ISRAEL THROUGH THE DECADES – NERUSY SPRING CONVENTION 2012

DYLAN:  As NERUSY turns 60, so too has the state of Israel reached over 6 decades of hardships and triumphs. Today we will show you a glimpse of Israel through the decades, through the eyes of those who made our land strong. 

1948-50’s. (Dan Katz)
Shalom my friends. My name is Yosef Kosninski. I was born in a small Polish village near Lodz in the year 1931.  About the time that I was 8 or so, my father, who was a banker decided that it would be safer for our whole family to leave Poland and move to Palestine, the Holy Land. It was a very hectic time for me and I was too young at the time to really remember much. 

We spent the war years doing anything we could to help out the war effort. I was very active in the Zionist youth groups and at the age of 16 I joined the Haganah underground army. After hearing all the awful stories of what was going on in Germany and Poland I felt so proud to be part of a Jewish defense force. I did very well in the Haganah. I worked hard, was in very good shape and soon I was chosen to join the elite Palmach commando force. It was such an honor!  With tensions heating up between the Jews, Arabs, and the British in Palestine; I started my training immediately. At this point there was news of riots and murders almost every day. By the time that I finished my training the real war was just starting up. The UN had just voted in favor of dividing Palestine into a Jewish state and an Arab State and although we were all incredibly happy about this, the waves of Arab violence that followed quickly ended any celebrations.
All the violence that had been going on before, got so much worse. Kibbutzim were being attacked on an almost daily basis. Almost immediately Arab bands cut off the road to Jerusalem and soon the city was running out of supplies. Things were not looking to good but we started to fight back. Me and my fellow Palmach soldiers were sent out on one mission after another trying to force back the Arab onslaught. And it started to work! Slowly the situation got better. There were fewer attacks on kibbutzim we captured several key forts on the Jerusalem road, and a few convoys were actually able to make it through to the starving city. Then on May 14, a day I will always remember, me and some of the men from my unit were listening to a radio while preparing for our next mission, when David Ben Gurion suddenly came on the radio. At first we did not understand what he was saying. Then we finally realized what was going on. Davidka, as we called him, was declaring an independent state of Israel! We wanted to jump up and sing and dance for joy but we knew all too well what was to come. The arab armies that had been waiting along our borders were about to start an all out assault. And do so they did.
The next few months were some of the darkest days in the history of Israel. The Arabs almost succeeded in pushing us into the sea. But by some miracle we were eventually able to force them back and double the land that the UN gave us in their plan. But by the time that the war ended, the entire country was exhausted. There had simply been so much death that we could hardly celebrate the creation of our new country. Besides losing so many friends and comrades, we had also lost the Old City of Jerusalem. The great victory of the war was very bittersweet.

But right after the war there was this huge Aliyah of Jews from the Arab countries. You see when we won the war, the arabs were so angry that they kicked almost all the Jews out of their countries, so we took them in. It was incredible seeing all these Jews from different places and with different customs. There were so many of them we actually doubled in population! 

Everything from housing, to agriculture, to the road system just improved at an incredible rate. In a few short years we became one of the most prosperous countries in the entire Middle East. We even had our own airline that some of you might have flown on sometime. You know, El-Al. And all this, in a country that had been swampland that no one ever wanted. It was simply incredible! They built a whole university, yes Hebrew University in Jerusalem, just years after we had been fighting to get food and supplies into the starving city. Then there was when we sent athletes to the Olympics for the first time. It was the year they were in Helsinki, Finland, and it was like the whole country was sitting around the radio just to hear how we did. Even though we lost, people were happy. Everything was going well. Our country was growing and flourishing and I was part of it all. 
I am an immigrant, I am a Chalutz, and I am Israel.
1960’s (Gabby Warshay)
Manishmah Chaverim! My name is Ze’ev Cohen. I currently am a soldier in the Israeli army.

But first, let’s go back a few years and talk about the beginning of the 1960’s when I was a younger boy. My parents are holocaust survivors, who came to Palestine to seek freedom. I remember sitting with my family when we learned on May 23rd 1960, that Adolf Eichmann was captured by Israeli Mossad agents in Argentina and brought to Israel to be put on trial for his involvement in the Holocaust. The following December of 1961, Eichmann was found guilty and sentenced to a death penalty. Finally in May of 1962 he was executed. It was these times that my family talked about their past and reminded me that I should always be proud to be born in Israel, where I could live in freedom. 
The lessons that my family taught me stay with me every day as I help defend my country. Growing up, I knew that when I turned 18, I knew would be ready to go into the army, and I was excited to serve my homeland. My love for Israel was especially with me last year when I fought in the 6-day war. The mood was tense prior to the war. After a period of high tension between Israel and its neighbors, the war began on June 5 with Israel launching surprise air strikes against Arab forces. From its beginning to the end, the war lasted 132 hours and 30 minutes. The duration was shorter on 2 of the 3 fronts: on the Egyptian side only 4 days, and on the Jordanian side only 3 days. It was only on the Syrian side that the war lasted the whole 6 days.
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The war was a dramatic war fought between Israel and the Arab nations, resulting in a depression in the Arab world, changing the mentalities and political orientations among the people, and resulting in increased tensions between the Arab countries and the Western world. While the actual material and human losses were dramatic enough, Arab weakness in this war compared to Israeli efficiency will probably not be forgotten for still many decades to come.

The war left Israel with the largest territorial gains from any of the wars the country had been involved in: Sinai and Gaza Strip were captured from Egypt, East Jerusalem and West Bank from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from Syria. By the end of the war, Israel had conquered enough territory to more than triple the size of the area it controlled, from 8,000 to 26,000 square miles. The victory enabled Israel to unify Jerusalem. This was 6 days of my life that I will never forget. I was so proud to be an Israeli and to fight for my country. 
I am a soldier and I am Israel.
1970’s - Naomi Shemer (as older woman) (Daniella Levine)
Shalom. I am Naomi Shemer and I was born in 1930 on Kibbutz Kevuzat Kinneret, overlooking the shores of Jordan. When I was young, I would love to lead songs for my fellow kibbutniks.   After completing school I went to study at the academy of music in Jerusalem, and when I returned I taught music to the kibbutz children. 
When I turned 18 I began my army service in the Nahal, which combined military service and volunteering, and then I eventually joined the military’s cultural department. During my service I wrote several songs for a musical revue, performed by the Central Command Troupe. I married in the 50s and lived with my husband back on my old kibbutz and continued to write songs. By 1960 one of my songs, Hoppa Hey, won first place in the International Song Festival in Italy.

 “In the winter of 1967, I had promised to write a new song about Jerusalem for the Israel song festival.  Why did they want a song about Jerusalem anyway? I was in trouble. And not because I couldn’t relate, heaven forbid, but because I related too much. Jerusalem was personal, beloved and important to me. But when I tried to express this, I became terrified.
After two months of trying in vain I decided to give up. “It’s too big for me. I simply can’t write about Jerusalem.”  But then one night it came to me and I wrote I wrote “Yerushaliyim Shel Zahav”. The idea I started with was the Talmudic legend I remembered from my school days about Rabbi Akiva, who lived in poverty, in a hayloft with his beloved wife Rachel, who had been disowned by her father. As he plucked the hay out of her hair, he promised her that one day he would become wealthy and buy her a Jerusalem of Gold  - an item of jewelry. The phrase “Jerusalem of Gold” suddenly shone in my memory as if to say, “Here I am,” and I realized it would be the cornerstone of my song.

As for the melody, here I touched upon the hasidic melodies and Yiddish songs of my late father with faint traces of Biblical cantillation. I wept bitterly as I wrote. Then At the end of the 6 day war, I added a final verse to the song to celebrate Jerusalem’s re-unification after 19 years of Jordanian occupation. 
Just 6 years after that war, on October 6, 1973, on our holiest day of Yom Kippur, Egyptian and Syrian military forces launched an attack knowing that the military of Israel would be participating in services, and therefore, their guard would temporarily be dropped.
I tried to express the feelings of both the battlefront and the home front of this terrible war in what became one of my most popular songs, which I titled Lu Yehi –May It Be. Although the melody is to the tune of the Beatles’ song Let It Be, the Hebrew version is not a translation. My words reflected the mood of our country at that time, and the distress of that we all felt.
Lu Yehi – may it be

This is the end of summer, the end of the path 
Allow them to return safely here 
All that we seek, Lu Yehi

And if suddenly, rising from the darkness 
Over our heads, the light of a star shines 
All that we seek, Lu Yehi
Then grant tranquility and also grant strength 
To all those we love 
All that we seek, Lu Yehi- may it be 
It was only a song, but I pray that it brought hope to our Zahal and to all the families waiting at home.

I continued to write songs for years to come, and they even sometimes called me the First Lady of Israeli Song. I’m not sure if that is true, but I know that I am a songwriter, and I am Israel.
Dylan:  Now NERUSapella will honor Naomi Shemer, one of Israel’s greatest songwriters of the 60s, 70s and 80s, as they sing Lu Yehi, May It Be.
1980s (Amanda Hills)
My name is Kassa Abanesh. I was born in Ethiopia, but when I was a little girl my parents, 5 brothers and sisters, and I walked for 3 weeks to get to the Sudanese border so that we could leave Ethiopia and come to Israel. While we walked, I saw some people getting robbed, and others just died on the way. It was scary and sad. When we finally got across the border, we had to go to a special camp to wait until it was out turn to go to Israel. Again, I saw many of our people get sick and die while we were waiting. But to keep our spirits up, my parents and I kept dreaming of the day that we would be in Israel, safe and free.
I remember when my parents first told me how in 1975 the Chief Rabbinate of Israel recognized the Ethiopians as Jews, and that in 1977 the Israeli governmental decided to bring us to Israel.  Then, in a secret cabinet meeting held on November 1984, it was decided to conduct a secret operation, using an IDF airlift to bring Ethiopia’s Jews to Israel. This mission was called Operation Moses, and that’s how I got to my homeland. Operation Moses began on November 18, 1984, and ended six weeks later on January 5, 1985. In that time, just about 8,000 Ethipian Jews, including me, my parents and my siblings, were rescued and brought to Israel.

But the mission was not without problems. Because of news leaks, the mission ended prematurely as Arab nations pressured the Sudanese government to prevent any more Jews from using Sudan to go to Israel. Sadly, almost 15,000 of my Jewish brothers and sisters were left behind in Ethiopia.
By the end of Operation Moses in January 1985, almost two-thirds of the Beta Israel, as the Ethiopian Jewish community is called, remained in Ethiopia. Mostly there were the women, young children, and the sick, since only the strongest members of the community were encouraged to make the harrowing trek to Sudan where the airlift occurred. 
We were lucky to be among the group to arrive in Israel in 1984. I will never forget stepping off that plane onto the soil of my new home. My family and I then spent a year in an absorption center learning Hebrew, being retrained for Israel's industrial society, and learning how to live in a modern society. In Ethiopia we lived in a village with no running water or electricity, so much was new to us. 
It has been many years since we first arrived and I am now married to a wonderful Israeli man, and our  children are sabras with Israeli accents. My family and I live each day with the blessing that we are together here, living our lives in this wonderful country.

I came to Israel in secret so that I could live openly and freely in this land of promise. 
I am an Ethiopian Jew and I am Israel.
1990’S (Jon Horowitz)
My name is Boris Vetrov and I live in Haifa. I came here in 1990 from the former Soviet Union, where I was a scientist and engineer, and I settled in Tel Aviv. In the early 90s it was exciting to be a scientist in Israel. In fact I, along with all my fellow Russian scientists who come to Israel in the early 90s, helped boost the pace of Israel’s technological innovation.

It was in 1991 that Technology incubators were introduced to encourage innovative ideas by individuals. It was the first boom of start-up companies in Israel. Now, in only 64 years of existence, Israel has the highest number of start-up companies per capita. Yes, in just a short number of years, so many ideas and inventions have come from this great land. 

So when I first arrived, I was lucky to get a job at IBM on Allenby Street in Tel Aviv. Next I worked for Intel, and now I live with my family in Haifa and teach at the Technion Institute of Technology. Over the years, I, my friends, my students, and my fellow Israeli engineers and scientists have been part of the Israel’s many innovations.

I burst with pride when I think of the many technological advancements developed right here in Israel. For example, did you know that…

· Israeli scientists developed the first fully computerized, no-radiation, diagnostic instrumentation for breast cancer.

· Israel's Givun imaging developed the first ingestible video camera, so small it fits inside a pill. Used to view the small intestine from the inside, the camera helps doctors diagnose cancer and digestive disorders.

· Researchers in Israel developed a new device that directly helps the heart pump blood, an innovation with the potential to save lives among those with congestive heart failure. 
· In response to serious water shortages, Israeli engineers and agriculturalists developed a revolutionary drip irrigation system to minimize the amount of water used to grow crops.

· The cell phone was developed in Israel by Motorola, which has its largest development center in Israel.

· Most of the Windows NT operating system was developed by Microsoft-Israel.

· The Pentium MMX Chip and Centrino technology were designed at Intel  Israel.

· Voice mail technology was developed in Israel.

· The technology for AOL Instant Messenger was developed in 1996 by four young Israelis.

· The first PC anti-virus software was developed in Israel.
· An Israeli company M-Systems was the first to patent and introduce key chain storage ("Disk-On-Key")

·  Israeli researchers are using video games to investigate future treatments for memory disorders such as Alzheimer's disease.
·  An Israeli company is providing the technology behind an American all-electric bus for urban use.
· An Israeli-developed algorithm enabled NASA to transmit images from Mars.

·  Israeli scientists are developing a nose drop that will provide a five-year flu vaccine.
So, you see, Israel is responsible for many of the things that we use every day. People ask me why are Israelis are so innovative. I say, because they have to be. We are not very disciplined, so we like to look for shortcuts and quick solutions. But our real secret weapon is our Jewish mothers. More than the army sergeant, or work boss, it is our mothers who have pushed us to be better, smarter, more creative, and to think faster than anyone else. They have taught us that it doesn’t mean that others are bad, it just means we are better!

I am so very proud to be part of Israel’s technological creativity and innovation. 

I am a scientist and I am Israel.
2000’s (Dylan Abrams)
Hey, I’m Jonah Liben. Some of you might know my sister Sara Miriam, who was NERUSY President in 2009. There were a total of 5 Libens involved in NERUSY, 3 (including me) having been on regional board. In May, 2006 I was up in the front of the room on the dais at NERUSY’s Spring Convention.  I was being discharged from my position as Regional Israel VP, and heading for a year in Israel, to be followed by college at List and Columbia in NY. So many memories came to me that day. Remembering being in Kadima and Jr. USY and tagging along with my older siblings to USY events, planning since the 8th grade that I would be on regional board, all the chapter programs and meetings in my hometown of Natick, flirting with girls at Boat Cruises and Turkey Dances, filling up on Twizzlers at regional lounge nights,  laughing with people who I knew would become my lifelong friends,  hanging out with Noam at Encampment, and trying to convey my love for Israel this past year on Board.

Even though that was just 6 years ago, sometimes it seems like a lifetime. So much has happened. As I said, after high school I spent a year in Israel, then came back for college. But the most monumental change came this past August when I flew to Israel to make aliyah. To give you an idea of some of the things that I’ve been through this past year since I come to Israel, I thought it would be easiest to read some of my blog entries, so here it goes…
September 17, 2011

I am a proud Zionist with tons of questions and doubts about Judaism. I naively thought that after four years at JTS (and I guess at Columbia, too) I would be comfortable with my Judaism and ready to move to Israel as a man comfortable with his faith and level of observance. Instead I came out of there with more doubts about religion than ever. But, at the same time, my doubts have never once deterred my involvement with Judaism, my constant intermingling with Jewish history, literature, philosophy, and language. What is beautiful about Judaism is that even if we have our crises of faith and questions that remain unanswered, we can still look to it as a wellspring of ideals and values to make the world a better place.

Ben Gurion was here to make Israel a viable place for Jews to live, for whenever they wanted to and for whatever reason. His vision was social, democratic, and Jewish. He is an obvious inspiration in my life, and so in my own small ways, I too am here to make this country a better place. 

October 23, 2011 (Note: Depending on time, this entry may not be read) 
Yom Sayarot is a day test of mental and physical ability, and I can definitely say that it was incredibly hard. And physical. And a really good barometer of where I stood after nearly two months in Israel.  People there had been training for 6, 8, 10, 14 months, and I went in after a month and a half of honest exercise.  My goal was to never give up and finish the day (not a given at all, some 90-100 kids out of 290 dropped out over the course of the day+).  The first 15 minutes of the sprints on the sand dunes were mentally some of the toughest minutes of my life.  It was 5:15 am, kids were throwing up left and right, others panting and saying screw it and throwing in the towel, I was being pushed to the ground and tripped up in the fracas for first place, and all I wanted to do was join those who had given up.  But I started out by saying, "I will not be the first one to drop out."  And as my body began to warm up, I reminded myself why I was there.  To test myself, to prove myself, to succeed in my goals, and to see how far I could push.  I decided that regardless of how I was placing compared to the rest of my group, I would not give up.   -- And over 3 hours later, I finished!
October 25, 2011
So, in the final days before the swap, there was considerable anxiety in Israel.  Would the deal actually go through?  Will Gilad Shalit, everyone's soldier, actually make it home?  Will we regret this decision in the months/years to come, if a) the freed prisoners commit more acts of terror or b) the release of the prisoners encourages more attempted kidnappings?  No matter what the particular political outlook on the issue, everyone in the country truly waited with baited breath...


The Shalit saga has touched Jews around the world in different ways for over 5 years.  And now, after an anxiety filled, emotional roller coaster of a couple weeks, the prisoner exchange has happened.  Gilad is home, and it is time to let him sleep, let him be, and let him live with dignity and quiet as a free man once more.

November 20, 2011

Unless something radically changes, I will be joining the Nachal Brigade of the IDF on Wednesday, November 23rd (three days!).

My host dad will drive me to the processing center in Tveria on Wednesday morning where I will then sit for several hours as they process me (whatever that means), give me army gear, and mostly just sit.  After this, I will part ways with whoever may or may not show up to see me off and then I will get bussed down to what will become my new base for the following several months, Ba"ch Nachal. There is no ceremonial aspect to the enlistment: no live streaming, no big hullaballoo. Just hugs to whoever is there and a 'see ya soon.'  

Basic training for Nachal is several months and is located at Ba"ch Nachal, near Arad.  For me this means taking a 3 hour train ride from Nahariya to Beer Sheva (the full length of the Israeli train system) and then another 40-45 minute bus ride to Arad.  After that I will be stationed at a base 5km away from there for another several months of advanced training. 

P.S. My beard is currently longer than my hair! Just had to put that out there.

January 4, 2012 

'How are you doing?' 'How is he holding up?' 'Is your Hebrew good enough?' 'Does he look healthy?' 'Are you ripped yet?' 'What exactly is his job?'  'When are you coming to visit?' 'When is he coming home?'

These questions and many more like them are the ones I have been fielding  since I enlisted in the Israeli army on November 23, 2011.  That was quite a day, exactly six weeks ago.  Emotional not only because I was finally entering the army after a process so prolonged the wait was becoming unbearable, but also because it was my nephew, Ezra Eli's, brit milah back in New Jersey. Most importantly, the army became a very tangible reality for me.  After the Intro Basic and tryout, real basic training began.  The majority of the month of December was spent on base, including a very intense 21 day stint where my platoon of 22 soldiers began to collectively get our asses kicked and the collective molding process of a) transforming us from civilians into soldiers and b) becoming a tight knit unit ratcheted into full gear.  Almost the entirety of the three week period was spent by us counting the days toward the light at the end of the tunnel, symbolized by our swearing in ceremony at the Kotel in Jerusalem and a weekend leave.  But before we were to be sworn in we had a week of first aid and bio warfare training (very interesting), a week of shooting (the first of many, as I understand it), and a week of hell on earth (called 'field week), where we operated in the desert's cold and wet winter terrain, guarded our shanty tents that were not in the least bit waterproof, crawled up rocky hilltops for as much as 45 minutes at a time just to eat our can of tuna, and 'slept' in holes that we dug.
April 29, 2012
The physical affecting the mental is the lead in to what was Pesach2012.  I think it was the first time that I really really missed the States.  It was totally the double whammy of not being in Natick with my siblings and parents and niece and nephews and then actually seeing my best friend since pre school and his family for a tease of a few days that did it.  To be struggling at your job, to not be with your family at an event when it has been a yearly highlight and fixture since childhood, to see a best friend come and go with the snap of a finger -- well hey man when those things all coalesce it can really depress you for a minute or two.  And it definitely brought me down.

But let's get real here, this post isn't really only a vent.  That's not who I am. So a couple of weeks ago when it was 7am, we had been awake for 2 hours and were walking several K with those huge packs that break your back without having eaten anything for breakfast, I was swearing off everyone and everything I could think of in my head.  It was literally just one of those mornings where I could find nothing good to think of.  And then we arrived at the main bivouac, ate a quick can of tuna, and sprinted onto helicopters.  Yep, we flew in a chopper, and I went from near tears to huge smiles.  There's always a light at the end of the tunnel, always something cool or important or meaningful, or maybe even just a tiny thing to you can take away and learn.  I have since made up the 40k trek (ok fine it was 39 but who's counting) and seen my big brother Micah -- here on a visit with his day schoolers; both things which improved my spirits invariably, especially seeing Micah.  I have a brutal month coming up, but it doesn't really matter.  My body will continue to go through insane cycles of blood, sweat, pain, and tears through the rest of my service, and it is really up to me to handle it in the best way I can: with a positive attitude and a determined will to succeed.  Nobody said it was gonna be easy, right?
I am a former Natick USYer and NERUSY Regional Israel VP. Now I am a new Israeli citizen, and I am Israel.

(Each step forward)

Daniel: I am Dan Katz and I am Israel

Gabby: I am Gabby Warshay and I am Israel

Daniella: I am Daniella Levine and I am Israel

Amanda: I am Amanda Hills and I am Israel
Joho: I am Jon Horowitz and I am Israel
Dylan: I am Dylan Abrams and I am Israel
DYLAN (continues): Everyone who went on USY High, TRY, or Nativ, please rise and remain standing because YOU are Israel.

Everyone who went on USY Pilgrimage, or who is going this summer, please rise because YOU are Israel.

Everyone who travelled, or hopes to travel, to Israel with your school or family or camp, please rise because YOU are Israel.

Everyone please rise, because (Dylan & the 5 speakers together…) WE are USY and WE ARE ISRAEL
DYLAN (continues): Together let sing the words of hope that we will always be a free people in our land of Eretz Yisrael.
HATIKVAH
