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'He was visible wherever we turned' Israelis, 
Palestinians 
scale back 

expectations 
for last 

peace push 

By MATT BELLAN 
"He was involved in 

everything that was 
going on in the Jewish 
community. He \vas vis
ible wherever we 
turned. " 

That's how Oscar 
Antel. chair or Canadian 
Jewish Congress 
Manitoba Region's 
Committee for Yiddish 
sums up Noah \Vitman's 
impact on Winnipeg's 
Jewish community. 

Witman died 
Saturday. December 23 
at 96 at Seven Oaks 
Hospital. of what rela
tives say was simply 
"old age". And commu
nity officials and others 
who knew him have 
olTered warm tributes 
for the longtime host of 
Winnipeg's weekly 
Yiddish radio show, 
longtime Jewish TV 
show host, newspaper 
column ist. onet i me 
newspaper publ isher 
and tireless supporter of 
Yidd ish, Zion ist and 
other Jewish causes. 

''I've heard about him 
and known him since I 
was a kid - 10 or II," 
Antel recalls of Witman, 
who served with him for 
decades on the 
Committee for Yiddish. 
"We had an orchestra 
and choir at Peretz 
School, and every once 
in a while, our choir 
would appear on his 
radio show." 

Witman was buried 
December 26 at Bnay 
Abraham Cemetery 
after a funeral at Bnay 
Abraham Synagogue. 

He was born April 15, 
1904, in the small town 
of Vokovitch, in what 
was later to become 
Ukraine, one of five 
children. His father was 
a storekeeper. 

I-Ie had a tumultuous 
childhood, and had to 
move from place to 
place, he recalled in a 
memoir he wrote ror a 
public celebration of his 
90th biI1hday. At 10, at 
the outbreak of the First 
World War, he. his par-
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NOAH WITMAN broadcasting on Jewish TV 
show He was active in Winnipeg's Jewish com
munit)· almost as soon as he arrived in the late 
1920s, and for the next 73 years. Pholo courtesy of 
The Jell'ish f1eritage Cell Ire (!( lI'estern Callada. 

ents and siblings lled to 
Olevsk, further from the 
Austro-Hungarian bor
der. 

They stayed with his 
grandfather, a "very 
reI igious Jew", who 
insisted he be enrolled 
in a "junior yeshiva ... 
which I detested." 

The strongwilled 
youngster ran away 
after two years to near
by Kiev to live with his 
mother's relatives, and 
had to attend a Kiev 
junior yeshiva, dining 
each day at "different 
homes" that took in 
yeshiva children. On 
Saturdays, he added sar
castically, he stayed. at 
the home of "my 'dear' 
relatives." 

After the war, 
Witman's father brought 
him back to Olevsk, 
and enrolled him in high 
school. His rather then 
died of typhoid rever, 
which had spread into 
the area. Rival bands of 
Communists and other 
forces raided the town 

III midwillter, and 
Witman and other Jews 
fled into the forest; 
Witman rroze "all the 
toes on my right foot", 
wandered in the forest 
ror three or more days, 
and "barely made it 
alive" to the town of 
Rovno. 

A Jewish family that 
knew the Witmans took 
him in, and to prevent 
the spread of gangrene 
from his infected. foot, a 
member of that family 
cut off his frozen toes 
with a pair of shears, his 
adopted son, Saul would 
later recall. 

Witman later endured 
other hardships, includ
ing 12 weeks in prison, 
and then spent five 
years in Kiev, where he 
became "very active" in 
the Zionist movement. 

Witman briefly 
enrolled in university 
there, planning to 
become an electrical 
engineer and eventually 
move to Palestine. 

But he and a young 

group of fellow Zionists 
were arrested by local 
police, jailed for rour or 
five weeks, and 
expelled from universi
ty. After another arrest 
for Zionist work, and a 
warning from a police 
official to leave the 
country or face expul
sion to Siberia, he 
decided to accept an 
offer from an older mar
ried sister, Minnie 
iVlolinsky. 

She'd already emi
grated to Winnipeg. and 
with Iwlp from M.A. 
Gray, a ./ewish city 
councillor. she arranged 
for him to come to 
Manitoba as "a farmer". 

"So I decided to go to 
Winnipeg with the idea 
of going from there 
straight to (Palestine)," 
Witman recalls in his 
memoir. "But man plans 
and God laughs at his 
plans, and so I have 
remained here in 
Winnipeg for 67 years." 

Fred Narvey, 87. 
remembers first meeting 
Witman a year after 
Witman's 1927 arrival. 

"He had curly, black 
hair," Narvey recalls of 
the new emigrant. "He 
was a dynamic speaker. 
He was an entertainer. 
He was a poet. He 
taught kids Yiddish 
(starting III Altona, 
Manitoba, where he 
worked for a Jewish 
storekeeper, and taught 
the storekeeper's chil
dren Hebrew) - he had 
to make a living." 

~ 

A lifelong organizer, 
Witman almost imme
diately set out to form a 
younger people's branch 
of Poalei Zion, an exist
ing Winnipeg group of 
Labor Zionists. 

"They wanted a 
Jewish homeland in 
Palestine - but they 
insisted it be on a social-
. b'" 1st aSIS, Narvey 
explained. 
(Cont. 011 page 2. See 
"Noah Witman"). 

By NAOMI SEGAL 
JERUSALEM 

(.JTA) - With the days 
dwindling until 

¥ 

President Clinton 
leaves office. I srae Ii 
and Palestinian officials 
lowered their expecta
tions ror his peace 
efforts. . 

Both Israel and the 
Palestinians gave their 
conditional acceptance 
to a bridging proposal 
CI inton put forward for 
a final peace accord. 

But both sides had a 
list of reservations to 
the ideas, and all parties 
involved were doubting 
that it would be possible 
to work out an aoree-to 

ment, or even a frame-
work for an agreement. 
befllre Clinton leaves 
office on Jan. 20. 

Instead. II was 
believed that Clinton -
who was sending his 
Middle East envoy, 
Dennis Ross, to the 
region this weck for 
separate 
withIsraeli 
Palestinian 

meetings 
¥ 

and 
leaders -

may issue a presidential 
declaration slImmariz
mg the Israel i
Palestinian negotiations 
under his presidency, 
which could serve as a 
basis for future talks. 

Israeli Foreign 
Minister ShIomo Ben
Ami said any declara
tion must be cle;tr and 
leave' no r~OI~l for ~ifi" 
fering interpretat.iOiiii.· ···~7. .. ~. ,,' \~" ~ . 
"It mlIst pmvIde (1 solId' 
base ror-. dialoglIe to 
reach an agreement-" 
after I!;rael's February 
6 elections,. Ben-Ami 
said. 
(Cont. 011 page 23. See 
"Israelis, ··Palestinians 
scale back expecta
tions",) 
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