” instead.
Leigh says he goes back and forth between his identity
in the deaf community and living in a hearing world.
“I always have one foot in both,” he said. If, in the
synagogue, “my only Torah was to teach about
deafness, I would not be of much use to them for
very long.”

“This has been 1000% my experience,” he continued.
“I have continuously been aware on a daily basis of
living in a society that is not set up to meet my needs.
But this is true for so many people – gay, trans-, bi-. If
you’re a person of color here you are not living in a
world set up for you. If you are a person with a
disability you know this society was not set up for you”
Inclusivity as a core belief of Kerem Shalom is
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Opinion

Don’t laugh at Marjorie Taylor Greene — her
Jewish constituents must live with her hate
By Zoe Katz
Disturbed, exhausted, frightened, frustrated, hurt —
these are only a few words members of the Rome, Ga.
synagogue Rodeph Sholom have used to describe
their reactions to Republican Representative Marjorie
Taylor Greene.

Jews across northwest Ga., is a tight-knit
congregation, fiercely protective of its community. And
Brant is far from alone among its congregants in being
vehemently upset by her congressional
representation.

Within the last week, Greene, a believer in the QAnon
conspiracy theory, was revealed to have publicly
called for the execution of top Democratic
Congressional leaders, harassed David Hogg, a
survivor of the Marjorie Stoneman Douglas school
shooting, and accused the fictional “Rothschild Inc.” of
causing massive California wildfires

Dr. Jeffrey Peller, a two-time president of the
synagogue, said he was concerned by Taylor Greene
less as an individual than as a representative of a
swath of American society. “There are way more
people following the QAnon conspiracy theory” than
her, he said, noting that the conspiracy theory is
associated with a “lack of caring about what the truth
is, a lack of caring about facts, and, of course, issues of
racism, antisemitism, xenophobia, anti-Muslim and
anti-gay rhetoric.”

After the story broke, many were quick to laugh at
Greene’s beliefs. Saturday Night Live parodied Greene
in their cold open. Social media flooded with jokes and
memes. The New Yorker satirized her. The Forward’s
own PJ Grisar outlined the pros and cons of laughing at
Greene, ultimately concluding that “poking fun at
these conspiracy theories — or challenging them with
facts — is actually imperative.” with a space laser.
“Jew lasers and notions like it can and should be
laughed out of town, before they make their way to
the Capitol,” he wrote.
But Greene hasn’t been laughed out of her town. In
fact, she was elected with overwhelming support. And
in laughter, we fail to consider those who our
community should be caring for — the Jews in Greene’s
district.
“I am a Jew by choice. I was not born Jewish. I have
been converted for 30-some years, almost 40 years,
and I find her rhetoric extremely hurtful,” said Nancy
Brant, Rodeph Shalom’s president. “I’d find it
extremely hurtful if I were a Jew, or if I’m not a Jew. I
find it extremely hurtful as a human being.”
The nearly 150-year-old Rodeph Sholom, which serves

“We’re in the spotlight, but I don’t know that there’s
any part of America that can feel they are immune
from that,” he said.
After the Tree of Life synagogue shooting in 2018,
there was an outpouring of community support,
recalled Shelly Peller, Jeffrey Peller’s wife. Hundreds of
the congregation’s of non-Jewish neighbors attended
the synagogue’s services in solidarity.
But despite what they see as a generally supportive
community, Greene’s antisemitism is symptomatic of a
larger issue — one that continues to plague Rodeph
Sholom.
“We have, over the decades, had isolated incidents
and antisemitic acts,” Brant said. Some 25 years ago,
the Pellers said, a large black swastika was found
painted on the front door of Rodeph Sholom. Evan
Ross, a local artist and former state senate candidate,
said he’s had multiple run-ins with white supremacy:
standing in the grocery store checkout behind a man
with a swastika tattoo; having one of his students use
the derogatory phrase “Jew you down” only to face no
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repercussions from the school’s administration.
Members of the antisemitic neo-Confederate hate
group League of the South, Ross said, have
nearby homes.
In 2017, the white supremacist group Vanguard
America used rubber cement to stick flyers advertising
their group on the front door of Rodeph Sholom; the
flyers bore the phrase “the tide of Jewish globalism
wanes.” In 2018, the white supremacist group Identity
Evropa placed stickers on the guardrails in the
synagogue’s parking lot.
After the 2017 and 2018 incidents, the congregation
invested in more advanced alarm systems.
“It was like, ‘we know you’re here.’” Shelly Peller said.
“When I started with the congregation 10 years ago,
we would only have security on the High Holidays,”
said Rabbi Judith Beiner. “That changed five or six
years ago, and anytime there was an event, there was
always a cop there.”
Beiner splits religious leadership of Rodeph Sholom
with Rabbi Steven Lebow, Rabbi Emeritus of Temple
Kol Emeth in Marietta. (Rodeph Sholom has not had a
permanent Rabbi since 1955.) “I had one person who
serves the public, in a public forum, and who sort of
shook his head wearily and said, ‘I can’t believe that
seven out of 10 of the people that I work with voted for
Marjorie Taylor Greene,” Lebow said. “That’s a scary
number to live with.’”
“If it were up to me,” Lebow continued, “I would widely
publicize that the congregation exists to try to bring
people in from all over. But I think that the
congregation would be reluctant to do that because,
like many Southern congregations, they don’t want to
advertise that they’re there, lest there be someone
harmful in the community who would come forward.”
Shelly Peller echoed Lebow’s sentiment. “I think that
any religious group or any minority wants to be under
the radar when they feel like they’re being
threatened,” she said.
As a whole, Rodeph Sholom’s community has decided
to neither elevate nor promulgate Greene’s rhetoric.

(An exception was a Jan. 30 statement, in which the
congregation wrote “It is especially heinous when any
elected official singles out a specific group and
engages in false narratives regarding them. It is not
only unethical and irresponsible, but it is extremely
dangerous to all concerned.”) They’re frustrated by the
media, which they perceive as having given Greene an
unnecessarily prominent platform. And while they
hoped that Greene will be expelled or resign, and want
her Republican colleagues to speak out against her,
they are not optimistic.
The congregants of Rodeph Sholom are weary. They
speak carefully and consider the consequences of
vocalizing opposition to Greene. The nation is laughing
at Jewish space lasers, while they fear for the safety of
their synagogue, their friends and their families. When
we laugh or mock Greene, we mock the very real
consequences that members of Rodeph Sholom face.
The choice to laugh also minimizes the fact that
Greene is not alone in her beliefs. Some polls have
found that the majority of Republicans believe that
some or all aspects of the QAnon conspiracy are true.
These Republicans hold office all over the country and
at all levels of government. And where they are, so too
are Jews who are at risk.
But the members of Rodeph Sholom remain hopeful
for the future, despite the concerns raised by Taylor
Greene’s as-yet brief tenure in Congress.
On Jan. 29, more than 50 people gathered on Zoom for
a virtual Shabbat service led by Jonathon Adler, a
rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary
in New York City. Adler’s grandparents, Jule and Rose
Levin, were influential community members, and Adler
discussed their involvement in Rome’s Jewish history
and the Civil Rights movement. By the time the service
concluded, with members unmuting to sing “Adon
Olam,” Greene had only been mentioned once, and
only as “that woman.”
Present at Shabbat was Dr. Anne Lewinson, a
professor of anthropology at Berry College, who
moved to Rome in 2001. Her husband is a Black,
Muslim immigrant from Tanzania. Her children grew up
in an interfaith and interracial family and have thrived
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in Rome. And while Lewinson finds Greene’s
supporters alarming, she doesn’t feel endangered
or unsafe.
“Maybe that is just my general Pollyanna attitude,”
she said, “but I don’t question whether we belong
here, whether this is our place. This is where we live.
And this is our place.”
–
Zoe Katz is a journalist and content creator from
Athens, Ga. A recent graduate of Agnes Scott College,
she most recently covered Georgia’s elections as an
Election SOS fellow. Follow her on Twitter
@zoejudithkatz and view her work
at zoejudithkatz.com
The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s
own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.
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Letter from Pakistan

To Ruth and Judea
Pearl, from Pakistan
with love

By Amal Khan
Last week, I reached out to Tamara Pearl for a
statement while working on a story about Pakistan’s
shocking Supreme Court order to release the man
who masterminded the kidnapping and murder of her
brother, journalist Daniel Pearl, 19 years ago.
In our short exchange, I told her to give her parents
my best because I did not have the courage to write
them myself.
All day, Pakistan’s WhatsApp press broadcasts had
buzzed with the same terrible news. Columns poured
in. What would the release of mastermind Omar
Sheikh mean for Pakistan-U.S. relations? Was there
any legal premise for Sheikh to be extradited? Had
Pakistan’s courts just failed the ultimate test in front
of the whole world?
I filed the story in the early hours of the morning,
watching over my sleeping six-month-old as the first
light of morning shone blue beyond the window of my
home in Lahore. I was at the other end of the country
from Karachi, where Danny Pearl, then South Asia
bureau chief for the Wall Street Journal, was found on
this day 19 years ago after his kidnapping in an
unmarked grave. He was discovered in a nursery
garden just outside the seaside metropolis, his body
cut up into 10 pieces.
Despite what I’d said to Tamara, I opened my email a
number of times to write to Ruth and Dr. Judea Pearl
that night. But with what courage does one face
people like them? My friends— the wonderful,
whimsical Ruth and Judea— who have lived 19 years
knowing every tiny detail of Danny’s kidnapping, his
death and mutilation, have fought every day since
for justice that Pakistan it turns out, will just not let
them have.
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and present evidence that can stand in a court of law —
even when that evidence is clear, consistent and
documented. That is the shameful truth Pakistan’s
legal system must face.
It is also important to remember the nature of the
criminal at hand. Almost two decades ago when
Sheikh was first asked to defend himself before an
anti-terrorism court for Pearl’s kidnapping and murder,
he had refused, and had said nonchalantly that he
didn’t want to waste his time. Only at the height of
professional incompetency can it have come to pass,
that 19 years later, a convicted militant with
documented links to terror groups, and with a trail of
evidence linking him to Pearl’s death, is legally granted
his freedom.

Daniel Pearl

With what courage does one say to people like them,
I’m sorry?
In 2016, I spent six months in Los Angeles as a Daniel
Pearl fellow and came to know the Pearls closely. Ever
since 2003, Ruth and Judea have given fellowships to
journalists in South Asia and the Middle East to come
and work in newsrooms around the United States, to
continue their son’s legacy. It is an unnerving
kindness, and one I thought about every day I lived
in Danny’s old city, working in different newsrooms
in his name.
The life and death of Daniel Pearl has had vast
repercussions on narratives of militancy, press
freedom and legal reform in Pakistan. I grew up in the
shadow of his kidnapping, which was the first time AlQaeda linked Pakistani militant groups acted in direct
and violent response to the US attack on Afghanistan
in 2001. In many ways, his death was the moment the
Afghan war truly entered the global imagination.
But on Thursday, when Pakistan’s top court ordered
the release of Omar Sheikh in one of the world’s most
high-profile terror cases, the verdict was above all else
a failure of Pakistan’s ability to effectively prosecute

To Ruth and Judea Pearl, from Pakistan with love

Will Sheikh go scot-free? Chances are, he won’t. The
government has already appealed against the court’s
verdict, and international pressure to keep Sheikh
behind bars for the rest of his life is high. But the
judgment has exposed the long, long road to justice
that Pakistan must begin charting, if it is ever to
reverse decades of legal rot.
Walking around the Pearls’ home in the LA hills one
afternoon, I took the liberty of opening the door to
Danny’s tiny old bedroom, where a tree swayed
outside a second-floor window. His books, a single
bed, a violin case— everything had been so diligently
preserved in time that the love of it took my breath
away. Since then, every time I see photos of Danny
sitting handcuffed on the floor with a gun against his
head, I imagine a boy daydreaming on that bed,
staring at the big sky outside his small window.
I still haven’t mustered the courage to send a note to
Ruth and Judea, but quietly, in this country where their
son died telling a story, I go about my work as a
journalist. I raise my son in a room across the world
from Danny’s, with a window overlooking a tree. Here I
hope he might grow up in a more just country,
dreaming in courage and curiosity, of the world
beyond.
–
Amal Khan is a reporter and editor based in Pakistan.
Tweets at @amalkhan
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News

Groundhog Day: Meet the Jews
of Punxsutawney, Pa.
By Stewart Ain
In anticipation of Tuesday’s observance of Groundhog
Day in Punxsutawney, Pa., it should be remembered
that a Jewish coal mine operator added pizzazz to the
festivities.
Soon after becoming president of the Punxsutawney
Groundhog Club in 1952, Sam Light decided he would
give the day some added flair by wearing a top hat and
tails when he pulled the town’s famed groundhog,
Punxsutawney Phil, from a tree stump shortly before
7:30 a.m. to determine if he could see his shadow. If he
could not, it meant an early spring. If he could, it
meant six more weeks of winter.
“In those days, celebrities and other important people
would arrive in New York aboard ocean liners, and
there to greet the ships was Grover Whalen [chairman
of the Mayor’s Committee on Receptions to
Distinguished Guests],” recalled Light’s widow, Elaine.
“He wore a tall hat and tails. Sam adopted that
costume to greet the groundhog because he said he,
too, was a very important person.”
The costume caught on and soon others in the
prestigious 15-member Inner Circle of the Groundhog
Club wore the same outfit.
Initially, Groundhog Day festivities in Punxsutawney,
which began in 1886, were an event carried only on
radio. Eventually, local Pittsburgh television stations
broadcast them. The event got a big boost when
Elaine Light, now 98, said she brought Punxsutawney
Phil with her to Manhattan on Groundhog Day in 1960
to appear on the “Today Show” with Dave Garroway,
where she also spoke about her cookbook, “Cooking
with the Groundhog.”
Shirley Sharp, volunteer coordinator of the
Punxsutawney Area Historical & Genealogical Society,
credits Sam Light with bringing Groundhog Day
festivities in Punxsutawney “into the 20th century.”

Groundhog Day: Meet the Jews of Punxsutawney, Pa.

Courtesy of Jeffrey Lundy
Sam Light and Phil, Punxsutawney’s famous groundhog.

\
Light’s daughter, Meredith, who lives near her mother
in Washington, D.C., said her father also composed the
now-familiar greeting to all assembled, “Hear Ye! Hear
Ye! Hear Ye! On this Groundhog Day, February 2nd,
Punxsutawney Phil, Seer of Seers, King of the
Groundhogs, Prognosticator of Prognosticators has
responded to the tapping welcome of Groundhog Club
President ….”
By the time the Bill Murray movie “Groundhog Day”
was released in 1993, Punxsutawney Phil was
nationally known for his “ability” to predict the
weather. But the movie boosted the town’s notoriety
even more, causing it to attract as many as 40,000
tourists each Groundhog Day.
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Sam Light served as president of the town’s
Groundhog Club until 1976. He died in 1983 and his
trademark top hat is now in the town’s historical
museum.

’Jewish community was powerful and
important to this town’
Over the years, the town’s Jewish population has
shrunk, and today there are just a few Jews remaining
– including Shirley Pete, 95, her son Mark, 72, and his
wife Rosalind, 73. The Rosenberg family is believed to
have been among the town’s first Jews when they
moved there and opened a store in the 1830s. By 1907,
the American Jewish Yearbook estimated there were
200 Jews.
“I was born in this town,” said Shirley Pete. “I thought
of leaving lots of times. I would have liked to have left,
but I had my parents here and my husband had his
parents here and we had family – and I didn’t leave.”
Her daughter-in-law, Rosalind, said she grew up in
Punxsutawney and loves the town.“There is a low
crime rate. It’s quiet, it’s a good place to raise your
children and we are not too far from Pittsburgh,” she
said. “We also have live theater and a ballet company
and one movie theater in the auditorium of what used
to be our junior high. We pay $5 for a movie, which we
get about a week or two after their release. We also
have walking trails and there is a creek that runs
through the town.”
hirley Pete said that to buy kosher meat, she had to go
to Pittsburgh, about 90 miles to the northeast.
Although there were not enough Jews in
Punxsutawney to sustain a kosher butcher, there were
enough for a synagogue, Chevra Agudas Achim
Congregation, founded in 1849. Before the building
was demolished 100 years later (perhaps to
accommodate a new road), it was reported to have
had as many as 300 members at one time. After the
demolition, a new synagogue with the same name was
built on nearby Church Street.
Among the town’s most successful citizens was
Meredith Light’s grandfather, Abraham Light, who
immigrated to the United States virtually penniless at
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the age of 18. He developed a successful coal mining
business that had 4,000 employees when he died 60
years later in 1949. A philanthropist, Light’s obituary
said his story of success “rivals any that Horatio Alger
might have written.”
“The Jewish community was powerful and important to
this town,” said Jeffrey Lundy, president of the
Punxsutawney Groundhog Club.
The town’s synagogue closed in the early 1980s and
its two Torahs were sold to a synagogue in New York.
A synagogue in Pittsburgh took the prayer books.
Some of the synagogue’s items – including its ark, one
of its stained glass windows and candlesticks – are
now on display in the historical society.
All of the synagogue’s stained glass windows were
removed, along with the Hebrew inscriptions on the
front of the building. The building was then rented out,
first to a dermatologist and now to an accounting firm.
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News

The Jewish Space Laser Agency responds:
We didn’t start the fire
By Emil Stern, Sigmund Stern and Yoni Weinberg

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
From the Office of the Jewish Space Laser Agency
We have witnessed some outlandish claims this week
from Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene about the Jewish
people and our space laser.
The Jewish Space Laser Agency is the main body
responsible for the Jewish Space Laser, and should be
the first stop for responsible journalists seeking
answers to questions about Jewish Space Lasers and
all associated activity. Yet in the hours since the
Congresswoman’s comments, we have received no
calls. CNN, FOX, MSNB-whatever — they never call!
So, we are issuing this news release to set the record
straight, once and for all.
The Jewish Space Laser Agency can not in any
reasonable fashion be held responsible for the
California forest fires of 2018/5758. If you examine the
facts, you will clearly see that a number of other
factors conspired to create this tragic mishigas.
First, some background. The Jewish Space Laser is
mainly reserved for use in important ceremonial and
ritual observances, such as warming challah for
Friday-night dinners, lighting Chanukah candles when
we run out of matches, alerting New Yorkers to sales
at Russ & Daughters, and helping Mrs. Glicksman find
Airplane Mode on her e-reader.
Our space laser has a stellar record of more than 36
years of safe operation. (And it’s still single? One could
say that’s the real emergency). We have policies and
procedures in place to ensure that focusing intense
beams of light from beyond the stratosphere is only
done in accordance with international safety
regulations, and never on the Sabbath.
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We are still trying our best to piece together exactly
what happened that caused this unfortunate fire.
The facts as we know are these: On that fateful
weekend in 2018, the Levine family of Malibu
approached us to be part of what would have been the
world’s first circumcision by space laser. We were
delighted to assist, as the space laser has always been
used in a safe and menschy fashion, and we have
learned some things since our attempt at making
crème caramel for the Feinberg Bar Mitzvah.
Our aim was very accurate for this most delicate of
procedures. However, due simply to bad timing, Jeffrey
Levinson, an intern (and a sophomore at Columbia —
single!), wanted to go out for a little walk and a snack
at the moment of circumcision, and, in so doing, seems
to have accidentally bumped against the Marilyn Z.
Hermann Memorial Computer.
While it’s too early to say for sure, this may have
resulted in the laser being pointed at a nearby patch of
dry grass instead of at the foreskin of Baby Levine
(Mazal Tov!). This could possibly maybe have
somehow contributed to this conflagration.
Our internal investigation is still underway, so by all
means please direct any tips (but not baby Levine’s!)
to our hotline, where you can also send donations so
that we may keep this wonderful organization going.
–
Emil Stern is the co-creator of the podcast “King of the
Egg Cream,” starring Justin Bartha and Michael
Stuhlbarg. Sigmund Stern is a contributor to The Onion
and McSweeneys. Yoni Weinberg has written for the
HBO series “Crashing.”
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Did the Bernie meme become sexist?
By Mira Fox
You know the image: the mittens, the huddled posture,
the flyaway white hair, the manila envelope. At this
point, the iconic picture of Bernie Sanders at Joe
Biden’s inauguration has been burned into your brain
with the force of a thousand memes. Collectively
delighted, the internet edited him into photos, curated
outfits based on his knitwear and even made a Google
Streetview widget allowing users to put Bernie
anywhere in the world.
But nothing good can exist on the internet for long, no
matter how wholesome. In this case, Twitter began to
complain about Bernie’s unenthused attitude. “Ice cold
feminist take: I love Bernie, really I do, but sir:
emotional labor is not beneath you. Not feeling it?
F*cking pretend for one minute, like [most] women do
every minute,” tweeted Amelia Hoover Green, a
politics professor at Drexel University.
Others complained that Bernie was stealing attention
on a day that should have been about Kamala Harris,
the historic occasion of a woman of color sworn in to
the vice presidency. Comments complained that his
lack of attention to his dress was disrespectful, or saw
in his sullen look the sign of a bad sport who was still
angry to have lost the Democratic nomination to
Biden. How like a man not to feel pressure to smile at a
historic occasion (not that you can see Bernie’s mouth
under his surgical mask).
The backlash against the backlash was just as
inevitable. Complaints about the white neoliberals and
girlboss feminists filled Twitter.
“Lads, is it misogynistic to be cold in winter,” asked
one tweet. Others jumped to his defense from a policy
perspective, pointing out that the senator has long
fought for progressive policies that protect women.
There’s a seed of truth to the original complaint — men
aren’t subjected to the same scrutiny; they don’t have
to walk the same fine line as female politicians who
must be both beautiful and strong without being shrill
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or shallow or even old. While we can’t know for sure,
it seems certain that Hillary Clinton, who was pilloried
for nearly everything she said or wore or did during
her 2016 campaign, would not have become a
beloved meme for slouching in a utilitarian coat. It
can feel unfair to compare the effortless adoration
Bernie receives to the treatment of Clinton or
Elizabeth Warren.
But to have Bernie bear the brunt of responsibility
for patriarchal expectations of public-facing women
seems equally unfair. He has long supported women
and people of color with his policies, and it is unlikely
he made a tactical choice to draw attention from the
historic occasion of Kamala’s ascension to the vice
presidency. He is simply naturally suited to the
meme form.
As the internet feverishly began to photoshop Bernie
into pictures, he was oblivious, sitting in his assigned
place at a ceremony to which he was invited, huddling
against the cold — not unlike fellow Brooklyn Jew Janet
Yellen, who was similarly huddled in a huge coat and
lap blanket, equally uninterested in performing for
the cameras.
Yellen did not become a meme, nor did she inspire
criticism for her lack of visible enthusiasm. She is, of
course, far less famous than Bernie and did not
recently run for president. However, those who noticed
her outfit similarly enjoyed it. And, notably, despite
being a high-ranking woman in the public eye, she did
not get criticized for being, if anything, even more
bundled than Bernie.
The feminism that drives a pile-on over Bernie
because of his mittens is the kind of feminist hot take
that gives women’s rights a bad name. It implies that
feminism means everything women do — including
smiling when they don’t want to and wearing
uncomfortably impractical clothing — should become
the norm. But the goal of feminism is to increase
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women’s rights, not decrease men’s. No one should
have to wear stilettos in the cold.

Culture

An ode to Ellis Island,
whose dingy reality
contradicted its
majestic dreams

By Jackson Arn

Little can exist on the internet, particularly on Twitter,
without being torn to shreds. Something about the
platform breeds cynicism, and people often get
popularity points for incisively cutting down someone
else, particularly a public figure, if they nail the tone
and timing. Outrage drives shares and retweets. In
this case, more hay was made off the backlash to the
backlash, but the topic still drove traffic.
This is not the first time Bernie has gotten in trouble
for his grumpiness. During his campaign, his tone was
heavily policed and he was often accused of yelling,
especially after the Democratic debates. Jews on
Twitter leapt to his defense, arguing that his
argumentative tone is just how Brooklyn Jews talk —
many even said they found Bernie’s voice homey and
nostalgic, evoking memories of grandfathers and
uncles and dinner table conversations. The accusation
of abrasive Brooklyn Jew played into problematic
antisemitic stereotypes, and Bernie’s grumpiness
easily fits a similar genre.
There is, perhaps, something to be said about why
Bernie so delights the internet in a way few women
do, and why we delight in his memes. There is
certainly sexism at play in how we treat our male and
female politicians. But the responsibility for that lies
with us, the creators and sharers of memes, the
members of society. We are the ones who make
things go viral. In any case, I’d bet Bernie barely
knows what a meme is.
–
Mira Fox is a fellow at the Forward. Contact her at
fox@forward.com, or on Twitter @miraefox.
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Reading Georges Perec’s prose poem“Ellis Island”
(reissued this month in a slim, Statue-of-Liberty green
edition courtesy of New Directions), I felt inspired to
coin a word. A wee bit precious of me, I’ll admit — but
then, as I may have mentioned already, I was reading
a book by Georges Perec. This is the writer who spent
the better part of his life tinkering with the alphabet
like a child assembling Legos. Surely, I could be
permitted one assemblage of my own.
“Chusing” was the word I coined. Defining it would be
very un-Perecian of me, but I’m prepared to live with
that: chusing (long u) is the act of musing about
things in a loose, whimsical, chirpily performative
way. It is often buoyant but capable of moments of
deep melancholy. Its touch is light, better suited for
implying than defining. It doesn’t point; it waves. It
delights in trivia, and in its own delight. It is, at heart,
a first-person way of looking at things, and as such it
often risks lapsing into an easy self-centeredness. Its
great strength is that it can take on serious subjects
without getting bogged down in seriousness. A quick
list of exemplars would include Agnès Varda’s
documentaries, Sheila Heti’s “How Should A Person
Be?,” Roland Barthes’s “Mythologies,” some of David
Byrne, most of Geoff Dyer, that Noam Chomsky
cartoon Michel Gondry made a few years back, and
the scaffolding episode of “How To with John Wilson.”
As this list suggests, the French have a flair for the
style I’m trying to describe (no surprise, since chusing
is an essayistic act, and France had essays sewed up
before the rest of the world knew what they were).
But chusing has scattered itself far and wide — I would
go so far as to argue that it’s become the default
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mode of Anglophone arts and letters, the voice in
which countless essayists and novelists and
filmmakers unthinkingly speak. In my late teens I tried
to write something in this vein, failed wretchedly, and
decided that all chusing was stupid. Later I learned to
pay it what in Hollywood buddy comedies is known as
“a grudging respect.”
Georges Perec, one of the finest stylists to write in
French since the Liberation of Paris, was the king of
chusing. He chused his way through stories, poems,
essays, novels and works like “Ellis Island” that are
some combination of these. In the early 70s he wrote a
series of chusings on streets, buildings, signs, and
(does John Wilson know?) scaffolding, and published
them all under the title “Species of Spaces.” He
delighted in crosswords, palindromes, puns. His prose
is as playful as the sky is blue, his touch is as light as
Forrest Gump’s feather — and over and over, he
applied that touch to the heaviest themes. Even a
glance at Perec’s bibliography hints at this. Stray
words coagulate into a dark clot: Spaces … Memories …
Ghosts … Life … Memory … Void.
What’s curious about Perec isn’t merely that he wrote
about somber subjects in a light, playful way — that’s
more or less what chusing is. It’s that, on the face of
things, he had no business doing anything lightly. His
life was as dark and as heavy as they come. He was
born in 1936 and grew up in Paris, the son of Polish
Jews who’d come to France when, in hindsight, they
should have been trying their damnedest to get out of
Europe altogether. By the age of 10, he’d lost both
parents — his soldier father to a shrapnel wound, his
mother to a concentration camp. These two losses
were the first and grimmest in a life marked by
pregnant absences, some imposed by fate, others by
Perec himself.
Perec’s “La Disparition” (1969) is often remembered
as the novel without the letter “e” (in English it’s
called A Void) — an alphabet-Holocaust whose
casualties include “mother” (mère), “father” (père), and
even “Perec.” Today the book is regarded as a
signature achievement of the Oulipo, the literary
faction that emphasized arbitrary constraints (rules
like, “write a novel, then swap every noun in a text

with seventh noun following it in the dictionary”). But
in 1969 it made barely a dent in the Parisian literary
scene (one bright spark trashed it but missed the fact
that it was missing the letter “e”), and it wasn’t until
1978 that Perec had an outright hit. “Life: A User’s
Manual” quickly became his best-selling and bestreviewed work. Half a century later it remains both, not
that this success brought its author much happiness:
when “Life” came out, Perec was only four years
removed from death, age 46, from lung cancer.
Around the same time, Perec began working on a
script for a documentary about Ellis Island, to be
directed by his friend Robert Bober. In 1980 the script
was published as “Récits d’Ellis Island: histoires
d’errance et d’espoir” (roughly, “Ellis Island Revisited:
Tales of Wandering and Hope”). A 1995 English
translation by Harry Matthews is the basis for this new
edition, though New Directions was clever enough to
recognize the redundancies in the title. Putting “hope,”
“Ellis Island,” and “wandering” on the same line is like
writing “wet water” or “added bonus.” You can just
write “Ellis Island.”
The reasons for Perec’s interest in America’s most
famous immigrant inspection station (which, for the
French no less than for Americans, evokes the process
euphemistically known as The Immigrant Experience)
aren’t hard to discern. Immigration had already left a
mark on Perec’s life before he could talk, and even
after decades of living in France, he continued to think
of himself as a visitor there. The not-so-hidden horror
of what went on at Ellis Island — that is, of a
militaristic, racist nation sorting human beings into
groups of desirables and undesirables — touched a
nerve with Perec, as it might have done for any Jew of
his generation. Lastly, Ellis Island appealed to Perec
the lover of games and symbols and wordplay,
because Ellis Island was itself a high-stakes game, one
where the right answers changed your life forever and
the wrong ones got you an ominous mark on your
jacket, a week in detention, a trip back to wherever
you’d fled.
Much of “Ellis Island” is made up of lists. There’s a list
of the objects immigrants were forced to discard
during their time on the island, and another list of the
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29 questions they were asked (“Are you an anarchist?”
“Do you have any family here?” “How much money do
you have?”), and another list of the letters used to
identify medically unfit arrivals (“C” meant tuberculosis
and “E” summed up most eye-related problems,
though trachoma was common enough to get a
separate designation, “TC”). One of the shortest lists —
the one that sums up all the rest, really — consists of
seven short phrases in seven different languages —
“tränen insel,” “isola delle lagrime,” and so on. All
seven translate to the same phrase, the nickname Ellis
Island earned across the world: “isle of tears.”
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses
yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your
teeming shore,” runs the Emma Lazarus poem quoted
on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty.
For Perec, the key words there are “tired,” “poor,” and
“wretched,” with “yearning to breathe free” amounting
to little more than a bad joke. Perec’s Ellis Island is the
dingy prose beside Lady Liberty’s glittering poetry;
fear, disease, squalor, and depression are the norm
there. For every drop of kindness in its history (the first
immigrant to make it through got a ten-dollar gold
piece for her troubles), there are floods of misery
(3,000 suicides between 1892 and 1924). When Perec
quotes the passage in Kafka’s “Amerika” that
describes the Statue of Liberty as bearing a sword, he
acknowledges the inaccuracy but adds, “Being an
emigrant may have meant exactly that: seeing a sword
where the sculptor had, in all good faith, designed a
torch — and not being altogether mistaken.”
“Not being altogether mistaken” is a fine example of
Perec’s approach, a miniature version of this strange,
melancholy book. Perec neither denies nor outright
agrees with Kafka; he negates his own negation. When
trying to define the best way to write about Ellis
Island, he has this to say: “You can only try to name
things, one at a time, unemphatically, listing them,
counting them in the plainest possible way, in the
most precise possible way, doing your best to leave
nothing out.”
Precision may be the goal in this book, but it’s
certainly not the reality. Perec isn’t fool enough to
believe he’s writing a comprehensive history, and to

Georges Perec: In 1965, the author signs copies of his book
“Les Choses.” Photo by Getty Images

the extent that “Ellis Island” is a record of anything, it’s
a record of failure, of doing one’s best to grasp the
extent of the subject and never, ever coming close.
But who could stand success when the subject is
immigration?
Failure is the honorable approach, then. Even precision
must be made to seem open-ended,
incomplete, imprecise. Perec offers statistics — “in
thirty years sixteen million emigrants passed through
Ellis Island” — but these statistics don’t give much
sense for what it was like to pass through Ellis Island,
and aren’t supposed to. Perec can debunk claims
about the immigrant experience, but he’s less
comfortable making claims of his own:
“For immigrants disembarking for the first time at
Battery Park, it didn’t take long to realize that what
they had been told about America the Beautiful was
not entirely accurate … Turkeys didn’t tumble onto
their plates fully cooked, and the streets of New York
were not paved with gold — in fact, most of them
weren’t paved at all.”

An ode to Ellis Island, whose dingy reality contradicted its majestic dreams
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Here, on the book’s final page, we’re offered the best
and the worst of chusing. It’s a mark of Perec’s
sophistication — not to mention the hypocrisy of
American society — that you’d scarcely have to change
a word of this to update it for the young millennium (in
her eloquent afterword, Mónica de la Torre finds ample
comparisons between Perec’s time and ours, between
Ellis Island detention centers and kids in cages).
Because his approach to tragedy is open-ended, it can
always accommodate more tragedy. In debunking
naivete, however, this passage comes across plenty
naïve itself. Would it be pedantic to point out
that, surely, most immigrants who passed through Ellis
Island came to America not because they believed in
fairy tales but because life in America seemed — and,
by and large, was — better than the alternatives: better
than being slaughtered in a Russian pogrom, better
than dying of starvation in Ireland? Clearly Perec is
exaggerating for effect, but what, exactly, is he
exaggerating? The talk of turkeys and gold streets is a
bit too glib, too eager to spoil an illusion few grownups really believed in.
What rescues the passage, at least for me, is its
subjectivity. Not really about the history of Ellis Island
at all, “Ellis Island” turns out to be nothing more or less
than one man’s flawed, tormented account of his
flawed, tormented self.
“What I find present here,” the author writes, “are in no
way landmarks or roots or relics but their opposite:
something shapeless, on the outer edge of what is
sayable, something that might be called closure, or
cleavage or severance, and that in my mind is linked in
a most intimate and confused way with the very fact
of being a Jew.” This sentiment drifts specter-like
through Perec’s writings, often implied but usually too
fragile to acknowledge — it really is on the outer edges
of the sayable. I’m grateful that here, near the end of
his short, sad, extraordinary life, he found a way of
saying it.
–
Jackson Arn is the Forward’s contributing art critic.
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