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Is everything bagel ice cream good for the Jews? 2

It was already dark when I laced up my boots and 
trudged over to Union Square. I trod carefully, and not 
just because of the icy sidewalks. Hanging from my 
shoulder in a reusable shopping bag was precious 
cargo: Four pints of ice cream more artisanal than any 
I’d ever tasted, each of which cost more than an hour 
of minimum wage labor in many states.

On a damp bench illuminated by the neon glow of a 
Whole Foods sign, I met fellow Forward staffer Mira 
Fox, who had gallantly biked across the city to assist 
in a seemingly unenviable task: Evaluating the quality 
of the newly-released “Everything Bagel” flavor from 
Jeni’s Splendid Ice Cream. I handed her a sanitized 
bowl and spoon. She doled out scoops of cream 
cheese ice cream studded with what we knew, from 
enthusiastic marketing copy, to be genuine onion 
and garlic swirls. Several rats scuffled in a nearby 
snowdrift, venturing near our feet with increasing 
temerity. (Could they sense the proximity of Jeni’s?) 
Our fingers slowly losing feeling, we took our
first bites.

It wasn’t exactly picturesque, but we weren’t there to 
enjoy a temperate or ratless evening. We were there to 
deliver a verdict on an unexpected novelty flavor that 
may represent the cultural apotheosis of everything 
bagel seasoning, an upstart Jewish garnish with an 
ever-tightening grip on American spice cabinets. Could 
it be that this seemingly disgusting dessert was 
actually good? And more importantly, was it Good For 
The Jews?

When you get down to it, everything bagels are just 
hunks of boiled bread topped with a simple and by-no-
means-exhaustive blend of spices. Still, they deserve 
their grandiose name. Among the most recognizable 
and popular Jewish foods in existence, they’ve come to 
reflect the ways that assimilated American Jews define 
and situate themselves within a broader, 

non-Jewish society.

I may have officially become an adult in the Jewish 
community while standing at the bima for my bat 
mitzvah, making specious analogies between the 
animal sacrifices demanded by Leviticus and my 
experience at Hebrew school. But I was truly inducted 
into the joys, prides, sorrows and anxieties of my 
people when I started to enjoy everything bagels. 
Sometime in middle school, an ancestral switch 
flipped: I was bored by the humble sesame seeds of 
my youth, disgusted by the cinnamon cream cheese 
my friends favored. Only the most pungent flavor 
combinations on offer would satisfy me. Watching me 
stack a bagel, as if by instinct, with as many raw 
vegetables and slices of smoked fish as possible, my 
grandfather compared me to his own mother, who was 
apparently partial to onions on plain rye. Everything 
bagels, it seemed, weren’t just a decadent breakfast 
option; their Ashkenazi umami was a link to my 
immigrant heritage, proof that my forebears passed 
down some essential part of their Yiddishkeit to me.

t sounds crazy to cite bagel enjoyment as a core 
marker of Jewish identity, but this is actually a well-
documented phenomenon, and not just in my 
childhood home. A 2008 study by Devorah Romanek, 
the curator of the Maxwell Museum of Anthropology in 
New Mexico, found that for many Jews, especially 
secular ones, bagels are “directly related” to cultural 
and religious identity. It may be that bagels are a 
communal food, evocative of family and festivity. It 
could have to do with the fact that they have no 
religious significance, so you don’t have to be 
particularly observant to feel a proprietary fondness 
for them. “To enjoy a bagel and relate it to one’s 
cultural identity,” Shira Feder wrote in these pages, is 
to “embrace cultural Judaism.”

In the 20th century, the bagel’s journey from ethnic

Is everything bagel ice cream good for 
the Jews?
By Irene Katz Connelly
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curiosity to breakfast staple mirrored the American 
Jewish trajectory towards assimilation and acceptance. 
These hearty rolls first popped up on the Lower East 
Side to serve the Jewish immigrant population 
concentrated there. Illustrating their obscurity outside 
those circles, cookbook author Joan Nathan wrote that 
when her family moved to a suburban development in 
1946, they ascertained which of their neighbors were 
Jewish by seeing who could correctly identify a bagel. 
But in the 1950s, as more Jews migrated out of the 
city, women’s magazines began to advertise bagels as 
novelty hors d’oeuvres. Late in the decade, Murray 
Lender changed the game by perfecting a method of 
freezing and shipping bagels. The “Jewish English 
muffin,” as Lender called it, landed in far-flung 
supermarkets as its progenitors spread across the 
country and climbed into the middle class.

Something similar is happening in our own era: 
Stripped down and mined for its distinctive medley of 
seeds, salt, garlic and onions, the everything bagel has 
emerged as a seasoning blend capable of punching up 
even the most passé weekday dishes. Trendy food 
magazines like Bon Appetit ground elaborate 
recipes in this flavor profile. Bloggers 
publish exhaustive articles comparing the original 
seasoning blend popularized by Trader Joe’s with 
usurping offerings from Aldi. Innumerable listicles 
advise home cooks to sprinkle it on avocado toast, 
mix it into mac and cheese, and even repurpose it 
as a Bloody Mary garnish.

Everything bagel hegemony is no guarantee against 
intolerance. It’s perfectly possible to infuse your 
casseroles with this spice blend while wondering 
where all the space lasers are hidden. Still, like the 
success of bagels themselves, bagel seasoning seems 
like a pretty obvious diaspora success story. If you’re a 
Jew who wants to participate in a pluralistic society

while maintaining your own identity, the popularity of 
everything bagel seasoning is more than a good sign; 
it’s grounds for socio-cultural kvelling.

But if everyone is into everything bagels, does liking 
them have anything to do with being Jewish? Even as 
we want to share our favorite foods with the huddled 
masses yearning to breathe free (of Wonder Bread),
we want our consumption of them to represent our 
membership in a distinct cultural group. I suspect this 
tension informs our tendency to police the bagel 
discourse: Finding a favorite bagel place and 
aggressively defending it, bemoaning the specter of 
Lender’s, refusing to touch all but the toughest crusts 
and chewiest interiors. Everyone is allowed to like 
bagels, these mechanisms suggest, but only we 
initiated few can appreciate their truest, Jewish 
essence.

Is everything bagel ice cream good for the Jews?

Image by The Forward
“What is LOXurious?” asked this advertisement from a 1968 
issue of the Forward. “Is it diamonds for your anniversary or 
dancing at the Ritz? NO! Is it a Sunday bagel lox and 
Philadelphia cream cheese breakfast? YES!”

https://slate.com/human-interest/2008/11/a-short-history-of-the-bagel.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/23/business/murray-lender-dies-at-81-gave-all-america-a-taste-of-bagels.html
https://www.bonappetit.com/recipe/potato-salad-smoked-salmon-everything-bagel-spice
https://www.bonappetit.com/recipe/everything-bagel-quiche
https://www.thekitchn.com/trader-joes-aldi-everything-seasoning-comparison-22960237
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I succumbed to this line of thinking while waiting for 
my Jeni’s to arrive in its dry ice cocoon. Not only did I 
assume the ice cream would blow, I saw it as an 
affront to the very concept of the everything bagel. I 
wondered how a brand whose flavor titles belong in a 
breathless review of an expensive farm-to-table 
restaurant (Brandied Banana Brûlée, Goat Cheese with 
Red Cherries, Wildberry Lavender) could capture the 
Saturday morning experience of stuffing yourself with 
smoked fish while your elders discuss their ailments in 
excruciating detail. I sympathized, for the only time in 
my life, with commentator William Safire, 

In Union Square, a tangy glob of frozen onion collided 
with my taste buds.

Mira and I had settled on a meticulously scientific 
testing operation: We would compare small spoonfuls
of Everything Bagel ice cream to large helpings of 
three other Jeni’s flavors — Skillet Cinnamon Roll, 
Blackout Chocolate Cake, and Brambleberry Crisp — in 
order to make the most accurate comparisons 
possible. Everything Bagel wasn’t good, per se, and it 
was unequivocally worse than its peers. Still, it would 
have been unfair to describe it as bad. It tasted like 
melted cream cheese, I thought.

“It tastes like melted cream cheese,” Mira said, before 
an encroaching rat forced her to crouch on the bench 
and sent us scurrying home.

“Melted cream cheese,” said my boyfriend, surveying 
the Jeni’s paraphernalia, including a yard sign and a 
box of slowly sublimating dry ice, that had overtaken 
our apartment. It tasted just as surprisingly-not-that-
bad, he confirmed, in a heated room as on a freezing 
park bench. Far from negating Jewish experience, the 
ice cream called up a very specific one: The last 
overstuffed hours of a Yom Kippur break-fast, when 
everyone is guiltily picking at the mix of crumbs and 
condiments left on their plates.

It was pretty much impossible to imagine voluntarily 
eating an entire bowl of this ice cream, but we had to 
hand it to Jeni’s. They’d accepted a difficult mission 
and made a surprisingly successful overture to the 
Jewish culinary world.

Still, my skepticism hadn’t totally abated. The next
morning, I Googled the origins of the everything bagel, 
wondering if Jeni’s had profaned the legacy of some 
medieval Polish baking lineage.

What I found astounded me. And it completely 
transformed my stance on Jeni’s.

While no one really knows who invented the 
everything bagel, it hasn’t exactly been handed down 
through generations. In fact, this staple food, this 
pastry at the core of the secular Jewish psyche, seems 
to be an unglamorous mid-Atlantic accident of the 
1970s. David Gussin, the owner of a Long Island 
marketing company, claims that he invented the 
everything bagel as a teenager in the 1980s. While 
working in a Queens bakery, he developed a yen for 
the combination of toasted seasonings — dried onion, 
salt, garlic and poppy and sesame seeds — that 
collected in the oven after a day’s work. Eventually, he 
convinced his boss to mix them all together.

After the New Yorker gave its imprimatur to Gussin’s
story, others quickly popped up to contest it. In 2019, 
the food website Taste rounded up 
and interviewed the “handful of middle-aged men” 
who wanted credit for the invention, without reaching 
any conclusions.

But one thing was clear: The everything bagel itself 
was as much a riff on the classics as the ice cream it 
inspired.

I could see that my hidebound approach to Jeni’s 
would have put me on the wrong side of everything 
bagel history. In 1980, I would have insisted to Gussin
(or whoever, we’re not taking sides here), that new 
bagel flavors were frivolous and unnecessary. I would 
have advised him to sweep his funky little spice combo 
right into the trash.

Gussin himself is gratified by the many variations on 
his theme, no matter how far-fetched they seem. “I 
love the innovation. It makes me smile,” he said, 
contacted by phone. He enjoys sprinkling the 
ubiquitous seasoning on eggs an he’s unfazed by the 
advent of everything bagel ice d even steaks. And

Is everything bagel ice cream good for the Jews?

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/03/10/everything-everywhere
https://www.tastecooking.com/everyone-invented-everything-bagel/
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cream, although he’s not rushing to try it. “I wouldn’t 
go buy it,” he said. 

In other aspects of Jewish life, I tend to distrust the 
instinct to protect tradition “just because.” Many of 
the customs central to my Jewish experience —
reading from the Torah as a woman, or lighting the 
menorah next to my Christmas tree — are fairly recent
alterations of ancient ritual. I’m perfectly aware that 
many people believe that this brand of Judaism is a 
less “authentic” one, but it’s hard for me to muster

more than passing annoyance at those insinuations, 
so real and immutable does my own existence as a 
not-totally-classic Jew seem. Here was a humbling 
reminder, delivered in a semisweet frozen schmear, 
that I could lapse into the kind of thinking I normally 
deplore. I’d thought I was protecting the everything 
bagel from vulgar bowdlerization. Instead, I was 
actually discouraging the kind of experimentation that 
produced it in the first place.

Jeni’s has sold out its supply of the Everything Bagel 
flavor, and there has been no word on future 
replenishment. I suspect the flavor will recede into the 
annals of Jewish food history once people realize how 
much money they’ve spent on calcified garlic. Still, the 
rise and (probable) fall of this odd ice cream can tell 
us something important. Like most aspects of our 
culture, the integrity of the Jewish food landscape 
doesn’t depend on our suspicious interrogation of 
every new innovation. The everything bagel is a 
tradition because we made it one. The same will be 
true for the next modern classic that worms its way 
from an outer borough bakery into our stomachs.

In the meantime, I’d suggest skipping the Jeni’s and 
stepping out for a tried-and-tested bagel at your local 
appetizing store — although I have to point out, it’s 
probably not quite as authentic as the one I patronize.

–
Irene Katz Connelly is a staff writer at the Forward. You can 
contact her at connelly@forward.com. Follow her on Twitter 
at @katz_conn.

Jessica Colvin recalled her two sons’ devastation last 
year when Camp Tawonga, an overnight JCC camp in 
California, announced that it would not open due to 
the pandemic.

“The day I told them camp was canceled was probably 
the hardest day of their spring,” Colvin said. “There 
was a lot of a hope it was going to happen and there 
was huge disappointment.”

Colvin’s 11-year-old and 14-year-old kept in touch with 
their camp friends in text message groups to monitor 
Tawonga’s website for news about 2021. When the 
registration opened in December, Colvin said she 
signed them up within minutes.

After a year in which only a small fraction of overnight 
camps chose to operate in the United States, almost 
every Jewish camp in the country is planning to open 
this summer. The thought of returning to cabins, 
campfires and friends this summer is like light at the 
end of the tunnel for many children.

“My kids can only make it through, day-to-day, 
thinking camp is a done deal,” Colvin said.

But it’s not.

While families have been eagerly registering for camp 
throughout the fall and winter, and camp officials 
have been making preparations based on what they 
say is a proven set of safety protocols, many state 
governments have yet to tell summer camps what 
standards they must meet to open, or whether they 
will be allowed to do so at all.

While camp officials are optimistic that they will 
receive the green light eventually, some are anxious 
that it will come too late. Last year, the Centers for 
Disease Control did not release guidance for

Jewish camps are ready 
to open this summer. 
Will states let them?
By Arno Rosenfeld
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overnight camps until late May — just one week before 
many camps were slated to open.

But Andy Moschenberger, a founder of Save Next 
Summer, which is helping camp families lobby state 
officials, said hiring staff, ordering food and items like 
toilet paper, and securing personal protective 
equipment for campers and staff needs to be done 
months in advance.

“Camps have a really long runway to opening,” said 
Moschenberger, who runs an overnight camp in 
California.

A waiting game

California, New York, and other states home to scores 
of Jewish overnight camps have yet to tell camps what 
standard they must meet to operate. That has led to a 
unique lobbying effort, including the Save Next 
Summer campaign, which Tawonga is encouraging 
families to participate in by sending letters to state 
officials.

Jamie Simon, Tawonga’s chief executive, said she 
understands that summer camps are not the top 
priority of public health officials this winter. But after 
seeing friends in the food service industry push the 
state to relax certain restrictions, Simon said she 
thought it was important that officials hear about the 
value of camp.

“The restaurant lobby is why we have outdoor dining 
in California right now,” Simon said. “Their business 
was important to them and their community, but it 
took lobbying to get the government to agree.”

A spokesman for California Gov. Gavin Newsom 
declined to say whether the governor, who incidentally 
attended Tawonga as a child, supported opening 
camps this summer. The California Department of 
Public Health said any announcements about camp 
guidelines would be posted on its website.

The American Camp Association has been leading 
national advocacy efforts, including successfully 
encouraging the CDC to prioritize childcare workers —
including camp staff — in the vaccine 

distribution process. The Foundation for Jewish Camp

has partnered with the Jewish Federations of North 
America to lobby at the federal level.

It’s been a more piecemeal effort locally. Some states 
have existing groups that can lead conversations with 
public officials, like the New York State Camp Directors 
Association, which has been meeting with Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo’s office. Elsewhere, the uncertainty 
wrought by the pandemic has caused camp leaders to 
band together.

Zach Duitch, director of Camp Solomon Schechter 
outside Seattle, said he began worrying in early fall 
about whether camps in Washington State would be 
allowed to open in 2021. Washington is home to three 
overnight Jewish camps and dozens of non-Jewish 
ones, but there was no central body to represent their 
interests with public health officials. Duitch felt like 
that gave camp directors little control over what the 
governor’s office decided to do.

“It was keeping me up at night,” Duitch said.

In September, Duitch started tracking down the names 
of other camp directors in the state and emailed more 
than 140 asking if they wanted to form a coalition. 
Many did, and the Washington State Camp 
Coalition now has two lobbyists working in Olympia 
helping the camps build relationships with Gov. Jay 
Inslee.

Mike Faulk, a spokesman for Inslee, said the 
governor’s staff had been in touch with the coalition 
and that while overnight summer camps were not 
currently allowed in Washington, “our hope is that we 
can resume this activity in a safe manner sometime 
this year.”

Confident about safety

Duitch and other advocates for opening camp 
emphasize that they are not trying to convince elected 
officials to ignore public health concerns. Rather, they 
say, the goal is to share the importance of camp and 
the ways it can run safely this summer.

Jewish camps are ready to open this summer. Will states let them?

https://www.savenextsummer.com/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-01-29/la-outdoor-dining-reopens-today-what-to-know
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/categories-essential-workers.html
https://www.nyscda.org/
https://www.facebook.com/WAStateCampCoalition/
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Camp associations point to the handful of camps 
that ran successfully last year as models. The 
American Camping Association has created a field
guide outlining how camps can safely operate this 
summer and all the Jewish camps surveyed by the 
Forward said they are relying on that document.

The guide encourages camps to screen campers for 
COVID-19 before arrival. Once on site, campers should 
wear masks during almost all activities and stay with a 
small pod of other campers – along with detailed 
recommendations for transportation, building 
ventilation and communication with families.

There’s plenty of leeway even within the guidelines 
and camps are still ironing out all the details. Camp 
Yavneh in New Hampshire, where state officials have 
indicated camps will be allowed to open, is considering 
building new cabins and dividing existing ones with 
barn doors to create smaller “family units.” Duitch said 
Solomon Schechter is installing fans in cabins to 
increase ventilation.

Some camps, including Tawonga, are adjusting their 
sessions to make sure campers don’t overlap with one 
another — potentially bringing COVID-19 to or from the 
camp grounds — and that kids are there long enough 
to allow more mixing between pods after a period of 
distancing.

Camp Kinder Ring, outside Poughkeepsie, New York, 
will have campers masked when they’re outside of 
their pod of roughly 30 others, and is changing meal 
service to offer “grab and go” options rather than a 
buffet. Staff will also be required to stay on site in 
order to maintain a COVID-19-free bubble and director 
Marc Rauch said he’s developing programming to keep 
the adults at camp entertained.

Rauch is optimistic the camp will run this summer, but 
said he also had safety plans in place last year before 
New York State banned camping in the late spring.

“We’re not as concerned about the actual parameters 
— if there are 15 or 20 kids in a pod — than with hearing 
the actual words that residential camps will open,” 
he said.

Dara Kass, an independent camp health consultant 
who counseled against opening last summer, said 
there was enough information for camps to open 
safely this summer so long as they closely adhered to 
public health guidelines.

“Camps need to embrace this new normal,” Kass said. 
“If they do that I think they can open safely — and I’m 
excited for them to open safely.”

Many proponents of camp go even further than Kass, 
arguing that after more than a year of unprecedented 
loneliness for many kids, opening summer camp is a 
public health imperative.

“There’s no such thing as a risk-free environment,” 
said Ruben Arquilevich, the Union for Reform 
Judaism’s vice president for camps. Arquilevich said 
that last year, when the URJ canceled all 15 of its 
camps, the potential danger of opening was too great.

(Disclosure: This reporter previously worked for the 
URJ.)

But armed with more information and ways to limit 
risk, Arquilevich highlighted the value of alleviating 
isolation for children and teens by welcoming an 
estimated 10,000 campers and staff back to camp with 
the necessary precautions.

“Those benefits, and that need, we feel, far outweigh 
the risks at this point,” Arquilevich said.

Simon, the Tawonga director, is likewise adamant that, 
so long as it remains possible to do so safely, 
operating camp this summer is a necessity. She said 
one kid recently told her that the prospect of camp 
was the only thing getting her through the year.

“I was like, ‘Oh man, I hope you’re able to be at camp 
this summer,’” Simon said. “We’re doing our best.”

–
Arno Rosenfeld is a staff writer for the Forward, where he 
covers U.S. politics and American Jewish institutions. You can 
reach him at arno@forward.com and follow him on 
Twitter @arnorosenfeld.

Jewish camps are ready to open this summer. Will states let them?
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The bobsled/skeleton track in Germany is about 2 ½ 
miles from Eagle’s Nest, Hitler’s vacation home. When 
Jared Firestone of Hollywood, Florida, competed on 
that track last season as a member of the Israeli team, 
he made sure to wear a helmet he had specially 
emblazoned with the Star of David.

“It was important for me to have the Jewish star on my 
helmet where everyone could see it,” he said.

Firestone, 30, made headlines when on Jan. 26 he won 
a bronze medal in the sport of skeleton at the North 
American Cup in Park City, Utah — the first time an 
Israeli has earned a spot on the podium in that sport.

Unlike the bobsled, in which either two or four athletes 
travel at a speed of 80 miles an hour down a narrow, 
twisting, banked ice track in a gravity-powered sleigh 
or open-air carriage with a long seat and steering 
wheel, the sport of skeleton involves only one athlete 
hurtling solo face down and headfirst on a small, 
bony-looking flat sled on the iced track. Firestone 
completed the mile-long course in 49.66 seconds, 
traveling at speeds as high as 81.5 miles per hour.

Not only did he earn a Bronze medal and share the 
podium with athletes from the United States and Italy, 
he also set a speed record for Israel’s National Team.

But that accomplishment was almost derailed last 
summer when, following a surgical procedure, 
complications developed that led to the breakdown of 
muscle tissue and he found himself in the intensive 
care unit of Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami.

“I couldn’t walk in June and July and then I had a month 
of physical therapy.” It was not until September that 
he could begin training for the North American Cup.

What motivated him during that tough period, 
Firestone recalled, was “the thought that one day I 
was going to be on the podium with the Israeli flag.”

But excelling in the sport of skeleton wasn’t always 
Firestone’s goal. At Pine Crest School, a private high 
school student in Fort Lauderdale, he was on the track 
team, even winning the district championship in 2008 
in the 100-meter dash. When he attended Tulane 
University in New Orleans,, he again joined the track 
team and dreamed of competing in track and field for 
Israel in an international competition.

But in his first semester at Benjamin Cardozo School of 
Law in 2013, Firestone suffered a stroke. While 
recovering, he watched the 2014 Winter Olympics and 
— after assurances from doctors that another stroke 
was unlikely – he decided that the sport of skeleton 
was a better option for him.

He trained for three seasons with Team USA Skeleton 
in Lake Placid, N.Y., all the while passing the Florida 
Bar and Florida Real Estate Sales Associate exams. He 
is now a practicing attorney with Gustman Law PC.

His parents were not overly thrilled with the sport. But 
that changed when he applied for Israeli citizenship 
and formally joined the Israel Bobsled & Skeleton 
Federation in April 2019.

“When I told them I would be racing for Israel, they 
became enthusiastic and they now have a lot of pride 
in what I’m doing,” he said.

Cool runnings: This Florida bobsledder is 
Israel’s next big hope for Olympic Winter Gold
By Stewart Ain

NEWS
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Firestone said his decision to become an Israeli citizen 
was influenced by his participation in the March of the 
Living in 2008. On that trip, he visited Nazi 
concentration camps, learned what happened to the 
Jews of Europe in the Holocaust, and visited Israel.

“I saw that it was so important and crucial to support 
Israel the best we can,” said Firestone, who had 
attended a Jewish day school, Scheck Hillel Community 
School in North Miami Beach, from kindergarten to 
eighth grade. “I felt I could use my talents on the 
athletic stage and get to be an ambassador for Israel 
that way.”

Firestone’s success as an athlete was evidenced even 
as a child, according to David Fried, his football coach 
at the Hillel school.

“He excelled athletically and his natural ability is 
wonderful,” he said. “But his commitment to his craft 
and his dedication to his sport is what made him 
excel.”

He added that Firestone’s success in the sport of 
skeleton is all the more remarkable because “he grew 
up in south Florida – it’s not like he grew up on the 
slopes with the skeleton in the backyard.”

Kent Baker, his high school track coach who 
specialized in sprint, said Firestone was always 
interested in speed.

“It is a great feeling when you see a kid like that who is 
so close to his goal in athletics,” he said.

Firestone’s goal is competing for Israel in the Winter 
Olympics next February in Beijing. His sprint coach and 
fitness trainer, Chris Brooks of Fort Lauderdale, said he 
is convinced Firestone can sled faster.

“He was able to push some of his fastest times this 
season coming off major surgery and having a late 
start,” he said.

Firestone pointed out that Israel is “not guaranteed a 
spot” in the sport of skeleton and must earn it. David 
Greaves, president of Israel’s Bobsled/Skeleton 
Federation, noted that another Israeli is also 
competing to be Israel’s representative in the skeleton. 
But he said Firestone is “different from our current 

athletes because he was a track and field specialist. He 
is a 100-meter sprinter and that attribute is critical in 
our sport. If you are competitive in the push at the 
beginning, you have a good shot of winning.”

Israel decided to compete in international sports 
because it afforded “an opportunity to shed a positive 
light” on the country and to let other athletes “meet an 
Israeli, and in some cases their first Jewish person. 
Jared comes from a traditional Jewish family. We have 
had wonderful followers through his family’s 
connection to the sport.”

Rabbi Ian Silverman, spiritual leader of the Shul of 
Harbor Islands in Hollywood, a Chabad congregation, 
said he has known the Firestone family for years and 
that the “entire community is proud of the fact that 
one of our own children has dedicated himself to the 
sport and is representing Israel.”

Brooks said he did not go to Utah to see Firestone 
compete last month, but that if he goes to Beijing next 
year, he will attend.

“It is not if he goes to Beijing,” he said, “it is when he 
goes.” he stressed.

Cool runnings: This Florida bobsledder is Israel’s next big hope for Olympic Winter Gold
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Jonathan Kempner, a 69-year-old Maryland resident, 
hasn’t seen his daughter in nearly a year. The day he 
became eligible for a vaccine — Jan. 25 — he sat at his 
computer, ready to click on all eight possible 
registration links the moment the clock struck 12:01 
a.m. None worked. Early that morning (“I’m not a 
morning person,” he said), he tried again. Still nothing.

On a whim, and out of frustration, Kempner signed up 
for a service his sister had told him about: George 
Washington University’s Hillel was partnering with the 
Edlavitch DC Jewish Community Center to match 
student volunteers with older adults in need of help 
getting access to the vaccine. “I must say I had no 
reason to believe it was especially fertile,” Kempner 
said, “but as the saying goes, you miss all the shots 
you don’t take.”

But by mid-morning, he got a text from his assigned 
student, asking for his basic information. Two hours 
later: “She called, she said, ‘You’re all set.’” On Jan. 27, 
Kempner got his first dose of the Moderna vaccine.

In less than a month, the JCC-Hillel initiative has 
registered 105 seniors for vaccines as of Thursday 
morning, according to Adena Kirstein, the executive 
director of the GW Hillel. More than 780 seniors have 
requested assistance via the program, and around 300 
people have signed up to volunteer — two-thirds of 
them, students. Now, the group is in touch with Repair 
the World, the Jewish community service nonprofit, 
discussing strategies for bringing their grassroots 
effort nationwide.

“We’re building a plane as we’re flying it, for sure,” 
Kirstein said. When Dava Schub, the head of the 
DCJCC, first reached out to Kirstein with the idea three 
weeks ago, “I jumped on the opportunity, it seemed 
like a no brainer.”

For Schub, the idea for the project came from “seeing 

all the ways in which the pandemic has exacerbated 
loneliness and isolation and inequity” — and watching 
through her own parents’ example how the vaccine 
enrollment process “amplified all of those pain points.”

“The DCJCC is in the business of community-building,” 
Schub said. “It felt like a moment when we could do 
something very small — connecting one person to one 
person — that could have a very big impact.”

That impact, Schub believes, is two-fold. First and 
foremost, to get shots in arms — “these are issues of
life or death,” she said. “But also the sense that each 
person is connected to one another and to a 
community that cares about them. That feels really 
important, too.” 

Kirstein said she feels conscious of the program’s 
potential for impact during this “very isolating time.”

“When you’re reaching out to a senior, it’s not just ‘Let 
me get you an appointment,’” she described what she 
tells students during their required 20-minute 
trainings. “It’s a contact point, right? In the training, we 
talk about mental health issues, confidentiality.”

The students themselves see the project as an 
opportunity. Rebecca Hammerman, 19, said she signed 
up as soon as she saw the listing. The community-
building aspect of the program has been especially 
meaningful for her.

“I’ve been corresponding with one [senior] over text 
this entire time,” Hammerman, a GW sophomore, said. 
“Troubleshooting and all, but also just ‘Hi, how are you, 
how’d it go this morning, what do you have going on 
today?’ It’s a lot of that.”

Hannah Silverman, a 24-year-old volunteer, felt 
similarly. “During this time a lot of people are really
isolated,” the recent GW alumna said, “so even if

Jewish college students volunteer to help local 
seniors register for vaccine
By Marie-Rose Sheinerman
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you’re not able to get them an appointment right 
away, people are just grateful that you’re reaching out 
to them to connect and do whatever you can to help.”

So far, it seems, the initiative has been a resounding 
success.

“I couldn’t be happier, it was just wonderful,” Kempner 
said. “The notion that they would do this… volunteer 
and get us all together. It’s just the ultimate… win-
win-win. Win for me to be sure, win for the students, 
win for the JCC.”

–
Marie-Rose Sheinerman is a news intern at the Forward. 
Contact her at sheinerman@forward.com or follow her on 
Twitter @RoseSheinerman.

If you quickly scan the list of the 16 artists and groups 
nominated to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, only one 
name jumps out as Jewish: Carole King. But a deeper 
dive into each nominee reveals some surprising or 
unlikely Jewish stories.

First, a little more about King. How, you might ask, is 
Carole King not already in the Rock Hall? Her 
landmark 1971 album, “Tapestry,” virtually created the 
genre of sensitive singer-songwriter, gaining critical 
praise, multiple Grammy Awards, and setting a 
contemporaneous record for most time on Billboard’s 
Album chart until it was surpassed by Pink Floyd’s 
“Dark Side of the Moon.” It still holds the record for 
most consecutive weeks at number one by a female 
solo artist and regularly places high on lists of the 
greatest albums of all time.

King is indeed already in the Rock Hall, but only as 
one-half of the Gerry Goffin-Carole King songwriting 
duo, which supplied dozens if not hundreds of hit 
songs to other artists beginning in 1960, when King 
was still in her teens. They certainly deserve their 
place in the Hall as songwriters. But only now is King 
being recognized for her solo career, 51 years after 
she released her first solo album.

King is not the only nominee this year who is finally 
being recognized for long-overdue admission to the 
Hall as a solo artist. Like King, Tina Turner has been in 
the Hall for decades, but only as one-half of Ike and 
Tina Turner. Turner’s years with Ike Turner were a 
veritable horror story of physical and emotional 
abuse, such that when the duo was inducted into the 
Rock Hall in 1991, Tina Turner did not attend the 
ceremony. Out of the clutches of Ike Turner by the 
late-1970s, Turner rose to superstardom in the 1980s, 

The secret Jewish history 
of everyone nominated to 
the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of 
Fame this year
By Seth Rogovoy
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but only now is she being considered for a place of her 
own in the Hall. Ike Turner converted to Judaism in 
1994. But what’s Ike got to do with it? Tina is not 
Jewish — she is an adherent of Buddhism — but that 
didn’t stop vandals from defacing a mural of Turner 
with a red swastika outside a North Carolina record 
store in December 2019.

Chaka Khan is being considered again for a place in 
the Hall. In 2012, the one-time lead singer of Rufus 
became something of a Jewish hero when she stepped 
in to replace Stevie Wonder after the music legend, 
bowing to pressure from pro-Palestinian activists, 
backed out of a scheduled performance at a benefit for 
the Israel Defense Forces in Los Angeles. Ironically, 
Rufus’s biggest hit, 1974’s “Tell Me Something Good,” 
was written by Wonder.

Superstar R&B singer Mary J. Blige, a candidate for 
admission this year, is almost as well known for her 
philanthropy as for megahits including “What’s the 4-
1-1?” and a version of “Sweet Thing,” first recorded by 
Rufus featuring Chaka Khan in 1975. Blige used some 
of her earnings to fund the Mary J. Blige Center for 
Women at Westchester Jewish Community Services.

Another long-overdue candidate for the Hall, Dionne 
Warwick, whose most fruitful musical collaboration 
was with Jewish-American composer Burt Bacharach, 
who recognized her unique talent while she was 
singing backup for The Drifters. Warwick and 
Bacharach worked together on 39 chart records from 
1962 to 1972. Seven of them became Top 10 hits, 
including “Walk on By,” “I Say a Little Prayer,” “Do You 
Know the Way to San Jose?” and “I’ll Never Fall in Love 
Again.” Bacharach’s writing partner, Hal David — the 
son of Austrian-Jewish immigrants — wrote the lyrics 
to most of these hits. In May 2015, Warwick had a 
public spat with Roger Waters, rock’s most active anti-
Zionist, who seems to care more about enforcing a 
cultural boycott of Israel than he does about making 
music. Upon announcing an impending concert in Tel 
Aviv, Warwick issued a statement saying she would 
“never fall victim to the hard pressures of Roger 
Waters, from Pink Floyd, or other political people who 
have their views on politics in Israel.” In response, 
Waters called Warwick “profoundly ignorant of what 
has happened in Palestine.”

L.L. Cool J can’t seem to catch a break — this year’s 
nomination to the Hall is his sixth. The Queens, N.Y.-
born actor/rapper once reminisced fondly to a reporter 
from the Jerusalem Post of his New York City 
upbringing, saying “My grandfather was from the 
Bronx and he came home with gefilte fish every week.”

Afrobeat pioneer Fela Kuti received his first 
nomination to the Hall this year. Guitarist Jon Madof
makes no bones about his debt to the late Kuti, who 
was the inspiration behind Madof’s band, Zion80, one 
of the funkiest Jewish jazz outfits on the downtown 
scene. The group plays a horn-heavy, spiritual blend of 
Jewish melodies — sometimes inspired by Rabbi 
Shlomo Carlebach — atop a foundation of heavy 
Afrobeat rhythms. Even the group’s name pays 
homage to Kuti ensembles, including Afrika 70 and 
Egypt 80.

Jay-Z is also vying for admission to the Hall for the first 
time this year. Considered to be one of the greatest 
rappers of all time, Jay-Z got into some hot water 
during the summer of 2017, when he fumbled a tribute 
to Jewish self-empowerment in the greater context of 
calling on African Americans to step up their own 
entrepreneurial efforts. His song “The Story of O.J.” 
included the couplet, “You wanna know what’s more 
important than throwin’ away money at a strip club? 
Credit / You ever wonder why Jewish people own all 
the property in America? This how they did it.”

Never mind that Jay-Z lit a Hanukkah menorah in 2012 
at the inauguration of Brooklyn’s Barclays Center in a 
“rededication” ceremony (he was an original investor 
in the arena and the Brooklyn Nets basketball team). 
Nor the fact that in 2006, Jay-Z joined fellow rap 
impresario Russell Simmons to film a public service 
announcement explicitly equating anti-Semitism with 
racism. Nor that on tour in Europe with his wife, 
Beyoncé, Jay-Z visited the Anne Frank House in 
Amsterdam. Jay-Z got caught peddling a Jewish 
stereotype—even though, as he told one interviewer, 
he knows as well as anyone that Jews don’t own 
everything, because being a billionaire himself, he 
owns plenty. “Of course I know Jewish people don’t 
own all the property in America. I mean, I own things! 
So I know that they don’t own all of the property in 
America. It was an exaggeration,” he said.

The secret Jewish history of everyone nominated to the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame this year
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Like Tina Turner, guitarist Jane Wiedlin of the early-
1980s New Wave pop group the Go-Go’s — up for 
admission this year — is not Jewish, but that hasn’t 
stopped her from falling victim to antisemitic hate 
speech. Wiedlin once told an interviewer from the 
Riverfront Times, “I made the mistake of Googling 
myself once. I’ll never do it again. It was so horrifying. 
The first thing that came up was a white supremacist 
site, and they had me on one of their hate lists…. And 
it’s for being Jewish. And I’m not even Jewish! So it’s 
like, God, not only do these people hate me, but they 
hate me for something I’m not even! I mean, I would 
be happy to be Jewish, but I’m not. It’s really bad.”

Kate Bush got her second nomination to the Hall this 
year. Bush was reportedly a volunteer at Kibbutz 
Kissufim during the winter of 1977-78. Pink Floyd 
guitarist David Gilmour was a mentor to Bush early in 
her career; somehow Gilmour’s bandmate Roger 
Waters wasn’t able to derail her career over her 

Zionist sympathies.

Glam-punk pioneers the New York Dolls hope to enter 
the Rock Hall this year. The group’s guitarist, Sylvain 
Sylvain (who died last month), was born Sylvain 
Mizrahi to a Jewish family in Cairo, eventually making 
their way to New York City by way of France and 
Buffalo. Sylvain also worked in the rag trade as a side 
gig; he ran a clothing company called Truth and Soul.

New Wave art band Devo, best known for their hit 
“Whip It” and their cool yellow jumpsuits, are 
nominated this year. According to a childhood friend, 
the group’s drummer, the late Alan Myers, was in a 
Jewish youth group, where his nickname was “Aleph 
Ernie.” The friend explained, “Aleph was a title of 
respect, and we called him Ernie because he 
resembled the be-spectacled Ernie on [the TV show] 
‘My Three Sons.’”

Dave Grohl, already a member of the Rock Hall as a 
member of grunge-rock avatars Nirvana, is up for 
membership again for his group Foo Fighters. The 
group shocked fans this past December with an eight-
night series of new releases, one for each night of 
Hanukkah, each a cover of a song by a famous Jewish 
artist. Although Grohl is not Jewish, the band’s 
producer Greg Kurstin is, as is the group’s keyboardist, 
Rami Jaffee, who was a founding member of Jakob 
Dylan’s band, the Wallflowers. Grohl announced the 
“Hanukkah Sessions” with this Yiddish-inflected 
statement: “With all the mishigas of 2020, Greg and I 
were kibbitzing about how we could make Hanukkah 
extra-special this year. … So hold on to your tuchuses
because we’ve got something special coming for your 
shayna punims. L’chaim!” The sessions included songs 
by Lou Reed, Justine Frischmann of Elastic, Peaches, 
Leslie West of Mountain, Drake, Bob Dylan, and, of 
course, the Beastie Boys.

Along with his career as a musician, Todd Rundgren —
nominated for the second time — has also enjoyed 
success as an engineer and record producer, having 
worked with such Jewish artists as Robbie Robertson 
of the Band; Daryl Hall, a convert to Judaism; and the 
New York Dolls (see above).

Photo by Getty Images
Tina Turner: Though the artist considers herself a Buddhist, 
that didn’t stop vandals from defacing a mural of Turner with 
a red swastika outside a North Carolina record store in 
December 2019.

The secret Jewish history of everyone nominated to the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame this year
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It may surprise some to learn that several members of 
nominees Rage Against the Machine boast Jewish 
ancestry. Singer-lyricist Zack de la Rocha of the
politically inclined hard-rock group claims Sephardic 
descent through his Mexican-American father. And 
drummer Brad Wilk, who cofounded Rage with de la 
Rocha and guitarist Tom Morello, is of Polish-Jewish 
descent.

Perhaps the biggest surprise of all is to learn that 
Bruce Dickinson, the non-Jewish lead singer of heavy-
metal pioneers Iron Maiden — garnering their first 
nomination this year — has been outspoken against 
Nazi imagery in heavy metal; talks passionately about 
the horrors of Auschwitz; and has no truck with the 
likes of Roger Waters over performing in Israel.

Dickinson and Iron Maiden visited Auschwitz in 1984. 
“It’s a very spooky place,” Dickinson told Newsweek. 
“It really did my head in. You can smell the evil of the 
place.” In his memoir, “What Does This Button Do?”, 
Dickinson wrote about Auschwitz: “It is the banality of 
industrial execution planning contrasted with the 
screams of the gas chambers that is the true measure 
of the terror…. That terror, I believe, is the secret fear 
that we may all be such monsters deep down. It 
makes me shudder even to think it…. I cried a lot after 
the visit.” After an incident at a Vancouver concert, 
Dickinson told the CBC, “Nazi salutes have no place 
whatsoever in any kind of music community I want to 
belong to…. I think people need a little bit more of a 
lesson in history, rather than a lesson in ignorance, 
which seems to be dished out far too often.” Iron 
Maiden first performed in Israel in 1995 and had been 
scheduled to perform again last year before the 
COVID-19 virus shut down concerts across the globe.

This year’s Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductees will be 
announced in May.

–
Seth Rogovoy is a contributing editor at the Forward. He 

often mines popular culture for its hidden Jewish stories.

If this interview aired on television, André Aciman
would have earned himself a perfect score on 
Room Rater.

The novelist, memoirist, essayist and scholar greeted 
me from the Upper West Side study where he spends 
most of his time. It’s the kind of home office about 
which most of us only fantasize: an Oriental-carpeted 
study lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves housing 
his “basic” collection of English literature. (Books in 
French, Italian, and several other languages are exiled 
to his office at the City University of New York’s 
Graduate Center, where he teaches). Appealingly 
disordered, with no cloying color-coordination or 
conveniently displayed copies of his own work, it was

To understand André 
Aciman, try reading 
Thucydides
By Irene Katz Connelly
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the kind of background that garners kudos from the 
viral Twitter account famous for dunking on the 
chattering class’s interior design skills.

But I don’t think Aciman was trying to win the Zoom 
aesthetics game. He avoids television, tweets 
infrequently, and is one of the only people to ever tell 
me that work is “going apace” during the pandemic. He 
spends most of each day writing, with occasional 
breaks for interviews. Ours was his third of the day.

Things weren’t always like this. Born in 1951 in 
Alexandria, Egypt, to a Sephardic Jewish family, 
Aciman fled the country as a teenager when the 
government began to systematically expel 
noncitizens. After living for some time in Italy, Aciman
moved to America, where he eventually received a 
doctorate in English and comparative literature from 
Harvard and established himself as a scholar of Marcel 
Proust. Besides academic work, he published novels, 
essays, and the critically acclaimed memoir “Out of 
Egypt.” But it was the film adaptation of his debut 
novel “Call Me By Your Name” by director Luca 
Guadagnino that made him a household name. 

Aciman’s latest book, “Homo Irrealis,” takes its title 
from the linguistic category of verbal moods, including 
the conditional, subjunctive and imperative, used to 
discuss events that have not and may never occur. 
Touching on the work of writers like Cavafy, Sebald, 
and Pessoa, the collection explores the way memory, 
even when it represents a constructed or altered 
version of the past, controls our perception of the 
present and future. A moody and deeply introspective 
collection, it initially seems like a departure from the 
lush Mediterranean tableaus that made “Call Me By 
Your Name” a cultural touchstone.

Yet the ineffable and surprisingly forceful character of 
nostalgia is a constant preoccupation of Aciman’s, 
hovering at the fringes of even his most sensual 
novels. In a way, “Homo Irrealis” functions as a 
guidebook to the perspective that has informed the 
author’s storytelling for decades.

I spoke with Aciman about human psychology, the 
case against contemporary literature and what lessons 
Proust’s life has to offer us. (Spoiler: None.) The 

following conversation has been edited and 
condensed for clarity.

Tell me a little about how you’ve been working 
during the pandemic.

Well, I basically exist on Zoom at this point. I teach on 
Zoom. My physical therapist is on Zoom. You’re on 
Zoom. It’s very hard to have anything going on that’s 
not fundamentally displacing, even though we’re all 
remaining in place.

It’s funny you mention feeling displaced, because 
that’s such a prominent theme in your work — although 
not precisely in this sense.

Well, one is displaced because the places one goes to 
have folded or closed, or one doesn’t want to go there 
because one is afraid of running into others. I feel like 
I’m in one place, and yet at the same time the places I 
normally go to are not open to me. As far as writing is 
concerned, this is ironically a blessing, all distractions 
are rescinded.

Is there anything you need to have on hand while 
you’re working?

I used to have dictionaries: French, English, Italian, 
even a thesaurus. And I used to have an encyclopedia. 
All this is gone now because I can get it online. So 
provided I have internet access, I’m OK.

You’re a scholar of Proust, who is famous for 
(among other things) staying home a lot. Have you 
taken any pandemic-era lessons from his life?

No, because he did nothing but write for the last 15 
years of his life. He didn’t live. We don’t know much 
about his private life, if there was one. He was 
basically trapped, and I don’t like that feeling. I don’t 
think there’s anything to learn from that.

I am very Mediterranean, I like the things life gives us. 
At the same time, as a writer I am very withdrawn and 
I examine myself all the time. I’m sure that once I’m 
dead, people will look at my books and say, “This guy 
didn’t live at all.” So there’s a contrast between the life 
I live and the life that appears to have been lived in 
my books.

To understand André Aciman, try reading Thucydides
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What parts of your life would surprise people who 
only knew you through your books?

That I have wonderful friends, that social moments are 
very important to me. That I like to party. This is 
something that isn’t transparent in my books. It seems 
more that I’m isolated, that I’m not friendly, that I don’t 
cultivate people.

Maybe we should go back to Proust in that respect. 
Here was a man who was extremely social, who had 
entrée into all kinds of clans and milieus, and who at 
the same time wrote one of the most private novels 
ever written. He had to stop being social because he 
found it was getting in the way of his other life, his 
scriptorial life. But I’ve never had to make that 
compromise.

You never had trouble balancing?

I think I had trouble when I was a graduate student, I 
had to read, I had to work on my dissertation, I had to 
study. But frankly, as soon as I got a call — “We’re at 
such-and-such a place, would you want to come and 
join us” — absolutely I would drop everything to go.

I want to go back to Proust. You’re both fascinated 
with memory and nostalgia. Were you drawn to 
Proust because he shares this interest? Or did you 
develop it by studying him?

When I was 14 years old, my father bought me my first 
volume of Proust. I immediately sensed it was too 
close, too intimate. It was my voice. That’s the genius 
of Proust, whenever you read him you feel it’s you 
speaking, not him. I liked that a lot, it made me feel at 
home. But I felt that Dostoevsky gave me more space, 
and allowed me to encounter sensibilities besides my 
own. Eventually, I went back to Proust and found I was 
reading him as if I was reading myself.

So, yes, Proust allowed me to justify who I was. And I 
acquired skills I didn’t know I had; the moment I saw 
them in Proust I said, “Yeah, I know how to do this.” 
The whole bit about memory, I had lived that long 
before knowing the word Proust. I also had this ability 
to examine people. I always wanted to understand 
why people were the way they were. Of course, I was 
an incurable gossip and would criticize people all the 

time behind their back — not because they were 
malevolent, but because I found something about 
them missing. I think that is true of Proust: He’s 
constantly excavating who the real person before him 
is, because he doesn’t trust that other person. How 
many of us truly accept others the way they are? 
Wouldn’t we be saints if we knew how to do that?

You’ve said you don’t watch movies, go to plays, or 
read magazines, which sets you apart from writers 
who see artistic production and consumption as 
symbiotic. Why do you think that is?

There’s something about contemporary culture which I 
feel is facile, easy. Whereas I find I’m drawn to that 
which is bygone, older, classical. I’m always drawn to 
older writers, writers who are not even alive. 
Fundamentally my favorite writer is Thucydides. I don’t 
accept contemporary society yet because it’s too 
present, it hasn’t been ratified by time. I always feel 
that I should wait some more before I accept 
someone. For example, the French critic Roland 
Barthes was writing a lot of books in the late 60s and 
early 70s. Everyone was consuming him, and I said, 
“No, I don’t want to consume him just yet.” When he 
died, that’s when I discovered him. I always feel that a 
piece in a magazine bears its time stamp on it. You 
wrap fish with it at the end of the day.

How do you square that skepticism with the fact 
that you yourself are a contemporary writer, and a 
popular one at that?

When people tell me, “I loved your book,” I say “You 
are an educated person. Why aren’t you reading Edith 
Wharton instead?” In other words, it doesn’t square 
with me that someone writing today should be read by 
people today. I should be read in 40 years. But of 
course I want to be read today. I’m in a state of total 
contradiction.

Do you think we’re in a uniquely bad cultural 
moment, or that art now will be more rewarding to 
consume in a few decades?

When a new book comes out and is very successful, 
people are buoyed by it. Everyone wants to read the 
book that has been raved about in the New York Times

To understand André Aciman, try reading Thucydides
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Book Review, because that book tells a story that 
speaks to us today, it deals with issues that are 
germane to today’s issues. I don’t want to read 
something that’s germane about today’s issues. I’d 
much rather read something that’s totally not 
germane to any issues. I’d much rather read about 
two individuals on a beach who are having an illicit 
affair, and experience some of their pangs and 
timidities, than to read a novel about two guys who 
are attracted to each other but are in danger because 
of intolerance in the society they live in. I’m interested 
in human psychology and motivation, the inner life of 
people, as opposed to the outer life.

Can’t you write about the individual relationships 
and “outer life” at the same time?

It is possible, I think many people are doing it. It’s not 
that I don’t know how to do it — although that’s a 
good claim to make — it’s that I’m not libidinally 
moved by it. There’s a kind of creative libido that has 
nothing to do with sex. What arouses my creativity is 
what goes on between two individuals. The social 
aspect of it does not arouse me. I can’t even dwell on 
it for more than two sentences. “Out of Egypt” is 
about a social catastrophe for Jews, but you barely 
sense that. What you’re dealing with is personalities, 
the wills of people, the stupidity, the spite. That’s 
what interests me.

What is it you like about Thucydides?

Oh gosh. In an undergraduate class we were made to 
read the beginning of “The History of The 
Peloponnesian War,” and I was bowled over. Every 
speech that was given, I’m on that side. Even if two 
people are arguing with each other, I’m always 
persuaded by the first speech and the contrary one. I 
know of no other writer who has cut open the human 
motivation, and human spite, and idiocy and 
fanaticism like Thucydides.

–

Irene Katz Connelly is a staff writer at the Forward. You can 
contact her at connelly@forward.com. Follow her on Twitter 
at @katz_conn.

President Joe Biden engaged in a rare moment 
of kvelling during a live broadcast of a CNN town hall 
in Milwaukee on Tuesday night.

“I actually know some Yiddish,” Biden revealed during 
an exchange with a Jewish member of the audience.

The light remark came after the president was 
introduced to Joel Berkowitz, a foreign language 
professor and the director of the Stahl Center for 
Jewish Studies at the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee.

“I’m not bad at the literature part, but after five years 
of French, I still can’t speak a word, so I apologize,” 
Biden said.

“I’ll teach you some Yiddish sometime,” Berkowitz 
responded.

To which Biden, perhaps thinking of his time spent 
with Jewish relatives, replied, “I actually know some 
Yiddish.”

CNN host Anderson Cooper then intervened and said 
to the president, “It would be a shanda if you didn’t.”

In an interview with The Forward on Wednesday, 
Berkowitz said the moment wasn’t scripted.

“I did not expect that,” Berkowitz, 55, said. “It was 
kind of like the second that I had to kibbitz with the 
president of the United States and it just kind of came 
out.”

Berkowitz, who spoke on the phone after teaching a 
Wednesday morning class on Jewish literature, said he 
wasn’t particularly surprised by Biden’s response 
because he expected the president to know some 
Yiddish words since he’s been around Jewish people 
and has quoted the Talmud in past speeches.
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He described it as a “cute and fun” exchange and 
insisted that the few seconds of fame and the 
spotlight didn’t get to his head. “I am the same person 
I was yesterday,” Berkowitz said, adding that he will 
carry on with life “unless I get a phone call from the 
president saying, ‘I hope you were serious about those 
Yiddish lessons and get on Zoom with me for a few 
minutes a day.’”

Berkowitz, who moved to Milwaukee in 2010 after 
teaching at the University of Albany and at Oxford, 
said that he had originally submitted two questions to 
CNN, the other on higher education and that the 
network had confirmed earlier this week that he would 
participate to ask a question about white supremacy. 
This was his first public event since the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and he was thrilled to have the 
opportunity to go out. “It was Valentine’s Day when I 
got the invitation,” he recalled, ”and I said to my wife, 
‘Can I invite you out on a date with the president and 
Anderson Cooper?’” Turns out he couldn’t have asked 
for more.

During the commercial break before he got to ask the 
question, Berkowitz sat close to the stage and the 
moderator turned to him and inquired about his 
profession, knowing he teaches foreign language. 
When Cooper heard that he primarily teaches Yiddish, 
“without missing a beat, he said he read Sholem
Aleichem in 10th grade,” Berkowitz said. “I got a kick 
out of that.”

Berkowitz added that Cooper’s use of the 
word shanda “was super impressive.”

Born in Philadelphia and later moving to Mamaroneck, 
Westchester County in New York, Berkowitz didn’t 
grow up speaking Yiddish at home. His mother is a 
second-generation American and his father came to 
the U.S. at age 10 after his parents fled Poland early in 
World War II. But he heard “bits and pieces” of Yiddish 
when his extended paternal family got together. He 
joked that he probably learned more Spanish words 
watching Sesame Street than he learned Yiddish 
words at home. But the opportunity arose during 
graduate school when he was offered a course on 
Yiddish language one summer at Oxford University 
“and I was completely bitten by the bug,” he said. “

It felt like there was some kind of collective
unconscious or something that I was tapping into. It 
just moved me on a really deep level. I was completely 
smitten with the language.”

In 1995, Berkowitz spent a year on a postdoctoral 
fellowship at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
doing research on Yiddish theatre while also studying 
Hebrew. He then traveled to the U.K to teach Yiddish 
for four years, followed by a nine-year tenure at SUNY 
in Albany.

Berkowitz said that the Tuesday night exchange, the 
first of a kind he’s ever had with a president, was an 
“opportunity” to get the leader of the free world to 
address the issue of white supremacy and conspiracy 
theories “that is deep seated in society and that came 
out of the woodwork,” particularly in the insurrection 
of the Capitol on Jan. 6. “I expect there are people in 
the administration, in Congress and elsewhere in the 
halls of power who are talking to the people who 
understand how those kinds of ideologies come about 
and how to address them,” he said.

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