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Israel feature 

Acco Synag,ogue.a showcase of beauty 
Magnificent mosaics adorn not only the walls and ceilings of the Tunisian syna
gogue in the new city of Acco but its floors, stairwells and ... its outer walls! 

By SARAH HERSHENSON 
Tt is often said that a picture is worth a thous.a~d words. 
8 For over 30 years, Ohr HaTorah, the TUnIsian syna

Jl.gogue in the new city' of Acco, has used the art of picto
rial illustration to transform its house of worship into a 
showcase of beauty. Almost every surface of the building -
walls, ceilings, floors, stairwells, and even its outside sur
faces - is covered with magnificent mosaics which depict 
not only biblical stories, but the history of the State of Israel 
(both ancient and modem), including the nation's brightest 
and darkest moments. 

But why this form of decoration? 
"Shortly after the 1948 War of Independence, the mostly 

Sephardi Jewish community (today numbering 50,000) 
decided to combine their diverse traditions and to build a 
synagogue together," says Zion "Radash, the honorary gab
bai and managing officer of the cOl~gregation. "I came to 
Acco in 1954 from the city of Gafsa, Tunisia. Many of the 
city's Jews are from Tunis, and have close family ties to the 
nearby island of Djerba which according to legend is one of 

Stained glass windows in the domed ceiling 
of the fimisian synagogue in Acco's 'main 
sanctuary, encircled by mosaics of the sym
bols of the Twelve Tribes of Israel and the 
signs of the Zodiac. WZPS photos by Sarah 
Hershenson. 

the most ancient Jewish communities in the 
world. The Jews of Djerba, the overwhelm
ing majority of whom were Cohenim 
(priests), came to the island 2,400 years ago 
in the days of King Solomon. There they 
built a community and a synagogue which is 
still standing today and is considered by 
many to be the oldest in the world." 

At right: 
Mosaics on 
an outer wall 
of the 

It was decided to build Acco's synagogue 
in the same style as the ancient synagogue in 
Djerba, using graceful arches and a domed 
ceiling. However, Badash relates, the use of 
mosaics was the innovative idea of the con
gregants, and has been made possible as a 
result of the skills of the craftsmen 'of 
"Mosaica Eilon" located in Kibbutz Eilon in 
the Western Galilee. 

Tunisian 
synagogue in 
Acco illus
trating bibli
cal quotes, 
the Ten 
Command
ments, and 
traditional 
Jewish sym-, , 
bois. WZPS 
photos by 
S a r a h 

-WZPS. Hershenson. 

Israel takes in non-Jewish 
Chechen war orphans 
(Cont. from page B27.) 

The orphanage which Donbayev had headed since 
1974, was located in Chechen's capital, Grozny. 
During the Russian onslaught on the city five years 
earlier, the children had quickly learned to flee to the 
basement when the planes came. "1 still have the 
same dream every night," says Natasha. "Some of us 
make it to the cellar ... and some don't." 

By the time the two-year offensive was over, 
bombs and shells had reduced Grozny to dust. When 
Russian troops entered Chechnya again in September 
1999, Donbayev decided to evacuate the orphanage. 

"I wrote to Ruslan Aushev, president of Ingushetia, 
begging him to let me bring the children to safety 
over the border," says Donbayev. "He acceded, and 
allocated us this abandoned summer camp." 

Nine months after Levy first made contact with the 
Grozny orphans, they finally left the camp. With help 
from the Russian Jewish Congress, they were airlift
ed out of the battle zone and flown to Israel for a 
four-month respite. They disembarked at Ben-Gurion 
Airport on July 18. Israeli flags clutched in their 
hancls. 

.. It's wonderful to be in Israel," said l5-year-old 
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Emil Degago as he stepped off the plane. "We know 
it's warm and good here. We hope it will be good for 
us too. I can't wait to 'go to the beach!" 

The Jewish Agency continued to look after the 
youngsters in Israel. It lodged them in Hadassah
Neurim, its flagship children's village on the 
Mediterranean shore north of Netanya, founded 52 
years ago as part of the much-admired network of 
Youth Aliyah villages in Israel. The Chechnyan 
refugees had much in common with the children it 
first sheltered - young Jews who fled Nazi Europe 
seeking safety in what was then Palestine. They too 
had lived through genocidal warfare, atrocities, and 
devastation of their homes, cities and lives. 

"Unfortunately we have had much occasion to 
learn about helping child victims of trauma," says 
Yigal Brantman, who was responsible for the youth 
village's non-Israeli youngsters. 

"These Chechnyan youngsters come directly from 
a war zone, where they've been bombed and lived in 
fear. They're full of anger and hatred' for those who 
dropped the bombs. One of the first things we do is 
help them express that anger and hatred. Social 
workers and counselors work with them individualIy 
and in groups, encouraging them talk it out and draw 
it out in pictures. Medical and psychiatric attention is 
brought in, as needed, but the beauty and tranquility 
of the youth village is healing in itself." 

It wasn't yet clear what would happen to the non
Jewish youngsters when their 120-day stay in Israel 
ended in mid-November, although their visit may be 
extended. Natasha Sochkova, however, already made 
her plans. She intended to stay and applied for Israeli 
citizenship. 

I. ''1'11 miss the other children terribly," she says. 
"They're the only family I've ever known. But living 
here in Israel will give me a chance to make Dr. 
Donbayev proud of me - to repay him for all he's 
done:" 

- WZPS. 
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SARALYNN GREENBLATT, teacher, makes a point to her Hebrew class at 
Joseph Wolinsky Collegiate last week. The free classes were co-sponsored by the 
Israel Experience Centre and two other community institutions. Photo by Arnold Ross. 

Adults learn the aleph-bet 
40 attended free evening classes at Gray Acaddemy this 

November and December to learn basics of Hebrew 
By ARNOLD ROSS 

"Alef, bet, gimmel, dalled" - you 
don't forget it once you have leamed 
it, but try leaming it when you are an 
adult, a convert or total stranger to the 
Hebrew language! 

High Fives to the Hebrew Reading 
Crash Course, developed in New York 
and offered here at Joseph Wolinsky 
Collegiate on Wednesday evenings 
through November and December. 
The Israel Experience Centre co-spon
sored this free five-week course, with 
the Gray Academy of Jewish 
Education and the Rady Jewish 
Community Centre's Institute of Adult 
Jewish Education. The program, also 
offered in other '- Nordi' "AnYeficai'i 
Jewish communities, was for anyone 
who wanted to leam how to read 
Hebrew or to upgrade reading skills, 
said Israel Experience Centre 
spokesperson Roberta Malaam. 

The response: almost 40 registrants 
divided into two classes taught by the 
enthusiastic and talented Saralyn 
Greenblatt, who by day, substitutes 
from Kindergarten to Grade 12 at 
Shore Elementary School and Joseph 
Wolinsky Collegiate. Bom in 
Winnipeg, she's been living in Israel 
with her husband; they are here for a 
two-year term. 

"You say the vowel before the letter 
when you see this at the end of a 
word ... you say 'ach' not 'cha'," 
Greenblatt said during one class, while 
illustrating the point on the black
board. 

According to Susan Halprin, who 
took the course because she wanted to 
improve, her reading skills, the fact 
that it was being taught phonetically 
appealed to her. This course concen
trates more on the sound of the letters 
than on their appearance. "I enjoyed it 
very much," she said. 

Eric Levy, a classmate, said he took 
the course to help his children who are 
enrolled in the Hebrew day program. 

Greenblatt continued: "The silent 
'ayin' and the 'tsadik' are very similar 

DAVID GREENBLATT follows 
" , ,lines, in his text a~J Saralyn 

Greenblatt reads to the class. Photo by' 
Arnold Ross. 

lJ1 appearance. It can be tricky," she 
cautioned. 

You bet it cail, but in the end, while 
some struggled more than others, all 
received their "diploma" Wednesday 
evening, December 13, and celebrated 
with a party of cola and cookies. 

Benson and Lynne Wincure were 
very high on the course. "It's a great 
course, non-threatening, very intelli
gently designed," and, added Benson, 
"there wasn't any duress like I had 
when trying to learn it in my pre-bar 
mitzvah days." 

Not everyone who took the course 
was Jewish. Tina Doucet heard about 
it from some Jewish friends who knew 
about her interest in the Old 
Testament. "I wanted the opportunity 
to study it in the original language," 
she said. "It was fun!" 

In fact, there was plenty of levity in 
the class as evidenced on one occasion 
by the confusion over the English 
translation of "('fillen" and whether 
they were called profilactics or phi lac
tories! It got straightened out! 

Anyone interested in learning more 
about this or future courses is invited 
to contact Roberta Malam at the Israel 
Experience Centre. 

Israel, Palestinians 
visit D.C. 

for final Clinton-era 
peace effort 

By NAOMI SEGAL 
JERUSALEM (JTA) 

- Israeli and Palestinian 
officials were expected to 
travel to Washington this 
week for separate talks 
with U.S. officials on the 
peace process. 

Tpe planned talks rep
resented the last effort on 
the part of U.S. officials 
to broker an, Israel i
Palestinian deal before 
President Clinton leaves 
office next month. 

Israeli Foreign Minister 
Shlomo Ben-Ami met 
Saturday night with 

SHLOMO BEN-AMI, 
Israeli foreign minis
ter: Met last weekend 
with senior Palestinian 
officials. 

senior Palestinian officials, seeking a basis for 
renewed negotiations. 

Despite the diplomatic efforts, there was mOI:e 
bloodshed in the region Sunday. 

Two Palestinians were killed by Israeli fire in the 
Gaza Strip, and anIsraeli sustained serious head 
wounds in a shooting attack in the West Bank. 

In another incident, an explosion killed a senior 
activist in Palestinian Authority President Yasser 
Arafat's Fatah'movement in the West Bank. The 
Isriu:~l,i;army sail:I the man apparently blew himself up 
while preparing a bomb. A Fatah official called the 
blast an Israeli assassination. 

In more violence, Palestinians fired on two Israeli 
buses in the Gaza Strip, but no one was hurt. In the 
West Bank, Palestinians detonated three roadside 
bombs as an Israeli military convoy was passing, but 
they did not cause any injuries. 

The decision to hold talks in Washington follows 
weeks of diplomatic feelers to renew negotiations, 
suspended by Israel after the outbreak of Palestinian 
violence in late September. 

Late last week, Arafat met with Ben-Ami. Just 
hours after that meeting, clashes broke out in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip. Six Palestinians were 
killed in last Friday's violence. 

Arafat, who met Sunday with a delegation of left
wing Israeli legislators, said he was ready to meet 
with Prime Minister Ehud Barak. 

"If it is needed, why not?" Arafat asked. Barak 
expressed hope Sunday that the Washington talks 
would lead to a resumption of negotiations on a 
final-status agreement. 

Barak resigned last week, saying he sought a new 
mandate from the public to end the violence and 
forge peace wi,th the Palestin ians. His re-election 
hopes effectively hinge on a peace deal. 

The special elections for prime minister triggered 
by Barak's resignation are expected to be held in 
early February. 

Opinion polls have shown Barak trailing his two 
potential challengers from the opposition Likud 
Party, party chairman Ariel Sharon and former Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu . 
(Cont. on page 26. See "Barak trailing".) 

Reider Insurance Services a Reider 
Insurance 
Services 

• Home 

NOW ACCEPTING: 

Corydon @ Cockburn 
749 Corydon Ave. 
Ph: 284·5142 

• Apartment • Condominium 

te 
I~t 

Garden City Square 
843 Leila (Sateway Entrance) 

Ph: 338·3888 

• Small Business 

Northgate Sho~ping Centre 
13'119 McPhlRips st. 
Ph: 334·4319 

• Commercial Insurance 

, 
f. 

Ytlllr /lul/rume iJ/(IAer 
em""J )'011 Dt'v 

• Travel Agent 


