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The Mother of the Reifen Tribe:

Gila Maor tells the Life Story of Chaya-Rachel
Judith Reifen-Ronen

Chaya-Rachel, born 1848, was, in our family a flat figure, just a name with a date and
place of birth attached. A year ago, | was able to start to fill out the color of this character. |
discovered Chaya’s birth certificate, revealing her nationality. | was also able to learn a great deal
thanks to the extraordinary memory of Gila, age 98, her granddaughter
(and my aunt), from the period when they lived together in Plauen,
Germany. After the death of her husband, Elimelech, Chaya moved into
the house of Abraham and Esther, her son, daughter-in-law and their

seven children, including Gila, living there from 1915 till 1930.

Chaya-Rachel is a powerful figure in our family story and Gila

revealed herself as a wonderful source for this life story. She was able to

recall an extraordinary amount of sensory detail, including clothing, smells
and daily rituals, which allow the current generations of the family to more
deeply understand their own beginnings. My conversations with Gila, highlight the importance of
‘flow’ in Oral History interviews. It allows details of the subject’s values and behavioral patterns,
often seemingly trivial to the interviewee, to bubble to the surface. Thanks to Gila, we now are
able to, not only identify the ‘historical facts’ of her grandmother’s life, but to really know, feel and

understand her, and by extension, our own family today.

Gila recounts the story of Chaya-Rachel, an intelligent, practical, stubborn lady, who
raised four sons, (another four died in infancy), which explains Gila’s recollection of the strong
scent of valerian soaked onto sugar drifting through from her grandmother’'s room. Chaya was a
Zionist who donated coins into the blue box of KKL each Friday, and sold her own jewelry to send
her two granddaughters to Eretz-Israel. Born in Gorlice — West Galicia, she immigrated to Plauen,
Germany, at the age of 57 years and taught herself German so she could read the Zionist weekly

Juedische Rundschau.

A strongly orthodox woman, she treasured the red thread from Rachel’s tomb brought to
her from the holy land. Feeling uncomfortable being supported by her son, she contributed to the
household income by sewing collars for elegant dresses. Yet, Chaya did not intervene with the
daily chores and the business. Gila remembers a great deal of respect between the two women,

allowing two such strong characters to live together for 15 years.

An oral history interview of this sort reveals clear family traits that have been passed down
from generation to generation. By examining the life-story of my great-great grandmother | can
clearly see the source of so many of my family’s personality, behaviors and values, inherited from
Chaya-Rachel, the Mother of the Reifens.
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When parents told their children, "survive and tell the story," they wanted their
children to teach the lessons learned - so that the next generation of children not to be
silenced. As one child survivor explained, "At first | wanted only to forget. Now many
years later | want to understand myself better, to connect with other child survivors, and

find ways how our experiences can help others."

In 1981 Child Development Research began the project: the International Study
of Organized Persecution of Children. Dr. Judith S. Kestenberg (1910-1999) founded
Child Development Research in 1961, working with children and parents for the
prevention of mental disorder and developmental problems. With her husband, Milton
Kestenberg (1913-1991) she founded the International Study of Organized Persecution
of Children in 1981. The Kestenberg's and many associates traveled all over the world
interviewing more than 1500 child survivors of the Holocaust as well as children of Nazis,

and observers of child persecution.

The staff of mental health professionals developed psychologically oriented
interviews which were audio-taped to preserve the privacy of those interviewed. Through
the work of trained volunteers in more than twenty countries, interviews have been
conducted with 1531 child survivors and witnesses of child persecution under the Nazis.
These interviews not only record past events, but help adults explore their childhood and
post-war years. The interviews thus often yield therapeutic benefits for the survivors, as
well as historically and psychologically valuable information for researchers and

therapists.

The interviews were conducted in various countries including: France, The United
States, Germany, Israel, Australia, Switzerland, Poland, South America, the United
Kingdom, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Holland, France, Hungary, Poland, Russia,
Yugoslavia. This is an invaluable collection of interviews, one of the first projects that
were conducted with child survivors of the Holocaust by leading researchers in the field.
Most of these interviews have been transcribed. Presently, the material has not been
digitized and is not easily available to researchers. It is vital that these interviews be
digitized so that they can be preserved and that they be made available to the wider
research community through the oral history division at the Hebrew University. The
digitization of this collection includes the conversion of the material on cassettes to a CD
format that is stored on the university server. The digitization process includes the

scanning of available transcriptions and the preparation of abstracts.

Ohd@savion.huji.ac.il
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It also enabled me to ascertain age, the point at
which they arrived at the settlement, whether or no
they were founding members of the settlement or did
they arrive later. It helped provide me with some sort
of picture of who the interviewee was before meeting

her. This prepared me for the eventual interview

without having to conduct a pre-interview on the

phone.

Conclusion and Contribution of the Study

The central goal of this study was to contribute a deeper understanding of a
movement through the voices of the women participants. These women played a
fundamental role in a historic movement and they cannot be ignored. Putting aside one's
belief in the viability of the settlements, or in the wisdom of retaining them, one has no
choice but to admire these women who have shown such great determination, courage,
and self-sacrifice for a higher ideal. This method of utilizing interviews as a primary
source enabled me to chronicle an important historical movement steeped in deep

emotions as well as controversy.

Judyl@starlev.com

The Kestenberg Archive of Child survivors of the Holocaust.

Sharon Kangisser-Cohen

In 2010, the Oral History Division was approached by Dr. Eva Fogelman and Dr.
Helene Bass-Wichelhaus, Ph.D of the International Study of Organized Persecution, for
the purpose of finding an archival home for their invaluable collection of 1531 interviews

that were conducted with child survivors of the Holocaust.

Until the early 1980's many child survivors of the Holocaust did not see
themselves as survivors. Often this was because they had been told and believed that
children do not suffer the long term effects of trauma as do adults. They believed that
their fragmented memories could be set aside and they could get on with their lives. But it
became evident that they could not escape the long term effects of loss of family and
home, exposure to severe and prolonged violence, being in hiding, and loss of a
childhood.
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Her parents were among the founders of Kiryat Arba and she provided great insight into

the transmission and actualization of ideology.

Gaining the Trust of the Participants

The major obstacle that | encountered in conducting my research was gaining the
trust of the interview participants. Since most of the participants were recommended to
me by mutual acquaintances or other participants | was able to gain access to those who
normally were wary of being interviewed. However, there were some women who did not
agree to participate and others who agreed only reluctantly. One woman discouraged me
from coming to her settlement even though | told her | knew where it was and wasn’t
afraid of going there. She only agreed to meet me in another settlement where she
worked as a teacher. However, when | explained to her — as | did to all the women — that
this was an opportunity to tell her version of the settlement movement, she commented
that it would have been important, historically, for us to have access to people involved in
other movements throughout Jewish history. She specifically mentioned the revolt

against the Romans.

There was another woman who agreed reluctantly to an interview. She
acquiesced because she was recommended to me by a close friend of hers who was
also an interviewee. This woman kept me waiting for several hours in the summer heat
while she tended to other affairs, probably hoping | would give up and leave. However, |
persevered and was able to interview her together with her husband - both of whom

were influential in spearheading the movement to the hilltops.

Contrary to other historical studies, | was prohibited from giving too many
personal details which might identify the participant. | understood the interviewees
wanted anonymity; and because the settlements themselves are small and easily
identifiable, the settlement itself had to be disguised. | had to honor this understanding in
order to maintain trust with the interviewee. | needed to uphold this, especially if | wanted

to return at a future date and expand the study.

Prior to conducting an interview, | tried to find out as much as | could about the
settlement of the woman involved. After the initial telephone contact, | sent a
questionnaire so | could find out basic information before a meeting. This gave me a
profile of a woman without wasting time during the interview. For example, the
questionnaire revealed where the individual came from originally and their (and their
spouses’) education. This enabled me, for the most part, to determine if the woman was

religious or came from a religious background.
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Most of the other participants were identified by pseudonyms, except for Daniella
Weiss of Kedumim, Miriam Levinger of Hebron and Tzvika Slonim of Kedumim, one of
the original founders of Gush Emunim. After submitting the text of the interview to these
participants, | requested their permission to use their real names, because | felt that they
played a crucial role in the development of the settler movement. | also included Limor
Harmelech, terrorist victim and founder of the "Return to Homesh" movement, because

through her interview | identified her has a potential leader of the younger generation.

The Evolvement of the Study
When | began the study, | didn’'t really know how it would evolve, the reason

being that the study developed parallel to pivotal events taking place at the same time.

The interviews took place during the Second Intifada, which began in Sept. 2000 and

ended after the disengagement from Gaza in 2005. It was at this time that the

settlements and controversies surrounding them were often highlighted in the media and

we saw the establishment of many of the "outposts." In addition, during this time, there

was a rash of terrorist attacks both on the roads leading to the settlements and in the

settlements themselves. | was able to interview women

who were actual victims of terrorist attacks as well the

friends and neighbors of others. One woman was an &Q‘Jk‘

ambulance driver who not only knew many of the =

victims but was involved with their evacuation from the

site of the attacks.

| also found that there were several moments
of “serendipity,” namely, an interview when | least expected it. For instance, an
acquaintance recommended that | contact Tzvika Slonim and visit the archives he
established in Kedumim. When | arrived, | asked him to assist me in browsing through his
first-hand material related to the founding of the settlements. Tzvika response was, “You
want fo know about the settlements and women? Il tell you. | was there from the
beginning.” Fortunately, | always kept a tape recorder in my bag. | interviewed him for
almost two hours and he played a pivotal role in the study.

Another unexpected moment, which would lead to an invaluable encounter,
occurred as | was about to leave after interviewing a woman in Elon Moreh. At that
moment, her husband returned home and asked if | would like to go with him to one of
the newly established hilltops to meet a young woman and her family living there. Of
course | did and this enabled me to gain access to a group of people who are normally
suspicious of talking to strangers. | was able to schedule an interview at a later date. It
turns out that this young woman who | met was a second generation resident of the
settlements.
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The Search for Participants

Once | decided to undertake this study, | faced the task of searching for
participants. Some participants were located through personal recommendation; others
were recommended by people | interviewed. (This is commonly referred to as "snowball

sampling.")

For example, in order to obtain historical background, | interviewed Prof. Ezra
Zohar, one of the founders of the Land of Israel Movement which preceded the Gush
Emunim movement. He recommended several women who he thought played a pivotal
role in the development of the settlements. In addition to those names, | asked him if |
could use his name to interview a woman who | felt was fundamental to understanding
the settlement movement. He readily agreed. That woman was Mrs. Naomi Frankel, the
writer, who poignantly related how she became disillusioned with left wing ideology and
made the dramatic step of moving from Tel Aviv to the Jewish enclave in Hebron and

then to Kiryat Arba. She movingly relates the price she paid to do so:

“The left vilified me something awful. | was ostracized as a writer, my
books were removed from school reading lists. It's hard for me when [ recall what
they said about me. People that were our friends stopped talking to us.”

“Why?”

“Because we came here, it's as simple as that, they thought that /
betrayed the left....... / was ostracized; you have fo understand | was a very well
known writer.”

“Was that due to the fact that they didn’t like settlers?”

“They didn'’t like the seftler movement so they negated it. | was here —
maybe a month — and the left called for a demonstration in Hebron. Rav Levinger
forbade the Jews to counter-profest against them, but he asked me fo go to
report back to him what happened. They came with big placards reading ‘Hebron
/s an Arab City’ and when they saw me they said, ‘Oh, Naomi, did you come to
demonstrate with us?’ ‘No.’ | replied, 1 live here now!’ As soon as | said that, they

turned their backs on me, and [ was no longer relevant.”

Since it was my opinion that her contribution to the study was so valuable, |
returned to her shortly before submitting the thesis and asked her if | could use her real
name instead of a pseudonym. Since, at that point, she was almost blind, | had to read
her the excerpts in the company of her assistant, the woman who is writing her

biography. She then asked me to make some minor corrections, which | agreed to.
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Visions and Versions:
Personal Narratives of Women Settlers in Judea and Samaria

Judy Lev

Over a period of three years, | conducted a series of interviews with various
women living in the settlements of Judea and Samaria. These interviews became the
basis of a Masters Thesis entitled Visions and Versions: Personal Narratives of Women
Settlers in Judea and Samaria. This was the first time that many of the nineteen women
who participated in the study would agree to be interviewed by anyone, least of all for an

academic study.

The development of this study had its roots in a course of Teud Bal Peh (oral
documentation) given at Hebrew University. At that time, as part of the requirements for
course completion, | chose to interview Mrs. Miriam Levinger of Hebron although | had
purely banal reasons for doing so. Those
reasons were, simply, that her mother tongue is
English, as is mine, and we had a mutual
acquaintance who agreed to ask her if she
would mind being interviewed for my final

project.

At that time, Mrs. Levinger and the
settlement of Hebron were often the subject of
various news and media reports and | felt curious about this woman and the events
surrounding her. | had to assure her that | wasn’t a reporter as she was very wary of
them. | explained that the interview would offer her an opportunity to tell her version of
events of the settler movement in Hebron and that the interview would be housed in the
archives of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. In addition, | clarified that | wasn’t there
to judge her or to criticize her role in the settlement of Hebron, but rather to find out how
the settlement of Hebron developed and, in particular, the women’s role in its

development.

As time went on, this interview soon became the first in a series which developed
into a study whose aim was to shed light on the development of the settler movement
through the eyes of the participants, in this case, the women. Narrative was the method

of inquiry, therefore, this thesis’ primary source were 19 interviews.
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A Letter from the Editors

The Israel Oral History Association was established ten years
ago, with the aim of encouraging the development of oral history
projects, contributing to the preservation of collective memory,
providing a profession center for research, training and
representation of this vital field.

Over the course of ten years we have organized numerous
seminars and symposia dedicated exclusively to problems of oral
history. The Association works within the context of widespread,
committed Oral History community, not only in academia, but also
with smaller archives throughout the country, including those in
kibbutzim, moshavim and small towns.

Once a year we publish TIUDON - the bulletin of the Israel
Oral History Association. In our eighth issue we include for the first
time an English section, with the hope to establish contacts,
exchange views and initiate mutual projects internationally.

In the Hebrew section of this issue we publish an article
based on a lecture of Alessandro Portelli, held at the Hebrew
University last February, on: The Nazi massacre at the Fosse
Ardeatine (Rome, March 24, 1944): Memory, ritual, myth and symbol.
We publish a synthesis of an interview with Mendel Mahrshak,
prepared by Ganit Eiron, of a transcript of almost 300 pages in
Yiddish. The interview was conducted in 1970 by David Cohen and
details fascinating memories of a man who prospered under Soviet
government and in the Red Army. When he started to help Jewish
survivors he was sentenced to 10 years imprisonment in Siberia.

Two other articles deal with Israeli history. Judith Reifen-
Ronen interviews Dan Giladi on his new book about the history of
Kfar Saba. Nir Mann, reveals how an interview on the history of
Sarona in Tel Aviv led to the discovery that Israel transmitted to the
CIA the text of Khrushchev's historic address to the 1956 conference

of the Communist Party, denouncing Stalin's crimes, thus laying the

foundations for Israel's strategic relations with the United States.
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