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Noah Witman 

(Cont. from page 1.) 

Meanwhile, Witman 
had to ubandon his plan 
to move to Palestine, he 
recalled in his 1990 
memoIr. 

His sister, her hus
band and M.A. Gray 
had brought him here, 
and now, he was told, 
he'd have to work to 
bring his mother and 
younger sister over, too. 

So Witman continued 
and expanded his pri
vute tutoring. 

"I had about 24 pupils 
a week, teaching 
Hebrew, Yiddish, some
times teaching bar mitz
vah, going from house 
to house," he told The 
Jewish Post in a 1982 
interview. 

In those years, most 
Winnipeg Jews spoke 
Yiddish, and Witman 
and his friends shared a 
rich cultural life. 

He could sing, recite 
poetry and act, among 
other talents, and per
formed often for crowds 
at the Peretz School and 
Talmud Torah, the two 
biggest North End 
Jewish day schools. 

"We 'had a lot of fun 
. 

From left: Noah Witman's grandmother, father, 
grandfather and aunt. From program for testimonial 
concert for Witmall's 90th birthday. 
every Friday night at Some of them were 
Peretz School," he fellow performers 
recalled in the 1982 watching from the 
story. "We had a live wings. "They couldn't 
newspaper ... You'd just take it. Mr. Fein could-
go on stage and say any- n't stand it. He'd quarrel 
thing you wanted to. with me in the middle of 
Once, r got up and recit- the stage." 
ed rhymes about 10 (Some Jewish 
important people in Winnipeggers could 
Winnipeg, making fun never adjust to 
of . them, using ·their Witman's mockery of 
names." prominent local Jewish 
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NOAH WITMAN (age 16) with nephew and sis
ter-in-Iaw Malin, Russia, in 1919. Both relatives 
perished in the Holocaust. From program for testimo
nial concert for Witmall's 90th birthday. 

NOAH WITMAN in 1950s with his late first wife, 
Sara and their adopted son, Saul: Saul was a reg
ular guest on Witman's radio show for two years 
in the 1950s. 
personalties. A promi
nent figure twice called 
The Jewish Post & 
News in the past two 
years to complain, after 
Witman shared some 
embarrassing anecdotes 
about the late M.A. 
Gray and Cantor 
Benjamin Brownstone 
in his weekly Yiddish 
column.) 

In 1942, Witman 
became executive direc
tor of the Histadrut 
movement in Western 
Canada, he recalled in 
his 1982 interview. 

"I was involved in 
everything, a lot of 
campaigning and 
fundraising. In little 
towns, I was the collec
tor, speaker and enter
tainer." 

Witman also married 
Sara Lester,who often 
performed with him on 
his Histadrut tours and 
in Winnipeg's Jewish 
community, singing and 
playing the piano. 

Sid Halpern, a past 
Winnipeg Jewish 
Community Council 
president, remembers 
Lester as his 
Kindergarten teacher at 
Peretz School, "almost 
60 years ago". 

He also remembers 
watching a "puppet 
show" she and Noah 
Witman put on at the 
Talmud Torah at Flora 
and Charles. 

Meanwhile, cam-

In 19S4, exhausted by 
his Histadrut work, he 
became publisher of the 
Yiddishe Vort, a 
Winnipeg Yiddish 
weekly. He also started 
hosting an hour-long 
Yiddish radio show, 
thinking the exposure 
would help him lure 
readers and advertisers 
to the paper. 

When it first started, 
(originally on the 
French radio station 
where he could get rates 
"very cheap"), the 
show had a fair amount 
of live entertainment. 

"Allan Blye appeared 
on my show and took 
$10," he said in 1982 of 
the now-California
based singer and TV 
show producer. 

There were also some 
funny moments. The 
show had a regular 
pianist; once. she was 
accompanying a singer 
and he started to annoy 
her. She slapped his 
face, and the slap and 
quarrel came across 
crystal clear for the 
thousands of listeners. 

Sara Lester died rela
tively young in the late 
1950s. 

The lowest point in 
Witman's career came 
in 1964, when the 
Yiddishe Vort collapsed, 
financially. 

"We built a building, 
took over the People's 
Bookstore and renovat
ed it.. Everything was 
okay till we went into 
printing. A printing shop 
was introduced. ,with a 
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local businessman, 
bought the paper in 
1967, and kept it going 
for a few more years, 
hiring Witman as editor. 

In the 1960s, Witman 
also went into the travel 
business, and started 
specializing in sending 
tourists to Israel. That 
venture lasted until he 
sold the business in the 
mid-1980s. 

He also got an invita
tion to "teach Jewish lit
erature at Talmud 
Torah". 

And in 1967, he 
founded the Yiddish
speaking B 'nai Brith H. 
Leivick Lodge, and 
married Vera Hoffman 
Richman, a rural 
Saskatchewan widow; 
he'd befriended her and 
her late husband, Harry 
Richman, years earlier. 

In the 1970s, Witman 
started hosting a weekly 
half-hour show on cable 
TV. Much of the time, it 
consisted of him reading 
articles in Hebrew and 
Yiddish newspapers and 
playing records from his 
extensive collection, but 
there were sometimes 
live guests and Jewish 
choirs. 

Witman continued 
appearing as a host on 
Winnipeg Jewish 
Community Council
produced cable TV 
shows until the late 
1990s. 

And in 1989, he was 
awarded the Prix 
Manitoba the 
province's highest 
honor - for his cultural 
contributions. 

Relatives recall him 
being as colorful in per
son as he was on radio 
and TV. 

His son, Saul, whom 
Witman and Sara Lester 
adopted in the early 
1950s, recalls him often 
being absent during 
Saul's childhood, 
because of his fundrais
ing for Histadrut and 
other work. 

But Witman did make 
Saul a Jewish commu
nity celebrity for about 
two years in the 1950s, 
when he'd "interview" 
the youngster, then a 
Talmud Torah student, 
on his radio show. 

"I was doing my 
homework over the 
microphone," recalls 
Saul Witman, referring 
to Witman's grilling of 
Saul about points of 
Hebrew grammar. "At 
'Ieast my teacher knew 
my., work was getting 
done." 

paigning for Histadrut, 
Witman had started a 
weekly IS-minute radio 
show to promote the 
organization and playa 
few Jewish records. 
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(Cont. on page 3. See 
"Noah· Witman".) 
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Noah Witmall 
(Cont. from page 2.) 

Witman, who was 47 
when he adopted SaUl, 
also sometimes drove 
him out to Lockport 
with a childhood buddy. 

Witman "wasn't a 
sportsman", Saul 
recalled. But he would 
paliently sit and read a 
Yiddish newspaper, 
while the boys fished. 

All Witman's other 
siblings have als(} 
passed away, 

Witman's nephew. 
Gerry Namak, son or 
Witman's younger sis
ler, RocIH::1 Namak, 
rcmembers a slanding 
joke in the family -
evcry time Wilman 
would bring in an oUI
of-town pcrformer for a 
Yiddish concert, there 
would •. be eilher a bliz
zard or a record thundcr
storm. 

NOAH WITMAN (at fill' right) and his latc sceond wife, Vera, with 11 soldicr 
in Isracl in 1996. Witman was a longtime fundraiser for llistadrut's AMAL 
network of vocational schools in Israel. 

"He loved to be the 
centre of attention. Hc 
loved 10 entertain. He 
was very personable, 
and outgoing and socia
ble." 

About ":lOO" peoplc 
attended Wi tman's 
funeral, says Sid Ritter, 
Bnay Abruhum's execu
tive director. Rabbi 
Peretz Weizmull 

recallcd his lifelong 
involvement in Jewish 
com mlln ity organ iza
tions, and his "unique" 
devotion to prcserving 
Yiddish. 

But Avivah Katz, U 

now-retired, Winnipeg 
Jcwish day school 
music teacher who orten 
taught in Yiddish, notes 
that Witman had an 
unusually wide array of 
other talents, too. 

"I sat down the othcr 
day, to write down all 
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NOAH WITMAN as 
the "reb be" in a Chai 
Folk Ensemble musi
cal number in 1994. 

the things he was - it's a 
very long list. He was an 
actor, humorist, poet, 
singer, political analyst. 
He was fiercely proud 
of Yiddish, but also 
knew many languages. 
He spoke Hebrew as 
well as Yiddish." 

Witman was 
"extremely well 
versed" in cantorial 
music, adds Katz, who 
often served as a piano 
accompanist on his TV 
shows and at Jewish 
community events. 

And "he'd get Hebrew 
papers delivered daily 
from Israel. He was 
realBy a very talented 
person. " 

Katz was in awe of 
him, and often consulted 
him on points of gram
mar, when preparing 
material for a concert or 
other occasion. 

Now that Witman is 
gone, what will happen 
to Yiddish in Winnipeg? 

Sid Halpern is deter
mined to see the radio 
show continue. 

He also suggests 
Winnipeggers interested 
in supporting Yiddish 

NOAH WITMAN at a 
barlbat mitzvah 
reception at Temple 
Shalom last Novembcr 
a few weeks before he 
died: "His mind was 
willing, but his body 
wasn't," says an 
aC(IUaintance. 

causes contribute to a 
Jewish Foundation of 
Manitoba fund set up in 
Witman's name in 1990. 
People interested in 
organizing Yiddish pro
jects arc also welcome 
to apply for money from 
the fund. 

And Katz claims 
CKJS is eager to see 
some kind of Jewish 
radio show continue. 

"They're the ones 
who are pushing for 
somebody to take over, 
they said. In English, 
Yiddish, Hebrew - they 
don't care." 

NOAH WITMAN singing Mah Nishtanah at 
B'nai Brith Interfaith Seder in April, 1998. 

Meanwhile, shc's 
looking for new mcm
bel'S for Dcc Yoongeh 
Badchonim. a Yiddish 
and Hebrew singing 
group she organizcd 
several years ago. Most 
members are graduating 
from high school, and 
many are leaving for 
out-of-town studies. 

Children don't have to 

know any Yiddish to 
join. emphasizes 
Katz."Thcy'll learn as 
thcy practise." 

"I don't think too 
many pcoplc hcp on 
Yiddish arc going to bc 
around much longcr," 
she admits. "Many arc 
in their 70s and 80s. But 
I'm hoping we'll (still) 
be able to do things." 

Comments/rom Jewish 
Winnipeggers on the life and 

death of Noah Witman ... 
"I ... :Ie never wanted to be prcsident, but hc was 

1 .. always the spirit - the driving forcc, whatev
er organization he belonged to." 

- Fred Narvey, who jirst met Noah Witman ill the 
late 1920.1'. 

"I-I e was just a little person. But I will say - I~e 
I was like a god - he was very talented. He did 

all sorts of wonderful things, and he made people 
think. " 

- Avivalz Katz, longtime music teacher and pianist, 
who jirs/ met Noah Witman ill 1948, when he alld his 
late wife Sara asked her to accompany them in a 
West Coast concert, when she was living ill 
Vancouver. 

"I":Je was a gctryer, gutteh neshomah - a very 
.[lcommitled person - committed to the Jewish 

culture and the Jewish community - I'm going to 
. I' " miss 11m. 
- Sid Halpern, past Winnipeg Jewish Community 

Council and Sharon /Jome president, who jirst saw 
Noah Witman and his late jirst wife, Sara Lester. 
together as a child at Peretz School, watching them 
perform a puppet show. 

" .. [~ c was an excellent teacher. He was orga-
1 J, nized, he W<lS joyful, he was kind, he was 

dynamic, and I guess his passion for Yiddish with the 
young people - it made him a grcat role model." 

- Shayla Fink, .lewish Winnipeg musician, remem
bering Noah Witman teaching her and other elemen
tary school students Yiddish at a Jewish day school. 

~ .. rust close your eyes, and you'll sec his elfin fig-
.J ure bubbling over with joy, and love of 

Yiddishkeit." 
- .lewish musician and CBC producer Kinzey 

Posen, who often performed with his wife, Shaylq 
Fink and Witman at Jewish community events. . 


