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u.s. Jewish news 
One year after Katrina 

Houston federation helps fund Katrina-aid groups, Jewish or not 
By 
LUXNER 

LARRY 

. HOUSTON (JTA) 

But the water was 
steadily rising. We 
ended up walking in 
the water up to our 
chests from the hotel 
to Tulane. My son had 
to carry his 5-month
old baby over his 
head." 

Vietnamese-born 
Chuong Hoang 
Nguyen was doing 
fine until Hurricane 
Katrina destroyed his 
thriving Louisiana 
shrimping business 
nine months ago. "As 
soon as Katrina 
moved into the Gulf 
of Mexico, I evacuat
ed my wife and four 
kids to Houston," he 
recalled. "Our mobile 
home was tom away, 

Chuong Hoang Nguyen, whose business was 
destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, looks 
through donated clothing at the Second Mile 
Mission Center, which has been boosted by a 
grant from Houston's Jewish federation. 
Credit: Larry LlIxllerlfTA. 

Eventually . airlifted 
to Houston,' Armstead 
ended up at an apart
ment complex whose' 
lease is being paid by 
the . Federal 
Emergency 
Management Agency. 
"I cried every night 

and my $70,000 U.S. fiberglass boat was 
destroyed." . 

In desperation, Nguyen turned to Second Mile 
Mission Center, an evangelical Christian charity 
in suburban Stafford, Texas. "They gave me 
food, clothes, household items and powdered 
milk for my baby," he said. "I think they're 
doing a good job. They're helping people get 
everything they need." 

Likewise, Joyce ArrpsLead lost her New 
Orleans house and everything in it after the lev
ees broke in Katrina's wake, flooding her home 
with 6 feet of water .. "We chccked into the 
Radisson, thinking we'd go home in three days," 
recalled Armstead, 69. "That Monday after the 
hurricane, the sun came out and people started 
leaving because they thought the worst was over. 

when I first came here," Armstead said. "This 
mission has helped me tremendously. They gave 
us food, toilet articles and a $20 U.S. card for 
gasoline." 

Although none of the 60,000 hurricane victims 
whom the mission has helped are Jewish, 
Second Mile is thriving thanks in part to a 
$75,000 U.S. grant from the Jewish Federation 
of Greater Houston. "This gift from the federa
tion is very significant, because we needed addi
tional funding," said Karen Parker, the mission's 
director of development. "We weren't prepared 
for such substantial growth from one year to the 
next." . 

The mission has 21,000 square feet of storage 
for canned and dry food, clothing, kitchen uten
sils, furniture and bedding. 

AN INVESTMENT 
OPPORTUNITY 
In downtown Winnipeg, 
corner of St. Mary and 

Edmonton. 
Completion early 2008. 

OWN AN INTEREST IN A 

CONDO SUITE . HOTEL 
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• 94 Suites individually owned by Investors 
• Connected to Convention Centre and Skywalk 
• Minimum equity $35,000 (Balance Financed) 

• Income pooled and distributed quarterly 
• Income Tax Deferred 
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A LAKEVIEW PROJECT 

30 liVE IN CONDOS 
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Crossing the Green Line: 
. Birthright nixes woman 

with West Bank plans 
By CHANAN TIGAY 

NEW YORK (JTA) - Last week, the 
birthright israel program was celebrating the 
100,000th participant on its free, lO-daytrips to 
Israel. But one person who'd hoped to be among 
the thousands of. young Jewish adults joining 
this summer's festivities won't be. 

That's because the woman, a 26-year-old resi
dent of California, was dropped from the pro
gram two weeks ago when birthright officials 
learned that a"rter participating in their program, 
she planned to join another group in a trip 
through the Palestinian territories. 

Birthright is standing unapologetically behind 
its decision on the woman, SierrCl" who has 
denied interview requests and asked that her last 
name not be used. Its program is meant to build 
Jewish identity, officials say, and if participants 
are using the trip for other purposes, birthright 
reserves the right to tum them away. 

But a co-founder of Birthright Unplugged - the 
name of the program in lhe Palestinian territo
ries, a clear dig at the birthright israel brand -
says that by denying Sierra a ticket to Israel, 
birthright simply confirms the need for altema-
tive programs. , . 

But while Birthright Unplugged launched a 
campaign to call attention to the incident, here's 
the kicker: birthright learned about the woman's 
plans from her mother, who - apparently out of 
concern for her daughter's safety in the Mideast 
- forwarded them an e-mail in which her daugh
ter details her itinerary and explains that if 
birthright israel learned of her plans, she would 
be dropped from its upcoming trip. 

The spat highlights some complex questions 
with which birthright must contend: how to keep 
out those it does not see as its target audience 
while relTIaining open enough to meet its goals; 
and whether or. not keeping'out people like 
Sierra, who was seeking to explore the political 
issues in Israel as well as her J~wish identity, is 
the most effective way of furthering the. pro
gram's goals. 

Since birthright's goal is to bring as mariy 
young Jewish adults to Israel as money will 
allow, as few applicants as possible are turned 
away, officials say. This means that some who 
aren't birthright's target audience can slip 
through the cracks, including non-Jews and 
those who have previously taken part in a peer 
trip to Israel. Had birthright not been contacted 
by this young woman's mother, its officials say, 
they'd never have known of her plans. 

"This is the best possible policy that we decid
ed to endorse, bearing in mind the need to be 
loyal to our partners and the goals that they set 
for us," said Gideon Mark, national director of 
marketing for the birthright israel program. 
These goals, he said, include strengthening par
tiCipants' Jewish identities, their relationship 
with the State of Israel and Jewish solidarity 
worldwide. 

Of Birthright Unplugged, he said: "Theirs is a 
tiny organization which tries to build on a very 
successful brand, taking part of its name, trying 
to teach potential participants' in Taglit-birthright 
is,rael how to go to meet with Palestinians with a 
generous gift funded by the Jewish people. And 
when Taglit-b,irthright israel does not cooperate, 
then they go to the public and complain." 
,But Birthright Unplugged - which says it has 

hosted just more than 20 young Jews on its pro
grams since its first trip last summer, and 
expects to bring an additional 15 or 16 this sum-

, mer - denies the charge. 
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Travel 

Exploring Bar Kochba's caves with the lewishNational Fund 
Claustrophobia takes oil whole new meaning once you've been in these tight spaces, Bernie Uellan writes 

By BERNIE places, they were However, as we were to find out, Ben Haim had a 
BELLAN immediately slaugh- rather nasty ulterior motive in asking us to bring , C an you lmag- tered by the waiting 'along water bottles. 

ine what it Romans. Such was the At the entrance to the first cave in which we 
feels like to be degree of total sav- were to descend, our guide gave the two of us one 

crawling through the agery that the Romans last chance to reconsider. I don't mind admitting 
very same caves that employed in suppress- that I was more than a little queasy at the prospect 
the ancient jewish ing the Jewish rebel- of descending into what seemed to be an extreme-
fighter, Bar Kochba, lion that, by the time Iy narrow orifice and I actually said: "I think I'm 
used to hide in while the rebellion was total- going to pass on this." 
~e was evading pursu- ly defeated in the year Fortunately, 1 was able to control my apprehen-
ing Roman. soldiers? 135 CE, over 600,000 sion to the degree that I descended into the first' 

Such was my experi- Jews had been put to f tl i WI t d t 't 
ence a few weeks ago, ' .. , death. (In turn, the cave 0 le (ay. la an a ven ure t· was: 

complete defeat of Bar Crawling along on hands and knees, with a f1ash-
when my stepson, BRETT STEINER (at left) and JNF guide Kochba's rebellion led light in hand, and pushing a water bottle along in 
Brett (who now lives Shlomo Ben Haim. The light emanating from to the end of the Jewish front of me as I crawled. 
in Israel) and I spent a Ben Haim's head is a beam from his head- state and the exile of The ground was uneven, but not abrasive, so that 
day with a representa- I All th . t thO t k' I .. f' h I wasn't scraping the palms of my hands as 1 tive of the Jewish amp. epic ures on IS page were a en t le vast maJonty 0' t e ~ 
National Fund (JNF),', in near total blackness and were illuminated Jews who remained crawled. I don't mind saying, however, that the 

by the flash on the camera. alive, in what became passageways in which we found ourselves were 
exploring the Judean extremely tight. I kept 
~~~~~~~~. around ~, " , " " thinking to myself: 

. "Imagine having to 
Our gUIde, Shlomo live like this all the 

Ben Haim, is a 41-
year-old seasoned vet
eran o(the JNF; appar
ently, he loves nothing 
more than to situate 
himself in 'the most 
claustrophobic sur
roundings imaginable 
- preferably with such ' 
luscious creatures as 

time - crawling around 
in the dark, surfacing 
only occasional
Iy ... such was the 10\ 
for Bar Kochba's 
t11en." 

bats, snakes, and any Wriggling out of the.final cave. In the two pictures seen here, it is evident th.at leaving this par-
other creepy crawlers ticular cave is no easy feat. What would it have been like to actually have lived in these caves, 

Finally, we emerged 
into a rather large 
clearing underground. 
This had served as a 
storehouse for food 
and water for the fight
ers. WIlat did our guide 

~a~ ~ight be in the as Bar Kochba's men did when they were hiding from the Romans? 
VIClI11ty. . ' 

Ben Haim told us that, as part of his duties for 
the JNF, he designs excursions that are intended 
both for groups and individuals. (The same day 
that he was showing us around, he had also . 
arranged a helicopter tour for a visiting "macher", 
that was going to show this particular individual 
the length and breadth of the country from' a 
unique vantage point.) 

As it was, Ben Haim explained that his abiding 
passion is cave exploring'. The day he showed us 
around, Ben Haim sized the two of us up fairly 
quickly and, apparently, detelmined that, at the 
very least, Brett would be someone who would be 
put to the test. . 

BETAR WHERE BAR KOCHBA MADE 
HIS LAST STAND AGAINST THE 

. ROMANS, IN 130 CE 
As we drove from Jerusalem toward the direc

tion of Betar, where Bar Kochba made his final 
stand against the legions of the Roman comman
der, Hadrian, Ben Haim explained to us that the 
area had been the scene of regular guerrilla forays 
by Bar Kochba's men. 

Employing classic guerrilla tactics of hitting the 
enemy, then retuming to difficult-to-access hiding 
places, Bar Kochba was able to inflict heavy dam
age upon the' vaunted Roman army in Judea. 

Further, the caves in which Bar Kochba's men 
hid proved to be an incredible labyrinth of secret 
passageways that were extremely difficult for the 
Romans to detect. 

Ultimately, however, Hadrian employed the 
classic Roman strategy of using overwhelming 
force to suppress the Jewish rebellion. Over a 
three-year period, Hadriail's men constructed a 
road leading from Jerusalem into the heart of Bar 
Koehba's base. Once the Romans came upon a 
series of caves, according to Ben Haim, their strat
egy was to light fires at as many cave entrances as 
possible, to smoke out the hiding Jewish fighters. 

Naturally, once the smoke proved impossible to 
avoid, and the fighters emerged from their hiding 

Passageway's from one cave to another are 
only high enough to crawl through, as I dis
covered above. In the end, Roman soldiers 
smoked out Bar Kochba's fighters and 
slaughtered them as they attempted to escape. 

. the "diaspora".) 
JNF HAS CREATED MAGNIFICENT 

SERIES OF PARKS IN THE AREA 
Along the way toward Bar Kochba's caves, 

Ben Haim pointed out to us the many projects 
that the JNF has undertaken in the area over the 
years. There is a series of magnificent parks in 
the area (which is south-west of Jerusalem), 
bearing the names of the countries which con
tributed to their· construction, including the 
British Park, American Park, and Canadian Park. 
Interestingly, while many of the trees in those 
parks would be very familiar to anyone who has 
seen pictures of typical JNF forests, especially 
the tall pine trees that were planted in the 1950s 
and '60s, of late, Ben Haim noted, JNF arborists 
have embarked on a policy of deliberately rein
troducing many of the species that were native to 
ancient Israel, such as the carob and oak. 

Since it was a particularly hot day when we set 
out to explore the Judean foothills, we'd. been 
advised to bring along plenty of water to drink. 

do at that point? 
SHLOMO BEN HAIM CHALLENGES 

BRETT TO A TEST 
He grabbed Brett's water bottle and threw it into 

a hole that was about 10 feet above our heads. 
"How tough are you?" he asked Brett. "See if 

you can find the bottle.": 
Now, I should explain that Brett is in tenific 

shape. His problem is that he's quite big, and I 
wondered whether he would 'be able to navigate 
the narrow passageways without getting stuck. 

No problem, it turned out. Brett found a pas
sageway to the hole within less than a miilUte and 
retumed triumphant. Unfortunately for poor Brett, 
Ben Haim obviously found in him a worthy test 
subject. Over and over during the course of our 
cave explorations that motlling, Ben Haim tossed 
Brett's water bottle into increasingly hard-to-find 
locations, each time forcing Brett to search out the 
missing bottle. 

All the while, I thought to myself: "Would this 
be happening if I had made a larger contribution to 
the JNF?" 

In any event, when we reached our final cave for 
that day, my heart skipped a beat when I saw how 
narrow the hole was that I was going to have wrig
gle through. 

Another thought occurred to me: "Wouldn't all 
the people responsible for the Crocus Fund deba
cle be only too happy to see me end up stuck, in a 
cave in Israel?" That thought alone made me deter
mined to persevere. 

As I emerged from what I thought must be a 
wormhole, waiting for me on the other side of the 
hole was a group of Israeli teenagers. All at once, 
their teacher; who had led them on a: similar cave 
exploration, said to the students, in Hebrew: "Let's 
show a round of applause for the 54 year old from 
Canada!" 

I was furious and, before I managed to remove 
my entire torso from the hole, shouted back (in 
Hebrew): "I'm only fifty-two and a half!" 

Next: Cycling in the Judean Foothills. 


