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Performer brings family's story to life, 
One-woman show explains why Holocaust survivor Canadian couple raised their 
children as Catholics . ' ' 
Review by MATT 
BELL AN 

O ttawa-born 
Frannie 
Sheridan grew 

up in a highly unusual 

then decides to convert 
to Catholicism, and 
hide his Jewishness 
from the world. 

During a question
and-answer session af-

, family. 
ter the play, Frannie 
Sheridan recalled that 
she became aware of 
her family's Jewish 
roots at age 9. She 
doesn't remember ex
actly what her father 
said, but his message 
was something along 
the lines of: "Don't let 
anyone know you're 
Jewish". 

". 

Her parents were 
born and raised as Or
thodox Jews and sur
vived the Holocaust. 
Her father was so trau
matized by his life un
der the Nazis and early 
years in Canada, he 
convinced his wife to 
convert to Catholicism 
and change their name 
to Sheridan. And they 
raised their seven chil
dren that way. 

Frannie Sheridan, a 
Vancouver resident, 
presented her family's 
story at the Asper Jew
ish Community Cam
pus's Berney Theatre 
last weekend in a one
woman show called 
The WaltOl~steins. (She 
uses pseudonyms· 
throughout to protect 
the identities of family 
members she portrays.) 

Plays with Holocaust 
themes usually convey 
tragedy; this 90-minute 
production, part of the 
current Winnipeg Jew
ish Theatre season, al
ways respects 
Sheridans' parents' suf
fering. But it's also of
ten hilarious. 

That's partly because 
of the undeniably bi
zarre situation of Jew
ish Holocaust survivors 
and their children in 
postwar Canada trying 
to pass as Christians. 
But it also reflects 
Sheridan'S talents as a 
standup comic; writer 
and playwright, and the 
skills of Lynna Smith, 
whQ co-wrote and di
rected the play. 

FRANNIE SHERIDAN: At age 9, she recalls 
her father giving her the message: "Never tell 
anyone you're Jewish." 

like an endless supply 
of cellphones, she tries 
to answer several calls 
at the same time. At 
one point, her charac
ter "Frannie" is so , ., ," 

confused, she pulls out 
and starts talking to a 
banana, mistaking it for 
another cellphone. 

Frannie gradually 
flashes back to an early 
scene in her childhood, 
where her mother be
rates her for leaving 
part-of a matzoh ball in 
her soup bowl. 

Although father 

"bagels and eggs'~ for 
breakfast. 

Eventually, however, 
the humor gives way to 
the tragic underlying 
reasons for Brenie 
Sheridan's paranoia 
about his Jewishness. 

Frannie Sheridan 
flashes back to Vienna 
during the late 1930s. 
Her father Bernie finds 
himself lying on the . 
floor of a medical 
school lab, with a se
vere concussion, sev
eral days after Nazi 
thugs stormed through. 
A non-Jewish pal 
who's now in the SS 
urges him to flee Aus
tria as soon as possible, 
warning him that he's 
on a "list" of Jews to be 
rounded up. 

Eventually, Mama 
Sheridan regrets bring
ing up her children as 
Christians. "My chil
dren have no roots -
only lies," she laments. 

In the play and in real 
life, Frannie and sev
eral of her siblings con
verted back to Judaism, 
as her mother did be
fore her death. Her fa
therreturned to Vienna, 
where he's buried in a 
Jewish cemetery, near 
some relatives. 

Asked how other sib
lings have reacted to 
The Waltonsteins, 
Sheridan admits that 
there's been some hos- ' 
tili ty, even though she' s 
taken care to change 
details enough, so no 
one will be identified 
through the play. 

The Walton steins is 
still a work in progress, 
and although it's often 
deeply moving, there 
are some flaws in the 
'script. The writers take 
too long to get to the 
core of the play - what 
happened to "Bernie 
Sheridan", and why he 
tried to camouflage his 
family's Jewish roots. 
And too little mention 
is made of the mother's 
Holocaust experiences 
and past. 

Overall, however, 
Frannie Sheridan 

Book review 
(Cont. from page 9.) 
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. Her father went on to wed a Jewish woman and 
her mother fell for a sweetheart from Morehouse 
College. (Coincidentally, Alice Walker just pub
lished The Way Forward Is With a Broken Heart, 
a collection of stories about that marriage.) Trying 
to understand herself, and trying to be understood 
by others while growing up, made for a complex 
relationship between Rebecca and her parents. 

Black, White, and Jewish arguably becomes as 
much about family as it is about race and religion. 
Having lived in the South, San Francisco, Wash

. ingtoil and New York while growing up, Walker, 
who graduated cum laude from Yale University in 
1992, struggled with fitting in an atypical amal~ 
gam of relatives and peers. Her great-grandmother 
from Kiev fled Russian pogroms and hardly spoke 
a word to her; a grandmother initially sat shiva 
when her son married a black woman. (She later 
came to dote on her oldest "tchotchkeleh" grand~ 
child as any bubbe WOUld, admonishing her lov
ingly, "Don't ever forget you're a Jew!" and 
teaching her to crochet.) 

In junior high, bu llies threatened to beat Walker 
up for "acting like a white girl"; and kids from 
Jewish summer camp alienated her for being "in
timidating," leading Walker to wonder if it was a 
coded way of saying "black." Small wonder then, 
why Walker bluntly begins one chapter with, "I 
stopped making sense in the third grade." How
ever, she says confronting her fragmented child
hood through this autobiography was prut of an 
effort "to face some of the memories I hadn't been 
able to integrate." 

But for those hoping for a rosy romp down 
Walker's path to perfect ethnic harmony, think 
again. Her politics today shaped by not possessing 
white skin in a white man's world and laced with 
anti-xenopbobic and anti-classist sentiment have 
produced a few criticswho view her prose as harsh 
characterizations of the Jewish components of her 
life, especially concerning her time spent in 
Larchmont, an affluent New York suburb where 
her'Jewish stepmother insisted on moving. 

Describing her house straight out of "Father 
Knows Best" and a school where the "black kids 
are scruffy, unkempt, ashy" and did not mix with 
"a sea of white, rich, Jewish kids," Walker has 
expressed concern that accounts of the stereotypes 
she observed will be misinterpreted by readers. 
"That upsets me a lot. That's the community I was 
in extremely privileged and I tried to be as honest 
to the experience as I could be." She's also had to 
defend her choice to legally change her name from 
Rebecca Grant Leventhal to Rebecca Leventhal 
Walker 'as a feininist move, not one designed to 
distance herself from her Jewishness. 

Although she acknowledges that carrying 
"Walker" is now "privileging my blackness and 
downplaying what I think of as my whiteness," her 
first critic was her father, who accused her of 
internal anti-Semitism. "For me it was much more 
about a matrilineal, feminist connection," Walker 
explains. "My grandfather disowned my father 
when he was eight years old. At that point in my 
life I decided, why should I carry this person's 

The W altonsteins has 
been touring North 
America and is slated 
to be turned into a film. 

The play starts on a 
comic note, that con~ 
tinues for most of the 
production. Sheridan, 
the adult standup 
comic, strides on stage 

"Bernie" was an 
eyesurgeon, and pre
sumably, wealthy 
enough, both .parents 
are hoarders because of 
their Holocaust experi
ences. Her mother, who 
speaks with a Yiddish 
accent, like her father, 
would think nothing of 
keeping two or three 
leftover peas in the 
fridge. A "real treat" 
for the children con
sisted of "six chips 
each". 

After a traum~tic es
cape, Bernie Sheridan 
eventually reaches Brit
ain, where he's de
ported to Canada, and 
interned. in a concenc. 

presents a compelling, .. 
name? It was also a decision to let my mother take 
some of the credit for who I was." 

oil L. -,. 

"u 

in a coat and hat, say
ing she's making last-
minute arrangeme'nts 
for The Walton steins 
production in Winni
peg. 

Carrying what seems 

Sheridan family ritu
als include going to' 
church on Sundays and 
decorat.ffig a Christmas 
tree. But Mama 
Sheridan continues to 
serve Jewish food, like 

'tration camp for "al
iens" that included Na
zis and Jews. 

After three years in 
that camp, he trains and 
gets a license to prac
tise medicine in 
Canada, and a German 

'. immigrant couple beats 
him unconscious. He 
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fascinating' an(j 
fastmoving one~ 
woman show - a com
passionate mixture of 
laughter and tears. And 
considering her close, 
ness to the other real
life characters she por
trays, in somewhat fic
tionalized form., it's an 
all-the-more impres
sive achievement. 

Altho).lgh Black, White, and Jewish is but a 
segment of Walker's life in the past decade, which 
includes political organi;zil1g and her current rela
tionship with a woman is abse'nt from. these adoles
cent memories she returns to were once shards of 
jubilation, pain, excitement and sorrow. "MY,main 
focus was to create a symbolic place where i11 of 
the places of my psyche could exist," she says.The 
book is also both dedicated to; and difficult for, her ' 

. mother and father. "It's hard for my parents, butit's 
par for the course I've made for true peace with my 
childhood; it gave me the strength of who I am." 
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Brothers share their pain with the community No schoolfunding this term: Tory MPP 
By . CAROLYN 
BLACKMAN 

TORONTO - Avi 
and Eyal A vitan want 
the Jewish community 
to share their pain. 

By RON CSILLAG 
TORONTO - Gov

ernment funding of 
Jewish day schools 
won't happen anytime 
soon, but neither is the 
matter closed, 
Thornhill Tory MPP 
Tina Molinari told a 
group of advocates at a 
closed meeting several 
weeks ago. 

not continue (fund
ing.)" 

She said she "will be 
bringing the issue for
ward." 

Georganne Burke of 
Jewish Parents for 
Equality in Education 
Funding (JPEEF) said 
she was disappointed 
by Molinari's message, 
but "I appreciate her 
honesty . 

The' two brothers, 
from Israel, were here 
recently on behalf of 
another brother, 21-
year-old Adi, who 
along with 21-year-old 
Benny A vraham and 
26-year-old Omar 
Souad, was kidnapped 
by Hezbollah on Octo
ber 7 from the Israeli 
side ofthe Israel-Leba- . 
non border while on 

Avi and Eyal Avitan: Trying to rescue a brother 
Hezbollah kidnapped October 7. 

Funding Jewish and 
other faith-based 
schools won't happen 
during Premier Mike 
Harris's current term in 
office, Molinari said, 

TINA MOLINARI, 
Thornhill Tory MPP: 
Government funding 
for private schools 
"has to be sold as a 

"She was trying to be 
realistic and not give 
anyone falf;e hopes. I 
was disappointed but 
not surprised." 

routine patrol. 
The three soldiers 

were taking part in an . 
"operational activity" 
on Mount Dov at the 
time of their disappear
ance. It is believed the 
guerillas entered Israel 
by crossing the Leba
nese border. 

A fourth Israeli, 54-
year-old businessman 
Elchanan Tannen
baum was abducted 
while he was in Europe 
on business. 

The Avitan brothers 
made the trip to To- . 
ronto, they said, to raise 

government and public 
awareness of the plight 
of those who were kid
napped in flagrant vio
lation of international 
law. The brothers also 
went to Montreal. 

Avi and Eyal. ages 27 
. and 24 respectively, 
have received no infor
mation about the condi
tion or whereabouts of 
their brother or the other 
hostages, and Hezbollah 
has denied permission' 
to the International 
Committee of the Red 
Cross to visit them. 

Prior to a recent com
munity rally held at 
Beth Tikvah Syna
gogue that called on 

CIC condemns bus attack 
OTTAWA - Expressing outrage last week at the 

February 14 terrorist bus attack on a crowded lOF 
hitchhiking post near Holan that left at least eight 
dead and some 20 wounded, Joseph Wilder, CIC 
national chair, said: "Our immediate concern is 
with the families of the dead, and the wounded. Our· 
deeper concern is with the deteriorating security 
situation and the threat that th is poses to all Israelis. 
It is precisely concern about the need to fundamen
tally end this terror and violence that contributed to 
the results of last week's prime ministerial elec
tions. We strongly support Prime Minister-elect 
Ariel Sharon's pledge to make the restoration of 
personal security his government's first priority." 

Wilder continued: "While all of the details have 
not yet been ascertained, what is known is that 
today's attack was committed by a Palestinian, 
carrying legal work documents, whose job was to 
transport Palestinian day labourers from the Gaza 
Strip to Israel. The consequence of the attack may 
well be that this practice will end, thereby impos
ing additional economic hardship on average Pal
estinians. " 

Robert Ritter, CIC national executive director, 
added: "It is the height of hypocrisy for Yasser 
Arafat to cynically claim that the continued vio
lence is being caused by Israeli policies and prac
tices. It is, for instance, disingenuous for the PA to 
complain about the economic implications ofIsra
el's policy of imposing closure in the territories, 
when it is the PA' s failure to end the violence and 
terror that causes Israel to impose the closures in 
the first place. 

"We call upon the government of Canada to 
unconditionally condemn today' s terror attack and 
to insist that the PA do all that it can to impose 
order in areas under its control and bring about an 
immediate end to the violence." 

world leaders to work 
harder for the Israelis' 
freedom, A vi and Eyal 
said that after 104 days, 
their family -their par
ents and a fourth 
btother - still don't 
know if the hostages 
"are crying, or praying 
for a miracle. Where 
are the humanitarian 
agencies when we need 
them?" they asked. 

Eyal said that since 
the kidnapping, "All 
life has stopped. We 
only do one thing - we 
try to get world atten
tion to bring them 
home. We try to keep 
the situation in the light. 
We know from other 
kidnappings that this 
pressure can help." 

Their parents have 
gone to France to meet 
with Foreign Minister 
Hubert Bedrine, and 
were also to have gone 
to Geneva to see repre
sentatives of the Red 
Cross and United Na
tions, Eyal said. 

While here, the broth
ers met with Defence 
Minister Art Eggleton, 
who said that he and 
Foreign Affairs Minis
ter John Manley would 
ask Lebanon for infor
mation. 

In Israel, Eyal said, 
articles appear in the 
newspapers every day, 
rallies are organized -

. some have attracted'up 
to 1,000 people - and 
many Israelis have put 
stickers on their cars 
that read, Your Mother 
is Waiting at Home. 

"Our bodies are here, 
but our hearts are with 
them. Are they hungry?, 
Are they thirsty? Are 
they in pain? Do they 
know that we are doing 
all we can to bring them 
home safely?" Eyal 
asked. 

Reprinted with per- . 
mission, Canadian 
Jewish News. 

adding, however, that choice." 
parents and lobby groups should set 
their sights on the next Conservative 
government. 

That means Queen's Park won't 
move on the Jewish community'S 
top provincial issue for at least the 
next 2 1/2 years. 

Harris announced a few weeks ago 
he will run again and seek a third 
consecutive majority. The next elec
tion is expected in 2003. 

Some of the 30 or so advocates 
who attended the round-table dis
cussion at the Rosemount Commu
nity Centre, which was closed to 
media, told The CJN that Molinari 
said government funding is out of the 
question for the remainder of Harris 's 
current term, but that concerned 
groups should look to the future. 

Harris last month announced plans 
to craft his party's next platform. 
Dubbed Seizing Tomorrow 's Oppor
tunities, the plan involves consulting 
Conservatives for a successor to the 
Common Sense Revolution, which 
got the party elected in 1995, and 
Blueprint, the 1999 platform. 

Molinari told The CJN the meeting 
was part of consultations the Tories 
are planning leading up to the n~xt 
election. It was "an opportunity to 
make sure something is included in 
the (next) platform. People need to 
make sure they become involved in 
the consultation process and say, 
'This is what we want to see in your. 
promises, this is what we want to see 
you commit to, these are the things 
that are important to us ... , 

Asked whether the funding of pri
vate schools could become a Tory 
promise in the next platform, 
Molinari said, "I think it can. (But) it 
has to be sold as a choice, that it's a 
parental choice, and that people have 
a right to choose where they want 
their children to go." 

But she also said proponents of 
school funding sh@lddroptheargu
ments that' providi~g'·t.ax dollars for 
CatholiC schools but hot for other 
faith-based schools is discriminatory. 

"I don't think those work, because 
the effect,' quite frankly, could be 
that the Catholic school boards will 

The meeting was also 
attended by other Jewish advocates, 
including representatives from 0\
nadian Jewish Congress, B 'nai Brith 
Canada and the newly formed On
tario Association of Jewish Day 
Schools (OAJDS). Mainly, it was 
called for affected parties III 

Molinari's riding, including parents 
of children at a private Muslim 
school. 

Thornhill is at least one-quarter 
Jewish and is home to several large 
day schools. 

CJC Ontario region executive di
rector Bernie Farber, who attended 
the meeting, was less inclined to gi ve 
the Tories the benefit of the doubt. 
He said the community should adopt 
"more aggressive" tactics in the wake 
of Molinari's message. 

Asked to elaborate, he said, "That's 
operi to discussion." 

"DEJA VU" 
While Farber feels Molinari is com

mitted to the funding issue, he said, 
"For me, it was deja vu all over 
again. This whole matter was an
swered in 1985 with the Shapiro 
Report (which recommended the 
province fund all private and inde
pendent schools.)" 
. Molinari said there was not enough 
support in the Tory caucus on the 
issue, Farber stated. 

"When I heard there is no possible 
way this is going to happen this term, 
I was convinced they're just spin
ning their wheels. This was another 
attempt at stalling." 

Molinari also addressed "partial" 
funding - money earmarked for health 
care provision, transportation and 
textbooks. 

Ontario's last provincial budget 
allocated $11 million for limited 
health services in private schools. 
"The implementation now is taking 
place," Molinari said. "There have 
been some stumbling blocks because 
it's never been done before." 

Health assessments are being done 
in private schools, "and as soon as 
that assessment is complete, the 
m'oney will flow to the schools." 

Reprinted with permission, Cana
dian Jewish News. 
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