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Culture

Thanks to outdoor dining, it’s beginning to look
a lot like Sukkot
By Irene Katz Connelly
Most years, Sukkot lasts about a week.
But in this year of plague, the holiday has become a
months-long event, with no sign of ending anytime
soon. Secular sukkahs are all around us. They’re just
going by a new name: “outdoor dining.”
On daily walks through my neighborhood on
Manhattan’s Upper East Side, I’ve watched the streets
fill up with huts that look like they belong in a
synagogue parking lot. It started in the summer, when
public health restrictions eased and struggling
restaurants commandeered sidewalks and streets to
stay afloat. Initially, when good weather made en plein
air meals easy, things were tame. First came standardissue plastic canopies. Then pizzerias erected plywood
partitions to cordon off individual dining areas, each
with its own heat lamp. At bistros cultivating a more
upscale vibe, wooden trellises added ambience but did
little to protect fluttering gingham tablecloths from the
wind.
But anyone who’s experienced one of New York City’s
infamous wind tunnels knows that an outdoor meal in
the winter is (pun very much intended) no picnic. As the
days got shorter, construction accelerated. Corrugated
metal walls crept around outdoor dining enclaves until
they were all but enclosed. In the ritzier precincts
around Madison Avenue, sleek three-sided cabins
sprang up, with nary an unfinished plank or blue tarp in
sight. One restaurant near my apartment created a
rustic tableau that would outshine the most
Instagrammable sukkah, with ivy climbing up the walls
and a roof covered with fake moss. Curtains hang
inside plastic windows that remain closed against cold
gusts.
At night, garnished by fairy lights and packed with
customers sporting expensive outerwear, many
restaurants seem like they’re hosting an especially

Thanks to outdoor dining, it’s beginning to look a lot like Sukkot

fashionable celebration of the Feast of the Tabernacles.
In the mornings, with the tables bare and tarps looking
a little worse for wear, they resemble the actual
hardscrabble huts they’re meant to evoke.
But there’s one big difference: the elaborate
arrangements that make outdoor dining appealing are
exactly the features that make a sukkah — well, not a
sukkah.
Meals in modern sukkahs often function as celebrations
of autumn abundance. But the structures themselves
memorialize the Israelites’ long and arduous journey
through the desert. To that end, there are some very
specific rules meant to prevent sukkahs from becoming
too much like houses. The Chabad movement’s website
states that the sukkah’s roof must be made of “raw,
unfinished material” like reeds or branches. While the
roof must provide adequate shade (no gaps larger than
9.6 inches, in case you were wondering), inhabitants
must be able to see stars (or, in New York, light
pollution) through the canopy. The sukkah’s temporary
nature, and its proximity to the elements, remind us of
the fragility of our own lives, however stable and
secure they may seem.
In other words, as one Twitter user put it: “If it’s not
drafty, it’s not kosher!”
By contrast, many restaurants use outdoor dining to
recreate indoor dining as faithfully as possible without
violating public health regulations. Thus the heimish
elements, like curtains and starched white tablecloths,
that would feel out of place in intentionally rustic
sukkahs. It’s easy to see the appeal. Walking past a
pack of brunching seniors or tipsy 20-somethings
clustered around space heaters is like stepping back
into the pre-pandemic world. Where the sukkah
disrupts our daily lives, outdoor dining telegraphs a
comforting return to the status quo.
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Yet beneath the festive vibe lies a grim reality: While it
may be possible to brunch like it’s 2019, safety for
citizens and solvency for businesses are anything but
guaranteed. New York City is making its outdoor
dining programs permanent, but experts have argued
that sitting in a sukkah-esque structure is not actually
much safer than dining indoors. Even as restaurants
do their best to stay afloat, about half of New York’s
300,000 dining workers are currently out of work, and
half of the city’s eateries may fold as a result of the
pandemic. For restaurateurs who saw outdoor dining
as a life raft, shifting policy has proved devastating:
After Los Angeles officials abruptly shut down
outdoor dining in November, one bar owner posted a
furious video contrasting her own modest tent, now
closed, with an enormous craft services tent feeding a
TV production crew in the same parking lot.
And with a winter storm arriving in New York on
Wednesday, the city is suspending outdoor dining
altogether. Customers will hunker down at home, but
restaurants that invested in elaborate al fresco setups will be left out in the cold.
More than any kind of urban revival, outdoor dining is
a testament to the lasting havoc wrought by the
pandemic. The makeshift tents serving determined
diners may look like the huts Jews build each fall. But
it’s the instability they represent that truly links them
to sukkahs of old.
Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the
Forward. You can contact her at
connelly@forward.com. Follow her on Twitter at
@katz_conn.

Opinion

A liberal Jewish group
just de-platformed a
Muslim leader.
That’s not OK.

By Jodi Rudoren
One of the main challenges of being a progressive Jew
in America in 2020 is being asked to check our
Zionism at the door in order to join conversations or
coalitions around civil rights. It happens on college
campuses. It happens in Black Lives Matter marches.
It hurts.
So it was particularly upsetting to learn that
progressive Jews did this exact thing to a MuslimAmerican leader on Tuesday, disinviting him from
panel of civil-rights giants after he published an OpEd
in these pages about how Jewish groups unfairly
malign Muslims for their views on the Middle East.
The panel, conducted Tuesday at 8 p.m. ET, is titled,
“After four years of division, tension and bigotry —
now what?” Looks like the answer is more tension and
bigotry: Salam Al-Marayati, president of the Muslim
Public Affairs Council, was de-platformed because he
argued that the Anti-Defamation League “cannot
have it both ways” regarding his community.
Al-Marayati praised the ADL for its leadership on civil
rights in the OpEd, including standing up against antiMuslim policies of the Trump administration. But he
also said the group has “weaponized antisemitism to
marginalize those who criticize Israel” and threatened
free speech by trying to criminalize support for the
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement
against Israel.
He wrote that he had fended off pressure from leftist
allies to join their #droptheADL campaign, and agreed
to join the Tuesday panel alongside the ADL’s chief
executive, Jonathan Greenblatt, because he believed
“truth and reconciliation” would make us “better
prepared to counter attacks on our communities.”

A liberal Jewish group just de-platformed a Muslim leader. That’s not OK.
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I published the OpEd because it is important for our
community to hear this perspective even if it is hard. I
also invited Greenblatt to write a response, which he is
working on and we plan to publish.
But the hosts of the panel, the Los Angeles-based Jews
United for Democracy and Justice and Community
Advocates, Inc., chose to duck the difficulties of this
debate. (The Forward is a media sponsor of the event,
which means we promoted it in exchange for having
our logo on the fliers and offering registrants a
discounted subscription.)
In an email to Al-Marayati, David Lehrer, the panel’s
moderator — and a former ADL executive — said he was
“taken aback,” “surprised and disappointed” in the
OpEd, and that he was rescinding the invitation
because the event was about “domestic issues and
NOT Middle East related issues or personal grievances.”
Lehrer and Janice Kamenir-Reznik, chair of the Jews
United group, said in an interview that the ADL did not
ask them to cancel Al-Marayati.

the flier attendees saw on screen when they signed on
to the event. Kamenir-Reznik introduced the panelists
without mentioning his absence. Lehrer finally
addressed it 16 minutes in — “for those of you who are
wondering” — saying that he was not there because “he
wanted to address foreign policy” so “we decided” that
would be better done another time.
The Forward will happily host a forum to delve into
these difficult nuances. I hope Greenblatt and AlMarayati will join me for such a discussion — and Lehrer
is welcome to join the panel, too, to raise any
objections. We need to talk about all of it, together.
Jodi Rudoren is Editor-in-Chief of the Forward. Follow
her on Twitter @rudoren or email
rudoren@forward.com.
The views and opinions expressed in this article are
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those
of the Forward.

“This was sabotage,” Kamenir-Reznik said. “Our
programs are not intended to be explosive fireworks
like this was possibly going to turn into.”
The article “made it very clear he’s going to hijack this
program, which would be very disrespectful to the
other members of the panel,” she added. “We had a
subject, he agreed to that subject, we talked it through,
we thought it through, and then he reneged. It was, I
think, quite manipulative.”

Create a Future for
Courageous Jewish
Journalism

I strongly disagree. The question of how MuslimAmerican critics of Israel and supporters of BDS are
treated in public discourse is a domestic issue. It is, in
fact, of a piece with the issue of how progressive Jews
and Zionism are addressed in the very same debates.
Both are part of the broader topic of what will happen
after four years of division, tension and bigotry. But
they were not addressed in Tuesday night’s panel,
which included leaders of the NAACP, the League of
United Latin American Citizens and the former head of
an Asian-American health organization along with
Greenblatt, and had drawn 3,500 registrants.

The Forward is the most significant Jewish voice
in American journalism. Our outstanding reporting
on cultural, social, and political issues inspires
readers of all ages and animates conversation
across generations. Your support enables our
critical work and contributes to a vibrant,
connected global Jewish community.
The Forward is a nonprofit association and is
supported by the contributions of its readers.

To donate online visit

To donate by phone

Forward.com/donate

Call 212-453-9454

Al-Marayati’s name and bio were, in fact, erased from
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Frum Flush: at World Series of Poker, an
Orthodox Jew makes final table
By Louis Keene
It’s been all gimmels for Gershon Distenfeld at the 2020
World Series of Poker main event.

money. (Sixth place is slotted $215,222.) The runner-up
bags over $1 million.

The Orthodox Jewish resident of Bergenfield, New
Jersey, is one of nine contestants to advance to the last
round of the no-limit Texas Hold ‘em tournament,
whose winner — considered to be the world champion
of poker in a typical year — takes home a $1,553,256
cash prize.

The kosher poker ace enters the final round well off the
lead, where Joseph Hebert sits on a pot more than
double the size of the second-place holder’s. But
comebacks from seventh (Pius Heinz, 2011) and eighth
place (2014, Martin Jacobson) have happened in recent
memory.

In an interview on the morning show “Bloomberg
Surveillance” Tuesday, Distenfeld said that he was able
to compete in the tournament because it was mostly
played online due to the coronavirus. The pandemic
also compressed the schedule into two days, rather
than the usual 10 — meaning he didn’t have to take off
too much time from his day job at the asset
management firm AllianceBernstein, where he is
director of credit.

When he’s not placing bets, Distenfeld maintains a
personal blog, The Right Side Of History, which he
began in September to discuss the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the Bergen County Jewish
community. His first post, “Sacrificing Our Children on
the Altar of Covid Fear,” an appeal to dial down
precautions at Jewish day schools, was widely
circulated and drew over 100 comments.

“Poker is a lot like investing,” he told Bloomberg’s Jon
Ferro. “It’s making decisions based on improbability
with incomplete information.”
But there was a crucial bit of knowledge that enabled
him to go all-in on the competition: Because the two
playing days were Dec. 13-14, and the final table is
scheduled on Dec. 28, Distenfeld — whose online handle
is “jets613” — wouldn’t need to play on Shabbat.
The World Series of Poker main event normally fields
thousands of professional and amateur players who
descend upon Las Vegas from around the world,
making it one of the biggest events of the year in Sin
City. Because the competition was held online, entrants
had to be physically located in Nevada or New Jersey,
where online gambling is legal — narrowing the field
considerably.

Distenfeld did not return an emailed request for
comment before publication.
In the Bloomberg interview, Distenfeld — one of 705
contestants to pay the tournament $10,000 entry fee —
said he played the felt like he does the stock market:
with humility and respect for the odds.
“Like in life, like in poker, there is a certain amount of
uncertainty,” he said. “There is a little bit of luck
involved — sometimes a lot of luck. But in the end, skill
does win out.”
The final round will take place in person at the Rio AllSuite Hotel & Casino on Dec. 28. The event will be
televised later on ESPN.

Having made the final table sixth in total chip count,
Distenfeld is guaranteed at least $98,813 in prize
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‘Coming home:’ The peace agreement with
Israel is a source of joy and healing for
Morocco’s Jewish diaspora
By David Ian Klein
The peace agreement between Israel and Morocco is
more than political to the North African nation’s global
Jewish diaspora — it’s deeply personal.
Once the largest Jewish community in the Arab world,
today, only 2,000 Jews live in Morocco. A million more
live around the world, with the biggest communities in
Israel and France. Large-scale migration from Morocco
— where Jews have lived for about 2,000 years —
started in 1948 and continued through the 1960s amid
escalating tension between Israel and the Arab world.
Now Morocco and Israel have struck a peace deal. For
some Moroccan Jews, it means the reunification of
families and friends separated long ago; for others, the
opportunity to return to villages of their birth or
heritage with ease. Until now, Israelis could visit
Morocco, but they had to take a complicated web of
connecting flights.
And for many, it’s an acknowledgement that regardless
of whether they are in Tel Aviv or Tangier, Marrakech or
Marseille, Moroccans — Jewish, Arab or Berber — are still
a community, connected to each other wherever they
are.
To gain a sense of the power and meaning of the peace
accord to Moroccan Jews, the Forward asked several
members of that community to share their thoughts
and feelings with us.

heritage that we have ever appointed!
They are more Moroccan than a lot of other Moroccan
communities across the globe, never forgetting their
roots, heritage, language, traditions and Moroccanity.
They have proven the saying “you don’t have to be in
Morocco to be Moroccan.”
The peace agreement will be an opportunity for so
many of my elderly Israeli friends, who have dreamed
for years to visit their country of birth or heritage,
without being exhausted by a network of connecting
flights.
It will now be much easier for them to visit Morocco,
and return to the cities where they were born, the
synagogues where they used to pray, the neighbors
they used to live next to and the graves where their
ancestors are buried.
Find me one person who doesn’t like peace? We all
have dreamed of peace!
Abdou Ladino is a Moroccan Jew from Rabat and
General Secretary of the Mimouna Association, which
fosters relations between Morocco’s Muslims and Jews
on college campuses.
Einat Levi: “I hope we can now give a voice to the
second-largest Moroccan diaspora in the world.”

Morocco’s late king, Hassan II, once said that “when a
Jew leaves Morocco, we lose a citizen and we gain an
ambassador.”

The news of this deal caught me as I was on the train
from Tel Aviv to Haifa after an exceptionally long day.
My phone just kept ringing and ringing. Even on my
birthday, I’ve never gotten as many phone calls and
messages as I received following the exciting
announcement.

He was right. Israelis of Moroccan descent are the most
genuine and loyal ambassadors of Moroccan cultural

My grandparents emigrated from Meknes in 1952 and
passed away when I was young. I can only wish that

Abdou Ladino: “You don’t have to be in Morocco to be
Moroccan.”
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would have had the chance to tell them that now both
parts of their lives – the past that they left behind in
Morocco and the future they chose in Israel — are now
officially reconciled.
So, as can be expected, I’m very happy about this deal.
I am aware that there are all kinds of criticism about it,
but in my guts, I honestly feel that it fixes a false
situation to begin with.
Not having formal relations between Israel and
Morocco for so many years, as some form of a
collective punishment for the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, has made it harder for me and for other
Moroccan Jews living in Israel to hold on to our
Moroccan identity.
I also hope that it will make it easier for our fellow
Muslim friends from Morocco to visit Israel and
Palestine, so that we can welcome them here just as
they have been welcoming us through the years.
Now, thanks to that announcement, we won’t have to
hide our Israeli identity at formal events, and I hope we
can now give a voice to the second-largest Moroccan
diaspora in the world – which I’m part of – the one living
in Israel.
Einat Levi is a researcher at the Mitvim institute and the
Forum for Regional Thinking. She founded “Connection
to Morocco” to promote ties between Israel and
Morocco.
Jack Benchimol: “Coexistence was the major that we
all had to take.”
For me, the peace agreement between Israel and
Morocco shows the core values my countries promote
and the love they share for each other. It is exciting and
heart-warming to live such a significant moment in
history.
I grew up in Casablanca in a private Jewish high school
where coexistence was the major that we all had to
take. The school welcomed all religions. For example,
Jewish students had to take Arabic classes and Muslim
students took Hebrew classes.
I remember we all learned the Moroccan anthem by
heart and sang it together. At the end of the day, we
are one people. My Muslim friends are familiar with all
the Jewish holidays, and vice versa. We always wished
each other the best and are still in touch.

As we all say in Morocco: “Allah, El Watan, El Malik” —
God, nation and king.
Jack Benchimol is a Moroccan Jew from Casablanca
currently living in the United States where he is a senior
auditor at a Miami accounting firm.
Rachel Delia Benaim: “There are no words to describe
what it feels like to come home so deeply.”
I saw the push notification about Israel and Morocco’s
normalization agreement just after my family lit
candles on the first night of Hanukkah in our Jerusalem
home.
As the daughter of a Moroccan-born Gibraltarian father,
and a constant student of Torah, I realize that Morocco
and the coexistence that it embodies plays a huge part
in my identity.
In 2018, with the support of local partners, I was
fortunate enough to run a Muslim Jewish interfaith
conference in Essaouira. It was radical that the
conference, where we looked at both Jewish and
Muslim holy texts, took place in a Muslim country. But
that is Morocco — a place where all respect and are
respected.
When planning the conference, V.E. Andre Azoulay,
senior advisor to King Mohammed VI, spoke about his
personal paradigm of Judaism. He told me that the
Moroccan Judaism he carries is that of Convivencia, a
medieval Spanish word for social harmony. During the
conference, I spoke at my grandmother’s childhood
synagogue, Slat Kahal. My great-grandfather’s name
was on a community register on the wall. There are no
words to describe what it feels like to come home so
deeply both theologically and physically.
Reading the news, I couldn’t help but think that
normalization is a gift that will both allow many of my
generation to come home like I did in Essaouira, and
because it will be able to inspire conscious
conversation between Jews, Israelis and local
Moroccans. And after all, isn’t that what Convivencia is
all about?
Rachel Delia Benaim is an award winning
environmental journalist and interfaith activist.
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Why that bowl of chicken soup could be deadly
— and not just for the chicken
By Dan Friedman
Salt Wars: The Battle Over the Biggest Killer in the
American Diet
Michael F. Jacobson
MIT Press, 296 pages, $26.95
It will not surprise you in the slightest that there’s a
white crystal scourge eroding the health and mental
wellbeing of the nation. It might however surprise you
to know that you, dear reader, almost certainly
consumed too much of this dangerous substance
yesterday. I’m not saying that this is how you got it, but
they slip it into your chicken soup.
Whether delivered as a crystal or a powder, this white
substance harms everyone, but is worst for working
class and vulnerable communities. That’s one reason
why the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI)
— along with other health and welfare groups — has, for
decades, tried to bring consumption down to at least a
reasonable scale, battling to limit its uncontrollable sale
and consumption. This has been to little avail as the
experience of consuming this substance — enshrined in
many ancient cultures — is delightful and it makes
everything else better.

I use the word “nominal” because, as Jacobson shows
in copious detail, the science is absolutely clear that
consuming more than 2,300 mg of salt a day begins to
cause harm. That’s the “federal government’s official
recommendation for healthy adults.” However, the
American Heart Association suggests daily
consumption of no more than 1,500 mg to avoid harm
while actual contemporary consumption is considerably
higher, with adults consuming more than 3,400 mg
daily.
Civil service scientists have known for decades that
there’s a problem. The book’s foreword is written by
Tom Frieden, the former head of the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), which belatedly
tried to get the U.S. government to take meaningful
action. The 1969 White House Conference on Food,
Nutrition, and Health noted that “high intakes of dietary
salt… may be an important factor in initiating and
aggravating hypertension….” The conference further
noted that “[m]ore informative labeling of food as to
salt content is needed…. Food processors should be
encouraged to minimize the amount of salt.”

As with many other substances, salt — for it is humble
sodium chloride that is under discussion here and in
Michael Jacobson’s book “Salt Wars” — is necessary in
small amounts, unhealthy in larger ones. Jacobson is a
co-founder and long-time Executive Director of CSPI
and, among many campaigns, has fought against the
heart-destroying properties of contemporary chicken
soup.

That type of resolution has been enough for most
advanced countries to take broad, effective steps to
reduce national sodium consumption. Some steps
involve regulation, others labelling, and in Britain Sid
the Slug got out the message that “Salt Kills.” But
commercial producers and related advocacy councils
are clear that, in the United States, they don’t want
science or government to curb their rights to produce
the tastiest, cheapest, most unhealthy product they
want.

Exactly where the tipping point lies between heartwarming and heart disease has been the nominal crux
of this 50-year struggle. The “Wars” of the title are
between commercial producers of salt and salt
products on one hand, and Jacobson and his allies on
the other.

Prehistoric humans ate vanishingly small amounts of
sodium. Obviously that’s a slight generalization and
was location dependent, but it is plausible that we love
the taste of salt because we had such uncertain access
to it. Even by Roman times, it was still relatively scarce

Why that bowl of chicken soup could be deadly — and not just for the chicken
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and difficult to produce. By then though, salt (“salis”)
had become highly-valued. It impressed itself so deep
into our linguistic consciousness that two millennia
later we are still using it to refer to the compensation
we receive for our alienated labor — “salary.”
Modern methods of production have reduced the cost
of salt drastically, meaning that where once salt was
considered so special that it was used in sacred
religious rites, today it is a cheap, commonplace
household staple. Indeed, from the point of view of an
astonished Roman senator or medieval Japanese priest
transported to modern day North America, it would
seem sacrilegious that nearly half of manufactured salt
is just thrown away on the street. Or, viewed less
anachronistically, used to sprinkle on road surfaces to
deice them.
The overwhelming preponderance of the salt that’s
manufactured is not used for food. But the salt we eat
comes from surprising sources. Not from table salt,
really. Not from crisps, chips or fries. It’s when you go
to restaurants (remember them?) or eat prepared food
that things get salty. One hot dog in a bun will give you
half a day’s sodium — with a third of that coming from
the bun. Hidden additives in pizza, bagels and other
bread form the surprising salt mine of our diet.
There are few reliable salt statistics from individual
restaurants, but chains have to post their ingredients.
Jacobson lists 18 meals that contain multiple days’
worth of Sodium. Even, to hark back to the doughy salt
mine, the Bavarian Legend Soft Pretzel sold at AMC
movie theaters has on its own 3 1/3 days worth of
sodium.
And chicken soup. Despite its iconic status, today’s
chicken soup bears no relation to grandma’s chicken
soup. The chickens have been bred cheap, fat and
immobile; the corn starch and isolated soy protein
come from genetically modified crops and your
grandma probably didn’t have monosodium glutamate,
beta carotene and sodium phosphate to sprinkle in at
the end. A single 10 ¾ oz can of Campbell’s chicken
noodle soup has a full day’s sodium in it.
In good news, it turns out that salt is not exclusively
salt. When our physiology was evolving, we consumed

roughly the same amount of potassium and sodium
salts. Now we consume almost no potassium and lots
of sodium, which isn’t great because studies show that,
as well as reducing sodium levels, it’s also good to
balance your potassium:sodium intake. So, as well as
using spices other than salt, you can eat healthier by
inhaling a potassium-rich banana a day and an
occasional baked potato with skin.
The social, cultural and economic importance of salt is
difficult to exaggerate. In his magisterial 2003 book
“Salt: A World History,” Mark Kurlansky traced the
cultural history of the substance. But, in a “Room for
Debate” collection in The New York Times in 2013 about
whether salt shakers should be on restaurant tables, he
put his finger on exactly the problem of a society
without community treating the problem of salt as a
health risk:
“The truth is that people are all different. It is a minority
who are at risk, even according the alarmist 2010
study.” (sic)
Individually, he’s right, but in the aggregate he’s wrong.
Any single person in a thousand may be healthily
consuming 3,600 mg of salt daily but in aggregate the
consumption of 3.6 kg of salt by the group will cause
hypertension, kidney damage, increased risk of
dementia, stroke and heart disease. Jacobson cites
government experts at the Department of Health and
Human Services. They calculated that if that group
reduced their salt ingestion by a third, eating only 2.4
kg of salt, and that change was reflected across the
whole country, the medical savings would be $142
billion over 20 years. They went further and estimated
the value of having “longer, healthier lives: $239 billion
in one year and $3.556 trillion over 20 years.”
“Salt Wars” is, pun intended, a little dry. Partly that is
because Jacobson has chosen to be scrupulous in his
presentation of the facts for and against the limiting of
salt — he has a whole chapter called “The Case Against
Eating Less Salt.” And partly it is because he wants to
present a scientific overview of decades of struggle to
improve the health of the nation rather than broaden
the argument. But it’s difficult to not to take a broader
view of the topic and, in the epilogue, he notes bad
faith moves by vested interests to oppose moves to

Why that bowl of chicken soup could be deadly — and not just for the chicken
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avoid harming American citizens. These advocacy
groups like the Center for Consumer Freedom
disingenuously deploy values that many Americans
despise or hold dear, like the “twin banners of ‘nanny
state’ and ‘personal freedom.’”
Powerful industries aided and abetted by a handful of
contrarian studies and sympathetic journalists have
“manufactured doubt,” arguing that the current
scientific evidence is not sufficient to prove that
asbestos and cigarettes cause cancer, that lead
poisoned workers and children, that the burning of
fossil fuels is changing our planet’s climate, and that
certain pesticides and antibiotics harmed the
environment, farmworkers and the public.
Unfortunately for him, Jacobson released his book in a
year where the non-management, mismanagement
and repudiation of the need for the federal government
to even manage a plague will leave more Americans
dead than the last five American wars and the First
World War put together. So, to that list, of actors we
can add politicians and to the list of arguments we can
add “that masks save lives” or “that preventing superspreader events will reduce the death toll.”
The book arrives, unexpectedly for the author, as a
told-you-so. After months of front-page news, we are
entirely unsurprised that, when a hidden killer can be
significantly managed by concerted government and
public action, it is not. Indeed the CDC, a global beacon
of disease management even during the Bush years,
has been starved of funds, personnel and authority
before and during the pandemic.
So it’s hardly surprising that, despite the clear facts,
science and government in the United States haven’t
been able to propose a series of actions that will reduce
health costs and morbidity. Scientific studies, the
example of many foreign countries, the risk of people’s
lives, and the vast savings for the country in terms of
healthcare spending are too invisible and too easily
obfuscated by selfish-agents and studies that are
relevant but not significant.

the president of the United States is even unprepared
to wear a mask to help save American lives and when
the heads of the biggest social media companies are
not prepared to enforce their own standards of conduct
to prevent hate groups recruiting and fundraising on
their platforms.
Some progress has been made, some individuals are
eating better and Jacobson outlines some concrete
measures being taken. But until we fix the system we
have for guaranteeing citizens healthy information,
food and environment, the “most harmful substance in
our food supply” will keep costing us and killing us.
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It’s gratifying that Jacobson is optimistic about
developments even in the current administration. It is
otherwise deeply depressing reading at a time when
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News

Max Rose on his run for mayor and what it
means to be a ‘New York Jew’
By Arno Rosenfeld
Max Rose offered a taste of what his New York City
mayoral bid will look like during a Wednesday event
with the Forward, assailing Mayor Bill de Blasio’s tenure
and pledging to fight for the working class while
eschewing political labels.
“I embrace the notion of moral populism,” said Rose, a
Democrat who lost his Staten Island Congressional seat
to Nicole Malliotakis in November. “There is a system in
place in both New York City and the rest of the country
that has completely ripped people off — and when it’s
not ripping them off, it’s ignoring them.”
Rose ticked off a variety of ways to help poor working
class New Yorkers, including providing a universal basic
income for some residents, desegregating the city’s
public schools and offering property tax breaks to city
employees.
He also reflected on his loss to Malliotakis. Rose
acknowledged that his attendance at a Black Lives
Matter march in June contributed to his loss in a
historically Republican district but disputed the notion
pushed by some moderate Democrats that the party
should go out of its way to avoid being branded as antipolice.
“I take responsibility for my loss and under no
circumstances should we ever retreat for fighting on
those issues,” Rose said.
Rose criticized Malliotakis for demonizing the march
organizers, for “positioning them as angry people of
color who we should be afraid of rather than listen to,”
Rose told Forward editor-in-chief Jodi Rudoren.
(Rose does not support defunding the police and has
called for higher salaries for officers along with more
accountability for NYPD leadership.)

A Jew from New York
Rose grew up in a Jewish household and was bar

mitzvahed at Union Temple near Prospect Park in
Brooklyn under the supervision of the “wonderful and
dynamic” Rabbi Linda Goodman.
His Jewish identity became much stronger, however,
when he enlisted in the Army.
“I was the first Jew people met,” Rose said. He recalled
comments his fellow soldiers made like, “Oh, you guys
don’t have horns” or “You got Jewed.”
Rose said his family’s Judaism was largely cultural and
omnipresent as a child in Brooklyn.
“It was whether your parents have NPR on the radio, it
was whether The Times is a part of your life,” Rose said.
“Going to Zabar’s was a religious rite or practice in
itself.”
He hopes to pass the same identity onto his infant son
Miles, who he adopted with his wife Leigh Byrne last
spring.
“One of the most wonderful parts of being a New York
City Jew is it’s not just about religion,” Rose said.
If he officially enters the race, Rose will join a field of
other Jewish candidates, including Comptroller Scott
Stringer and Zach Iscol, a film director and fellow
veteran.

The pandemic, and politics
Even during his Congressional campaign, Rose was
already starting to take umbrage with de Blasio’s
handling of the coronavirus pandemic.
He argued that the mayor wasn’t precise enough in
discussing ultra-Orthodox Jews and their experience of
COVID-19, and said the mayor also failed to consult
with Haredi leaders before cracking down on the
community.
“You shouldn’t call people out by their religious
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11

GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

affiliation ever — ever — especially in situations like this,
because it brings about verbal hate and physical
attacks,” he said.
Rose also said de Blasio botched the school reopening.
He said schools should have remained open during
summer break, with classes held outside, and the
vacation should have been shifted to run between
Thanksgiving and March.
De Blasio and business leaders also should have rallied
to create a fund for local businesses independent of
official government relief efforts, Rose said, decrying
the city’s failure to provide more of an economic
cushion to poor communities.

campaign trail “fucking out of your mind.”
Rose said he rejected terms like “moderate” or
“pragmatic progressive” that either failed to tell you
anything about a politician or distorted their actual
beliefs. Labeling candidates, he said, was not a helpful
way to approach the race or calculate his odds.
But, standing no taller than five-foot-seven, Rose
suggested he did have one ace up his sleeve.
“New York City has a long tradition of electing short
mayors during times of crises,” Rose said, citing Mike
Bloomberg and Fiorello La Guardia. “History is on my
side.”

“We’re the richest city in the world,” Rose said. “This is
the fault of our mayor, definitely, but it’s also the fault
of the private sectors and our business leaders who did
not step up.”

Path to victory?
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Many New York political watchers give Rose long odds
if he enters the race. He’d be another white man, in a
race with several of them, at a time when many
Democratic primary voters are looking for diverse
leadership.
And he’s a moderate from a borough that hasn’t sent a
mayor to Gracie Mansion since the city consolidated in
the nineteenth century. He’s also calling for a universal
basic income in a race that Andrew Yang — who
popularized the concept and arguably owns the idea —
is widely expected to enter.
Rose isn’t too worried about any of that. The 34-yearold has no shortage of distinctly New York charisma on
his side, though he pledged to tone down his trademark
profanity. Rose cited foul language as one of his few
regrets of his young political career and pledged to
donate $500 to a charity — Rudoren suggested the
Forward itself — if he is caught swearing in 2021.
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That resolution doesn’t take effect until January, which
is good for Rose considering that his Forward interview
was laced with colorful language. Rose said various
things were damned, idiotic, stupid, and pissed him off,
though nothing like when he called a voter on the
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Culture

‘Lighting Hanukkah Candles in Death’s
Kingdom:’ A story by Elie Wiesel
By Elie Wiesel
The story we are about to tell has to do with Hanukkah.
It did not take place during the time of the Hasmoneans
and Judah Maccabee, but in our own times.
Additionally, I lived through it myself. Nonetheless, it
sounds mysteriously faraway, like a legend from times
gone by.
It occurred during the Second World War, in the realm
of darkness, somewhere on the ground in Poland’s
defiled Auschwitz.
December winds were carousing, storming over the
camp that looked like a burial ground marked with
snow-covered tombstones. The starving, emaciated
captives marched out to work knowing that they would
be bringing back with them fatalities of frost, illness or
just plain weakness.
Older inmates inveighed that it was the cruelest winter
of their entire imprisonment. We believed them or we
didn’t. They probably said the same thing at the
beginning of every winter.
But this time reality supported their forecast. People
fell like flies during the first piercing phases. The wind
froze the blood in their veins, as well as their vision.
Death had not yet been as close. It was practically clear
that only a selected few would live to see the spring.
The majority would succumb. It was simply unbearable.
Everything has a limit, including a person’s ability to
resist.
What was on everyone’s mind? To exhaust every
possibility of getting a warm shirt for themselves.
People sold their crumbs of bread in order to procure
some extra shmates to wrap themselves in. Only my
bunkmate, the former head of a small Polish town’s
yeshiva, had other things on his mind.
At first I had no knowledge of it. How could I have
known? When I saw his troubled look, his anxiety, I was

sure that just like everyone else, he was trying to
“organize” an item of clothing, a warmer coat or even a
scarf. That’s why I didn’t even ask him — I had no
strength.
In the end, he confided his despair to me: he wasn’t
managing to find someone to barter with for his
portions of bread. So I asked him, what are you looking
for? A shirt or a scarf? He looked at me astounded:
what are you talking about? God forbid, I’m not a
merchant. What was he then looking for? Potatoes and
oil. Specifically eight whole potatoes and oil. If it was
impossible to get eight, four would do. The four could
be cut in half to kindle eight Hanukkah lights. I thought
he had lost his mind. He had to be crazy to attempt
such a thing in the harrowing hell of Auschwitz. But he
was strong willed: one mustn’t leave a mitsve
unfulfilled, especially in Auschwitz. Once we neglect
observing one, even a small one, there will soon be a
second even bigger one. So don’t even start.
The teacher in him explained his approach. Doesn’t
Hanukkah symbolize Jewish sacrifice? For the past 20
generations, haven’t Jews lit candles to remember the
heroism of Judah Maccabee, who was ready to die
rather than betray the Torah? Was this really the
moment to abandon those teachings? No, no! A
thousand times no! it was especially important in our
current circumstances to follow their path — to kindle
the Jewish people’s flames of faith.
In vain I pleaded with him — lighting Hanukkah candles
was not a mitsve for which you needed to sacrifice your
life. But he kept to his response: these times require us
to sacrifice ourselves for every mitsve.
Later, quietly, on our pallet, before falling asleep, he
said: I’m convinced my point of view is correct.
Especially since we don’t have any prospects of
remaining alive. If I thought that any one of us would
survive this enemy, I might have a different opinion.
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Unfortunately we can’t believe in that. So my question
is simple: if we’re going to die anyway, why not die for
a mitsve, and not just because the murderer wants us
to?
Others also tried to talk him out of it. They cited
halakhic decisions of all periods, presenting scholarly
arguments. But he was well defended and had
counterarguments for every challenge. He didn’t quite
manage to procure either eight nor four whole
potatoes. Until…
Someone, commiserating, had a conversation with a
kitchen worker: maybe they could help him? Luckily,
one of them was frum, and brought my bunkmate two
raw potatoes with a bit of oil. The potatoes were given
to a “specialist” who divided them into the correct
portions so that by the next morning, our block was
able to light the first Hanukkah candle.
The news quickly spread to all the blocks, so naturally
people came to make a brokhe and marvel at the oldnew miracle of persistent Jewish heroism.
The block leader stayed out of it this time, pretending
he knew nothing of it. But once he did come to
witness my bunkmate’s singing of “These Hanukkah
Lights We Light.” Not many participated in the singing
— they didn’t have the vigor. Only at the lighting of the
eighth candle did the entire block take an active part
in the ceremony: They were attentive to the brokhe
and responded with a zealous omeyn and participated
with the prayer leader when he chanted popular
passages and familiar melodies. That Hanukkah
wasn’t forgotten for a long time. The warmth of the
long-extinguished lights remained. If Jews had the
fortitude to believe in victory over the Greeks, then
we could not now surrender our trust in defeating our
enemy. Whether my bunkmate lasted till the end, till
liberation — I do not know. I lost sight of him during
the January evacuation.

Culture

My New York accent
problem — and ours

By Daniel Brook
You Talkin To Me: The Unruly History of New York
English.
By E.J. White.
Oxford University Press, 320 pages, $19.95
I distinctly remember the moment, around age 10,
when I realized that the word “quarter” had two “r”s in
it. As the great-grandson of immigrants, three
generations into an American journey from the Lower
East Side to Flatbush to Great Neck, I was far enough
along to know about the final “r” — I’d never say
“cawtuh” like some cashier at Katz’s — but not the
middle “r.” That one was a shocker. Ever since, I have
tried, with limited success, to shift my pronunciation
from “cawter,” which forms naturally in my mouth, to
“quarter,” which does not.
Ever since that youthful moment of discovery, I’d
never doubted that the two-“r” pronunciation was the
correct one, the proper one, indeed, the American
one. But having recently read linguistics professor E.J.
White’s new book, “You Talkin To Me: The Unruly
History of New York English,” I now have the distinct
sense that I was bamboozled. Who exactly decided
that the accent of America’s largest city was
somehow un-American — and why?

But I did not forget his act of courage. Year in, year
out, when the world is celebrating Hanukkah, I
remember him.

A rare linguistics professor who can write for civilians,
E.J. White proves a sage guide. Having grown up in
small towns on the West Coast, she now teaches at
SUNY Stony Brook, on Long Island, where she gets an
earful of local accent and attitude from the student
body. As a transplant, White’s been able to pick up on
the pronunciations, speech patterns and word choices
that make New York English so New York — ones
natives, like myself, often miss.

And that is why I am now telling you this story. But let
me quickly correct an error: the story did occur in
Judah Maccabbee’s time. And I am a witness of it.

Needless to say, the most notorious aspect of New
York pronunciation are those mysterious disappearing
“r”s. Academic linguists call this phenomenon
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“nonrhoticity.” But New York English goes far beyond
mere pronunciation quirks, building an entire linguistic
universe around a unique metropolitan mindset.
The New York belief in bluntness-as-honesty, White
explains, underlies the local fondness for the f-word
(“New Yorkers are connoisseurs of the word fuck,” she
informs her readers). White also notes that myriad local
speech patterns which Middle Americans see as rude
are read, inversely, as polite in New York, including
“interruption as a sign of listening” and “argument as
engagement.” And she discerns that the Gothamite tic
of complaining to strangers, generally considered a
buzz-kill West of the Hudson is, in New York, a way of
building camaraderie by “welcoming you into the good
fight against the world.”
For linguists, the greatest mystery of New York English
is its marginalization. In most countries, the accent of
the largest city is the official and most prestigious
accent of the nation. Parisian French and the Queen’s
London English are accepted as the proper accents
everyone in France and Britain should strive for. But in
America, strangely and uniquely, this is flipped; the U.S.
operates on what linguists dub “the Midwestern
prestige model.”
White quotes colleague Thomas Bonfiglio, whose
seminal work she popularizes, as noting, “It would be
strange to imagine [the] British emulating the speech
of Yorkshire or German[s] emulating the Alpine dialects.
Yet, this is basically what happened in the
standardization of American English. The pronunciation
of the economic and cultural centers of power was not
taken as a model. Instead, the pronunciation of a
largely rural area, the Midwest and west, was
preferred.”
White retraces how this anomalous situation came to
be. A hundred years ago, the accent of posh New
Yorkers, in all of its nonrhotic glory, was the
unquestioned prestige accent for America. Think of
New York native Franklin Delano Roosevelt intoning
that “the only thing we have to fee-ah is fee-ah itself.”
White calls this nonrhotic, aristocratic accent “New York
Dainty” and its speakers the “Knickerbocracy.”
Yet even as FDR rose to the White House, his
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Knickerbocracy was being dethroned. Hollywood was
supplanting Broadway in cultural reach. And the
accents Americans heard on-screen in the talkies
changed dramatically after Paramount shuttered its
studio in Queens and shifted production to California.
Even the broadcast media that remained in Manhattan
was soon systematically stamping out the New York
accent. In 1943, NBC tapped an Ohio native to create an
official “Handbook of Pronunciation” for the network
that mandated the rhotic pronunciation of all “r”s.
By midcentury, with the rise of Edward R. Murrow (of
Washington State), the ostensibly “neutral” accent from
West of the Mississippi had become standard among
newscasters and remained entrenched through
successors like Walter Cronkite (of Missouri) and Tom
Brokaw (of South Dakota). To this day, the on-air talent
at 30 Rockefeller Plaza pronounces its headquarters as
the rhotic “Rockefeller” while the security guards in the
lobby — and most everyone else within a 50-mile radius
— say “Rockefella.”
But the strangest aspect of the New York accent is that
it is self-loathing — not only do non-New Yorkers dislike
it but New Yorkers themselves despise it. Across the
Pond, plenty of Scots resent the official London English
beamed down by the BBC but Londoners rest assured
in knowing that they’re speaking the language properly.
By contrast, New Yorkers who have New York accents
truly feel stricken and in need of correction and have
even marshaled their own local government in a bid to
cure them.
For much of the 20th century, the New York City Board
of Public Education enforced a rule that teachers in the
district should never sound like New Yorkers. The goal
was not to sand down the rough edges of workingclass diction into Rooseveltian New York Dainty but to
import the Midwestern prestige model, breaking faculty
of a local accent the Board considered “slovenly” and
“uncultivated.” In their bid to stamp out the indigenous
accent, the authorities composed simple rhymes for
students to recite, including “Daisy wore a stylish dress,
/ But she would say ‘Yeah’ for Yes.”
These policies were in place when my late grandmother
began her career as a foreign language teacher in the
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Brooklyn public schools. Whatever accent she had
grown up with on the Lower East Side was studiously
scrubbed clean to get hired. I remember when my
grandmother reminisced in her retirement about
growing up on East Broadway, she pronounced the
street name with an almost William F. Buckley-ite flair,
all the emphasis on the “way” syllable not the “broad.”
If you were from Mars — or Montana — you’d have
thought East Broadway was second in prestige only to
Park Avenue.
But the school board wasn’t just making my
grandmother sound less New York, it was making her
sound less Jewish. Which raises the uncomfortable
question: How much of the New York accent’s national
disrepute and local self-loathing are rooted in its
association with Jewishness?
Historically, the displacement of New York Dainty by
Haute Omaha was deeply intertwined with the New
York accent becoming associated with immigrants in
general and Jews in particular. Secret anti-Jewish
quotas purposefully shifted the dominant accent on Ivy
League campuses toward Middle America in the 1920s
and with it wider ideas about how proper Americans
should sound. An internal 1923 Harvard admissions
office memo spoke of “building up a new group of men
[from] towns and small cities [in] the West and South.”
For demographic reasons, these students were far less
likely to be Jewish, which was, of course, the point,
since the whole geographic-diversity policy had been
reverse-engineered to reduce the number of Jews. In
New York City itself, the board of education was explicit
in singling out Jewish students, who by the early 20th
century, made up nearly half of Manhattan’s public
school children, as the worst accent offenders. As one
internal Board document put it in 1931, “The greatest
burden of our work…is among the people of Russian
Jewish origin. Their speech in general is guttural, nasal
and with a rising inflection at the end of phrases,
sentences and emphatic words.”

that the two least-liked accents in America were those
of New York City and Mississippi — America’s most
Jewish city and its Blackest state. No doubt this derision
was unconsciously (or not-so-unconsciously)
intertwined with anti-Semitism and anti-Blackness.
As Americans, these ethno-racial accent associations
run deep; I’m not immune. As a child visiting relatives in
Birmingham, it sounded to me like the white people all
talked like Black people — even my Jewish relatives,
who said “y’all” for “you guys.” I remember thinking
they sounded different — and not in a good way. This
value judgment, I now realize, fell on the same softcore white-nationalist spectrum as my own fear of
sounding like a cashier at Katz’s. Too Jewish.
Whether out of political correctness, the academic
social scientist’s aversion to clear declarative
statements, or a lingering small-town nonconfrontational conversational style, E.J. White never
quite goes here. Instead, all we get is a trail of
breadcrumbs. This includes a famous snippet of
dialogue from the sitcom “30 Rock” that White leaves
without authorial comment as a standalone epigraph:
JACK: The television audience doesn’t want your elitist,
East Coast, alternative, intellectual, left-wing—
LIZ: Jack, just say Jewish, this is taking forever.
This quip could be applied to White’s book. So I’ll just
second Liz Lemon’s collaborative interruption with an
expression from my native island, whose locals are
known for their colorful expressions and enviable
succinctness: Fuck Yeah!
Daniel Brook was born in Brooklyn, raised on Long
Island, and now lives (sensibly) in the Sun Belt. His most
recent book, “The Accident of Color: A Story of Race in
Reconstruction,” was recently reissued in paperback by
W. W. Norton. He last wrote for the Forward about the
Mob Museum in Las Vegas.

Once sounding like a New Yorker and sounding like a
Jew were intertwined in the American mind, sounding
like a New Yorker became unfashionable. By the second
half of the 20th century, White notes, surveys found
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